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While voter turnout is often seen as one definitive aspect of civic Received 30 April 2019
engagement, this paper argues that there are more nuanced ways Accepted 17 April 2020
to reflect on the impact of service-learning experiences on students’
environmental awareness and environmentally responsible behavior
changes. Using course evaluation qualitative comments in environ-
mental politics-themed courses that have used service-learning as a
pedagogical tool for the past 8 years, this paper argues that environ-
mental awareness and its subsequent application in activism reflect
civic engagement through changes in environmental behavior.
Service-learning enables students to make connections between the
course material and real-world environmental issues, showing them
how various communities are attempting to solve certain environ-
mental problems. The focus on problem-solving skills in this particu-
lar domain enables students to see themselves as agents of change,
though the long-term effects of these changes are difficult to ascer-
tain. The Hawai‘i context is particularly important due to the pleth-
ora of environmental problems we face, and the additional fact that
we live both in somewhat of a closed and geographically isolated
system as well as being susceptible to a variety of outside systemic
influences and forces. If we are not enabling the next generation of
environmental problem solvers through higher education, our “sea
of islands” as aptly termed by scholar Epeli Hau'ofa, has a lot to lose.
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Introduction

Civics is no longer a required subject in Hawai‘i high schools though according to the
Hawai‘i graduation requirements brochure (Strive 2019), a semester long course in par-
ticipation in a democracy can be taken to fulfill one of the Social Studies requirements.
In addition, a college student in Hawaii can graduate without ever having taken a
Political Science course. No wonder there is little knowledge of how political processes
work. It is the responsibility of the educational system at any level to instill the value of
citizenship, the social responsibility of what it means to be a member of any commu-
nity. Thomas Ehrlich (2000) defined civic engagement as “working to make a difference
in the civic life of our communities and developing the combination of knowledge,
skills, values, and motivation to make that difference. It means promoting the quality of
life in a community, through both political and nonpolitical processes” (preface, vi).
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In addition, Ehrlich also asserted that a civically engaged person recognizes that he or
she is a part of a larger social and political fabric and considers him or herself con-
nected to social problems as well as potential solutions (introduction, xxvi). This pro-
vides a parallel to current views of environmental awareness whereby students are
encouraged to see themselves as part of larger systems and to understand their roles
within them, as well as how political, economic, and social factors contribute to envir-
onmental degradation and potential solutions. Students are encouraged to see them-
selves as agents of change, not only on an individual level (recycling, composting, food
choices, reducing waste, etc.) but also how they can impact legislative and policy deci-
sions that will affect their communities. This ties in with the civic engagement men-
tioned above. The goal is to strengthen community and improve environmental
indicators by instilling an ethic of engagement. The guiding research questions for this
paper ask the following: do Political Science courses based on environmental issues lead
to increased student environmental awareness, broadly defined? Do these same classes
generate increased environmentally responsible behavior on the part of students?
Finally, do these courses enable students to think of both the environmental awareness
and its related environmentally responsible behavior as part of a systems-thinking
approach to environmental problems and solutions through the potential civic engage-
ment gleaned through service-learning? These questions help focus the paper’s argument
that while student environmental awareness and environmentally responsible behavior
are both desirable outcomes of the courses described in this study, the fact that students
do not tend to place them within a larger systemic context dilutes from the overall
attainment of the student learning outcomes.

Literature review

Ernest Boyer’s (1996) seminal essay calling for the scholarship of engagement by aca-
demia to search for answers to society’s most pressing problems is the foundational
basis for the rest of the literature on this subject. His appeal for academia to be the
“staging grounds for action” should serve as a call to engagement for us to get the uni-
versity, faculty, and students involved with community partners in order to effect mean-
ingful environmental and social change in our respective communities using
collaborative strategies to build meaningful and reciprocal community partnerships
(Saltmarsh et al. 2009). Service-learning focuses on experiential learning and problem-
solving skills. In the Hawail context, and in the classes featured in this paper in
particular, much of the service-learning is directed toward ‘aina-based education. The
superficial interpretation of the word ‘aina is land, but what seems to be the more
nuanced, but is actually the realdefinition is “that which feeds.” Inherent in the name is
the implication of a food system that nourishes and enables communities to grow and
thrive. The reciprocal relationship is a key component of the definition as well—one
cannot expect the land to feed a community if that community does not take care of it.
It is more than an inert object or geographical feature. It has an intent, a purpose. It is
up to us to be stewards of the land and teach our students to do the same through lived
experiences that create relationships not only between students and the land, but with
each other, and with our community partners.



Place-based and Gina-based education include experiential learning that values the
earth and focuses on building problem-solving skills in a safe and supportive class
environment. In Hawai‘i in particular, they acknowledge the role of culture and “talking
story” to develop relationships with the ‘Gina and with each other. As with the respond-
ents in Beltran, Hacker, and Begun’s (2015) study, students are encouraged to integrate
course content with practical applications through the appreciation of “the absolute
interconnectedness of all things, which includes the physical and natural environment”
(500). Knowledge about local landmarks and geographic features is shared through ori-
gin stories and discussed with students prior to starting the service-learning. In return,
students are asked to chant appropriate oli (chants that are not danced to) to ask per-
mission to enter the spaces they are visiting, as well as explain their purpose and where
they are from. These practices serve to root the experiences in Hawaiian culture and
ensure appropriate respect of all parties for the time spent together, working and learn-
ing from each other.

Civic engagement refers to a person’s understanding of her/his community, and her/
his place within that community as well as the capacity to “take action when appro-
priate” (Ehrlich 2000). There has been a recent move away from using a language of
“service” to talk about service-learning due to implications of uneven power relation-
ships between community partners and academia, and toward a language of experiential
learning. However, this article uses the two terms interchangeably. Initially, service-
learning provides a space for students to test out civic engagement as part of a class,
providing a pathway for them to continue that engagement after they have finished the
service-learning course or once they graduate. Civic engagement through service-learn-
ing leads to socially responsive knowledge and contributes to a democratic society
(Bringle and Steinberg 2010; Bringle and Hatcher 2009; Norris-Tirrell, Lambert-
Pennington, and Hyland 2010). While experiential learning is a key component of civic
engagement for students, this paper argues that service-learning in environmentally
themed classes has a limited, yet positive impact on students’ views of themselves as
agents of change. It is important to note that there is an inherent difference between
community engagement and civic engagement. Saltmarsh et al. (2009) highlight this dis-
tinction as follows:

[There is a] distinction between engagement “in” the community and engagement “with”
the community by “distinguishing between (a) community engagement, which is defined
solely by the location of the activity (e.g., teaching, research, and service in the
community), and (b) civic engagement, which is defined as teaching, research, and service
that is both in and with the community.” (27)

Furthermore, Bringle and Steinberg (2010) argue that “one of the key dimensions of
citizenship is knowledge of what one should do and why—the ‘expertise and cognitive
capacity to make intelligent decisions about what needs to be done’ (Eyler and Giles
1999, 159), which includes understanding social issues and programs” (434). Students
getting and staying involved in efforts to address environmental concerns can be identi-
fied as a result of exposure to experiential learning with community partners focused
on various aspects of sustainability.

There are different models of service-learning of course, and not all of them include
specific cultural protocols. However, the basic tenet is the same. Per Portman and Teft-
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Seker (2017), there are two main models: the philanthropic approach and the civic
model. “The first engages students by fostering a commitment to service that stems
from a sense of gratitude to the community and from a desire to give back, usually
dealing with overt needs of community members. The latter approach perceives a need
for deeper analysis of largescale political and social issues, and views learners as agents
of social change (Speck and Hoppe 2004)” (418). If service-learning experiences are suc-
cessful, they have the potential to lead to meaningful learning and the development of
problem-solving skills in students. In the Hawai‘i context, where solving pressing envir-
onmental problems is critical to our ability to mitigate climate change, these skills are
necessary for our future leaders to develop.

The connection between Gina-based pedagogy and higher education—inherent in
service-learning in environment-related Political Science courses in Hawai‘i—leads to
environmental awareness and a series of environmentally responsible behavior changes
in students. Additionally, service-learning has been shown to improve a variety of learn-
ing outcomes including academic performance (Conway, Amel, and Gerwien 2009),
increased social and civic skills (Celio, Durlak, and Dymnicki 2011; Eyler et al. 2001),
and problem-solving skills through the development of self-efficacy (Eyler et al. 2001).
As Knackmuhs, Farmer, and Reynolds (2017) argue, “self-efficacy is an important moti-
vating factor to participate in civic activities and action. If students do not feel that pol-
itical and community service can make a difference, they may elect not to
participate ... . Another possibility is that students need to feel empowered and to per-
sonally value taking active roles in civic engagement” (50). This development of self-effi-
cacy through service-learning is modeled by (and in) experiential learning activities and
reflection on their practice.

Students from underserved communities can often feel disempowered by all of the
environmental challenges they face. However, the availability of information about
environmental issues does not necessarily guarantee motivation to act in pro-environ-
mental behavior (Patki 2018, 127). As such, higher education is faced with enabling stu-
dents to come up with creative ways to solve problems and apply the skills they have
gained throughout their educational journeys. As Chollett (2014) states: students must
“apply knowledge-based values and skills through active learning and engagement” (99).
Experiential learning can be a site of empowerment for underserved student populations
in particular, because they can see the challenges and participate in developing solutions
contextualized within the course content of environmental politics. This process has the
potential to lead to more environmentally responsible behavior. Based upon the objec-
tives proposed at the Tbilisi conference, Hungerford and Volk (1990, 9) defined envir-
onmentally responsible citizens as the ones who have:

(1) an awareness and sensitivity to the total environment and its allied problems [and/or
issues], (2) a basic understanding of the environment and its allied problems [and/or
issues], (3) feeling of concern for the environment and motivation for actively participating
in environmental improvement and protection, (4) skills for identifying and solving
environmental problems [and/or issues], and (5) active involvement at all levels in working
toward resolution of environmental problems [and/or issues]. (Erdogan, Ok, and
Marcinkowski 2012, 508)

While environmentally responsible behavior is certainly laudable, the goal of service-
learning classes focused on sustainabiblity is to create environmental citizens. The latter



includes the role of education in the journey toward the development of environmental
citizens (Robinson 2015). Hungerford and Volk (1990) have also argued that there are
hierarchical goals to environmental education—“ecological foundations; conceptual
awareness — issues and values; investigation and evaluation; and environmental action
skills - training and application” (in Hsu 2004, 44-45). The important factor here is
that with foundations and conceptual awareness, students can make use of the course
content in their service-learning experiences and translate them into training and appli-
cation. In the Hawai‘i setting, much of this skill development is rooted in knowledge
and respect of the Hawaiian culture due to the centrality of land and water in all aspects
of the culture (Gould, Krymkowski, and Ardoin 2018, 10). Through critical reflection of
their ‘Gina-based service-learning experiences, students discover their capacity for activ-
ism and agency to address some of these environmental problems firsthand. They may
just be small steps, but they are working toward long-term sustainable practices (Paige
2017, 288-289). Of course, while those small steps are positive, they are not guaranteed,
and again tend to place responsibility for environmental changes and action on the
individual. Political Science classes can help students develop an understanding of the
systemic forces at play in resistance to environmental change. Furthermore, service-
learning may address feelings of disempowerment because it is focused on solutions by
definition—working with community partners to address certain issues. Students can
see and feel a tangible result after each work day. Therefore, the inclusion of experien-
tial learning addresses these concerns from an asset-based, rather than deficit-based per-
spective. It provides avenues toward self-efficacy in the very communities from which
students come. As Sonti et al. (2016) have argued, “the ability to learn unique and valu-
able physical job skills in the context of one’s own community contributes to the posi-
tive impact of ... environmental training programs” (282). Through the demonstration
of environmental awareness and environmentally responsible behavior changes, it is
clear that the students benefit, the community partners benefit, and the environment
benefits due to student engagement with environmental issues in Hawai‘i.

Methods

Qualitative data provides nuanced and in-depth insights to students’ conceptions of
their environmental awareness, perceptions of agency to effectuate pro-environmental
changes, and their conceptions of what it means to be an environmental citizen. While
there are inherent limitations to using qualitative data in terms of generalizability, the
level of detail concerning the responses to open-ended course evaluation questions far
outweighs the limitations of its validity. In addition, using course evaluation comments
necessarily limits triangulation of the data since they are a one-time snapshot of student
views of the course material and its impact on their learning. However, following
Portman and Teff-Seker (2017), this study used open-ended questions in course evalua-
tions to encourage students to reflect more deeply and critically about their respective
learning experiences (432). This approach recognizes the value of qualitative research as
applied to experiential learning because it recognizes the “Ppersonal nature of those
learning experiences’ and the difficulty in comparing one person’s value to another’s
(Greenaway, 1995; McKenzie, 2003)” (Martin and Leberman 2005, 46). In this case, the
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purpose of the qualitative study is to “form a unique interpretation of events rather
than produce generalizations (Seng 1998)” (Martin and Leberman 2005, 48-49). At the
end of each semester, students are asked to fill out course evaluations online. These
course evaluations contain both quantitative and qualitative measures and are com-
pletely anonymous. For the purposes of this study, the open-ended responses to course
evaluations in courses with an environmental focus for the past 8 years were analyzed
and coded to determine word frequency, concepts, terms, and phrases in order to dis-
cover emergent themes relating to environmental awareness, environmental behavior
change, and student self-efficacy to be agents of change to concretely address environ-
mental problems in Hawai‘i.

Since 2004, I have been teaching a series of courses focused on environmental polit-
ics, though with different themes: Environmental Politics, Politics of Food, and most
recently (since 2016) Politics of Water. Unfortunately, with the switch to an exclusively
online course evaluation system in 2011, the course evaluations prior to that have been
lost to the ether. Thus, this study only focuses on the available course evaluations for
sixteen classes over the past 8 years (16 separate semesters) and includes 506 responses
to open-ended questions on end of semester course evaluations. Of the 284 students in
these 16 courses, 182 of them filled out the course evaluations—a 64% response rate—
relatively high for the Social Sciences division at UHWO where the response rate usu-
ally hovers around 51% (Course Evaluation System 2019, University of Hawai‘i West
O‘ ahu Participation Statistics, Fall). Unfortunately, the online course evaluation has
only enabled faculty to customize their questions since Fall 2018, so none of the ques-
tions were specifically geared toward environmental awareness or the specific impacts of
service-learning. In fact, the original open-ended questions were global in scope. For
example, they included the following: (1) Which aspects of the course were most valu-
able? (2) What things did you get from this course that will benefit you personally? (3)
In 10 years, I will remember this course most by... (4) My overall evaluation of this
course is... However, many, if not most of the responses, did address environmental
themes, and students reported changes in their environmental behaviors. Of course, the
validity of self-reported behavioral data has been questioned by numerous researchers,
so this is recognized as a limitation of this study similarly to Erdogan, Ok, and
Marcinkoweski (2012, 534). Following Ross (2010) and Siimen and Galisici (2016),
NVivo 12 software was used to code and theme the responses and analyze the data
through key word count applications in order to break down the data into the smallest
possible components. Some of the most frequently used words that are irrelevant to this
study, such as teacher, professor, learning, food, fun, etc. were discarded and only the
most frequently used relevant words, such as service-learning, life-changing, environ-
mental awareness, farming, agriculture, climate change, sustainability, etc. were used to
reorganize the data into larger themes. These findings were inductively organized in
layers (Winter and Cotton 2012) and presented in a concept map (see Figure 1 in the
Discussion of findings section below) in order to create an exploratory grounded theory
for the effectiveness of both the course material based on environmental issues in the
Hawai‘i context, and the service-learning pedagogy used to deliver the course content.
While some of the evidence discussed in the literature review section of this study
seems to point to service-learning as an effective tool for the increase of civic



Service
Learning

Experiential
Learning

Limitations

Environmental
Behavior
Change

Life
Changing
Course

Figure 1. Environmental awareness concept map. (Two-way arrows represent correlation, one-way
arrows represent causation, and no arrows represent an associative relationship between particu-
lar themes).

engagement in students, this particular study does not find similar results.
Unfortunately, since there is no possibility of conducting a longitudinal study concern-
ing the same students’ views on environmental awareness and environmentally respon-
sible behavior after the classes are over, it is difficult to ascertain how long these
attitudes and behaviors last. Therefore, another inherent limitation of the study is that
due to the anonymity of the course evaluations, it is not possible to follow up with stu-
dents one semester, 1 year, or even several years later, since it is unclear what their ori-
ginal responses to the course evaluation open-ended comments might have been in
order to provide a longer-range picture of the duration of the self-reported environmen-
tally responsible behavior changes.

Context of the study

The University of Hawai‘i West O‘ahu (UHWO) is one of four bachelor degree grant-
ing universities in the ten campus system, which serves all of the main Hawaiian
islands. The University of Hawai‘i at Manoa is the largest campus—a research one uni-
versity—serving over twenty thousand students in a wide variety of programs. UHWO
is the only other 4-year campus on O‘ahu, the most populated island, with a mission to
“develop life-long learners enriched and informed by career competencies and educa-
tional opportunities that address state, regional, and international needs” (UHWO
Strategic Plan 2015-2020). UHWO’s student population in the fall semester of 2018
consisted of 3,128 students, with approximately 66% of students being women, 70%
identifying as Asian/Pacific Islander, and more specifically 30% of all students identify-
ing as Native Hawaiian. Students are an average age of 26 (UHWO Institutional
Research Office 2019a). UHWO has the highest proportion of Native Hawaiian students
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in any of the UH system campuses due to our geographic location near the Leeward
coast of O‘ahu, where many Native Hawaiians live and work.

Given this information, it is clear that UHWO is not what many would call a
“traditional” university. Our service-learning programs reflect the needs of the commun-
ities we serve as well as curricular and pedagogical needs of both students and faculty.
UHWO’s mission is closely aligned with workforce development and there is an
emphasis on experiential learning supported by integrating indigenous values and ways
of learning. This means that many of our community partners are rooted in Native
Hawaiian values as well. Our geographic service area contains the new and rapidly
developing cities of Kapolei and Ewa Beach on the southwestern side of the island of
O‘ahu, as well as the entire Leeward coast, which has the highest proportion of Native
Hawaiians of any area on the island. Our service area also includes large tracts of agri-
cultural lands dotted with small rural communities, as well as the tourist destination of
the North Shore of O‘ahu with a large transplant population from the continent mixed
with descendants of former sugar plantation workers. These divergent areas and popula-
tions contribute to an extremely diverse student body, not only ethnically, but socioeco-
nomically as well. Our student population faces a number of social issues, not the least
of which is houselessness as well as extremely high rates of chronic diseases. Many of
the university’s community partners are geared toward helping the houseless population
in our service area and several other organizations partnering with the university are
geared toward agricultural endeavors, many of which are also rooted in the Hawaiian
value of malama ‘Gina (caring for the land) and its resources. Our unique location,
both geographic and social, contributes to the university’s emphasis on partnerships and
service-learning as a way to address community needs and enable students to engage in
experiential and problem-based learning so as to hone their creative and critical think-
ing skills. For example, in the Politics of Food and Politics of Water classes, the effects
of environmental degradation are felt immediately due to the exposure to eco-restor-
ation projects where students see invasive species first-hand and participate in the pro-
cess of their removal. In addition, service-learning may help students overcome some of
the barriers faced by commuter students (100% of the student population at our univer-
sity—there are no residence halls) since it creates a sense of community both among
peers and between faculty and students, as well as exposes students to various commu-
nity organizations and opportunities for service and community engagement in the
future. Building these experience opportunities into the curriculum provides students
with avenues to explore their own self-efficacy as well as attempt to foster civic engage-
ment because they will have already practiced it in a safe, group situation within the
parameters of the class. Many of our students are first generation college students, from
low socioeconomic backgrounds. In Fall 2018, 76% of our students were eligible for Pell
Grants, additional federal grants, as well as state grants (UHWO Institutional Research
Office 2019b). While FAFSA data is a better indicator of socioeconomic status, unfortu-
nately, it is not available for public use at this point.

The courses included in this research project included Environmental Politics, taught
both in person and online though the online course did not engage in service-learning
as a class—it was optional—therefore, the online only version of this class has been
omitted from this study; Politics of Food, taught both in person and in an accelerated



hybrid format, and Politics of Water, taught exclusively in an accelerated hybrid format.
The hybrid format includes two in-person evening class meetings at the campus on the
first Friday and the last Friday of an accelerated 6-week term. These in-person meetings
serve to explain the course format to the students as well as fill out forms for service-
learning projects and introduce ourselves to each other. The last Friday of the course
always includes a potluck dinner and student final presentations. In the intervening
Saturdays, from 9 am to 1pm, students meet at various agricultural or water-related
sites on the island of O‘ahu. These may include educational farms, production farms,
traditional Hawaiian fishponds, and/or lo‘i kalo (taro patches). The classes attend as a
group, counting anywhere from fifteen to thirty students and perform service as
directed by the leaders/hosts of our various community partners. It is often hot, back-
breaking work, including weeding, moving rocks, cutting down invasive species, build-
ing rock walls, removing debris in a human chain, among other types of work. While
they are working, the students often “talk story” or chat, laugh, complain, and reflect.
They learn an appreciation for the kind of hard work it takes to bring food to one’s
table, to properly manage watersheds, and deal with all of the challenges (and opportu-
nities) faced by our various community partners. They also gain an appreciation for the
value of working together (laulima) to accomplish large projects in a timely manner.
While the three different courses (Environmental Politics, Politics of Food, and Politics
of Water) necessarily have different student learning outcomes due to the differing
course content, the student learning outcome template for each of the courses is the
same. For example, the Politics of Food class syllabus contains the following student
learning outcomes (SLO):

SLO 1: demonstrate knowledge of key concepts and tensions in food politics;

SLO 2: demonstrate knowledge of the role of the policy making process surround-
ing food in the United States and Hawai‘i;

SLO 3: demonstrate knowledge of the role of civic and community engagement in
political activism surrounding food systems in Hawai‘i;

SLO 4: Students should be able to read, write, and think critically about and
through food systems.

For the other two courses, the word food can be replaced by either water or environ-
ment, and food systems can be replaced by water resources, or environmental policy-
making. The course evaluation comments used in the study strongly correspond with
the student learning outcomes for the respective courses.

The hybrid course content is delivered through a series of online lectures, films, and
readings. Students are required to interact with each other through participation on the
weekly online discussion board, as well as provide critical reactions to, and analysis of,
the course lectures and films as they relate to the weekly service-learning experiences.
The mandatory synthesis of the various course components encourages students to see
the service-learning as an intrinsic part of the course and not as a separate component.
This enables them to contextualize the meaning of the service-learning within the cur-
riculum in order to increase their capacity to understand the connected nature of the
various environmental issues they encounter throughout the class. As mentioned above,
these student learning outcomes are highlighted in the syllabi, discussed on the first day
of class, and reiterated throughout each course. The alternative format of the courses
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does tend to attract students who either need the short-term class because of their
work/family schedules, or because they are interested in the service work in the first
place. In addition, students are likely self-selected because they might be interested in
environmental topics in the first place, so their responses on the course evaluations
might be necessarily biased toward environmentally responsible behavior.

Discussion of findings

Using NVivol2 software to analyze the 506 student comments to open-ended course
evaluation questions for a total of sixteen courses over the past 8 years, several themes
clearly emerged. While the central theme of both this paper and the comments was
environmental awareness (n = 36), a few more nuanced themes surfaced as well. There
was a dual relationship between environmental awareness and environmental behavior
changes (n=34)—and those changes were reflected in a series of comments which
found the course “life-changing” (n=25). A small sample of the student voices reflect-
ing the impact the course has had on them is included to illustrate the students’ under-
standing of what it means for a course to be “life-changing”:

It is truly a life changing course. I was able to not only learn about the politics behind
food, but I was able to reconfigure my diet, lifestyle, and being mindful of what food
industries I support and what food I purchase in the stores.

This course has life changing effects in the decisions to live a healthier and more informed
life for myself and my family. If I want to be a great educator I must take care of my
health first.

This course had a HUGE impact on me personally and professionally.

I will take the knowledge I have learned in this class and make it a point to apply it into
my daily lifestyle.

This course forced me to evaluate my daily life. The foods I eat, the places I shop, the
companies I support. I have made huge changes to my personal life as it has truly opened
my eyes.

Truly life-changing experience, balanced with knowledge and hands-on activity.

This was an excellent course. The hands-on experience turned lectures into life lessons that
we will not forget. This course encourages healthy living, encourages becoming involved in
local politics and learning how to support your community and learning sustainable living.

Many students referenced community (n=14), as well as networking (n=28) and
engagement (n=3) as important aspects of the course. This was directly linked to ser-
vice-learning and experiential learning (n =24 and n =22, respectively). There were tan-
gible aspects of the courses’ impacts on environmental awareness, especially when it
came to a greater understanding of natural resources (n=2) and how culture and sus-
tainability (n=>5) work together, specifically in Hawai‘i to create important avenues for
making positive changes to environmental behavior. Some student comments highlight
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the specific kinds of environmental behavior changes encouraged by their respect-
ive classes:

It was interesting to learn how our food is being processed in a large scale and how the
government protects these major industries. Because of this class I actually started
composting. Also, I built my own grow beds out of pallets and on my way to starting my
first garden.

Motivation to stay vegan.

I have refrained, as much as possible from drinking bottled water. I have started eating
more vegetables, buying them local and eating less red meat. I now choose not to buy
from Bath and Body Works since their products are bottled in plastic. Plus I have become
more conscious of the amount of waste our society produces and do not want to
contribute as much as I did. Not only have my changes benefited me it will also benefit
our precious Earth.

I have a new perspective on food of course, but I also view life a bit different. Now I think
about the long-term effects of my decisions; how a simple decision may have a seemingly
unrelated externality, what I am supporting.

It really opened my eyes to the effect of our food choices and just to be more aware of the
different social issues around me. I have personally decided to change my diet habits and
to be more aware about environmental things. I also have chosen to try to get more
involved in community projects.

Students were clearly motivated to make changes in environmental behavior and
extend those changes in various directions—from eating less (or no) meat, to reducing
their carbon footprints, and decreasing their use of plastic. While it is impossible to
know whether these changes have lasted since the classes were taken, environmental
awareness as it is linked with the course content combine to empower students to make
environmental behavior changes.

Conversely, there are clearly limitations to student understandings of social justice
(n=1), environmental justice (n=1), and climate change (n=2). Limitations (n=7)
were not only linked to these three themes, but the lack of discussion regarding these
concepts on the course evaluations reflects a lack of engagement between students and
the course material, which in fact does cover these concepts in great detail. That said,
perhaps more contextualization in the course lectures between justice and the service-
learning experiences would serve to cement this connection. Additional critiques of the
courses included a request to include cooking lessons in the class in order to forge add-
itional connections between the availability of local food ingredients and healthy eating
for students and their families; requests to learn how to plant an organic garden at
home; and a request for a field trip experience to a meat production facility. This last
request is particularly interesting given that there are no cattle operations on O‘ahu,
and this was discussed several times at a farmers’ market as a severe problem regarding
Hawai‘i’s dependence on imported foods. Finally, the most important limitation of one
of the courses is that it was faulted in an anonymous student comment for not being
realistic—that “the world of food is no 100% organic, charity driven, or at the farmers’
market. It involves pesticides, herbicides, tillage, underpaid labor, and mess.” This stu-
dent’s point is well-taken given that the courses strive to show solutions to problems,
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mostly within the food system, but that not all problems can be addressed by the lim-
ited scope of the solutions provided by our community partners. The concept map pro-
vided below shows the relationship between all of the themes included and their
respective degrees of associations.

While there is a clearly an association for students between the service-learning expe-
riences within community and environmental awareness, the civic engagement piece
seems to be lagging a bit behind in terms of importance reflected in the student course
evaluation comments. This is both similar to, and different from, the Krings et al.
(2015) study in which they found that students in the service-learning group did not
necessarily increase their levels of civic engagement through pre- and post-tests meas-
ures. While the findings in this study seem to corroborate that study, it is clear that the
lack of a similar research design does not necessarily imply the same findings. In both
cases, however, the students were likely self-selected and interested in service-learning
classes. More specifically, only since 2014 has the Politics of Food course become a
requirement for Sustainable Community Food Systems concentration students at
UHWO, and those particular students seem to be doubly self-selected—not only inter-
ested in environmental change, but willing to major in it in college. This study as well
as that of Krings, Austic, Gutiérrez, and Meier (2015) hypothesize that the students
signing up for service-learning classes already have a relatively high level of civic
engagement, so perhaps its increase is difficult to measure. That said, environmental
‘@ina-based education taught through service-learning experiences contributes to both
community strength and to students’ knowledge and understanding of complex issues.
But the lack of self-efficacy found in the student comments regarding larger, systemic
problem-solving indicates that the hoped-for civic engagement is not materializing.
Students are willing and able to make changes to their individual environmental behav-
iors, and even perhaps involve their families and friends in making those changes, but
are not conceptualizing their roles as environmental citizens who have a say in what the
environment is going to look like 10, 20, or 50 years from now on a larger scale. Two
positive aspects of the study do remain however, that should enable us all to take heart
in the work we are doing in this domain. First, not a single student comment (out of
506) mentioned inconvenience as a barrier to making environmental behavior changes.
This means that they are willing to disrupt their lives, at least a little bit, to engage in
positive environmental behavior. Second, there was no pessimism present in any of the
responses. Students do not believe that environmental problems are too large to make a
difference, which would indicate a perceived lack of self-efficacy to be able to tackle
these important problems. This means that we can continue to educate students in
pressing environmental issues and trust that at least in part, they will become the lead-
ers we need to remedy the mess we have made.

Civic engagement should lead to an increased emphasis on social justice, but after
reviewing the raw data, it seems that this connection is not in fact present. While disap-
pointing, it is possible that there are a few reasons for this problem. First, these classes
are among the very few on our campus that put service-learning at the center of the
curriculum. Many classes do include service-learning, but as an add-on or optional
piece of the curriculum. There is no service-learning requirement prior to graduation,
and no administrative support for service-learning as a part of the curriculum even
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though the university purports to support transdisciplinary and engaged scholarship—
which is by definition, rooted in and with community. Participation in a variety of ser-
vice-learning and engaged scholarship conferences the past few years has shown me
that there is an array of opportunities for universities to include and support service-
learning in the curriculum, not the least of which would be having a faculty position
dedicated to facilitating service-learning experiences for faculty and students, offering
professional development opportunities for faculty to include service-learning in their
curriculum, as well as including a designation on service-learning courses to highlight
to students which courses include experiential learning. The latter could also serve to
indicate service-learning courses in order to include them in a civic engagement certifi-
cate, which would enable students to show potential employers all of the work they had
done in the field, sometimes literally, sometimes figuratively.

Conclusion and avenues for further research

Through analysis of open-ended course evaluation student comments, this study shows
that environmental awareness learned through service-learning has the potential to
influence positive environmental behavior changes in students. It also highlights that
service-learning classes do not necessarily engender civic engagement, and neither does
an understanding of social and/or environmental justice or climate change emerge as a
prominent theme in the raw data. Furthermore, the focus on individual environmental
behavior changes and environmental awareness seems to remain as the more important
takeaway for students rather than an understanding of systemic and social justice factors
that impact environmental issues. Several students did mention that they would share
the information with their respective families and friends, but it is not clear how far,
nor for how long, that behavior will continue. In order to drive these positive changes
forward, our research agendas as well as our teaching practices must have value for our
communities through the development of social capital using experiential learning as a
tool to involve students and develop their community-building and responsible environ-
mental behavior skills.

In terms of the university’s role in engendering positive environmental outcomes, it
is not enough to just engage in service-learning activities surrounding environmental
issues with our students. It has to mean something beyond student volunteer hours in
the community. It is critical to create and maintain a two-way interaction between the
campus and community in order to stimulate mutual respect and promote greater con-
nections between the two. The reciprocal relationship between the campus and commu-
nity must serve the needs of the latter, while keeping the needs of students, faculty, and
the university community in mind as well (Kajner, Fletcher, and Makokis 2012). There
can be a problematic power hierarchy embedded within these relationships and it is the
responsibility of the faculty to reflect on their own roles and positionality (Diver and
Higgins 2014) as well as understand the complex relationship between the university
and the community and how to interrupt this potentially imbalanced dynamic and
guarantee that the connection remains community-driven. While Diver and Higgins
(2014) call for “dynamic reciprocity,” they also acknowledge that faculty may not get it
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right the first time and that it takes patience and perseverance to continue this work as
we continue to expand our community partnerships.

Future research avenues could be provided by analysis of what seems to be a missing
link between service-learning and civic engagement as evidenced by the lack of student
comments directed to that relationship when it comes to environmental behavior and
self-efficacy. This missing piece is critical in understanding what it takes to move envir-
onmental behavior change from the individual to the systemic level.
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