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Transformative and Transformed: Examining the Critical
Potential of Service Learner Positional Identities

Kendra R. Brewster

The City University of New York, Graduate Center

ABSTRACT
Critical service learning requires that students grapple with power even as
they negotiate with discourses that frame service as transformative for
others, without the reciprocal effect of service learners being transformed.
To highlight microprocesses in power, this article uses figured worlds to
explore the positional identities of service learners based on how partici-
pants viewed their experience, perceived the service site, and understood
others’ structural and biographical contexts. Three positional identities
emerged from this inquiry: (1) service learner as role model, (2) service
learner as future professional, and (3) service learner as beneficiary. Each suc-
cessive positional identity demonstrated more critical and relational con-
tent. Positional identities that emphasized the service learner as a
transformative agent featured more acriticality and less relationality than
those that positioned the service learner as having been transformed.
However, neither position explicitly addressed race, class, or other dimen-
sions used to distribute power. This article illustrates the value that exam-
ining small moments of positioning might offer service learners and
instructors as a reference point for their own criticality.

Service learning has the potential to shift how students think of themselves, communities, and
society. Service learners gain insight about their personal strengths and identity (Molee, Henry,
Sessa, & McKinney-Prupis, 2010). The exposure to contexts and individuals who are differentially
situated also helps service learners to learn about the realities of inequality, which can increase
their empathy and sense of social responsibility (Carrington & Iyer, 2011; Desmond & Stahl,
2011; Kerssen-Griep & Eifler, 2008; Newman & Hernandez, 2011). Service learners may ultimately
formulate social analyses about the representations and realities of social life in ways that encour-
age their commitment to social justice (Carrington & Iyer, 2011; Kinefuchi, 2010).

Literature about critical service learning indicates that individuals make such shifts by (1) chal-
lenging representational discourses, (2) “examin[ing] the structural roles in inequality played by
institutions, individuals, groups, histories and even the service itself in perpetuating or transform-
ing the problems,” and (3) creating authentic relationships that acknowledge power differences
and use collaboration to create equality at the interpersonal level (Kinefuchi, 2010, p. 79).
However, research shows that service learners only partially engage with these transformative
aspects. For example, service learners express gratitude about their relative privilege, but do not
articulate their class-based assumptions or posit relationships between class positions (Sharma,
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Phillion, & Malewski, 2011). Service learners may be motivated to work towards social justice,
but face difficulty in reflexively grappling with their personal relationship to privilege and dispos-
session (Kinefuchi, 2000). Similarly, service learners may not approach the key conditions of crit-
ical consciousness such as naming the specific dynamics of structural inequality like racism,
sexism, and classism or they may be unable to articulate actionable commitments to working
towards equality (Bowers, 2005; Kinefuchi, 2007; Van Gorder, 2007; Watts, Diemer, & Voight,
2011). In terms of relationship, service learners demonstrate the capacity to deconstruct represen-
tations of others to recognize shared humanity, but rarely address the realities of inequality in
others’ experience (Santos, Ruppar, & Jeans, 2012).

Without engaging the three transformative aspects of critical service learning, service learners
may draw acritical meanings from their engagements that reinforce power differentials and empha-
size their capacity to transform others (Desmond & Stahl, 2011). Instead of learning about inequality
and practicing empathy, service learners may “absorb the actual experience of individuals into a cat-
egorical one-dimensional designation of neediness” (Van Gorder, 2007, p. 16). Such static represen-
tations of others may encourage service learners to develop static notions of their own identities
whereby they help “the disadvantaged” in paternalistic ways (Farnsworth, 2010; Sharma et al., 2011).

Figuring worlds in service learning courses

The acritical and critical potentials of service are partially differentiated by who is framed as the
object of transformation in service learning. Thus, the present inquiry addresses the relationship
between service learners’ positioning and perceptions about their capacity to be transformable or
transformative. This inquiry is undergirded by two related questions: To what extent might posi-
tioning service learners as agents, and community members as objects, of transformation limit
the criticality? Might positioning service learners as objects of transformation afford greater critic-
ality in challenging assumptions, acknowledging privilege, and working towards social justice?

To respond to this inquiry, this article uses figured worlds as a framework to examine service
learner’s narratives. A figured world is an individual’s expression of him- or herself in context
that makes use of discourses that are socially and situationally available (Holland, Lachiocotte,
Skinner, & Cain, 1998; Rubin, 2007). Figured worlds are affected by the dynamics of education,
race, gender, and class that circulate at the societal level to distribute privilege and oppression
(Holland et al., 1998; Rubin, 2007). These dynamics intersect with the situational context of an
individual’s figured world to frame some actors as agents, certain activities as good, and particular
outcomes as desirable (Holland et al., 1998; Rubin, 2007). As individuals position themselves they
automatically position others, and this positional identity relates “the day-to-day and on-the-
ground relations of power, deference and entitlement, social affiliation and distance—with the
social-interactional, social-relational structures of the lived world” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 128).
That is, an individual’s figured world shows differential social power, suggests a positional iden-
tity for individuals to inhabit, and provides an indication of an individual’s expectations about
intergroup interaction. Power is visible in a figured world, even without individuals’ explicit refer-
ences to social groupings and dynamics of inequality.

In service learning, the positioning of agents, activities, and the service site is prefigured by
societal discourses that solidify differences between the service learner and community members.
Scholars have interrogated the racialized assumptions within service learning that idealize an
image of the service learners as a white, middle-class individual with high cultural capital who
can transform underprivileged, non-whites (Butin, 2006; Mitchell, Donahue, & Young-Law,
2012). As a number of social group memberships are aligned with privilege and status (e.g., class,
gender, dis/ability, educational status, citizenship status), a broader analysis of power within ser-
vice learning is key to understanding how hierarchy hinders the acknowledgment or problem-
atization of inequality (Mitchell et al., 2012).
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Positioning the service learning course under inquiry

This article discusses a course about mentoring adolescents that was partnered with a nearby
minimum-security facility for court-involved adolescent girls. The pairing sought to provide
female and adolescent-centered experiences to the girls in the facility and to provide students an
understanding of therapeutic interventions and the larger social contexts of girls’ incarceration.
This site may have amplified a sense of hierarchy given a confluence of intersectional factors
including the racialization of discourses of crime and racial disparities within the criminal justice
system. As mostly white and middle-class individuals, the service learners might be positioned as
“saviors” more easily than as people who shared community with the girls. As mostly black girls
and Latinas from poor and gentrifying neighborhoods, the girls might be positioned more easily
as “juvenile delinquents” than as community members, adolescents who had sometimes made
mistakes, or individuals who were often abandoned by people and institutions.

The course aimed to grapple with societal discourses that automatically relate race, class, and
crime by encouraging a critical analysis of the criminal justice system as a zone of social abandon-
ment where already marginalized groups are further disenfranchised. These explorations attempted
to build students’ critical consciousness and diminish social distance. Thus, service learners reflected
on the biographical similarities and social differences that tracked them towards the state college
and the girls towards the nearby state facility. One of the primary texts used in the course, for
example, was Girls in Trouble with the Law (Schaffner, 2006). This text addressed the role of sexism,
racism, and classism in girls’ experiences in their homes, communities, and institutions. Such mate-
rials provided the foundation for classroom activities that engaged service learners’ assumptions
about the girls and individual assignments that included weekly journaling or blogs. The culminat-
ing assignment required service learners to comprehensively reflect on their weekly assignments and
propose a programmatic or systemic change for the facility.

Engaging community members in making choices about service is a good practice (Bringle &
Hatcher, 1996), however, it seemed crucial to provide girls who lived in a highly-structured facility a
modicum of control to affirm their interests, experiences, and agency. The girls chose their mentors,
voted on the topics they wanted to explore during five workshops across the semester, and guided
the focus of weekly visits where they shared approximately 30 hours with their mentors. Almost all
classroom meetings were used to plan and debrief the workshops and one-on-one sessions so that
the community experience was always focal, and was often discussed before the course materials.

Within class discussions and assignments, some students articulated a view of the girls as
delinquents who had little agency and were malleable, while others suggested that the girls were
agents who negotiated their contexts. The focus on figured worlds in this study provides potential
insights for understanding the nuances of such acritical and critical dynamics by exploring how
positional identities might prefigure service learners’ engagement with stereotypic representations,
equitable relationships, and reflexive analyses related to the service itself. Conceptualizing pos-
itional identities on a continuum that runs from acritical to critical is intended to help students
and educators to reflect on the meanings and implications of service.

Methods

Participants

The service learning course under examination was offered by the psychology department of a
small state college in the Northeast for more than 20 years. Each of the four instructors who
taught the course over these years distributed the study announcement to former students for
whom they had current e-mail addresses. Additionally, the announcement appeared online on the
website of a local newspaper. Thirty-one participants who were students of the course between
2005 and 2012 completed the study. The majority of participants (94%) completed the course
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with the last two instructors who taught it collaboratively and individually. The majority of the
participants identified as female (83.9%). Two males were in the sample (6.5%), as well as three
participants who opted not to respond to this demographic item (9.7%). The sample was predom-
inantly white (74.2%). The sample also included two Latina participants and two people who
opted not to respond to this item (6.5% respectively). The remainder of the sample included one
participant who identified as either South Asian, Black, Middle Eastern, or Middle-Eastern/white.
The participants ranged in age from 21 to 52 years, with an average age of 25.9 years old.

Materials

Participants completed an online survey comprised mostly of open-ended items. The content of the
survey addressed three aspects of this service learning experience: (a) basic information about
the course and brief descriptions of the experience, (b) memorable and impactful moments across
the course, and (c) their perceptions of the facility and the girls who resided within it. The survey
appears as an Appendix.

The analyses in this article focus on the core aspects of the instrumentation, which are referred
to as participant narratives throughout the article. The participant’s attributions for girls’ incarcer-
ation (Item 15) frames the analyses. However, it is noteworthy that participants’ narratives did
not discuss why girls end up in facilities, with the exception of 9% of the service learners.

Procedures

Participants accessed an online survey, read the study description, and provided their assent to
participate by continuing to the survey items. This study was exempt from requiring a full
informed consent procedure because it was anonymous and the participants did not belong to a
protected population. Participants did not identify themselves in their responses and provided
only their mailing address, without names, so that they could receive compensation. Participants
who completed the survey were mailed a thank you note along with $10 USD as compensation
for their participation.

Coding

Multiple readings of the data established a grounded theory coding scheme to analyze the open-
ended responses in the survey (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 1994). These readings
sought to identify language related to primary aspects of figured worlds, including descriptions of
the immediate social environment, references to actors, and references to actions and activities.
The initial readings of the data used open coding at the word-level as data were hand-coded elec-
tronically (e.g., participant was highlighted in one color and mentee was highlighted in another,
verbs were italicized, outcomes were put in boldface). Subsequent, selective coding focused on
how participants were positioned (as a friend, leader, outsider, etc.) in a process that included
clustering and isolating narrative segments in order to form categories. Last, each category of
positioning was analyzed to show the general relationship between the positions and aspects
of interest in the figured world. Throughout this process, new files were created to recategorize
or rename data in order to test the resonance of directions that emerged from the analysis.

To establish trustworthiness in the data, this reading stayed as close to the text as possible
using a phenomenological analysis of the repetition, recurrence, and emphasis of words related to
how participants narrated their relationship to activities, people, and environments. This analysis
was reviewed by one of the course’s founding instructors, who critiqued the emergent findings
and validated the final interpretations herein based on her own experience. Additionally, through-
out the analysis, the author wrote an autoethnography about her experience teaching the course
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and the meanings she drew from it. Here, the author reflexively grappled with findings that
troubled her own positioning, projections of the impact on the course on others, and how the
course impacted her.

Findings

The findings explore exemplars from three of the positional identities that emerged from this
analysis: (1) the service learner as role model, (2) the service learner as a future professional, and,
(3) the service learner as a beneficiary. To contextualize these positions, each section discusses
excerpts from exemplars that illustrate how service learners viewed their experience, perceived the
facility, and understood the girls’ structural and biographical contexts. The review of each pos-
itional identity concludes with a summary of the a/critical aspects that characterize the position.
Pseudonyms assigned by the author are used to add clarity and personalize the pos-
itional identities.

Service learner as role model

Notions of service, and specifically mentorship, encourage discourses about giving back, guiding
young people, and imparting others with the cultural capital necessary for success. The position
of the service learner as a role model illustrates the dynamics inherent in these discourses and
suggests that the service learner is an agent while community members are passive recipients.
Thirty-eight percent (n¼ 12) of participants described this dynamic and positioned service learn-
ers as leaders who brought new perspectives and better ways of living to the girls.

The first exemplar affirms the sense of distance that often circulates within this position.
Crystal summarized her experience with the two words “another world,” and indicated that her
experience was “eye-opening and enlightening.” The experience enabled Crystal to challenge rep-
resentations that the girls were “sociopaths determined to destroy everything.” Instead, Crystal
attributed girls’ incarceration to their exposure to “bad parents and environments” and drugs.
Crystal framed the facility as a place of respite because it provided a different environment than
girls’ neighborhoods. Her attributions and framing of the facility seemed to prefigure her position
as a role model for girls who were “like mini adults lacking the maturity to always make the cor-
rect decision versus the easy one.” Directly after positioning the girls, Crystal positioned herself:

I tried my best to guide them towards the right path, one where they could be successful and help them see
why punching their teachers and selling drugs were not good ways in which to behave. I gave them
alternative ideas about how to go about becoming successful other than those they knew about such as
college, scholarships and jobs.

Crystal suggested that the girls were violent and sold drugs because they did not know the full
array of their options. She attempted to reorient the girls, which is emphasized by the directional
words like “guide,” “towards,” “right path,” and “how to go about.” Thus, while Crystal disav-
owed representations that the girls were destructive sociopaths, she maintained a privilege and
impermeability. The relationship appeared to focus on Crystal’s transmission of cultural capital
and the unidirectionality of the interaction maintained social distance. Crystal did not critique
her role, explore similarities between herself and her mentees’, or question the factors that con-
tributed to the girls not already knowing about jobs, college, and scholarships. Rather, she simply
appeared as a mediator between lives of crime or legitimacy.

Another participant suggested that a span of criminal activities lead girls to places like the
facility, including prostitution, theft, and violence. Amanda represented the facility as a site of
contamination, or a continuation of the girls’ negative environmental contexts because of the
“darker things that go on” there. As with Crystal, Amanda indicated how different it was to be in
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the facility. Her overall summation was that the experience was one of “overstepping cultural
boundaries,” which suggests an encounter with racialized others, or even the perception of a cul-
ture of criminality. The novelty of the experience, description of the facility, and representation
of the girls’ lives suggested that Amanda brought something altogether different to the space.

I got to know a girl in trouble with the law, Lannah. When I was with her, I made sure to get her to think
about what it is that she really wanted out of life, and it was clear that what she wanted was not to be
found through the criminal justice system. When I talked with her, I brought myself down to her level (as
far as vocabulary and thoughts go) because I wanted her to feel understood, as I did understand her, but
maybe she would not feel understood if I acted like I was too much older than she was. I wanted her to
feel that she had someone she could level with who understood her. I gently tried to get her to think
“outside the box” when it came to her personal decisions, to send her in a more positive direction that
ultimately only she herself could make the choice to follow. It was really interesting to get a look into the
reasons why she did the things she did that led her into the facility … I got her to think outside that and
realize that she was so much more than that; that was just a group of people she had gotten caught up with
and she had the power to remove herself from the situation.

Amanda emphasized how role models reorient girls by using language related to space and
mobility, including references to the criminal justice system, outside the box, direction, follow,
outside, and remove. Within the relationship, she “brought [herself] down to” her mentee’s level,
could “send” her mentee into a new direction, and ultimately “got her to think” about herself in
different terms. Amanda’s efforts seemed successful—she led and her mentee followed. Lannah
was positioned as being as ready to accept Amanda’s guidance as she was to accept the direction
of a negative peer group. The refrain of Amanda’s agency and action appears elsewhere in her
narrative as she indicated that her “breakthrough” with Lannah was meaningful.

Kelly’s narrative highlighted the interdependence of the role model and follower while emphasiz-
ing the girls’ desire for these relational positions. Kelly attributed girls’ incarceration to parental neg-
lect, the girls’ neighborhoods, and poverty and suggested that the facility was “dark and dingy
although the girls were full of their own positive aspirations for the future.” Her narrative indicated
that many of the girls “are willing to change and want to hear your advice,” and that each girl’s
potential could be reached if they applied themselves and used the advice the mentors had given.
This excerpt includes a refrain of girls’ potential that shows the relational dynamic of this dyad.

When my mentee left I didn’t realize I would come to care so much for her. I was thinking about our short
time together and that I hope she sticks to all that she said she would. I felt sad to see her go, since I had
only had one mentee. But I also felt hopeful because she had a plan and I hoped she would stick to it.

It is noteworthy that while Kelly cared for her mentee she was sad to see her go because it
meant that she no longer had a mentee. Kelly focused on the future in her thoughts and feelings,
but was unbound by the specifics of the time and place. Her narrative absence parallels her ment-
ee’s absence from the facility and reflects the mutually constitutive nature of the leader-follower
dynamic. For Kelly in particular, the girls’ personality and aspirations may have buffered against
the dinginess of the facility and made it more inhabitable for her.

Within the positional identity of service learner as role model, participants framed the facility
as an extension of girls’ biographical and social contexts such that facilities were positioned as
zones of social abandonment where the service learners did not belong. Participants appeared
detached from specific moments and the space, but still presented themselves as agents who
directed the girls’ mobility by talking to them about what they could have, what they deserved,
and how they should behave to reach their aspirations. The girls were represented as having
some agency, but also needing to be guided away from the limited possibilities they drew from
their exposure to criminal elements. Participants did not discuss how they changed, what being a
role model meant to them, or what they learned from the experience aside from their leadership
being affirmed. The power to transform others, while remaining unmoved by the experience,
reflects a privilege that is enacted through social distance and affirms hierarchical differences in

352 K. R. BREWSTER



race, class, and educational status. A critical analysis of the different social power, representations,
and resources that influence the service learner and the girls was unacknowledged
and untroubled.

Service learner as future professional

The positional identity of the service learner as future professional appeared in 29% (n¼ 9) of the
participant texts. Participants discussed how the course taught them about counseling skills, the
juvenile justice system, and forensic populations. Service learners’ status as students rationalized
their presence in the facility and positioned the girls as inmates or potential clients. Participants
tended to write themselves into their narratives in ways that grounded their presence in a particu-
lar time or scenario. However, participants largely maintained a sense of social distance.

Lily suggested that the course shaped her current practices as a mental health professional by
helping her understand others’ contexts and helping her develop practical skills. She provided a
rare and broad scope of attributions for girls’ incarceration that included the girls’ mental health
needs, absent parents, familial discord, neighborhoods that lack resources, as well as racism.
Some of these attributions could be attended to through a professional role and Lily indicated
that “the class was very inspirational to me as a person and a professional. It has impacted my
decision to become a counselor.” An excerpt from Lily’s text shows the most common profes-
sional embodiment that participants described, which emphasized the maintenance of professional
distance from others, rather than interpersonal intimacy:

I recently graduated with my Masters in Mental Health Counseling and can thank the mentoring class for
inspiring me to pursue a career in counseling. I took the mentoring class with Dr. Adagio and found it to
be one of the best experiences. This class broadened my knowledge of adolescents and issues of social
justice. I was assigned to two girls at the facility and followed them from September through January.
During our sessions, we discussed coping skills and ways in which they could stay safe while serving their
time. Throughout my field work experience, I learned how to set boundaries with clients, which I later
learned would be very important. I also gained a broader understanding of the justice system. This class set
a framework for my future work.

Lily referred to the course as “field work experience” in which she “followed” the girls for a
few months. While this language allowed Lily to draw links between this experience and her cur-
rent professional work, it also emphasizes an investment in the image of a competent and distant
service learner. Throughout this excerpt, Lily was better positioned to observe the girls as subjects
than to engage them as people who were otherwise equal. The narrative absence of the girls, the
facility, and her specific actions aligned the service learner and the instructor in educational priv-
ilege. Lily indicated that this experience set the foundation for her career by providing her with
knowledge about personal boundaries, social justice, and the justice system. In her narrative, she
also credited her mentees with having a lasting impact on her as the “first real therapeutic rela-
tionship that I shared with another individual.”

Conversely, Rebecca’s narrative illustrated her attempt to balance professional embodiments
with relationship across an experience that she characterized as “inspiring.” Rebecca’s relationship
with her mentee was more intimate than Lily’s, but similarly resonated with the desire to develop
professional boundaries. Rebecca’s acknowledgement of the importance of boundaries arose from
her experience of feeling responsible that her mentee fought with another girl in the facility.
Across her narrative, she grappled with wanting to be authentic with her mentee but also wanting
to maintain the good rapport that they were developing. Thus, Rebecca’s relationship with her
mentee oscillated between personal and professional. She sometimes appeared as a parental figure
in accord with her attributions that girls’ incarceration was influenced by absent parents and
abuse or neglect. Sometimes she sought to mutually affirm her mentee, “psychoeducate her,” and
support her mentee in practical ways (e.g., waiting in the lobby at the facility to give her mentee
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pep talks on breaks during her GED test). The following excerpt shows Rebecca grappling
between these poles and features how she positioned herself as a student and her mentee as a
would-be client.

When the experience began I remember being nervous and excited as I had never been in a locked facility
before. I was interested because of my interest to further my education with psychology and counseling.
During the experience I feel that I became emotionally connected in a way with my mentee, feeling that I
desired the best for her and only hoped that she would progress after being allowed to exit the facility.
After I furthered my education in Psychology, I became more familiar with accepting that my mentee even
though I did care for her had to make her own decisions and learn from them. I just hoped, that the same
way she encouraged me to pursue counseling, I made if even a little impact on her life showing her that
someone can care for her, her fears, feelings, concerns and struggles.

Rebecca was focal across this excerpt as she indicated how her relationship with her mentee
grew. She indicated that she initially felt responsible for her mentee’s decisions, but had since
learned more about the relationship between personal boundaries and others’ agency. While the
passage alluded to moments of Rebecca’s agency, it also positioned her mentee as an agent who
made her own decisions and provided encouragement to others. The sense of interpersonal equal-
ity between Rebecca and her mentee was affirmed in their reciprocal support as Rebecca saw her
mentee as she was with “her fears, feelings, concerns and struggles,” and her mentee saw Rebecca
succeeding in her future aspirations.

Overall, the narratives from the positional identity of service learner as a future professional
framed the facility as a site for service learners’ education that taught them the potential for facili-
ties to extend or buffer against a wide ecological scope of contributors to incarceration. Service
learners began to hone their professional skills and aspirations by examining the girls’ biograph-
ical and social contexts and forming “therapeutic” relationships. This position largely appeared to
encourage service learners to inhabit the role of an impermeable agent who could eventually learn
to help others transform through psychoeducation about coping skills and experiences of positive
relationship. Thus, girls were represented as “normal” teenagers who needed more skills to navi-
gate their lives. Some social distance within relationship was framed as a matter of good disciplin-
ary practice, although there were rare moments of reciprocal support in relationships.

Service learner as beneficiary

The positional identity of service learner as beneficiary appeared in 29% (n¼ 9) of participant nar-
ratives and communicated that the service learner’s role was to participate in informal and formal
activities that facilitated companionship, recreation, and skill building. Elements of these texts
paralleled dynamics found within prior positional identities—participants transmitted cultural
capital or they projected the impact of the experience into their own professional future. Within
the service learner as beneficiary position, however, participants subsequently shifted how they
referred to themselves and the collectives that they were a part towards a deeper sense of relation-
ship. The shift in references to themselves and other agents appeared connected to how these ser-
vice learners were personally impacted, and led to their hope that the girls had also been
positively affected.

The first exemplar communicated similar attributions for girls’ incarceration as other positions
but shifted the language in ways that provided a sense of girls’ agency. Sara suggested that the
girls were “parentified,” which emphasizes girls’ independence and responsibility in their home
contexts in ways that references to “bad parents,” abuse, and neglect cannot. Sara also attributed
girls’ incarceration to deficiencies in their education and their inability to avoid exposure to
crime. Sara indicated that the facility was a place where “girls came together and some found the
support and family they needed even if just for just a little while.” Sara’s positioning of the girls
as agents in their own social contexts outside and inside the facility may have contributed to her
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ability to focus on sharing her personal strengths with them. She summarized her experience of
the course with the word “thankful.”

Sara’s status as a student rationalized her presence at the facility, as in other positional identi-
ties. As an example of the service learner as beneficiary position, however, this excerpt illustrates
the addition of reflexivity. Sara first referenced the institutional distinctions between the students
and the girls, collapsed these differences to build a collectivity, and then interrogated the possibil-
ity of mutual benefit.

As a psychology student I had the wonderful experience of taking a class on mentoring adolescents. The class
involved visiting a juvenile women’s jail as a class group once a week and then mentoring an inmate during
one on one sessions once a week … I was a fresh face to her. I was there to listen and cared about what she
had to say. After realizing I was genuinely interested, she began to really open up. Having that kind of impact
on a person made me want to be there for others—more of the girls. That desire led a classmate and I to start a
cheerleading program at the facility. Although at first it was a struggle to get them to work together, little by
little, egos disappeared and team work emerged. We were able to get the girls to trust each other enough to
learn stunts and gymnastics. They were able to learn an entire routine and performed it during family day. The
difference between the first practice and the family day performance was night and day. Incredible. I cried tears
of joy as they performed. I can honestly say that as much as I hope I had a big impact in Lisa’s and the rest of
the girls’ lives, I think they had a bigger impact on mine.

Sara’s opening explicitly positions her as a student and her mentee as an inmate. She then dis-
cussed the growth of her relationship with her mentee and amended her position by characteriz-
ing herself as she thought her mentee might—as a new, caring and genuine audience. Sara
indicated the impact she had on her mentee through the growth of their relationship which cata-
lyzed her and a classmate to start a cheerleading squad. Sara narrated a process that appeared to
parallel her own diffusion into a group by discussing how the girls’ egos dissolved into the team-
work and trust that made a sense of collectivity possible. The collectivity spread to include the
families of the girls who attended Family Day to watch the performance. In this moment, Sara
was multiply positioned as a teacher, participant, witness, and would-be family member as she
felt a swell of joy while watching the performance. Across this excerpt, Sara narrated her transi-
tion from being a psychology student placed within a juvenile girls’ facility to being a collective
member. Sara ended this reflection by herself with the claim that the girls impacted her life and
her hope that the impact was mutual.

Another participant’s narrative was grounded in the desire to form supportive community
around the girls. Tonya attributed girls’ incarceration to their lack of self-esteem and her percep-
tion that girls’ families cannot or would not help girls to “aim for higher goals.” In her view,
poor neighborhoods with limited resources offered the girls little help in succeeding and com-
pounded the potential of girls and their families. Importantly, Tonya discussed the contexts sur-
round girls’ incarceration in her narrative and before being asked to provide attributions. Tonya
also was among the few participants who critiqued the girls’ placement in jail as she indicated
that “These girls are hurt and they need a warm welcoming place that can lovingly discipline and
show them where they have gone wrong but to also embrace them and show them that they can
and are worth better.”

Tonya appeared to have many relationships with girls in addition to her relationship with her
mentee. In the following excerpt, she writes about a gift that she received from “one of our girls,”
a phrase that provides a sense of endearment.

One moment that had an emotional impact on me was when one of our girls had completed her time and
was released. I came into the center after and one of the other girls came up to me and gave me a gift that
was left for me by the girl that went home. Attached was a note thanking me for all my help and her
sadness of not being able to see me before she left. I have that gift until this day and have remained in
contact with her. I was just thinking how small I thought my efforts were but how they had a big impact
on someone else. I felt even more empowered to be an active role model.
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Tonya was touched to receive a gift from a girl, and related that she still had the gift and
maintained the relationship. She referred to what she suggested was a small effort that enabled
her to “be an active role model.” However, while she explicitly used these words, her narrative
did not describe the follower-leader dynamics that were consistent with that position. Rather, her
narrative multiply positioned her as a community member, witness, fellow mother, and social
critic. This confluence of roles appeared to mirror the confluence of contributors to girls’ incar-
ceration to indicate a connection between her attributions and her position on site.

The last exemplar of this position also indicated a sense of intimacy at the facility and in
moments of relationship. Janna attributed the girls’ incarceration to contexts outside of their con-
trol including their exposure to violence, poverty, and under-resourced neighborhoods. These
attributions framed the girls as having little agency, however, Janna repeatedly indicated that the
girls had the power to better their lives. She recalled her last moments with her mentee as she
encouraged her “to keep pushing forward in her life, that she could do amazing things if she
wanted to and if she tried to.” However, Janna’s positioning within her narrative held a sense of
equality in tension with paternalism as she, for example, indicated that she was the girls’ “peer
mother.” She framed the girls as good people who needed guidance but did not position herself
as a role model. Instead, she often appeared as someone who was emotionally available, present,
and hopeful. She summarized her experience as “life changing.”

In this excerpt, Janna recalls mentors and mentees discussing aspects of their lives. In this
moment, one of the girls at the facility went out of her way to attempt to help Janna shoulder
her pain—effectively reversing the expectation that service learners are the sole agents of
transformation.

In one class we were writing letters about people who either bettered us or hurt us, when my letter was
read out loud one of the girls saw the pain in my face, she hugged me and wrote me a beautiful letter
telling me how beautiful and strong I am, and this letter touched me in a way I could never describe, she
reached out to me and made me feel loved and supported. I never thought someone could be so
compassionate, and thoughtful, but this letter showed me just how wonderful a human being could be I
hugged her so tight and we cried together. [I felt] loved, happy, sad, and in a way I have never felt before.

Janna disclosed part of her personal experience and later visibly express how she felt as
another person read her letter. Janna wrote that after one of the girls “saw the pain in my face,”
the girl wrote her a letter and the two shared a tearful hug. The girl’s gestures made Janna feel
indescribably supported. Janna was then able to rethink the sort of care she thought someone
could provide which changed her reference point for “how wonderful a human being could be.”

Participants in the positional identity of the service learner as beneficiary varied between attrib-
uting girls’ incarceration to their families and society, shifting attributions to suggest girls’ agency
within their contexts, and arguing against girls’ incarceration and for a space where girls could
form caring relationships. The facility was framed both as site of social abandonment and of res-
pite, and the girls were positioned as agents in their contexts who contributed to service learners’
sense of inclusion there. This position acknowledged the capacity for the girls to provide service
learners with moments of kindness or a sense of belonging in ways that emphasized the potential
for girls to transform the service learners. However, the service learners were agentic in forming
relationships outside of their mentee placements and sharing their personal interests and experi-
ences. Thus, service learners’ presence seemed to contribute to their capacity to carry fond mem-
ories of relationships, experience community, and describe themselves as being changed. As with
other positional identities, there was little explicit recognition of the sociopolitical world that
shaped all of their lives and made the connection between differently situated people in this pos-
ition noteworthy.
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Discussion

The present study used a figured worlds framework to identify several positional identities that
fall along a continuum of critical consciousness that range from acritical and critical (see Watts,
Griffith, & Abdul-Adil, 1999). The findings indicated that some positional identities better negoti-
ate social distance between service learners, their service sites, and others. The service learner as
role model aligned with the acritical stage of critical consciousness. This positional identity dem-
onstrated a blindness towards difference and the naturalization of both uneven social power and
biographical context. The service learner as future professional also fell towards the acritical
anchor of critical consciousness. This positional identity featured the preceding acritical character-
istics, but also alluded to a sense of common humanity with community members. This position
sometimes featured pre-critical analyses that troubled the naturalization of girls’ biographical con-
texts and current treatment. Finally, while the service learner as beneficiary included some acritical
aspects, it was the most critical positional identity for the consideration of situational power dif-
ferences and a sense of collectivity. This span of positional identities suggested that service learn-
ers may claim their personal transformation to the extent that they bridge the social distance
created by uneven social and situational power, societal representations, and biographical or eco-
logical contexts.

The following section addresses how the social distance of less critical positional identities
might protect individuals against the disorientating dilemmas of challenging representations about
others and forming critical analyses about immediate and larger social contexts. Then, this section
addresses the service learner’s framing as transformable or transformative as a relational outcome
of how these positional identities tend to grapple with social distance. This section concludes by
offering pedagogical considerations that emerge from the findings and the silences within them
to signal the tension between deeper psychological safety and engagement with critical
consciousness.

Representations of self and other

Participants represented themselves in ways that confirm the advantages of service learning and
the potential to overlook issues of power across positional identities. Participants discussed
strengthening their sense of personal identity, social responsibility, and knowledge about working
in settings of incarceration (Kerssen-Griep & Eifler, 2008; Molee et al., 2010; Newman &
Hernandez, 2011). Participants also referenced border crossing and the novelty of the facility
(Butin, 2006; Farnsworth, 2010). While participants often problematized the facility as a zone of
social abandonment, they also adhered to their positional identities as roles that rationalized their
presence. Across positional identities, however, narratives differed by the quality of presence and
engagement on site. The service learner as role model, and to a lesser degree, the service learner as
future professional appeared to represent the greatest sense of safety by providing clear boundaries
between service learners and others’ biographical and social circumstances. The relatively static
nature of such positions may stabilize service learners’ experience while demonstrating their
desire to help “the disadvantaged” in ways that do not require them to acknowledge or trouble
inequality (Mitchell et al., 2012). Alternatively, the service learner as beneficiary suggested a
dynamic notion of self and other wherein participants experienced intense emotions as the quality
of their presences enabled them to fulfill multiple roles on site (e.g., teacher, participant, witness).

Participants split their representations of the girls by individualizing them as “normal” teenage
girls as way of defying stereotypes, but also largely framed the girls as underprivileged or at risk.
In each position, the girls appeared as juvenile delinquents or inmates. However, this functioned
differentially as the service learner as role model provided the girls tools for their mobility, and
the service learner as future professional helped the girls cope with and navigate their
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circumstances. While these positional identities were more likely to frame service learners as sav-
iors or paternal figures, the position of service learner as beneficiary best bridged social distance
with the girls towards a semblance of community.

In terms of forming critical analyses, service learners sometimes critiqued the facility itself but
left girls’ social contexts beyond the facility relatively untroubled. While participants referenced
some of the inequalities in the girls’ lives when asked, they did not often discuss them within
their narratives. Importantly, only one participant organically discussed attributions towards girls’
incarceration. Participants provided attributions for girls’ incarceration when asked, but there
were no clear trends by positional identity. As in other studies, the narratives held silence where
they could have troubled attributions or added reflexivity about how inequality surfaces in institu-
tions, among individuals, and within service (Kinefuchi, 2000). Neither position was critical of
service learning in ways that troubled service learners privileged access to the facility, or the
potential for service to either dismantle or perpetuate inequality. Participants also silenced discus-
sions about race, class, and educational status. The lack of structural critique is consistent with
prior research (Kinefuchi, 2010), despite the instructors’ intentions to highlight inequality in con-
text. This trend indicates both that the course could have grappled with structure more effectively
and that silences around naming inequality are persistent.

Objects of transformation

The power for individuals to be agents for others’ transformation while being unaffected by the
experience and others reflects a social distance that may be intensified by the combination of rep-
resentations about the self and other and a lack of structural analysis. Across positional identities,
participants suggested that they transformed others or were transformed themselves often through
differential expressions of relational intimacy. Participants positioned themselves as leading com-
munity members towards new understandings of themselves and pathways to success, particularly
with the service learner as role model position. The service learner as future professional showed
traces of these dynamics and began to trouble the impermeability of the service learners’ role,
subjective experience, and social context. Some participants within this position narrated a deep
sense of interpersonal relationship and reciprocal impact. As the most critical position, the service
learner as beneficiary best troubled the privilege of impermeability as students were touched by
the experience and often grappled with the extent to which relationships and benefits were recip-
rocal. Overall, service learners’ characterizations of the object(s) of transformation may be an
important expression of layered assumptions about race and class, knowledges and affective ways
of being, and mobility and oppression. However, the hyper-focus on transforming individuals
appeared to obscure statements about the potential to transform larger social structures
and contexts.

Pedagogical implications and considerations

A great pedagogical challenge for service learning is to balance a level of discomfort that is toler-
able and safe while also increasing criticality. Thus, there are several pedagogical considerations
for scaffolding courses or differentiating activities that may help students counter stereotypic rep-
resentations of others, acknowledge privilege and oppression as lived processes that guide every-
one’s life, and approach critical consciousness as a continuous work in progress (Buckley &
Foldy, 2010; Langstraat & Bowdon, 2011; Kinefuchi, 2010). In developing critical consciousness,
individuals experience a gamut of emotions as they increase cultural knowledge, negotiate with
new and old representations, and commit to social justice. Fear, excitement, anxiety, guilt, hope,
anger, and relief all have the capacity to surface (Brown & Perry, 2011; Buckley & Foldy, 2010;
Curry-Stevens, 2007). This necessary emotional work may be supported through the construction
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and maintenance of a sense of psychological safety (e.g., the capacity to take risks in working
through and expressing thoughts and feelings), and a sense of identity safety (e.g., acceptance and
belonging despite one’s perspectives). Psychological and identity safety are particularly important
for individuals to be able to explicitly address race and class (Buckley & Foldy, 2010). Service
learning courses pose an additional complication to a sense of safety by challenging individuals to
de/construct representations and worldviews while they are interacting with others, which may
encourage individuals to seek the stability of positional identities. Thus, beyond balancing safety
and criticality in the classroom, pedagogies might engage students in using figured worlds to ana-
lyze their own written reflections and assignments. Using figured worlds may provide students an
opportunity to identify their own positional identity, articulate their feelings, and raise awareness
about aspects of critical consciousness. As a framework for self-reflection, students might also
gain a sense of control and safety by managing their own process.

Activities and assignments also may be differentiated by positional identity. Service learners
who primarily position themselves as role models or who otherwise operate at the acritical stage
of critical consciousness, for example, might address how their positional identities can effect
change at each level of social context—from societal to intrapersonal. For positions that corres-
pond with adaptive and pre-critical stages of critical consciousness, as illustrated by some future
professionals, service learners may interrogate the relationship between helping and others’ agency.
Service learners may investigate the historical underpinnings of professional practices or stances
(e.g., traditional, anti-oppressive social work, participatory action research as psychological prac-
tice), and how these approaches buffer against, circumvent, and deconstruct inequality in institu-
tions and among people. Even positional identities that operate at relatively critical stages, as
illustrated by the service learner as beneficiary, can be supported in developing an ongoing com-
mitment to personal and social transformation.

Conclusion

Dismantling injustice and constructing equality through service learning requires individuals to
challenge representations, understand structural inequality, and form equitable relationships.
However, the emphasis on service learners as agents of transformation in others’ lives may affirm
social hierarchies and obscure this difficult, reflexive work. Analyzing service learners’ experiences
as figured worlds showed the nuances of power within service learning and presented three pos-
itional identities that were distinguished by the combination of participants’ views about the ser-
vice site and those within it, attributions about the girls’ incarceration, and perceptions of
themselves and others as transformative or transformed. The results indicated that service learn-
ers challenged representations of others, but generally illustrated others as less agentic. Service
learners also engaged in relationships as equals with community members, depending on the
agency with which others were positioned. While framing service learners as objects of transform-
ation appeared to align more closely with criticality than positions that emphasized how service
learners were transformative, each positional identity largely avoided analyses about structural
inequality and relative deprivation and silenced dynamics of inequality such as race, class, and
educational privilege.

These findings suggest the need for service learning courses to help students construct a
greater sense of psychological safety and critical engagement. Addressing these parallel needs may
increase service learners’ authenticity and decrease their adherence to positional identities that are
rooted in privilege and oppression. Educators and service learners may use figured worlds to
identify their own positional identities, disentangle the anxieties of confronting social distance,
and work through the difficulties of developing critical consciousness. Practicing this level of
reflexivity may be crucial for individuals to be able to construct a mutually liberatory path, par-
ticularly in contexts that have the potential to reproduce uneven power.
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Appendix

Service Learning Experience Survey
1. Who was the instructor for the course?
2. What semester did you take the Mentoring and Adolescent Development Course?
3. What year did you take the Mentoring and Adolescent Development course?
4. Spend a few minutes thinking about your experiences in this course from the beginning through the end. If

you’d like to sketch a timeline of your experience in words and phrases on paper please do. You can also list expe-
riences below if you like. Thinking is an important step because the questions you will answer are all based on
your experience. Continue to the next screen when you are ready.

5. What is one word or phrase that comes to mind when you think about this course?
6. What was one memorable moment towards the beginning of the semester? What were some of the things

that you were thinking? What were some of the things that you were feeling?
7. What was one memorable moment towards the middle of the semester? What were some of the things that

you were thinking? What were some of the things that you were feeling?
8. What was one memorable moment towards the end of the semester? What were some of the things that you

were thinking? What were some of the things that you were feeling?
9. Describe one moment that had a strong emotional impact on you. What were some of the things that you

were thinking? What were some of the things that you were feeling?
10. Describe another moment that had a strong emotional impact on you. What were some of the things that

you were thinking? What were some of the things that you were feeling?
11. In the following section one circle represents you and the other represents your mentee. The overlap

between the circles represents a shared characteristic, common experience, and/or social group. In the space below
list what should go in each circle.

a. Things about you…
b. Things about you and your mentee…
c. Things about your mentee…

12. Which image represents your relationship to your mentee the best at the beginning of the semester?
13. Which image represents your relationship to your mentee the best at the end of the semester?
14. What should most people know about the girls that they probably don’t?
15. Based on your experience at the facility what are the top three reasons that you think most girls end up in

places like this? List and rank these reasons below.
16. The facility is slated to close soon and what happens in the space next is uncertain. While it is uncertain if

the space will continue to exist at all, efforts have been made to provide services for the girls who were here or
would have ended up here. If you had the chance to write a few words on the facility walls to memorialize what
happened in the space what would you write? What would you write about the kind of place it was?
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