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With its large youth population, high unemployment, and limited educational opportunities, Pakistan is at a 
crossroads. Service-learning is a new concept in Pakistan, and several universities have begun to incorporate 
service into their curricula—with varying degrees of success—as a means for bridging academia with pressing 
community concerns. This qualitative case study explored Pakistani college students’ perceptions of service 
and how service-learning was being developed at their university, and the challenges they had encountered. 
Findings revealed students’ desire for a relevant education that not only prepares them for productive careers, 
but also serves their communities; gaps between the realities of and aspirations for education; issues of 
empowerment; and the need to mitigate risks. Analysis of the findings revealed a tension—a “tragic gap” 
(Palmer, 2004)—between what is and what could be in relation to service-learning and civic engagement in 
Pakistan.  
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“An invisible revolution is underway in higher education on all continents—a growing movement to 
educate active citizens and to apply university resources to community needs” (Innovations in Civic 
Participation, as cited in Plater, 2011, p. 53). While this revolution emerges, Bok (2006) asserted, “it is a 
safe bet that a majority of undergraduates complete their four years with very little preparation either as 
citizens or as professionals for the international challenges that are likely to confront them” (p. 233). Thus, 
the challenge for higher education is to prepare students simultaneously to be citizens who serve their 
communities in an increasingly interdependent world and to compete in a global job market, where 
preference is often given to those with global experience and knowledge (National Task Force, 2012; 
Plater, 2011). Service-learning offers a viable means for addressing both of these concerns (Battistoni, 
2002; Saltmarsh, 2005), while also enhancing student learning (for seminal works, see Astin & Sax, 1998, 
and Eyler & Giles, 1999). Recognizing the potential of service-learning to support this revolution, five 
Pakistani and five U.S. universities started a multi-stage partnership in 2012 to cultivate civic engagement 
through the use of service-learning (Gottlieb & Robinson, 2006) with funding from the U.S. State 
Department and Innovations in Civic Participation, a non-profit social change organization focused on 
promoting service and civic participation among youth around the world. In the first stage of this 
partnership, the participating institutions shared approaches, strategies, and challenges regarding service-
learning and civic engagement—new concepts for most Pakistani universities (Dean, 2007)—in order to 
set a foundation for future global service-learning1 exchanges. 

Given the primary aim of enhancing civic engagement among college students (hereafter “students”), 
one strand of the Pakistani-U.S. partnership comprised an exploratory case study designed to understand 
Pakistani students’ perspectives on service-learning (Bringle & Hatcher, 2009; Tonkin, 2011). As 
Zlotkowski (2011) lamented, youth voice is often missing in research on service-learning. This is 
especially true in Pakistan, which represents not only one of the fastest growing populations in the world 
(IndexMundi, 2014), but also a country in which service-learning is in a nascent stage. Thus, the purpose 
																																																													
1 Longo and Saltmarsh (2011) described global service-learning as a framework that bridges domestic and 
international service-learning by focusing on the outcomes of service-learning rather than the location of the service. 
They encouraged service-learners to “‘be local’ and ‘think and act globally’ regardless of context” (p. 83). 
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of this article is to explore this unique case study, examining its contextual framework, delineating its 
methodology, and (re)presenting and discussing its findings. 

 

Contextual Framework 

Pakistan 
Created in 1947 after World War II, Pakistan is a young country and is situated at a critical stage in its 
development (Dean, 2007, 2008). Growing from 32.5 million people in 1947 to over 186 million today 
(the sixth largest country in the world), almost 64% of Pakistan’s population is under the age of 30 years 
(Broga, 2016), representing a “youth bulge” (Farooq, Idrees, Tariq, Ghulzar, & Anwar, 2014). When 
handled thoughtfully through national strategies and policies, youth bulges can result in the meaningful 
engagement of youth in their communities, opportunities for quality education, and more secure livelihoods 
(Broga, 2016). However, research has shown that countries without such strategies have a greater 
propensity for violence and conflict, especially if educational and employment options are limited 
(Chandiramani, 2012; Farooq et al., 2014), as they are for many Pakistani youth. Overall, illiteracy rates 
in Pakistan are approximately 55%, with the rate reaching 70% for women (UNICEF, 2012). Nearly half 
of primary-school-aged children are not enrolled in school (UNICEF, 2012). Meanwhile, Pakistan is facing 
its highest unemployment rate in the past 25 years, especially among young people—more than 60% of whom 
are employed are in unpaid, low paid, or unstable jobs (Broga, 2016). Thus, Pakistan is at a crossroads of either 
great crisis or great opportunity (Madsen, 2009). To prevent Pakistani youth from becoming more 
marginalized, vulnerable to violent groups, involved in unrest, and unable to contribute economically to the 
country (Farooq et al., 2014), Pakistani leaders are focusing attention on educating and engaging youth (Broga, 
2016; UNICEF, 2012). This effort aligns with the rising demand for civic education in Pakistan (Dean, 2008; 
Haider, 2014; Hussain, 2007) which many Pakistani colleges are beginning to address through service-
learning. 
 
Service-Learning 
For the purposes of this article, service-learning is defined as: 
 

a course-based, credit-bearing educational experience in which students (a) participate in an 
organized service activity that meets identified community needs, and (b) reflect on  the service 
activity in such a way as to gain further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of 
the discipline, and an enhanced sense of personal values and civic responsibility. (Bringle & 
Hatcher, 2009, p. 38) 

 
This definition synthesizes key elements of service-learning discussed in the literature and offers a 

foundation from which to explore service-learning experiences. The merits and limitations of service-
learning are well established. Seminal research on college student service and service-learning experiences 
has demonstrated positive outcomes around various measures such as course learnings, interpersonal 
skills, individual development, openness to new ideas, and understanding different perspectives (Astin & 
Sax, 1998; Astin, Sax, & Avalos, 1999; Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Eyler, Giles, & 
Braxton, 1997). As revealed in these earlier studies, volunteering during college impacted students’ long-
term activities (assessed nine years later), including participating in community service work after 
college, helping others who were experiencing difficulty, promoting racial understanding, and feeling 
more socially responsible (Astin et al., 1999). Participating in service as an undergraduate student also 
significantly enhanced students’ sense of civic responsibility, academic development, and overall life-
skill development (Astin & Sax, 1998). Whereas all items on an assessment pertaining to civic 
responsibility increased in commitment for college service participants, one item—“influencing social 
values” (Astin & Sax, 1998, p. 256)—actually declined among non-service participants. Indeed, by 
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participating in reflective service activities connected to classroom studies, students can become civically 
engaged in the community (Ehrlich, 2000) and experience both cognitive and moral development (Delve, 
Mintz, & Stewart, 1990).  

The benefits of service-learning for civic engagement are of particular interest to educators in 
Pakistan (Aslam, Jaffary, & Zaidi, 2011; Dean, 2007), where universities hope to engender such 
engagement among their students. To do so, it is helpful for educators and university leaders to reflect on 
and identify why they want to use service-learning. For example, Kendall (1990) posited that service-
learning should move students from a mindset of charity toward one of social justice. Students operating 
from a social justice mindset have the knowledge and skills to move beyond acts of charity to address the 
root causes of systemic social inequalities (Eyler & Giles, 1999). Contrary to viewing service-learning as a 
linear continuum, Morton (1995) proposed three distinct paradigms: charity, project development, and 
social change. Each has its own worldview and “ways of identifying and addressing problems, and long-
term visions of individual and community transformation” (p. 21), ranging from immediate needs to 
systemic issues. Within each paradigm, a distinction exists between “thin” and “thick” service. Thin 
service indicates a shallower response to a situation and comprises behaviors like imposing services on 
others, encouraging dependencies, raising false expectations, and magnifying inequalities. Thick service 
demonstrates integration and in-depth understanding of the complexity of situations by showing concern 
for why service is needed, matching means and ends, and investing in relationships. 

Research has shown that the charity paradigm is often preferred to a social change paradigm among 
student service-learners (Bringle, Hatcher, & McIntosh, 2006). Movement from one paradigm to another 
depends on whether or not dissonance occurs and how any felt dissonance is resolved (i.e., finding a new 
way or reverting to previous ways of thinking). Dissonance may emerge from a service-learning 
experience itself, a different context (especially international), the two taken together, or, for those serving 
abroad, when the student returns home (Kiely, 2004). Regardless of when or where it occurs, dissonance 
can be transformational, inviting people to learn about and accept novel ways of relating to and with the 
world, which are more effective than those of old paradigms. Yet, students may not accept the invitation. 
Thus, it is especially important to understand how students experience service-learning and dissonance 
(Giles, 2014), especially in Pakistan, whose culture and contexts differ from those explored in Kiely’s (2004) 
research.  

The differentiations between student perspectives and the quality of their engagement matter. Students 
bring to the classroom beliefs about and orientations toward charity and social change that shape learning 
outcomes (Moely, Furco, & Reed, 2008). Over a two-year period, Moely, Furco, and Reed (2008) 
surveyed 2,233 students from seven different colleges enrolled in service-learning about their service 
preferences, experiences, and learning outcomes. Participants were divided into four preference groups: 
(1) charity; (2) social change; (3) high-value undifferentiated (i.e., equally positive about charity and social 
change); and (4) low-value undifferentiated (i.e., little interest in charity or social change). Matching 
service preference with the type of service experience resulted in students’ greater satisfaction with their 
studies, increased feelings of interpersonal effectiveness and leadership, and greater learning about the 
community. However, the low-value undifferentiated group failed to show these positive outcomes. The 
researchers concluded that by aligning the type of service experiences with student preferences, service-
learning courses can be designed intentionally to enhance learning outcomes. It is unclear, however, 
whether the same holds true for those in Pakistan or for international experiences. 

Exploring the nature and quality of service-learning is critical. The very language and concept of 
service-learning and civic engagement may not be universally understood (Erasmus, 2011). For example, 
meanings may not translate from one context to another (Sutton, 2011). In the U.S., these terms service-
learning and civic engagement are often entangled conceptually and when exported are “imbued with 
Western concepts of citizenship, democracy, service, and social justice” (Brabant, 2011, p. 109), which 
may not be appropriate in other contexts. Moreover, such explorations can guard against “mission 
vacationers” and “do gooders” (Illich, 1990; McKnight, 1989)—people who fail to examine their service 
intentions or consider the possible ramifications of their actions from the community’s standpoint—
whether serving locally or internationally. Thus, it is imperative to examine what service-learning means and 
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how it is practiced. 
 

Methodology 
In consideration of Pakistan’s youth bulge, the call for civic engagement, missing student voices in 
research on service-learning, and the potential of service-learning to address academic and community-
identified needs in Pakistan, the purpose of this case study was to explore Pakistani students’ perspectives 
of service-learning. The initial research question was, What are Pakistani students’ perceptions of service-
learning? However, this question eventually broadened: What are Pakistani students’ perceptions of 
service? (See Morrison, 2015, for further discussion about the evolution of the research question.) 

Qualitative research methods were employed in this study due to the open-ended research question and 
the researcher’s desire to understand unique experiences (Creswell, 2007; Kiely & Hartman, 2011). Primary 
data comprised in-depth focus group responses. Secondary data included document analysis, participant 
observation (e.g., visiting community partner sites, observing student and faculty exchanges, attending 
presentations), and field notes (e.g., observations, clarifications to points raised in focus groups, decision 
points, and comments students shared with me in private about their experiences). The study followed 
Wendler’s (2012) recommendations for ethical service-learning practice and research since no IRB review 
was available at the partner university in Pakistan.   

The purposeful sample (Patton, 2002) included students from all regions of Pakistan who were 
enrolled at an urban Pakistani university and familiar with service-learning (Bringle & Hatcher, 2009). 
The sample included students who had served in the community as part of the university’s Community 
Service Club (which organized volunteer experiences) and/or had participated in the credit-bearing service 
course. Only a few students had completed the course and volunteered extensively. Thus, students’ 
experiences with academic service-learning (Bringle & Hatcher, 2009) ranged from none to limited, but 
their interest in and desire for it was high. Using snowball sampling starting with recommendations from 
university administrators and student leaders, potential participants were invited by e-mail to join the 
study. A total of 23 students participated, including 12 men and 11 women from urban, rural, and remote 
areas throughout the country. 

The focus group included an overview of the purpose of the study, introductions, informed consent, 
and ground rules, as several students expressed concerns prior to the focus group about fear of reprisal by 
administrators. To mitigate any potential retaliation, the focus group co-created ground rules and agreed 
unanimously that everyone would keep what was shared and who shared it confidential; no names or 
identifying information would be included in reports or presentations of the data, and no videos or pictures of 
the group would be taken. Participants agreed to let me audio-record the session in order to transcribe it. All 
data sources were reviewed, coded, and analyzed using the constant comparative method (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985), resulting in emergent patterns about the students’ perceptions of service. I triangulated the 
data (Merriam, 2002) by observing the students in different settings, following up with students one-on-
one, visiting community partner sites, and asking clarifying questions. To ensure trustworthiness and 
consistency in the analysis, interpretation, and representation of the data, I consulted with colleagues from 
the U.S. and Pakistan, reflected on my biases, and used an audit trail (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2002). 

 

Findings 
Two caveats are worth noting here. First, as mentioned earlier, the research question shifted during the study. 
While Pakistani administrators asserted that service-learning was strong, the students expressed limited 
exposure to and experience with service-learning. Rather, all of the participants were involved in service 
and unanimously agreed on the importance of and desire for (more) service-learning experiences. Thus, in 
the findings, “service” reflects what was happening at the time of the study and “service-learning” 
indicates what students desired. Second, results from this study offer a snapshot in time of students’ 
perceptions of service at one institution during Pakistan’s formative years with service-learning and 
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therefore are limited in their scope and transferability. With these caveats in mind, data analysis revealed 
four themes:  (1) “service that matters”; (2) developing service-learning; (3) risk; and, (4) roles of 
administrators, faculty, and students in service-learning.  

“Service that Matters” 
Participants spoke passionately and simultaneously when the topic of quality service emerged. Overall, the 
concept of community service is “non-existent,” and “service-learning is a new concept, not only in this 
university, but … in Pakistan.” However, the student participants, along with a few faculty, 
administrators, and community leaders, wanted to change that. The students agreed that more service 
options were needed and that they wanted service-learning. However, opinions varied when the topic of 
university-organized and -approved service arose. University-organized service events were described as 
“superficial”: 
 

I will give you two examples. One is the Eye Camp that they had yesterday on campus. It 
should have been inside [the] community or slums, or some other places where people cannot 
afford to get their eyes checked, to get medicines, to get eyeglasses. So it was really hard to have 
that on campus where most of the faculty, students, and staff can afford it. Secondly, they had a 
community awareness campaign and the brochures were in English and they were only on 
campus. It should have been off campus and the brochures should have been in Urdu, so that most 
of the population understands what is written. 

 
 While a few students thought that both of these university efforts were good, the majority of students 
were critical, calling for intentionally designed service. Moreover, there were several serious issues facing 
the community surrounding the university and their home communities elsewhere in Pakistan that needed 
their attention. Yet, the university did not allow students to address “sensitive” issues: 
 

We are only allowed to do certain types of activities inside [the university] and only allowed 
to address certain issues. For example … the administration did not allow [us] to have a 
tobacco/no-smoking awareness campaign because they said that the head of the [hospital name] is 
political. Political parties will have issues with it. Same with the breast awareness campaign. 
 
The students raised important questions about what type of service was needed, as well as what service 

meant in the context of their lives, classrooms, the university, and the broader communities. They called for 
not only a thicker quality of engagement, but also an extension beyond a sole charity paradigm. 
Specifically, the students who took the service course decried that it had not been a “true service-learning 
experience.” Students in the fields of engineering and medicine were “doing painting projects and picking 
up trash,” activities that were “not directly relatable” to what the students were learning in class. Instead, 
the students expressed a deep desire for “service that matters,” which directly connected their service 
experiences with their studies in meaningful ways (e.g., engineering students designing ramps to make 
buildings more accessible or medical students checking blood pressure or providing nutrition workshops). 
They also wanted an opportunity to reflect on their experiences and make sense of any dissonance that 
emerged. However, in addition to having few service experiences that related directly to their coursework, 
they asserted that there “was no reflection.”  

Developing Service-Learning 
All of the students in the study stressed that their education “needs to be relevant” to “prepare me for a 
career” and “teach me how to solve the problems facing my community.” They believed that service-
learning would help them achieve these aims and should therefore be developed while also offering a variety 
of opportunities ranging from “basic civics” to one-time experiences such as “blood drives” and 
“catastrophe responses.” Though they desired thicker service-learning and social change experiences, their 
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education was not providing either (Morton, 1995).  
In order to develop service-learning, participants noted the importance of first identifying problems of 

educational culture, central coordination, scheduling, funding, and engagement quality. Before service-
learning can take hold, the “whole culture has to change. Grades are the only thing that matters right now.” 
“Rote memorization and regurgitation of information must change.” “We are studying all the time, yet 
[Pakistan] is not closing the gap in terms of how we compare to students in other countries.” Assuming 
that the current educational climate could expand to include service-learning, the students then focused on 
developing communication plans using “a central system so that if there is an event going on, every 
department should know.” 

The participants asserted that the central system should also address the sensitive issue of scheduling. 
“We are in class from 9 to 6 every day.” Departments “should give a timeslot so students can do [service-
learning].” However, when time was allotted for the community service course, that time was spent in 
“theoretical discussions rather than a class where we are engaged and working in the community.” 
According to the current manner of implementing service-learning in Pakistan, the students felt that their 
service was infrequent, separate from, and not integrated into their coursework. Thus, they wanted more 
than a timeslot; they wanted the university to fund and support meaningful, quality service (as articulated 
earlier) that is integrated into class assignments and discussion. 

Risk 
Risk arose as a primary barrier to service-learning. Managing risk is imperative for any program, 
especially in areas with imminent threats to safety, security, and well-being. Risks from engaging in 
service-learning—whether natural or “manmade”—were categorized as either external or internal. 
External risks include physical safety, health, retaliation from people in power, and natural dangers. 
Internal risks include changes in awareness, thinking, feeling, and acting.  
 
External risks 
All of the participants were concerned with external risks including the potential for harm on the way to, 
from, and even at service sites; assault; war zones; exposure to illness or potentially dangerous conditions 
when working specifically in a health or natural disaster context; and leaders (from the university and 
community) retaliating against students or students’ families by limiting opportunities, alienating the 
family, or imposing economic sanctions. For instance, one student from a provincial area bordering 
Afghanistan talked about the dangers of extremism and drone attacks. Other students discussed trying to 
take supplies to survivors of the 2013 earthquake, but roads were destroyed, and it was impossible to 
safely deliver the gathered supplies. Three biological sciences students articulated the responsibility they 
felt to share information about measles vaccines and polio with the community; however, “at the end of 
the day, if I decide to take my team and go to those areas, I am exposing them to a community of disease. 
And I can’t do that.” The risks associated with providing service must be calculated and weighed against 
the benefits to the community and students. 
 
Internal risks 
In addition to external risks, the students named several internal risks that affected how they saw, felt, 
thought, and acted. For instance, one veterinary student described his experience when he tried to 
implement an animal therapy program: 
 

In America, they do animal therapy for cancer patients—people on the death bed, they bring 
animals, they make them pet them, they increase bonding between them. Over here, when we 
went to [the main hospital and asked] three oncologists, they said, “Are you guys crazy?” They’re 
never going to say yes to you, because animals and patients? So we said, “Yes, we understand the 
implications, obviously, you know we’ll take animals that have been pre-trained, prepped for 
that,” but still . . . 
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This student’s thinking was seen as different and radical. Other examples included descriptions of how 

local and national leaders, especially politicians, “are phobic to social media” after the Arab Spring, a time 
when there were waves of protests and demonstrations in Northern Africa and the Middle East, which 
were largely organized through social media (Jones, 2012). Thus, generally, students who think 
differently, try new ideas, get involved in service, and share their ideas and experience through social 
media are all taking risks. 

Roles of Administrators, Faculty, and Students in Service-Learning 
Administrators 
The participants wanted unanimously for administrators to listen to their ideas and concerns and to actively 
support service-learning; however, they were dissatisfied with the university’s response to date. “The 
administration doesn’t even listen to us. We need more people in [the] administration who are more 
willing to listen.” When asked how and with whom students could share their concerns about not being 
able to address certain issues or their feedback on the eye camp, for example, the students quickly replied, 
“Oh, we can’t say anything! That would be really bad!” The students were noticeably afraid that “there 
would be negative repercussions.” All of the participants agreed that the top administrators are the ones 
who set the tone of whether or not service-learning is valued, a point that was reiterated to me by four 
students in private. In order for service-learning to thrive, leaders need to listen, value the students’ 
perspectives, and foster an educational culture that supports service-learning. 
 
Faculty 
Administrators create the conditions for service-learning, but faculty actually incorporate it into their 
courses and demonstrate service’s role within their respective professions. The students repeatedly said, 
“faculty do not encourage students to go out and think, and come back in the classroom, discuss it, and 
think how we can solve [a community issue].” “We are discouraged from asking questions.” Students 
were forced to “memorize the material and pass the exams,” rather than being encouraged to think 
critically or “really learn.” In order to change the current practice, participants said that faculty “need to 
learn how to teach using service-learning” so that they can prepare “us with the skills we need.” To do so, 
the participants advocated for faculty training on how to implement service-learning. 
 
Students 
While administrators and faculty develop and implement service-learning, the students must accept a new 
way of learning. The participants spoke animatedly about student voice and involvement. Participants 
differed in the degree to which they felt students could and should be involved in service and service-
learning. They complained that not enough students were involved in either and were simultaneously 
frustrated that “the same people are always involved.” One of the challenges they identified was in 
“spreading the word” about opportunities. Yet, another participant countered, “We can tell them, but they 
do not get involved.” 

Theories about why students do not get involved varied. Beyond the barriers previously discussed, 
such as risks and an unsupportive educational context, the students asserted that their uninvolved peers 
“just don’t know.” One student said the answer was “khwari” and his fellow students nodded in agreement 
and talked at once. Khwari is slang meaning: 

 
whenever there is something where [students] actually don’t feel compelled to do something. 

It’s an Urdu word. It basically means that it’s either too difficult to do, or I can’t be bothered to do 
it. So you just don’t. Even if you have a 30% inclination to do it, you’ll be like, you know, it’s too 
difficult, so just forget it. 

 
Khwari connotes a sense of hard work and laboriousness. Participants asserted that students often 
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avoid the issues and do not get involved because they feel overwhelmed with the extent of the challenges 
facing communities, lack awareness of how—let alone where—to begin, lack the requisite skills or 
knowledge to address the issues, or hesitate to take on work that “detracts from [their] studies” and is 
unrewarded. To address khwari and low student involvement in service and service-learning, the 
participants agreed that students must become aware of such opportunities and be guided in learning about 
the issues, including the ways in which they can make a difference.  

Students’ voice. In addition to becoming aware and getting involved in their respective communities, 
participants identified finding their voice and knowing how to use it as challenges to service-learning 
involvement. Using their voice meant speaking up for themselves, speaking up for others in the 
community, speaking truth to perceived wrongs, and, for some, even taking action. While the students 
recognized issues in the community and wanted to speak up and act, they felt “disempowered” and as if 
“we don’t have a voice.” One student, who challenged me at the very start of the focus group regarding the 
U.S.’s role in drone strikes and foreign aid remarked, “You’re sitting here, and you’re still listening to me. 
But we aren’t capable of going and telling our people this, because they don’t have the ability to listen.” 
Students who already had difficulty raising their voices felt even more marginalized when they tried to 
speak up and were not heard by leaders in their community or on campus. One quieter man in the focus 
group added, “A boy in a village can’t do that [i.e., speak up or speak back to leaders]. Because he has to 
live there. So the people above him won’t let him speak.” “You can raise the issues to the municipal 
authorities and everything, but they won’t listen to you. So people won’t approach them.” Yet, the students 
were aware of the issues, wanted to help problem-solve, and wanted to use their voices. They want to help 
people in their home communities who “do not even know they have rights.” 

Given the context in and out of the classroom and around the country, however, having and using their 
voices could have real educational, physical, and economic consequences for the students and their 
families. For some, deciding whether or not to use their voices was difficult and required weighing the 
risks—an external risk of potential retaliation and harm for speaking up and, simultaneously, an internal 
risk of potential psychological harm for swallowing their words and not acting when they felt they should. 
 
Summary 
The participants agreed unanimously that service is important and should be a part of their educational 
experience. According to the participants, in order to make this a reality, administrators and faculty need to 
value service-learning, learn how to incorporate service into the curriculum, collaborate with community 
partners on identifying relevant service opportunities, reduce barriers for participation, and listen to 
students and community partners. Students need to learn when, where, and how to use their voices to 
collaborate with community members and one another in meaningful ways that encourage others to get 
involved, serve, and address community concerns. 
 

Discussion 
The findings of this study directly reflect the invisible revolution that is happening around the world, 
which demands that institutions of higher education educate active citizens and address community-
identified needs (Plater, 2011) in ways that reflect the complexity and challenge of an interdependent 
world (Bok, 2006). Students are hungry for this education, and it is clear that communities near and far 
are facing real, consequential challenges that could be addressed through collaborative work (Dean, 
2007). In resituating and incorporating this and the other study findings into the literature, four points 
emerge that warrant a deeper discussion than what has already been presented. These points include: 
relevant education, gaps between what is and what could be, empowerment (i.e., power and voice), and 
managing risk. 

Relevant Education 
The student participants believed that their university could do a better job of preparing them for their 
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careers and lives as global citizens. They wanted the opportunity to engage in service-learning but asserted 
that the lectures, testing, back-to-back class times, and educational climate prevented the realization of 
service-learning. Underlying such a call for service-learning is a significant shift from a formal, 
hierarchical, and teacher-centered educational culture to one that is student-centered and democratic, 
which has also been called for by Pakistani scholars (Dean, 2007, 2008; Naseem, 2013; Nazir, 2010). 
While some students, faculty, administrators, and community partners at the study university are ready for 
(if not already acting on) this shift, the majority of those in the university and the country are not (Nazir, 
2010). However, robust service-learning experiences could address students’ desire for an education that 
prepares them for their careers and for the challenges facing their communities. 

Bolstering the participants’ desire for a meaningful education, Erasmus (2011) asserted that the 
overarching mission of higher education must remain connected to the public good: 

 
Higher education institutions all over the world are bound to become irrelevant if they forget 

that serving the public interest (or the public good) in a knowledge-based way is their raison 
d’etre. The rapid pace of change everywhere thus forces higher education to place itself at the 
forefront of transformative thinking, and engaging deeply with the world at a local, national, 
international, and global level is a prerequisite for this. (p. 352) 

 
Service-learning offers one way for colleges and universities to engage in the collaborative, creative 

thinking that is needed to transform communities into more inclusive and socially just spaces and places. 
Engaging in this work, however, can upset the status quo and shift power in ways that make current power 
holders uncomfortable. In fact, the threat of a loss in power can usher in authoritarian leadership (Davies, 
2002), fostering a culture of fear that stifles, ignores, dismisses, and even brings harm to community 
members and their voices, and that limits education (Nazir, 2010)—a risk the participants identified 
explicitly. 

What Is and What Could Be 
In light of their desire for relevant education, the participants expressed varying degrees of frustration with 
how things were and how things could be with regards to service-learning and their education overall. 
Participants were frustrated that they did not even have the option of “real service-learning.” They asserted 
that more meaningful experiential service experiences would better prepare them for “life after college.” 
They all had ideas on how the community could address pressing concerns with support from the 
university and be strengthened through such efforts. The students’ ideas and frustrations harkened to what 
Palmer (2004) called the “tragic gap”—that is, “the gap between the way things are and the way we know 
they might be” (p. 175). Morton (1995) referred to this phenomenon as an ironic “gulf between intention 
and action” (p. 31). The students were caught between what their universities espouses and what their 
institutions actually provided. 

When caught in the tragic gap, Palmer (2004) explained, it is difficult to: 
 

keep our grip on both reality and hope, we often find the tension too hard to hold—so we let 
go of one pole and often collapse into the other. Sometimes we resign ourselves to things as they 
are and sink into cynical disengagement. Sometimes we cling to escapist fantasies and float above 
the fray. (p. 175) 

 
This description of standing in the tragic gap offers a lens through which to view the participants’ 

perceptions of service and service-learning. The participants identified a tragic gap at the institutional level 
between the universities’ intentions and actions, as well as a tragic gap on an individual level: khwari on 
the one hand and “times are changing and soon we will have no issues” on the other. Students were drawn 
to service-learning and acknowledged a pull between volition and destiny; hard work and fate; cynicism 
and hope; silence and voice; and, apathy and engagement. 
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Empowerment 
In analyzing the emergent issues of power and voice, participants spoke about not feeling empowered. 
Community psychologists define empowerment as “an intentional, ongoing process centered in the local 
community involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring, and group participation through which 
people lacking an equal share of valued resources gain greater access to and control over those resources” 
(Cornell Empowerment Group, as cited in Maton, Seidman, & Aber, 2011, p. 2). Ultimately, 
empowerment involves citizens, not professionals, determining how to address issues facing the 
community. All of the participants had ideas about how things did and did not work in their communities 
and with service-learning. They expressed a desire to contribute their ideas, talents, and resources (namely 
in the form of time) in ways that helped to close the gap between engaging in their communities and 
exceling in the classroom. They wanted to be part of the dialogue (voice) and solution (power). “Power 
relates here not only to what is spoken, but who gets to say it and how it is ‘said’ (which includes action)” 
(Noyes, 2005, p. 537). As Noyes aptly observed, “voices are nothing without hearers” (p. 536).  

When voicing their ideas, the students described being silenced, dismissed, ignored, or limited in 
scope (i.e., they could only offer ideas for service on certain topics). These encounters sent the message 
that their voices did not matter, reflecting larger cultural, political, and educational systems (Quiroz, 
2001) and barriers that potentially discouraged or disallowed service-learning and community engagement 
(Nazir, 2010). These experiences of not being heard were painful and disempowering. Many of the 
participants were afraid to voice concerns, reflecting and affirming the persistence of an authoritarian 
educational climate (Davies, 2002) in Pakistan (Nazir, 2010; Rashid & Mukhtar, 2012). While some 
students felt “shut down,” others channeled that negative energy from not being heard into reflections on 
who else’s voices had been silenced, ignored, or dismissed. Overall, the students expressed a need to find 
their voices and to know when, where, and how to use them in order to increase their chances of being 
heard in meaningful and effective ways when engaging with existing power holders and structures to 
create positive change.  

Mitigating Risk 
In voicing perspectives that differed from current norms (i.e., leaders’ perspectives, power structures, or 
even one’s own previous beliefs), mitigating risk was another major issue. Educators must continually 
balance potential benefits and risks by designing service-learning experiences that mitigate harm to 
students and the community. This is especially important when working across gender, religious, 
economic, racial, educational, age, sexual orientation, and political differences, examples of all of which 
emerged throughout this study. The students expressed real and perceived risks and barriers to service and 
service-learning for individuals and groups, which is not altogether surprising, given the current and 
historical context (Dean, 2007, 2008). However, all of the participants felt that university leaders could do 
more to develop service-learning by mitigating potential risks. Students felt that the administrators were 
overly conservative, limiting issues addressed and offering service on campus as opposed to in the 
community. They believed that more calculated risks could and should be taken, which would act to close 
(or at least narrow) the gap between what is and what could be in creating even more meaningful collegiate 
experiences. 

Future Research 
Reflecting on this discussion, more research is needed around how students recognize and experience 
standing in a gap. For instance, the results of this case study raise a number of questions that demand 
attention. What are the costs (e.g., psychological, emotional, developmental) of standing in the tragic gap? 
How does dissonance affect student growth, student learning, and, on a broader level, social 
transformation? Does standing in the tragic gap offer a potentially transformative experience at an 
individual and/or collective level? How might transformative experiences be affected by the context and 
location (i.e., domestic or international) of service? For students who do service-learning with universities in 
communities (within their home country) that differ significantly from their home communities (i.e., 
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conservatism, liberalism, religiosity, leadership, power structures, inclusivity, etc.), do the students 
experience dissonance like those who engage in international service-learning (Giles, 2014; Kiely, 2004)? 
Is the experience of dissonance similar to that of standing in a tragic gap? Moreover, do higher education 
faculty, administrators, and community leaders recognize, acknowledge, and prepare students for the 
internal and external risk taking that service-learning can elicit? To what extent do students have the tools 
and support they need to work with and through the cognitive dissonance that can arise (Kiely, 2004) 
during a service experience? How do all of these experiences shape students’ paradigms of service 
(Bringle et al., 2006; Morton, 1995), learning outcomes (Moely et al., 2008), and much-needed 
community change (Dean, 2008)? 

Implications 
Considering the findings that emerged from this study around relevant education, bridging the gap 
between what is and what could be, empowerment, and mitigating risk, students and service-learning 
stakeholders are faced with options about how to actualize higher education’s mission and make informed 
decisions when facing crossroads. The participants in this study looked to educators to create 
opportunities for meaningful service-learning experiences. To develop such opportunities, changes in the 
educational culture and the university itself are needed, but these are often difficult to bring about. Initial 
responses to change typically are not positive or negative; rather, they are ambivalent (Piderit, 2000). 
Ambivalence involves cognitive, emotional, and intentional states that emerge in response to situations in 
which at least two alternative perspectives are strongly experienced at the same time (Piderit, 2000). For 
example, faculty members may be interested in incorporating service-learning into their courses but may 
hesitate to do so if such efforts are not valued by the institution or may go against current educational and 
cultural norms. Students may want to work in the community but may worry that their involvement will 
adversely affect their grades. Similarly, students may want to voice their concerns and, at the same time, 
fear retaliation for speaking honestly. Ambivalence does not imply a lack of caring; rather, it is the 
experience of being pulled in two directions because one cares about both and is standing in a tragic gap 
(Palmer, 2004). 

If harnessed, ambivalence and its inherent multidimensionality can offer new insights and an 
opportunity for dialogue (Bohm, 1996) that yields more creative insights into difficult issues and 
situations, such as Pakistan’s youth bulge, by focusing attention on the core issues raised by change (Piderit, 
2000). Change is inherent to learning, particularly global service-learning. The study participants 
courageously named and shared their insights and experiences of service. In doing so, they called for 
changes that included more listening, meaningful service integrated into their respective courses of study, 
leadership by faculty and administrators to create or expand service-learning opportunities, mitigating 
risks, and finding and using their voices as students. These findings offer an initial understanding of 
service experiences in Pakistan for students who will continue to evolve with and in response to changes 
in the local and national context.  
 

Conclusion 
The evidence from this study is clear: Pakistan is at a crossroads. The youth bulge, exacerbated by limited 
educational and employment opportunities, is creating a crisis. The Chinese character for crisis consists of 
two symbols that stand for threat and opportunity. The threats facing Pakistani youth include escalating 
marginalization, vulnerability for joining violent groups, and unpreparedness for professional work. Yet, 
the participants in this study were brimming with potential. This study revealed passionate students who 
wanted to contribute to their communities now and in the future through their academic and professional 
work. They yearned for an education that was relevant and that incorporated meaningful service, 
supporting an invisible revolution (Plater, 2011) in Pakistan. Service-learning may in fact provide a way 
to bridge students’ experience of standing in the tragic gap, enabling them to balance learning and address 
community-identified concerns in ways that not only empower them and their communities, but also 
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transform the looming crisis into opportunities.  
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