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A B S T R A C T

Numerous studies have highlighted Intercultural Sensitivity (IS) as a key competence in an in-
creasingly multicultural society. This study examined the extent to which a cohort of first year un-
dergraduate students enrolled on the same Didactics course, and in two different training modal-
ities – Service Learning (SL) and non-Service Learning (non-SL) – developed IS. It was based on a
quasi-experimental design of repeated pre-test and post-test measures, comparing the two groups.
The sample consisted of 233 Spanish students at higher education institutions, and data was col-
lected using the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI). The SL group displayed significantly
higher levels of IS in all factors except in the denial/defence and minimization stages. Results indi-
cated the effectiveness of SL regarding specific subscales within the IDI instrument. The findings
add new depth to our understanding regarding which teaching methodologies contribute to the
development of IS and to the training of active citizens in Spanish university students. The dis-
cussion focuses on the need for intercultural service experiences to promote IS. The results have
broad implications for policymakers and educators who are interested in enhancing transforma-
tive educational experiences and effective teaching methodologies for developing students’ IS in
higher education.

Introduction

Two of the central missions of Higher Education (HE) are to foster the capacity to interact across differences and to cultivate an
appreciation for the diversity of ideas, perspectives, and cultures that exist within a global society (Aramburuzabala et al., 2019). As
the world has become increasingly diverse, numerous studies have highlighted Intercultural Sensitivity (IS) as a key competence in
contemporary multicultural democracies, where it has become vital to interact effectively with people from different cultural back-
grounds (European Commission, 2015). Deardorff (2009) notes that understanding cultural differences is an "inexorable" requirement
in our interconnected world, not only for professionals who are called to work in diverse workplaces, but also for responsible global
citizens capable of understanding cultural differences in pluralistic societies.

Against this backdrop, HE institutions strive to develop interculturally competent students. Thus, universities generate multi-
cultural environments, providing students with various intercultural experiences such as study abroad programs, internships, and
international dimension courses in the belief that students must be educated in a global context to develop intercultural skills
(Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2015). Although researchers dispute the extent to which mobility actually supports students in developing in-
tercultural competence, most studies related to IS focus almost exclusively on international students rather than university students
in general (Landis et al., 2004; Lantz-Deaton, 2017). Hammer (2011) refers to the "immersion assumption", questioning whether
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students automatically mix and develop interculturality. Deeley (2015) shows that intercultural development does not occur if stu-
dents are not confronted with new categories where they are situated outside their comfort zones.

Potentially, Service Learning (SL) offer a pedagogical model that connects community service experiences with academic require-
ments, affecting not only academic learning but also personal changes, providing an opportunity to re-evaluate the values and opin-
ions of others through critical reflection and analysis of one's own schemes, exposing the student to something different, and therefore
offering fertile ground for "disorienting dilemmas" (Mezirow, 2009). However, in the context of Higher Education in Spain, SL train-
ing has fallen short of enriching students with IS. There are relatively few attempts to assess the extent to which real-world experi-
ences where students interact with people with other norms, values, cultural and social references, may or may not develop intercul-
tural competence considered alongside their intercultural contact experiences (McMillan, 2011). Thus, it seems essential to explore
whether SL, by situating students in a more complex social and cultural universe, offering a learning opportunity in which students’
own positions are ‘denaturalized’, contributes to the development of IS and to the training of IS (Deardorff & Arasaratam-Smith,
2017; Hammer, Bennett, & Wiseman, 2003).

There are numerous reasons as to why Spain, the country examined in this study, is distinct. First, to date, other aspects of the
benefits of SL have been examined, but very few studies have been undertaken to inform the effectiveness with which SL fosters IS
among undergraduate students, and this issue has yet to be examined systematically. Indeed, studies have largely focused on Primary
and Secondary education (Redondo-Cordobado & Fuentes, 2020). Additionally, intercultural competence has not been significantly
integrated in Spain and, unfortunately, deficiencies in its development are detected in many university students (Rodríguez-Izquierdo,
2018). However, it is imperative to position cultural differences centrally within university training because population mobility is
a major issue in Spain, together with the historical cultural and linguistic diversity of the country. Thirdly, whereas the model de-
veloped by Chen and Starosta (2000) has received the most attention (Vilà, 2006), Bennett's model has hardly been used, which can
be regarded as a relevant contribution in furthering this field of study in Spain. Finally, quantitative studies comparing two types of
approaches are scarce when researching SL.

Bearing all this in mind, this study sought to fill these gaps by examining the effect of participating in a SL program on under-
graduate students’ level of IS measured by means of the Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI).

We opted for SL because this methodology places students in a hybrid position between the university and service setting (McMil-
lan, 2011), and this is especially significant in conditions of cultural otherness, as the students connect with members of a different
cultural community. Consequently, we were interested in comparing the extent to which a cohort of first year undergraduate students
enrolled on the same Didactics course, and in two different training modalities – SL and non-SL – developed IS.

Our working hypothesis was that IDI scores would be affected by involvement in the SL experience, and that this would be visible
when comparing the scores of SL students and non-SL students. Through the findings, it is argued that SL promotes the development
of IS for most students. However, for SL to affect students’ levels of IS, not just any experience is valid; rather, it must involve par-
ticipating in communities where continuous cognitive conflicts emerge between individual and communities’ values, beliefs, ways of
thinking, and acting. This kind of participation provides students with hands-on experience that, through reflection, may alter their
perception of who they are and encourage them to embracenew worldviews (Mitton-Kükner, Nelson & Desrochers, 2010). Through
this study we hope to contribute to debates on global intercultural citizenship training in HE, which are scarce in Spain, and to add
new depth to our knowledge of which kinds of teaching approaches develop students’ IS. Such knowledge could have broad impli-
cations for policymakers and educators who are interested in applying effective methodologies for increasing students’ IS in higher
education.

Theoretical framework

To develop the theoretical underpinnings of this study, we drew upon the complex and polysemic notion of IS. Previous studies
suggested that IS has often been regarded as interchangeable with related concepts such as cultural competence, cultural awareness,
and intercultural communication (Deardorff & Arasaratam-Smith, 2017). Most definitions of IS highlight the development from an
external assessment of the "other" to an assessment of one's own cultural identity (Bennett, 2012; Holmes & O’Neill, 2012; Paige,
Jacobs-Cassuto, Yershova., & DeJaeghere, 2003). For the purpose of this study, IS is defined as the development of “a set of cognitive,
affective, and behavioural skills and characteristics that support effective and appropriate interaction in a variety of cultural contexts”
(Bennett, 2008: 97). Furthermore, increasing IS means learning to recognize and manage relevant cultural differences and different
points of view of people from other cultures in a way that avoids misunderstandings and creates opportunities. Thus, IS can be used
as a predictor of intercultural effectiveness and “is associated with the potential to exercise intercultural competence” (Hammer et
al., 2003: 422). People who are effective at working with cultures outside their own respect differences, including values and beliefs
thereof, even when they may not approve of or agree with the way a particular culture responds to specific issues.

There are over 100 tools created in various fields to measure aspects of intercultural competence (Deardorff, 2012). This study
was theoretically grounded in the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) (Bennett, 1986, 1993), which suggests that
individuals move through stages of intercultural development based upon how they perceive and respond to cultural difference.
The DMIS identified six stages of development, and each stage represents a way of experiencing differences. The stages represent a
progression of worldviews that begins with Ethnocentric orientation (negation, defence, and minimization) and moves to Ethnorelative
orientation (acceptance, adaptation, integration). Each stage is expressed by different reactions to cultural dissimilarities (Table 1).

Thus, "the key to the development of intercultural sensitivity is the attainment of the capacity to interpret, and therefore to ex-
perience cultural difference in a more complex way" (Hammer et al., 2003: 423). An essential assumption of the DMIS is that as
the experience of cultural differences becomes more complex, competence in intercultural relations increases. According to Hammer
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Table 1
Bennett's model (Bennett & Bennett, 2004).

Ethnocentric
Orientation

Negation Individuals
deny the
existence of
cultural
differences
due to lack of
contact,
disinterest
and/or fear.

Defence Cultural
differences
are perceived
as a threat.

Minimization Individuals
stress
commonalities
of different
cultures,
trivializing
differences.

Ethnorelative
Orientation

Acceptance Individuals
recognize that
their own
culture is just
one among
equally
complex
worldviews
and they are
respectful of
other cultures.

Adaptation Individuals
can
internalize
two or more
complete
cultural
frames of
reference.

Integration Individuals
can freely,
respectfully,
and
effectively
move in, out,
and between
cultures.

(2011), the progression from one stage to another is not sequential. Despite numerous similarities with other models of cultural
competence, the DMIS is significantly different by virtue of being based on cognitive processes: the model is one of changes in the
structure of thought and worldview. In the model developed by Chen and Starosta (2000), IS is understood as the emotional dimen-
sion of intercultural communicative competence.

Literature review

Service learning as a transformative methodology

SL has multiple meanings and is often confused with other forms of learning, such as internships and volunteering. We understand
SL as a transformative methodology that promotes academic learning through community service and critical reflection, integrat-
ing academic rigor into real-world projects undertaken by students within the community (Santos Rego, Sotelino, & Lorenzo, 2015).
Thus, SL establishes a reciprocal learning relationship between students (and their educational institutions) and the community, of-
fering a service based on the community’s needs (Deeley, 2015), bridging the gap between university studies and daily problems in
society (Gelmon, Holland, & Spring, 2018). In SL, students learn to work on an equal footing with the community to create social
change by applying their academic knowledge to solve real-world problems (Wang, Zhang, & Yao, 2019). Thus, learning about civic
responsibility and benefits to the community is as critical as learning curricular contents (Caspersz & Olaru, 2017; Hullender, Hinck,
Wood-Nartker, Burton, & Bowlby, 2015).
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Additionally, studies demonstrate that SL significantly improves not only academic understanding of subject matter, but also stu-
dents’ self-efficacy and their ability to use their knowledge and skills when compared to programs without SL opportunities (Novak,
Markey, & Allen, 2007). Similarly, Huda, Shukri, Hisyam, and Mohd (2018) find that students feel they learn more via SL than via tra-
ditional methodologies insofar as the SL experiences foster changes within the students’ identity, not only in the cognitive experience
of otherness, knowledge of a different social world and of other people and other cultural values, but also in actively participating,
assuming new roles in goal-driven activity and critically reassessing dominant notions of "the other".

SL has been described as a form of "border crossing", drawing largely on critical pedagogy (Giroux, 2005), and as "boundary work"
(McMillan, 2011) in which students are confronted with complex interactions. They find themselves at the boundary of two "commu-
nities of practice" (Wenger, 2001) such as the university and the community, a situation in which their beliefs about "the other" and
their own culture are mobilized. Furthermore, McMillan, Goodman, and Schmid (2016: 15) have contributed in this regard by un-
derstanding SL as a hybrid system, with a dual (but interrelated) goal. University-community partnerships involve two communities
with very different histories, rules, and interests, where there are two distinct albeit interconnected objectives: learning and service.
These two features, community-university and double goal, define a hybrid space of learning and service, where students learn to be
critically aware of the assumptions that have influenced how they think about themselves, their relationships, and how they shape
their lives. Consequently, SL is conceived as a potentially valid methodology for transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000), under-
stood as 'transformations of perspectives', in which students change an ethnocentric understanding built on sustained assumptions
underlying their beliefs and interpretations. A "new frame of reference is constructed to make them more inclusive, discriminatory,
open, reflective and emotionally capable of change" (Mezirow, 2009: 58). Thus, SL provides students with opportunities to partici-
pate in high-impact practices, which involve a variety of teaching and learning initiatives that have strong potential to help students
become global citizens (Association of American Colleges, & Universities (AAC&U), 2017).

In summary, SL involves re-assessing values and one’s own opinions about others through a critical reflection and analysis of one's
own learning and schemas. Therefore, SL is not only a methodology that generates cognitive changes, but it is also a transformative
learning experience that contributes to seeing "the other" in a new way and to being able to interact in different cultural scenarios.
However, findings linking SL with the development of intercultural competence are considered necessary given Spain’s increasingly
multicultural society (Santos Rego, 2016). These learning dimensions are at the core of IS.

Impact of service learning on intercultural sensitivity

Numerous studies have documented the effects of SL on civic responsibility, interpersonal skills, leadership, and academic engage-
ment (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011; Redondo-Cordobado & Fuentes, 2020; Rodríguez-Izquierdo, 2020). However, to date little
research points toward a clear and significant correlation between SL and IS. As SL has yielded conflicting results with university
student participants, Dienhart et al. (2016) and Rodríguez-Izquierdo (2020) recommend further research on this issue. Some studies
report a positive impact on students’ intercultural competence (De Leon, 2014; Tangen, Mercer, Spooner-Lane, & Hepple, 2011), and
greater awareness of cultural differences and sensitivity to diversity (Mitton-Kükner, Nelson, & Desrochers, 2010; O’Grady, 2014).
Taylor, Jones, Massey, Mickey, and Reynolds (2018) in a case study also indicate that most participants returned from an interna-
tional SL with more complex understandings of themselves, and most made some strides toward a transformation in their ways of
making meaning of themselves, their relationships, and their worldviews. However, SL also has unintended outcomes among under-
graduate students: reifying stereotypes, entrenching deficit thinking, and reinforcing privileged perspectives (Skobba & Bruin, 2016).

Additionally, research has examined the conditions that foster IS levels. In a mixed methods study, Fitch (2005) noted that prepar-
ing students for community engagement and sustained reflection play a major role in positive intercultural SL experiences. More-
over, positive intergroup contact increased IS by prompting students to hear others’ voices and to consider viewpoints that were not
aligned with their own (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). However, for students to develop IS through their participation in service-learning
experiences, it is not enough merely to come into contact with real life situations. Rather, advancement is grounded in providing
students with opportunities for meaningful intercultural contacts throughout their service to the community. Therefore, not all SL
experiences reinforce IS among students. O’Grady (2014) posits that, without intercultural education, SL experiences can easily per-
petuate racist, sexist, or classist assumptions about others and reinforce a mentality of superiority. We would argue that leveraging
intercultural SL programs to develop IS is particularly true of experiences with populations and in settings that can be classed as
intercultural education. It is within these intercultural environments that we examine a SL versus a non-SL format, demonstrating the
inherent connection between academic learning and real-world environments and students’ development of IS.

Likewise, the literature reports that when SL experiences occur in diverse environments, they generate a level of imbalance,
anxiety, or cognitive dissonance, which lead students to critically examine their own cultural assumptions that have been hitherto
guiding their actions. Learning here includes knowledge about other individuals and cultures (Wang et al., 2019). For this reason,
Gannon (2010), following Bhabha’s metaphor (1990), claims that SL can be understood as a 'third space', evoking a hybrid, in-be-
tween, disruptive space that can provide students with a 'position of liminality' that disturbs normative or deficit perceptions and
instigates awareness of alterity and otherness. In this 'third space', the participants’ different goals, positions, and life experiences are
legitimized, leading to the negotiation of subjectivities. Hence, SL experiences are one of the many pedagogical methodologies that
university faculty use to guarantee students meet intercultural competence objectives such as global sensitivity and understanding
(Bringle, Studer, Wilson, Clayton., & Steinberg, 2011).

Finally, the majority of previous studies are qualitative (Nickols, Rothenberg, Moshi, & Tetloff, 2013; O’Grady, 2014; Re-
dondo-Cordobado & Fuentes, 2020; Tangen et al., 2011). Thus, there is a clear need for experimental and quasi-experimen-
tal research in
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the field of student assessment in SL with comparison and control groups to ascertain whether the effects are due to the SL experience
(Billig & Waterman, 2003: 19).

Method

Participants

A total of 233 university students participated in the study. They were enrolled in two different groups: on the Degree in Social
Education (112) and the joint Degree in Social Education and Social Work (121) at a small state University (UPO), located in (Seville)
Spain. All participants were studying at the Faculty of Social Sciences and signed up for the same subject: Didactics.

Of this sample, 164 were in the SL group, and 127 were in the non-SL group. Both groups of students had an analogous compo-
sition regarding gender, age, and access. The sample included 62.20 % females and 37.80 % males. Ages ranged between 19 and 32
(M = 20.58; SD = 4.792). Only 7% had professional experience, and 10 % had previously been volunteers for over a year.

Regarding access to the HE system, 29 % came from Vocational Training, 69 % from the baccalaureate in Humanities and Social
Sciences, and 3% from the access test for persons over 25. There were no significant differences between the two groups in terms of
languages spoken, previous SL or experiences abroad (all p-values > 0.22). None of the students included in the sample had partic-
ipated in an SL experience prior to their involvement in this program. Additionally, participants are fairly homogenous across race
and class. They are middle class, white students and with few or no opportunities to interact with people from other cultures in their
daily lives, except for European Erasmus students. Hence the importance of providing experiences where they are 'forced' to come
into contact with a diverse "other".

Research design and context

To ascertain whether SL affected students’ development of IS, a quasi-experimental study with repeated pre-test and post-test
measures was implemented, comparing two groups of students at the Faculty of Social Sciences. Both groups took the same subject
(Didactics), offered in the first semester of the first year. It comprises 15 two-hour lectures and 7 two-hour practical sessions.

The subject included the same competencies and contents relating to Didactics. The two groups followed the same syllabus, and
students were asked to design a lesson plan for a specific target group. The difference between the two groups was that the course
followed two different approaches: the SL group completed their practical sessions by participating in an SL experience in a school;
and the control group followed a traditional approach based on lectures and practical sessions that took place on-campus, not related
to SL.

In the experimental group, as part of their classwork, students participated in a Nursery and Primary school situated in a mar-
ginalized community which is a representative case of social inequality with high levels of social exclusion, unemployment, a major
percentage of the population in the black market, and a submerged economy. A high proportion of Roma children attended the
school. Thus, the contexts where our students were situated were different not only from participants' sociocultural backgrounds but
also from an ethnic point of view.

Furthermore, the school is organized as a learning community (LC) (Elboj, Puigdellívol, Soler, & Valls, 2002), with a participatory
project targeting the social and educational transformation of the entire community. Working in teams and learning from and with
each other is an essential aspect of LCs. Thus, LCs engage not only teachers but also parents, neighbours, volunteers, NGO, etc., un-
derscoring two key principles: interactions and community. The classroom methodology used in this school is based on interactive
groups, a collaborative methodology, where children divided into small heterogeneous groups carry out different learning activities
guided by adults.

Our students participated over the course of 10 weeks in an array of activities, namely: assisting the teacher in the class and
scaffolding the children’s learning processes, working with parents and other volunteers, and partaking in all areas of schools (ed-
ucational, organizational, social, and cultural). Undergraduates also plan, implement, and evaluate learning activities for children
in partnership with one of the school’s teachers. Thus, the projects must comply with three principles: partnership, reciprocity, and
reflection. Therefore, in this group, learning takes the form of a two-way path that revolves around service to the university, and vice
versa. This stimulates students’ reflections on the topics explored within the classrooms and experienced in practice.

The experience was introduced in the first few weeks of class by the professor, who discussed with students the epistemology of
the SL project and highlighted the need for experiential experiences in their training. We also redesigned the syllabus so that course-
work would involve reflecting critically on SL experiences through field notes as a tool to focus attention on the cultural disequilib-
rium experienced by the students, the emotions generated, and the dissonance between experience and previously held perspectives.
For assessment, learners produced a final project and class presentation, where they reflected upon their experience and learning
processes in light of the assigned reading. Finally, in the celebration phase, learners share group videos to promote collective reflec-
tion with all stakeholders (teachers, parents, children, etc.).

In contrast, students in the control group followed a non-SL methodology and performed the practical part of the course in class.
The instructor followed a methodology based on conventional classroom practices including lectures, cases, design of a lesson plan
and projects. In both groups, classes revolved around theoretical contents and took place once a week in two-hour sessions. The
materials covered in the syllabus were delivered in each class following a similar sequence and calendar. Although the contents and
class script were essentially the same in both groups, the discussions that evolved in each class varied noticeably. While developing
contents, the students participating in SL training tended to bring their own experiences related to 'the service' since most of them
faced different types of challenges: low attendance, different kinds of conflict, low student performance, etc. In contrast, students
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following a non-SL class tended to give a more conceptual orientation to the discussion of assigned readings and debates, applying
theoretical notions and adopting a decontextualized perspective.

Data collection

The Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) designed by Hammer and Bennett (2002), in its Spanish version (Rodríguez-Izquierdo,
2018), was used to measure students' orientation regarding cultural differences. The instrument provides an overall measure of par-
ticipants’ worldview development and their position on the DMIS Ethnocentric/Ethnorelative continuum. It contains 36 items grouped
into five factors: denial/defence, minimization, reversal, acceptance/adaptation, and encapsulated marginality. Responses were rated on a
5-point scale ranging from 1= strongly disagree to 5= strongly agree.

People in the reversal stage invert the ‘us’ and ‘them’ polarization: they totally accept the other culture and reject their own.
While this stage has its positive aspects, it still regards one culture as superior to another. As opposed to constructive marginality
(Bennett, 1993), in the encapsulated marginality stage, people feel lost, nomadic, and self-segregated, leading to fears about being
culturally insignificant and not feeling at home in any culture.

In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .85. The goodness of fit indices for the five-factor model, which were calculated using
LISREL 9.1, reached acceptable levels (χ²/df = 1.64; GFI [Goodness of Fit Index] = 0.86; RMR [Root Mean Residual] = .07; RMSEA
[Root Mean Square Error Approximation] = .033).

Procedure

The study was conducted in the first semester. Both experimental and control groups were formed during the last week of Septem-
ber, when the pre-test was also administered during the first week of class. The post-test evaluation was conducted before the exams,
during the last week of December. The inventory was filled out online. Students were informed of the purpose of the study and given
assurances regarding the anonymity of their responses as well as the voluntary nature of their participation. To guarantee the protec-
tion of personal information, a box was added to ensure the privacy policy was accepted. Informed consent was obtained from all the
participants. During the process, a reminder was sent in the pre-test and post-test phases to increase the number of responses. This
study conforms to internationally accepted ethical considerations and was approved by the University Ethics Committee.

Data analysis

An exploration of the distribution of variables was conducted to determine the use of parametric tests and nonparametric tests in
the comparison of related (pre-test and post-test) means and the independent means (EG-CG). Specifically, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
test was applied to confirm normal distribution, while the Box M test was used to verify the parity of the covariance matrices. Para-
metric tests were applied once the above tests had been conducted.

First, to evaluate the effect of SL methodology on IS, the one-way ANOVA test was used to determine possible differences between
the EG and the CG, where F represents the statistical value of the test and p- determines its significance. In all the tests, we worked
with α = 0.05. Differences between the EG and the CG in variables such as age, course, sex, and previous studies were also analysed.
The differences were not statistically significant, so these variables were not included as covariates in the successive analyses.

Second, descriptive and covariance analyses of post-test scores (ANCOVAs post-test covariant pre-test) were carried out, which
allows us to demonstrate the effect of the SL methodology. The effect size was also calculated (Cohen d) (small < 0.50; moderate
0.50−0.79; large ≥ 0.80). SPSS v0.23.0 was used in this case.

Results

The data were tested using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test to analyse normal distribution. Table 2 illustrates that, except for some
small deviations, the scale provided normal distribution. Furthermore, the Box M test indicated that the variance-covariance matrices
could be considered homogenous in terms of pre-test/post-test differences in most cases in both groups.

Table 2
Verification of the distribution of the variables.

K-S pre-test K-S post-test Box M

Z p Z p M p
Denial/Defence .86 .49 1.41 .02 18.98 .02
Minimization 1.24 .06 .89 .63 3.79 .36
Reversal 1.21 .28 1.02 .06 4.93 .18
Acceptance/Adaptation .93 .44 1.33 .05 8.74 .06
Encapsulated Marginality 1.28 .05 .89 .6 3.92 .23
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As represented in Table 3, after performing the ANOVA pre-test, results did not reveal statistically significant differences between
CG and EG before the intervention, the effect size being low. The results also indicated that the students of both groups were in the
minimization stage, the transitional phase between Ethnocentrism and Ethnorelativism. One of the fundamental traits of the minimiza-
tion stage is the widespread view that everyone is essentially the same. Importantly, the lowest mean in this sample was found in
the encapsulated marginality stage (M= 2.01, SD = 0.34; M= 1.78, SD = 0.32), revealing that students had the highest number of
‘unresolved’ issues at this stage.

The results also showed that the significant differences between factors were found in the post-test scores for both groups in
favour of the EG in all factors except in the denial/defence and the minimization stages. Hence, most students in this study had already
worked through those stages prior to participating in the SL experience and started in the reversal stage. Specifically, regarding the re-
versal variable, the MANCOVA results reflected significant differences between the CG and the EG [F = 19.79, p = .001, d = 0.63],
indicating that the development was greater in the EG. Similarly, for acceptance/adaptation, the results showed statistically significant
differences between both groups [F = 16.21, p = .001, d = 0.74], with changes in the EG being greater. Second, when analysing
the encapsulated marginality variable, the results again demonstrated statistically significant differences between the CG and the EG
[F = 13.24, p = .000, d = 0.72], producing, again, a greater development in the EG. Specifically, differences were found in the
stages corresponding to the Ethnorelative orientation in which individuals have the capacity to experience their own culture as one
possible perspective among many other cultural perspectives.

Discussion

The purpose of the study was to analyse the effects of an SL experience on the development of IS in undergraduate students by
comparing two groups enrolled on the same Didactics subject, and in two different approaches: SL and non-SL. Overall, our results
confirmed the hypotheses of this study. First, the data showed that participation in SL affected the student’s advancement of IS. The
results found that the SL students achieved higher levels of IS than their peers attending a traditional lecture format. The connection
between community work and academic activities made an impact on the results, revealing that the students’ IDI scores improved
remarkably after participating in the SL experience (Bennett, 2012; Holmes & O’Neill, 2012). The findings demonstrated that the SL
students displayed greater Ethnorelative worldviews after the experience. Furthermore, scores revealed statistically significant post-test
gains in the experimental group in the reversal, acceptance/adaptation, and encapsulated marginality stages. The SL project helped
the students to achieve such gains in there is thanks to the opportunities they had to come into contact with cultural diversity in
real-world situations. This provided them with a broader global perspective over the course of the SL experience and enabled their
development. After the experience, students could recognize that their own culture was just one among various equally complex
worldviews and they were more respectful of Roma culture. Additionally, they were able to internalize two cultural frames of ref-
erence, one at university and another one when working in the school. Thus, students seemed to move in and out more easily, and
successfully, between cultures. These findings were consistent with previous studies which suggested that interaction with a diverse
"other" is one of the strongest factors in fostering IS (Lantz-Deaton, 2017; McMillan, 2011; O’Grady, 2014).

In contrast, the effect of SL was non-significant regarding Ethnocentric orientations. The question of why SL experiences did not
lead to the development of this stage is as complex as the concept of IS. At least two reasons could explain our results. First, one
interpretation for the lack of significant changes in the defence/denial and minimization stages might be that most students had already
resolved those stages before participating in the experience. Consequently, there was little room for further improvement. The fact
that most students were still in the minimization stage is not surprising either since, according to Hammer (2011), identifying the
value of cultural dissimilarities can be very hard. As Bennett (1993) suggests, it is possible for individuals to interact with culturally
different others without translating these experiences into meaningful learning. Furthermore, people may develop several IS stages
simultaneously. That is, individuals do not need to have completely resolved one stage to move on to the next, as illustrated in this

Table 3
Means and Typical Deviations of the pre-test and post-test measures in the EG and CG, and results of the pre-test ANOVAS and post-test MANCOVAS.

Pre-test Post-test

Experimental (SL)
n = 164

Control
(Non-SL)
n = 127

Experimental
(SL)
n = 164

Control
(Non-SL)
n = 127

ANOVA
Pre-test

MANCOVA
Post-test

M DT M DT M DT M DT F p d F p d
Denial/

Defence
4.17 .41 3.92 .39 4.21 .47 4.02 .39 .78 >.05 .14 9.91 .382 .51

Minimization 4.18 .48 4.39 .47 3.98 .28 4.21 .52 .82 >.05 .15 10.17 .129 .52
Reversal 3.15 .27 3.21 .36 3.67 .04 3.89 .37 .86 >.05 .14 19.79 .001 .63
Acceptance/

Adaptation Encapsulated Marginality
3.12
2.01

.32

.34
3.02
1.78

.43

.32
3.34
2.74

.46

.49
3.47
2.38

.47

.41
.92
.
.82

>.05
>.05

.16

.15
16.21
13.24

.001
>.05

.74

.72

Note. Level of significance 0.05.
d = Cohen effect (small < 0.50; moderate 0.50−0.79; large ≥ 0.80).
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study. Second, an alternative explanation might be that, where relativity already exists (as in Ethnorelative orientations), change is
possible through SL, whereas when relativity is low from the beginning (as in Ethnocentric orientations), it will also be less subject to
change, even after SL. Thus, the findings suggested that the SL methodology is potentially conducive to the transformation of students
within Ethnorelative orientations. These results are parallel to those of earlier studies (Dienhart et al., 2016; Paige et al., 2003).

Our data revealed that the path to IS can be an intricate one, especially for those in Ethnocentric orientations, which suggested
that mere contact might not be enough to foster the development of IS among some students (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Therefore,
while students in this study were certainly in the presence of cultural difference (Roma children), qualitative data from this study
(published elsewhere) suggested that they might have missed chances for critically reflective learning about their experiences. Previ-
ous studies reported that encounters could be trivial and not connected to intercultural development interactions (Halualani, 2008).
Hence, the development of IS for those in Ethnocentric orientations might require diverse developmental sustenance, reinforcing the
need to consider how we address the quality of interactions.

This might require, as noted by Caspersz and Olaru (2017: 544), "more than being around cultural difference but reflecting on
cultural difference" as an essential condition to guarantee students’ advancement in terms of IS. Thus, faculty needs to purposefully
reinforce reflection processes in the discovery of otherness since IS entails a complex process that develops depending on the way
the participants appropriate, internalize, and participate in the experience (Fitch, 2005). Reflection provides students with the op-
portunity to challenge bias, confront naïve assumptions, as well as "share their gazes and shift their eyes away from the "others" with
whom they are working, to themselves" (Bringle et al., 2011: 115).

The study extends a growing body of research suggesting that this methodology is hypothetically effective as SL places students
in uncomfortable situations of cognitive dissonance in which schemas about others and themselves are not valid (Hullender et al.,
2015). Thus, students in SL tend to experience "disorienting dilemmas" (Mezirow, 2009) between their theoretical knowledge and
practical experience (Taylor et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2019). This might generate culturally sensitive citizens with the ability to
use innovative intervention methods in their future professional practices. Specially, because within the intercultural contexts where
our study was situated, working in "communities of practice" (Wenger, 2001) where participants embarked on experiences in con-
text, shared experiences with professionals, and reflected upon their trajectories, the SL experience shaped windows through which
participants could rebuild their understandings of diversity (Deeley, 2015). Thus, the connections between academic activities and
intercultural encounters have a remarkable impact on students’ development of IS (Bennett, 2012) in Ethnorelative orientations.

In short, this study exemplifies the transformative potential of SL to foster students’ changes of perspective, with participants
acquiring the ability to understand "cultural others" from multiple viewpoints (Mezirow, 2000). Thus, these transformative learning
processes, which involve cultural changes, can be interpreted as IS, making students face real situations in a changing world, while
understanding the complex realities of their nearest world (Deardorff & Arasaratam-Smith, 2017). Nevertheless, changing Ethnocen-
tric dimensions remains a challenge.

Conclusions and implications

Our results generated scientific evidence to understand what students are learning in SL. This study underlines the need to deepen
the influence of SL on the IS of undergraduate students at a time when the world is becoming increasingly global and most coun-
tries are experiencing growing diversity. This study might be useful to support the idea that, in order to foster the development of
IS, “the service” must be provided in contexts characterized by cultural diversity where students come into contact with "otherness"
(O’Grady, 2014). Methodologies, such as SL, which bring students into direct contact with people from different cultures, seem most
likely to increase awareness of self, resulting in a shift of perspective.

However, not all methodologies promote IS, and not all SL experiences do either. While the advancement of IS is closely related to
service, the experience per se does not increase IS (Lantz-Deaton, 2017). It is worth noting that the enhancement of IS levels requires
complex cognitive and psychological processes, which might occur when pedagogical practices such as sustained reflection and in-
tergroup dialogue are coupled with adequate support from teachers (Bennett, 2012). Thus, SL is well suited to the development of
intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes by providing experiential and reflection opportunities "with and about diverse persons
that are not easily replicable in the classroom settings alone" (Deardorff, 2012: 158). Nevertheless, teachers should stress students’
opportunities to reflect on cultural differences, comparing their own beliefs, attitudes, and values in order to give meaning to other
worldviews and orientations. Only by making such an effort can we advance a "critical self" that questions one's own culture and the
vision of "the other" to develop "visions" based on informed knowledge (Caspersz & Olaru, 2017). Consequently, reflective practice
becomes key to enabling students to move towards the acceptance/adaptation stage. Curricular materials should be examined and
perhaps enhanced to assist in this regard. Efforts should be directed towards the use of journals (Mitton-Kükner et al., 2010) since
learning requires experiences to be reflected (Bennett, 2012).

Altogether, our findings seem to indicate that SL courses affect students’ IS to the point of transforming their cultural lenses. As
Mezirow (2000: 109) states, "there is no greater priority for education than to develop its potential for the transformation of perspec-
tive". It thus follows that, to foster students’ ability to identify and appreciate relevant cultural differences, educators should consider
alternatives to traditional methodologies. However, for multiple reasons, setting SL experiences in motion is not an easy task. Our
results reinforce the need for policies that promote and support SL structurally if students are to fully gain the educational bene-
fits of diversity-related experiences. Hence, a key suggestion for policy makers is to take a leadership role, intentionally facilitating
academic and communitarian experiences. Furthermore, ongoing teacher training is needed to help students identify and appreciate
cultural differences, from nationality and ethnicity to religion, disability, sexual orientation, etc. which play a vital role in contribut-
ing to a democratic society.
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To conclude, the study’s practical and intervention-related implications are largely informative for the policies and practices of
higher education institutions offering SL programs. First, the findings from this study demonstrate the benefits of SL as a method-
ology that strongly influence students’ gains in IS, challenging the tendency of narrowing college learning to workforce credentials
(Deardorff & Arasaratam-Smith, 2017), instead paving the way to prepare students for global citizenship. Second, the data are also
significantly meaningful for educators. The results lead us to advocate the implementation of the multicultural approach by giving
it formal, explicit teaching methodologies and environments where students engage with those who do not share their socially con-
structed identities, their beliefs, and their values (McMillan, 2011). Undoubtedly, the SL approach as a border pedagogy (Giroux,
2005) gives us the opportunity to open the classrooms up to social reality, placing students in communities and interacting with
unfamiliar groups, prompting complex understandings (McMillan, Goodman, & Schmid, 2016). Additionally, these experiences can
lead students to acknowledge other cultural worldviews that might be difficult to recognize through other teaching methodologies
(AAC and U 2017; Mitton-Kükner et al., 2010).

Limitations and future research

As with any study, the results should be viewed in light of the study’s limitations. First, the fact that the groups were not randomly
selected means we cannot fully assess whether the differences between the two groups were generated by the SL experience alone,
even though other variables, such as age, year and course methodology, were strictly controlled. It would have added more valid-
ity to the results if the sample had not been previously assigned, which was not possible given the Faculty organization of groups.
Intentional selection with a tight control over possible error variables was the feasible possibility that enabled us to implement our
research. Furthermore, the study was carried out within a specific discipline in a determined context at a Spanish university. The
results obtained are thus limited to these students or others with similar characteristics.

Despite its limitations, given that, to date, research addressing the relationship between SL and IS has been scarce, this study
constitutes a key source of information to understand and improve the complexity of IS developmental processes in higher education
institutions. However, future research should be conducted in other disciplines to identify specific strategies that can be used to fa-
cilitate the advancement of IS and to understand which factors shape IS so as to identify the elements that mobilize new orientations
on cultural dissimilarities (Deeley, 2015; McMillan, 2011). The findings of this study offer some clues about issues associated with
the improvement of IS among university students, leading to a better knowledge of educational practices needed in contemporary
multicultural democracies.

Compliance with ethical standards

Despite to the non-controversial nature of the study content and design, an ethical approval for this research was approved by
the University Ethics Committee. All subjects were adults, they were informed about the research purposes and procedure and that
participation in this research was voluntary and anonymous. Furthermore, they were informed about the data protection standards
and the possibility to withdraw from participation whenever they wanted. Informed consent of the participants was implied through
survey participation. Thus, this study conforms to internationally accepted ethical considerations.
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