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ABSTRACT
International service learning, a form of service learning where 
students travel to developing countries to provide community services 
of varying types, has come to be common practice at universities 
throughout the Global North. This paper reports and discusses a case 
study focused on the ethical questions arising from current practice 
at one Canadian university. The study follows the path students take 
from their home university to their final placement. In the context 
of the political economy of North–South relations in a period of 
neoliberalism, the analysis considers the ethics of power differentials, 
reciprocity, accountability, student preparedness and qualifications 
in relation to host communities. The article concludes with a critique 
of post-secondary institutional involvement with and promotion of 
international service learning.

Introduction

Service learning (SL) is common practice at many schools and universities throughout the 
Global North. It is used as a teaching tool with K-12 (5 to 17 years of age) students and in a 
variety of different disciplines and programmes at the university and college level, such as 
business and economics, global studies, development studies, social work and environmental 
studies. In general terms it is justified as an attempt to transfer civic knowledge into civic 
engagement. Frank Alvarez describes it as ‘a teaching method that encourages students to 
employ the values, skills, and knowledge learned in the classroom in real-life experiences 
through engagement within their schools and communities’.1 Bruce W Speck holds that SL 
‘is a way to overcome separation [from the real world and public life] by integration and 
engagement’.2 International service learning (ISL) is that variant of SL that has the student 
doing the service learning overseas. Bowen frames ISL as ‘the kinds of intercultural, team-
based collaborative interactions and opportunities that help [students] develop as active 
global citizens’.3

As a pedagogical development practice, ISL has come to be accepted as a means to 
enhance student learning, while contributing to development initiatives and promoting 
global citizenship. Once moved into a distant geopolitical space, however, the dynamics of 
service learning change and the practice of international SL becomes ethically questionable. 
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Such ethically questionable actions or practices are those that would not meet the standards 
expected or required of such endeavours in students’ home countries or which adversely 
affect social actors in the host communities. For example, students should have undergone 
the same training or acquired the same certifications to fulfil the work they do abroad as 
they would be required to have if they were engaged in the same activity at home. Not to 
require these credentials creates what huish refers to as an ‘enormous double standard’.4 
Adverse impacts refer to a range of actions from leaving unfinished projects in a community 
to causing divides within a community (an unintended consequence of providing services 
to some but not others). The specifics of these ethically questionable actions are discussed 
throughout the article.

Educators and promoters of ISL programmes spend hours in boardrooms and write papers 
searching for the perfect model.5 Some of the variables include, inter alia, whether all the 
students go to the same destination and engage in the same projects, whether students are 
accompanied by faculty members, whether funding is provided, whether students gain 
credits for their time abroad, how long the trips last, and whether there are pre-departure 
and return components of the ISL assignment and what comprises them. Based on the 
findings of numerous studies of ISL, Kozak and Larsen conclude that five changes need to 
be implemented.6 First, the pre-departure orientation needs to be improved; second, the 
pre-arrival orientation for hosts needs to be improved; third, in-country support for host 
communities needs to be enhanced; fourth, an ISL universal standard of practice framework 
should be created; and, fifth, there needs to be a paradigm shift from a focus on students 
to a focus on host communities.

Contrary to the optimism expressed in these suggestions, and on the basis of a theoret-
ically driven analysis, including an instantiating case study, the author is persuaded of the 
view that ISL programmes should not be university-initiated, -encouraged or -supported at 
all. This conclusion is based on the ethical concerns observed in this study, arising from the 
neo-colonial power relations inherent in ISL as a practice and the characteristic pacification 
of civil society brought on by the ‘hope’ generated by our students’ presence.7 The author 
holds that ISL has expanded and spread under a neoliberal development model where the 
postwar welfare state has been whittled down to such a degree that non-state actors have 
come to fill in the gaps left by disappearing welfare provision. Such actors, however, not 
only lack the accountability and legitimacy of democratic nation-states, they extend the 
exploitative character of neoliberal capitalism into the social relations their endeavours entail.

The problem and the literature

In institutions of higher education across Canada both the justifications for, and the activities 
that qualify as, legitimate service-learning experience are varied. The pre-learning experi-
ence, the learning experience itself and the post-learning reflection are managed differently 
by different institutional programmes. There is no standard guideline that instructs teachers 
on the ideal duration of the reflection or debriefing period, where it should be done, what 
questions should be asked, what the role of the university is, or what type of reflection is 
most beneficial (whether written, dialogic or in the form of community presentations). 
Examining and measuring the impact of SL programmes on the different stakeholders is in 
itself at an early stage of development.8 Yet clearly there is a need for greater knowledge in 
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this area as the internationalisation of university education proceeds at a hectic pace 
globally.9

Some higher educational institutions promote ISL programmes because of the ‘ultimate 
paybacks in terms of student recruitment’ and ‘research opportunities’,10 others do it to 
improve the student experience and make students’ learning more powerful,11 while still 
others do it to enhance ‘global citizenship’.12 Students are attracted to ISL programmes for 
a variety of reasons, such as the prospect of effecting beneficial change in the world, teaching 
others a better way of doing things, adventure, community interaction, an easy credit, or 
for group travel under supervision.13

most ISL research focuses on the beneficial impact of the experience on the student, 
emphasising ‘the positive aspects of service learning, often giving short shrift to the chal-
lenges, complexities and pitfalls of engaging in the practice’,14 particularly in relation to the 
variety of actors involved. It is not only the students who may derive benefits or suffer adverse 
impacts from ISL but also the sending university, the host community and the NGOs involved. 
By focusing primarily on positive outcomes for students, analysis tends to minimise the 
complexity of ISL’s effects and to overlook the adverse impacts it can have, primarily on the 
host community.

 In Larsen’s edited collection, International Service Learning: Engaging Host Communities, 
authors employing postcolonial and neo-colonial perspectives report their empirical findings 
regarding the positive and negative impact of ISL on the host communities. The authors set 
out to ‘problematize the impact and influence of international service learning programs on 
individuals and groups in host communities in the global South … to legitimize and privilege 
the experiences, values, and voices of those in global South communities that host ISL stu-
dents [and] to provide possibilities for rethinking paternalistic and colonized relations 
between global North and global South communities’.15 The data collected are very useful 
for enhancing our understanding of the impact of ISL on host communities, yet the conclu-
sions to modify and continue to engage in ISL programmes contradict the political-economic 
findings of this study.

The standard ISL model requires a partnership or coupling with NGOs working abroad.16 
In some cases the university has a direct partnership with a grassroots, community-based 
organisation (CBO) or international NGO (INGO); in other cases the students will make their 
own connections and arrangements directly with the placement provider. The case examined 
here leaves it up to the student to make their arrangements with the placement provider.

 There are numerous studies that examine and express concern about the impact that 
NGOs have on local communities and about their legitimacy.17 Some of their commonly 
expressed concerns about NGO work are as follows: they undermine the centrality of the 
state, they are not accountable to the state or to the people they are serving, their agendas 
are often driven by donors’ interests, there is a lack of coordination among the over 35,000 
registered INGOs in the world, jobs are taken away from locals, NGOs demobilise people, 
and they have a tendency to foment neo-colonial practices.18 NGOs are not homogeneous 
in their practices or structures. however, the one thing they have in common is that, although 
they are not elected bodies, they engage in activities that have historically been the respon-
sibility of the nation-state. Furthermore, neoliberalism has created an environment where 
NGOs can flourish. It was such critical analysis of the development role of NGOs that prompted 
the author to ask if this was not also true of ISL as a related form of development practice.
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As mentioned above, most studies report the positive benefits of ISL to the students 
providing the services. For example, Jeffrey Anderson lists 14 intended outcomes of service 
learning that benefit the students providing the services. They are: to foster an increased 
awareness and acceptance of cultural diversity; to promote problem solving; to encourage 
critical thinking and meta-cognition; to further personal development and self-esteem; to 
assist teacher efficiency; to provide for moral development; to cultivate civic attitudes and 
levels of citizenship; to facilitate leadership skills and team work; to develop global citizens; 
to enhance content knowledge gains; to expand community awareness; to foster relationship 
building; to practice and reflect on decision making; and to enhance learner concept devel-
opment and self-awareness.19

There are also risks that have been identified with SL, which are magnified with ISL. Wells 
et al highlight the ‘inability for the positive impact of the project to be sustained over time; 
the resources of the community needed to execute the project are too demanding and thus 
deleterious to the community; and students encounter psychological, intellectual, or spiritual 
challenges that they are ill-equipped to handle or benefit from.’20 Furthermore, a 2009 report 
by Saltmarsh et al warns us that the whole civic engagement phenomenon is suffering 
because it is inadequately conceptualised and verges on ‘stand[ing] for anything and there-
fore nothing’.21 This finding serves as a reminder that all aspects of SL need to be continually 
examined to ensure sustainability and fairness.

Ethical concerns become more salient when we shift the focus from the student to the 
host ‘community’. mona Younis, for example, asks: ‘how ethical [are] funding programs that 
affect people with no voice in what is funded’?22 Bonny Ibhawoh questions the ‘West-centric’ 
agendas and programmes, arguing that human rights-focused INGOs ‘have been accused 
of adopting homogenized approaches to human rights that draw little from non-Western 
realities and yet focus disproportionately on Third World countries’.23 Nevertheless, many 
studies about the impact of ISL on the student’s host community conclude that it has a 
positive impact on the host community’s members. For example, Nevin Brown identifies 
three benefits to the community. First, it ‘promotes intercultural and international under-
standing’; second, it ‘establishes reciprocity between the community served and that of the 
college or university, and their relationship is built on mutual respect’; and third, ISL ‘provides 
help to nongovernmental organization service agencies and to communities, addressing 
issues and needs that would otherwise remain unmet’.24 Again, scepticism about the cogency 
of these vague and bland conclusions prompted the author to test them in a fresh study.

Another concern is whether, as Canadian students travel to foreign communities, there 
is a power shift from local residents to the ‘more knowledgeable’ Northerners.25 Who deter-
mines what activities will be realised or not? Who has the liberty to depart the community 
leaving behind an unfinished latrine? Who is to decide that the locals should learn English 
because it will benefit them in the long run?

robbin Crabtree lists a number of observations that she and other scholars have made 
about ISL.26

•  Local children become enamoured with the foreign students and the material posses-
sions they take for granted.

•  Students and other visitors leave piles of used clothes and other gifts after project/trip 
completion.
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•  Community members fight about project ownership as development activities exac-
erbate internal political and interpersonal divisions.

•  members of neighbouring communities wonder why no one has come to help them.
•  projects reinforce for communities the idea that development requires external bene-

factors; national governments rely on NGOs to respond to the needs in their country.
•  many students return to pursue courses of study and careers with little apparent diver-

gence from the path of or towards privilege.

While there are not yet any longitudinal studies to corroborate the impact students have on 
the communities being served, Tiessen and heron conducted a longitudinal study of the 
impact of ISL on the life course of students.27 Because of a lack of funding, my study is not 
longitudinal but rather a snapshot of the ethical problems observed in the literature and in 
interviews with students from a particular region in Canada doing service learning in the 
Global South, and interviews with NGO representatives. It is the epistemological lacunae in 
the literature regarding the impact of ISL on host communities that have motivated the 
course of inquiry being reported here.

Theoretical grounding

In order to understand the ethics of ISL as a pedagogical development practice, my study 
draws on three different yet complimentary perspectives. First, ISL can be examined peda-
gogically as a practice designed to enhance student learning by connecting theory to praxis. 
Second, it can be examined as a neoliberal development practice designed to fill some of 
the political-economic lacunae in the Global South. Third, and most importantly for this 
study, it can be examined for its ethical soundness.

From a pedagogical perspective ISL is greatly inspired by the writings of paulo Freire and 
the educational philosophy of John Dewey, who emphasised experiential learning.28 Freire 
is recognised as the founder of critical pedagogy, in which marxist principles are applied to 
educational systems. his work enhances that of Dewey, who emphasises the importance of 
integrating experience with learning by adding a critical component to the concept of 
engagement. According to henry A Giroux, Freire’s critical approach serves as a way to ‘help 
students develop consciousness of freedom, recognize authoritarian tendencies, and con-
nect knowledge to power and the ability to take constructive action.’29 Beyond the student, 
Freire argues, the value of education is to raise consciousness, which will in turn provide the 
understanding for the oppressed to fight for their liberation. he writes, ‘no pedagogy which 
is truly liberating can remain distant from the oppressed by treating them as unfortunates 
and by presenting for their emulation models from among the oppressors. The oppressed 
must be their own example in the struggle for their redemption’.30 In theory, ISL could be 
argued to provide an excellent opportunity to integrate politics with pedagogy as Freire 
advocates. Students could be taught by their host communities how to examine the polit-
ical-economic circumstances of said communities, thereby gaining an understanding of 
them as a lived reality and putting the students in a position to take such learning back to 
their home societies in order to liberate them. But is this how ISL is conceived and 
practised?

Bringle and hatcher summarise the pedagogical definition of ISL in the following way:31

THirD WorlD QuArTerly 1903



[a] structured academic experience in another country in which students (a) participate in organ-
ized service activity that addresses identified community needs; (b) learn from direct interaction 
and cross-cultural dialogue with others; and (c) reflect on the experience in such a way as to gain 
further understanding of course content, a deeper understanding of global and inter-cultural
issues, a broader appreciation of the host country and the discipline, and an enhanced sense
of their own responsibility as citizens, locally and globally.

By combining Dewey and Freire’s pedagogical models with Bringle and hatcher’s definition 
of ISL, the interest educators have in promoting ISL is evident. All aspects of ‘sound’ educa-
tional practice can be found.

From a political-economic development perspective, raddon and harrison provide a 
conceptual framework with which to examine the relationship of SL to neoliberalism.32 post-
secondary education institutions have been hit particularly hard by neoliberal policies. In 
strictly policy terms neoliberalism has led to ‘privatizing public services and commodifying 
state assets’, among other things.33 The commodification of higher education is evident in 
higher tuition fees, an increased number of online courses, international student recruitment, 
greater reliance on private sector donations, the emphasis on skill-based knowledge and 
the increased influence of the corporate sector in university governance.34

ISL is reflective of this trend, as it provides students with skills amenable to corporate 
interests (international experience, team work, leadership skills), while simultaneously pro-
viding ‘development’ services (building schools, day-care centres, water reservoirs, or pro-
viding public education forums about sensitive healthcare issues) to the Global South, 
services which have historically been provided by the state. The following quote from raddon 
and harrison encapsulates the university’s connection to the corporate sector and its place 
within the current political economic model, of which ISL is an extension: ‘universities and 
colleges are placing more emphasis on education for employability and on workforce train-
ing to meet the needs of industry … Taken as a whole, the movement toward corporatization, 
commercialization, and privatization erodes the public character of post-secondary educa-
tion in accordance with ideological tenets of neo-liberalism: education becomes a consumer 
good.’35 ISL is a consumer good designed to draw students into a model which will give them 
the skills sought by corporations, while providing services to people and communities in 
need.

As is generally understood, NGOs, which are a standard component of all ISL programmes, 
lack the accountability and legitimacy afforded democratically elected governments. In fact, 
NGOs are primarily accountable to their funders, which in turn influence and in many cases 
dictate NGO agendas. According to Shivji, ‘NGOs are donor funded … the degree of inde-
pendence they can exercise in relation to donor agendas varies … though [in practice] their 
scope of action is limited’.36 under ISL ‘the responsibilities of the state for public services are 
transferred onto individuals, while the ‘entrepreneurship of the self’ broadens to encompass 
social entrepreneurship, the expectation that individuals and businesses will innovate to 
solve social problems’.37 The individuals in this case are the students who go abroad to 
‘improve’ the lives of others. As one student explains, ‘I have traveled before and lived in poor 
circumstances, but this is different. I am here to help”.38 Students believe they have a lot to 
offer people less fortunate than themselves because of their privileged lives, which have 
allowed them to attend post-secondary school, travel abroad and volunteer their services 
to others.39 Debrouwer, a second year university student, ‘went to Esteli in hopes of changing 
the world a little and making a positive impact in someone else’s life’.40
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Shivji further argues that ‘the common sense theoretical assumption of the current period 
under-pinning NGO roles and actions is neoliberal in the interest of global imperialism. It is 
fundamentally contrary to the interests of the large majority of the people’.41 Indeed, some 
would consider NGO work to be a neo-colonial practice, or a ‘re-enactment of the missionary 
positions of the colonial time’, where the imperial relationship of the North in relation to the 
South is reproduced.42 Framing the analysis in political-economic terms allows us to look 
beyond learning outcomes and the impact ISL has on our students and to understand how 
neoliberalism provides an opening for service-learning programmes abroad in a ‘top-down 
fashion’.43 It is a practice that is market-driven, profiting both NGOs and universities.

The third framing of this study is ISL from an ethical point of view. Bamber and pike remind 
us that ‘development initiatives have been criticized for being self serving and epitomizing 
a new form of colonialism with negative outcomes … and ISL, therefore, presents educational 
opportunities with complex ethical considerations’.44 The ethical concerns of interest in this 
study go beyond student individual responsibility to address the placements themselves. 
Whereas Tiessen and Kumar focus primarily on ‘ethical implications of individual social inter-
actions in cross-cultural settings’, my interest here is more in keeping with Epprecht’s con-
cerns, which go beyond gender equality, justice and inter-personal power relations.45 
Epprecht questions whether such things as volunteer placements affect employment rela-
tions, whether staff members are paid for the additional work required to accommodate the 
needs of the volunteers, whether the services provided are necessary, whether false expec-
tations are created, whether communities suffer burnout from the constant flow of volun-
teers during the summer months, whether students carry a sense of entitlement, and 
whether there are environmental impacts caused by ISL practices.46 To this list could be 
added socioeconomic questions such as whether students are qualified to deliver the ser-
vices required of their placement, whether any of the money ends up in the hands of com-
munity members, whether volunteers take away jobs from locals and whether projects are 
determined by local communities.

Similarly, himley holds that SL can itself perpetuate oppressive conditions as students 
connect with vulnerable community members.47 Oppressive conditions emerge from the 
power relations inherent in ISL where the Northern ‘partners’ come and go at will, lead the 
decision-making process and buy their way into communities with money and services. It 
is in these terms that Butin concludes that ‘the sheer complexity of social reality – when 
carefully and systematically examined and reflected upon – yields opportunities for the 
realization that justice (or the lack thereof ) is contingent upon our engagement with the 
world’.48 Therefore, one can recognise that, while the experience may be valuable, it is also 
loaded with the potential for harm.49

Methodology

Before describing the fieldwork and its methods it is important to state just how the empirical 
component of the study stands in relation to the inquiry as a whole. how should the resulting 
data be taken? Can a single case study involving a small number of interviews with a non-ran-
dom collection of subjects be a solid basis for general conclusions about the desirability of 
the practices under investigation? here it is necessary to appreciate the theory-driven char-
acter of the whole study and the resulting extent to which the phenomenal field is pre-de-
fined by the theoretical approach. As outlined above, in terms of the political-economic 
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analysis of contemporary capitalist society, the Northern university is already a neoliberal 
institution.50 Angus argues that the corporate [or neoliberal] ‘university is run like a corpo-
ration because it has become a corporation. It works within an economic world for its own 
purpose. It finances its process of production and offers its product on the market. It does 
not serve but operates.’51 The corporatisation of the university is evident in such things as 
the managerial approach used by upper administration, the charging of high tuition fees, 
the reduction in research funding, the ‘branding’ of universities and the increasing precari-
ousness of labour at the university.52 Côté and Allahar explain how ‘this corporatization goes 
counter to the idea of the public university as a place where ideas are pursued as ends in 
themselves; a place where … such ideas are to be exempt from censorship, partisan politics, 
and the demands of corporate sponsors or donors’.53 The corporate university’s relationship 
with the Southern countries to which its students go for service learning has already been 
revealed as neo-colonial by the theoretical analysis of global capitalism as imperialism by 
the likes of David harvey, James petras and henry Veltmeyer, and others cited above.

The same analysis holds for NGOs. The ‘service’ in service learning is already  ‘compromised’ 
by the necessarily exploitative character of the North–South relationship given by the theory. 
The ‘learning’ is likewise ‘qualified’ by the instrumental, skills-based, credential-driven orien-
tation running through education in the neoliberal university in general. This is not to say 
that the specifics of service learning, as they show up in the results of empirical inquiry, are 
pre-determined by the theoretical approach. rather, what empirical study can provide is a 
specification or instantiation of some of the lived practices in which these exploitative fea-
tures are embedded. The generalisability of the results is contained in the phenomena-as-an-
alysed in terms of the theory that turns the results into findings.54 The ethical–critical 
character of the findings likewise arises from the evaluative element that is built in to polit-
ical-economic theorising.

The empirical research project reported here, then, is based on observation and interviews 
and framed in political-economic terms. It consists of a case study of students from the North 
engaging in service work in communities in the South. The placements required students 
to engage in such work for at least four weeks and to complete a pre-departure and a 
post-service course, for which they received a full university credit. The study itself entailed: 
(1) following the paths students take from their home university in Canada to their final
destination in the Global South; so as to (2) interrogate the practice of ISL participants in
terms of the ethical questions of power, privilege, reciprocity, accountability, responsibility, 
student preparedness, impact and social justice; then (3) interviewing representatives from 
the NGOs which provided the various opportunities.55

The methods used involved collecting qualitative data from lengthy recorded interviews 
with a snowball sample of students before they departed and upon their return, and with 
Canadian and international NGOs. The first interview was conducted in Toronto with a locally 
based NGO that many students from my university used to facilitate their ISL placement. 
That particular NGO has contacts around the world, including in mexico. Given my knowl-
edge of the political, economic and historical background of mexico I decided to follow the 
path a student would take from Toronto to mexico. Doors were opened and new contacts 
emerged from that initial interview. Further data were collected through observation at the 
different placement centres. All the students interviewed went through a Canadian university 
to engage in an ISL programme. They provided a variety of different services in a variety of 
different countries. Some of the NGOs interviewed were in Canada and facilitated the 
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students’ placements while others were in mexico where some students did their placement. 
Six NGOs in mexico and two NGOs in Canada were interviewed along with 12 students. The 
NGO interviews took place at their offices either in Canada or mexico. The mexican interviews 
were conducted in Spanish and translated and transcribed by the author. The student inter-
views took place in my office at the university. The NGO and university websites, course 
outlines and the scholarly literature were also consulted. The data collection for this project 
began in the summer of 2010 and finished in the winter of 2015. Ethics approval was granted 
by the university where I was working before carrying out the fieldwork. The participants 
were informed about the study and their rights in an information and consent letter that 
was in the language of their using. It was read to them and signed by both parties.

While, as noted above, international engagement has become a priority issue for many 
Canadian higher educational institutions, and while the present case is an ‘exemplary 
instance’, a specific instantiation, of numerous such programmes across Canada and of the 
ethical challenges inherent in them, the author acknowledges that not all models are iden-
tical to the one considered here. Accordingly, the author has refrained from naming the 
university so as to protect the identity of the programme coordinators and the students 
involved. The programme in question is one in which students have researched, identified 
and organised their own placement. The department had a placement coordinator who was 
available to answer any questions and to verify that the placement met the requirements 
of the programme.56

The observations detailed here are only obtainable by following the paths students take 
and looking beyond the pedagogical justification of ISL and the students’ perception of their 
placement. The primary limitation encountered was the power dynamic that existed between 
the researcher and the NGOs during the interviews. It was evident that the NGOs saw student 
volunteers as a source of free employment, albeit for short sojourns during the summer 
months, and they were cautious about possibly jeopardising those arrangements.

 Ethical appropriateness of student volunteer work was measured by the social and cul-
tural norms to be found in Canada as a Northern capitalist society. After all, the students 
involved are Canadians, studying at Canadian universities and one should expect nothing 
less than the same standard of behaviour and qualifications from such students while pro-
viding services abroad as would be required at home. Accordingly, questions asked of the 
students went to such matters as whether they were trained to do the jobs they did. Were 
they required to have a police check before working with young children? Did they have the 
professional knowledge to be speaking about hIV AIDS? What qualified them to teach 
English? Did they hold a TEFL certificate? Did they speak the local language?

Results

The following results from the study’s interviews and observations were selected for their 
relevance to the issues being addressed in the paper; they do not comprise the entire data 
corpus that the study produced. They range across the topics of students’ language ability, 
knowledge, qualifications, length of stay, duration of contact and evaluations of the expe-
rience, host community members’ opinions, NGO motivations, who benefited financially, 
university accountability and student transparency. Their significance in terms of the study’s 
theoretical orientation and attendant claims is taken up in the discussion section that follows 
this section of the paper.
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The students interviewed engaged in a wide variety of jobs during their ISL placement. 
For example, many taught English, others gave talks on hIV/AIDS, some others built a water 
reservoir or painted a building, while still others worked in an orphanage.

Of the students interviewed who taught English abroad, none had a TEFL certificate or 
any prior teacher training. The only ‘qualification’ they had was command of the English 
language. In Canada to teach English as a Second Language one is required to hold a TEFL 
certificate. One student described how her responsibility was to teach English to a group of 
five students on the front porch of a community hall. On rainy days the classes were cancelled. 
She described the service-learning experience as ‘very unorganised’. Another student taught 
English to adults in the community and said she really had no idea what she was doing. The 
English language teaching placements were organised by NGOs rather than by educational 
institutions (which might help to explain the unstructured nature of the classes).

In keeping with questions of language, most of the student placements were in regions 
where English was not spoken and where the student did not speak the local language. Just 
one of the students interviewed was able to communicate in the local language. In all cases 
preliminary responses from NGOs and students expressed satisfaction with the use of unspo-
ken language in the form of games and body gestures to communicate. Gesturing was 
considered the universal language. however, when questioned further many had to admit 
that this type of ‘communication’ was very ‘limited’ and ‘shallow’. When more complicated 
issues needed to be addressed, translators were called upon at the expense of the local 
organisation (which in itself demonstrates how important language is). In some cases the 
students were given language instruction to help them ask basic questions and how to greet 
people. This did not prepare them to hold a conversation with those they serviced.

At the orphanage students did not have the language skills to listen or talk to the children 
about the hardships they faced because of their separation from their parents. Children were 
unable to communicate with the students about the things that were most important to 
them. The director of the orphanage, however, did not see language as a barrier and con-
sidered the fact that there were more people on site to be of greater importance.

The director also stated that she would prefer students spend six months at the home. 
She acknowledged that bringing in help for short periods of times made it ‘difficult on the 
kids because they warm up to the students and then they are gone’.

One of the students stated that, after working at an orphanage in the northern part of 
India, he came back and started his own NGO. his NGO would provide opportunities to 
students at his university to go and work at the orphanage. he would essentially be com-
peting with the NGO that facilitated his placement. What I found problematic about this was 
he saw it as a way to pay for his university tuition. his decision was based on financial need 
rather than a community need; he could see how he could profit from other students by 
arranging similar service-learning opportunities. The hostel students stayed at in mexico 
was a for-profit enterprise; the orphanage was a profit-generating business; the other NGOs 
also turned a profit. This is a reminder that NGOs are not the same as not-for-profit organi-
sations and, while governments often help fund NGO initiatives, the two should not be 
confused.

One student described her ISL experiences as ‘life changing’, ‘very rewarding’ and an 
opportunity to meet ‘amazing people’. Other students, however, struggled with the integrity 
of their experiences. One student said, ‘we went to learn what it was like to be poor but 
instead we learned what it was like to be privileged’. Another student said, ‘we were told we 
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were interns and not volunteers, but in fact we were not interns because we didn’t know 
what we were doing’. One student claimed that ‘the people in the community were surviving 
only because of the work of NGOs’. A student who went to Brazil to complete her ISL said, ‘I 
worked in a favela, but I lived with a wealthy family who had a maid’. Similarly, another stu-
dent said, ‘I was always in a gated area with many security guards’. I found that the students 
who had taken the pre-departure course were more likely to reflect critically on their ser-
vice-learning experience than those who had not. The pre-departure course, which some 
of the student interviewees took, prepared them to question the prevalent development 
discourse. They engaged in readings such as Jamieson’s ‘Duties to the Distant: Aid, Assistance 
and Intervention in the Developing World’, which challenges Singer’s claim ‘that affluent 
people in the developed world are morally obligated to transfer large amounts of resources 
to poor people in the developing world’.57 Another required reading was Escobar’s ‘Beyond 
the Search for a paradigm: post Development and Beyond’, which ‘reviews the critiques 
around postmodernist critiques of development’.58 Additional readings problematise the 
limitations of participatory development, global citizenship and neo-colonialism.59 however, 
not all pre-departure programmes have this critical edge. In fact, according to Tiessen and 
Kumar, ‘Quite often, pre-departure programmes tend to focus exclusively on the safety con-
cerns of … students’.60

NGOs interviewed described their role and responsibilities as ‘relationship builders’, ‘under-
stand[ing] various forms of oppression and social justice or injustices around the world’, 
‘providers of an informative experience’, ‘builders of cross-cultural relationships’, ‘connecting 
people with people and allowing them to share experiences and learn from each other’. 
Some of the NGOs were rooted in religious institutions, while others were private profit-mak-
ing organisations. One NGO admitting modifying their programme offerings and recruitment 
practices to generate more money: ‘we get more bang for our buck’ doing it this way. Some 
students who had completed their ISL programme maintained contact with the NGOs in 
the host country, whereas none maintained contact with the community members they 
serviced.

When asked how they dealt with the ‘excluded’, namely those sectors of society that were 
not included in their projects, one NGO said that this did not concern them because there 
were many groups out there trying to make a difference. ‘If we can’t do it somebody else will 
pick up the slack … We try to balance where we provide services because we don’t want 
people to feel neglected’.

A national database, developed as part of the research, with over 41 Canadian ISL pro-
grammes, demonstrated a range in price from $3000 to $9000 depending on the duration 
of the programme (anywhere from four to 12 weeks) and the destination. Shorter trips (eight 
to 10 days) ranged in price from $900 to $3000, depending on the destination. Tuition fees 
were additional. most students were required to pay a tuition equivalent of one course. Five 
of the programmes required students have an ISL placement to graduate. Seventeen of the 
programmes had money available which students could apply for to offset their expenses. 
In all cases none of the money students paid was given to their host families or to local 
community organisations. It all remained in the hands of the national, international or grass-
roots NGOs.61 The benefit to the community was free labour.

There was no communication between the university and the NGOs or the university 
and the community where the placement was held. In fact, the interconnection of the objec-
tives of all the people and organisations involved was unclear. One Canadian NGO stated 
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that it had never visited the NGOs in mexico where it sent students. The local communities 
had no input into the projects that were realised by the students.

For the most part the students had no contact with government officials in the host 
countries. On occasion local officials were notified of their presence and given an overview 
of the purpose of their visit. With the exception of one case, where the student was required 
to get a student visa, other students were given instructions by the NGOs to process their 
visas as tourists and not to mention the fact that they were going to be providing community 
services while in the country.

Discussion

The following discussion takes up the matters reported in the results in more or less the 
order in which they are presented. In a couple of cases additional observations are incorpo-
rated. This section draws out the ethical problems signified by the results in the context of 
the political- economic theoretical framework of the paper.

The orphanage placement raises a number of ethical issues. having students interact 
with institutionalised orphaned children with whom they cannot converse because they do 
not speak the children’s language seems particularly problematic. For the protection of the 
children, I chose not to interview residents of the orphanage, who were between seven and 
15 years of age. Various life misfortunes had brought these children to the orphanage. Some 
were street kids, others were at risk of living in the street and still others had either lost their 
parents or their parents were incarcerated for an extended period of time. however creative 
both parties might be in communicating, such an arrangement surely diminishes the impor-
tance of loss and instead focuses on institutional needs at the expense of the children being 
serviced. While wanting students to stay longer, the orphanage director acknowledged that 
short stays made it ‘difficult on the kids because they warm up to the students and then they 
are gone’. This observation is in keeping with Crabtree’s concern that ‘local children become 
enamoured with the foreign students and the material possessions they take for granted’.62 
The departure of volunteers (whether after six weeks or six months) runs the risk of leaving 
the children with further losses to manage. Just as building projects are often unfinished, 
in this case human relations fall into the category of ‘unfinished’ when students depart, never 
to return again.

In Canada those who work with children under the age of 16 are required to get a police 
check to ensure that they have a clean criminal record. This protective measure reduces the 
risk of sexual assault and/or the abuse of children. To the question of whether students were 
required to have a police check before going into the field (whether to an orphanage, a 
primary school or a community), the answer was no. There were no such requirements in 
the host country or from their home university in Canada. Although the author did not hear 
any stories about inappropriate interaction or criminal harm done to children by the students, 
standards are standards and a student providing the same service in Canada would be 
required to have a police check. In order to protect the children in the communities with 
which the students engage, there is an ethical obligation to ensure that these standards are 
met.

Additional concerns arise when students give talks in English about hIV AIDS, a topic 
about which they lack professional knowledge. Asking students to give these talks assumes 
that they have the scientific knowledge and training to talk about such sensitive topics and 
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are more knowledgeable than the local professionals.63 Again, these talks were organised 
by NGOs looking for service-learning placements for their foreign visitors, a practice that 
could prove to be harmful and insensitive to local practices and local realities. Eurocentric 
values were inevitably integrated into these talks. In Northern countries like Canada hIV has 
come to be very treatable, yet in countries in the Global South access to and availability of 
treatment is lacking. One student described the workshop she prepared and presented as 
a talk about things such as ‘prevention, personal hygiene and personal respect’. While pre-
vention makes sense in the context of a Northern approach to sexually transmitted disease, 
Stillwaggon reminds us that ‘prevention policies limited to information, education and pro-
vision of condoms can succeed only if people have the power to make decisions about their 
lives, including about their sexual behaviour … people who eat poorly and are burdened 
with infections and parasites are more susceptible to hIV just as they are to other infectious 
diseases. moreover, poor people have less access to preventive and curative healthcare 
services.’64

One student commented that, when she was giving a talk about violence against women, 
the local audience couldn’t understand why she was so concerned about this topic. It is 
difficult to know why her talk was not well received, but it could be that the student had 
little or no knowledge of local culture or that she was speaking to people who were well 
aware of violence against women and didn’t need a young person from a developed country 
in the North to educate them on this topic. Anybody with local cultural knowledge would 
know that there are healthcare and social work professionals within communities that are 
well versed in these topics.

Workshops on hIV/AIDS and violence against women were commonly delivered by the 
students interviewed. While students may or may not come to understand the complexity 
of these topics, economic and gender inequalities will prevail even after they return home. 
When it comes to violence against women, the irony of students from a country conspicu-
ously grappling with its inability to solve its own problem imagining they have something 
to offer in the Global South is both inescapable and borders on neo-colonialism. The ethically 
troubling aspects of students volunteering in Southern communities are magnified in the 
case of medical students engaging in the care of patients, something they would not be 
qualified to do in Canada.65 Evert explains how ‘students seem to be desperate to get 
accepted into a med school anywhere’, so they travel to the Global South to get hands-on 
experience.66 ‘In 2011, one out of every three medical graduates [in Canada] took on a global 
health experience before they graduated.’67 It has become an expectation.68

Other less damaging assignments included painting a school and building a latrine or a 
water reservoir. These are perhaps less damaging, because students were not interacting 
with young children, but they were damaging nonetheless because students did not have 
the skills to build latrines, reservoirs or other physical structures. None of the students inter-
viewed had carpentry or bricklaying skills. painting may not require training or any particular 
skill, but one might question whether painting wouldn’t serve as a community-building 
activity rather than a service-learning placement. These examples reflect Butin’s concerns 
about student preparedness.69

Gifting is another practice found to be common among students who go abroad and live 
with host families. Gifting becomes a problem when students lack the knowledge of local 
resources and practices. hernandez encapsulates the problem with a case in Nicaragua, 
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where a student gifted an inflatable swimming pool to a family living in a water-scarce 
region.70

A question rarely asked is whether the physical jobs students do would otherwise be paid 
employment for a local resident. According to one NGO, ‘we do not have the money or the 
people to complete the task … we really appreciate the work of outsiders’. In every case the 
NGOs welcomed the physical labour and service provided by the students. however, one 
NGO expressed concern about unfinished projects left behind by students: ‘my husband 
spent weeks after their departure to finish the jobs’, she said. The larger the job the less likely 
it was to be completed. According to one student, ‘when we arrived at our placement there 
was a partially finished latrine that somebody started to build many years ago’. The group 
she was working with proceeded to paint a school, rather than finish the latrine because the 
organisers considered the painting to be a priority. This phenomenon is in keeping with the 
risks identified by Wells et al, when they highlight the ‘inability for the … project to be sus-
tained over time’, which in turn calls into question issues of accountability.71 Furthermore, 
because it was not a community initiative, the local residents did not complete the 
project.

unfinished projects or imposed projects are often a consequence of funding bodies hav-
ing their own agendas, where the students get caught in the crossfire. Smaller jobs such as 
painting a classroom or building a stone pathway were much appreciated and taken to 
fruition. however, another student who went to build a playground in Chile said ‘I don’t think 
it was a necessary component of their lives, other projects might have been more beneficial’. 
This touches on another key concern about the types of projects that students engage in. 
Some were joint community–NGO projects while others were NGO-driven. The findings 
show that the projects that were designed and initiated by community groups tended to 
be better received than those which were brought into communities by NGOs. reciprocity 
as a desired approach is violated when the community is nothing more than the recipient 
of services, or when Younis’s concerns about ‘funding programs that affect people with no 
voice in what is funded’ are brought to the forefront.72

Other ethical questions that arose through this research concern practices required of 
researchers in Canada, which do not always carry over to ISL programmes. For example, 
academic institutions require ethics approval from researchers doing research on human 
subjects. In this case study, however, students were not required to go through the ethics 
board before doing their community work. Despite students being required to report back 
to university faculty about their experiences and to submit written reports – reports that 
often name, reference and pictorially identify community members with whom the students 
have engaged – students are not considered to be researchers in this setting, nor are the 
community members considered to be subjects. The students in this study did not have a 
waiver signed by the participants granting the use of their photographs, names or testimo-
nials, nor did the university require such a document be submitted. The problem of ethical 
responsibility becomes magnified when we are dealing with ISL experiences where cultural 
and language barriers exist. Is ethical responsibility being subordinated here to institutional 
goals?

Whether we call it ‘poverty porn’, ‘development porn’ or ‘slum porn’, the large development 
NGOs have been criticised for the way they portray poor people of the Global South in the 
media in their bid for donations. As mentioned above, upon their return to Canada the 
students were required to submit reports about their ISL experience and to give in-class 
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presentations. Two of the students also gave presentations outside the university in order 
to boost their CV. All students reported using slide shows in their presentations and all of 
them used images with people from the communities. Concerns arise about the lack of 
consent for the use of the photos but also about the graphic depictions of poverty that 
students showed, much like the advertisements used by large international NGOs. ‘Such 
simplistic messages [and images] foster racist stereotypes, strip entire peoples of their dignity 
and encourage prejudice’.73

The combined problem of privilege and ethnocentrism is perhaps evident in the claim 
of the student who said that ‘the people in the community were surviving only because of 
the work of NGOs’ and in the comment of the one (who went to Brazil) who said, ‘I worked 
in a favela, but I lived with a wealthy family who had a maid’. Some students who had com-
pleted their ISL programme maintained contact with the NGOs in the host country, whereas 
none maintained contact with the community members they serviced. The obstacles are 
formidable when the language barrier is added to privilege and ethnocentrism.

In relation to the view cited above from one NGO – ‘If we can’t do it somebody else will 
pick up the slack’ – one might ask if the very practice of ISL does not create a divide in the 
communities by providing services to some and not to others.74 In this context it can be 
argued that some of the unintended consequences of ISL are divisiveness within commu-
nities and the privileging of some community members over others.

It is unclear why the students were told not to expose the true purpose of their trip to 
government officials, other than to avoid getting caught up in bureaucratic processes. 
Further research would be required to determine the consequences of covering up one’s 
true intentions. most governments keep close tabs on cross-border migration in order to 
ensure that their laws are respected and that the economy is not unnecessarily burdened. 
Immigration laws are also there to monitor the fluctuations of the labour force. unfortunately, 
I was unable to find any studies that examined the number of foreign students living and 
providing services in mexico who could potentially be occupying positions that would oth-
erwise be paying jobs.

All these findings leave one questioning whether ISL is really an ethically defensible prac-
tice or not. They call into question the ethical validity of the work being done by students 
while abroad and the accountability of the university in running such programmes. This is 
of particular concern at universities such as the one studied here, where there is no institu-
tional governance over how students acquire their placement. moreover, that there was no 
communication between the university and the NGOs or the university and the host com-
munity, and that all involved were unclear as to how their objectives interconnected raises 
questions about the ‘truly collaborative’ nature of this ISL model, where accountability and 
reciprocity are absent.75 Furthermore, this disconnect among the different actors is surely 
problematic for a university-endorsed programme, given the resources universities currently 
devote to risk management.

Conclusion

Dewey and Freire were surely right to critique traditional education for its top-down 
approach.76 Dewey’s proposal to expand classroom education into the community was 
ground-breaking at the time and has become common practice at many post-secondary 
institutions. his ‘new education’ did not include the international component represented 
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by ISL today, but it makes a strong case for experiential learning. As a pedagogical tool, ISL 
serves to extend the classroom into foreign lands and to give students a small taste of a 
world beyond their own. While not easily reciprocated by students in the Global South, the 
privileged Canadian students who can afford to volunteer abroad certainly benefit.

Dewey and Freire emphasise the meaning and practice of democracy in an educational 
setting. This stance has radical implications for whose voice is to be heard, whose knowledge 
is to be legitimised, in the SL context. For example, according to Saltmarsh et al, communi-
ty-based knowledge ‘locates the university as the center of solutions to public problems and 
educates students through service as proto-experts who will be able to perform civic tasks 
in and on communities that they work with because they will have the knowledge and 
credentials to know what to do to help communities improve’.77 however, institutions that 
engage such a model are at risk of perpetuating the very colonialist projects that have been 
so damaging throughout history. From the Dewey/Freire point of view this assertion is 
gravely problematic, in that it undermines the ability of the communities themselves to 
know the source of their problems and their ability to engage in collective action to effect 
change. It may be argued that these practices undermine the expertise of the locals and 
consume their resources.78

In order to make sense of the emergence of NGOs and ISL programmes in Canada and 
other Northern countries, the discussion needs to be framed in terms of the contemporary 
political economy. It is under neoliberalism that NGOs have come to play an important role 
in the distribution of aid and in leading development projects.79 As social programmes were 
cut and national corporations privatised, ‘people in many parts of the world began to take 
an interest in the power of social movements and civil society. This was a period [mid-1970s] 
of substantial growth in NGOs and volunteerism, spurred by an increase in the desire of 
people around the world … to make common cause with the billions excluded from the 
[new] global economy’.80 Shivji argues that ‘NGOs were born in the womb of neoliberalism 
and knowingly or otherwise are participating in the imperial project … NGOs cannot be 
pro-people and pro-change without being anti-imperialist and anti-status quo’ and therefore 
political.81 It is in just such a political economic framework that the NGO and ISL programmes 
discussed throughout this paper must be understood.

Despite the good intentions of the students, the programme organisers and the NGO 
workers, the privilege, power relations and lack of student preparedness inherent in ISL 
require recurring critical scrutiny. The trend towards increasing ISL opportunities at Canadian 
universities is unwavering, yet there are many questions that remain unanswered regarding 
how these programmes should be structured, or whether they should be continued at all.

Beyond the value acquired by Canadian students from such experiences is the impact on 
whole communities, large and small, the lives of whose members have been altered. While 
ISL programmes may teach students lessons that go beyond textbook knowledge and may 
sensitise them to cultural difference, the reciprocity for host community members is variable 
at best.

moreover, while, in keeping with Freire’s advocacy of critical pedagogy, ISL provides an 
opening for students to begin to actively respond to their concerns about social injustice, 
environmental destruction and poverty around the world, unfortunately the limitations of 
this study do not allow for an empirical assessment of student activity following their ISL 
experience. The life-changing impact that ISL has reportedly had on many students would 
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be better assessed with an examination of what their lives look like five or 10 years after their 
placement abroad.

While it is tempting to suggest what would need to be changed to create a more ethically 
sound ISL model, this would be irresponsible on my part because of the inherently objec-
tionable aspects of the practice detailed throughout this study. Some could argue that set-
ting globalised standards might improve current practices for all ISL programmes, but this 
will not address the underlying exploitative character of the social relations in which ISL is 
embedded. One must still ask in the end if what is being promoted is not a form of educa-
tional neo-colonialism, a Northern missionary style of education, where everything from 
the projects undertaken and the building practices employed to the language of commu-
nication and the culture of contact is dictated by outsiders for their (our) primary benefit.

What is ultimately at stake here is the ethics of ISL as a pedagogical development practice. 
To speak parochially, while, as Canadian academics and universities, our good intentions as 
educators and the good intentions of our students are not in question, an unintended con-
sequence of our actions is that people in need will end up being taken advantage of for our 
own ends. It is unfortunate that far too often there is little or no regard for already existing 
activist groups that are fighting to improve their people’s lives by demanding jobs and basic 
facilities from their governments. The evidence from this study is that ISL programmes betray 
local residents when unqualified, untrained students go into communities to teach English 
as a Second Language or to give seminars on hIV/AIDs to local residents who deserve the 
same quality of knowledge and expertise that Canadians expect in their communities in 
Canada.

In summary, the ethical concerns discussed here may be expressed in the following three 
questions that I direct at fellow academics in Canadian universities. may we not be accused 
of taking advantage, albeit unintentionally, of people in need for our own ends? may we not 
be leaving people with a false feeling of hope that their political and economic situation will 
improve with our help? may it not be the case that our untrained students are betraying the 
intended recipients of their help by engaging in activities that they are not qualified to do? 
If we answer yes to any of these questions, then we should stop university-led ISL pro-
grammes and let students engage in their own voluntourism adventures on their own time.
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