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Teachers of international relations
and comparative politics courses

face a difficult task because young
people are generally not interested
in politics and because Americans
lack knowledge and concern for in-
ternational issues. In a recent PS
article, Sheilah Mann (1999) re-
ported that in 1998 only 26% of
first-year undergraduate students
claimed that "keeping up to date
with political affairs" is very impor-
tant, and only 14% said they had
discussed politics in the past year. In
1996, just 31% of eligible voters
aged 18 to 20 cast ballots in the
presidential election (U.S. Bureau of
Census 1997). Interest in interna-
tional politics is even more limited.
Only 20% of Americans follow for-
eign news through newspapers or
television, and Americans have little
knowledge about key global events
such as the Bosnian civil war and
the Middle East conflict (Rourke
1999, 2-4). Further, Americans aged
18 to 24 consistently rank last in
their knowledge of global events in
surveys of young adults in industrial-
ized countries (Wiarda 1996, 61).

While teachers of international
politics face a growing number of
students who are uninterested and
uninvolved in domestic and interna-
tional politics, the corporate world is
increasingly demanding that college
graduates have international experi-
ences, cross-cultural training, and
exposure to global economic and
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political issues. The world outside of
academe has pushed many institu-
tions to require their students to
take courses that focus on interna-
tional issues. These requirements
provide opportunities for teachers of
international politics to demonstrate
the relevance of international phe-
nomena to their students' personal
and professional lives. To achieve
their objectives, teachers need cre-
ative techniques that engage stu-
dents and make international poli-
tics comprehensible. This article
outlines one such technique: the in-
fusion of service learning into an
international relations course.

In 1995, my institution revamped
its general education curriculum and
included a "global society" require-
ment. POL 306: The Politics of In-
ternational Relations meets this re-
quirement, in addition to serving
political science majors. The course
is intended to introduce students to
the concepts and theories of interna-
tional relations and to encourage
students to value and practice re-
sponsible global citizenship. The
mixture of majors and nonmajors in
the class necessitates that I use cre-
ative teaching techniques to achieve
these objectives. I believe the addi-
tion of a service experience in 1998
increased the learning of the 11 stu-
dents in the class.

Design of the Service
Learning Project

Though I had previously incorpo-
rated service learning into my Amer-
ican government classes, I realized
that I needed to carefully chose the
service site for the international re-
lations course and structure the ex-
perience so students would not view
the service as merely required volun-

teer work (Rhoads and Howard
1998). Robert Trudeau (1997) out-
lined the difficulties his students had
linking their service as tutors and
soup kitchen assistants to the con-
tent of a Latin American politics
course. I wanted the service to rein-
force select classroom concepts and
to challenge the students to develop
ideas of global citizenship. I also
decided that the service experience
had to be a course requirement,
since most students at my institution
are not risk takers in learning and
would not choose to do service
learning (Barber and Battistoni
1993).

I am fortunate that my institution
has a service learning coordinator
and is located in a metropolitan
area with many international agen-
cies and peoples from different
countries. These factors made it eas-
ier to find an appropriate site, and
the students were assigned to work
with a refugee resettlement nongov-
ernmental organization (NGO). Us-
ing $500 supplied by my institution's
service learning program, the stu-
dents worked together to purchase a
"welcome pack" of household items,
ranging from bedding to personal
effects, for a Bosnian refugee family.
The NGO provided a list of items
that the family needed to furnish an
apartment, and the students divided
the list and shopped in teams for
the items. Since they had a limited
amount of money, the students had
to budget, communicate with each
other, and hunt for bargains.1 After
the students bought the items for
the welcome pack, and before the
family arrived in the U.S., the stu-
dents delivered the household goods
and set up the family's apartment.
On the designated day, some of the
students and a translator from the
resettlement agency met the family

PSOnline www.apsanet.org 817

https://doi.org/10.2307/420921 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/420921


members at the airport and helped
them move into temporary housing,
since their apartment was not ready.
Groups of students then arranged
with the resettlement agency to in-
formally visit the family several
times during the semester. Because I
wanted the students to respect the
family's privacy, and because the
students were not trained in inter-
viewing techniques, I told the stu-
dents that they should not interview
the family members about their ex-
periences during the war or as refu-
gees. (As the students and refugees
interacted over time, these issues did
arise.) To facilitate coordination of
the project, I occasionally gave the
class a few minutes to discuss logis-
tics, but the students had to work
together outside of class to buy,
store, and deliver the items and to
arrange their family visits.

Using the Service
Experience to Refine and
Reinforce Classroom
Learning

Though the service did not explic-
itly teach the students new interna-
tional relations concepts, it did help
them to refine their ideas on several
classroom topics and it helped me to
provide the students with concrete
examples of global phenomena. Ini-
tially, few students in POL 306 saw
the value of the service learning ex-
perience. Many of the students at
my institution are commuters who
spend little time on campus, and,
despite the fact that they live in a
large metropolitan area, most stu-
dents have had few experiences with
other cultures or people from other
countries. The service experience
challenged their attitudes and rou-
tines. To impress upon them how
their service reinforced their class-
room learning, I specifically asked
the students to reference their expe-
riences when we studied the topics
of NGOs, human rights, ethnic iden-
tity, and global interdependence. I
used in-class discussions, group
work, and short writing assignments
to encourage students to relate their
service experience to these topics.
The following examples illustrate
how the service helped the students

to refine their understanding of se-
lect concepts in international rela-
tions.

NGOs and Global Politics

In the post-Cold War era, NGOs
have emerged as major players in
the international realm, often
matching states in their ability to
influence international relations
(Henderson 1998).2 The students
learned that NGOs lobby interna-
tional organizations and national
governments to affect policy, and
that NGOs meet global needs that
governments may not have the
means or political will to address.
However, because NGOs are often
portrayed as a homogeneous entity
in international relations textbooks,
the students did not grasp how
NGOs differ in their resources,
power, interests, and effectiveness.
To help the students disaggregate
the "NGO monolith," I asked them
to discuss their observations about
the refugee resettlement agency they
were assisting. How was the NGO
organized? Did it appear to have
enough resources? What issues did
it address? How did it relate to
other NGOs?

In class discussions and writing
exercises, many students mentioned
that on the day the Bosnian family
arrived, the apartment was not ready
and the agency had to arrange for
the family to stay in a hotel. From
this situation, the students experi-
enced first-hand how NGOs may
lack resources, logistical organiza-
tion, and manpower to deal effec-
tively with issues. The students
learned that the resettlement NGO,
like most other similar groups, had
little access to government resources
and received much of its funding
from individual donors; indeed, the
agency required the family to pay
back the cost of their airline tickets.
The students also learned that a sec-
ond resettlement agency provided
the apartment for the refugee fam-
ily, while a third NGO arranged a
job for the father. Through this dis-
covery, students gained new insights
into the ways that underresourced
NGOs build coalitions to achieve
their objectives. The students' expe-
riences with a particular refugee re-

settlement agency enabled them to
gain a richer understanding about
the diversity of NGOs than they
could have if they read only the de-
scription found in their textbook.
Because the students had worked
personally with an NGO, they were
better able to understand the posi-
tion such groups occupy in the inter-
national realm.

Human Rights

As one of their assignments, stu-
dents read the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights. It was the
service experience, however, that
enabled the students to fully appre-
ciate the concept of inherent rights
outlined in Article 1 of the Declara-
tion. Because they grew up in the
U.S., where the idea of inherent
rights is included in the Constitution
and reinforced through numerous
judicial decisions, the students had
never really considered the situation
of those who lived under a political
system that did not acknowledge
basic human rights like the rights to
life, liberty, and security. As the ref-
ugees told the students about family
members and friends who had been
driven from their homes or killed in
the war, the students became per-
sonally aware of human rights condi-
tions outside of their own commu-
nity and country.

The service also helped the stu-
dents gain more insights into the
complexity of protecting the specific
rights outlined in the Declaration.
For example, I pointed out that the
right to asylum for those persecuted
(Article 14) could be invoked as a
challenge to state sovereignty, as it
often is when a state is pressured to
admit refugees into its territory. The
students saw this tension between
state sovereignty and an individual's
right to asylum exemplified in the
lives of the refugee family. The fam-
ily members had been in Germany
for five years before coming to the
U.S. They had had to leave Ger-
many when the German government
asserted its sovereignty over domes-
tic policy and decided that, in light
of the Dayton Peace Accords, Bosn-
ian refugees would either have to
return to Bosnia or find a third
country to take them. The impact of
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Germany's decision on the refugee
family was obvious to the students.
The family had to move again, gain
new language skills, learn about an-
other culture, and make new friends
in a different community. Though
the students understood that the
German government had sound do-
mestic economic and political rea-
sons for expelling Bosnian refugees
(as well as some justification once
the peace agreement was conclud-
ed), the students believed that repa-
triation to Bosnia was not a safe and
humanitarian option and that Ger-
many was implicitly denying the hu-
man right of protection to the refu-
gees. Through the specific case of
the refugee family, the students
gained a richer understanding of
how the tension between state sover-
eignty and the protection of human
rights can impact individual lives.

Ethnic Identify

Though course readings and lec-
tures addressed ethnic identity and
ethnic conflict (esp. Gurr and Harif
1994), the service experience gave
the students a new perspective on
the complex nuances of ethnic iden-
tity. As we discussed ethnicity, I
asked the students to think about
the Bosnian family and the ways
that the family members formally
and informally identified themselves.
What did they call themselves? With
whom did they associate? What ac-
tions demonstrated their ethnic, reli-
gious, or other cultural identities?
One student said that though the
father was Muslim, he did not seem
very devout because he drank beer.
Another young woman expressed
surprise that both the male and fe-
male family members wore Western
clothes. These observations provided
an avenue through which I could
help the students refine their under-
standing of ethnic identity. My stu-
dents became aware that individuals
define themselves in various ways,
and that these ways do not always fit
the perception of an ethnic or cul-
tural group that people outside of
the group have. The students also
learned that ethnic identity is muta-
ble. Family members generally re-
ferred to themselves as Bosnians,
but also, at different times, defined

themselves in
terms of reli-
gious experi-
ences, their
economic situ-
ation, or their
position as
newcomers to
the U.S.
Though I had
stressed these
points about
ethnic identity
in class lec-
tures, these
ideas only
became real
to the stu-
dents after
they met the
refugee fam-
ily.

Global
Interdependence

The service
project pro-
vided the stu-
dents with
concrete ex-
amples of two
aspects of
Robert Keo-
hane and Jo-
seph Nye's
theory of
global inter-
dependence.
First, students
learned from
the textbook
and classroom
lectures that
state borders
and state sov-
ereignty can
be somewhat
porous (Keo-
hane and Nye
1989).
Through their
service, stu-
dents were
able to per-
sonally experi-
ence how po-
litical and
economic con-
flicts in one
state have
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ramifications for other states. Their
metropolitan area has the largest
number of Bosnians in the U.S., and
that group's population has been
growing rapidly following Germany's
adoption of its new repatriation pol-
icy. By talking with the NGO official
and refugee family, the students dis-
covered that Bosnians inhabit entire
neighborhoods of the city and some
suburbs in which the students live.
The students' understanding of how
events in one society impact another
society became more profound when
they saw an example of this in their
own city.

In an unplanned and unexpected
way, the service provided my stu-
dents with an example of a second
aspect of the theory of interdepen-
dence. The students had read that
military force is not the only means
states have for exercising power over
other states. According to Joseph
Nye (1990) states which achieve
their goals through attraction in-
stead of coercive force exercise "soft
power." The students saw evidence
of America's soft power when they
first received the list of the items to
buy for the welcome pack and no-
ticed that they were to purchase a
24-pack of Coke. One student asked
if the group could get a store brand
of soda to save money. The NGO
official helping the students ex-
plained that, in the past, another

group had bought a generic brand of
soda for another refugee family and
the refugees had not known what it
was. The student's mundane ques-
tion led to a long class discussion
about how Coca-Cola is recognized
globally and is associated with
American culture; the product, as
well as the image that surrounds it,
have shaped beverage consumption
everywhere. Additionally, the posi-
tive recognition that is associated
with this American product can be a
source of soft power, or the power
of attraction that derives from the
American quality of life (Nye 2000).
Surprisingly, buying soda gave the
students a more concrete under-
standing of how the recognition of
American cultural exports enhances
America's image and influence glo-
bally.

Encouraging Global
Citizenship through
Student-Refugee
Interactions

I believe that the most profound
impact of the service was that it en-
couraged students to value other
cultures and peoples and to appreci-
ate their role as global citizens. At
the end of the semester, I required
students to submit five-page essays
addressing the following questions:

"How did the service help you to
understand the value and dignity of
those from another culture?" and
"How did your interactions with the
refugee family teach you about what
it means to be a global citizen?"
This essay was worth 10% of the
course grade, and I told students
that I would not grade their service
itself, but their reflection on the ser-
vice. I also asked students to share
their papers with their peers so they
could learn from each other, since
they had interacted with the refu-
gees in different ways and had each
viewed their service from different
perspectives.

One common theme of the essays
was that the service project chal-
lenged the students to examine their
stereotypes of refugees. One woman
wrote that she was surprised to learn
that one of the family members had
studied biology before the war and
was interested in attending college
in the U.S.; the refugee asked the
students for science and math books
in English. My student admitted that
she had been surprised that the fam-
ily was so well educated, since the
media often portray refugees as
poor, huddled masses who individu-
ally lack resources and skills. Several
students noted the service experi-
ence made them reexamine how in-
complete media coverage of interna-
tional issues contributed to their
biased ideas about refugees. An-
other student said that before the
service, he had never thought about
refugees as people, only as faceless
entities. By examining their views of
people from another country, the
students began to construct a more
nuanced conception of the global
community.

Many students also wrote of how
their service helped them to see the
implications of international issues
for individual human beings. In a
somewhat humorous exchange, one
student related how he and the fa-
ther of the Bosnian family shared a
cigarette while they waited at the
airport for the van from the resettle-
ment agency to arrive. Through this
interaction, the young man, who had
grown up in a very sheltered family,
saw the humanity of someone very
different than himself. My student
commented that he was sure the
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Bosnian needed a cigarette badly,
given his long flight, meetings with
strangers, and concerns over his
family and new home. (The student
admitted that the uncertainty of the
project and meeting the family at
the airport also made him need a
cigarette.) The student concluded
that he personally grew from this
(and other) interactions with the
family as he continued to develop
empathy for those negatively im-
pacted by conflict.

Most importantly, the students'
essays reflected how much they truly
valued the cross-cultural experiences
they had with the family. When a
group of the students first visited the
refugee family after the family
moved to the apartment, the stu-
dents were surprised by how warmly
the refugees welcomed them. These
students had not met the family be-
fore and the translator who was to
accompany the group forgot the
meeting. It shocked the students
that the family invited them into the
apartment since the refugees did not
know the students and could not
easily communicate with them. One
young man wrote in his paper, "I
would never let a bunch of college-
age people I did not know who
could not talk to me into my house.
And I certainly would not serve
them coffee!" The students were
amazed that the refugees trusted
strangers and showed hospitality af-
ter all the conflict and distrust they
had experienced. The students also
expressed a desire for American so-
ciety to be more welcoming.

All of the students demonstrated
a great respect for refugees and an
increased willingness to support
their resettlement. Most students
commented that the service experi-
ence had challenged their parochial
attitudes and had caused them to
reevaluate how they as individuals
interact with those who are from
different cultures and countries. The
service learning experience encour-
aged the students to think about
their responsibilities as global citi-
zens.

Assessment of the Service
Exercise as a Tool of
Student Learning

Because all assessment tools have
limitations, I decided the best way to

determine the educational value of
the service learning experience was
to use a combination of assessment
techniques. An admittedly subjective
analysis of students' short reflective
essays convinced me that 10 of the
11 students in the class had gained
an awareness of other cultures and
global citizenship. Student remarks
like "I had the idea of a refugee
family as being this group that
would have nothing, they would
have holes in their clothes, and they
would be very needy. I was com-
pletely wrong," indicated that stu-
dents had begun shedding their ste-
reotypical views. Another student
wrote that the service experience
reaffirmed his desire to pursue a
career in international politics. A
third student related the following
story: "The other day I told one of
my friends about the service project
and she reacted offensively to the
assistance the family was getting,
saying it wasn't her problem. Before
this class, I would have probably
agreed with her. But, I told her it's
everyone's problem . . . ."

The reflective essays also brought
to my attention an unintended con-
sequence of the service experience.
Students had the opportunity to
practice democratic skills such as
compromise, cooperation, and toler-
ance.3 It was apparent that the
project helped the students learn to
cooperate and communicate with
each other because classroom dis-
cussions were lively and the students
effectively studied together for the
exams. Students wrote about how
they had to practice creative com-
munication in cross-cultural situa-
tions, especially when the translator
missed some of the group's meetings
with the family.

Though the essays provided rich
anecdotes and reflections, I realized
that the students could have written
glowing statements about the service
experience only to please me. To
further evaluate the service experi-
ence as a teaching tool, I examined
the students' performance on exam
questions on topics that I had ex-
plicitly related to the service experi-
ence. I discovered that students in
the 1998 class provided more correct
answer to questions that covered
NGOs, human rights, and ethnicity

than did students in my 1997 POL
306 course, which did not have a
service learning component. While
differences in test performance be-
tween the 1997 and 1998 classes
could relate to variations in the cali-
ber of students or my rigor in grad-
ing, I do not believe these were the
only explanatory variables. In 1998,
the service helped the students to
refine their understanding of select
concepts in international relations.

I also assessed the service learning
experience by using an evaluation
instrument administered by the
school's director of service learning.
The vast majority of students
strongly agreed that the service
learning enabled them to better un-
derstand the course content. A
slightly smaller number of students
indicated that the service experience
had sparked their interest in further
serving others. I believe that stu-
dents were reasonably honest on
these evaluations, because 90% of
the students will never take a course
with the director of service learning
and because the students were told
that I would not see the individual
evaluations.

Finally, I used student comments
on the course evaluations to assess
the service learning experience. Ten
of the 11 students named the service
as the best learning experience of
the class. Many said it taught them
about humanity; others said it made
lessons about NGOs and global in-
terdependence more concrete. While
course evaluations can have method-
ological problems, I believe the ma-
jority of students were honest. Since
half of the students were not politi-
cal science majors and will not be
my students again, they had no rea-
son to hide their opinions about the
service experience.

Lessons Learned and Future
Considerations

Despite the benefits of the
project, there are parts of the expe-
rience that I plan to improve. One
of the problems was that students
initially found it difficult to link the
service experience to the topics we
discussed in class. For many, this
was a new type of thinking that I
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demanded. In the future, I will
make a more conscious effort to di-
rect students' learning in their inter-
actions with the refugee family and
the NGO. For example, I will give
students a list of questions to think
about as they observe the NGO and
its activities. This should help stu-
dents collect their ideas about the
resettlement agency before I ask
them to compare their observations
with what they have read about
NGOs in their textbook. This tech-
nique also should help draw more
individuals into classroom discus-
sions. Another problem was that
some students felt that they spent a
considerable amount of time gather-
ing the items for the welcome pack.

In the future, I will push the stu-
dents to collect and deliver the
household items earlier in the se-
mester, and to have more interac-
tions with the family. I also will
work with the resettlement agency
to ensure that there are more op-
portunities for dialogue between the
refugee family and the students.

In sum, I believe that the service
experience in POL 306 creatively
extended the learning process be-
yond the classroom. It helped me
achieve the objectives of the course,
for both the political science majors
and general education students. Stu-
dents reinforced their learning about
NGOs, human rights, ethnic identity,
and interdependence by encounter-

ing empirical examples. The service
also addressed the challenges that
teachers of international politics
face: It helped students to see the
relevance of international politics
and to appreciate the larger implica-
tions of international phenomena,
and it encouraged students to evalu-
ate the meaning of global citizenship
through involvement in their com-
munity. Yet, the students were not
the only ones to learn from the ac-
tivity. The service experience taught
me that if I challenge students to be
risk takers in learning, I can em-
power them to gain rich insights
about international politics and to
more fully appreciate their roles as
global citizens.

Notes

*I am grateful to Jean Abshire, Kathy Sex-
ton-Radek, and Lynda Slimmer for their com-
ments. A previous version of this paper was
presented at the 1999 Annual Meeting of the
American Political Science Association.

1. This mundane task also gave some of the

students their first experiences shopping for
household goods and following a budget.

2. I use the term "state," rather than "na-
tion-state," to delineate a juridical community
with a sovereign government and distinct ter-
ritory. Multiple nations, or peoples with com-

mon historical, communal, and national iden-
tities, can exist within one state.

3. While I discuss these ideas in my Ameri-
can government class, I do not address them
in POL 306.
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