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Abstract
Research on teacher motivation to implement service-learning is yet to explore the role of  teachers’ sense of  
community as a defi ning factor in implementing service-learning. This case-study of  six teachers explores the 
intersection of  rural teachers’ motivation to implement service-learning and their sense of  community. The 
Sense of  Community Index (SCI-2), as well as qualitative data from interview and observation, was analyzed 
to understand what, if  any, connection exists between a teacher’s high sense of  community and his or her 
use of  service-learning. Exploratory fi ndings indicate that rural teachers with a high sense of  community 
are more likely to implement service-learning than their low sense of  community colleagues. These fi ndings 
suggest that the SCI-2 may be a useful tool in working with pre-service and practicing teachers to predict and 
support the development of  teachers’ sense of  community and their commitment to service-learning.
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While recent research has documented the mo-
tivations underpinning higher-education faculty im-
plementations of  service-learning (Abes, Jackson & 
Jones, 2002; O’Meara, 2008; O’Meara, Sandsmann, 
Saltmarsh & Giles, 2009), there is a limited amount 
of  research that focuses on what motivates K-12 
teachers to implement service-learning into their 
classroom and instruction (Krebs, 2006).  Similar to 
the lack of  research focused on service-learning and 
K-12 teachers, research specifi c to rural teacher moti-
vations has not kept pace with the increasing amount 
of  research devoted to urban teachers (McClure & 
Reeves, 2004). Therefore, as an explorative research 
project, this article seeks to start a dialogue about the 
intersections between motivation to implement ser-
vice-learning and an individual teacher’s connection 
to community. More specifi cally it asks the question, 
“what, if  any connection, exists between rural teach-
er motivations toward and implementation of  ser-
vice-learning and their sense of  community?”

Teacher Motivation
In the past seven years, several meta-analyses of  

faculty motivations to implement service-learning 

(O’Meara, 2008; O’Meara et. al., 2009), have iden-
tifi ed some clear factors that motivate faculty to 
implement service-learning. These factors include 
increased student learning, institutional support, per-
sonal identify and demographics (Abes, et. al, 2002, 
Hammond, 1994; McKay & Rozee, 2004, O’Meara & 
Niehaus 2009). 

Research also suggests that another factor mo-
tivating faculty to implement service-learning is 
connection to community (Colbeck & Janke, 2006). 
However when exploring motivations based on com-
munity connections, the research suggests that con-
nection to community centers around a faculty mem-
ber’s particular connection to an individual nonprofi t 
agency or specifi c issue (Colbeck & Janke, 2006; 
O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009). While recent research 
by Kimball & Thomas (2012) has begun to apply 
place-based theory to a university’s community en-
gagement, research on faculty motivation, both with-
in higher education and K-12, has not yet explored 
the intersections of  an individual teacher’s sense of  
community and their intent to utilize service-learning 
within his/her instruction.



International Journal of Research on Service Learning in Teacher Education

2

Place versus Community
The study of  place has gained attention in numer-

ous fi elds including architecture, ecology, geography, 
anthropology, philosophy, sociology, literary theory, 
psychology, and cultural studies (Gruenewald, 2008).  
Within the fi eld of  education, place as an important 
construct is found in the areas of:  life-long teach-
er education (Theobald & Howley, 1998; Howley 
& Howley, 2005); school leadership (Budge, 2005); 
rural student achievement (Theobald, 1995; Beck & 
Shoffstall, 2005), and rural school reform (Barley & 
Beesley, 2007). Furthermore, conversations about 
the connection between critical pedagogy and are 
unfolding through the work of  Gruenewald (2008), 
Theobald (1997), Bowers (2008), and Nespor (2008). 

While such research paves the way for the serious 
consideration for how place impacts outcomes from 
developing highly-qualifi ed teachers to improving 
achievement in mathematics, much of  this research 
either treats places – such as rural and urban – as 
unchallenged constants or focuses in such theoretical 
and discursive detail on what place actually means 
that it becomes diffi cult to formulate a clear defi ni-
tion for it.  Adding to the complication and confu-
sion, research often uses the terms place and “com-
munity” interchangeably. Nespor (2008) reminds us 
that “defi ning a connotation-rich term like ‘place’ is 
always going to be diffi cult” (p. 478).  However, such 
a defi nition is critical.

Towards that end, this research adopts Rodman’s 
(1992) defi nition of  place as being both geographical 
and social; organized around the meanings individu-
als and groups give to a place as unique and separate 
from other places. Place is marked by “shared mean-
ings” of  the individuals within it (Alvesson & Berg, 
1991). It is these “shared meanings” that determine 
even the geographic boundaries of  a given place. As 
an example of  this let’s look at Adams, the pseud-
onymous rural town in which this research was con-
ducted: there, a shared meaning of  the majority of  
residents in this geographic area was that the “place 
of  Adams” extended into the nearby Valley including 
“pine creek” (pseudonym), but did not include the 
nearby village that was just a three-minute drive from 
the center of  town. 

We can contrast this sense of  place with a sense 
of  community. While there was a shared meaning of  
Adams as a place, that was both geographic and in-

clusive of  a variety of  social structures, the commu-
nity did not appear to include the same boundaries. 
While it was not always explicitly stated, community 
members of  the place of  Adams were often identi-
fi ed as the families that had farmed the land for gen-
erations. Families that had come to the place through 
the migrant labor movement often felt they belonged 
to a different community, one that spoke Spanish and 
shared cultural norms from Mexico.

Cohen (1985) reminds us:
The “community” as experienced by its mem-
bers—does not consist in social structure or 
in the ‘the doing’ of  social behavior. It inheres, 
rather in ‘the thinking’ about it. It is in this 
sense that we can speak of  the “community” as 
a symbolic, rather than a structural, construct. 
In seeking to understand the phenomenon of  
“community” we have to regard its constituent 
social relations as a repository of  meaning for 
its members, not as a set of  mechanical linkages. 
(p. 98)

In Adams, there are historical, social, economic 
and ethnic factors that shape each of  the members 
“thinking of ” and thus, their defi nition of  communi-
ty. The next questions, then, is “can that ‘thinking of ’ 
community be measured?” 

Measurement of Sense of Community
In an effort to explore both individual and com-

munal action as it pertains to a connection with sense 
of  place, community psychologists have worked to 
quantify sense of  community as a catalyst for action. 
However, despite an interest over the past thirty years 
to defi ne a sense of  community there is inconsisten-
cy on a standard measurement for Sense of  Commu-
nity (SOC). Several reviews of  SOC measurement 
(Puddifoot, 1996, Chipuer & Pretty, 1999) settle on 
two indices as those most used and respected in the 
fi eld: Glynn’s (1981) Perceived Sense of  Commu-
nity Index and McMillan and Chavis’ (1986) Sense 
of  Community Index. Research on the Sense of  
Community Index suggests that “it is the most used 
and broadly validated measure of  SOC” [authors’ 
emphasis] and has clearly defi ned subscales that can 
be compared with what educational researchers have 
labeled as characteristics or habits of  place (Chavis & 
Pretty, 1999, p. 637). 

McMillian and Chavis (1986) developed the Sense 
of  Community (SCI-2) scale based on the defi nition 
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of  sense of  community as “a feeling that members 
have of  belonging and being important to each oth-
er, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be 
met by the commitment of  being together” (Chavis, 
Hogge, McMillan & Wandersman, 1986, p. 11). The 
measure, which originally consisted of  23 open- 
and closed-ended items, measures participants in 
four subgroups. According to McMillan and Chavis 
(1986), these four subgroups represent one’s sense of  
place and include:

1. Membership; 
2. Infl uence; 
3. Fulfi llment of  needs; and 
4. Emotional connection. 
However, as the development of  this tool oc-

curred in community psychology, it has yet to be 
utilized in educational research. Therefore, this study 
is the fi rst to utilize the Sense of  Community Scale 
(SCI-2) to establish individual teacher’s sense of  
community and to explore, if  any connection exists 
between sense of  community and classroom practice. 

Methodology
This research was born out of  a larger case study 

of  six rural teachers that explored the connections 
between individual teacher’s sense of  community 
and their teaching practice. Case study was chosen 
with the understanding that case study “is not a 
methodological choice but a choice of  what is to be 
studied” (Glesne, 2006, p. 13). Since this research 
studied teachers in the naturalistic settings of  their 
classrooms, case study was an appropriate choice. 
Furthermore, the research was guided by construc-
tivist grounded theory as a “fl exible, heuristic [of] 
strategies rather than formulaic procedures” (Char-
maz, 2000, p. 510). While embracing many of  the 
procedures of  grounded theory such as coding and 
journaling, a constructivist stance also encourages the 
use of  selective or focused coding. This type of  cod-
ing allows for more conceptual analysis of  data. The 
stance also asks researchers to use refl exive journal-
ing, to unmask the researchers and their perceptions 
through the process of  data collection, analysis, and 
reporting (Charmaz, 2000, p. 516). 

In addition to utilizing specifi c practices within 
the theory of  constructive grounded theory such as 
focused coding and refl exive journaling, Guba (1981) 
delineated four criteria of  trustworthiness that any 

rigorous qualitative research design must heed. Kreft-
ing (1991) states that “not all qualitative research can 
be assessed by the same strategies,” and provides a 
table (see Appendix A) that outlines strategies which 
were used in this qualitative analysis (p. 214). 
Steps of the Research Process

The fi rst step in data collection was to determine 
the community orientation of  each participant. To 
obtain participants, the researchers presented this 
opportunity to one rural middle school in the moun-
tain West of  roughly 35 teachers. Six participants 
independently selected to participate. After informed 
consent, the six participants were given McMillan 
and Chavis’ (1986) Sense of  Community Index (SCI-
2) to determine their sense of  community. While the 
fundamental research approach was qualitative, this 
quantitative measure allowed for the identifi cation 
of  those teachers with a strong sense of  community. 
Because the SCI-2 assigns a quantitative number to a 
sense or feeling, utilizing such a measure ensured that 
participants were assigned to a group not based on 
their or the researchers interpretation of  their actions 
or perceptions of  self  but based upon their SCI-2 
score, again allowing for a consistent assignment to 
group. Within the six participants, two scored with 
a low sense of  community, two with a medium and 
two with a high sense of  community.

The second step in the process was to conduct 
interviews. Each of  the participants was interviewed 
once during the fi rst two weeks of  data collection. 
The interviews took between 30-60 minutes and 
were audio-recorded and transcribed. In all six cases, 
a structured interview protocol was used (see Appen-
dix B for interview protocol).

The third step in the data collection process was 
conducting classroom observations using an obser-
vation protocol (see Appendix C for observation 
protocol). Each participant was observed four times 
throughout the study. Observations spanned an 
entire class period and promptly began at the open-
ing class bell and continued until the ending bell. 
As an additional credibility strategy, the researchers 
debriefed two of  the four observations with each 
teacher within two days after the observation was 
made. The debriefi ng was organized using an adapted 
version of  the classroom observation protocol.
Data Analysis

Throughout the data analysis process, there were 
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four major points of  analysis. Figure 1 graphically 
represents these points (see Appendix D for illus-
tration of  data analysis). The fi rst data analysis point 
was the scoring of  the Sense of  Community Index-2 
based on the instructions given by the tool. Follow-
ing the administration and scoring of  the SCI-2, 
the next step in data analysis was coding participant 
interviews. To code, key points within each interview 
were marked for codes and compared using Char-
maz’ (2005) constant comparison method. Conver-
gent codes for each of  the individual interviews were 
then grouped as similar concepts using a branching 
tree diagram (see Appendix E, Figure 2, for example 
of  branching tree diagram for Roger, a study partic-
ipant.) 

Finally, data reduction matrixes were used to re-
duce the observation data. This reduction was done 
by transferring data from the four individual observa-
tion protocols onto one master sheet to look for con-
sistent practices in each of  the fi fteen measured con-
tinuums (see Appendix F for data reduction matrix 
for observation data). From the reduction, a short 
synopsis for each participant’s practice was written to 
encapsulate the general demeanor of  the classroom 
and the participants’ approach toward knowledge. 
These synopses were use as member checks and 
shared, via email, with each of  the six participants.

Findings
The larger purpose of  this study was to examine 

what sense of  community exists for rural teachers 
and what, if  any, impact that sense of  community has 
on a rural teachers’ practice. While teacher’s motiva-
tion to implement service-learning was not a specifi c 
focus of  the research questions for the study, one of  
the unexpected fi ndings was that the two teachers 
with the highest sense of  community, Kate and Abby 
(both pseudonyms), also implemented service-learn-
ing. 

This exploratory fi nding corresponding use of  
service-learning with a high sense of  community 
suggests a connection to the study’s larger fi ndings 
that rural teachers with a high sense of  community 
had different motivations around three major areas: 
1) coming to a rural place 2) connection to commu-
nity, and 3) insight into the community. Branching 
tree diagrams can be used to illustrate comparisons 
of  participants, thus directly contrasting the teachers 
(see Appendix G for illustration comparing Abby 

and Roger, teachers with the highest and lowest sense 
of  community).

There are clearly many differences between Roger 
and Abby; however, it is their feelings or what this 
research calls “insight” that best characterizes an im-
portant difference and thus motivation for these two 
teachers. While both teachers voiced concerns that 
rurality was limiting, that limitation was perceived in 
very different ways. Roger talked frequently about 
helping students obtain the skills to be in the world, 
while Abby wanted students to consider a future 
rural life much like her own. That is, Roger as a kind 
of  outsider, wanted to shape students in his own im-
age, to move away from and beyond what he felt was 
a stifl ing, small-town way of  thinking. In contrast, 
Abby wanted students to gain knowledge in order to 
return to the place from whence they came, enrich-
ing it and ensuring its survival as a community. It is 
our belief  that this motivation to either stay or leave 
rural life may also have implications on how and why 
teachers engage students in community-based ser-
vice-learning.

O’Meara and Neihaus (2009) found that more 
than half  of  their faculty participants cited a moti-
vation to use service-learning as a way to shape civic 
or moral dispositions. Moreover, this goal of  civic 
disposition appeared to be rooted in a sense of  social 
justice. One of  the most interesting fi ndings of  this 
study is the teacher, Roger, who often mentioned 
justice and equity and chose novels in his classroom 
that centered on such topics, did not implement 
service-learning. Rather it was Kate and Abby, who 
both identifi ed as insiders and were committed to 
preserving the rural roots of  the community that 
chose service-learning. Moreover, this motivation to 
implement service-learning appeared to move be-
yond previously cited motivations of  an interest in 
a community issue to a seemingly deeper interest in 
preserving or sharing a rural way of  life. (Colbeck & 
Janke, 2006; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009).

Although neither teacher identifi ed what they 
were doing as “service-learning,” both teachers im-
plemented extensive service projects as a part of  
their course design, both formally and informally. 
For these teachers, it seemed to be just a way of  life 
in their classrooms and choice of  instructional prac-
tices.

For example, when discussing her concerns that 
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the younger generation may no longer have a sense 
of  where things come from, Kate describes the Ag 
Expo her high school students put on for area ele-
mentary students:

We do an Ag Expo—we’ll have 400 and 600 ele-
mentary kids at the fairgrounds, and they learn about 
bees, they make applesauce, they make butter and 
they milk a cow. We [the students in her classes] grow 
sugar beets, cotton, peanuts, wheat, and potatoes in 
the greenhouse all year for it. So where your clothes 
come from, where milk comes from. We have horses, 
pigs, chicken, beef  cows, dairy cows, sheep . . . (Beyer 
Hansen, 2011, p. 145)

For Kate, service is just one of  the ways for 
students to connect with the agrarian roots of  the 
community. However, service for Kate also meant 
pitching in during a time in need in an informal way. 
When a local boy from the community was killed in 
a car accident, Kate described the way in which her 
students met at the house of  the family who had lost 
their son.

We ended up with over 20 kids out there. We 
planted the garden. I had more Roto-tilllers, 
lawn mowers and edgers than—[we] planted all 
the fl owerbeds, the garden, mowed the lawn, 
everything, and the kids were so happy when 
they were fi nished. They just felt so good about 
it. There’s the nice thing. (Beyer Hansen, 2011, 
p.136)

The same was true for Abby. As a part of  her 
eighth grade science class, Abby wrote a grant in 
order to buy GPS monitors and utilized these GPS 
monitors to track noxious weeds for the local county 
extension offi ce. While Abby never directly attributed 
this service to her sense of  community, she did artic-
ulate her strong feelings that: 

[the agricultural community] feel[s] like their 
kids are actually being alienated from them in 
the school system—in terms of  science and 
natural resource speaking—like they’re learn-
ing about these far off  things. And yet you ask 
some of  these kids about something right out 
their back door and they can tell you. (Beyer 
Hansen, 2011, p. 135)

This desire to bring students closer to home, to 
understand the creek that runs behind the school or 
the type of  plants that are native and sustainable, ap-
peared to strongly motivate Abby to service.

This research makes the claim that place matters, 
particularly in rural places, in K-12 teachers motiva-
tion to implement service-learning. Data collected 
from both interviews and observations suggest that 
there is a difference between teachers with a high 
sense of  community and those with a low sense of  
community, and moreover, this research suggests that 
this difference may have implications on K-12 rural 
teachers’ decision to implement service-learning.

Clearly, this is a very early and explorative study 
with several limitations, including a single rural site 
and a small number of  participants. However, there 
are several implications of  this study.

Implications
While more research is most certainly needed to 

connect sense of  community to a commitment to 
service-learning, this study suggests the Sense of  
Community Index (SCI-2) has implications as a tool 
to understand and develop teacher’s motivations 
towards implementing service-learning into their 
own classroom. It suggests that those individuals 
with higher senses of  community, and established 
relationships with the place in which they practice, 
are more likely to implement service-learning within 
their classrooms. That, indeed, service-learning for 
these individuals is so deeply ingrained within their 
instructional practice set that they do not consider 
that it would not occur within the learning contexts 
they provide.

This is encouraging information when one con-
siders what this may mean for the teacher education 
programs preparing future teachers. Specifi cally, this 
research suggests that teacher education programs 
interested in place-based pedagogy and service-learn-
ing could utilize the SCI-2 as a tool for:

• Pre-service teachers to refl ect on their sense of  
community upon entering into the program, and

• Facilitating or developing an understanding of  
rurality and place with pre-service teachers who ex-
press an interest in working within rural contexts.

While our particular study focuses on a rural 
context, we see relevance for all teacher education 
professionals who acknowledge that schools are 
“of  place” and that service-learning demands even 
more attention to the community in which students 
are serving and learning. While service-learning and 
place-based education separately have gained a foot-
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ing in the fi eld of  education, the connection between 
place, service-learning, continuing teacher education 
and preparing pre-service teachers is ripe for explo-
ration. Therefore it is our hope that these initial fi nd-
ings begin to ask the question, “what larger role does 
place occupy when thinking about the pre-service 
teacher education and the role of  service-learning 
within it?” 

Correspondence concerning this article should 
be addressed to Faith Beyer Hansen, Boise State          
University 
Email: faithbeyerhansen@boisestate.edu
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Appendix B 
Interview Protocol

I would like you to talk about your understanding of  what it means to be “from Adams” either for your-
self  or for your students and how that connection to this community has or has not shaped what you do in 
the classroom. If  you have any questions during the interview, please feel free to ask them. Also, if  at any 
time during the interview, you would like a break or feel uncomfortable, please let me know.

1. Please describe your teaching experiences. (Context Question) 
          a. Number of  years taught
          b. Number of  schools taught
          c. Subject/grade levels taught

Please describe how you came to teach at Adams Middle School. What factors most infl uenced your deci-
sion to teach in this school? (Relevance: RC #1—probing if  teaching cite rurality as a factor that infl uenced 
decision)

Adams Middle School serves a rural town. Can you describe your connection to the larger community of  
Adams. (Relevance: RQ #1-What are teachers connections to the community)

Building on the last question, can you give me an example of  a time when you felt that the larger commu-
nity of  Adams had a direct impact on your classroom? How did you feel about that impact? (Relevance: RQ 
#1—does the community impact the teachers’ individual classroom.)

Can you describe the typically life trajectory of  a Adams Middle School student? Or in other words, in 
your opinion what happens to the majority of  HMS students after they leave the middle school? the high 
school? (Relevance: RQ #2: What do teachers believe they are preparing the majority of  students for)

Now, I want to switch gears a bit to talk about your teaching practice. More specifi cally, I want to give you 
an opportunity to describe the things that most impact the choices that you make in the classroom. Since it 
is sometimes diffi cult to talk about teaching in the abstract, I am going to give you a scenario and ask you to 
base your responses on this scenario. Remember this is only a scenario.

The school board has recently argued that with all the emphasis on standardized testing—and the univer-
sal skills and knowledge sets connected to such tests—the students in the district do not seem to understand 
what it means to be “from Adams” anymore. More specifi cally, they argued that students no longer know 
the history of  the town or seem to understand what it means to live in rural place. They are worried that stu-
dents today will not be able to take over the major roles and responsibility of  the community. They are asking 
teachers to consider gearing aspects of  classroom instruction towards providing opportunity for students to 
learn more about the community from which they are from and the skills/knowledge necessary to support 
the community in the future?

     1. What would be your reaction to the school board argument? Would you agree with their claim that 
students do not know what it means to be “from Adams?”

     2. How important do you think it is for students to know the history of  the community? What skills/
sets of  knowledge do you think students need to have? Are those skills/sets of  knowledge directly connected 
to living in a rural community?

     3. If  you were to act on the board’s request to incorporate more local knowledge into your curriculum, 
what would you include? Would you need to fi nd sources in the community or do you feel you have enough 
experience/knowledge of  your own to add this to your curriculum?

This covers all the things that I wanted to ask. Is there anything you care to add?
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Appendix C 
Observation Protocol
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