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In 2015, a university in rural Maryland offered an undergraduate service-learning leadership course, which 

collaborated with a service-learning community of practice. This interdisciplinary leadership course initiated and 

sustained personal and critical reflection and social interactions by integrating Computer-Medicated Communication 

(CMC) technology through Blackboard to provide support to students as they interpreted their service experiences. 

The design of this study was to describe the perceptions of the service-learning students’ use of CMC technology to 

reflect on their service experience and social interactions within the service-learning community. In this descriptive 

case study, the in-depth content analyses of collected data from private journals and public discussions in Blackboard 

led to the distribution of a questionnaire to all participants and the execution of interviews regarding the participants’ 

lived experiences. Once the participants responded, the researcher transcribed and assessed the results, coded 

emerging themes, and analyzed the trends. The triangulation of sources maintained the reliability of the findings, 

which demonstrated increased student engagement as result of social interactions and reflection in Blackboard. As 

the participants shared their lived experiences, they predominantly reflected on their personal growth and 

development, a strong community of practice, the value of relationships, and how technology enhanced their 

communication. 

Keywords: Computer-Mediated Communication, online, relational leadership, service-learning, social constructivist 

theory 

On today’s university campuses, messages are often written on walkways because students are too 

engrossed in mobile technology to look up to read a sign. Likewise, in online learning courses, instructors 

frequently battle their old nemesis, student detachment. Nevertheless, one service-learning community and its 

instructor laugh in the face of disconnection to emerge fully engaged leaders from an online learning 

environment. Their secret formula is not found in a highly technological tool or a cryptic theoretical 

implementation, but rather in a foundational relationship, wherein all participants were fully invested. 

Social Constructivism 

Historically, learning has involved knowledge inside of an individual’s head, but in a community of 

practice, the learning is found in the relationships between people (Murphy, 1999). As the individuals interact, 

the knowledge becomes more relevant because of the shared experience of the community. When students 
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stimulate one another to grow academically, the memory of important terms and concepts is stronger, and real 

learning emerges from this memory and relevance for the students (McDonald, Bowman, & Brayko, 2013). 

The learning then belongs to the conversations in which the individuals, including the instructor, participate 

rather than the individuals themselves. 

The bond in a service-learning community aligns with Vygotsky’s social constructivism, where students 

learn by observing more experienced professionals and then modeling that behavior (Davis, 2013). Although 

both instructor and student bring their prior knowledge to the course, Hughes, Bradford, and Likens (2018) 

explained that learning evolves from the interpretation of their lived experiences through reflection and 

interaction. The service-learning literature also indicates several obstacles exist, which involve reduced class 

time and the balance of service and academics (Larkin & Beatson, 2014). Thus, the instructors seek to develop 

relationships and technology tools for learning regardless of the reduced class time, which is necessary to 

permit adequate time for the students to complete their site service assignments. 

When students have a strong connection with the course materials and other students, greater learning can 

occur (Smirnova, Rebiazina, & Khomich, 2017). The students not only benefit from developing relationships 

with other learners, but they also grow from the reflection activities (Hughes et al., 2018). In the social 

constructivist approach to learning, the instructor provides important opportunities for student reflection to 

allow time for discovery and growth (Hoskins, 1995). Another crucial component is the involvement of the 

instructor, not only in the discussion of concepts but also in establishing trusting relationships with the students, 

as they share their hopes and dreams (George, 2008). 

Community of Practice 

In the change model of service-learning, the learning is focused on change rather than charity, equipping 

students to be more civically engaged (Kahne & Westheimer, 1996). As students strive to meet the needs of 

their community, they learn to develop relationships with the individuals they serve as well as their community 

partners (McDonald et al., 2013). As these relationships deepen, the students grow in their understanding of 

others and the contexts in which they live. Because of the growing relationships, the students begin to care 

about their community and in their desire to improve it. 

Some argue that the term “service” is inappropriate because it implies a negative inequality among the 

participants, but Dubinsky (2001) defended that the service-learning community should wear the mantle of 

service proudly because of the emphasis on caring relationships. The students build lasting connections, which 

helps them shift from a self-oriented to an other-oriented focus as they progress through college and eventually 

into the workplace (Dubinsky, 2001). By learning how to accomplish for the common good, students 

understand how to bridge theory and practice by applying their knowledge to help others, and in so doing, 

become educated citizens who actively serve their communities (McDonald et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, instructors must also model social responsibility as they cultivate a community of learners 

who care about the subject matter as well as each other (Anderson & Simpson, 2007). When the instructors 

model the standards of excellence for the students and devote themselves to their students and the passion of 

knowledge, the students understand the importance of integrity and relationships. George (2008) explained that 

this “capacity to develop close and enduring relationships is one mark of a leader…. The rewards of these 

relationships, both tangible and intangible, are long lasting” (p. 96). 
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Purpose and Rationale of the Study 

The design of this study was to describe the perceptions of the service-learning students’ use of 

Computer-Medicated Communication (CMC) technology to reflect on their service experience and social 

interactions within the service-learning community. To investigate student engagement, this study explored the 

participants’ personal and critical reflections, social interactions, and course learning through CMC technology. 

Because of the descriptive nature of this case study, the researchers considered the participants’ words and the 

content of their responses to determine student engagement. 

Significance of the Study 

For many course designers, incorporating the service-learning experience into an academic course can be 

difficult. Often the instructor reduces the time of face-to-face sessions to allow for the additional hours for 

service, but this situation can then reduce the time that students might interact with each other and the instructor 

to build community (Mills, 2001). Thus, some courses are integrating CMC to encourage conversations and 

support. These CMC’s allow students to connect regardless of time and distance to discuss experiences from 

their service or their course work (Bonk & King, 1998). This interaction suggests that the progression of 

CMC’s coincides with instructional strategies for reflection, collective knowledge construction, and validation. 

Theoretical Framework 

To appropriately explore the students’ perceptions within the service-learning community, the researchers 

chose to implement a descriptive case study, involving qualitative data collection strategies. The triangulation 

of archived student reflections in journals and discussion board postings, questionnaires, and interviews 

emphasized the participants’ perspectives as a significant part of the research (Creswell, 2005). Then, the 

qualitative data collection advanced the interpretation of data to reveal themes and patterns regarding the 

participants’ lived experiences (Yin, 2009). Because the focus of this study involved a contemporary 

phenomenon in a real-life context, the preferred case study method described and explained the ensuing events 

(Yin, 2009). As both the students and the community developed, the learning and the relationships flourished. 

The need for support in a service-learning community aligns with the social constructivist theory on the 

significance of interaction as the means for knowledge construction and collegial relationship building 

(Al-Ansari, 2003). When students discuss their thoughts, they seek to make sense of knowledge in light of their 

experiences and begin to validate their learning with community support. In the cognitive process, the students 

integrate this new information into their prior stock of knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978). Although both instructor 

and student bring their prior knowledge to the course, Schubert (1995) explained that learning evolves from the 

interpretation of their lived experiences. 

John Dewey (1938) envisioned education as a social activity as well as an experiential pedagogy. He deemed 

experience as not only important but necessary for learning to take place. He explained that as students interact 

with others in a learning environment, they construct new meaning and build knowledge in the process. As opposed 

to the traditional classroom, the constructivist learning environment is student-centered, and the instructor is a 

facilitator to the learning process (Laird, 1985). Dewey further described the learning experience as one in 

which the students build on the knowledge they already have through meaningful contexts. In the service-learning 

experience, students participate in activities that address human and community needs together with structured 

opportunities intentionally designed to promote student learning and development (Jacoby, 1999). 
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When service supplements traditional classroom activities with structured opportunities for experiential 

learning and critical reflection, students begin a cycle, based on Kolb’s (1983) theory of experiential learning. 

In this cycle, the learners participate in concrete experiences, and then they reflect on those experiences. As the 

learners form new ideas based on this reflective thinking, they continue to test those new concepts in further 

concrete experiences (Becker, 2000). In social constructivism, the students actively engage in the learning as 

well as the instruction, which results in individual growth and meaningful knowledge (Borman, Hewes, 

Overman, & Brown, 2003). 

Research Design  

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of the service-learning students’ use of CMC 

technology through Blackboard to reflect on their service experience and social interactions. Because this case 

study used various sources of data, it elaborates on the unique details of the program studied and the different 

views of the individuals in the study (Stake, 1995). As the researcher evaluates the programs, qualitative 

research allows in-depth investigation into the thoughts and feelings of the participants (Hawk, 2010). The case 

study method allows for an even deeper understanding of the lived experience of the participants and the 

programs.  

According to Yin (1994), descriptive case studies describe an intervention and the real-life context in 

which it happened. While case studies can investigate a variety of situations, this case study was descriptive in 

nature because the researcher investigated the perceived social interactions of the service-learning community 

through CMC technology intervention. These researchers investigated the social interactions and student 

reflections through CMC technology, exceeding basic observation through the content analysis of both critical 

reflection and social interactions. 

The case study researchers developed a multi-perspective analysis for the allotted time frame and 

concentrated on minimum issues and minimum participants to ensure that the investigation was more 

streamlined (Hawk, 2010). In this intensive research, the researchers considered only the issues related to the 

lived experiences of the participants through CMC technology and only those participants in the specified 

service-learning leadership course. In order to confirm the validity of the case study, the researchers used the 

triangulation of multiple sources of data, establishing protocols that ensured accuracy and alternate 

explanations (Stake, 1995). In this case study design, the investigators extracted meaning from various sources 

to convey a clear interpretation of the phenomena of the lived experiences of the participants in this study, 

using common language from their backgrounds and prior knowledge. When the researchers compiled, 

analyzed, and triangulated multiple sources of data, multiple interpretations of perceptions and descriptions 

transpired, which enhanced the validity and reliability of the study. This case study represents the logical 

sequence connecting empirical data to the research questions and finally to conclusions (Yin, 2009). 

Data Source 

In this study, the triangulation of empirical data originated from a diverse group of students and their 

Blackboard artifacts, including reflective journals and discussion board postings, participant questionnaires, and 

participant interviews (see Figure 1). These identified sources offered insight into how the students perceived 

their service-learning experiences, as shown through the quality of the interactions, the indicators of a 

community of practice, and the nature of their critical reflections via CMC technology through Blackboard. 
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With increased understanding of the lived experiences of the students in this study, the researchers focused on 

how the students made sense of their experiences and then transformed those experiences into their 

consciousness. The researchers meticulously, vigilantly, and conscientiously captured and described the lived 

experiences, including how the students remembered them, described them, and felt about the overall 

experience. 
 

 
Figure 1. Demographics of course participants (N = 17). This figure illustrates the ethnicity and gender of the case 
study participants. 

Validity and Reliability 

Because the results are based on the lived experiences of the participants in the study, generalization is 

difficult, no matter how similar the programs and individuals may be (Hawk, 2010). For this reason, Yin (1994) 

introduced four applications for a case study model, which include explaining complex causal links in real-life 

interventions, describing real-life context in which intervention has occurred, describing the intervention, and 

exploring situations where the evaluated intervention has no clear set of outcomes. In this way, the case study 

allows the researcher to test already established generalizations. This study primarily involved the descriptive 

application because of the real-life context and the CMC technology intervention. 

Case Study Review 

To appropriately explore the students’ perceptions of the use of technology to reflect within the 

service-learning community, the researchers chose to implement a descriptive case study, involving qualitative 

data collection strategies. As this case study explored the phenomenon of the lived experiences of this 

community, the observations of the relationships and interactions occurred through a reflective lens. The 

researchers used the students’ own narratives to describe the role of interaction and reflection, as they 

conceptualized the lived service experiences to build knowledge and relationships. All names in this study are 

pseudonyms for the actual participants.  

To allow for open sharing and private expression regarding the students’ lived experiences, the researchers 

administered a questionnaire and distributed it to each participant of the service-learning course. The 

questionnaire consisted of unstructured and semi-structured questions and free responses to allow participants 

Female Male 

African American 

Caucasian 

Hispanic 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
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to discuss their perceptions and lived experiences without boundaries or limits. The questionnaire helped to 

keep the focus on the topic of the case study and provide important insight from the participants (Yin, 1994). 

Ten participants agreed to participate in the questionnaire, signed the consent form, and returned the completed 

questionnaire. The researchers coded their responses based on the established categories from the Blackboard 

documents as well as other themes or parent nodes that emerged as they responded. Based on these results, the 

researchers prepared the interview questions for the final component of the triangulation and for maintaining 

the descriptive case study’s chain of evidence. 

In order to understand the lived experiences of the service-learning students, the researchers also 

interviewed the participants regarding their experience. Eisner (1998) asserted that the interview process is a 

powerful resource to learn more about the participants’ perceptions of their shared experiences. The interview 

also provided multiple views of the case for the researchers and the reader (Stake, 1995). To answer the 

research questions, the researchers interviewed seven students with both unstructured and semi-structured 

questions. These students agreed to participate in the interviews and signed the consent form. Through the 

participant interviews, the researchers investigated the students’ perceptions of the social interactions within the 

CMC technology and their lived experiences. The interview questions also prompted the participants’ reflection 

on their social connections within the community of practice. 

While leading and serving at their service sites, the participants reflected on developing relationships and 

meaningful connections through CMC technology. One participant shared about a relationship with a child who 

needed help in learning English.  

…Robert was a child from China, recently, and he was really smart, but…he didn’t know some words. Like he knew 
what a cat was, but he didn’t know what a kitten was. He knew what thunder was, but he didn’t know what lightning 
was…. I’d read with him, and have him write down any of the words that he wasn’t familiar with. So, and then by the end 
of the semester, he seemed pretty confident in the way that he spoke... 

In his mentoring sessions with Robert, this participant cared about helping this child adjust to a new 

country and a new language. He considered the best approach to relate to him and help Robert succeed.  

Instructor Influence 

Within the community of practice, the members developed important relationships in their social 

interactions and their lived experiences. They discussed their desires to get to know each other, help others in 

need, and develop a strong community of practice. The participants elaborated on the professor, who was an 

important component in the community of practice. Unanimously, they agreed that the professor stood as a 

strong leader who provided the encouragement and feedback they needed in their service-learning experience. 

They recalled his feedback to their discussions and his approach to their input. One student shared, 

There was always positive feedback. He wouldn’t say, “You’re completely wrong.” Because if someone has an 
opinion about something, it’s their opinion, but at the same time, he would let you see the perspective of another person. 
Or let you see the flaws in what you’re saying or like what may go wrong when other people may not agree with you. He’s 
an interesting person, and his ideas are also interesting. 

Another participant discussed the interaction with the professor within Blackboard as well. 

He would check Blackboard, and he would reply back, and we would go over things. I remember him writing down 
certain things in his notes, and we would go over them in class again. We knew he was looking at it and wasn’t just like 
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telling us to do it and then not looking at it or caring about it. He wasn’t just checking to see that you completed it; he read 
them and wanted to talk about them. 

This participant understood that the class assignments were valuable to the professor. He diligently replied 

and shared feedback to their postings and opinions. 

Regarding this critical component of meaningful feedback, one student explained the instructor’s 

interaction with the participants.  

You could definitely tell that he cared about all of us, all of the students. He would always ask us how we’re doing, 
and make sure we weren’t doing badly. Or if we were, he would try to help us out. And then in the class, he would always 
try to help us figure out the answer ourselves. Like he would say things to help us figure out the answer. 

In this way, the instructor developed a relationship with the students and became an active part of the 

community of practice via CMC technology in Blackboard. 

Another participant elaborated on the impact of the professor’s encouragement and feedback that they 

needed in their service-learning experience. They recalled his investment in their discussions and his approach 

to their input. One student explained the professor’s teaching style and concern for his students.  

Coming from high school to college, I thought it was nice to have a professor who cared. He helped us transition from 
topic to topic, and it was nice to have someone that you could go to talk to. He was comfortable instead of intimidating. 
There was no pressure. He teaches with open arms. 

This description reflected the student’s perspective of the instructor’s genuine interest in the students and 

the example he set as a relational leader. 

An additional student considered the relational ways that the professor modeled leadership and interacted 

with all of the students throughout the course as a valuable member of the community of practice. 

Mr. Williams has high hopes for his students. He sees everyone around him excelling and succeeding and no one left 
behind. His hopes are that his students are actually understanding the impact of what’s being taught and that they’ll go off 
to accomplish great things just as he envisioned. He tries to get the students involved, you can see in his eyes that he’s 
hopeful someone will raise their hand and their voice. Mr. William’s hopes are quite wholesome. 

In this excerpt, the participant described not only the instructor’s involvement in the community of 

practice, but also his method of modeling service and relational leadership for the students. 

Another student added insight into the relational leader and class discussions. “Mr. Williams was very 

motivating, able to relate to us. He let us talk and take ownership of the discussion. He was open to our 

responses and accepted everything we said”. When describing the professor’s facilitation of course discussions, 

one student shared, “What my interactions taught me about leadership was that when being a leader, you must 

realize everyone has different views and you must respect each and every one of them”.   

Site Supervisor Influence 

This interaction and reflection prompted the students to recall the inspiration of other leaders, family 

members, and significant others. As all the participants reflected on their growth, they paid tribute to leaders 

who motivated them. These leaders modeled the standards of excellence and devoted themselves to their 

students and the passion of knowledge and service, and the service-learning students grew in understanding the 

importance of integrity and relationships (Anderson & Simpson, 2007). One student shared about a service site 

supervisor who displayed a genuine interest in animals and humans alike at a local animal shelter. 
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Although he is a great person to be around and work with, I think the most substantial reason why he has had such a 
positive impact on me is watching how he cares for all the animals. Whether it be cats or dogs, he has unconditional love 
for all of them. The way he interacts with the animals and never gets frustrated is really inspiring to me to do the most I 
can during my three-hour visit. 

This participant perceived the site supervisor as one who emulated the important traits of an effective 

leader. 

Another student shared insight into a service site supervisor who shared guidance as well as the rules for a 

healthy and safe environment at a local Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA). 

Carla has been that someone who has made a positive impact on me so far while serving at the YMCA. Carla has 
helped us out so much by telling us the rules and she also let us know about some of the kids who have allergies to certain 
food which is very helpful. She also made it very clear that the kids need to get their homework done before they are 
allowed to play…. When we showed up to our service site, Carla introduced herself to all of us and the staff members that 
were there as well. They wanted to get to know us so well. Carla is such a wonderful woman and the work that she does 
for the kids is truly amazing. 

In this excerpt, the participant explained that the site supervisor was careful to know the rules, but more 

importantly, the children themselves as well as the service-learning members who served there. She was a 

strong leader who demonstrated that she truly cared about the individuals at the YMCA. 

Within the service-learning course, the participants perceived and developed important relationships which 

directly affected their learning through Blackboard. They discussed empathy and significant relationships in 

their desire to evolve as relational leaders, help others in need, and develop a shared culture. 

Personal Application 

In their reflections and discussions, the students displayed their growing knowledge of the relational leader 

and the importance of relationships in service. Within all of the artifacts, the researchers discovered that all 

participants expressed their understanding of relationships for themselves, the community, children, animals, 

and leaders. One student demonstrated an understanding of the relational leader and offered an example from a 

service site supervisor. 

It is so valuable to be a relational leader so that you get the trust and respect of who you want to lead. You are valued 
because they understand you better. They view you as a human as well. To be a relational leader, you must know yourself 
and others around you, be open to differences and value different perspectives, and practice listening skills. Ms. Lynn is a 
wonderful person. She is able to talk with a soft voice and have the students understand her. They listen to her every word 
and obey her. She will participate with the children’s games and ask them about their home life. She shows that she really 
actually cares about them as individuals. I strive to have this type of connection with the children. I am going into the 
profession of Education with the goal of Special Education. I want to be able to be a relational leader to my students in the 
future and Ms. Lynn shows it wonderfully. 

In this passage, the participant explained the importance of a relational leader and further explained the 

qualities displayed so vividly by Ms. Lynn. 

Another student witnessed a change in the children and shared the epiphany of a relational leader from that 

reflection. 

These 2 young boys were not the brightest, or best behaved but they truly helped me to see my passion for teaching 
children! After working with [them] for a couple weeks I began to see a change in these 2 boys work habit, their 
confidence, and their overall attitude toward school. This had to be the most amazing thing I had ever experienced, 
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knowing that you can have that much influence over youth opened my eyes to the idea that I can actually be a part of 
change! 

As this student experienced the power of leadership, he/she determined to use that power for educating 

children in the vocation of teaching. The relationship that developed through this service experience changed 

the course of learning for the children as well as the participant. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to describe the perceptions of the service-learning students’ use of CMC 

technology to reflect within the service-learning community. From Blackboard, the researchers collected 207 

reflections from the journals and discussion board postings, and from subsequent individual submissions, they 

gathered 90 questionnaire responses, and 63 interview responses.  

Once the data were assembled, the researchers began the process of coding the data through three 

intensive cycles. The first cycle involved an initial reading where themes or nodes emerged, and the researchers 

recorded the recurring themes or nodes in analytical memos. The second cycle included rereading the responses 

and applying values coding to the emerging themes or nodes. The third cycle comprised of entering the 

submissions into NVivo, where 26 overall themes or nodes emerged from the entries. The researchers then 

categorized them under four parent nodes or themes and subdivided them accordingly into child nodes. Overall, 

the researchers identified 1,887 references to the emerging nodes as they pertained to the research questions. 

In their personal and critical reflections, the students revealed meaningful relationships and emotional 

connections with others at their service site. From these relationships, they expressed a desire to help others in 

need. The participants discussed emotional connections, shared culture, their shared passions, and especially 

relational leadership. In fact, the central theme of the value in relationships and the relational leader dominated 

their responses (see Figure 2). They specifically shared their appreciation for relational leadership and their 

desires to become relational leaders. From their conversations and private reflections, they described the 

valuable traits of a relational leader, and from those conversations, they learned more about the type of leader 

they presently were and hoped to become. 

The participants not only experienced emotional connections and compassion, but they also developed as 

people in their understanding of their life goals. The participants brought a strong passion to their service sites, 

which led to reciprocal experiences for the students and the individuals they served (Farrell, 2014). In this way, 

they developed relationships with the individuals and the community they served. As they began to care about 

their community, they began to seek ways to improve it and help others gain life skills. In their lived 

experiences, the participants declared a lifetime commitment to service and remaining civically engaged in 

college and their careers (McDonald et al., 2013). As they grew in their knowledge of and desire for social 

change, they began to envision themselves as change agents. 

Beyond their service experiences and course applications, the students reflected on their own personal 

growth and development. They described the motivation to overcome obstacles to healthy relationships and 

career passions. They shared their challenges to balance their academic and service responsibilities and include 

time for friends and recreation. The participants shared a clear understanding of their purpose in life and the 

critical skills for achieving their career and relational aspirations. 

The evidence of community building supports Laird’s (1985) research that the instructor in this 

community of practice was a facilitator in the learning process. He modeled social responsibility and cultivated 
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a community of learners who cared about the course concepts and each other (Anderson & Simpson, 2007). 

Because of his passion and leadership, the students understood and valued relationships. Since the instructor 

provided a visible framework for reflection, the participants shared their lived experiences and helped to 

generate rich discussions (Bleicher, Correia, & Buchanan, 2006; Calkins & Oxenhorn, 2005). From their 

reflections, the students displayed an understanding and often a mastery of social change and relational 

leadership. They expressed an appreciation for relational leadership and their desire to cultivate relationships in 

their service and their future achievements. 
 

 
Figure 2. This figure illustrates the four central nodes and the corresponding data references by percentage. 

 

In this case study, the service-learning students and their instructor benefitted from the reflective 

interactions through CMC technology as they built relationships. The instructor in this course addressed each of 

the four challenges to embedding and assessing reflective practice in this service-learning community (Larkin 

& Beatson, 2014; M. E. Ryan & M. Ryan, 2013). First, he established the visible framework for reflection to 

equip the students with the necessary skills. Secondly, he incorporated written reflective journals in Blackboard 

in order to provide support and supervision for the participants. Thirdly, he facilitated different forms of 

reflection through private journals, public discussion board postings, and face-to-face class discussions. Lastly, 

he used the relational model to teach and assess critical reflections.  

Based on the findings from this study, the professor nurtured confidence in the students as they served and 

learned in the course (Tobias, 2010). As students developed, they incorporated their new knowledge and skills 

to their service sites, contributing to social change. The relationships that resulted from a unified community of 

practice and civically engaged students at their service sites, promoted life-long service, and meaningful 

learning (Cooper, 2013). 
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Questionnaires & Interviews Blackboard artifacts 

Tech-enhanced communication 36.8 9.0

Strength of community 18.8 24.3

Value of relationships 24.9 43.2

Personal growth 19.5 23.5
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