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Abstract 

 
Critical Emotionality: The Unspoken Pain of Latinx Womxn of Color Undergraduates in Higher 

Education Through their Community-Engaged Service 
 

by 
 

Gema Cardona 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 
 

University of California, Berkeley 
 

Professor Zeus Leonardo, Chair 
 

Research suggests that a college degree leads to greater civic engagement. However, less is 
known about the ways that civic engagement while enrolled at an institution of higher education 
influences college navigation, particularly for self-identified Latinx womxn of color 
undergraduates. Yet, this body of literature tends to emphasize the cultural and social benefits of 
the college student. That is, how community engagement is transformative for the individual 
student, rather than placing a greater focus on the communities they engage with through the 
service-learning program. Thereby the question guiding this investigation is as follows: How do 
Latinx womxn of color undergraduates  make meaning of community engagement in various 
forms of both institutionalized and non-institutionalized forms of service learning they 
participate in, both as experienced and conceptually? To answer this question, I employ a 
testimonio and pláticas methodology to collect and analyze the collective understanding of 
intersectional forms of oppression experienced directly in the communities as witnessed by the 
Latinx womxn. A testimonio methodology allowed me to understand the complex dynamics of 
how the Latinx womxn straddled between the institution, which I refer to as Western University 
(WU), their community-engaged service, and their hometown communities and families. 
  
Two central theoretical contributions emerged from the data. First, participants conceptualized 
community engagement based on what I refer to as a praxis of vulnerability. A praxis of 
vulnerability is how the participants’ community engagement is intimately tied to their families 
and hometown communities, where home was re-made through the straddling across 
family/community,  college, and their service work. Second, that the participants’ critical 
understanding of how their emotions of racial and gendered oppression relate to how they 
embodied and practiced their community-engaged service in higher education. I refer to this as 
the participants’ critical emotionality of how their service is not just with an intent for producing 
social justice, but also about the complexities of the vulnerabilities associated with the direct 
experiences with injustice. 
  
Broadly, this research challenges dominant ideals that community engagement in higher 
education is simply characterized by a partnership between the institution of higher education 
and the local community, especially when asymmetrical power dynamics are central to this 
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partnership. Specifically, by employing an intersectional lens into the data analysis, this research 
provides significant contributions to the growing body of literature on emotionality in higher 
education that seeks to further understand the complexities of racial and gendered forms of 
oppression. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction: Framing the Problem 
 

“And where the words of women are crying to be heard, we must each of us recognize our 
responsibility to seek those words out, to read them and share them and examine them in their 

pertinence to our lives” (Lorde, 1984, p. 43).  
 

In 1985, the Ford Foundation hosted a meeting to discuss how to integrate womxn’s 
studies in higher education curriculum, curriculum reform, and areas that needed support and 
improvement. Although not an official topic of discussion, the meeting concluded “that 
inadequate consideration was being given to the roles, contributions, and perspectives of womxn 
of color” (Fiol-Matta & Chamberlain, 1994, p. xi). A year later, the Ford Foundation awarded 
grants to both Spelman College and Memphis State University, which are two institutions with 
the principal centers for research on Black womxn. Thereon, from 1988 to 1990, the Ford 
Foundation awarded thirteen institutions with grants for a total of $1.7 million toward this effort. 
At the national level, the U.S. Department of Education’s Strategic Plan for fiscal year 2014-
2018 was centered on access, affordability, and degree completion for low-income, first-
generation students, English learners, students with disabilities, and adults without a high school 
diploma (Ishitani, 2016). To continue the trajectory of honoring the voices of womxn of color in 
higher education, this research explores the specific pressing issues, experiences, and 
perspectives of Latinx womxn of color1 navigating a four-year public institution of higher 
education, which I refer to as Western University (WU). This research is a response and an 
extension to the meeting that took place in 1985 whose spirit continues in the work of feminists 
of color. It delves into the issues most salient to womxn of color in higher education, which are 
unique and should be explored to understand the changes that need to happen at the national 
level.  

One of these unique issues for womxn of color, and a current pressing issue in higher 
education, is low graduation rates, where only 31% of first-time, full-time students graduate 
within 3 years from a 2-year institution, and only 59% of first-time, full-time students graduate 
within 6 years (Kena, Aud, Johnson, Wang, Zhang, Rathbun, Wilkinson-Flicker, & Kristapovich, 
2014). The graduation rates are even lower for minority students and part-time students (Lynch 
& Engle, 2010a, 2010b). For this reason, it is crucial to note that college completion rates and 
attainment patterns differ across demographic groups. Focusing particularly on race and gender, 
“In 1995, the percentage of female adults age 25 to 29 who had completed at least a bachelor’s 
degree was 14%, 10%, and 28% for blacks, Hispanics, and whites, respectively. By 2015, these 
percentages had increased to 24%, 18%, and 45%” (Baum, Kurose, & Ma, 2013, p. 3). While 
these are significant increases in a 20-year span, the completion rates for Black and Hispanic 
womxn remain significantly low. In other words, the attainment rate for white womxn increased 
by 17%, whereas for Black womxn it was only 10% and for Hispanic womxn an 8% increase.  

 
1 The term womxn with an “x” is used rather than woman to challenge traditional gender normativity. In many ways, 
the reasonings are similar to the use of the “x” in Latinx. Scholars who have researched the use of the “X” have 
argued that it was historically introduced in the shift from Chicano to Xicano during the Civil Rights Movement 
(Salinas, 2020) or Malcolm X using it for the purposes of challenging the surnames of slave owners (Steinmetz, 
2018). The use of it in this dissertation are also tied to how it embodies as sense of feminism that challenges gender 
boundaries (Guidotti-Hernandez, 2017; Steinmetz, 2018). 
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 Relating this to a central emphasis of this dissertation, research tells us that having a 
higher education degree will lead to greater civic engagement (Baum, Kurose, & Ma, 2013) and 
that effective pedagogy increases a sense of political efficacy and empowerment (García Bedolla 
& Silva, 2020). But less is known about the ways that civic participation while enrolled at an 
institution of higher education impacts persistence in college, particularly for Black and Latinx 
womxn. What we do know is that Latinx students in the United States face many educational 
challenges, such as high dropout rates from high school, and that schools have a democratic role 
in assuring their educational success (García Bedolla, 2012). It is evident that there is a strong 
correlation between educational attainment and civic participation. For instance, “73% of 25- to 
44-year-old four-year college graduates voted, compared to 42% of high school graduates in the 
same age group” (Baum et al., 2013, p. 14). Civic engagement, for Baum and colleagues, meant 
higher levels of voting participation, volunteering, and overall greater understanding and 
engagement with current affairs. For the purposes of this dissertation, I extend civic engagement 
and emphasize the importance of community engagement in college persistence.  

A very common solution to this pressing issue by institutions of higher education is 
implementing first-year seminar programs. First-year programs are a common response to low 
graduation rates; they are offered at almost 90% of institutions of higher education (Padgett & 
Keup, 2011). Less common approaches to addressing the issue of retention and graduation rates 
include supplemental instruction, academic advising, and personal counseling. First-year 
seminars, also referred to as “first-year retention programs” (Ishitani, 2016a), can be defined as 
“[A] course specifically designed to equip new students with the knowledge, skills, and abilities 
that are necessary to successfully meet the different transitional and developmental challenges 
that are faced in the first year of college” (Permzadian & Crede, 2016). Certain first-year 
programs can be formally institutionalized, but many are more informally created. This means 
that there has been a consistent effort to partner formal academics with key members from 
student affairs offices who support historically marginalized groups (Cuseo, 2012).  

In general, research demonstrates that the effectiveness of first-year seminars is mixed. 
For example, Permzadian & Crede (2016) conducted a meta-analysis and found that first-year 
seminars had no effect on GPA and had a small positive effect on the 1-year retention rate of 
students who participated. The authors are careful to explain that although the findings revealed 
a ‘small’ effect, when put into the context of the average 1-year retention rate of 67.6%. Where 
the attrition rate in the first year of college is 32.4%, then we see a significant impact. That is, if 
an institution with such an attrition rate implements the model of a first-year program, it will 
have “an average effectiveness observed in [their] review (i.e., d=0.11) would see a reduction in 
their attrition rate to approximately 27.4%” (Permzadian & Crede, 2016, p. 304). With this, we 
can safely conclude that first-year programs have a significant impact in student retention rates, 
at least in the first year of college. The question that remains is students’ persistence after the 
first year of college. 

Although the focus of this research is not first-year seminar programs, it is important to 
provide some important background since first-year seminar programs are currently the most 
common solution in higher education to the pressing issue addressed in this research. With that 
said, I now want to discuss a phenomenon in higher education that exists after the first year of 
college:  service-learning courses and, more broadly, the topic of community engagement in 
higher education. I situate the research within this body of literature because we know that a 
higher education degree has great value both for the individual and greater society, particularly 
with regard to educated citizens exercising greater civic engagement (Baum et al., 2013). 
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Additionally, current literature emphasizes community engagement and civic engagement in 
relation to service-learning. Therefore, it is important to discuss how community engagement is 
conceptualized in relation to service-learning, and how it is understood outside of this particular 
body of literature.   

Within the realm of higher education, community engagement is an umbrella phrase that 
encompasses teaching and learning that integrate community-based work within the design of 
curriculum and pedagogy of a course (Mitchell, 2017). Some scholars even understand service 
learning, like other forms of internships, community-based research, or student volunteer work, 
as a community engagement approach (Evans, Taylor, Dunlop & Miller, 2009). When 
understood this way, engagement is defined in terms of the university and its actors’ relationship 
with the community outside of the university. In this sense, the word partnership is used to 
define the relationship between the university and the community. Evans and colleagues (2009) 
explain that engagement refers to a form of partnership where both the university and the 
community participants agree upon certain principles, which they call community-campus 
partnerships. A question that remains, which is one focus of this research, is whether womxn of 
color undergraduates, who are engaged in on-campus and/or off-campus with their community, 
conceptualize and practice community engagement in this same way. As this dissertation’s 
findings show, there was a misalignment between how the participants practiced community 
engagement and how they perceived it was practiced at WU. 
 The other crucial unit of analysis central to this study is the question of race in 
community engagement. Mendel-Reyes & Mack (2009) argue that much of the literature on 
community or civic engagement neglects the question of race, “even those written from a critical 
perspective” (p. 136). Specifically, much of the service-learning literature focus on the 
engagement between white middle- and upper-middle-class college students who serve low-
income communities of color (Mendel-Reyes & Mack, 2009). In more recent work, Maruyama 
and colleagues (2018) looked at the relationship between underrepresented and low-income 
students and their participation in a community-based service-learning programming. The 
authors argue that underrepresented students may experience what they call a ‘culture clash’ 
where they feel isolated from the university, which lessens the capacity to develop a sense of 
belonging and engagement critical for persistence and success.  

This research employs a qualitative method to explore Latinx and Black undergraduate 
womxn, who either participated in service-learning courses and/or had current/prior experience 
in activism and community work, experience and perceive community engagement and service. 
In a recent publication, Kamer & Ishitani (2019) found that non-traditional students are 13 times 
more likely to drop out of college, specifically first-generation and from low-income 
backgrounds, when enrolled full-time and from low-income background in their first year of 
college. When controlling for race, the study found that Latinx, Black and Asian students are 3.5, 
2.4, and 1.7 times, respectively, more likely to drop out in their fourth year, relative to their 
white student counterparts. In regard to race, the study found that ‘female students’ were 85% 
more likely to drop out in their third year (Kamer & Ishitani, 2019). There is no specificity in the 
intersection between race and gender between these findings; they are controlled for separately. 
Yet, the findings inform us that even when analyzed separately, race and gender are crucial units 
of analysis when considering the issue of college persistence for nontraditional and 
underrepresented college students. This research explores the intersection of race and gender in 
relation to college persistence by centering womxn of color, particularly Latinx and Black 
womxn undergraduates.  
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Specifically, this research explores how college persistence of womxn of color is affected 
at the intersection of the following areas: service-learning, community engagement, and 
emotions tied to racial gendered dynamics. I begin by describing two trajectories and histories of 
service-learning – traditional service-learning (TSL) and critical service-learning (CSL). I argue 
that an intersectional understanding of engagement, vulnerability, and emotions are essential for 
the criticality of service-learning, particularly when considering the experiences of womxn of 
color in higher education. It is also important to distinguish service-learning literature from 
community-engaged scholarship; where the first conceptualizes engagement based on individual 
forms of service, and the other understands engagement as a collective, interactive, and co-
constructed process. In many regards, this research finds that more critical forms of service-
learning are similar to community-engaged scholarship.  

Purpose of the Study: Significance and Rationale 
 

This research explores the complex relationship that exists between institutions of higher 
education and community-based work (Trudeau & Kruse, 2014). Service-learning courses hold 
the potential to “facilitate authentic relationships between university and community” (Ross, 
2012, p. 60). A growing body of literature explores how, when mutual, university engagement 
with the community has the potential to produce greater social awareness of the particular 
service being enacted, both by the college student volunteering and the participants in the 
community being served (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Mitchell, 2008; Butin, 2007; Hayes & 
Cuban, 1997). Thus, university-community relationships can benefit the community members 
and college students alike (Ross, 2012; Trudeau & Kruse, 2014; Paphitis & Weaver, 2017). 
However, despite having good pedagogical intentions, in some cases, traditional service-learning 
courses in higher education may reproduce the status quo, re-center dominant culture, and blame 
historically minoritized students for systemic disparities that negatively affect them (Espino & 
Lee, 2011; Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016).  

The central goal of this research is to explore these two angles of the trajectory of 
service-learning, particularly by bringing to the literature further insight from the perspective of 
Students of Color with regard to the intersection among service, engagement, and emotions. 
Service and engagement are two areas that are well-researched in the service-learning literature, 
whereas emotionality and emotions are less common.  The service-learning literature explores 
the phenomenon of difficult dialogues as they relate to race. Based on the emerging literature 
that explores the relationship between difficult dialogues and service-learning, I conceptualize 
difficult dialogue as the following: classroom conversations and exchanges that hold the 
potential to produce conflicting views or beliefs about issues related to racism, sexism, ableism, 
heterosexism/homophobia (Watt, 2007); where the conflicting views and beliefs also hold the 
potential to produce heavy emotions (Sue & Constantine, 2007). Some, like Leonardo and Porter 
(2010), argue that race dialogue, specifically, tends to uphold a safety discourse that is safe for 
white students at the expense of Students of Color. They describe the safety discourse as a 
“veiled form of violence” (Leonardo & Porter, 2010, p. 140), which informs how I conceptualize 
the third dimension of dialogue to mean that strenuous emotional labor exists for historically 
marginalized students when engaging in difficult dialogue, particularly in the presence of white 
students, holds the potential of being a form of violence.  
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Conceptual Framework 
 

For this research, I lean on a set of theories and concepts/terms that inform the various 
dimensions of the research design. These theories and concepts/terms are not meant to make 
assumptions of the research findings, but rather serve as a way to make meaning and sense of the 
research findings. Furthermore, they also inform my own identity as a critical race and gender 
scholar and researcher. I come into this research from this positionality of identifying as a 
Chicana, first-generation college student from a low-income background. This positionality 
provides me a lens, or cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998), that I used in the design of the 
study as well as the analysis. As such, I also developed the following conceptual framework 
from my own Chicana feminist epistemology which Delgado Bernal (1998) describes as the 
unique contributions of Chicana educational researchers that is part of the methodology central 
to the research process. 
Intersectionality Theory 

More than a theory, intersectionality has been widely used as a method, disposition, and 
“a heuristic and analytic tool” (Carbado, Crenshaw, Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013, p. 303). Over 
time, intersectionality has become a movement within and across disciplines, with six central 
themes: first, that “it is always already an analysis-in-progress” (p. 304); following this, that 
there is no “priori place” for intersectionality2; third, that it is not limited to the context of the 
United States, but relevant internationally; with this international expansion, there exists the 
fourth dimension which posits that “Black women are too different to stand in for a generalizable 
theory about power and marginalization” (p. 305); also, that intersectionality is characterized as a 
movement that engages Black men; lastly, that intersectionality has a dimension of social change 
(Carbado et al., 2013). For this research, I lean on intersectionality theory as both an analytical 
tool for interpreting the research data collected, and as part of the ‘movement’ that Carbado and 
colleagues describe by centering the experiences of Latinx and Black womxn undergraduates in 
higher education.  

As Carbado and colleagues (2013) explain, one of the themes of the intersectionality 
movement has been the pervasive critique that it focuses ‘too much’ on the particular 
experiences of Black womxn. To be clear, this is not held as evident truth but rather as a 
reflection from the authors in terms of how intersectionality is perceived by others. The issue and 
risk of such critique becomes the ‘de-racialization’ of intersectionality, where it becomes a 
universalized analytic tool that is abused to make meaning of the experiences of those in places 
of enjoying white and patriarchal privilege. Furthermore, the use of intersectionality across 
various disciplines is important so long as the origins of the theory are not erased or forgotten. 
The critique derives from those who utilize the theory without mention of how it originates from 
Black Feminist Thought and struggle (Hill-Collins, 2000/2009; May, 2012; Taylor, 2017), and 
other womxn of color making meaning of their oppression at the intersection of interlocking 
systems of oppression (Hills-Collins & Bilge, 2016). Criticisms that intersectionality should be 
universalized and de-racialized imply “that Black women no longer face problems of structural 
power, or that their subjectivity is too particular to be productive in broader efforts to understand 
and counter contemporary manifestations of subordination” (Carbado, et al., 2013, p. 309). Said 
another way, a universality of intersectionality theory that erases its origins in the struggle for 

 
2 Carbado and colleagues (2013) explain that intersectionality is a “work-in-progress” and as such we should not 
frame it as a “contained entity” (p. 305), thus suggesting that there is no particular place where is exists because it is 
always in motion.  
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liberation of Black womxn similarly implies an erasure of the current structural problems faced 
by Black womxn and other womxn of color.  

Focusing on race and gender, Crenshaw (1991) declares how womxn of color experience 
“intersecting patterns of racism and sexism” (p. 94). One of Crenshaw’s most crucial analyses is 
her concept of structural intersectionality. When referring to domestic violence, Crenshaw 
(1991) explains that intervention strategies focus “solely on the experiences of women,” which 
lack to respond to the intersection of race and gender (p. 96). As structural intersectionality 
posits, it is not a matter of the dysfunctional nature of these intervention strategies for battered 
womxn, for example, but a matter of the reproduction of these practices at the structural level 
that place womxn of color in a state of poverty and dependency on the State. In other words, 
social inequalities faced by womxn of color are reproduced, because most programs are designed 
based on how heterosexual white womxn benefit from them. Similarly, within the context of 
higher education, research finds that current understandings of community-engaged pedagogy is 
too centered on how best to prepare white students, or other more privileged students, and on 
how to do the least ‘harm’ to the communities they engage with as part of their course 
requirements.  

Over the past two decades, educational scholars have utilized critical race theory (CRT) 
as both an epistemological and methodological tool. Of these educational scholars, the pioneers 
have been said to be Gloria Ladson-Billings, William F. Tate IV, and Daniel Solórzano 
(Ledesma & Calderon, 2015). Of most importance have been the two ground-breaking pieces by 
Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995, 1998) and Tate’s (1997) piece that reviews CRT’s origins in 
Critical Legal Studies (CLS), specifically the relationship between educational research and the 
law. The work of Daniel Solórzano is also part of the evolution of CRT in education, particularly 
his 1998 piece on CRT and microaggressions (Solórzano, 1998), as well as his collaborative 
work developing LatCrit (Solórzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001) and 
the coining of Critical Race Methodology (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  In this dissertation, I 
particularly lean on the work of Solórzano (1998) and the methodological piece written 
alongside Tara J. Yosso, “Critical race methodology: Counter-storytelling as an analytical 
framework for education research.” The question of how we tell stories of race and racism in 
schools has been central to the employment of CRT in education. In their discussion of race and 
schooling, Bartlett and Brayboy (2005) include CRT as one of five frameworks that informs 
studies of race in schools. Ladson-Billings (1998) is more straight-forward about the 
responsibility of adopting CRT as a framework in education, and states that this means 
“[exposing] racism in education and propose radical solutions for addressing it” (p. 22). A 
common theme across these theoretical frameworks is the focus on knowledge, particularly the 
exchange, production, and reproduction that occurs in schools (and the classroom).  

Intersectionality theory is rooted in Critical Race Theory and Black feminism.  To some 
degree, intersectionality theory has been adopted as a tenet of CRT, particularly by referencing 
the ground-breaking 1991 law review piece of Kimberlé W. Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: 
Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence Against Women of Color.” As far as the use of 
intersectional theory in education, it is imperative to remember how intersectionality is always 
already in movement (Carbado et al., 2013). While the use of intersectionality began with 
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1990) seminal law review piece and the Combahee River Collective 
(Taylor, 2017), the movement can be extended to education and Latinx womxn, supported by 
this research. 
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 Aside from using intersectionality as a method and analytical tool for this study, I note 
that current work on community engagement mentions intersectionality. Tania D. Mitchell 
(2017) uses an ‘intersectional approach’ to understand how community engagement practices are 
used to address social inequalities. Mitchell (2017) argues that, and why intersectionality is 
critical, theoretically service-learning and community engagement programs are meant to 
“respond to social concerns that exist in the community,” but less attention is paid to “how [the] 
campus might be complicit in the proliferation of these concerns in the community” (p. 37). I 
find this particular critique of the institution of higher education, through the application of 
intersectionality, to be important. Through an intersectional approach, we can see how social 
issues – those that might be addressed in service-learning or community-engaged pedagogy – are 
not singular issues that are produced from an individual deficit. Through an intersectional 
approach we can see how they are structural, intersecting, and systemic injustices (Mitchell, 
2017). Toward this end, this research uses intersectionality as a method and analytical tool to 
center the experiences of Latinx and Black undergraduate womxn in a body of literature where 
their voices largely have been left out.  
Institutionalized Service Learning (ISL) 

Given that this research is situated in the realm of higher education, I find it useful to 
employ a concept that critiques and extends the purpose of service learning in higher education 
and distinguishes it from forms of civic engagement. In the first pages of Liberating Service 
Learning and the Rest of Higher Education Civic Engagement, Randy Stoecker begins with an 
anecdote of a group of university students who occupied the chancellor’s office because the 
university had not listened to requests to cancel a contract with a pizza company that had 
allegedly “engaged in questionable labor practices” (p. 3). These students were then scheduled 
for a disciplinary hearing. From Stoecker’s perspective, these students engaged in “the most 
honorable form of engaged learning” (p. 4). As a result to witnessing the response from the 
institution to the student’s civic engagement, Stoecker proposes an alternative to service learning 
practice that is tied to social change and directly responds to “oppression, exploitation, and 
exclusion in society” (p. 4).  

In many regards, Stoecker’s theory of Institutionalized Service Learning (ISL) provides a 
useful framework for this study in order to begin to understand the relationship between service 
and community engagement with underrepresented students’ success in college. In many ways, 
ISL is a critique of the ways service learning in higher education promotes neoliberalism by 
emphasizing the individual rather than the collective. Stoecker (2016) believes that ISL 
“promotes individual success within the system rather than collective challenge against it” (p. 
25). If we are to consider how issues related to service and engagement impact womxn of color 
college persistence, it is crucial to consider how Stoecker directs our attention to the ways that 
underrepresented historically marginalized groups practice engagement in higher education. 
Stoecker explains that engagement should be based on two premises – increasing the knowledge 
power of groups and organizations and “enhancing the capacity to achieve the change they want” 
(p. 108).  
Difficult Dialogues and Emotionality 

Based on a close analysis of the literature, I conceptualize difficult dialogue about race 
and gender based on three dimensions: a) conflicting views of various layers of oppression; b) 
the emergence of emotions in the college classroom; and c) possibility that such exchanges 
becoming ‘violent.’ First, classroom conversations about issues related to racism, sexism, or 
heterosexism/homophobia hold the potential to produce conflicting views or beliefs amongst 
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students (Watt, 2007). Related to this, such conflicting views and beliefs may also produce heavy 
emotions (Sue & Constantine, 2007). Some, like Leonardo and Porter (2010), argue that race 
dialogue, specifically, tends to uphold a safety discourse that is safe for white students at the 
expense of students of color. Such safety discourse is a subtle for of violence, rather than overt 
(Leonardo & Porter, 2010). Using this definition, I conceptualize the third dimension as how the 
difficulty of engaging in difficult dialogue for womxn of color, particularly in the presence of 
whiteness and patriarchy, holds the potential to affect their persistence in college.   

Several of the reviewed articles on difficult dialogue discussed the experiences of white 
students (Green, 2003; Heldman, 2011; Souza, 2007), with only a few that mentioned the 
experiences of students of color (Green; 2003; Souza, 2007). Other articles more explicitly 
described the experiences of Students of Color with difficult dialogue in service-learning courses 
(Sue et al., 2009; Espino & Lee, 2011). In mentioning students of color, the stories of difficult 
dialogues usually revealed that students of color often left (e.g., dropped the course) these 
classrooms or the reader was not provided with information based on their perspectives. In a time 
when race- and gender-based violence, both overt and covert, is most prevalent, it is important to 
document carefully the experiences and perspectives of womxn of color regarding race and 
gender dialogue in higher education. This will not only reveal experiences and perspectives, but 
also assist in redefining what engagement and service mean in institutions of higher education. 
Currently, if institutions of higher education define engagement based on the various community 
service projects that newly admitted and current students individually participate in, what 
implications does this conceptualization hold for understanding racism and sexism in the larger 
context of society? How might students of color who might never take a formal service-learning 
course but have deep community-involvement, prior and during their college years, define 
service and engagement relate to the institutions of higher education?  

Last, this dissertation discusses how the participants, who expressed deep personal 
relationships with their community-based work, conceptually make meaning of gender and racial 
dynamics while navigating the university setting and through participation in their community 
work. This leads me to the question of emotionality. In Teaching with Emotion, Zembylas (2005) 
begins with a background on the literature of teacher emotion, particularly from the lens of 
psychology and sociology. On the topic of teacher emotion, Zembylas describes two waves of 
research. The first wave focuses on ideas of stress and burnout, without any mention of the word 
emotion. Then, under the second wave scholars begin to interrogate social relationships and 
emotions that take shape through these relations. Zembylas critiques this body of literature by 
pointing to its limitation of not providing us with greater knowledge about teacher emotion. 
Rather, he suggests that employing a feminist and poststructuralist idea of emotion is more 
promising because it holds the potential to interrogate traditional dichotomies of emotions in 
education.  

While this dissertation does not focus on teachers, rather on womxn of color 
undergraduates and their community engagement, there is some utility in what Zembylas 
suggests about employing an idea of emotion centered on feminist thought that challenges 
traditional dichotomies. Related to traditional idea of the emotion of pain is the idea that it is tied 
to a traumatic experience and the result is a victim of that trauma. In Killing Rage: Ending 
Racism, bell hooks (1995) critiques the idea that being a feminist is rooted in the victim identity 
or that womxn of color come together because of a ‘shared victimization’ (p. 51). This does not 
mean that we cannot theorize from the place of our pain. Yet, hooks (1994) posits that, “it is not 
easy to name our pain, to make it a location for the theorizing” (p. 74). The importance of doing 
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so it that “in its production lies the hope of our liberation, in its production lies the possibility of 
naming all our pain – of making all our hurt go away” (hooks, 1994, p. 75).  

As a developing area in the field of education, emotionality in education is important to 
understand dynamics of racialized and gendered forms of oppression. Alongside the work that 
explores teacher emotions (Zembylas, 2005; Matias, 2016; Leonardo & Gamez-Djokic, 2019), 
there are also other more conceptual pieces that analyze emotionality in relation to pedagogy 
(Zembylas, 2009, 2013, 2016). Aligning with this trajectory, feminist scholars’ (Ahmed, 2000, 
2015) work on emotion also serve to understand further the specific dynamics of pain, hate, and 
fear. Although not directly speaking to issues of education, the work of Ahmed, Gloria Anzaldúa 
(1987; 2002), Maria Lugones (2003), Audre Lorde (1984), and bell hooks (1995) provide 
theorizations of emotions, like pain and anger, further help us understand the oppression of 
womxn of color in educational spaces.  

 
Assumptions and Delimitations/Limitations  
 

One of the most apparent limitations of this research is that qualitative data was collected 
at only one institution of higher education. The particular social context and demographics of 
this one institution of higher education may not reveal more large-scale findings as they pertain 
to community engagement, service-learning, and difficult dialogue. In this sense, we cannot 
make assumptions or final conclusions that the findings from this institution of higher education 
is the same for all institutions.  

Some of the underlying assumptions of this research relate to what the data collected 
elicited and to the analysis of the current literature on service-learning and community 
engagement. On one hand, this research assumes that in-depth interviews are the central mode of 
data collection that will effectively elicit useful data about community engagement. Much of the 
data on this particular body of literature has been gained through observations of actual service-
learning courses, and information was elicited directly from participants participating in that 
particular service-learning course during a specific academic semester(s). This research takes a 
different methodological approach by eliciting data from participants who have previously 
engaged in institutionalized forms of community engagement in order to reflect on those past 
experiences.  This is done with the intent to extend the traditional understanding that community 
engagement only happens in relation to formally institutionalized service-learning courses.  
Another reason for this approach is to include the voices of womxn of color who have not 
formally participated in these types of courses, in order to understand both why they have not 
and what other forms of engagement outside of this institutionalized form they do participate in 
while navigating higher education.  

On the other hand, this research assumes a relation to the current literature on service-
learning and community engagement. The first of these assumptions is that institutions of higher 
education have conflate service-learning with community engagement. In effect, this process 
may fail to expose how they may be complicit in reproducing social inequalities (Mitchell, 2017 
made a similar claim). Related to this, the other underlying assumption, and possible hypothesis, 
is that the participants’ forms of community engagement – at least those that may be less 
institutionalized – may be a form of resistance as they navigate, transcend, and understand their 
relationship with the institution of higher education.  
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Intent of the Study  
 

The goal of this dissertation is to examine the experiences and conceptual understandings 
of Latinx womxn of color undergraduate students at one institution of higher education, Western 
University (WU). The focus is on the forms of community engagement they participate in, how 
these serve as a response to how they perceive the institution practices community engagement, 
and the role of emotions – particularly pain – as driving and defining the kind of community 
work that they do. As such, the research questions of this study are the following: 
 

1. How do Latinx undergraduate students make meaning of community engagement in 
various forms of both institutionalized and non-institutionalized forms of service learning 
they participate in, both as experienced and conceptually? 

2. How does white liberalism frame and construct service-learning and community 
engagement programs in higher education? 

3. In what ways, if at all, do Latinx students both express and engage with emotions in how 
they experience and conceptually understand difficult race and gender dynamics as they 
participate in community engagement in higher education?  

 
The broader research question asks more generally about the experiences of womxn of color who 
find themselves navigating higher education. More specifically, the study documents their 
experiences in service-learning and community engagement. The second question addresses how 
white liberalism frames a majority of service-learning programs that are tailored to support white 
students as they reflect about their white privilege. The final, and third question, addresses a gap 
in the service-learning and difficult dialogue literature, which is the existence and role of 
emotions in the way womxn of color make meaning of difficult dialogue, particularly race and 
gender dialogue. Below I provide an overview of the chapters, specifically the three findings 
which are aligned with each of the interview questions listed above. 
  
Chapters Overview  
 

With this research questions in mind, what follows is a series of chapters for this 
dissertation that address each of these questions. In chapter two, I provide an overview of 
relevant bodies of literature related to service learning and community engagement at the 
intersection with Students of Color and the question of oppression related to race and gender. I 
begin this chapter by providing an overview of the history of service learning, with a specific 
emphasis on how academia dismisses the importance of acknowledging the roots service and 
community engagement has to Civil Rights Movements and parties, with a particular focus on 
the Black Panther Party. In this historical overview I discuss the shift from traditional to critical 
service learning (CSL), since the idea of critical is one explored in the findings of this research. 
This is followed by providing some background in a sub-section of the broader service-learning 
literature, which explores the role of race, racial identity, and whiteness. Specifically, I cover the 
literature that documents how CSL’s emphasis of reflection and consciousness is focused on 
white college students, and how this inevitably leaves out the experiences of Students of Color 
and Womxn of Color. In chapter three, I introduce what I coin as a Latinx Methodology of Pain 
and introduce the use of testimonio and pláticas as the central methods of this study. 
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In chapter four, I present findings on aspects of reflection and critical consciousness in 
order to understand how these serve the specific needs of Latinx womxn college students. Here, I 
present each participant in greater detail by describing their history with community engagement. 
By centering the theory of “pedagogies of the home” (Delgado-Bernal, 2012), I explain how the 
participants underwent a process of remaking home (Garcia & Delgado-Bernal, 2020) by the fact 
that their forms of community work were intimately connected to their families and hometown 
communities. This finding is illuminated by the theoretical work of Gloria Anzaldúa and W.E.B. 
Du Bois’ concept of double-consciousness. I describe how the participants participated in and 
practiced vulnerability because they made meaning of their community work as situated in 
reciprocity and trust. In this chapter, I focus more in-depth on the testimonio of Tania to 
demonstrate how her vulnerable experience with her father’s incarceration influenced her 
perceptions and experience with the community work she conducted both at her community 
college and later at WU.  

Having discussed the importance of considering the ways vulnerability shows up in the 
community engagement and service conducted by the Latinx participants, in chapter five, I 
provide a discussion of how the participants actually perceived community engagement at WU. 
In this chapter, I provide central critiques from the participants of how community engagement 
in higher education is centered on individualism, where the institution benefits more, rather than 
the students and communities it claims to serve. The overarching idea in both white liberalism 
and those who have begun to critique how service learning reproduces whiteness is that 
programs are structured to benefit individuals as opposed to the communities they claim to 
support. To demonstrate how this tension became evident, I first provide the two critiques of 
community engagement at WU based on eight interviews. These two critiques are as follow: a) 
there is an over-emphasis on the traditional intellectual in community engagement when situated 
in simply providing research opportunities for students; and b) there should exist more 
opportunities for students to question this particular issue. As with the previous chapter, here I 
focus on the testimonio of Dalia, who is also a transfer student from a community college. I 
share Dalia’s community organizing work as it relates to the rights of undocumented students. 
Specifically, I focus on Dalia’s critique of a New Payment Policy which claimed to be in the best 
interest of students, but which she explains was most detrimental to undocumented students 
because it required them to pay full tuition before enrolling in courses.  

The final chapter discusses a methodological finding initially introduced in chapter three. 
In chapter three, introduce what I call a Latinx Methodology of Pain, which is the application of 
both testimonio and pláticas but that emphasis the need for educational research to take into 
consideration the role of emotions in the process of data collection and analysis. In this chapter I 
extend of this initial methodological finding by focusing on the question of what is critical of 
critical service learning (CSL). I provide a brief background of critical pedagogy with particular 
attention on scholars who have written about the impossibility of critical pedagogy (Biesta, 1998; 
Gur-Ze’ev, 1998). Gur-Ze’ev (1998) and Biesta (1998) have provided a critique of Freire, 
particularly by questioning the positive utopianism framework, which is the idea that critical 
pedagogy promises possibilities of transformation and change. By doing this, I argue that another 
impossibility to critical pedagogy – just like critical forms of service learning – is the dismissal 
of the role of emotions. I then draw on the data to demonstrate how the community work of the 
participants embodied what I call critical emotionality, the expression of emotions to make 
meaning of one’s experiences with being oppressed and doing is needed to produce a critical 



 

 12 

consciousness of the self and the world. I focus on what I refer to as testimonios of pain of three 
of the eight participants – Rosalba, Camila and Emilia.  

As the findings of this dissertation will demonstrate, the participants practiced a symbolic 
wearing of a veil to feel safe. Through the plática with Rosalba, they shared how vulnerability 
should be central when dialoging about race, gender in class, particularly when such dialogue 
leads to some form of engagement in the field and/or community. In the initial findings chapter, I 
discuss how it was not just Rosalba, but how others’ vulnerability became apparent in several 
testimonios. I collectively call this a praxis of vulnerability3, or the deep awareness of a mestiza 
conocimiento (Anzaldúa, 2002) about our vulnerability both as individuals and in relation to 
those in our families and hometown communities (Delgado-Bernal, 2001; Garcia & Delgado-
Bernal, 2020). I then extend this notion of vulnerability as praxis in chapter six where I introduce 
what I call critical emotionality. As I explain in this chapter, part of critical emotionality is to be 
and have educational spaces that recognize vulnerability regarding how intersecting systems of 
oppression make us feel. It also means part of what it means to be critical is tied to our emotions, 
and not just our logic of how we understand ourselves and the world. While vulnerability was 
important for the participants, it was also found that WU did not mirror this same sentiment, as I 
explain in chapter five. Since Rosalba, as well as a majority of the participants, felt that WU did 
not honor the vulnerability of oppressed subjects, they needed to wear a veil in order to feel safe. 
This was an in-vivo code (i.e., the veil) that was conversationally elicited during my interview 
with Rosalba. In this sense, the womxn of color participants symbolically wore a veil to protect 
from potential violent racial gendered dynamics.  

 
  

 
3 Leonardo and Gamez-Djokic (2019) use the phrase emotional praxis to make meaning of teaching and teacher 
education, and provide an analysis of the relationship between race and emotions which they refer to as racialized 
emotions. A praxis of vulnerability focuses more precisely on the question of vulnerability in the context of service 
and community work, and the need to center vulnerable subjects (both Students of Color and communities of color) 
when we design educational service and engagement programs that center issues of race, gender, and class. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Literature Review 
 

The topic of Latinx college students and community engagement in higher education, 
specifically how they participate in forms of un-institutionalized forms of service and 
engagement both in and off college campus, is pivotal to extending the critical service-learning 
literature. I begin this literature review with an overview of the history of service-learning, 
particularly by focusing on the shift from traditional service-learning to critical service learning 
(CSL), and how the notion of service is said to originate from practices utilized in the Black 
Panther Movement, specifically with regard to Freedom Schools. I then move to what 
characterizes CSL, which aims to challenge the status quo by shifting the focus from a charity 
approach to centering the aspect of community engagement (Morton, 1995; Chesler, 1995; 
Chesler & Vasques Scalera, 2000; Heldman, 2011; Becker & Paul, 2015; & Clark-Taylor, 2017). 
By focusing on community engagement, which is central to this literature review, I discuss some 
subsection as part of the broader service-learning literature on race, racial identity, and whiteness 
(Myers-Lipton, 1996; Coles, 1999; Green, 2003; Vaccaro, 2009; Mendel-Reyes & Mack, 2009; 
Endres & Gould, 2009; Heldman, 2011; Mitchell, Donahue, & Young-Law, 2012; Bocci, 2015). 
This allows me to end on two premises: a) Latinx colleges students who participate in service 
learning and community engagement that is closely tied to civic and political forms of 
engagement are not always formally institutionalized; and b) the importance of race dialogue in 
relation to the emphasis of critical consciousness and reflection is what distinguishes traditional 
from critical service learning. 
 
A Brief History of Service-Learning: From Traditional to Critical 
 

One of the first important aspects of the history of service-learning worth noting is how it 
was institutionalized by certain policies. Service-learning was first coined in 1969 and it is said 
to be connected to both the founding of Campus Compact in 1985 and the creation of the Learn 
and Service America (LSA) in 1990 (Mitchell, 2017). With regard to the Campus Compact, it is 
a national coalition between colleges and universities “committed to the public purpose of higher 
education” (Campus Compact). On their website, it also indicates the Compact as a 
“relationship-driven organization. . . dedicated solely to campus-based civic engagement.” As a 
national organization, Campus Compact has been the leading civic and community engagement 
of higher education (Beckman & Long, 2016).  

Five years later, in 1990, the Learn and Service America (LSA) program was created to 
provide support to K-12 schools, community organizations and universities. As a dominant 
practice of how colleges and universities practice community engagement, service learning was 
first institutionalized when it was set as policy by the National and Community Service Trust 
Act, which was signed into law by President George H.W. Bush in 1990 (Stoecker, 2016). The 
LSA is a program under the National and Community Service Trust Act, which distributes grants 
to “stimulate the use of service-learning as a strategy to meet unmet community needs” 
(Community-Wealth, 2020). In a similar tone, National and Community Service Trust Act 
designates “civic institutions to meet the human, educational, environmental, or public safety 
needs of neighboring communities” (1990, p. 21). The maintaining of this institutionalization 
was made possible by the Community Outreach Partnership Center (COPC) grant, which funded 
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higher education community engagement (Stoecker, 2016). This institutionalization of service-
learning can also be categorized as the beginning of traditional service-learning which is 
centered on a charity approach (Butin, 2012).  
Traditional Service-Learning 

Traditionally, service-learning is learning that involves communal work or ‘service.’ 
From the outset, this begs the question, “Who is the ‘server’ and who is being ‘served’?”, 
particularly when those who serve are predominantly white students and the served are the youth 
of color or community members of color. A seminal article by Mitchell (2008) clearly 
distinguishes between traditional and critical service-learning. Traditional service-learning, as 
Mitchell (2008) poses, is focused on service without attention to systems of inequality, whereas 
the other is “unapologetic” and focuses on dismantling structures of injustice. Specifically, 
traditional service learning emphasizes the individual, particularly the ’server.’ In education, this 
translates to focusing on the student, and the outcome and impact service learning has for the 
student. Furthermore, traditional service learning means service to individuals (e.g., community 
members) by individuals (e.g., students). In more pedagogical terms, the traditional 
understanding of service learning is tied to community service hours, where college students 
conduct their required hours at an organization (partnered with the college and/or classroom), 
and, on many occasions, produce reflection papers based on their experiences while working at 
the organization (Stoecker, 2016).   
 Further extending the characteristics of traditional service-learning, Dan W. Butin (2010), 
a pioneer in service-learning and widely cited scholar in the field, explains that service-learning, 
as pedagogy, “rejects the ‘banking’ model of education,” (p. 3) referencing the work of Paulo 
Freire. Butin (2010) conceptualizes service-learning as active learning, where the learner 
transcends the boundaries of the traditional classroom, and where theory and practice meet. 
Butin (2010) also clearly distinguishes between two spectrums of service-learning programs. The 
first, which I highlighted earlier, involves programs that emphasize more heavily the component 
of service and who is served, which might include volunteer activities and community service. 
The other side of the spectrum includes programs that focus more closely on the learning and 
provider of the service (i.e., the server), which includes internships and field-based education. 
Unlike Mitchell (2008) who distinguishes between traditional and critical modalities of service-
learning, Butin (2010) distinguishes service-learning in general from traditional models of 
teaching and learning in higher education. Although service-learning in higher education poses 
certain limitations, service-learning also has the potential to “reveal the limits of traditional 
models of teaching, learning, and research” (Butin, 2010, p. 19). In other words, the early 
integrations of service-learning were meant to respond to traditional modalities of teaching and 
learning in higher education.  
 One of the critiques of traditional service learning is that it reproduces a charity 
paradigm, which in turn, perpetuates the reproduction of discriminatory belief systems, 
prejudice, and stereotypes. Morton (1995) poses that there are a series of distinct community 
service paradigms: charity, project, and social change. Additionally, Morton (1995) argues that 
there is not simply a transition from one paradigm to another, which he calls a service 
continuum, the shift “from charity to advocacy,” or moving from the “personal to the political” 
(p. 20). Rather, he argues that there is a depth to each of the three paradigms, which he calls the 
paradigms of service. In this sense, Morton’s study found that the students understood charity as 
a “positive term” because it served as “a recognition of their obligation to help, and an 
expression of their recognition that our society affords them very few opportunities to make a 
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contribution” (p. 25). Morton explains that this conceptualization of charity is different from how 
theorist John Dewey defined it as based on a hierarchical dynamic where a superior class 
received merit by doing, or performing a type of service, for an inferior class.  

Differing from Morton’s findings, Helman (2011) describes further potential issues with 
a charity approach to service learning. In a college course that partnered with the Common 
Ground Relief, a grassroots organization started by local residents shortly after Hurricane 
Katrina. Helman (2011) explores the different between a charity approach to solidarity work by 
specifically focusing on privilege. Helman (2011) found that the students functioned as “charity 
workers” who inherently believed that “their volunteer work makes them ‘good people’ and they 
expect recognition for it” (p. 36). As an alternative paradigm, Heldman (2011) describes 
solidarity work where the students are able to “see themselves as equal to the peoples they are 
assisting” and “are able to see how privilege shapes their place in the social/economic hierarchy” 
(p. 36).  
Critical Service-Learning (CSL) 

Emerging literature extends traditional forms of service-learning and calls for the need to 
teach more ‘critical’ (Mitchell, 2008) and ‘justice-oriented’ (Butin, 2007) forms of service-
learning. Mitchell (2008) describes critical service-learning pedagogy as a completely different 
model from traditional service-learning, where the latter is focused on service without attention 
to systems of inequality and the former is unapologetic and focuses on dismantling structures of 
injustice.  

Other scholars, like Butin (2007), also challenged traditional service-learning approaches 
by framing it as justice-learning, which he conceptualizes as falling at the intersection of service-
learning and social justice education. In their study, Becker and Paul (2015) explore how a group 
of college students in a service-learning course that are placed in a community gardens situated 
in a high-poverty, predominantly Black, neighborhood, talk about race. The authors call this 
form of service-learning as “place-based,” which they describe as “building relationships with 
community partners and that is oriented around social justice rather than charity” (p. 187). 
According to Becker and Paul, the greater emphasis on a social justice approach allows for a 
shift in the focus from “heavily concentrating on student learning outcomes” to an “increased 
attention to research, policy, and community development” (p. 187).  

In reviewing the literature, I came across a tension among scholars challenging what is 
considered ‘traditional service-learning,’ and what has come to evolve as critical service-learning 
(CSL). To provide a synopsis, this is the roadmap that guides this literature review: Some 
scholars strive to differentiate traditional modalities of service-learning from critical service-
learning approaches (Butin, 2007; Butin, 2010; Mitchell, 2018). Specifically, some discussed 
critical forms of service-learning as those that strongly promote forms of service-learning that 
emphasize aspects of social justice (Hayes & Cuban, 1997; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; 
Butin, 2007). Others discussed how critical forms of service-learning attempt to understand the 
whiteness of service-learning pedagogy, not simply situate it as the opposite of traditional forms 
of service-learning (Mitchell et al., 2012; Hickmon, 2015). Lastly, some discussed difficult 
dialogues in the service-learning classroom, the majority of whom mentioned difficult race 
dialogue (Green, 2003; Souza, 2007; & Espino & Lee, 2011).  

CSL is characterized by a redistribution of power amongst campus community 
partnerships and all other participants, an explicit recognition of structures of inequality, and a 
strong emphasis of promoting social justice. According to Mitchell (2008), CSL aims to 
“redistribute power amongst all participants in the service-learning relationship, developing 
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authentic relationships in the classroom and in the community, and working from a social change 
perspective” (p. 50). In terms of pedagogy, this means that critical service learning should foster 
critical consciousness and that there should be a combination of both reflection and action, again 
gesturing toward Freirean principles. Following Mitchell (2008) and the work by Trudeau & 
Kruse (2014), Mitchell & Coll (2017) described a course that was informed by CSL to highlight 
the possibilities and promise of service-learning pedagogy that is rooted in civic education. In 
“Ethnic Studies as a Site for Political Education: Critical Service Learning and the California 
Domestic Worker Bill of Rights,” Mitchell and Coll (2017) observed an ethnic studies course 
focused on grassroots citizenship that had a direct engagement with the California Domestic 
Workers Coalition and the National Domestic Workers Alliance. The authors explain that the 
service component of the course was defined and dictated by the womxn’s domestic worker 
movement. This ranged from providing childcare at events to “researching key legislators, 
[students] offering their own testimonies to legislators in worker-led delegations and organizing 
education and outreach activities” (Mitchell & Coll, 2017, p. 189). In this case, service that is 
tied to more traditional roots of service learning still existed, but the power of how service was 
defined fell on the hands of the community participants. In this example, we can see how giving 
the community participants the autonomy to define what service would look like promotes a 
redistribution of power between the service-learning participants and the community members.  
 
Community Engagement in Higher Education 
 

A central goal of service-learning, and more precisely critical service learning, is to 
produce opportunities for students to engage with communities, which many times are 
communities of color. Particularly regarding ‘community’, it is important to note that there is a 
community itself in the institution of higher education and then the community outside this 
sphere, which may involve local schools or community-based organizations. This shift from 
traditional to critical service learning has also meant a shift from a charity model (Morton, 1995; 
Chesler, 1995; Chesler & Vasques Scalera, 2000; Heldman, 2011; Becker & Paul, 2015; Clark-
Taylor, 2017) to a community-engaged approach that derives from a community engagement 
model. Community engagement, as described by Mitchell (2017), can “include one-time service 
plunges – generally campus-wide events that place large numbers of students in short-term 
service projects, ongoing volunteer experiences with nonprofit agencies near campus, and week-
long immersive experiences in international sites” (p. 36). This form of community engagement 
described by Mitchell is very much situated in service. In relation to critical service learning, 
community engagement happens between the community and the university, which some have 
argued to be complex and not always reciprocal (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & 
Donohue, 2003; Quaranto & Stanley, 2016). Moreover, community engagement serves as an 
‘umbrella term’ for service-learning, including “teaching and learning experiences that integrate 
community-based work with reflection, whether research, cocurricular, or academic” (Mitchell, 
2017, p. 35-6). Others, like Ross (2012), have challenged the server-served dichotomy of the 
service component by arguing that a community-engaged pedagogy should “encourage border 
crossings, redistribute power, and develop authentic relationships” (p. 60). The core of critical 
service-learning promises to be more transformative of traditional forms of service-learning by 
producing greater levels and opportunities for engagement.  

Engagement is part of the emerging scholarship that strives to be more critical and 
transformative. Engagement, in the context of higher education, means that there is an “active 
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engagement with the people, problems, and promises of the community where [one lives]” which 
is characterized as “what civic education and community engagement experiences prepare 
people for” (Donahue & Plaxton-Moore, 2018, p. ix). For Taylor (2009), “[e]ngagement refers to 
an educational or research initiative conducted through some form of partnership and 
characterized by shared goals, a shared agenda, agreed-on definitions of success that are 
meaningful both to the university and to the community participants, and some pooling or 
leveraging of university resources and public and private” (p. 2). Within this definition of 
engagement, Taylor signals a mutual and reciprocal relationship between the university and the 
community participants. Yet, others, like Mitchell, push back on the idea that engagement is 
simply characterized by a partnership between the institution of higher education and the local 
community, especially when asymmetrical power dynamics are central to this partnership. A 
critical approach to both service learning and community engagement programs fosters 
understanding how the college campus may reproduce the issues they claim to address through 
CSL and community engagement programs (Mitchell, 2017). Mitchell argues that service 
learning and community engagement strategies that do not take an intersectional approach “tend 
to ignore the ways that these same issues manifest on campus” (2017, p. 38). In other words, this 
means that a partnership between a privileged institution of higher education and a local 
community is not always forged on an equal playing field.  
 The other form of engagement important to note is the engagement that happens between 
the college students and community member or organization, which many times is driven by a 
community-engaged framework or pedagogy. In many ways, this form of pedagogy aims more 
directly to engage the “language of the oppressed” (p. 8) by utilizing strategies to promote social 
change (Odeon & Casey, 2007), rather than the more traditional approach of service-learning 
that is solely situated in serving. Odeon & Casey (2007) stress the importance of the relationship 
between service learning and the Black Panther Party to signal how the organization engaged 
with language of the oppressed in the community work they conducted, which informed their 
political action. Some of the central critiques of forms of community engagement pedagogy is 
that most of the research focuses on the benefits to the student in the university-community 
relationship (or partnership) (Stoecker, 2016). Additionally, less is known about the impacts that 
this relationship has on the communities involved in the partnership even when the research 
seeks to understand the role of the community partner from the perspective of the students 
(Kane, 2012), and that there are more direct benefits to the students than to the communities they 
engage with (Ross, 2012; Paphitis & Weaver, 2017). The emphasis is more centered on the 
student – how community engagement is transformative for them and the types of opportunities 
they are given through this form of pedagogy while navigating higher education – rather than 
focusing on the communities they engage through their service-learning program.  

Although it was found that students who participate in community-engaged pedagogy 
perceive community partners as ‘experts’ and essential to the co-creation of knowledge, others 
argue that students have a greater benefit from participating in these types of learning in higher 
education. For example, Kane’s (2012) study elicited findings from college students enrolled in a 
seminar for sociology majors and minors. Out of a sample of 26 students, 20 identified as white. 
The findings revealed that the majority of students agreed that both students and partners can 
benefit from partner relationship. More specifically, the students perceived that they learned 
something important from the community partners and that they also learned from them in 
return. It is important to note that the study did not elicit data from the community partners 
engaged in the partnership. Similarly, a case study conducted by Ross (2012) challenges some of 
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the critiques of community engagement pedagogy, particularly the issue that community-
engaged pedagogy most benefits the students. Ross’ central point (2012) is that we, as educators 
adopting a community-engaged pedagogy, should “‘disrupt’ borders to achieve the objectives of 
critical service-learning based on power redistribution” (p. 60). By ‘border,’ Ross (2012) refers 
to the separation between the university and community; and between professors, students, and 
community members. Furthermore, the classroom – where much of the teaching and knowledge 
takes place – is the ‘borderland’ where it has the potential to “facilitate authentic relationships 
between university and community” (p. 60).  

The forms of community engagement embedded in higher education pedagogy that 
disrupt ‘borders’ between the university and the community are those that employ a social justice 
approach and indirectly/directly discussing the experiences of students of color. For example, 
Odeon & Casey (2007) argue that the community-based approach to service-learning is linked to 
the approaches used by the Black Panther Party years earlier. Traditionally, the community-
based approach to service-learning is said to be developed by a group of service-learning 
theorists and practitioners in the experiential education movement who coined this new approach 
as the “Wingspread Principles.” Odeon & Casey (2007) challenge the Wingspread Principles and 
argue that a community-based approach of service is linked to the Black Panther Party that 
should be centered on “the language of the oppressed” (p. 8). The Black Panther Party platform 
included a community service component centered on the ‘agency of the oppressed’ influenced 
by both the civil rights movement and the Black Nationalist Movement. The Black Panther 
movement was part of the broader civil rights movement through the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), which “used politically aware volunteers to register African 
Americans to vote and run for political office. The Freedom Riders were highly motivated 
volunteers who risked life and limb to challenge the apartheid system of the segregated South” 
(Odeon & Casey, 2007, p. 9).  

Another aspect embedded in community engagement pedagogy is how it explicitly aims 
to produce civic (or political) forms of engagement. Mitchell & Coll (2017) argue that this 
emphasis on political engagement is central to the shift from a charity model to one centered on 
engagement. On the other hand, Trudeau and Kruse (2014) add that even with the purpose of 
producing civic and political engagement the emphasis remains on the students, rather than the 
community. Civic engagement, unlike some of the community engagement literature that is 
interconnected with the service-learning literature, is more centered on social activism and “taps 
students’ intentional reflection on values and position within the larger social landscape” 
(Trudeau & Kruse, 2014, p. 13). An example of this is The Mentoring Center in Oakland, 
California. According to Odeon & Casey (2007), The Mentoring Center embodies a 
transformative mentoring approach focused on youth who are parolees from the California Youth 
Authority (CYA) As part of the programming of The Mentoring Center, the youth “are given an 
Afrocentric perspective on the history and development of the African American male mentality 
in American” (p. 11). Additionally, the program is a “sophisticated version of the political 
education classes that the Black Panther Party offered years ago” (Odeon & Casey, 2007, p. 12). 
In many ways, Odeon & Casey argue that incorporating political consciousness within 
community building will simultaneously meet the needs of the community and those (e.g., the 
college students) engaging with the community members.  
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Race and Whiteness in Community Engagement 
 

Extending the emphasis of engaging with the language of the oppressed, one of the 
under-researched areas within the community engagement literature, which this research expands 
on, is the role of race and racial identity and how they influence the ways students of color, 
particularly Latinx and Black students, understand their role when participating in service-
learning programs (Vaccaro, 2009; Mendel-Reyes & Mack, 2009). One of the underlining issues 
is that the majority of the research explores white racial identity in relation to community 
engagement (Green, 2003; Vaccaro, 2009; Helman, 2011). This array of research explores how 
whiteness impacts communities of color through service-learning (Vaccaro, 2009); how white 
students have possibilities to ‘unlearn’ their privilege by engaging with the community partner 
(Heldman, 2011); or how white students talk about white privilege in service-learning courses 
(Green, 2003). Although this body of research provides one lens by which to understand (i.e., 
through the lens of white students) the role of race in the way college students engage in their 
service-learning community site, it provides some useful information. On one hand, it provides a 
simple – yet powerful – distinction revealing that Students of Color who engage in service-
learning programs do not understand race through the same lens as white students. This 
distinction exposes white students’ level of prejudice and potential harm toward the community 
members with whom they interact. For example, Vaccaro (2009) found that white students 
perceived “laziness, apathy, and bad behavior among youth of color” (p. 125). On the other hand, 
this body of research reveals how white racial identity further legitimatizes the construction of 
the ‘good intentions’ of white students as a subtle form of privilege. When the motivation to 
participate in community engagement opportunities is tied to wanting to ‘feel good’ or for the 
purpose of being recognized for this work, this is tied to the charity paradigm (Morton, 1995). 
When exploring issues of privilege, Heldman (2011) supports this claim that in a charity 
approach, white students inherently believe that the work makes them ‘good people’ and they 
“expect recognition for it” (p. 36).  

Mendel-Reyes & Mack (2009) challenge this body of research that focuses on white 
racial identity and community engagement. They argue that teaching “through an African 
American lens can contribute to the redefinition of community engagement by applying the 
lessons of service-learning in that community to the best principles and practices for all” 
(Mendel-Reyes & Mack, 2009, p. 135). Doing so requires understanding that students’ 
experiences of interracial relations take place on three levels: between student and the 
community, between the students, and between the students and professors. Adding to this gap in 
the community engagement literature, Maruyama, Furco, & Song (2018) pose that 
underrepresented students may experience a “culture clash” (p. 222) that isolates them from the 
university, and that this lessens the capacity to develop a sense of belonging and engagement 
which are critical for persistence and success. Most importantly, the authors argue that there is a 
relationship between students’ academic success and their participation in a community-based 
service programming. They conclude that community engagement is crucial for the persistence 
of underrepresented students.  

 An under-researched area in service-learning is how it can perpetuate white liberal ideals 
and promote whiteness. Service-learning programs are “implemented mostly by white faculty 
with mostly white students at predominantly white institutions to serve poor individuals and 
mostly people of color” (Mitchell, Donahue & Young-Law, 2012, p. 612). This claim is 
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supported by Green (2003) who, as a white educator teaching a service-learning course, reflects 
on the problem of service-learning theories that take into consideration the subject position of 
students of color, and not just how white students experience and understand race. Green (2003) 
explains that the reason students choose to take service-learning classes is because they want to 
‘feel good’ about ‘helping others, and that this motive aligns with an abstract liberal ideal 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2003) that makes it “difficult to explore with students how cultural and systemic 
racism and classism create the need for service-learning in the first place” (Green, 2003, p. 282). 
Similarly, more recent studies (Becker & Paul, 2015; Cann & McCloskey, 2017), explore how 
this aspect of community service perpetuates whiteness. Cann and McCloskey (2017) provide a 
case study of predominantly white college students who tutored predominantly K-12 Latinx and 
Black youth. The case study found that white students perceived the Latinx and Black youth as 
being unprepared and lacking a critical perspective. Additionally, they also found a greater 
benefit to both the white students and the university, rather than the community organization, 
which may need additional resources, such as a facility where the tutoring took place. In a 
mixed-methods study, Becker and Paul (2015) explored how college students talked about race 
when they enrolled in a service-learning course that conducted service at community gardens 
situated in a high-poverty, predominantly Black neighborhood. Their study found that the white 
men and womxn “employ racial logics that reproduce color-blind racism” and that black womxn 
in the course “employ racial logics that challenge racism” (Becker & Paul, 2015, p. 191). 
Additionally, it is important to note that the authors indicate that the “two black men and one 
Asian woman” who were in the course “did not engage in race talk,” which was the reason for 
not including those in the research results (p. 191). 

Donahue and colleagues’ (2012) claim that service learning is a pedagogy of whiteness, 
that service-learning programs are designed from a white liberal frame that prioritizes the need to 
protect the emotions of white students with regard to dialogue and consciousness-building 
around race and racism. Said another way, service-learning programs and community 
engagement in higher education are designed in the best interest of white students, converging 
with the white liberal idea that poor communities of color need to be ‘served’ by privileged 
college students (Bell, 1980 & Bonilla-Silva, 2003). This situation simultaneously marginalizes 
or makes invisible forms of un-institutionalized service and community work already practiced 
by students of color. The institutionalization of service learning in higher education (Stoecker, 
2016) and the lack of acknowledgment of how Black liberation and Black social thought 
historically have adopted forms of community service (Stevens, 2003; Odeon & Casey, 2007) is 
one of the central issues with critical service learning failing to serve its pedagogical purpose of 
producing racial justice. Bonilla-Silva’s (2003) frame of abstract liberalism is relevant here to 
explain how the interest convergence (Bell, 1980) of service-learning is justified by the claim 
that students of color in higher education have the same opportunities and choices like all college 
students to enroll in these types of courses, rather than interrogating how the courses themselves 
might be perpetuating racial social issues both on and off campus (Mitchell, 2018). According to 
Bell (1980), interest convergence is when “the interest of blacks in achieving racial justice will 
be accommodated only when it converges with the interests of whites” (p. 523). The following 
section explores more closely how some critical forms of service-learning tailored at Latinx 
undergraduates might be challenging the broader literature that embodies a white liberal frame.  
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Pedagogies of the Home: Latinx College Students and CSL 
 

More than a redistribution of power between the college students engaging in the service 
and with the community partners, CSL is also about critically considering the question of who 
the students are performing the service. As discussed in the prior sections, traditional forms of 
service-learning pedagogy are centered on the pedagogical needs of white middle- and upper-
class college students. Although traditional form of service-learning pedagogy, which takes a 
Freirean approach, can be transformative for white students’ sense and understanding of racial 
identity, further research is needed on how students of color, particularly womxn of color’s 
understanding of race, gender, and class can be potentially transformative in critical service-
learning courses. This research situates college students of color as participants of critical 
service-learning courses and/or programs, rather than youth of color of communities of color as 
being ‘served’ by privileged white students. In light of this focus, I want to highlight some of the 
literature that specifically focuses on Latinx students’ experiences with service-learning 
programs (Teranishi, 2007; Delgado-Bernal, Aleman, & Garavito, 2009; Ross; 2012; Hipolito-
Delgado & Zion, 2015; Cate & Russ-Eft, 2018).  

Salinas (2020) explains that Latinx students serve as a “bridge” point between academics 
and their communities, she alludes to the work of Delgado-Bernal (2002), which argues that 
Latinx students are creators of knowledge. The literature that centers Latinx students in relation 
to service-learning and community engagement held this distinct theme: the straddling between 
two communities, the home (and family) and the academy. Delgado-Bernal (2001) contends that 
Chicana college students develop strategies to survive the educational system that silences and 
excludes them. To contextualize this, Delgado-Bernal (2001) coins this as “pedagogies of the 
home,” which she defines as the following:  

 
The communication, practices and learning that occur in the home and community, what 
I call pedagogies of the home, often serve as a cultural knowledge base that helps 
Chicana college students negotiate the daily experiences of sexist, racist, and classist 
microaggressions. Pedagogies of the home provide strategies of resistance that challenge 
the educational norms of higher education and the dominant perceptions held about 
Chicana students. (p. 624) 
 

Although pedagogies of the home do not directly connect to the broader service learning and 
community engagement literature, it provides useful theoretical underpinnings for the 
motivations of Latinx students who participate in both institutionalized and non-institutionalized 
forms of service and engagement.  Pedagogies of the home provide information to what sustains 
the involvement of Latinx students in community-engaged work as a means for institutions to 
have knowledge of how they might improve service-learning programs that are designed from a 
white liberal frame.  

One of the gaps in the critical service -earning literature is how Latinx college students 
can benefit from these types of programs. In an article titled, “A Review of Current Methods to 
Develop Empowering Service-Learning Programs for Latina/o College Students,” Cate and 
Russ-Eft (2018) argue that there is insufficient research that has explored the “potential of 
service-learning programs to increase the quality of educational opportunities specifically for 
underserved Latina/o students” (p. 217). The authors provide a post-colonialist theoretical 
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framework – by adopting the work of Edward Said, Paulo Freire, and Gloria Anzaldúa – to 
produce critical service-learning practices that empower Latina/o students. Under this 
framework, they propose the following programmatic elements: social support networks, social 
consciousness-raising, and peer-to-peer mentoring situations. Specifically, and aligning with the 
emphasis on community, critical service-learning programs for Latina/o college students “must 
be responsive to and deeply embedded in the values of the communities that they serve” (Cate & 
Russ-Eft, 2018, p. 224). The emphasis on communities, specifically those that are important for 
Latinx students, aligns with Delgado-Bernal’s pedagogies of home. 

One example of critical service-learning programs that places emphasis on Latinx 
students’ communities, is when the program intentionally places Latinx college students with 
Latinx youth in local schools. Delgado-Bernal and colleagues (2009) conducted a study with first 
year Latinx undergraduates who participated in a service-learning course at a predominantly 
white institution. The undergraduate students served as mentors in a mostly Latinx setting and 
simultaneously as college students at a predominantly white campus, according to the authors. 
The three central findings generated from this study were that Latino/a college students who 
participated in the program were able to: a) ‘cultivate’ their Latino/a identity from the mentoring 
experience with the youth; b) apply the content from the course, such as concepts like 
meritocracy, to understand their own positionality as Latino/a undergraduates at a predominantly 
white institution, and; c) and generate opportunities of social connectedness, where they were 
“intellectually engaged” in order to apply the content from the service-learning course to their 
own personal experiences and community involvement (Delgado-Bernal et al., 2009, p. 575). 
Also focusing on Latina/o college students, Teranishi (2007) looks at the important of 
experiential learning when doing community service in another country. Differing from 
Delgado-Bernal and colleagues’ study, which centered the service directly in a setting that was 
like home for the Latina/o college students, Teranishi’s study situated the Latina/o students away 
from home. The findings revealed the following themes: “self and identity development, 
relational development, awareness of structural inequalities, and connectedness to community” 
(Teranishi, 2007, p. 57). The difference in these findings is that Delgado-Bernal and colleagues’ 
study provided the students opportunities to apply what they were learning in the course to 
understand particular issues centered in the U.S. context and universities, such as meritocracy. 
Whereas in the Teranishi (2007) study, students were placed in Guanajuato, Mexico where 
meritocracy was not explored in terms of what it means to be Latinx in the U.S.  
 
Engagement of Race Dialogue in Higher Education 
 

If the purpose of critical service learning is to engage in praxis – embodying both aspects 
of reflection and action – about racial oppression, for example, then dialogue (or dialoguing) 
both via the reflective and action component becomes crucial. Paulo Freire describes dialogue as 
a horizontal relationship between people (versus a vertical hierarchical one) that is interwoven by 
love, humility, trust and criticality (Freire & Macedo, 1998). When this horizontal relationship is 
broken, then there is still dialogue but it is what Freire calls anti-dialogue, which is held together 
by lovelessness, arrogance, hopelessness, mistrust, and is acritical (Freire & Macedo, 1998). In 
Pedagogy of Oppressed, Freire similarly describes dialogue based on a horizontal relationship, 
but we find that this also encompasses naming the word and the world. Freire (1970/2000) 
explains that “dialogue cannot occur between those who want to name the world and those who 
do not wish this naming – between those who deny others the right to speak their word and those 
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whose right to speak has been denied them” (p. 88). This distinction between horizontal and 
vertical dialogue is not clearly distinguished in the literature that explores ‘difficult dialogue,’ 
which is imperative to consider for critical forms of service learning implemented in higher 
education, particularly when considering dialogue that concerns issues centered on racial and 
gendered oppression and/or the experiences of those oppressed.  

When exploring the literature of how dialogue, and specifically race dialogue, happens in 
community-engaged pedagogy, the literature favors the phrase ‘difficult dialogue.’ Difficult 
dialogues are understood as very common in college campuses where students of different 
backgrounds and upbringings co-exist and interact. Watt (2007) describes difficult dialogues as 
“verbal or written exchange of ideas or opinions between citizens within a community that 
centers on an awakening of potentially conflicting views or beliefs or values about social justice 
issues (such as racism, sexism, ableism, heterosexism/homophobia)” (p.116). Additional to 
Watt’s definition, I conceptualize difficult dialogues as classroom conversations that induce 
heavy emotions, sometimes even “explosive race-related emotions,” (p. 136) when engaging in 
social justice issues (Sue & Constantine, 2007). Similarly, Leonardo and Porter (2010) pose that 
when engaging in difficult dialogue regarding race, these are a “veiled form of violence” that is 
safe for white students at the expense of students of color (p. 140). They argue that “white 
privilege is at the center of most race dialogues, even those that aim to critique and undo racial 
advantage” (Leonardo & Porter, 2010, p. 140).  That said, not all service-learning courses engage 
issues related to race and gender, and not all are emotionally charged. The service-learning 
programs that choose to engage race and gender do so in two ways: a) an attempt to educate 
students about “their own and other’s identities” as a way to understand reality; and b) as a way 
to “challenge and transform racist and sexist aspects of community life” (Chesler & Vasques 
Scalera, 2000, p. 18). 

Much of the difficult dialogue literature focuses on the perspectives and experiences of 
white students. The literature on difficult dialogue discusses the experiences of white students 
(Green, 2003; Heldman, 2011; Souza, 2007), with some making minimal mention of students of 
color (Green; 2003; Souza, 2007), whereas others more explicitly described the experiences of 
students of color with difficult dialogue in service-learning courses (Sue et al., 2009; Espino & 
Lee, 2011). In mentioning students of color, the stories of difficult dialogues usually revealed 
that students of color often left these classrooms, or their perspectives were not represented. For 
example, Green (2003) reflects and writes about her strategies for engaging difficult dialogues 
around whiteness and privilege in their service-learning classroom. Green (2003) begins by 
admitting that their service-learning course “had problems addressing race, whiteness, and white 
racism other than abstractly, although the service experience provided concrete opportunities to 
consider systemic racism and how that has affected inner city environments” (p. 286).  

Furthermore, Green (2003) explains that although she implemented several techniques to 
encourage addressing some of the issues, that there continued to be tension in the ‘diverse’ 
classroom. Later, Green shares that the only two students of color in the year-long service-
learning courses left by the second semester. This shifted the atmosphere of the classroom, Green 
explains. White students broke the silence regarding why the two students had left, at least from 
their perspective. One white student, Andrea, said, “And I just think, that if I was the 
administration that I would hesitate to bring those kinds of students here, because they just can’t 
cut it. It’s got to start a lot sooner than college, and we just can’t let them in here” (Green, 2003, 
p. 290). For this research, this occurrence is particularly interesting because Green explains that 
this student demonstrated mastery of theoretical understandings of race and class oppression. 
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Green described this inconsistency – having ‘compassion’ for the African American population 
she worked with at their service-learning site, but not for her African American classmates – as 
something that ‘surprised’ her (p. 291). This is one example seen in the literature on difficult 
dialogue where students of color are mentioned in this limited way, leaving the reader pondering 
about the reasons that contributed to their departure.    

Some find that difficult dialogue is most likely to occur when microaggressions appear in 
interpersonal relations and encounters (Sue & Constantine, 2007; Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo, 
& Rivera, 2009). Daniel Solórzano (1998) conceptualizes racial microaggressions as subtle and 
convert racist practices that occur in private conversations and interactions. Other research on 
racial microaggressions focus on how it particularly impacts African Americans (Solórzano, Ceja 
& Yosso, 2000) or how it is influential in the ‘racial climate’ for Latina/o undergraduates 
(Yosso, Smith, Ceja & Solórzano, 2009; Solórzano & Pérez Huber, 2020). Racial 
microaggressions can come in the form of “racial snubs, put-downs, or a pattern of disrespect” 
(Sue et al., 2009, p.183). Particular to the experiences of Latina/o students, Yosso and colleagues 
explain there are three central types of racial microaggressions: interpersonal, racial jokes, and 
institutional. Particularly focusing on institutional microaggressions, these are defined as 
“racially marginalizing actions and inertia of the university evidenced in structures, practices, 
and discourses that endorse a campus climate hostile to People of Color” (p. 673). This form of 
racial microaggressions helps us understand the relationship between the university and the 
participants of this study. Interpersonal microaggressions, on the other hand, helps to understand 
what might be happening to Latinx students who participate in service-learning programs, 
particularly when engaging in dialogue with peers, faculty, or other personnel. This form of 
interpersonal microaggressions is defined as “verbal and nonverbal racial affronts directed at 
Latinas/os” that “disrupts the ‘natural’ state of being on campus” (Yosso et al., 2009, p. 667).  

For those service-learning courses that engage difficult dialogue, particularly when race 
is discussed, these race dialogues might be most difficult for white students, as far as coming to 
consciousness about white privilege and their role in systems of oppression. Leonardo (2004) 
argues that “whites enjoy privileges largely because they have created a system of white racial 
domination under which they can thrive as a group” (p. 88). Under a system of domination, at 
least in education, this means that white students are, a) not taught a critical understanding of 
race and white privilege, and b) are directly/indirectly white values and norms are perpetuated 
(Leonardo, 2004). The same difficult dialogue can also be characterized as difficult for students 
of color, but for different reasons, like experiencing a microaggressions (Sue et al., 2009). Sue 
and Constantine (2007) pose that white students have a difficult time with these types of 
dialogue because of four central fears: a) fear of appearing racist; b) fear of realizing their 
racism; c) fear of confronting white privilege; and d) fear of personal responsibility to end racism 
(see also Leonardo & Porter, 2010). Alongside these reasons, it is argued that most of the studies 
and research on difficult dialogues of race “focus on the fears and biases of White students while 
neglecting the perspective of students of color (Sue & Constantine, 2007 as cited in Sue et al., 
2009, p. 184).  
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Conclusion  
 

In this chapter, I began by providing a brief history of service learning, particularly by 
describing the motives of shifting from traditional forms of service learning to what is referred to 
as critical service learning (CSL). All in all, the shift from traditional to critical service learning 
was tied to the desire of placing a greater emphasis on social justice, systems of inequality, and 
challenging the charity paradigm (Morton, 1995) central to more traditional forms of service-
learning programs. In other words, the shift from traditional to critical was similarly a shift from 
a charity to an advocacy model. CSL, as I demonstrated, embodies Freirean principles, 
particularly those that promote critical consciousness and dialogue. This area of the literature 
serves to lay the foundation of the entire dissertation that aims to demonstrate how the 
participants practiced aspects of CSL. With that said, the other sub-area of the literature 
reviewed, such as community engagement, was intended to bridge with CSL by demonstrating 
the importance of community, particularly Communities of Color. I particularly focused on the 
parts of the community engagement literature that discussed the role of college students 
engaging or participating with community organizations and members. Within this literature, I 
focused on the question of race and whiteness, specifically how these take form when the 
emphasis is placed on Latinx student’s communities. The review of community engagement in 
higher education and race served to lay the foundation for Chapter 4: Community Engagement 
Centered on Praxis and Vulnerability and Chapter 5: Community Engagement Centered on 
White Liberalism.  

The final sub-area reviewed focused on praxis, particularly the question of race dialogue. 
Throughout this presentation of the relevant literature, I used the phrase “difficult dialogue,” as 
was used in the literature reviewed, to provide some context as to how dialogue is framed in the 
context of the broader service-learning and community-engagement literature. It was found that 
the majority of the literature on difficult race dialogue centers the experiences of white students 
and their experiences of coming to a consciousness of their white privilege when participating in 
service-learning programs. Given this, Chapter 6: “Testimonios of Pain”: The Question of 
Critical Emotionality in Critical Service Learning,” documents how the participants of this study 
shared narratives of pain when describing how they both experienced and made meaning of race-
gender dialogue in the context of the college classroom and while participating in their service 
work. This final data chapter of the dissertation extends a gap in the broader service-learning and 
community-engagement literature by providing data on the specific experiences of Latinx and 
Black college students with regard to race-gender dialogue in relation to community engagement 
in higher education.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

A Latinx Feminist Methodology of Pain 
 
Qualitative Inquiry and Researcher Positionality  
 

History is also about power. In fact history is mostly about power. 
It is the story of the powerful and how they became powerful, and 
then how they use their power to keep them in positions in which 
they can continue to dominate others. It is because of this 
relationship with power that we have been excluded, marginalized 
and “Othered.” (Smith, 2012, p. 35) 
 
I feel like there are like a lot of professors that tend to be a little bit 
more conservative. I even kinda feel bad for them because I feel 
like the only reason they’re being that way is not necessarily to like 
target our community but like to try to keep their space, you know 
and like their little bit of power that they even have ~Maribel4, 
third-year undergraduate 
 

Both Linda Tuhiwai Smith and Maribel, a Mexican womxn5 undergraduate at Western 
University6 (henceforth WU), describe a type of majoritarian narrative of power. For Smith 
(2012), the discussion originates from a methodological standpoint that urges researchers to 
consider the implications of power dynamics to decolonize our research practices and methods 
(see also Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). For Maribel, a participant in this research study, her 
observations as a first-generation Mexican student at a large top tier public university of the 
existent power dynamics with faculty were central to her experience as a college student. This 
chapter aims to explicitly address emotions, particularly pain, that emerge when the interviewed 
participants engage and dialogue about issues related to race, gender, class, and other systems of 
oppression. In this chapter, I expand on the work of critical race and feminist methodologies 
(Delgado-Bernal, 1998; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Delgado-Bernal, Burciaga, Carmona, 2012; 
Leonardo, 2013; Fierros & Delgado-Bernal, 2016; & Sprague, 2016) to include what I call a 
Latinx Feminist Methodology of Pain. I define a Latinx Feminist Methodology of Pain as an 
empirically grounded approach to educational research that emerged from the testimonios of pain 
of eight self-identified womxn of color, predominantly Latinx (Cruz, 2001; Ahmed, 2012). A 
Latinx Feminist Methodology of Pain begins with the trajectory of a critical race methodology 
that promotes storytelling (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) by employing testimonios (Delgado-
Bernal et al., 2012) and pláticas (Fierros & Delgado-Bernal, 2016). By acknowledging the 
importance of honoring womxn’s cultural intuition (Delgado-Bernal, 1998) in the research 

 
4 Pseudonyms are used for all research participants discussed in this paper. 
5 The choice, which is also a methodological choice, to use “Latinx” and “womxn” with an “x” derives from what a 
majority of the participants indicated when asked how they identified racially and when asked how they identified as 
a “womxn of color.” Additionally, the use of the “x” in both signifies a resistance to patriarchal restrictions on one’s 
gender identity, thus providing more fluidity as to how one identifies across race, ethnicity, and gender. This is a 
general analysis that does not guarantee the reason(s) for some of the participants using Latinx rather than Latina.  
6 A pseudonym is used for the research site discussed in this paper.  
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process, a Latinx Feminist Methodology of Pain also points to the role of emotions in more 
concretely analyzing the testimonios shared by the participants.7  

Testimonios have been widely used in the field of education to understand the 
experiences of Chicanx/Latinx communities. Similar to Cindy Cruz’s epistemology of the brown 
body (2001), “testimonios align with a strong feminista tradition of theorizing from the brown 
female body, breaking silences, and bearing witness to both injustice and social change” 
(Delgado-Bernal et al., 2012, p. 364). Tied to narrative inquiry, or testimonios as a process, is the 
“act of recovering…previous experiences otherwise silenced and untold and unfolding them into 
a narrative that conveys personal, political, and social realities” (Delgado-Bernal et al., 2012, p. 
364). Testimonio as method urges the need to radically change aspects of education and unveil 
new approaches to understand the individual and collective experiences of womxn of color 
students centered on “marginalization, oppression, and resistance” (Delgado-Bernal et al., 2012, 
p. 367). 

Pláticas are crucial in my methodology in order to consider important aspects when 
engaging with the Latinx population. Fierros and Delgado-Bernal (2016) explain that pláticas are 
more than just than an initial informal conversation at the beginning of an interview. When we 
situate pláticas as more than just a method approach – i.e., how interviews are conducted – then 
we can imagine the function of pláticas as methodology. Pláticas as methodology means taking 
“into consideration the epistemological framing of the researcher and their relationship to the 
research inquiry and research participants” (Fierros & Delgado-Bernal, 2016, p. 107). Central to 
their conceptualization of pláticas as methodology, the authors explain that the researcher must 
also be open and vulnerable when engaging with study participants. During my interview with 
Tania, for example, there was a moment during the interview when Tania shared a very painful 
story of how she was made to feel ‘uncomfortable’ by the ‘boys’ in her swimming class in high 
school. Tania shared with me that she stopped attending swimming class after feeling 
uncomfortable and got in ‘trouble’ with the teacher. During this vulnerable moment, I created a 
space for potential healing by listening to Tania, by validating her decision to stop attending 
swimming class. After Tania shared this vulnerable story, I responded, “You did nothing wrong 
by not attending class.” 

This dissertation is a case-based qualitative research, particularly focusing on Latinx 
undergraduates at one institution of higher education, Western University. Narrative research, 
which is influential in the design of this study, is a qualitative approach that entails collecting 
stories from individuals, including group conversations, about their lived experiences (Creswell, 
2013; Riessman, 2008; Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Narrative 
inquiry has also been “increasingly used in studies of educational experience” (Connelly & 
Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). As such, the primary method employed in the study is qualitative in-depth 
one-on-one interviews. Interviews are a central method of narrative inquiry since the emphasis is 
on the participants’ stories and experiences, particularly regarding their stories related to 
education and higher education (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). From a case study logic approach 
(Yin, 2002), a sequential interviewing process was undertaken emphasizing understanding each 
interview to formulate grounded theory from the participants’ narratives. Taking such approach 
that focuses on the interviews conducted categorizes each interview as a testimonio rather than 
solely an individual interview from a large sample (Small, 2009). Testimonios serve as a 

 
7 A more in-depth explanation of testimonios of pain, as a central finding in the research, is given in chapter 6. Since 
the finding was a methodological one, I give mention of it here to explain how it connects to the overall methods 
employed.  
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powerful methodological approach in educational research because it allows the participant to 
share the witnessing of injustice to oppression (Huber Perez, 2009). In this sense, it goes beyond 
the narrative of the individual participant and enters a space of narrating also to the witnessing of 
the oppression of others. In the case of this research, the participants shared their own 
experiences with oppression as well as what they witnessed in their hometown communities and 
through their community work. Huber Perez (2009) defines testimonio as “a verbal journey of a 
witness who speaks to reveal the racial, classed, gendered, and nativist injustices they have 
suffered as a means of healing, empowerment, and advocacy for a more human present and 
future” (p. 644).  

An important component of the case study design to interviews, according to Small 
(2009), is that “each subsequent case attempts to replicate the prior ones” (p. 25). To identify any 
replication, or the eliciting of new information, I documented field notes after each interview and 
prior to conducting the next interview. In these field notes, I found replication of similar themes 
across interviews. One of these themes, which I will discuss in this chapter is that all the 
participants shared testimonios of pain as central to what both constructed and sustained their 
community engaged work at WU. In chapter 6, I discuss further how testimonios of pain was a 
finding that emerged from the data. In this chapter, I want to allude to it with the purpose of 
tying it to the overall methodology of the research. As far as the methods employed for this 
study, below I provide further information regarding my research site, my relationship to and 
selection of the participants, and the data collection and analysis procedures. This interview 
method of data collection was done over the span of an academic year, specifically three terms – 
Fall, Spring, and Summer. Interviews lasted from one-and-a-half hours to over two hours in 
duration and the majority were conducted in-person while two were conducted virtually via 
Zoom due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The feminist component of this research is to some extent personal. The statement that 
‘womxn are oppressed’ is described by Stanley & Wise (1983) as “a truism…[that] needs critical 
explication because, while self-evident to feminists on one level, on another it hides a multitude 
of complexities, ambiguities, and contradictions” (p. 193). For Stanley & Wise (1983), feminist 
research means producing research where womxn define and interpret their own experiences, 
specifically those that have been overly defined by men. For this reason, this research 
investigation encompasses testimonios (Delgado-Bernal, Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012) and 
pláticas (Fierros & Delgado-Bernal, 2016) approach, as forms of method and as methodology, 
whose difference from each other I explain below. Extending narrative inquiry, testimonios 
allowed me to position the individual narratives shared by the participants in relation to larger 
collective themes that emerged in the data analysis process. 
Research Questions 

By engaging pláticas as part of the methods, I collected eight testimonios that served both as 
case studies as well as elicited collective themes related to service and community engagement. 
By utilizing a narrative data analysis approach (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Riessman, 2008), I 
elicited collective themes related to white liberalism, forms of community engagement, and 
emotionality in the participants’ experience of higher education. This approach led me to 
redefine my initial research questions around service-learning in higher education and to 
consider the following:  
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1. How does white liberalism frame and construct service-learning programs in higher 
education? 

2. How do Latinx undergraduate students make meaning of community engagement in both 
institutionalized and non-institutionalized forms of service learning they participate in, 
both as experienced and conceptualized? 

3. In what ways, if at all, do Latinx students both express and engage with emotions in how 
they experience and conceptually understand difficult race and gender dialogue as they 
participate in community engagement in higher education? 

 
When returning to the data, I was careful to document the perspectives that related to these three 
central areas of the investigation, particularly by noting specific narratives the participants shared 
before and while navigating WU.  
The Researcher: Standpoint Epistemology 

Given the emphasis on narrative and the feminist approach of this research, I utilize my 
own higher education narrative as part of what frames the methodology of this research. 
Specifically, I utilize and situate my own higher education story as part of the epistemology – or 
theory of knowing – that guides this research. I found it important to utilize my own positionality 
as a first-generation womxn of color who navigates institutions of higher education, specifically 
with the intend to honor what Dolores Delgado Bernal (1998) has referred to as a Chicana 
feminist epistemology. Delgado Bernal (1998) explains that a Chicana feminist epistemology 
allows for the grounding of the “unique life experiences of Chicanas,” and that it is particularly 
important in educational research because historically “Chicana students experience school from 
multiple dimensions, including their skin color, gender, class, and English-language proficiency” 
(p. 561).  By doing so, I use my own cultural intuition as a womxn of color, specifically a self-
identified Chicana first-generation student, who has had certain experiences and has certain 
understandings of higher education and the world as a frame of reference. A cultural intuition is 
that unique viewpoint or perspective from Chicana researchers (Delgado Bernal, 1998, p. 563). 
In other terms, I approach this research with a critical feminist of color lens. From a feminist 
analysis, the focus is to understand the relationship between the knower, the known, and the 
process of knowing (Sprague, 2016). With this, I understand and position the participants as 
knowers, and holders of their own narratives, and utilize my own narrative as a lens by which to 
connect with them and understand their own. One of the feminist critiques of qualitative 
methodology is the objectification of research subjects (Sprague, 2016). Some of the strategies to 
avoid objectification, outlined by feminist qualitative researchers, are the following: reciprocal 
relationships with research subjects; emotions as analytic tools; and for researchers to draw on 
their “own biographies to increase empathy and understandings” (Sprague, 2016, p. 160). My 
ability, as a Chicana researcher, to honor and welcome my cultural intuition into the research 
process supported in assuring what is outlined by Sprague (2016) as characterizing feminist 
research. Doing the work of understanding my own oppression as Chicana, first-generation, and 
low-income, or what the Latina Feminist Group (2001) has called papelitos guardados, or tucked 
away papers with our written “thoughts and feelings” of when we have felt “isolation” and 
navigated “difficult times” (p. 1).  
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A Latinx Feminist Methodology of Pain 
 

As indicated, the methodology of this research is centered on the testimonios of pain 
shared by the Latinx participants who participated in this study, as they relate to the intersection 
of race, gender, and class. Zeus Leonardo (2013) explains that “methodology’s arguably most 
important function is to justify the purpose and project of social research” and that “race research 
comes with a politics of either intervening in racism or becoming spectators of it” (p. 600). The 
purpose of this research project is to bring to light counter-narratives (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002), 
or specifically what I call testimonios of pain, to understand more concretely the issues faced by 
the group of Latinx participants. Most important, it seeks to understand how their stories serve 
both as a form of resistance to a system that has oppressed them and as a mechanism by which to 
continue sustaining their community-engaged work. In many ways, their community-engaged 
work, although not formally institutionalized, intervened not only into racism, but also in gender- 
and class-based oppression.  

Similar to the way that Leonardo (2013) describes Charles Mills’ Racial Contract as 
methodology, I weave Sarah Ahmed’s (2015) sociality of pain with testimonios (Delgado-Bernal 
et al., 2012), and pláticas (Fierros & Delgado-Bernal, 2016) to coin what I call a Latinx Feminist 
Methodology of Pain that emerged from an analysis of the participants’ stories. When describing 
the sociality of pain, Sarah Ahmed (2015) explains that pain is represented by Western culture as 
a ‘lonely thing’ (p. 29).  Described as a ‘contingent attachment’ in relation to others, the sociality 
of pain “requires an ethics, an ethics that begins with your pain, and moves towards you, getting 
close enough to touch you, perhaps even close enough to feel the sweat that may be the trace of 
your pain on the surface of your body” (Ahmed, 2015, p. 30). More than testimonios, the 
participants shared with me testimonios of pain related to their navigation of higher education 
and how this pain sustained their community work. In this case, the testimonios of pain was a 
methodological finding that derived from first employing testimonio and plática as 
methodological tools. Delgado-Bernal and colleagues (2012) position testimonio as a 
methodological and pedagogical tool. They state that testimonio as a methodological tool allows 
researchers to give “voice to silences” and “disentan[gles] questions surrounding legitimate 
truth” (Delgado-Bernal et al., 2012, p. 365). Testimonio methodology’s goal highlights the 
urgency to address educational inequities and unveil new approaches to understand the 
individual in relation to a collective experience centered on “marginalization, oppression, and 
resistance” (Delgado-Bernal et al., 2012, p. 367).  

By employing a Latinx Feminist Methodology of Pain, I lean on a framework centered on 
the idea that the body serves as a site of knowledge production (Cruz, 2001), and that pain as an 
emotion is carried in the body (Ahmed, 2015). In “Toward an Epistemology of a Brown Body,” 
Cindy Cruz (2001) argues that the production of knowledge begins and originates in the brown 
bodies of the mothers and grandmothers of brown womxn. Similar to how one might think of 
emotions as ‘messy,’ Cruz (2001) describes the body as a ‘messy text’ that is “a political liability 
in our movement toward a standpoint of Chicana critical practice” (p. 660). Cruz (2001) urges 
educational researchers to consider the brown body as a site of knowledge as fundamental to 
reclaim narratives, which is referred to as a project of reclamation. Extending Cruz’s (2001) 
notion of the body as a site of knowledge, Sarah Ahmed’s (2015) concept of the sociality of pain 
provides a path to welcome emotions into the methodology of educational research, particularly 
when engaging with narratives or stories of pain. Like Cruz (2001), Ahmed (2015) contends that 
pain is not stagnant but exists in our bodies. This is similar to the idea of someone ‘carrying their 



 

 31 

emotions,’ and the expectation is to practice isolation when engaging with the heaviness of these 
emotions. In this research, participants expressed certain emotions during their testimonios 
(Delgado-Bernal, Burciaga & Carmona, 2012), which should not be ignored but rather validated 
as legitimate knowledge that emerged from their experience and expressed in the data.  

 
Methods 
 
Data Collection: Recruitment and Screening Questionnaire 

Over a span of approximately one year, I actively recruited womxn of color, particularly 
Black and Latinx at WU. The recruitment of participants was a two-tier process. Since the 
research aimed to elicit experiences inside the classroom that embody a critical service-learning 
and/or community engagement approach the recruitment process began by selecting college 
courses that, at least in theory, embedded a community engagement approach. After selecting 
these types of college courses, the instructor(s) on record of these courses were sent the 
recruitment call and asked to share it with their students. This was done three times after the 
completion of each semester: Fall 2019, Spring 2020, and Summer 2020.  

The recruitment call aimed to recruit self-identified womxn of color, particularly Black 
and Latinx, who fell under one of the following scenarios outlined below in terms of service-
learning and/or community engagement. The language used in the recruitment call was precisely, 
“Womxn of color, specifically Black and Latinx self-identified” (see Appendix). The call 
recruited predominantly self-identified Latinx participants, as well as one Black/Mexican and 
two Asian American. A methodological decision was taken to interview only the Latinx and one 
Black participant8 to center the research specifically on the collective resistance and coalition-
building between these two groups in service and community engagement in higher education:  

 
1. Those who had formally taken a service-learning, or community-engaged 

pedagogy, course. 
2. Those who had experience with a community-based organization off campus, 

either prior or while attending WU 
3. Those who had neither taken a service-learning, nor participated in a community-

based organization off-campus but had other forms of community engagement 
on/off campus. 
 

The recruitment call included a link to a screening questionnaire9 that interested participants 
could complete. As a methodological tool, the screening questionnaire served two purposes: a) to 
recruit participants; and b) to gather demographical data from participants (both those who 
decided to participate in the research and those who eventually chose not to). A total of 17 
responses to the questionnaire were obtained, 5 of which were not fully completed by the 
participant, meaning that the participant started the questionnaire then stopped. A total of 12 full 

 
8 Again, the decision to only interview self-identified Black and Latinx is two-fold. On one hand, that was the focus 
of the research initially to account for the continuous oppression experienced by Black and Latinx womxn in higher 
education. This is not to insinuate that other women of color, such as Asian American or Indigenous womxn, for 
example, do not experience oppression. Rather, and on the other hand, it goes alongside the second part of this 
decision, which is that the only self-identified Black participant, who happened to identify as Mexican-Black, allows 
for me to maintain the research as focused on Latinx woxen, broadly but also at the specificity of the racialization of 
Latinx populations, particularly at the intersection with Blackness.  
9 Qualtrics was used as the software to produce the recruitment questionnaire. 
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responses to the questionnaire were collected, and 8 of the responders agreed to participate in an 
in-depth interview.  

As indicated, this recruitment method involved three waves over the span of one 
academic year. The first wave, which took place between December 2019 and January 2020, 
yielded six participants and the second wave in May of 2020 yielded two. It is important to note 
that during this second wave of recruitment the world faced a pandemic and the final two 
interviews were conducted virtually over Zoom. During the final and third recruitment wave, the 
emphasis was placed on recruiting more Black students to participate in an interview since only 
one had been recruited during the first two phases, so the recruitment call was sent to both 
summer courses as well as the Black Student Center at WU. No participants were recruited to 
participate in an interview during the third wave, which might have possibly occurred because 
this final wave took place during the pandemic. Although one might believe for it to be more 
‘convenient’ to recruit and interview participants remotely, due to the negative impacts on the 
entire world of the COVID-19 pandemic, including college students, this was not the case. 
Despite this, two interviews were conducted remotely during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

There was no pre-determined number of participants to interview. The research design 
took a case study logic that is ‘sequential,’ where “each case provides an increasingly accurate 
understanding of the question at hand” (Small, 2009, p. 24-5). In other words, each interview is 
analyzed as a case and, simultaneously, themes across the interviews were also taken into 
account in the analysis phase. One of the central objectives of a case model logic is saturation 
(Small, 2009; Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Small (2009) explains that one characteristic of a case 
study logic is that “each subsequent case attempts to replicate the prior ones” (p. 25). To this, 
Corbin & Strauss (2015) add that a researcher gathers “data until reaching the level of data 
‘saturation’,” which means that the duration/length of the data collection is performed “until the 
theory is dense and logical and there are no gaps in the explanations” (pp. 139-140). The 
interview that began to provide new insight was the seventh interview with Camila who 
identified as Black-Mexican. Her testimonio provided new insight to what it meant to be a 
Black-Mexican womxn engaging in community work at WU, as well as new information 
regarding how she experienced exclusion relative to the other participants. For this reason, the 
third wave of the recruitment focused more heavily on recruiting other Black students as a means 
of reaching saturation rather than employing a sampling logic of simply recruiting any 
participant for the purpose of increasing the sample size. Since no additional Black students were 
subsequently recruited, this is a limitation that can be further explored in future research.  
Research Site 

This research investigation was conducted at one institution of higher education that is a 
large research-focused tier-one university in the West Coast, which I call Western University 
(WU). As far as statistics relevant to this study, WU is predominantly comprised of a majority of 
white and Asian college students. It is also important to note that there is approximately 15% 
enrollment of Latinx students and 3% Black student enrollment. These racial demographics are 
important to note given that the focus of this study is on Latinx and Black self-identified college 
students. For many of the participants, the reason for choosing WU was its strong emphasis on 
social justice and history rooted in liberation. For example, for Dalia, a fourth-year transfer 
student from a local community college, she described the institution as “very active with student 
issues,” and where there was “a lot of protests.”  
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The Latinx Participants 
Given the history of Black struggle in service and community engagement, one of the 

intentions of this research was to center specifically Black and Latinx womxn college students 
and built coalitions across shared vulnerabilities of these two groups (Odeon & Casey, 2007; 
Mendel-Reyes & Mack, 2009). Although the hope was to recruit evenly amongst these two 
groups, the research recruited predominantly self-identified Latinx participants (n=7) and one 
mixed-race Mexican-Black participant. Yet, I found an abundance of stories shared by the 
participants about connecting to other Black womxn at WU in the context of the classroom 
setting. For example, Tania spoke about feeling more comfortable talking about race in 
classroom spaces with predominantly Black womxn. She said the Black womxn “held a space 
for us” and “we held a space for them.” Yet, and as discussed in the recruitment process, this 
serves as a limitation in the research as well as an area for further research in the realm of 
community engagement in higher education.  

The primary data source involved for this research stems from in-depth interviews and an 
initial recruitment screening questionnaire with self-identified womxn of color undergraduates 
attending WU. The initial recruitment questionnaire recorded a total of seventeen responders, 
eight of whom agreed to participate in an individual in-depth interview. Additionally, many of 
the participants were in their third or fourth year of study at WU. The participants were between 
the ages of 18-30, five of whom identified as traditional students (i.e., entered directly from high 
school) and three identified as transfer students (i.e., entered from a community college).  

 
Table 1. Demographic Summary of Latinx Participants 
Participant Age range Racial 

identification 
Ethnic 
Identification 

Gender 
identification 

Esperanza 18-20 Prefer not to 
answer 

Mexican 
American 

Female (she 
series) 

Rosalba 21-25 Beautiful brown 
chicanax 

Chicanax Gender fluid 
(she/they) 

Tania 21-25 Latina Mexican-
American 

She/her (female) 

Maribel 18-20 Hispanic Mexicana Heterosexual 
woman 

Dalia 25-30 Latina Prefer not to 
answer 

Female 

Magda 18-20 Prefer not to 
answer 

Mexican Female 

Emilia 21-25 Black Mexican woman 

Camila 18-20 Indigenous 
(Yucatan/Mayan) 

Latinx Gender fluid, 
primarily Female 

 
The initial terminology used to recruit participants for this study was “women of color, 

particularly Latina and Black women,” but midway during the data collection I realized the 
participants were using the term Latinx during the interviews. For this reason, during the last two 
phases of the recruitment effort I changed the term from “Latina” to “Latinx.” Although the 
change derived from using the participants’ own language, I realized my own confusion and  
discomfort with the term derived from not knowing its history and origin. Although not an initial 
focus of the research, it was a methodological finding that deserved attention for purposes of 
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determining a collective naming of the participants of the study, since the findings for how they 
self-identified in terms of race, ethnicity and gender on the initial questionnaire did not elicit one 
common denominator (i.e., they did not all identify as “Latina” or “Mexican” or even 
“Hispanic”).  

Most of the community engagement and service-learning literature reviewed in the 
previous chapter predominantly used the terms such as Hispanic, Latina/o, or Chicana/o to 
identify and label the participants discussed in their research. As the table indicates, there was no 
consistent racial and/or ethnic identifier across all participants, because they all self-identified 
slightly differently. Due to this nuance, this research study uses the emerging term of Latinx to 
collectively define the participants of this study, rather than other more typical and traditionally 
used terms such as “Hispanic” or “Latina.” Unlike research studies that center “Latino boys or 
men,” for example, this research is careful not to categorize itself in terms of “Latina girls or 
women” because the participants as a collective did not place themselves under such category, 
and the research as a whole is providing a critical intersectional analysis of race and gender 
identification and sense of belonging. Latinx, then, is an ‘ideological term’ that emerged out of 
higher education that allows us to ask questions about gender and inclusion (Salinas, 2020). Such 
decision requires providing a brief context of how Latinx has been adopted in higher education 
research and generated popularity in academia (Guidotti-Hernandez, 2017; Salinas, Doran & 
Swingle, 2020; Salinas, 2020).  

Latinx is a term that many imagined would come and go. However, interestingly it has 
built momentum and popularity particularly in academic and activist settings (Salinas et al. 2020 
& Salinas 2020) and in social media (Guidotti-Hernandez, 2017). It is said to have originated in 
college in the early 2000’s because of the need of students wanting a ‘gender-neutral’ term 
(Steinmetz, 2018). There have been other pan-ethnic labels, like “Latino”, “Latina/o” and 
“Latin@” that have been used with the purpose of greater inclusivity of various ethnic groups 
(Salinas et al., 2000), but the use of the “X” in Latinx advances this inclusion beyond simply 
identifying with the “o” or “a.” Particularly, the history of the “x” was first introduced in the 
shift from Chicano to “Xicano” during the Civil Rights Movement, or Malcolm X using it as a 
way to “buck a system in which many black Americans had ended up with the surnames of slave 
owners” (Steinmetz, p. 24, 2018).  

The use of the “X” is also said to be related to indigenous roots, particularly Nahuatl 
when writing Chicano/Chicana as Xicano/Xicana (Guidotti-Hernandez, 2017). Of most interest 
and pertinence to this research is that the X in Latinx is argued to be feminist (Guidotti-
Hernandez, 2017; Steinmetz, 2018). Guidotti-Hernandez (2017) explains that the “X” is a 
(re)appropriation by feminists to “break boundaries around gender, proper femininity, self-
defense, the defense of a people in a woman-centered fashion” (p. 143). More than a term said to 
originate in activism and community engagement, the ‘X’ is a term that allows us to imagine 
beyond “gender normativity and repression” (Guidotti-Hernandez, 2017, p.  157), which may not 
be accomplished by using the “a”, “o/a” or even “@”.  
Data Collection: In-depth Interviews 

The interviews for this study were semi-structured. Certain guidelines and preplanned 
interview questions were used, but moving away from this script allowed for flexibility (Morrell 
& Carroll, 2010). The interviews were semi-structured because, unlike structured interviews, 
they allow for “flexible, detailed explanation” from the participant (Soss, 2006, p. 135). 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) focus on experience when performing in-depth interviews based 
on narrative inquiry. They explain that taking a narrative qualitative approach entails coming into 
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the ‘midst of stories,’ where the researcher comes in the midst of “the places in which they live 
and work, their classrooms, their schools, and their communities” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, 
p. 64).10 In the case of this research, I came into the participant’s life as their academic trajectory 
at WU was ending, at least for a majority of the participants who were either a junior about to 
start their final year, a senior on their final semester, or already graduated (those interviewed 
during the Summer of 2020) at the time I interviewed them. This is important because when I 
asked them what encouraged and/or motivated them to participate in this study11, the responses 
were one (or both) of the following: a) ‘I rarely see this type of research’ that centers womxn of 
color; and b) ‘I wanted a space where I could reflect about my time here.’ A graduating senior at 
the time of the interview, Rosalba explicitly told me they wanted to use the interview as a way to 
reflect on their four years at WU and potentially get some clarification about their trajectory 
upon graduation. I interviewed Rosalba in the ‘midst’ of the transition between graduating 
college and the uncertainty of what would come after.  

 As far as the logic behind my choice of using in-depth interviews as the primary data 
collection method, I find it useful to discuss interviewing as interpretive or hermeneutic, 
especially when the subjectivity of the interviewer becomes relevant. In-depth interviews are a 
useful method for interpretation, of meaning-making of a particular phenomenon from the 
perspective of a certain cultural group or individual (Yow, 1997; Soss, 2006). Yow (1997) 
argues that, as interviewers, we should not ignore our own biases. This does not mean that the 
research is designed and interpreted based on our own understandings since it still centers the 
participants’. Rather, being conscious of our beliefs and emotions before, during, and after the 
interview is of utmost importance (Pillow, 2003). One way I consciously documented any of my 
thoughts that came up after each interview was to write a memo that documented any initial 
themes from the stories shared from the participant. Then, these written reflections were included 
under my data analysis12, in order to prevent using my own biases and understandings in 
interpreting the data.  

Of most importance to Yow (1997) is how the interviewer, and not just the interviewee, 
is impacted by the interviewing process. Speaking more closely about the impact of the interview 
to the interviewee, Soss (2006) suggests that the interview process is interpretive, where the 
interviewees are “positioned as interpreters of their own experiences and tellers of their own 
tales” (pp. 142-3). The interview is a powerful and effective methodological tool for the 
“recovering and analyzing the agency of individuals,” Soss (2006, p. 142) explains, including the 
interviewer’s. Returning to the importance of researcher reflections, they help the researcher 
more clearly to place the interviewee as also an interpreter, rather than the researcher as the sole 
interpreter. One strategy that I consistently used during the interview process to position 
interviewees as interpreters was to ask follow-up questions. Many of these follow-up questions 
were directed to a word, or short phrase, used by the participant that I then used to ask for further 
clarification to assure I understood their statements from their perspective.  

Prior to conducting an interview, an informed consent form was provided for all research 
participants who chose to participate in an in-depth interview. For adult participants, those over 

 
10 It is important to note that due to the fact that two of the eight interviews were conducted during the COVID-19 
pandemic, these two interviews were not necessarily collected in the ‘midst’ of navigating WU like the other six 
participants who were in the ‘midst’ of college life when they participated in the research. 
11 In an effort to build trust and rapport, before turning on the voice recorder I asked all participants what lead them 
to respond to the recruitment call and participate in this research.  
12 The memos were included in MAXQDA, the primary qualitative data analysis software used for this study. 
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the age of 18, they were given an informed consent form. Before the interview formally began, I 
shared the informed consent with each participant to confirm they wanted to continue with the 
interview. If they agreed after going through the informed consent, I also explained they could 
stop at any point and/or choose not to answer any question. Furthermore, I asked them if they 
had any questions or needed any clarifications before proceeding with the formal interview. The 
majority who asked questions wanted to know what led me to pursue this research topic and/or 
my vision for how I would organize the stories shared. At the time, my response to the first 
question expressed the need to document the experiences and stories of womxn of color in 
college, who actively participated in community-engaged work. Regarding the second question, I 
expressed that my vision was two-fold: a) to honor each individual story; b) and, simultaneously, 
to share collective themes across the individual stories.  

The in-depth interview questions are organized into three domains: student experience(s) 
with service-learning, perspectives about community engagement, and perspectives about 
difficult dialogues. These interviews asked about specific events, actions, memories, and stories 
as they relate to the participants’ experiences with community engagement (Maxwell, 2013). For 
instance, within the first domain, I posed questions that elicit narratives, such as, “Can you tell 
me the story of how you came to this institution?” or “Can you tell me what lead you to take a 
college course that focused on community-engagement and/or service?” Interview questions 
structured in this way allowed participants to describe events and stories related to their 
experiences, rather than leading to yes or no responses.  This certainly was the case as the 
interviews ranged from one-and-a-half hours to close to three hours.   
 
Data Analysis  
 

Data collection and the analysis phase are not separate despite the fact that they may be 
conceptually distinct. It makes sense that my analysis began from the first day of fieldwork 
(Anderson-Levitt, 2006). This entailed various levels of analysis during the entire process, 
primarily two levels. The first level of analysis, one that is more familiar, happened once I 
finished the collection of the data and I sat down to ‘make meaning of it.’ Less familiar, yet 
vitally important, is how I analyzed data across the data collection process. This meant I did not 
wait until the end of the collection process, but I actively took notes while I was in the data 
collection process. This is important in order to avoid missing any points of analysis that might 
be wrongfully forgotten when coming to the end of the data collection and formally starting the 
analysis phase. Specific analytic techniques that were used in this research are narrative analysis 
(Riessman, 2008), specifically analyzing how the narratives constituted counter-narratives 
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Additionally, to clearly answer the research questions, the other data 
analysis approach engaged with the methodological work of both testimonios (Delgado-Bernal, 
Burciaga, & Carmona, 2012) and pláticas (Fierros & Delgado-Bernal, 2016).  

Solórzano and Yosso (2002) describe majoritarian narratives as an acknowledgment of 
white privilege and stories that maintain racial privilege as natural. To this, Solórzano and Yosso 
(2002) explain that people of color can also “buy into and even tell majoritarian stories” (p. 28). 
Relative to this, counter-narratives expose, analyze, and challenge these precise majoritarian 
stories of racial privilege. The two types of counter-narratives that became apparent in this study 
were personal stories and other people’s stories. According to Solórzano and Yosso, counter-
narratives lean on theoretical sensitivity (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and cultural intuition 
(Delgado-Bernal, 1998). 
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Counter-Narrative Analysis 
One of the greatest distinctions narrative analysis has to other forms of qualitative 

methods (e.g., ethnography or grounded theory) is performing a close analysis of individual 
cases. That is not to say other qualitative methods do not perform this, but rather that narrative 
analysis “relies on extended accounts that are preserved and treated analytically as units, rather 
than fragmented into thematic categories as is customary in other forms of qualitative analysis, 
such as grounded theory” (Riessman, 2008, p. 12). In other words, rather than taking small bits 
and pieces of information from each interview, the whole essence of each individual interview 
was honored. This does not mean that categories, themes, or codes were not discerned, but rather 
that this analytical approach was closely tied to the analysis of each individual case (Riessman, 
2008). Related to this, Riessman (2008) poses that, “Although narrative analysis is case-centered, 
it can generate ‘categories’ or, to put it differently, general concepts, as other case-based 
methods do” (p. 13). Aligning with this, the types of narratives that were collected were what 
Solórzano and Yosso (2002) call counter-stories to ‘master narratives’ that maintain racist, 
sexism, and classist stories in education. These majoritarian stories were evident in the service 
learning and community engagement literature that discussed race, where the stories of white 
colleges students’ experiences with service were prioritized. This research – through a counter-
narrative approach – is both a challenge to the white student-centered master narratives of 
service and engagement as well as a “telling the stories of those people whose experiences are 
not often told” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p.32).  

In this study, both majoritarian and counter-narratives were found. Majoritarian 
narratives were either told directly from the experience and perspective of the participant, or it 
was told in the context of observing how other people practiced and maintained majoritarian 
stories (e.g., by white-passing Latinos). The central theme that incited majoritarian stories is the 
following: experiences with privilege without exposing or analyzing their relationship with a 
larger system that oppresses other people of color. For example, when I asked Magda to describe 
her high school experience prior to attending WU, she described being bused to a school outside 
of her district. Magda explains the following when discussing the meaning of being bused: “My 
community is more low-income and the one I was attending was more middle- upper- income 
school with better resources, better teachers, better programs. So, that’s the kind of privilege I 
got to have attending a school outside of my community.” This story mentions the unequal 
distribution of resources among different school districts, but Magda never expands on the issues 
associated with the busing system as it relates to larger issues regarding race and class 
segregation in education. 

 Counter-narratives were identified by noting certain forms of stories that exposed and 
challenged racial privilege, even when a participant interrogated their own privilege (e.g., 
navigating college as a light-skinned Latina). Some of the themes that incited counter-narratives 
are the following: a) directly experiencing oppression or the witnessing of other’s oppression; 
and b) stories of individual and collective resistance to oppression. Unlike Magda, Emilia, who 
also attended a high school with better resources, provides some analysis and critique in a 
particular story she shared related to differential treatment of students by teachers. Emilia shared 
a story of how she received better ‘treatment’ from white teachers when she interacted with her 
white peers compared to when she interacted with her Latinx friends. Emilia described the 
nuances associated with this differential treatment, by sharing that when she arrived at WU she 
reflected on that high school experience and realized that “it was like subtle racial biases that 
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teachers had.” Additionally, later in the interview Emilia more profoundly shared the 
‘uncomfortable’ feelings associated with these experiences related to racial biases.  
Testimonios of Pain 

Although a large focus of the research was to elicit counter-narratives, the analysis phase 
described these moments as testimonios (Delgado-Bernal et al., 2012), specifically testimonios of 
pain.  Yet, without a practice of pláticas as methodology (Fierros & Delgado-Bernal, 2016) there 
would have been no possibility of engaging in testimonios, particularly testimonios of pain. In 
other words, without my willingness as a researcher to come to a space of vulnerability with the 
participant, the participants would have not trusted me enough to share with me their testimonios 
of pain. For example, during my platica with Rosalba we had a moment early in the interview 
when we both engaged in a vulnerable platica. Although I did not know it was directly tied to 
their service work at an organization called “We are Family,” which became apparent later in the 
interview, Rosalba’s process of coming out as queer to their mom during a holiday visit to their 
hometown while driving to the local store did have a correlation to this service work. In great 
detail, Rosalba shared with me the process of coming out to their mom. Precisely when we were 
platicando about this experience, we both spoke in Spanglish. I specifically followed Rosalba’s 
lead with this choice.  

When Rosalba finished telling me about what felt like an eternal car drive to the local 
store, they concluded with the following: “She’s also coming out. She still is. It’s still a struggle 
that we talk about, but we don’t. I think it’s just gonna take time and I’m okay with that 
[becomes teary]. I’m okay to wait.” With the desire to reciprocate, I shared with Rosalba my 
own vulnerability associated with being a mother. I began by making it clear that my situation 
was not the same as that with their mother. I shared how I became triggered when my son had 
very emotional tantrums because it triggered my own traumas. I shared with Rosalba, “I hear 
him scream. It triggers my own things as a parent but it’s my responsibility to manage those 
triggers. Not his…I have to understand why I am being triggered.” I shared this with Rosalba to 
align with the possibility of how their mother might have been triggered by Rosalba’s story of 
coming out as queer, and that those triggers were not their responsibility to carry. To this, 
Rosalba responded, “I’m gonna write that down!”  

The participants shared counter-narratives of community engagement and their 
perspectives on pedagogy that emphasizes service and civic engagement. But they also shared 
testimonios of pain in their navigation of their schooling process, experiences that ranged from 
high school and/or their community college to their time at WU.  Rather than excluding these 
testimonios of pain, I found them crucial in understanding any particular educational issue. 
Ahmed (2015) calls these moments “the story of our pain” that “work to reshape our bodies” (p. 
25). In this sense, although the focus of the research was community engagement in higher 
education, the participants' testimonios of pain provided useful insight to how we might 
reimagine community engagement, or lack thereof, in higher education. Participants’ testimonios 
of pain informed and sustained their participation in their community engagement work and 
including this evidence in the data analysis allowed for critical interrogations of the tensions 
between how they understood community engagement versus how the institution understood 
it.     
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Coding Process 
The qualitative research software used to both organize and analysis the data of this 

research was MAXQDA. This software was used extensively for organizing the codes. Initially, 
a round of descriptive coding was undertaken to analyze each interview individually as well as 
collectively across the interviews. Saldaña (2013) describes the initial coding process as ‘open-
ended’ where it does not have a “specific formulaic method” (p. 100). This initial, open-ended 
approach occurred during the process of both transcribing the interviews and after writing a 
memo after conducting each interview. Next, descriptive codes which are also referred to as 
‘topic coding,’ are those that are “summarize[d] in a word or short phrase” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 
88). Some examples of descriptive codes included: community violence, family, faculty, 
engagement, whiteness, and feelings and emotions. The last of these codes – feelings and 
emotions – was organized with sub-codes that describes specific descriptors such as guilt, pain, 
or pressure. Saldaña (2013) explains that ‘emotion codes’ are an analytic strategy to track “the 
emotional journey or storylines of the codes – the structural arc they follow as certain events 
unfold” (p. 109).  

 
Conclusion 
 
 In this chapter I described the design of the study and the methods utilized to collect the 
data. I began by describing the lengthy recruitment process and the justifications for focusing on 
Black and Latinx participants. One of the limitations of the research, as explained, was that only 
one Black participant – Camila – was interviewed. The limitation was that the study needed to 
include more Black college womxn and this is reflective within the fact that the study only had 
one self-identified Black-Mexican college student, Camila. This limitation can also be a 
reflection of the overall low percentage of enrolled Black students at WU. With that said, the 
limitation was not tied to the recruitment process but rather the percentage of enrolled Black 
students at the research site. I also explained the reasonings for employing in-depth interviews as 
the primary data collection method, specifically how these interviews served as testimonios by 
employing a pláticas method approach. I briefly discussed how the data revealed that the type of 
testimonios described by the participants were testimonios of pain, and in chapter 6 I further 
elaborate on this methodological finding by providing analysis on the importance of including 
emotions as part of a critical understanding of service and community engagement.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Community Engagement Centered on a Praxis of Vulnerability 
 

 The killing of Nia Wilson, an eighteen-year-old black womxn, happened on July 22, 2018 
while Nia and her sister, Lahtifa, were exiting a BART station in Oakland, California. Nia was 
murdered by John Lee Cowell, a twenty-seven-year-old white male13. Nia’s killing occurred 
during the same year that a majority of participants of this study were college juniors and 
seniors. It was that same summer that Rosalba, one of the participants of this study, enrolled in 
an African American Studies (AAS) summer course at WU and dialogued about the many 
senseless killings of Black people, including Nia’s. Rosalba was an intended political science 
major at WU but eventually majored in Ethnic Studies because they had certain “uncomfortable” 
experiences of how race was discussed in political science courses. There came a moment during 
their junior year when they were ready to “be done with WU.” It was not until their first African 
American Studies course where they theorized race, sexuality, and class in different ways about 
which the professor actually “cared.” It was my follow-up question that probed into this 
particular professor’s care, compared to other faculty at WU, that ignited our dialogue about the 
killing and shooting of Black people that summer.  
 “What would you say she did that made it seem like she cared more compared to other 
faculty?” I asked Rosalba. On the first day of class, we did an “intentional check-in,” begins 
Rosalba. She asked us, “How do you identify yourself outside of labels, outside of race, gender, 
etc.? Who are you?” Rosalba recalls the AAS professor. It was the question, ‘Who are you?’ that 
“grounded” Rosalba. This same level of care continued beyond the first day. Rosalba described 
each class as the following: “We sat in a circle and people would share, she would take notes, 
she would value us…she would also step back.” During one particular class, the professor 
(burned?) sage into the room. When I asked Rosalba if something particular had happened, she 
tells me:  
 

There was a lot of Black men that were being killed during that 
summer. I remember there was even a day when she [the professor] 
said, ‘we are not gonna have class today. Just take the time to 
breathe.’ Different from other classes where we go in and 
something happened, we would continue on and said nothing. 

 
As a follow-up question, I asked Rosalba if someone in the class had been directly impacted as a 
result of what she described during that summer. They said it was happening “in the 
community.” Rosalba elaborated with more details: “Castillo is someone that was murdered. 
There were more murders during that summer. Nia Wilson from the BART station, and someone 
from the class they knew them from high school.” This is particularly important because the 
killings were not happening directly on the WU campus, but rather “in the community.” Yet, 
they were still impacting the students in the classroom and Rosalba who, like their other peers, 
wanted to dialogue about the killings rather than ignore or avoid them. I also highlight the role of 

 
13 As a response to the erasure of the killing of Black womxn by police officers, the #sayhername movement has 
been established. Part of the movement has been law reviews and articles that document the killing of Black womxn 
from police and state violence (Brown, Ray, Summers & Fraistat, 2017; McMurtry-Chubb, 2016; Crenshaw, 
Ritchie, Anspach, Gilmer & Harris, 2015).   
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the Black womxn faculty member and the level of care taken in allowing for a space to talk about 
the killings.  

As I demonstrated in the literature review, critical service learning (CSL) practices – 
unlike more traditional service-learning practices – encourage educators to embody a pedagogy 
that challenges the status quo. In many instances it was noted that CSL also embodied Freirean 
concepts, particularly those of reflection and critical consciousness. Reflection was a common 
practice to avoid that students perpetuate social inequalities, which was a common critique of 
traditional service learning, whereas critical consciousness, or conscientização14, was the desired 
outcome that educators hoped students would walk away from the service-learning experience. 
Interestingly, Paulo Freire was rarely mentioned alongside discussions of critical consciousness 
and/or reflection journals as a common practice in critical service learning. In this chapter, I 
begin by introducing each participant and provide a description of their community work. This is 
followed by extending on the work of Delgado-Bernal’s theory of pedagogies of the home, 
particularly the claim that Latinx students’ participation in service-learning courses produces a 
process of (re)making home (Garcia & Delgado-Bernal, 2020).  

In this chapter, I discuss a finding that revealed how the participants’ form of community 
engagement and service was intimately tied to their families and hometown communities. 
Related to pedagogies of home which honors the learning derived from the family and 
community, the Latinx participants in this study used this knowledge both to construct and 
sustain their community engagement while navigating college. As such, community engagement 
was informed by the knowledge cultivated in their families and hometown communities. They 
straddled between their family, the institution, and their service work, a process of (re)making 
home. Unlike Garcia and Delgado Bernal who describe this (re)making as a social justice praxis, 
the Latinx participants in this study understood community engagement as a praxis of 
vulnerability, a process in action where vulnerability is remade in the community work they 
participated in while in college. Sociologist Nikki Jones (2016) has described a shared 
vulnerability in relation to what she calls gendered violence. Retelling a story about a time when 
a young Black man hailed to her, “Bye, sexy,” as she was leaving a discussion on police 
aggression with a group of Black young men, Jones explains how she felt disrespected but also 
understood the young man’s actions. Jones explains that the young man’s remark “was an 
attempt to escape his own vulnerability” (p. 26). Jones concludes by contending that there is a 
shared vulnerability, where both Black men and Black womxn share a common condition when 
it comes to dominance and violence. Other scholars, like Michalinos Zembylas (2009, 2012), 
have referred to ‘mutual vulnerability’ as a pedagogical approach that is centered on the idea that 
teaching and learning involves the engagement between students and educators who are 
‘vulnerable.’ When viewed in such a way, mutual vulnerability as a pedagogical practice 
produces possible “pedagogical consequences” and thus assumes that there is an immense sense 
of “critical responsibility toward one’s own life and the lives of others in a community” 
(Zembylas, 2012, p. 184). Rosalba and their classmates engaged in a form of mutual 
vulnerability while dialoguing about the recent killings of Black people that occurred that 
summer term.  
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
 

 
14 The term is referred to “learning to perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action 
against the oppressive elements of reality” (Freire, 1970/2000, p. 35).  
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The Participants’ Community Engagement 
 

In what follows, I provide a description of the type and forms of community engagement 
that each participant was involved in both before arriving to WU and during their time at WU. In 
the description, I also provide specific details that characterized the community work they 
engaged in and why it was significant to each of them.  
Esperanza  

Esperanza is a first-year undergraduate student who is undeclared but intends to major in 
Sociology, with an interest in art. Unlike the rest of the participants who were near the end of 
their trajectory at WU, Esperanza was just starting her first semester. Esperanza identifies as a 
second-generation Mexican. Both of her parents are educated, and she attended a private 
Catholic high school. She explained that her parents made this educational decision because the 
other public schools in the area were ‘bad.’ Her community work began in her high school where 
she participated in a project called “I Investigate,” where she conducted field work on human 
trafficking, specifically sex trafficking. As part of the project, she interviewed a survivor and an 
advocate from a local organization, and she has since kept in contact with the survivor. She 
expressed that this service-learning experience is what “instilled the value of community service” 
in her. Inspired by this experience, Esperanza started a “Trafficking Awareness Club” at her high 
school, as well as an iBook where she proposed a project for how to solve the issue of sex 
trafficking.  
Rosalba  

Rosalba is a fourth-year undergraduate who was in her final semester when we conducted 
the interview. Rosalba describes their hometown as populated by mostly Mexicans and her high 
school where students were tracked based on language15. Rosalba’s community engagement 
began during their time in high school while mobilizing for raising campaign awareness during 
the 2016 United States presidential election. At the time, Rosalba recalls organizing a debate 
against two of the high school teachers that asked them to respond to the question: Does the 
American Dream Exist? Rosalba describes this as the first time they began to be ‘politized.’  

Rosalba had two pertinent service-learning experiences they shared. Once at WU, the 
first formal field learning program they participated in was called “Transcending Boundaries16”, 
which placed students in a particular area geographically for one week during the summer term. 
Their ‘site’ was in an agricultural region in the same state where WU was located. It is actually 
the hometown to one of the other participants of this study, Maribel. The second form of service 
Rosalba engaged in was not formally tied to a service-learning course. Here, Rosalba worked 
with a local high school where she facilitated workshops on sexuality with a group called 
“Families United.” Rosalba explained she had to ‘petition’ to have this community work count as 
academic credit.  
Tania  

Tania is a transfer student from a community college who was in her third semester when 
we conducted the interview. Tania identifies as a third-generation Latina who grew up in an 
inner-city urban setting. Like several of the other participants, Tania had an abundance of 
community work she participated in prior to coming to WU, particularly during her time in 

 
15 Jeannie Oakes’ (1985/2005) work defines tracking as “the process whereby students are divided into categories so 
that they can be assigned in groups to various kinds of classes” (p. 3). This organization is also based on students’ 
language, as Rosalba describes the tracking at their high school.  
16 Pseudonym  
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community college. After transferring out of the first community college after one semester, 
Tania began at another local community college where her Chicano Studies professor connected 
her to several community organizations. She expressed that, initially, her motivation for getting 
involved in community work was to transfer into her “dream school” and be “likable” to 
admission counselors. She said she quickly understood how competitive it was to transfer into a 
four-year institution and community work was part of her plan to successfully transfer. This 
initial motive eventually shifted when she realized “what it means to actually help people,” when 
she described her first community experience working at a womxn’s shelter that centered on 
supporting womxn who had experienced domestic violence. Her next experience, which was 
more closely tied to the work she did once at WU, centered of Environmental Justice (EJ) with a 
queer organization. Tania’s initial work on EJ in her community college followed during her 
time at WU where she focused on creating a campus-wide panel that discussed the intersections 
of EJ and the prison industrial complex. Her service and community work were on campus but 
not directly tied to a formal service-learning course.  
Maribel  

Maribel is a third-year undergraduate majoring in Ethnic Studies. She self-identifies as a 
Hispanic Mexicana from a rural agricultural area about four hours from the WU campus, which 
she described as a “rural, unincorporated community.” Maribel described her hometown as 
diverse with a predominantly Latinx and undocumented population. During the time of the 
interview, Maribel shared that she had recently applied to graduate school education programs 
during the time we conducted the interview because she was graduating early, and her future 
plans include applying to law school. Maribel’s community work started during her time in her 
local high school where she founded a group, called “Citizen’s Alliance17,” which provides 
voting and citizenship education to elders in her rural hometown. She explained that it began in 
the library of her local high school and expanded when community members started inquiring 
about it. Aside from providing community members with citizenship and voting education, it 
also focused on General Educational Development (GED) education. Very proudly, Maribel 
shared that her mother attained her GED through Citizen’s Alliance. Every summer term when 
Maribel returned home, she continued this community work. Once at WU, Maribel participated 
in a form of institutionalized community engagement by serving as a tutor through the “CARE 
Project18,” which is a student-run nonprofit organization that provides middle school students 
with academic and social support.  
Dalia  

Dalia is a third semester transfer student, a self-identified Latina originally out of state 
who moved when she transferred from a community college to WU. Dalia’s community work, or 
more precisely her activist work, began when she was a community college student. Our 
interview began with her description of the political tension at her community college around 
policies impacting undocumented students, including her advocacy role as a member of the 
Student Council. Dalia challenged and extended the idea of ‘representing’ a community, when 
she explained that it was ‘not enough’ to ‘represent’ a community, but instead demanding justice 
through direct action. In navigating and balancing the dual role of student and community 
activist, Dalia explained the exhaustion and challenges of this relationship, especially when the 
academic demands of college became an obstacle to commit fully to the community work. Once 
at WU, Dalia shared these challenges including new ones that directly impacted her access to 

 
17 Pseudonym for the community group. 
18 Pseudonym for the name of the organization. 
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financial access as an undocumented transfer student and how her community work addressed 
these challenges.  
Magda  

Magda is a second-year undergraduate who self-identifies as a Mexican from a city close 
to the Mexico-U.S. border. In her hometown, Magda was bused to her high school two-hour 
away. At WU, Magda participates in a program on-campus that partners and matches college 
students with local elementary school to provide tutoring. Through the Public Service Center at 
WU, Magda also serves as a literary coach under the “Mentorship Program.” Like Rosalba, 
Magda has also participated in the same summer service-learning program called “Transcending 
Boundaries.” This program offers service-learning trips for college students during the summer 
and spring break terms. Magda explained that she came to this service work when she became a 
part of a club that promoted community service during her first year at WU.  
Camila  

Camila is a first semester transfer student who self-identifies as Black-Mexican. Camila, 
the only self-identified Black undergraduate of the participants, transferred to WU from her 
hometown community college where she attended for three years. While in community college, 
Camila lived with her mom and sister. She explained she was scared to transfer out of her 
community college because of the fear of rejection given the low transfer rates for Students of 
Color, but her family members consistently encouraged and supported the transfer process. 
Camila shared she has never formally taken a service-learning course at WU, but she defined her 
community work as centered in the Black Student Union at WU and her involvement with an 
organization that supports Womxn of Color in politics. It was through participating in the Black 
Student Union that Camila felt a greater sense of community while navigating WU. She 
consistently shared feelings of exclusion as a Black student, but it was in community space 
where she felt most included.  
Emilia  

Emilia is a third-year undergraduate who self-identifies as both Indigenous and Latinx 
who moved from a suburban predominantly white community prior to starting at WU. During 
the interview, Emilia described her navigation of her hometown and high school as filled with 
‘anxiety’ and ‘exhaustion’ from having consistently to code-switch in order to fit it and attain 
success, which she continues to experience at WU. Emilia is a double major in Global Studies 
and Ethnic Studies at WU. Her community work, like most of the participants, originated and 
began prior to starting at WU. During her time in high school, which Emilia characterized as 
very ‘white’, she worked with a program in the local community called “The Center,” which 
helped teen moms who were primarily Latinx mothers. Once at WU, Emilia has worked closely 
with an on-campus program that focuses on providing basic needs to the students they serve on 
campus who come from a low-income, first-generation background. This work with this on-
campus program was facilitated by a field studies course she took under the Ethnic Studies 
Department at WU. Emilia explained that her educational experience was enriched with this type 
of community engagement working at this on-campus center.  
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Pedagogies of the Home in Community Engagement 
 

One of the central findings of this research was that the recruited participants – who 
predominantly identified as Latinx and one Black participant – had prior experiences with 
community engagement in high school and/or community college (i.e., as transfer students). 
Additionally, the community engagement in which they participated at WU was intimately tied 
to the social issues pertinent to their families and in their hometown communities. The table 
below illustrates the forms of service and engagement that they participated in before and during 
their time at WU.  

 
Table 2 | Participant’s Forms of Service and Community Engagement  

Participant Before college (High 
School) 

Community College Western University 

Esperanza Community service 
research tied to Sociology 
course 
 

N/A Anti-trafficking 

Rosalba N/A N/A Service-Learning Summer 
Program called  
“Transcending Boundaries” 
  

Tania N/A Gardening-based community 
work  
and women’s shelter tied to 
Chicano Studies course.  
 

Environmental Justice work at the 
intersection of the prison 
industrial complex 

Maribel Founded program called 
Citizen’s Alliance in her 
local high school library. 
 

N/A CARE project; “Transcending 
Boundaries” 

Dalia  
“Unity Club”19 

Student Activist [Challenge of 
Payment Policy] 

Deportation Defense at Immigrant 
Organization 
 
 

Magda N/A N/A 
 

Literacy Coach at the “Mentoring 
Center”; “Transcending 
Boundaries” 
 

Emilia  Teen Latinx Mom  
Organization  
 

N/A 
 

Member of the ACC 

Camila  N/A N/A Black Student Union & 
Organization for Women of Color 
in Politics 

 
The participants’ service work was situated in what Delgado-Bernal (2001) calls a 

pedagogy of the home, which was intimately tied to their families and hometown realities prior 
to arriving to WU. As Dolores Delgado-Bernal (2001) explains, pedagogies of home provided 
strategies of resistance for Chicana college students. These strategies of resistance, according to 

 
19 Pseudonym  
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Delgado-Bernal, are in response to Chicana’s everyday experiences with sexism, racism, and 
class-based microaggressions20. In a study at a university in California, Delgado-Bernal (2001) 
conducted focus groups of Chicana/o students between the ages of 19 and 29 years of age. In her 
study, Delgado-Bernal (2001) found that the Chicana womxn were involved in campus 
community and other communities they belonged to, but that all participants expressed a “very 
strong commitment to their families” (p. 632). This commitment to their families and 
communities served as “a source of inspiration and motivation to overcome educational 
obstacles” (Delgado-Bernal, 2001, p. 632). Furthermore, Delgado-Bernal explains that the 
Chicana students seemed “to draw from their sense of self that is based on family, community, 
culture, and language as a source of strength that enables them to continue on their educational 
journey and succeed in college” (p. 633). In this sense, pedagogies of the home had a positive 
effect on academic success for Chicana college students. The findings in this chapter confirms 
Delgado-Bernal’s research. 
 The youngest of the participants and also the first interview conducted for this study, 
Esperanza shared the story of how she came to her service work centered on sex anti-trafficking. 
Esperanza’s story, as the only participant at the beginning stage of her navigation of higher 
education, serves as an example of how the participants service began before even entering WU. 
Before we began to platicar about her service work, Esperanza shared how she came to this 
work from what she observed in her hometown community as well as from the inspiration 
instilled by her mother. In important ways, Esperanza signifies the insights of pedagogies of the 
home. On one hand, the commitment to her family, also outlined by Delgado-Bernal’s study, 
becomes apparent in Esperanza’s intellectual interest of conducting a sociological investigation 
of sex-trafficking while in high school. She shared with me that this particular interest was 
inspired by her mother. Esperanza did not elaborate on the specifics of this episode, but it was 
apparent that her mother played a role in her education and why she was so passionate about this 
particular social issue. On the other hand, Esperanza described constantly being “censored” by 
teachers and administrators for the project she proposed as part of her community service 
project. Despite the pushback and recommendations to remove the “sex” from “sex trafficking” 
and change it to “human trafficking,” Esperanza continued this passion by becoming involved in 
clubs and organizing a yearly conference on sex trafficking at WU. More than confirming 
Delgado-Bernal’s research, this study also found an additional component in addition to 
students’ commitment to families and communities. This component, which Esperanza asked me 
to not share from her interview21, was openly shared by the other participants, which was that of 
vulnerability and how the space of ‘home’ is one that is vulnerable.   

As a private sector in society, home is a vulnerable space. Home and vulnerability have 
both been explored in relation to pedagogy. Regarding ‘home’, the theory of pedagogies of home 
(Delgado-Bernal, 2001; Garcia & Delgado-Bernal, 2020) become relevant to this study. 
Pedagogies of the home was born from the testimonios of Chicana first-generation college 
students, specifically how the learning that took place in the family and community of the 
Chicanas served as cultural knowledge to navigate college and attain academic success. Two 
decades later, pedagogies of the home were revisited. In “Remembering and Revisiting 

 
20 Microaggressions in higher education have been explored particularly in relation to race and gender (Solórzano, 
1998; Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Solórzano, Allen, & Carroll, 2002; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009; 
Solórzano & Pérez Huber, 2020).  
21 There were components of Esperanza’s interview – some which more vulnerable – that she explicitly asked to not 
include or disclose as part of this research.  
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Pedagogies of the Home,” Nichole Garcia and Dolores Delgado Bernal (2020) expand on the 
complexities and nuances of how employing pedagogies of the home can produce discomfort 
and even sometimes be ‘unsafe’ (p. 3). This study specifically focused on Chicana/o educated 
families, whereas the initial study where pedagogies of the home emerged involved just the 
Chicana college students. In the new study, Garcia and Delgado-Bernal reveal what they refer to 
as a ‘(re)making home,’ which they define as, “a process of cultivating a space of belonging that 
simultaneously provides the teaching and learning of social justice praxis” (p. 14, italics in 
original). Home, then, becomes the site where vulnerability exists and then where it becomes 
remade (or carried with) when Latinx students go to college. This study found that the 
participants participated in a form of vulnerable praxis, or what I call a praxis of vulnerability, 
which encompasses two central themes I discuss below based on the data: reciprocity and trust, 
and vulnerable conocimiento.  
 
A Praxis of Vulnerability  
 

During the in-depth interviews, I asked all participants what came to mind when they 
heard “community” and “engagement.” For the most part, when asked how they personally 
perceived community, the participants described it as a ‘sense of belonging’, ‘comfortable and 
safe,’ and a space where one can be ‘vulnerable.’ Additionally, the participants related concepts 
of community to the community work they were actively engaged in – both as part of their 
service work and part of their personal identity. Maribel, for example, described community as 
the site where she was placed. “Community is my CARE project group, where I mentor middle 
schoolers,” explains Maribel. On the other hand, Camila described community as directly tied to 
her identity when she says, “I definitely think of the black community and the trans community.” 
Dalia, who was the only participant who identified as an ‘activist22,’ extended this 
conceptualization of community and said the following:  
 

Community is something that you create and that you nurture. So, 
the relationships that you build with other people. Whether it’s 
within your same culture, within your same status. For me, [the] 
undocumented community has been integral to my personal 
development and understanding of the world that I live in, but I’ve 
had to build community. It is an active process that I’ve learned 
you don’t just go into a community and that’s your community. 
You have to continue building that trust, and love and passion for 
the work you are doing together. 

 
Dalia understood community as encompassing ingredients such as trust, love and passion. The 
collective understanding of community is that it was something that one must be in constant 
motion with, in a constant ‘active process.’ In a similar tone, Rosalba described community in 
the following way: “I feel like it develops over time, trust, being able to be vulnerable with 
someone.” When thinking of praxis from a Freirean understanding as encompassing both 
components of reflection and action, it is important to note how the participants were actively 

 
22 I share more about Dalia’s activist work and how it shifted to ‘community organizer’ once she transferred to WU 
in chapter five.  
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conscious of what community meant to them. The participants conceptualized community is 
important in order to understand how they practiced engagement.  
Reciprocity and Trust 
 Engagement intertwined with community, particularly the participants’ hometown 
community and the community in the service with which they were engaged. Some key 
ingredients to how the participants collectively understood engagement included ‘reciprocity,’ 
‘praxis,’ being ‘aware’ and ‘service.’ Reciprocity, specifically, aligned with the literature that 
supports critical service learning that is practicing reciprocal relationships amongst the college 
students and community members (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & Donahue, 2003; 
Quaranto & Stanley, 2016; Donahue & Plaxton-Moore, 2018). According to Donahue and 
Plaxton-Moore (2018), college students who participate in community-engaged courses who are 
diving into a “familiar pool”, such courses help “them develop a sense of home away from home, 
whereas others feel they struggled to get out of their community and don’t want to have to re-
enter oppressive spaces” (p. 2). The participants of this study fell more in line with the first 
descriptor that Donahue and Plaxton-Moore describe, versus the idea that the participants had no 
desire to return to their hometown communities because they were ‘oppressive spaces.’ This 
study found that the participants perceived the institutions of higher education as oppressive and 
not extensions of their hometown. This does not suggest that they were not conscious of how 
oppressive systems produced social and cultural issues in their hometown communities. On the 
contrary, as opposed to the claim that engagement is service that produces reciprocal 
relationships, the participants understood that this was not a guarantee despite the fact that they 
directly came from the communities they served or with which they had an intimate relationship. 
For example, Dalia explained that one cannot just claim membership in a community. For 
instance, Esperanza understood being engaged as being “aware of the role/impact you’re 
making.” This emphasis on being ‘aware’ became evident to the other participants, particularly 
what it meant to be aware of how they interacted or were in relation to those they interacted with, 
or how Camila described engagement as, “the direct human to human kind of connection or 
contact.”  

When I asked Maribel what engagement meant to her, she instantly resorted to reflecting 
on her community engagement in her hometown, a rural area several hours from the WU 
campus. She begins by saying that engagement is like “praxis,” where one learns “all these 
things in academia…but engaging is something that’s literally going beyond and trying to find 
ethical ways of applying it without being problematic.” Again, here we observe a constant 
process of reflecting when engaging with a community. This aspect of engaging with the intent 
of not ‘being problematic’ requires one to reflect before coming to the place of action. For 
Maribel, application refers to applying what she was learning in academia to the real issues that 
were happening in her hometown without ‘being problematic.’ She elaborates:  
 

I think I know my community but there’s something new I learn 
every single time I meet somebody new. It’s hard to know 
everybody and to try to say you know everybody, but you don’t. 
You keep learning things; you question things all the time. I feel 
like engagement, to me, reminds me a lot of back home and here. 
All the work that I do, I do with a lot of caution and with a lot of 
love.  
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Dalia expressed a similar sentiment to Maribel when she shared her experience working with a 
community she was directly connected to ESL students. When I asked Dalia to provide an 
example of reciprocity as it relates to engagement, she said the following:  
 

Right now, I am taking field studies class. I’m volunteering at an 
elementary school at SB and I’m not just learning from it, like my 
experiences. One of the things is that I took a training on how to 
work with bilingual ESL students. I was an ESL student myself so 
I would love to learn how to better help students that are ESL, 
because I was one and I knew that I needed a lot of help growing 
up. For me, it’s not just about getting the skills from this training 
and from the experience I am getting from working with students 
that are ESL, but I am actually developing myself to be a better 
student-teacher in the future. So, I am learning but I am going to 
reciprocate that back by being an educator in the future and having 
the skills necessary for me to provide that service. 

 
The participants understood that the service they engaged in – if it came from how they 
conceptually understood community engagement – should not only benefit them, but also the 
community members with whom they engaged. Dalia told me that engagement is “not just about 
you learning from it, but what you are doing to give back to that community.” The question that 
we should constantly be asking ourselves, according to Dalia, is “What is the community’s 
benefit of you being part of it?” This idea of how one is giving back and contributing to one’s 
community relates, and is further extended, with the second central finding of how the 
participants practiced and engaged in community service. More than being conscious of 
producing reciprocal relationships that do not reproduce oppressive ideals of their families and 
communities, the participants entered their community work with the understanding of the 
importance of being vulnerable.  
Vulnerable Conocimiento 

More than situating community engagement in a constant process of being critically 
conscious of maintaining reciprocity, the second aspect of how participants conceptualized 
community engagement included vulnerability. Feeling safe meant having a space to be 
vulnerable, which was tied to how the participants conceptualized community engagement. 
Rosalba and Tania specifically used the word ‘vulnerable’ when describing both their 
experiences inside the college classroom and their community work. When asked how they 
defined engagement, Rosalba said it was about “actually being able to actually do something 
with our hands, with our eyes, with our ears, with our mouths. To fully bring ourselves into a 
place, rather than just read about it.” This conceptualization of engagement was centered on the 
body, based on how Rosalba describes it in terms of the hands, eyes, ears, and mouths. It can also 
be tied to how Gloria Anzaldúa describes in terms of the seven stages of conocimiento, which 
involves not just how we understand the world, but our inner work. When describing the stage of 
Nepantla, which is when the inner mind meets the outer world of realities, Anzaldúa (2002) 
indicates that it involves diving into knowledge from “inner feelings” (p. 544) in order to come 
to greater awareness about the exterior world. The “place” to which Rosalba refers is that of our 
body and our inner self. Engagement, in this sense, is not so much about engaging ‘out there’ but 
starting with the space ‘right here.’  
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Coming to the place of our inner feelings is always already present, but becomes more 
complex in the context of a classroom where multiple people come together, including students 
and teachers. Let us return to the initial story shared by Rosalba about dialoging about the 
killings of Black people in their AAS course. Rosalba shared that in this specific classroom 
experience, they felt a “completely different experience,” compared to other courses. In this 
particular course, Rosalba told me it was a space “where I was so vulnerable. I was very 
vulnerable.” This experience that was ‘vulnerable’ for Rosalba was also ‘healing’ – “there was 
just so much healing that happened there.” The healing that took place related to having a space 
where Rosalba and their peers could openly dialogue about the reality that happened in the 
community, i.e., the multiple killings of Black people that occurred that summer.  

Tania’s community work, as previously indicated, began during her time at her 
community college. Before arriving in her current community work, Tania’s first community 
engagement experience was at a womxn’s shelter. Tania shared that this initial community 
engagement experience demonstrated to her a “different analytical framework” and it 
exemplified “what it means to actually help people.” The womxn at the shelter were domestic 
violence survivors. Through this experience, Tania learned how it was not the fault of the 
womxn, but rather the influence of external factors. Tania then reflects on her own family and 
experiences with friends who were also survivors of domestic violence: “I had friends and family 
who had experienced domestic violence but working at the shelter provided a different analytical 
framework.” I asked Tania to expand on what she meant by a ‘different analytical framework.’ 
It’s about understanding “my environment” and about “what it means to be a woman, a Mexican 
woman.” In this instance, a different analytical framework, for Tania, meant understanding the 
specificity of what it means to be a Mexican womxn in relation to domestic violence. The work 
that Tania performed at the womxn’s shelter provided a different analytical framework that was 
intersectional, where she was able to understand more deeply the experiences of her friends and 
family who had experienced domestic violence by helping other womxn navigate that process. 
Then we shift the interview to situating this analytical framework to oppression:  

 
Tania: This is when I…started to become more aligned with 
systems of oppression. 
 
GC: Through your community work? 
 
Tania: Yes. I learned more about…I would definitely say that. I 
learned more about dissecting, viewing [short pause]. I became 
more in tune with how systems of oppression work and…within 
my community organizing more than I did with school.  

 
Tania’s second form of community engagement was situated with her current work on 
environmental justice (EJ). Tania described this community engagement as more ‘explicit.’ I 
then asked, “Explicit in what sense?” “It was the first time I was able to be vulnerable,” she 
responds. On one side, Tania felt more comfortable because they were ‘queer organizers,’ as she 
told me. Additionally, they had what Tania referred to as ‘trauma bonding.’ I asked Tania what 
‘trauma bonding’ was. She shares these were about “sharing traumatic experiences with one 
another” and “practicing being sympathetic,” she elaborated. It was also about building trusting 
relationships, according to Tania. Like for Rosalba, vulnerability for Tania was tied to having a 
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community where they could safely be vulnerable about the oppression either experienced and/or 
witnessed in the communities where they were actively engaged in.  
 
Tania’s Narrative 
 
“My father is not a puppet to talk about his traumas to this white supremist world” – Tania 
 
 Vulnerability, or to be vulnerable, has been tied to traumatic events or the experience of 
loss to move toward pedagogies of mourning. As Zembylas (2009) might explain, more than 
being tied to trauma, the notion of safety and space were important elements to how the 
participants understood vulnerability in relation to community work. It is true that we, as 
humans, are vulnerable beings, but the reality of existing and living in a systematically 
oppressive world is that for some people, it is not always safe to be vulnerable. I want to focus 
on one of Tania’s testimonios – to demonstrate more concretely how vulnerability was not just 
important, as perceived by the participants, but that it had a time and place. A praxis of 
vulnerability, as understood by the participants and exemplified in Tania’s testimonio, 
challenged the normative idea that vulnerability exists in private space (i.e., the home) and is 
hidden in the public spaces (i.e., the school and community). Challenging this binary, a praxis of 
vulnerability honors how vulnerability both constructs and defines how the womxn of color 
practiced their community work in public spaces but also simultaneously originated from the 
private space of family and home.   
 While having pupusas before beginning the formal questions of the interview, Tania 
began sharing stories about her family back in her hometown. Once the interview got underway, 
I learned that Tania grew up in a single-mother home because her father had been sent to federal 
prison when she was just seven years old. It was not immediately apparent to me in that moment 
how the pain associated with her dad being in federal prison related to the community work she 
participated in while at WU. Tania engaged in a variety of community work prior to transferring 
to WU from a community college in her hometown. This work was her first at a womxn’s shelter 
that provided support specifically related to domestic violence and later work that focused on 
environmental justice with a group of queer organizers. As previously indicated, it was in this 
space that Tania was able to be vulnerable. I want to focus on Tania’s EJ work while at WU and 
how because of this, she was not able to be vulnerable in the same way she previously had 
experienced while working with the queer organizers back home. Part of the reason for this, as I 
will share through her testimonio, was due to having uncomfortable conversations with whites.  
‘You are just an activist who cares about prison abolition’ 

Tania’s community work focuses on environmental justice, or “EJ” as she consistently 
referred to it. So I understood how it was so upsetting that her Environmental Science course did 
not meet her expectations of having an engaging and transformative dialogue around race. 
Similar to Maribel, Tania also began her first community engagement experience before starting 
at WU, which originated during her time at one of the two community colleges she attended. 
This initial community work defined the work she is now engaging around EJ. Through a 
Mexican-American professor at her community college that was “connected to several 
community orgs,” she began to do work with a womxn’s shelter that focuses on healing from 
domestic violence. As previously shared, Tania explained to me that she had some type of 
understanding of domestic violence, such as through family and friends who had experienced it, 
but that it was observing the counseling the womxn at the shelter underwent that gave her a 
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“different analytical framework.” For example, she said she knew what counseling comprised of, 
at least from what she saw on television or popular culture. But by engaging with the womxn at 
the shelter she understood “what it means to actually help people.”  

Tania’s passion for EJ continued after transferring to WU and she became interested in 
the intersection between EJ and the prison industrial complex. Once coming to this intersection, 
Tania began taking college courses to gain more knowledge on the subject. She enrolled in a 
course titled, “Race and the Law,” which allowed Tania to connect to an office on campus that 
conducted research on the “environment,” where she was given the opportunity to create a 
community panel about the intersection between environmental justice and the prison industrial 
complex. Tania shared with me that she perceived academia as “obsessed” with the topic of the 
prison industrial complex. Yet, she participated in the development of this community panel with 
other student activists and community organizers. When the community event was being 
finalized there was just one question at hand: whether or not to bring a previously incarcerated 
person to the panel?  

While interacting with another student community organizer at WU Tania was faced with 
what she described as a “weird interaction” when planning the community panel.  The other 
student planning the panel wanted to invite a previously incarcerated person. Tania’s response to 
this was, “I don’t know yet.” For Tania, that required further reflection about the impact and 
purpose of putting a previously incarcerated person in that situation. She reflects out loud during 
the interview and says, “I would never put my father in that situation.” Tania perceived the 
community organizer, like many other organizers, as “just an activist who cares about prison 
abolition.” From her perspective, she had a direct experience with her father being previously 
incarcerated, thus believing that there were issues that should be considered if a previously 
incarcerated person was put in such a vulnerable situation. Imagining her own father in that 
panel, Tania tells me that her father is not a “puppet” to share “his traumas to this white 
supremist world.” 

Although Tania was not completely comfortable, the community panel included a 
previously incarcerated man. It is important to note that in the process of trying to make a 
decision with the other community organizer Tania shared with them that she had a previously 
incarcerated family member, to which the other community organizer responded, “all that 
matters is that the work is being done.” I followed-up and asked Tania to share how this result 
made her feel. “Really upset,” she tells me, “I kept thinking about my father.” Tania elaborates 
further about how this episode made her feel:  
 

Not because his experiences are not valid, because he has shared 
with me his traumatic experiences. This guy [referring to the 
panelist] had not even been to federal prison. These are different 
experiences. I am very close to my dad. I don’t think she [referring 
to the community organizer] knew what she was talking about. I 
was upset. 

 
Upon sharing this, Tania continues by describing this experience – the organizing of the 
community panel – as unethical and an “internal process” in academia. But she perceived that 
academia probably perceived her as “unethical” for not wanting to include a previously 
incarcerated person in the panel. Tania shared with me a story about her father who was in 
federal prison was very vulnerable. She expressed her hesitation for having a previously 
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incarcerated person on the panel, derived from her knowledge of the “traumatic experiences” her 
father had shared with her. Those experiences belonged in that private space between her and her 
father. Although it was not her father who was the panelist, it was the idea that a vulnerable 
subject would be placed in that situation, which troubled her. The unknown of what could 
happen was the issue for her, specifically a furthering of that trauma to the previously 
incarcerated person. The issue was placing an already vulnerable subject in yet another 
potentially compromised situation where the beneficiaries would be the audience, or “white 
supremist world,” as Tania describes it.  
 
Conclusion  
 

In this chapter, I discussed that it is not sufficient to produce and have students participate 
in community engagement simply for the sake of engagement by means of applying what we 
learn in the classroom ‘out there’ in the community. I began by sharing the form(s) of 
community engagement and service of each of the eight participants as they connect with  
Delgado-Bernal’s pedagogies of the home. I elaborate on this theme and describe how the 
participants also engaged in a form of bridging between home knowledge and the community 
work they participated in during their time in college. Moreover, their praxis was more closely 
situated in a space of vulnerability in relation to the home. I conclude with sharing in more detail 
Tania’s testimonio to point to this particular nuance of how pedagogies of the home are not just 
about justice but also about the complexity of the vulnerability associated with direct experiences 
with injustice. In the following chapters, I draw on the same set of interviews but focus on 
different themes that extend what was described in this chapter with regard to a praxis of 
vulnerability in conceptualizing community engagement in higher education.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Challenging Community Engagement Centered on White Liberalism  
 

Service-learning has been institutionalized as a dominant practice for community 
engagement in higher education. However, despite having good pedagogical intentions, in some 
cases, traditional service-learning courses in higher education may reproduce the status quo, re-
center dominant culture, and blame historically marginalized students for systemic disparities 
(Espino & Lee, 2011; Hoffman & Mitchell, 2016). Engaging the claim that service learning is a 
“Pedagogy of Whiteness” (Mitchell, Donahue, Young-Law, 2012), in this chapter, I present data 
showing how service-learning programs and community engagement in higher education are 
designed in the best interest of white students. The evidence questions the white liberal idea that 
poor communities of color need to be ‘served’ by privileged college students (Bell, 1980 & 
Bonilla-Silva, 2003), and how this simultaneously marginalizes forms of liberating service 
(Stoecker, 2016) and community work already practiced by Students of Color. I document how 
service-learning, even aspects of critical approaches, are designed from a white liberal frame that 
prioritizes the need to protect the emotions of white students with regard to consciousness 
building around race and racism. I draw on Derrick A. Bell’s (1980) principle of interest 
convergence, which he describes as, “The interest of blacks in achieving racial equality will be 
accommodated only when it converges with the interests of whites” (p. 523).  

Related to service learning, I focus on how its institutionalization in higher education 
(Stoecker, 2016) and the lack of acknowledgment of how Black liberation and Black social 
thought historically has adopted forms of community service (Stevens, 2003; Odeon & Casey, 
2007) that do not serve the pedagogical purpose of producing racial justice. Then, based on the 
data, I engage Bonilla-Silva’s (2003) frame of abstract liberalism to explain how the interest 
convergence of service learning is justified by the claim that Students of Color in higher 
education have the same opportunities and choices like all college students to enroll in these 
types of courses, rather than interrogating how the courses themselves might perpetuate racial 
social issues both on and off campus (Mitchell, 2018). To do so, I engage in a cross-analysis of 
the interviews to discuss two critiques of community engagement, as perceived by the 
participants: a) the over-emphasis of the traditional intellectual in community engagement when 
situated in research opportunities; and b) how there should exist more opportunities to question 
this particular issue with engagement solely situated in traditional intellectuality. I conclude the 
chapter by focusing on Dalia’s testimonio about her work as a community organizer and activist 
for the rights of undocumented students. I focus on her discussion of the New Payment Policy, a 
specific policy that was implemented in her community prior to her transferring to WU.  

 
Critiques of Community Engagement  
 

In Liberating Service Learning and the Rest of Higher Education Civic Engagement 
Randy Stoecker argues that a dominant institutionalized service-learning practice exists in higher 
education. Stoecker (2016) explains institutionalized service is situated in “affecting students, 
not communities, and it privileges formal institutionalized education practice above other forms 
of acting in society” (p. 7-8). Furthermore, Stoecker (2016) further elaborates:  
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[I]nstitutionalized service learning is designed and controlled 
inside of higher education institutions, and includes any activities 
where students have contact with groups and individuals off 
campus for the purpose of serving institution-based educational 
and/or student development goals. (p. 21) 
 

At the core of Stocker’s argument is that institutionalized service is guided be promoting “deeper 
moral values in students” (p. 24), rather than challenging the status quo and producing social 
change. Tied to my argument that service-learning programs are designed from a white liberal 
frame, Stoecker (2016) regards the institutionalization as situated in “neoliberalism by promoting 
service to individuals rather than to collectives. It promotes individual success within the system 
rather than collective challenge against it” (p. 25). The emphasis on deepening the morality of 
the individual student is also tied to the morality of whiteness, especially the literature of how 
service learning supports white student in understanding and reflecting on their white privilege, 
as documented in chapter three. 

In what follows, I share three central critiques of how the participants conceptualized 
community engagement from the perspective of the institution of higher education. In other 
words, the participants were asked how they perceived community engagement was practiced at 
WU. These critiques were generated from a cross-analysis of the eight interviews. The three 
central critiques, as described by the participants, relate to how dominant institutionalized service 
learning at WU is tailored toward a white liberal ideal, rather than considering the interests of 
Students of Color. I begin by sharing a central aspect of dominant institutionalized service 
learning, which is the practice of experiencing someone else’s experience. As previously 
discussed in the prior chapter, the participants’ form(s) of service they engaged in was intimately 
tied to their families and pertinent issues they observed in their hometown communities. In this 
chapter, I discuss how such service was situated in a third space that transcended a binary 
between the service solely being practiced in the space of academia or being practiced directly in 
their hometown communities. Said another way, the participants engaged in service in both the 
space of academia (or through formal service-learning programs) and in their hometown 
communities (either prior to arriving to WU or by returning to their hometown community 
during the summer terms). This chapter discusses findings that describe how the participants 
straddled between and across such binary between institutionalized and (un)institutionalized 
forms of engagement and service. The transcending of this binary can be understood through two 
main critiques of the institutionalization of service learning.  

 
1. Community engagement at the university is about the traditional intellectual: The 

first critique poses that the participants perceived that community engagement at 
WU emphasized the needs of the intellectual (i.e., those in academia, including 
professors and students), rather than the needs of the community.  

2. Engagement should be about questioning systems of oppression: The second 
critique, as collectively understood by the participants, called for a greater need to 
question the curriculum, particularly when it was problematic or perpetuating 
systems of oppression. 
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Experiencing Someone Else’s Experience 
Regarding the theory of institutionalized service learning, Stoecker tells us that one of the 

issues is that service learning has become a form of teaching, specifically an “experiential 
learning pedagogy” (p. 32). Experiential learning approaches in service-learning can be 
connected to John Dewey’s (1939) theory of experience23 which assert that the process through 
which humans learn and grow happens through experience, particularly through the principle of 
continuity and interaction. Continuity is a process described as “[taking] up something from 
those [experiences] which have gone before and modifies in some way the quality of those 
[experiences] which come after” (Dewey, 1939, p. 35). The principle of interaction is described 
as that which “assigns equal rights to both factors in experience – objective and internal 
conditions…taken together, or in their interaction, they form what [is] a situation” (Dewey, 
1939, p. 42). From a Deweyan lens, service learning produces educational opportunities for 
students to learn from the continuity of experiences, as well as the interactions that take place 
between them and those in the community where they perform their service.  

Stoecker (2016) poses that institutionalized service-learning pedagogy is influenced by a 
pragmatist approach, particularly how it addresses what is constituted as knowledge in the 
process of learning. From a pragmatist approach, the idea is for “faculty to send their students 
out to find their own institutionalized service-learning opportunities and treat communities as 
‘laboratories’ where the students try things” (p. 33). This idea of treating communities as 
‘laboratories’ is similar to Maribel’s point that “my community is not your rat lab.” In this 
example, both Stoecker and Maribel critique how all experiential learning is not necessarily 
reciprocal. In other words, they both signal how service-learning opportunities includes learning 
through the experience of the ‘other’ (i.e., the community member) and this can be more 
beneficial for the student rather than the community member.  

Interestingly, Stoecker (2016) explains that experiential learning does not fit 
institutionalized service learning because from an experiential learning model the idea is that 
“the experience of a concept is supposed to be direct,” whereas in institutionalized service 
learning, “the experience is actually the indirect experience of someone else’s experience” (p. 
35). Returning to Dewey’s theory of experience, the idea is also that one should make meaning 
of their own experience, not someone else’s. This becomes apparent in the principle of 
continuity, where it would be difficult to make meaning of the before and after of someone else’s 
direct experience, if we are not the ones living that reality. This does not mean that we cannot 
learn from someone else’s experience, but it signals what Maribel describes as her community 
not being a ‘lab rat,’ where the issue with institutionalized service-learning models that may 
exploit the experiences of communities for learning of the students who do not have direct 
experiences with the pressing social and cultural issues in that community. When college 
students come into a community as part of a service-learning program, especially a community 
that they are not directly part of, they walk into and experience only the now – or present 
moment – of that experience. In this case, it is likely impossible to engage in the continuity of 
that experience. In the case of the participants, they were college students who participated in 
community and service work with which they had some direct experience. Given this, there were 
two critiques from the participants that further challenged this dominant practice of service-

 
23 Such correlation of analyzing service-learning from Dewey’s theory of experience has been previously done by 
suggesting that experience is in the context of the “interaction between the server and the served, between past and 
present experiences, and to the service learning transactions that are part of the learning” (Giles, 1987).  
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learning programs centered on institutionalization, where students experienced someone else’s 
experience. 
Critique One: Community Engagement at the University is about the Traditional Intellectual  

A radically different conceptualization was provided by the participants when asked how 
they perceived community engagement in the context of the university, relative to how they 
perceived it as a praxis of vulnerability. Their conceptualization of community was centered on 
words like “divided,” “specified,” “success”, and an “intellectual community.” Moreover, 
engagement was understood as directly tied to the “curriculum,” interactions with faculty, doing 
research, and characterized as “competitive.” Tied together, community and engagement were 
situated in the idea that community engagement at WU is based on ideals of an intellectual 
community, where the intellectual is more closely tied to traditional roles in academia, such as 
professors and college students.  

When asked what came to mind when I say ‘community at WU,’ Esperanza, who was 
just starting the first semester of her college navigation, responded: “Overall, collectively, there 
is not a community.” It’s “hard to have a united people because we are not willing to move past 
differences,” she further elaborated. This sentiment of the absence of a community became 
evident when analyzing the interviews collectively. The absence of community was the 
realization that there was a misalignment with how the Latinx participants actually embodied and 
practiced community engagement relative to how it was practiced at the institution. It was found 
that the other participants agreed with the fact that community at WU had many ‘differences’ 
coming into one particular location where people with various histories were in constant 
interaction and ‘exchanging knowledge,’ as Maribel explained. For Maribel, community at WU 
was the “whole diversity and inclusion thing.” Magda, similarly, explained community at WU 
was parallel to “American Culture” that is very “individualistic.” From these testimonios, WU 
community was depicted similarly to the myth of the ‘melting pot’ where people from various 
diverse backgrounds co-exist and participate in meritocracy. Magda extended this idea of WU 
community as being situated in individualism and competition:  

 
I feel, like in general, American culture, it’s very individualistic. 
Do your own thing, on your own. Especially here at WU, it’s very 
competitive and make sure you do this and this. You have to be 
involved in everything, but the thing is you’re on your own. Make 
sure you are involved in everything but do it on your own. That’s 
how I feel. I feel like I come from a home – a culture- that is very 
together, like a community. We do things together, help each other 
out. Community here is more individualistic, do things on your 
own. 

 
Here, Magda provides an understanding of American culture in relation to community at WU. 
Magda directly ties the idea of community as competitiveness to the value of individualism by 
providing descriptors – ‘you’re on your own’ and ‘do it on your own’ – as well as direct 
references to community as ‘individualistic.’ Under color-blind racism, Bonilla-Silva (2003) 
documents four central frames: abstract liberalism, cultural racism, naturalization, and 
minimization of racism. According to Bonilla-Silva (2003), abstract liberalism “involves using 
ideas associated with political liberalism (i.e., equal opportunity, the idea that force should not be 
used to achieve social policy) and economics liberalism (i.e., choice, individualism) in an 
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abstract manner to explain racial matters” (p.56). Magda’s understanding of community at WU 
as individualistic, relates to how Bonilla-Silva describes abstract liberalism is maintained. 
Bonilla-Silva explains that abstract liberalism is maintained and perpetuated through the ideal of 
meritocracy, or the idea that there exists a reward system based on merit. In education, we can 
observe this reward system in what Oakes (1985) describes in terms of how students are tracked 
based on a high track and low track. Jeannie Oakes explains the tracking system does not only 
organize and separate students based on race, gender, class and ability, but that such organization 
is based on an unequal distribution of access to forms of knowledge. In this sense, the high tracks 
provide students the ability to reason, analyze, evaluate and think. The low tracks focus more on 
socialization, respect for authority, self-discipline, and getting a job. Meritocracy, or what Magda 
describes as individually pulling yourself by your own bootstraps, is more closely tied to Oakes’ 
description of low tracks that focus on socialization. Community as individualistic is the subtle 
socialization of college students, like Magda, to believe that one must do things on their own as 
they navigate an institution of higher education.  

Magda’s conceptualization of community at WU as individualistic is further supported by 
what Emilia’s shares in terms of community spaces that are predominantly white. Emilia, who 
referred to the WU community a ‘bubble’ or a ‘completely different world,’ explained that she 
“feel[s] like a little lost and a bit lonely” in classes where she “feel[s] like [she] can’t be 
like…[doesn’t] have as much of a space in those classes as other students might. Especially in 
classes that are predominantly white.” Important to note is how Emilia relates a feeling of 
loneliness and being in a ‘different world’ to spaces or classes that are ‘predominantly white.’ 
This was not the first time Emilia provided perspectives to navigating white spaces. In this 
conceptualization of community, Emilia was referring to the WU campus. In another instance, 
when describing her high school experiences, Emilia explains how it was the first time she 
became aware of the ‘predominantly white’ spaces and interactions. It was not until attending 
WU that she became to process such experiences. In high school, Emilia recalls a white teacher’s 
differential approach when Emilia interacted with her white peers relative to when she was 
amongst a group of Latinx friends. The white teacher had a “very punitive manner” when “we 
were ever speaking,” Emilia explains when referring to how she and her Latinx peers were 
treated. Then, Emilia shares how the white teacher’s response to students speaking in class 
shifted when the same behavior occurred amongst a group of predominantly white students. In 
this case, the teacher would tell the white students talking during class to “focus on your wok” 
versus “you’re being disruptive.”  

Emilia’s experiences relate to Magda’s understanding of community as individualistic in 
that such socialization is happening in relation to navigating predominantly white spaces. 
Bonilla-Silva (2003) documents how white students “use the notion of equal opportunity in an 
abstract manner to oppose racial fairness” (p. 58), as one of the tenets of what he coins as color-
blind racism, or the new form of racism in U.S. society. The notion of equal opportunity 
minimizes how both past and current oppressive processes limit the educational opportunities for 
historically marginalized populations. This minimization is also a refusal to justify how one does 
not see race as a medium by which people have and continue to be oppressed. Both of Magda’s 
understanding of community as individualistic and Emilia’s perception of navigating 
predominantly white spaces, lead me to Dalia’s sense of community as based on traditional 
notions of the intellectual. 

When I asked Dalia how she perceived community at WU, she responded with a 
question. She asked me: “The intellectual community?” From Dalia’s response, I realized the 
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emphasis on the intellectual and ideals of what constructs the intellectual constructed community 
at WU.  I proceeded to further investigate this specificity. Similar to Emilia, Dalia 
conceptualized community at WU in terms of feeling ‘lost’ and ‘lonely’:  

 
I think there is definitely an emphasis on your intellectual 
endeavors, like what you want to get out of this institution. There 
is community between those people. I personally don’t connect 
with any community necessarily on campus just because I’ve only 
been here for a full year, so I never really got a chance to develop a 
community here on campus…I haven’t really developed a 
community here, other than the professional relationships that I’ve 
had with professors. 
 

Here, Dalia points to how community is produced based on one’s ‘intellectual endeavors.’ 
Additionally, and similar to Magda, Dalia signals a distancing from community at WU when she 
says, ‘[C]ommunity between those people’ (italics added). The community between ‘those 
people’ is one based on ‘professional relationships,’ according to Dalia. Antonio Gramsci’s 
(1971/2012) theory of the intellectual, posits that, “All men are intellectuals, one could therefore 
say: but not all men have in society the function of intellectuals” (p. 9). In this example from 
Selections from the Prison Notebooks, Gramsci describes how the function of the intellectual is 
sometimes situated as a “professional category,” meaning that it may exist in spaces such as the 
university. This same function is indicated by Dalia who distinguishes herself from intellectuals 
as the professional category. Dalia is aware of the professional relationships she has developed 
with professors as necessary to navigate the institution, but this is not community for her.   

Gramsci’s point is similar to the idea that everyone is born a theorist, as written by bell 
hooks (1994) in Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom. Yet, differences 
exist in both the idea of intellectual and theorist, based on one’s social location and the 
experiences in navigating social spaces. For instance, Gramsci distinguishes between a 
traditional and organic intellectual, where the former is an urban type and the latter a rural type24. 
The way the participants conceptualize the intellectual at WU was one more aligned with the 
traditional intellectual which Dalia described as “those people.” Contrary to this, Dalia and the 
other participants, embodied more of urban intellectuals that were critically conscious of ‘those’ 
traditional intellectuals. For Gramsci, the organic intellectuals were the “revolutionary party of 
the working class” (p. 25). This is also taken up by Henry Giroux (1988) who calls teachers 
“transformative intellectuals” whose role in schools is to “develop counterhegemonic pedagogies 
that not only empower students by giving them the knowledge and social skills they will need to 
be able to function in the larger society as critical agents, but also educate them for 
transformative action” (p. xxxiii). In the case of Dalia, and many of the other participants, there 
was a disconnect with the professors because they embodied the function of a traditional 
intellectual. Instead, the participants embodied a type of transformative intellectuality, which 

 
24 In Selections from the Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci (1971/2012) provides a sub-section titled “The 
different Position of Urban and Rural-Type Intellectuals.” In this sub-section Gramsci writes the following: 
“Intellectuals of the urban type have grown up along with industry and are linked to its fortune” and that 
“Intellectuals of the rural type are for the most part ‘traditional’ that is they are linked to the social mass of country 
people and the town (particularly small-town) petite bourgeoisie, not as yet elaborated and set in motion by the 
capitalist system” (p. 14).  
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encompassed an ability to straddle between their community work in the ‘urban’ setting as 
organic intellectuals and the space of the institution with traditional intellectuals.  This became 
more evident in their second critique of community engagement at WU.  
Critique Two: Engagement is about Questioning  

Related to engagement with the curriculum, participants expressed that engagement 
meant being in relation with the professors, or specifically engaging in ‘research’ experience 
with them. For Dalia, engagement was about building relationships with professors and other 
students, “because without those relationships you are not really gonna learn a lot.” Here, Dalia 
emphasizes that learning happens specifically between the professor-student relationship. She 
then discusses that what you learn in this relationship is centered on theory, but how it’s 
important to put that theory into practice:  
 

I feel like there is something to learn in theory, like these concepts, 
but if you are not putting them into practice then what are you 
really learning? You know? Engagement is you also putting in 
what you are learning, and I have seen that with my education 
classes. A lot of the things that I’m learning are being discussed in 
[the] now matter, versus talking about history, the past, like today 
doesn’t matter. And I feel like education classes really talk about 
the history of public education system. We rarely do that in history 
classes, even in my Ethnic Studies classes. They are very much 
detached from the today and I feel like education classes don’t do 
that. We talk about the things happening today, policing on 
campus, policing in elementary school. We don’t talk about the 
issues that we need to be combating. I think that’s really the 
engagement part, looking at what’s happening today in our society 
outside of the university. 

 
In this excerpt from Dalia’s interview, we can observe how she situates engagement in the 
present moment and that it means bridging theory with practice. In this sense, Dalia perceives 
engagement as analyzing theory, which can be abstract, in relation with the realities happening in 
the present moment. More than conceptualizing engagement, Dalia also signals that learning 
means putting theory, or ‘concepts’ as she states, in relation to present, real-life situations.  

Similarly, Emilia also perceived engagement as centered on research, or having access to 
research opportunities with faculty. “Engagement means being involved in research,” shares 
Emilia. To extend this, Emilia reflected on the time she completed the “Undergraduate 
Experience Survey” at WU. She shares, “A lot of the questions were, ‘have you done research 
with a professor?’ ‘Have you done research as part of a class?’”, referring to the experience 
survey. Then she tells me, “As an undergrad, I have not done a lot of research, whereas a lot of 
my peers have, which is great. Like, I think that doing research is a really valuable part of being 
engaged. It just hasn’t been my experience in terms of engagement.” It is important to note 
Emilia’s observation that although the Undergraduate Experience Survey indirectly signaled an 
importance of research experience, there was actually a disparity of access to research 
opportunities.  

The participants’ perception of engagement is situated as ‘doing research’ in 
collaboration with faculty members, which did not align with how they actually practiced 
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engagement through their community work. This created a misalignment with how they 
perceived engagement as action in the world and posing questions as part of that engagement 
with the world. Part of this engagement with the everyday meant producing what Rosalba 
referred to as the desire to “politicize questions.” On the contrary, Rosalba felt that the way 
engagement was conceptualized at WU as participating in research with faculty, “felt like what 
we were doing was furthering the project of capitalism and racism.”  

This similar line of questioning was echoed by Maribel. When I asked her to describe 
engagement at WU, Maribel responds with the following:  

 
You’re going to class and learning. Whatever curriculum you are 
given, but what are you doing with it. Are you agreeing with the 
curriculum? If you’re agreeing with the curriculum, what are you 
implementing from it in your daily life? If you’re disagreeing with 
it, what are you doing about that? What are you doing to change 
that?  

 
Here, Maribel posed rhetorical questions that engagement centered on whether one consented to 
the curriculum or one practiced what Freire calls problem-posing education. For Paulo Freire 
(1998), “[I]n problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the 
way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they come to see the 
world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (p. 83, italics in 
original). In this sense, being a transformative intellectual meant that one should constantly 
engage in a practice of questioning. I want to share, more in-depth, Dalia’s testimonio whose 
community work in advocating for the rights of undocumented students further demonstrates a 
challenge to how institutions of higher education imagine and practice community engagement 
from white liberal ideals.  
 
Dalia’s Narrative 
 

Dalia, a transfer student from a local community college near the WU campus, was the 
only participant who identified as an activist. During my interview with Dalia, I asked her to 
share how she differentiated an activist from a community organizer. This, along with Dalia’s 
activist work, serves to support how the other participants provided a critique of how the 
institutions (or institutions of higher education, in general) conceptualize and practice 
community engagement from a while liberal idea. Before we started with the structured 
questions as part of the interview, Dalia and I spent sufficient time platicando about how she 
arrived at her activist work around the experiences of undocumented students in higher 
education.  

Dalia shared that her introduction to activism began when she started attending a student 
campus club for undocumented students at her community college (prior to arriving at WU). 
During her first attendance at the student campus club, Dalia walked into the student council 
elections as they were taking place. The club members explained that they always wanted at least 
one undocumented student represented at the council to assure the undocumented student 
population was being heard. Dalia quickly volunteered for that commitment because she said it 
greatly interested her. She shared with me that although she served this role of representation, 
she was aware that representation was not enough. It was a “service” to be a representative for 
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the undocumented student population, but Dalia explained that she “thought it was a disservice 
to only be kinda a placeholder without actually pushing the envelope to actually support 
undocumented students with resources, with academic support, and to fight policies.” This is 
particularly critical, as will become evident in the example of the new payment policy below, 
because it extends the conceptualization of service beyond simply the act of serving by pointing 
to how service should involve access to resources, academic support, and fighting ‘policies.’ The 
‘fighting’ of such policies was essential when, according to Dalia, they oppressed undocumented 
and low-income students.  
The New Payment Policy 

One of the pressing issues concerning the students at Dalia’s community college was 
what she referred to as the New Payment Policy. Essentially, this new payment policy required 
students to pay class fees upfront, at the beginning of each semester. This meant that if a student 
could not pay for the class fees upon registration, they were not able to register for courses. Dalia 
shared that the issues with the Payment Policy ignited several rallies where both students and 
community college faculty participated. In a public conversation with the Vice Chancellor at her 
community college, Dalia described how a dialogue exchange took place regarding the New 
Payment Policy.  

 
Dalia: What are your thoughts on the Payment Policy? 
 
VC: We have a plan. The Payment policy is going to help students 
fund their education, and if they can’t afford it we don’t want them 
to get into debt. That’s why they are not able to enroll in taking 
these classes because we don’t want to get them into debt. I think 
it’s the ethical thing to do. 
 
Dalia: Isn’t the ethical thing to do allow students to actually access 
an education, not completely remove that opportunity from them? 

 
“And her response? She didn’t have a response,” Dalia tells me. It was during this engagement 
with the Vice Chancellor when Dalia realized that her involvement on the student council didn’t 
actually mean you “have power.” Rather, “it’s just a symbol for the administration to say, ‘Yeah, 
students are being represented.’” This realization is what encouraged Dalia to start “organizing” 
outside of the student council, which began by starting a Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de 
Aztlan (M.E.Ch.A.)25 chapter at her college campus. For Dalia, this step was an attempt to 
distance herself from “the label of being students under something and being restricted in that 
sense.” Unfortunately, Dalia explains that she began to notice that there was not just an existence 
of issues around what it meant to be a college student, but that she (along with her peers) began 
to be impacted by deportation threats. Dalia explained that these deportation threats made her 
realize that the identity of a “student activist” was constricted in the realms of the college campus 
and that she did not want to ignore what was happening in her community. In her own words, 
Dalia expressed to me: “I started realizing that it wasn’t enough for me to just advocate within 
the college campus but that I actually need to connect to the real world.”  

 
25 M.E.Ch.A. translates to Chicano Student Movement of Aztlan in English. It is a U.S.-based organization comment 
in high schools and college campuses that aim to promote Chicano empowerment through political action. 
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The larger issue embedded in the new payment policy beyond the reality that individual 
students, such as Dalia, were not able to register for courses and receive an education, became a 
tension between the community college and the Accrediting Commission for Community and 
Junior Colleges (ACCJC). The ACCJC is a “nonprofit, public benefit corporation” that focuses 
on providing an accreditation stamp for community colleges, career and technical colleges, and 
junior colleges (ACCJC website). The focus of the accreditation is centered on academic quality 
and student achievement. Dalia described the ACCJC as, “an advisory board to the department of 
education.” The issue with the ACCJC, according to Dalia’s testimonio, was that the ACCJC 
was threatening to shut down the community college because it was not meeting the 
requirements for accreditation. The payment policy was an issue because it meant the threat of 
closure where students would be unable to register, thus causing low class enrollment at the 
college.  
The Student Behind the Community Organizing  

Dalia’s activist work resulted in providing community college students with an education 
free of tuition. Dalia explained that this was a huge win because it removed the new payment 
policy, but that it did not resolve the issue of low class enrollment in certain departments, such as 
“Latin American Studies, African American Studies, ESL classes, classes for elderly folx, music 
classes.” She explained that this was due to the community college’s emphasis on the two-year 
transfer traditional student and keeping the courses required for transfer. Dalia shared that due to 
her student activism she took four years to successfully transfer to WU where she no longer held 
the identity of a student activist, but rather a ‘community organizer.’ Her community organizing 
work involves deportation defense with a local non-profit organization that focuses on immigrant 
rights. She tells me the following:  

 
Deportation defense is really hard. I think the teachers I’ve met 
here on campus have supported me by understanding that I’m 
doing things outside the university that are much more valuable 
because sometimes in the classrooms I’m attending they are 
dealing with directly impacted people and a lot of the things that 
we are learning here, in theory, I’m in the world in practice of it.  
 

Again, Dalia relates her community-organizing work to what learning entails, which is the 
bridging of theory with practice. More than learning, Dalia indicates that there is more ‘value’ to 
is what is done ‘outside the university.’ Similarly, she mentions the importance of being 
‘supported’ in doing this more valuable work. What this tells us is that Dalia, like the other 
participants, engage in forms of service that was not formally institutionalized but which 
provided a significant value in terms of their learning.  

Similar to her activism work at the community college, Dalia described the application of 
what was learned in the classroom with engagement with the world. Yet, I followed up with 
asking for clarification regarding how she distinguished between a student activist and a 
community organizer. Referring to her community work at the local immigrants’ rights 
organization, Dalia said the following:  
 

I would define myself a student who is a community organizer 
because of all my organizing outside of the university. Meaning, 
I’m working with immigrant communities and deportations, and 
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I’m fighting detention centers, so not a lot to do with public 
education or student issues like living wages and student housing.  

 
Here, Dalia distinguishes between the community work done outside the university, and that 
being done within the university. Both are forms of service, but each produces a different identity 
for the student, according to Dalia. As far as a student activist, which differed from how Dalia 
conceptualized a community organizer, she defined as the following:  
 

[S]tudent activist or student organizers are the ones fighting here 
on campus for safe spaces for students of color, safe spaces for 
trans students, having access to what’s going on with the 
strikes…Students to support other students. Those are student 
organizers. Their issues are concerning student life. 
 

This distinction is important to note in order to extend the critiques of community engagement at 
WU previously discussed. The lack of opportunities that existed for the participants to engage in 
‘community’, when it was centered on research and traditional intellectuality, lead them to find 
opportunities to engage outside of the institution. This also signals to a multiplicity of struggles 
happening for Students of Color in higher education – those that exist inside the college campus 
and those that exists outside the college campus. 
 
Conclusion 
 
 In the article, “Why can’t a college be more like a firm?” Gordon C. Winston discusses 
the relationship between colleges and universities, and a firm. Broadly, Gordon (1997) attempts 
to question the complexity and ambiguity of where to situate higher education in relation to large 
businesses. According to Winston, colleges and universities do “sell goods and services,” that is 
“education,” for a “price, like tuition” (p. 2). Yet, Winston (1997) claims they are not like firms 
because they have economic differences when compared with for-profit business. If we 
characterize universities and colleges as a nonprofit firm, then, Winston claims that they do not 
make profit, because they do not distribute the profit to owners. Additionally, universities and 
colleges are selling a good (i.e., education) where customers (i.e., students) do not truly know 
what they will get in return, which Winston calls an asymmetric information in a market, which 
are typically “trust markets.” In this sense, higher education functions, and is a part of, the world 
of businesses, but rather can be characterized as a nonprofit firm.  

At the core of this chapter is a compilation of the data to answer the research question: 
How does white liberalism frame and construct service-learning in higher education? Beginning 
with the question of how higher education might function in society like a business sets the tone 
to move in this direction. Community engagement that is based on a basis of access to 
opportunities aligns with a business model because unless one has access to such opportunities or 
know how to navigate higher education to attain them, then one cannot fully benefit from all the 
benefits of attaining a college degree. Such a model of community engagement practice also 
functions from a white liberal model, because it expects non-white students or poor students to 
understand this business model, in order to have access to opportunities to conducting research 
with faculty members.  
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The fact that community engagement is situated in opportunities with research, as 
perceived by the participants, is also perpetuating a white liberal model of community 
engagement, because it fails to acknowledge the kind of engagement that Students of Color 
participate in with respect to dismantling systems of oppression. As illustrated through Dalia’s 
community-organizing work of advocating for undocumented students, this was an example of 
utilizing community work with the direct intention of dismantling systems of oppression. In this 
case of Dalia, it was the new payment policy that was oppressive to undocumented and low-
income students. By meeting with representatives from the community college, including the 
Vice Chancellor, Dalia worked toward the dismantling of a system of oppression.  
 The institutionalization of service learning as structured where students have to register 
for a course or have an opportunity to conduct field work with faculty (which often required 
students to apply and thus produce a competitive educational environment) excludes how the 
participants actually practiced community engagement. Through Dalia’s community work of 
challenging the New Payment Policy, we were able to see how the policy functioned from a 
business model of making profit without considering the interests of undocumented students, and 
how she played the role of a transformative intellectual who leveled critiques of community 
engagement at WU.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Critical Emotionality: Testimonios of Pain 
 

I introduced Maribel in the methods chapter where she spoke about power as she 
perceived it in her hometown community and navigating institutions of higher education as a 
womxn of color. Here, I want to extend Maribel’s understanding of power to speak of the final 
and central finding in this research. As a recurring theme during my plática with Maribel, she 
described those in power as “adamant about keeping things the way they are.” I asked Maribel a 
simultaneously simple and complex question: How does this make you feel? Maribel responded 
the following:  

 
It makes me feel very uncomfortable, very mad, and very…I have 
this…I’m angry but I’m also always trying to stay composed when I 
talk to them because it’s also my way of being cautious. Like, if I 
already have a little bit of voice to voice [the needs of] my 
community. I don’t want to lose that. 
 

Maribel hesitated, at one point her voice shaking, as she expressed her anger at knowing how 
power relations work but also how she had to ‘be cautious’ of not showing this anger to those in 
positions of power. Although Maribel describes her anger, in this chapter, I focus on the emotion 
of pain. This is because of the pain associated with womxn of color hiding their anger at 
injustices as a means to safely and cautiously navigate higher education.  

Tied to the focus on pain, I address the question of what makes CSL ‘critical’ by 
reviewing critical pedagogy theories in relation to the literature of CSL empirical studies. I begin 
by providing a theoretical context on Critical Social Theory (CST), specifically asking, “What is 
‘critical’ in critical pedagogy and thus what is ‘critical’ in CSL?” I then engage the testimonios 
of three of the participants, Rosalba, Camila, and Emilia, to demonstrate how their critical 
approach to community-engaged work and service prior to entering academia originates from 
their lived experiences with family and hometown communities, as demonstrated in chapter four. 
Findings suggest that having a critical understanding of racialized gendered oppression, both 
outside and inside the institution of higher education, is related to the emotions associated with 
these experiences. As such, I propose what I call Critical Emotionality, which is the critical 
understanding of how the emotions of womxn of color, particularly those that originate from 
intimate gendered, racialized, and classed experiences with our families and hometown 
communities, cannot be separated from how we dialogue and practice community-engaged 
pedagogies in academia.  

One of the most pressing issues in education is the fear of Critical Race Theory (CRT) 
and how racialized gendered dialogue in the classroom prioritizes and protects the interests of 
white-male emotions. More than validating the emotional intensities (Ahmed, 2015) of students 
of color during racialized gendered dialogue, I argue that such emotional knowledges are a form 
of critical emotionality (see also Cardona, 2020). Rather than emphasizing the intensity of 
emotions, understandings of critical emotionality move us away from perpetuating dangerous 
stereotypes such as the ‘angry Black womxn’ or the ‘angry Latina’. By situating the emotions as 
a form of deviance, such as the anger of womxn of color at injustice, here, the power of such 
emotions are defined by the womxn of color themselves, rather than either men or whites. In a 
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similar way, in this chapter I analyze how the testimonios of Rosalba, Camila, and Emilia, 
embody critical emotionality in the forms of service and community engagement they 
participated in, which were intimately tied to the pain of gendered, racialized and classed 
experiences in relation to their families and hometown communities. Understanding their pain 
experienced at the individual, familial, and communal levels, explains how they arrived at being 
critical of the service and community engagement they participated in while navigating higher 
education.  

 
Critical Pedagogy: What’s so ‘Critical’ in Critical Service Learning? 
 
 The same way one can pose the question, What is ‘critical’ about ‘critical pedagogy?’ 
one can also ask, What is ‘critical’ in ‘critical service learning’? At the heart of both questions is 
the question of the ‘critical,’ or more broadly, ‘critical theory.’ As critical educators, we should 
be asking ourselves these questions, not simply claiming a sense of criticality26. The latter runs 
the risk of furthering the project of modernity/coloniality (Mignolo, 2007). Walter D. Mignolo 
explores the difference between existing critical projects, particularly with regard to the 
Frankfurt School, and the de-colonization of knowledge. He poses that the Frankfurt School is 
centered on Jewish critical thinkers which is “entangled with racism and coloniality” (p. 155).27 
This aligns with the claim made by Ellsworth (1989) that even the term ‘critical’ is a “repressive 
myth that perpetuates relations of domination” (p. 298).28 The participants’ narratives about race 
and gender related to the service work outside of the classroom, forced me to pose such 
questions of what we consider to be critical while not advancing the project of 
modernity/coloniality.  

Critical pedagogy can be defined in terms of classroom teaching, critiques the production 
of knowledge, institutional structures, and the material relations of greater society. It has been 
misused (and misunderstood) as solely needing to have “good intentions” in the classroom 
(McLaren, 1997, p. 1). Peter McLaren (1997) tells us that critical pedagogy is more than just 
having good intentions, but rather it is about the “revolutionary movement of educators,” and 
that it should center on the “specificity of local struggles around the micropolitics of race, class, 
gender, and sexual formation” (p. 1). Moreover, the origins of critical pedagogy derive from the 

 
26 Critical Race Theory scholar Derrick A. Bell (1995) posed a similar series of questions in his law review article, 
“Who’s Afraid of Critical Race Theory,” where the mere question in the title is indirectly posed two additional 
questions: “what is critical race theory?” and “what ought critical race theory to be?” (p. 898, italics in original). 
27 According to Walter D. Mignolo (2007), the Frankfurt School is both racist and part of the colonization project for 
two central reasons. First, Mignolo explains that the early works of Horkheimer “were meaningful for some of the 
participants in the project modernity/coloniality” (p. 155). This is signalizing to how it was exclusionary and 
applicable to a few. Secondly, Mignolo explains that the “Frankfurt School condensed a tradition of Jewish critical 
thinkers in Germany during the early years of Hitler’s regime” (p. 155).  
28 In the article “Why Doesn’t This Feel Empowering? Working Through the Repressive Myths of Critical 
Pedagogy,” Ellsworth (1989) reflects on her role as a white middle-class woman and professor working with a 
diverse group of students. In these reflections, Ellsworth points to the repressive myths to argue how the discourse 
of critical pedagogy, particularly the use of the term critical functions as a way to hide the actual political agendas of 
educators. In other words, while critical pedagogy claims to be a political act, Ellsworth tells us that there is no 
actual research that demonstrates how educators who employ a critical pedagogy are actually challenging power 
relations in schools. One example of these repressive myths is that of student voice. Ellsworth poses that the notion 
that critical pedagogy will change the student-teacher contradiction is a myth because the student may be 
empowered, but the teacher should not help in this empowerment, but rather that the student finds and discovers 
their own sense of empowerment.  
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work of Brazilian educator, Paulo Freire, particularly by his widely known book, Pedagogy of 
the Oppressed (1993/1970). As an approach influenced by the work of Freire, critical pedagogy 
has come to be used as a way to understand the political and economic realities in society and 
education (Smith & McLaren, 2010).  

In the field of education, I find that critical pedagogy begins with Freire. This is due to 
the fact that Freire’s work forces us to discuss something that is critical and engage it with the 
term “oppression,” versus something that is not critical (i.e., common sense). Freire introduced a 
critical language by introducing themes like “oppression” and “education as an act of freedom.” 
Feminists of color, particularly bell hooks, Patricia Hill-Collins, and Gloria Anzaldúa have also 
critically engaged in theories of oppression from an intersectional lens. Unlike Freire, feminists 
of color theorize oppression from the experiences of Black and Latinx womxn and Womxn of 
Color, more broadly. Alongside the work of Paulo Freire, there are several other prominent 
critical pedagogues’ work that has contributed to what has been coined as critical pedagogy 
(Biesta, 1998; Cho, 2010; Giroux, 1988; hooks, 1994; Leonardo, 2004). In many ways, the work 
that has been done in the area of critical social theory (henceforth CST), which Leonardo (2004) 
describes as a ‘multidisciplinary framework’ has been highly influential in the development of 
critical pedagogy. Cho (2010) tells us that since Leonardo argues that CST is a political project, 
she also claims critical pedagogy is also a political project. The political agenda of critical 
pedagogy aims to transform knowledge and pedagogy. Cho identifies two central aims of critical 
pedagogy: a) to correct the conclusions of Neo-Marxist theories; b) and to transform a ‘language 
of critique’ into a ‘language of possibility.’ As such, a language of critique is central to critical 
pedagogy. 

Specifically, the aim of critical pedagogy is to transform “the relationship between 
knowledge and power” (Cho, 2010, p. 311). Similar to Cho, Leonardo (2004) explains that one 
of the goals of CST is focused on the function of knowledge, that “[b]y presenting CST as a form 
of criticism,” one can see “its power to change the pedagogical process from one of knowledge 
transmission to knowledge transformation” (p. 11). Related to the agenda of knowledge 
transformation, Cho provides a critique of the initial development of critical pedagogy’s political 
project when she says the following: “By asserting the knowledge is intrinsically interwoven 
with power, critical pedagogy adamantly and steadfastly dismisses the mainstream assumption of 
knowledge as objective and neutral” (p. 311). She goes on to argue that newer critical theories 
and thinkers are moving the conversation of knowledge to ask questions specifically of “the 
relationship between school knowledge and the power structures of society” (p. 311). 
Essentially, this shift in thinking about knowledge is more directly connected to Foucault’s 
(1980) concept of power/knowledge, which Biesta (1998) describes as a ‘demystification’ that 
reveals “how knowledge is infatuated with power” (p. 506). By posing questions related to 
power/knowledge, critical pedagogy has more possibilities of using knowledge for 
transformation, rather than transmission, as Leonardo (2004) tells us about CST.  
 
The Impossibility of Critical Pedagogy  
 

While the shift of knowledge from a process of transmission to one of transformation 
holds many possibilities, it is also critical to speak of the impossibility of critical pedagogy. 
Henry Giroux (1998/2005) has referred to a language of possibility where “educators can 
develop a political project that broadens the social and political contexts” (p. 208). Paulo Freire 
and Henry Giroux understand critical pedagogy as of the cultivation of critical discourse. Freire 
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accomplishes this with his emphasis on the importance of dialogue, and Giroux follows this 
trajectory and expands that both student and teacher, whom he frames as transformative 
intellectuals, have the potential to be critical when schools are interrogated as ideological sites. 
Biesta (1998) extends Giroux’s language of possibility that centered on a critique of reproduction 
and promoted cultural politics in schools. To this, Biesta (1998) poses that the possibility of a 
project such as critical pedagogy derives from Enlightenment ideals, or “the idea of 
emancipation through critical reflexivity” (p. 500). On the other hand, we have other critical 
pedagogues, like Gur-Ze’ev (1998) who provides a critique of Freire, particularly by questioning 
the positive utopianism framework, or the idea that critical pedagogy promises possibilities of 
transformation and change. Similar to Biesta, Gur-Ze’ev (1998) argues that traditional 
understandings of critical pedagogy, particularly those who draw on the Frankfurt School, cannot 
be applied to modern education. The issue at hand that Gur-Ze’ev points to is that a positive 
utopianism assumes subjectivity will be produced from modern or Enlightenment ideas about the 
rational subject. In other words, he emphasizes “human emancipation” as the central component 
to critical pedagogy (Gur-Ze’ev, 1998, p. 464). To expand on these contradictory views of 
critical pedagogy, I find it useful to bring to the conversation Antonia Darder and Miron’s (2006) 
discussion of uncertainty in their article “Critical Pedagogy in a Time of Uncertainty: A Call to 
Action” and Kathleen Weiler’s (2008) argument that the impact of critical pedagogy is unclear in 
“Critical Pedagogy in a Time of War.”  

Contrary to seeing a possibility (or impossibility), in “Critical Pedagogy in a Time of 
Uncertainty: A Call to Action,” Darder and Miron (2006) argue that when we face uncertainty 
we tend to turn to critical pedagogy. Their central critique is that critical pedagogy has been 
oversimplified and that it may not have what it takes to combat the type of inequities that we 
currently face. One of the uncertainties they discussed concerns the teaching force, and Darder 
and Miron argue that their uncertainty is due to the training teacher candidates receive from 
teacher education programs. Darder and Miron discuss what they call a “pedagogy of 
alienation,” (p. #) which is the uncertainty that poor, working-class students experience in the 
everyday. They argue that in order for critical pedagogy to be successful in the current state of 
uncertainty, educators need to have the ability to engage with the reality of students from a place 
of love (Darder & Miron, 2006). In a similar tone, Kathleen Weiler (2008) argues that critical 
pedagogy is not necessarily relevant to those it claims as the ‘oppressed.’ This claim is based on 
Gur-Ze’ev’s (1998) counter-education which suggests possibilities for being critical of “violent 
practices of normalization, control, and reproduction practices in a system that uses human 
beings as its agents and victims” (p. 463). In this case, if critical pedagogy derives from a 
positive utopia, then those are subjected as victims of the system do not benefit from such 
paradigm. Extending Darder and Miron, Weiler says that the impact that critical pedagogy 
produces is unclear, despite the fact that Weiler believes critical pedagogy has a potential for 
practical tools. 
 
Critical Pedagogy and Critical Emotionality  
 

The impossibility of critical pedagogy, according to Biesta (1998), is based not on what is 
no possible but rather on what is unforeseen as a possibility. The two issues tied to this critique is 
that a language of possibility: a) is only successful if it can control the use of its outcomes; and 
b) that critical pedagogy erases the political realm. All in all, what Biesta attempts to tell us is 
that to be critical means to be critical of the possibility of critical pedagogy. This means that we 
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do not expect or assume it can be used in a critical way. Biesta (1998) explains that impossibility 
is not necessarily opposite to possibility, but rather that “impossibility releases the possible” (p. 
510). Part of the impossibility of critical pedagogy is the absence, or erasure, of emotions. 
Instead, emotions should be considered as a part of knowledge production and the development 
of a critical understanding of the self and the world. Michalinos Zembylas (2013) has referred to 
troubled knowledge that is tied to traumatic pasts that are in existence in traumatized 
communities, when he argues that the discourse of critical pedagogy should consider these 
moments as a source of learning. Said another way, Zembylas (2013) argues that difficult 
emotional knowledges have pedagogical implications (and possibilities) in posttraumatic 
contexts.  

In what follows, I focus on three of the testimonios of Rosalba, Camila and Emilia to 
discuss how their critical emotionality served to construct and sustain their community-engaged 
work. I accomplish this by first providing an example in the critical service-learning literature of 
a Black womxn undergraduate who wrote a piece about her experiences as a Black womxn 
participating in a service-learning program in college. She describes her experience based on 
sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois’ (1903/2014) theory of double-consciousness. I utilize this example 
from the literature to set the tone of a critical moment during the interview with Rosalba when 
they described how it felt to engage in gendered racial dialogues as similar to wearing a ‘veil,’ a 
trope central to Du Bois’ work. Rosalba, who was previously introduced in chapter four, initially 
described the navigation of the classroom dialogue and the practice of community work as 
needing to be centered on vulnerability29. In chapter four, I shared how Rosalba felt there was no 
honoring of vulnerability of oppressed subjects at WU, thus having to wear a ‘veil’ in order to 
feel safe. While this was the case, Rosalba nevertheless felt that practicing and embodying 
vulnerability was important in producing transformative community work. Adopting the idea of 
the need to wear a ‘veil’ to feel safe, I followed with a focus on the testimonios of pain of Camila 
and Emilia to show how both hypervisibility and invisibility of the racial other produced an 
emotion of pain in their community work.  

Embodying and practicing any form of ‘critical’ pedagogy, especially one that asks 
students to directly engage with community members who may be oppressed, requires centering 
dialogue on the experience of oppression and the oppressed. The data of this research revealed 
that at the center of the painful pedagogical experiences shared by the participants, was a larger 
theme of embodying emotions and expressing those emotions regarding what it means to be 
oppressed in the context of the college classroom. Their painful pedagogical experiences, 
particularly what it means to feel pain from both invisibility and hypervisibility, depict a form of 
critical emotionality, which means that in order to be critical, one must have consciousness and a 
deep understanding of emotions tied to our own oppression or oppression of our communities. In 
what follows I begin with Rosalba’s description of how it feels to hide behind a veil in 
classrooms during their four years at WU. This is followed by focusing on the narrative of 
Camila who speaks to the pain of hypervisibility as a Black-Mexican student, and the testimonio 
of Emilia who speaks of the pain of invisibility of living in a ‘white world.’  
 
 

 
29 In chapter four, I introduced what I call a Praxis of Vulnerability to collectively understand how the participants 
conceptually make meaning of community engagement. Vulnerability is imagined and practiced from a political 
context of power which renders some subjects as more vulnerable than others. Thus, the need for a ‘veil,’ as will be 
demonstrated in Rosalba’s testimonio.  



 

 71 

Testimonios of Pain 
 

Pain makes us acutely anxious to avoid more of it, so we hone that 
radar. It’s kind of a survival tactic that people, caught between the 

worlds, unknowingly cultivate. It is latent in all of us. – Gloria 
Anzaldúa, Borderlands: La Frontera, p. 61 

 
So pain is not simply the feeling that corresponds to bodily damage. 
Whilst pain might seem self-evident – we all know our own pain, it 
burns through us – the experience and indeed recognition of pain as 
pain involves complex forms of association between sensations and 

other kinds of ‘feeling states.’ – Sarah Ahmed, The Cultural 
Politics of Emotion, p. 23 

 
To provide examples of Students of Color who practice putting on a veil to feel safe 

while navigating college and dialogue centered on race, gender and class. The testimonios of 
pain play a dual role: a) they demonstrate what, for example, Rosalba shared with regard to the 
needing a time and place to safely remove the veil; and b) that the removal of the veil allows for 
a critical emotionality to take shape with respect to experiences of pain as participants vacillate 
between hypervisibility and invisibility as womxn of color. In what follows, I focus on three of 
the participant’s testimonios, particularly Camila and Emilia’s, to focus on how the emotion of 
pain became salient in how the participants both constructed and sustained their community 
work. For Camila it was her involvement in the Black Student Union at WU. For her, it began 
with conducting an investigation during her time in high school and then followed by her 
involvement at a student organization focused on providing basic needs for students at WU. 

As previously indicated in chapter three, the methodology of this research centered on the 
finding that participants’ community work related to pain associated with gender, race, and class 
– based oppression. From a methodological standpoint, I referred to this as a Latinx Feminist 
Methodology of Pain which meant that as the researcher, I honored – rather than dismissed, 
ignored, or silenced – painful anecdotes, memories, and stories shared by the participants with 
me during the interview process, even when they might not align with the focus of the overall 
research agenda. I leaned on the work of Cindy Cruz (2001), which calls for honoring how the 
production of knowledge originates in the brown bodies of the mothers and grandmothers of 
brown womxn. This is reminiscent of Maribel’s work with “Citizen’s Alliance,” whose own 
mother received her GED through this program started by her daughter. Then, as the listener of 
Maribel’s testimonio, I was heartbroken when she shared how a faculty member overtly told her 
during office hours that “people like her don’t go to grad school.” Even more painful, Maribel 
said this was a “common” practice with other friends who were from the same rural community. 
This was the same rural community where a popular service-learning program at WU organized 
every summer term.   

My data suggests that pain cannot be separated from the body, especially if we are to 
theorize pain from the standpoint of how womxn of color who have experienced violence and 
oppression. Theorizing from the body moves away from the dominant masculine theorization 
from a place of logic or the mind. Similar to Cruz, Sarah Ahmed (2015), posits that “[t]he 
intensity of feelings like pain recalls us to our body surfaces: pain seizes me back to my body” 
(p. 26). One way that experiencing violence impacts womxn, is that we are made to believe that 
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we are ‘crazy,’ which aligns with one of the tenets of color-blind racism of the minimization of 
racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2003/2018). The minimization of racism impacts the psyche of People of 
Color, one of which can be to believe and internalize that we are ‘crazy’ when experiencing 
racism or sexism, which are systematically minimized as belonging in the past.  

As such, it is not just our mind that can detect racism but also how our body does not 
forget how racism makes us feel. When our minds and psyches are consumed by the persistent 
effects of racism, then our bodies serve as sites of knowledge of these experiences. For example, 
take Sara Ahmed’s (2000) analysis of strange encounters and strange bodies, where she posits 
that strange encounters (i.e., referencing Audre Lorde’s encounter in the subway with a white 
womxn) are “played out on the body, and is played out with the emotions” (p. 39, italics in 
original). In such analysis, the white body is what is ‘home’, according to Ahmed, which 
functions in producing the strangeness in the Black body. The knowledge production, in this 
case, is how Lorde knows and feels (from her own observation of the reaction of the white body) 
how her Black body is perceived. Such perception constitutes knowledge of white emotions, 
particularly that of hate. As a site of knowledge production, specifically critical knowledge 
production, the body honors emotions. In this way, Maribel experienced violence and her body 
registers it as knowledge. She cried while sharing her testimonio with me. This violence also 
became evident in the testimonios of Rosalba, Camila, and Emilia, which I share below.  
Rosalba: The Impossibility of Safety  
 In The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois describes double-consciousness as a sense of 
‘twoness’. He writes, “[A]n American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being 
torn asunder” (2014, p. 5). Du Bois describes this ‘twoness’ of reading the world “through a 
veil,” where “[h]e began to have a dim feeling that, to attain his place in the world, he must be 
himself, and not another. For the first time, he sought to analyze the burden he bore upon his 
back, that dead-weight of social degradation partially masked behind a half-named Negro 
problem” (2014, p. 7). It is important to note how Du Bois conceptualizes double-consciousness 
on the premise of the burden of having to carry the ‘dead-weight’ of how white society perceives 
him as a Black man. This same burden became apparent in the testimonios shared by the 
participants, especially with regard to the wearing of a ‘veil’ in Rosalba’s testimonio.  

The concept of double-consciousness was utilized in a service-learning article written by 
a Black womxn undergraduate who reflected on her experience as a second-generation in a 
service-learning course at an Ivy League institution. Gabrielle Hickmon (2015) describes her 
experience in participating in service learning as “a double-consciousness of sorts” (p. 86). 
Hickmon elaborates further on what she means:  

 
I have not always known how to manage the power and privilege 
inherent in being in a position to be of service to others. I have not 
always known how to handle the assumptions made about my 
connections to the communities I engage with, especially when 
those communities are made up of people who look like me. I have 
been conflicted about ‘serving’ when there are members of my 
community who are labeled ‘those served’ in the minds of some in 
SL despite their real contributions to their communities and the 
field’s supposed belief that the field’s supposed belief that all 
partners both serve and are served (p. 86, italics added). 
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In this example, Hickmon describes a particularly important dynamic of service learning when 
the college students participating in the service-learning program intimately connected to or 
identified as a member of the community they are ‘serving.’ All the participants of this research 
were intimately connected to both the communities and/or the type of community-engaged work 
in which they participated. Rosalba mentioned similar tensions related to power and privilege. 
As discussed in the prior chapters, for Rosalba and the other participants, the consciousness of 
their oppression existed prior to engaging in their service and community work, consciousness of 
power dynamics originated in classroom dynamics before entering the ‘field’ of the service and 
engaged work. Extending this, findings also suggest that there was a tension between the 
participants’ prior consciousness of power dynamics and how they actually practiced, or put to 
practice, these prior funds of knowledge (Yosso, 2005). 

Findings suggest that when the participants discussed community, they shared stories of 
the classroom. These stories related to the tension among the conflictual difference regarding 
how they conceptualized community engagement centered on a praxis of vulnerability (as 
demonstrated in chapter four) versus how they soon realized it was practiced in the institution as 
centered on white liberalism (as demonstrated in chapter five).  The difference is that a praxis of 
vulnerability entailed being conscious of conducting community work with vulnerable subjects, 
whereas they perceived that WU was more focused on promoting individualism and 
competitiveness. This exposure of the contradictory tension amongst conflicting 
conceptualizations of community engagement became evident in Rosalba’s reflection when she 
first started her journey at WU as an undergraduate student. Rosalba initially intended to major 
in political science, but she shared feeling disconnected in these courses and later declared 
Ethnic Studies. Their experiences with classroom dialogue, particularly around race, marked this 
change in major decision. When I asked Rosalba to describe how she perceived community at 
WU, we emerged into a platica about dialogue in the college classroom:  

 
R: I feel like community can be thrown around like, “Oh, let’s just 
do this community building and get to know each other!” but I feel 
like it develops over time, trust, being able to be vulnerable with 
someone. If I go into a class, I know people are gonna have a, como 
se dice30, like a face? Facet?  
 
G: Like a veil?  
 
R: Yeah! Something to protect themselves. I feel like when I first 
came into these classrooms, I didn’t have that on, but soon I 
realized that people are…Classes here are not what we call ‘safe.’ 
We can do community agreements in a class but later we are going 
to find out that people are coming from so many different places. 
It’s hard to claim safe because I don’t think we’ll ever get to what it 
means to be safe. And even in my community, safe is…I think it’s 
something we can be striving for and hopefully be able to do that 
with people that I want to give my time and labor to, but I feel like 
it just depends on who you are sharing your real self. 

 
30 Translates to ‘how do you say it?’ in English 
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In chapter four, I shared how Rosalba understood community engagement as centered on 
vulnerability. This is important because Rosalba explained that during their first semester, they 
engaged with the idea that it was safe to be vulnerable in college and then realized they had to 
protect themselves by putting on a veil, or putting on a ‘face’, in the classroom. Rosalba 
described the veil as a way to protect oneself in the college classroom, specifically during 
classroom dialogue. In their response, Rosalba concludes with the impossibility of safety, both in 
the college classroom like in the community. The safety discourses on race in education has been 
said to be constructed and framed in the best interest of whites and at the expense of students of 
color (Leonardo & Porter, 2010). Leonardo and Porter posit that such safety discourse is a 
“veiled form of violence,” where they suggest that a humanizing form of violence, “shifts the 
standards of humanity by providing space for the free expression of people’s thoughts and 
emotions that are not regulated by the discourse of safety” (p. 148). If we consider an 
impossibility of safety, where safety even as Leonardo and Porter suggest can derive from a 
humanizing violence, then safety for the most vulnerable will never exist insofar as such 
vulnerability will make us susceptible to violence. If there exists an ounce of possibility of 
safety, Rosalba indicates that it is very dependent upon where and with whom one wants to share 
their ‘real self.’ The opposite of the real-self Rosalba refers to would be a fake self, one that 
requires putting on a ‘face.’ The act or practice of having constantly to put on a face to feel safe 
is what makes safety in higher education impossible. It is an impossibility when we measure 
safety in relation to authenticity of who one truly is. 
Camila: ‘I’m not gonna be the voice of the black community’ 

The only self-identified Mexican-Black participant, Camila, who grew up with her single 
mom and younger sister, described her high school as predominantly comprised of immigrant 
Latinx students and whites in an agricultural town. “There was definitely less than you can count 
of the Black students on your fingers in my high school of almost 3,000 students,” explains 
Camila. She describes navigating this context as ‘difficult’ because although her abuelos cared 
for her while her mom worked as a correctional officer and taught her Spanish, Camila tells me 
that “being in high school where people saw [her] as only Black, it was kinda hard.” Upon 
graduating from high school, Camila did not go directly into a four-year college and instead 
enrolled at her local community college. She observed that there was no direct link in her 
transition from community college to WU, but she knew about WU because her family 
encouraged her to apply.  

During the time Camila contemplated transferring to a four-year university, people asked 
her where she wanted to transfer. When she expressed her desire to transfer to WU, people 
would “raise their eye brows” and tell her, “Good luck with that!” Camila’s family encouraged 
her to ignore everyone’s negativity, including her community college counselor who discouraged 
her to apply to top-tier universities. Her family, particularly her Tios and Tias, helped her write 
her statement of purpose as a transfer applicant. When it came time to apply, Camila’s Tio Kiko 
asked where she was applying and noticed WU was not on the list. He asked her why she was 
not applying to the more prestigious universities and Camila told him, “I’m not applying there. I 
would get rejected. Why would you want to waste your money? He then told her, “We are 
helping you pay for applications. Why do you care about the money?” When applications were 
due, Camila decided to apply to the more prestigious universities. She was admitted to WU 
which she described as a ‘family effort.’  
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When asked why she chose to attend WU, Camila explains that it was because WU has 
such a low, “like less than 2 percent,” Black students. She expresses the following, “I just felt 
students of color were underrepresented there that I should go there and take up space.” Camila 
described the Black community on campus as “very small” and “a tight unit.” Although it was a 
small community, she tells me that, “You feel so close. They’re definitely there for you, no 
matter what.” Interestingly, Camila expresses that she did not feel the same closeness with the 
Latinx community on campus31. When describing her experience with the Latinx community on 
campus, Camila tells me the following:  

 
The one thing I will say is that being half Mexicana and half Black 
I never really felt, I never really connected with the Latinx 
community at WU. I don’t think that they reached out to me like 
the Black community did. I think even the events I would try to go 
to I didn’t feel super…I don’t want to say welcomed, but I didn’t 
feel like I fit in. There was definitely a lot of white Latinos and 
maybe full Mexican, and definitely not any Afro-Latinx people, 
any that identified the way that I did, any that really looked like 
me. There was so many clicks in the Latinx community, whereas 
the Black community was just this – everyone is together, 
everyone is accepting, everyone is welcome. 
 

During my time platicando with Camila about what community meant to her, we spent sufficient 
time dissecting how she felt excluded in the institution in general as well as in spaces designated 
for Latinx college students. She specifically refers to spaces of ‘white Latinos” and ‘full 
Mexican’ students when describing how she didn’t fit in. In this case, the feelings of exclusion 
derived from ‘white Latinos’ and ‘full Mexican’ students, whether overtly or covertly, excluding 
self-identified Afro-Latinx students. Exclusion included behaving or embodying certain practices 
that excluded Latinx students who were further from whiteness. Camila’s community 
engagement was not traditionally tied to a service-learning course, unlike the other participants. 
After listening to her share feelings of exclusion in white spaces, with both white people and 
‘white Latinos’, I realized the importance of her service and the need to create spaces for the 
Black students. 

Camila was actively involved in the Black Student Union (BSU) on campus and the work 
was centralized on campus and aimed specifically for the Black students on campus. Like many 
of her Black peers, Camila described her navigation of WU as the following: “I definitely felt a 
lot of times like I knew I was the only Black person in the room, or even amongst my friends. 
There were a lot of times where I maybe felt kind of this isolation where I feel like I didn’t know 
everything everybody else knew.” Her work with the Black Student Union was crucial because 
the Black students didn’t “always feel comfortable in those spaces” where “those resources 
aren’t always aimed to us” and we have to create “the path to find our own.” Camila served as 
the inclusion director under the executive board under BSU. From Camila’s perspective, the role 
of BSU was more on the “political side” of community engagement at WU:  

 
 

31 While this study does not focus on issues of colorism or anti-Black racism in the Latinx community, it is 
nevertheless crucial to note how this was a theme that became apparent in some of the testimonios, particularly for 
Camila who self-identifies as Mexican-Black.  
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[W]e have lots of meetings with the chancellor, we present the 
demands of the Black community at how to like, administration, 
you know. We deal with like grants and like we are the ones that 
respond to, like if there’s a racist video that goes out at WU. The 
Black Student Union puts out a statement on behalf of the Black 
community. So we have lots of stuff to do like that.  

 
Here, we can observe how Camila’s community work is “political”, as she describes it, because 
it involves an action component of responding to the needs of the Black community. Related to 
this action taken by Camila and the BSU executive board, I was able also to understand more 
profoundly that the action or “political side” of the community work also had a very salient 
personal, internal, and similarly political, side. This other face of the political side of Camila’s 
community work with BSU was not voiced during meetings with the chancellor, but I was able 
to witness it during our time platicando. During the time we spoke, Camila spoke extensively 
about experiences with both white and white-passing Latinx peers in the college classroom. 
Camila explained to me that there was always an expectation from her peers to be “the voice of 
the black community” inside the classroom “just because I’m the only black person,” she told 
me. In many ways, the act of sending out statements on behalf of the Black community through 
her participation in BSU was doing the opposite of what Camila expressed was essential for her 
to do. Camila explains what this feels like further:  

 
I have a problem with white people and like my white Latino 
friends. Just in terms of like…being in class if we are speaking on 
certain things, like all my Ethnic Studies classes, we’re speaking 
on just like certain…, maybe slavery or reading certain books, like 
I would kind of get looked at, like ‘speak on it.’ And it’s like, ‘I am 
just there to be certain things,’ where my friends would look at me 
to like, ‘educate other people.’ I don’t need to tell you all this 
Black history, Google it, it’s free!  

 
Additionally, Camila expressed that the individual pressure to ‘speak on it’ as the only Black 
person in the classroom, meant that there was an expectation to speak for all black people. In an 
African American Studies course where the class was reading The Runaway Slave, for example, 
the class divided into small groups to discuss how the students felt about reparations. To this, 
Camila says, “And I was just kind of like, ‘Me personally, yes I would love some money, but I’m 
not gonna speak for everyone. Like, I don’t like they were just gonna look to me like ‘what are 
your thoughts on this Black thing?’ In this example, it is evident how Camila reflects on a time 
in the classroom where she resisted by responding that she’s ‘not gonna speak for everyone,’ but 
also openly shares with me how she does not like being looked at and consistently expected to 
represent other people. The act of resisting being made to feel uncomfortable is yet another 
example of putting on a ‘face’ or ‘veil’ in order to surpass a moment that is symbolically violent. 
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Emilia: Not knowing ‘what person to be’ in this ‘white world’  
As indicated in the methodology chapter, only one self-identified Black-Mexican womxn 

was recruited for this study. I indicated this was a limitation in this study that deserved further 
future research under the realm of community engagement and service learning in higher 
education. Yet, a finding that did emerge from the cross-analysis of all the interviews was the 
mention of narratives when in relation to other black undergraduate students. These testimonios 
shed light on both the pain experienced during class dialogue as well as the alliances built 
between the participant and the black student(s) during these painful experiences.  

When describing the ‘white space’ and the racial nod, Anderson (2018) explains that 
when Black people are outnumbered by whites, Blacks feel a “peculiar vulnerability” (p. 23). 
Anderson goes on to describe such whites space as possibly turning hostile for Black people at 
any given moment.  Emilia – whose story I will share in this chapter – explained to me how she 
had to adapt to fit into “their white world,” which she explained was necessary for her success. 
Adaptation to the white world meant, according to Emilia, knowing “who [she] needed to hang 
out with, and how [she] needed to speak, and perform academically to sort of be accepted into 
this world.” Emilia said that she was aware of the type of ‘code-switching’ that she was doing 
between the white world and her other reality of navigating the space in her home with her 
family, but this was complicated when her family came to her high school for graduation. She 
expressed feeling shame because “everyone else’s siblings were either in a university or like in a 
Master’s program,” whereas her family members, who were recent immigrants, did not have this 
educational background. She described this as a ‘hierarchy’ and “Western ideals of what success 
is.” Once her family entered this white world, or white space as Anderson calls it, Emilia shares 
that she “had no clue what person to be.32”  
 Emilia was a junior at the time I interviewed her. She self-identifies as Latinx and 
indigenous. Her service work began and originated during her time in high school in her 
hometown that she described as ‘white’ and ‘suburban.’ Emilia described her high school 
service-learning program demographics as predominantly white and Asian students, and upper 
middle class. During her junior year in high school, she conducted a research project on sexual 
health amongst womxn, which involved working with a local organization that “helped teen 
moms,” she explains. She also tells me that the majority of the womxn in the teen mom group 
were in their early twenties and the majority were Latinx and “maybe two or three white.” To 
this, Emilia adds that it was “stereotype” in high school that “the Latinx girls are the ones who 
get pregnant.” She described this stereotype as a “disgusting association.” The association itself 
(i.e., the stereotype that Latinx girls get pregnant) was not one Emilia inherently believed, but 
rather one held by society of which she was hyper-aware. The disgust of such association was 
indeed one held and perceived by Emilia. She was disgusted by the fact that society, and people 
generally, inherently believed that the central contribution of Latinx womxn was merely one of 
reproduction, and an uncontrolled one at that.  Feeling this level of consciousness, one tied to 
feeling disgust at how others perceived Latinx girls and womxn, is an example of Emilia’s 
critical emotionality. Her work at this organization centered on: 

 
32 The feelings shared by Emilia of not knowing what person can be understood from the caring politics described in 
Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) ethnographic study which describes as a misalignment from how Mexican students 
perceived a caring relationship versus how their teachers did. To this, Valenzuela explains that non-Latino teacher’s 
lack of knowledge of educación is what makes them have negative attitudes toward Mexican students. Educación 
“represents both means and end, such that the end-state of being bien educada/o is accomplished through a process 
characterized by respectful relations. Conversely, a person who is mal educada/o is deemed disrespectful and 
inadequately oriented toward others” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 23).  
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 [U]nderstanding sort of how, like the messaging that we received 
sort of influences and it was like I was a junior in high school, so I 
didn’t really get it. But I was like, trying to get it, if that makes 
sense. So, I looked at like people’s experiences in like, what’s it 
called? Sex education classes and their experiences with like their 
teachers and their peers and sort of those explanations and figuring 
out that. Basically, what I argued was like people who had strong 
relationships and like felt comfortable in these spaces, were more 
likely to have this like baseline knowledge of like how to have safe 
sex. And students who like one of the strongest correlations was 
just like, students who perform better academically were less likely 
to have teen pregnancies, but I don’t think it was because of 
academics. I think it was because they already like had advantages, 
right? And they could do well in academia.  
 

In this example, Emilia shares important observations regarding the power of a common (and 
dangerous) stereotype of Latinx womxn. Moreover, it suggests that if these young womxn only 
performed better academically, it would ‘reduce’ their problem of having babies at such a young 
age.  

Aligned with this, Emilia also points to the ‘advantages’ of having an academic space to 
be able to perform well academically. Emilia continues by elaborating about this community 
project in which she participated during her time in high school. It shares with this episode the 
generation of critical observations of how Latinx womxn were perceived: 

 
So, I was like on the edge of something, but I was 16. So I didn’t 
really like it wasn’t there yet. And then my senior year I did this 
project, with one other Latinx in the program, where we went to 
the elementary school that had the highest population of Latinx 
students, and we did like a career engagement type of thing, but it 
was sort of focused around it being really fun and bringing in high 
school students with different like career goals. And keeping it 
focused on like college is a really good option, and you are more 
than capable of going to college. So that was sort of like the 
message that we’re trying to drive home and it was for fourth and 
fifth grade students. And just because it was based off of the fact 
that we didn’t really know what college was when we were in third 
and fourth grade, because our families hadn’t gone to college, they 
were recent immigrants. So our idea was if we explain the process 
and sort of how students get there, then there will be like a better 
understanding of it. So that was like the community service project 
that we did.  

 
Here, Emilia continues to process stereotypes of the Latinx community by bringing forward 
another layer of how they were perceived in white society – as ‘recent immigrants.’ The core of 
Emilia’s community work was challenging such dangerous preconceived notions that were 
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inherently believed as truth and served as deficit models that only further negatively impacted 
Latinx students.  Similar to Camila, when Emilia arrived at WU from high school, her service 
was situated on-campus and involved working with on-campus student organizations.  
 I share Emilia’s community work from high school in order to transition to the type of 
work she conducted while at WU, which continued to observe racial dynamics about the Latinx 
community and other Students of Color. Emilia served in an organization on campus where she 
was a coordinator at one of the campus food banks. Through this form of service, not unlike 
Camila, Emilia witnessed racial dynamics that disadvantages low-income Students of Color. 
Particular to her work at this organization, Emilia shares that the application process of student 
organizations being formally approved, or institutionalized, disadvantaged organizations lead by 
Black and Brown students. I asked her how this happened. “It was subtle things,” Emilia 
explains, where the committee would say “this person doesn’t have relevant experience.” Emilia 
shared with me that the type of experience the committee perceived as “irrelevant” she actually 
thought was experience. Emilia elaborates on why she disagreed with the committee: 
“[S]tudent’s skills, like for example, students who worked part-time jobs, a lot of them were able 
to relate their experiences to the work.” While the committee perceived part-time jobs as 
irrelevant experience, Emilia describes how the students themselves were able to contextualize 
their jobs as legitimate experience. 

It was not by coincidence that the committee perceived the experience of Black and 
Brown students as “irrelevant.” It was a similar dynamic to the one in Emilia’s high school 
where the dominant discourse was that Latinx students became teen moms or came from 
immigrant families and thus do not perform well academically. The majority of those in 
leadership positions, that is, those who were making decisions of approving student 
organizations, were “either white” or “Asian,” Emilia shares. Emilia’s role with this committee 
was as a case worker and she explained that on many occasions she tried to advocate for the 
Black and Brown student organizations by explaining to the leadership team how working part-
time jobs was relevant experience. I asked how this made her feel. She described it as a ‘weird’ 
experience because she was one of two Latinx case workers, which later increased to five.  
 
Conclusion 
 

Camila and Emilia’s testimonio allows us to see two extremes of a dichotomy that 
produces pain when navigating white spaces, hypervisibility and invisibility. Related to the white 
racial frame, Feagin (2009/2020) argues that this racial frame is structured by the following: 
“[B]eliefs aspect (racial stereotypes, prejudices, ideologies), integrating cognitive elements 
(racial interpretations and narratives), visual and auditory elements (racialized images and 
language use), a ‘feelings’ aspect (racialized emotions), and an inclination to action (to 
discriminate)” (p. 19). Regarding ‘feelings’, Feagin (2009/2020) explains that “motivating 
emotions for oppression have included a racialized arrogance or an anxiety over resistance from 
those oppressed” (p. 120). Here, Feagin signifies the emotions embedded behind both the 
motivation to oppress and the response from those who are oppressed. Yet, in this chapter I 
emphasized the importance of a theory of emotions in relation to the process of racialization, or a 
process of moving away from the white-male gaze and more closely aligned with an 
intersectional analysis. In this case, it means asking, How does your racialized arrogance make 
us feel as a womxn of color?  
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One of the dangers of the appropriation of intersectional theory, even in the field of 
education, is overlooking how intersectionality has a long history of originating in Black feminist 
thought. As well, critical intersectional analysis and knowledge have been produced by both 
Latina and Indigenous feminists (May, 2012). This chapter served as a reminder of this 
dangerous appropriation, by documenting the narratives of womxn of color. In this chapter, the 
testimonios of pain, particularly those of Rosalba, Camila and Emilia, demonstrated the 
importance of taking note of the pain associated with how they are racialized even when 
engaging in spaces that position themselves on the side of justice and building community. 
Focusing on emotions, particularly how we as womxn of color experience pain, is needed if we 
are to truly claim being critical of educational issues. How can one be critical without notice of 
how oppression has caused pain to the body, mind, and soul of womxn of color? This is what the 
womxn of color in this study have challenged us to consider. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

Conclusion 
Healing an Open Wound 
 

The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta where the Third 
World grates against the first and bleeds. And before a scab forms 
it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form 
a third country – a border culture. (Anzaldúa, 1987/2012, p. 25) 
 

In the first chapter of Borderlands La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Gloria Anzaldúa 
describes the border culture as an open wound. Based on the stories the womxn of color of this 
study entrusted with me, I realized that as womxn of color we navigate higher education with an 
open wound. This navigation entails straddling between the pressing cultural issues that exist in 
our familias and hometown communities and the new issues that present themselves when we 
arrive at institutions of higher education. We constantly live in a border between these two 
realities. In other words, we constantly heal an open wound, which makes us vulnerable subjects. 
For the participants, the ability to understand deeply their own oppression through their 
community work meant having critical forms of dialogue around racialized and gendered 
experiences. These forms of critical dialogue are essential for healing our open wound as 
vulnerable, oppressed subjects.  

This study found that the participants perceived WU’s forms of community engagement 
as situated in individualism and competitiveness. This orientation aligned with color-blindness, 
specifically related to perpetuating ideals of meritocracy (Bonilla-Silva, 2003), which supports 
the small body of CSL literature service-learning is a pedagogy of whiteness (Mitchell et. al, 
2012). Challenging this perception of community engagement at WU, I demonstrated how the 
participants resisted this by embodying a praxis of vulnerability. Following a long trajectory of 
Freirean pedagogy and Anzaldúan feminist thought, a praxis of vulnerability is a duality between 
conscientização and mestiza conocimiento. Freire’s work, as this study demonstrated, is relevant 
and practiced amongst CSL course development in higher education, particularly the importance 
of critical consciousness and reflection in order to reflect deeply on the self and world. Similarly,  

Anzaldúa (2015) describes mestiza consciousness as happening simultaneously across 
seven stages. For instance, she uses the following vocabulary: Coyolxauhqui, nepantla, Coatlicue 
state, the ‘crossing’, putting Coyalxauhqui together, the blow-up, and shifting realities. Mestiza 
consciousness tells us that educational spaces and programs should understand that reflection 
should not be for mere reflection, but that reflection for the mestiza involves a process of 
unveiling and healing deeply internalized oppression. To this, Anzaldúa (2015) describes that the 
Coatlicue state is where transformation happens. Furthermore, this shift should be “more than 
intellectual” and that it entails “sweeping away the pain, grief, and fear of the past that’s been 
stalking you, severing the cords binding you to it” (p. 545).  

One of the greatest theoretical contribution of this dissertation, derived from grounded 
theory, is the concept of critical emotionality. As an extension of a praxis of vulnerability, 
critical emotionality argues that another of the impossibilities of critical pedagogy is how 
emotions are missing from what it means to be critical about oppression, particularly interlocking 
systems of oppression. In part, the issue is that higher education thrives from using the painful 
stories of oppressed subjects to claim a sense of inclusivity, diversity, and integration with those 
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others in communities with whom they collaborate and build partnerships. The underlining issue 
that this dissertation unveiled is that the participants were critically aware of this subtle form of 
domination that happens in higher education, and this awareness derived from their painful 
experiences and anger at how the institution excluded them. Higher education dialogues with the 
oppressed subject occur with the assumption that they are not sitting at the table, even when they 
are present. When they realize that the oppressed subject has a seat at the table, our emotions 
make them feel uncomfortable.  
 
The Power of Vulnerability  
 

In light of how I have emphasized the importance of vulnerability, emotions, and critical 
pedagogy, I want to conclude on a humanizing note. I also want to conclude with Paulo Freire, 
whose various pieces of work were engaged with alongside feminists of color whose invaluable 
work validated the narratives of the participants. In Teaching as an Act of Love: Reflections on 
Paulo Freire and his Contributions to Our Lives and Our Work, Antonia Darder (1998) 
describes the time she witnessed Paulo Freire show deep grief over the death of his wife Elza 
during a professional presentation, which she describes as a “courageous vulnerability of his 
humanity” (p. 498). This serves as an example where an emotion, specifically grief or mourning, 
transcended the boundaries between traditional modalities of appropriate behavior in public 
academic spaces and non-traditional modalities of inappropriate behavior that should only be 
practiced in private spaces. Embodying and allowing such emotions to enter educational spaces, 
particularly in relation to how students and educators feel about their own racialized and 
gendered oppression, is similarly important. On one hand, and as Darder suggests, allowing for 
such spaces is part of our humanity. On the other hand, and as I have suggested in this 
dissertation, it is specifically crucial for transforming the educational experiences for womxn of 
color to thrive in higher education.  

This dissertation began with posing the problem of low-graduation rates for womxn of 
color. Higher education’s most common solution to this problem is the implementation of first-
year seminar programs. To be precise, it is the most common solution when considering low-
graduation rates for Students of Color, broadly speaking. This was accomplished by shedding 
light on the testimonios of eight self-identified womxn of color, a majority of whom identified as 
Latinx from a range of self-identified racialized identities. Through my pláticas with the eight 
womxn of color I was able to understand how they came to their community work, why they 
continued engaging in it during their undergraduate career, and how their families sustained this 
work. I was entrusted in listening and holding a space for their stories as they navigated higher 
education, or beginning this navigation process, as was the case for Esperanza. As a researcher 
who has their own set of painful experiences navigating higher education, such as having my 
intellectual capabilities consistently questioned, I was able to connect with the participants at a 
profound and vulnerable level. This dissertation represents a transformative way of knowing how 
womxn of color navigate higher education alongside their service and community work that is 
inspired by their familias and communidades33.  

As I have demonstrated in the review of relevant literature, CSL has evolved and been 
characterized as centered on promoting civic education that gives college students the 
opportunity to reflect deeply on issues related to racial oppression. It was also discussed how 
college students who participate in courses that embody a community-engaged pedagogy, 

 
33 Families and communities in Spanish. 
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perceived community members as experts and co-creators of knowledge. The participants of this 
dissertation were not the traditional student who participates in service-learning courses, because 
their community work was not always directly part of a formal course, and their community 
work was intimately connected with their families and hometown communities. In regard to the 
second point, the participants of this study were, to some degree, experts in the service and 
community work in which they engaged. This finding aligns with Delgado-Bernal’s (2001) work 
on pedagogies of the home, which is that learning that takes place in the home and community 
helps Chicana college students negotiate experiences related to sexism, racism, and classism. 
More than providing resistance strategies, the learning in the home and community also served 
the participants of this study to construct and sustain their service and community work. This 
service and community work, then, also served as a navigational tool to resist and more deeply 
understand their own, as well as their familial and communities’, oppressive experiences.  

 
Implications for Service-Learning Programs 
 
 Given that a traditional approach of service-learning programs continues to exist in 
higher education, especially one that prioritizes a charity approach and the self-actualization of 
upper and middle-class white students, it is imperative that we consider what the testimonios of 
the participants call for. For administrators and faculty interested in enacting community-
engaged pedagogy, it is important to consider an intersectional approach that will not exacerbate 
the oppression of womxn of color and students of color. The silencing of womxn of color in 
higher education that occurs, especially when engaging in dialogue about racialized and 
gendered experiences of communities of color, is an issue that negatively impacts womxn of 
color pursuing a college education. Such issues have been portrayed statistically, as I 
demonstrated in the introduction, but a qualitative, conceptual analysis is similarly important to 
understand the nuances of the oppression they experience as well as their responses to them. 
Based on the empirical findings of this study, I propose the following recommendations for 
institutions (or individual faculty members) that decide to employ a community-engaged 
pedagogy approach:  

1. Acknowledge that Some Students are ‘Experts’ of their Communities 
As previously indicated, the participants of this study participated in service and community 
work either directly or in their hometown communities. These activities addressed a racialized 
gendered issue that was pertinent in their own lives or that of their families through the work 
they conducted while in college. This is similar to how Dolores Delgado Bernal and Enrique 
Aleman (2017) described the Trenza partnership where Chicana/o college students were matched 
at a local Jackson Elementary to mentor Chicana/o students. In this case, the “Brown bodies” of 
the college students served as mentors for the elementary students, and this relationship served as 
a “transformative rupture” that affirmed the elementary students’ sense of identity and academic 
capabilities (Delgado-Bernal & Aleman, 2017, p. 37). The authors conceptualized transformative 
ruptures as a component of their proposal of a critical race feminista praxis. A critical race 
feminista praxis is a response to the way that Eurocentric curriculum and practices reproduce 
deficit thinking (Valencia & Solórzano, 1997) that “situate families and persons of color as 
lacking knowledge, history, and a desire to achieve” (Delgado Bernal & Aleman, 2017, p. 23). 
Similarly, in the context of this study, the participants participated in service-learning projects 
that produced transformative ruptures, both directly in their hometown communities and the 
local communities near the university. Acknowledging that some college students are ‘experts’ 
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of the communities they serve through their community engagement work is an additional 
component by which to challenge ideals of deficit thinking.  

2. Racialized Gendered Dialogue that Disrupts Power Dynamics 
Aligned with the idea that deficit thinking about communities and students of color continue 

to be salient, the second recommendation relates to racialized gendered dialogue. Dialogue has 
been said to be central to critical pedagogy, as well as reflection and action (Freire, 1970/2000; 
Freire & Macedo, 1998). While the practice of reflection has been central is CSL, I find it 
important also to highlight the aspect of dialogue, particularly the ability to distinguish between 
dialogue and anti-dialogue. The former relates to horizontal relationships that are loving, 
humble, critical, trusting, and hopeful, whereas the latter is a vertical relationship centered on 
loveless, arrogance, hopelessness, mistrust, and being acritical (Freire & Macedo, 1998).  

 
Final Thoughts: A Note on Anger 
 
 In this dissertation I engaged vulnerability and pain, but I want to provide some final 
thoughts on another emotion that emerged in the data, which remains salient. Before we can 
come to the realization that we are in pain from the oppressive experiences of being a womxn of 
color in academia, the emotion of anger emerges to the surface. Not all the participants 
mentioned anger, but I find it useful to conclude on this thought. When Maribel returned to her 
hometown community every summer as part of her service work, she shared with me that while 
she could be doing something else during her summer terms, such as earning money, for 
example, she chose to do service work instead because she really wanted “something to change.” 
Then, she says, “But it’s really hard whenever you have all these people in power that don’t want 
that change and are very adamant about keeping things the way they are.” In this moment I asked 
Maribel, “How does that make you feel? You’ve mentioned that a couple of times.” Maribel 
responded the following:  
 

It makes me feel very uncomfortable, very mad, and very [short 
pause] I have this [short pause] I’m angry but I’m also always 
trying to stay composed when I talk to them because it’s also my 
way of being cautious. Like, if I already have a little bit of voice to 
voice my community. I don’t want to lose that. Like I was talking 
about the professors, right. Like, if I have that little bit of voice, 
I’m not willing to put it at risk full on, because I don’t want to lose 
it. A lot of people count on me, a lot of people count on me [voice 
becomes shaky] (emphasis added). 
 

In this instance, I emphasize the short pauses when Maribel shared this experience with me in 
order to show her hesitation to express that she was angry. Maribel was angry that she continued 
to be dedicated to her community work, at the expense of potentially earning extra money, which 
she told me could be beneficial to pay toward tuition at WU. But deep down she knew that those 
in ‘power’ did not really want the same change towards which she was working. Fear was 
embedded in her response, like in her hesitation to say she was angry. She was afraid that 
expressing this anger would take away her ‘voice.’ For Maribel, like the other womxn of color, 
attainment of a degree of higher education was not just an individual gain, but rather a collective 
win for their families and communities.  
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Maribel’s story is similar to Anzaldúa’s description of the Coatlicue state. Anzaldúa 
(2002) situates anger in the third space, or Coatlicue, which differs from the space of nepantla:  

 
In a Coatlicue state, an intensely negative channel, you’re caged in 
a private hell; you feel angry, fearful, hopeless, and depressed, 
blaming yourself as inadequate. In the more optimistic space 
cultivated by las nepantleras, you feel love, peace, happiness, and 
the desire to grow. Forgiving yourself and others, you connect with 
more aspects of yourself and others. (p. 569)  
 

Based on what I presented and discussed in this dissertation, I find that we need to zoom in 
further to converse with the type of “anger that is a transformation of fear” (Lugones, 2003, 
p.103). Edmundo Norte explains that engaging with anger means confronting pain, as one of the 
four components of the process of decolonization (as cited in Villanueva, 2013). For womxn of 
color who confront pain, we require a transformative relation with anger since it is a strategic 
tool in the process of navigating pain (Lorde, 2007).  
 As faculty and administrators at institutions of higher education continue to design 
service-learning programs and practice community-engaged pedagogy, this study encourages 
deeply considering the evidence in terms of womxn of color’s engagement, their emotions with 
respect to oppression, and the critical role of emotionality in their community work. 
Understanding how such emotions come up internally for womxn of color is critical, if we are to 
imagine truly critical forms of community engagement that do not perpetuate racialized and 
gendered trauma by further silencing how they feel about being oppressed. This is doubly 
important because, as discussed, their oppression also exists for their families and communities 
they serve. This ties with the indigenous Mayan philosophical concept of In Lak’ech which seeks 
to honor collectivity and unity. In Lack’ech translates to “I am you, as you are me.” The idea 
embedded behind the indigenous concept has been evoked by Chicano playwright Luis Valdez, 
and his poem has been adopted by Mexican-American Studies Programs (MAS) as well as 
Ethnic Studies programs in the hopes of making the classroom a healing space. I want to 
conclude with an excerpt from this poem as a means to acknowledge how the subtle harm done 
to womxn of color in higher education impacts everyone:  
 

In Lak’ech 
Tú eres mi otro yo. / You are my other me. 
Si te hago daño a ti, / If I do harm to you, 

Me hago daño a mi mismo. / I do harm to myself. 
Si te amo y respeto, / If I love and respect you, 

Me amo y respeto yo. / I love and respect myself. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
 

 
INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Domain A: Introduction 

1) Can you describe your high school that you attended prior to coming to this institution?  

2) What factors contributed for choosing to come to this institution?  

 

Domain B: Navigating Higher Education 

1) Can you tell me the story of how you came to this institution. 

2) How would you describe your experience at this institution? 

a. What have been some of the most memorable stories while here?  

b. What have been some of the most challenging situations while here?  

 

Domain C: Conceptual Understanding of Community Engagement 

1) For you, what comes to mind when I say “community”?  

a. How would you describe the community at this institution? 

2) For you, what comes to mind when I say “engagement”? 

a. How would you describe engagement here at this institution? 

 

Domain D: Educational Experiences  

(For participants who have previously/currently taken a Service-Learning Course) 

1) Tell me what lead you to take a college course that focused on community-engagement or 

service-learning. 

a. Can you describe for me one of the most significant learning experience while in this 

course?  

b. Can you describe for me one of the most challenging learning experiences while in 

this course? 

2) Describe your experience taking a service-learning course, or one that focused on community-
engagement.  

 
(For participants who have involved in other forms of community engagement, both on/off campus) 
 

1) Can you tell me the story of how you came to participate in this community work. 

2) How would you describe your experience in this particular community work? 

3) In this particular community work, have you collaborated with any members of within the 
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institution you currently attend?  

a. If so, how would you describe that collaboration?  

Domain E: Perceptions about Race and/or Gender 

1) Can you tell me a story of when race was discussed in a college classroom. 
2) Can you tell me a story of when gender was discussed in a college classroom. 
3) Can you tell me how you have experienced race and gender dialogue outside the classroom 

while at this institution?  
 




