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Teachers' views and expectations of students directly impact student learning, and unless they are
challenged during the preparation period, these views are unlikely to change. This study investigated
how a group of prospective teachers explained the shift in their perspectives of low-income, urban youth
as a result of participating in a service-learning project that explicitly attended to issues of status and
processes of unlearning. The ﬁndings indicate that when fused with student voice work, service learning
can help prospective teachers to uncover, examine, and revise their assumptions about students,
particularly those whose backgrounds differ from their own.
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“Before I began taking trips to Sun Valley High School, my
perception of urban youth was somewhat pessimistic. Coming from
a suburban area, I did not have any prior experience with urban
youth. As a result, I found myself simply embracing the stereotypedI believed that urban youth success rates were low due to
factors such as low motivation and lack of intelligence.”

1. Introduction
Like the prospective teacher quoted above, many American preservice educators have had little personal experience with urban
youth or youth whose backgrounds differ from their own prior to
entering the classroom full-time. Furthermore, research shows that
in the United States most of the predominantly white, middle-class,
female teaching pool aspires to “work in a suburban setting teaching
white, middle-class youths” (Nieto, 2000, p. 181). Limited experience with diverse school settings and students causes some
prospective educators to “enter teacher education believing that
cultural diversity is a problem to overcome and that students of color
are deﬁcient in some fundamental way” (Villegas, 2007, p. 374).
Their understandings of urban, low-income, minority youth derive
largely from media depictions and common social stereotypes.
These challenges in teacher preparation are not conﬁned to the
United States. Teacher educators in countries such as Australia,
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China, Canada, Ireland, and South Africa also recognize the importance and difﬁculty of preparing future teachers to work effectively
with diverse, low-income, and ethnic minority students (see
Boland, Keane, & McGinley, 2009; Forlin, Loreman, Sharma, & Earle,
2009; de Freitas & McAuley, 2008; Mills, 2009; Pennefather, 2008).
Increasingly around the world, service-learning and community-based experiences have been seen as an effective vehicle for
changing prospective teachers' attitudes and beliefs, particularly
with regard to disadvantaged populations (Baldwin, Buchanan, &
Rudisill, 2007; Boland et al., 2009; Carrington & Saggers, 2008;
Castle, Osman, & Henstock, 2003; Cooper, 2007; Kwalula, von
Hahmann, & Collins, 2009; O'Grady, 1998, 2000; Root, Callahan, &
Sepanski, 2002; Villardon, 2009). A growing body of research
indicates that service-learning experiences can lead white college
students who interact with a stigmatized social group to overcome
preconceived notions (Baldwin et al., 2007; Barton, 2000; Theriot,
2006), reject social stereotypes (Cooper, 2007; Eyler, Giles, &
Braxton, 1997; Hale, 2008), move away from racist views (MyersLipton, 1996), and develop greater empathy and sensitivity
(Cooper, 2007; Jones & Hill, 2001). Some pre-service teachers
who have participated in service-learning courses that engage
issues of equality and human rights have been found to develop
a stronger orientation towards social justice over the course of their
experiences (Baldwin et al., 2007; Carrington & Saggers, 2008;
Stamopoulos, 2006).
Despite these promising ﬁndings, some cautions apply. Erickson
(2009) contends that poorly designed and implemented servicelearning experiences may result in “a worsening of student attitudes
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in the very domains in which we want to have impact” (p. 115).
When the service experience is short-lived, when the community
context is not addressed, or when the classroom experience does
not incorporate pedagogical activities that support attitude change,
service learning runs the risk of conﬁrming students' initial
stereotypes and prejudices (Baldwin et al., 2007; Chesler & Vasques
Scalera, 2000; Coles, 1999; Erickson & O'Connor, 2000; Petersen,
2007). It may exacerbate misunderstandings, heighten mistrust,
and further discourage prospective educators from working in
urban contexts (Sperling, 2007).
The purpose of this study was to investigate the effects of
a community-based educational experience on pre-service
teachers' attitudes towards secondary school students, particularly
low-income, urban youth. I asked: How do teacher candidates'
views and understandings of urban youth shift as they engage in
sustained, one-on-one “service-learning” work with urban youth
over the course of a semester? Because teachers' attitudes and
expectations signiﬁcantly inﬂuence the quality of the learning
opportunities they create for their students (Banks et al., 2005) and
because their views of students are unlikely to change once they
enter the profession (Nieto, 2000; Villegas, 2007), it is necessary to
examine how pre-service experiences can impact prospective
educators' attitudes and beliefs about the students whom they may
one day be teaching. Though conducted in a mid-Atlantic city in the
United States, my research has broad-ranging implications for
teacher preparation programs around the world, as international
interest in integrating service learning into teacher education
continues to grow.
2. Theoretical perspective
Two theoretical lenses focus this study. Contact theory, introduced by Gordon Allport (1954) in The Nature of Prejudice, identiﬁes
ﬁve conditions necessary for attitude change. These conditions
include 1) equal-status contact; 2) the pursuit of common goals;
3) intergroup cooperation; 4) support of authorities, custom or
law; and 5) long-term contact. More recent research has conﬁrmed
the enduring necessity of these ﬁve factors as the bedrock of
attitudinal changes (Dovidio, Glick, & Rudman, 2005). Without
them, attitudes will either remain unchanged or become more
negative (Erickson, 2009).
Although designing service experiences that meet each of the
ﬁve conditions of contact theory can be challenging, creating
opportunities for equal-status contact between the service provider
and the service recipient can be especially difﬁcult given what
Hillman (1999) refers to as the providererecipient split. Most
service-learning arrangements, and particularly those that involve
white college students, are based on the premise that the service
provider possesses certain knowledge, skills, and resources that
would beneﬁt the service recipient (Hillman, 1999; Sperling, 2007).
In these arrangements, the service opportunity frames the recipient
not only as a beneﬁciary of the service providers' actions, but also as
deﬁcient or disadvantaged in particular ways. Meanwhile, the
service provider is vaulted to a position of higher status vis a vis the
service recipient (Donahue, Bowyer, & Rosenberg, 2003; Hillman,
1999; Sperling, 2007). As described in more detail below, the
community-based service experience examined in this study was
structured to disrupt this norm of service learning and to level
group status, thereby making positive attitude change among the
prospective educators more likely.
This study also draws on the theory of unlearning, coined by
Herbert Kohl (1994) in his seminal essay “I Won't Learn from You.”
Kohl describes how a young black man and a female college student
each taught him to unlearn traditional habits of reading, writing,
and speaking that mask and therefore tacitly endorse racism and
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sexism. For example, he had to unlearn his reliance on the use of
the pronoun “he” to refer to a generic human being, because such
language inadvertently excluded females. Kohl describes unlearning as a “central technique that supports changes of consciousness
and helps people to develop positive ways of thinking and speaking
in opposition to dominant forms of oppression” (p. 23). A key piece
of unlearning is becoming keenly aware of some common understanding or way of acting that had previously gone unquestioned.
Kohl's theory and his personal accounts of unlearning can be
used in teacher preparation programs to encourage prospective
educators to examine their preconceived notions about students,
teaching, and themselves. Unlearning can help them to understand
how the language they use and the practices they support can be
exclusionary to certain oppressed groups. Such self-examination is
critical in teacher preparation geared towards social justice
(Darling-Hammond, 2002; Nieto, 2000).
Likewise, service learning in teacher education has been credited
with helping to dispel prospective teachers' preconceived notions
and stereotypes of students whose backgrounds differ from their
own. Unlearning, then, becomes a useful lens for viewing aspiring
teachers' service-learning experiences because it not only requires
prospective teachers to confront their prior assumptions about the
service recipient, but also trains them to constantly monitor their
thoughts and behavior, until sensitivity to the service recipients'
experience becomes second nature. To this end, service learning in
teacher education can serve as a case study of unlearning.
When he wrote his essay on unlearning, Kohl did not operationalize the phenomenon so that it could be empirically tested;
rather, he used it to develop a social critique. Nonetheless, his own
account of unlearning offers a model, which prospective teachers
may emulate when they reﬂect on their own processes of
rethinking prior assumptions, understandings, and modes of
behavior. In this analysis, I deﬁne “unlearning” as any time when
prospective teachers describe instances or ways in which they
come to recognize and rethink previously held views and attitudes.
3. Methods
3.1. The service-learning experience
The service-learning experience that this study investigates was
embedded in a course called Diversity and Inclusion. Diversity and
Inclusion is a required course for all education majors at Villanova
University, a mid-sized university in the mid-Atlantic region of the
United States. The primary objective of the course is to promote
students' understanding of and appreciation for differences among
learners, and to help them identify instructional techniques that are
adapted to diverse learners. The course also encourages prospective
teachers to explore ways in which they could effect positive social
change through their teaching and create classrooms that promote
social justice.
Each week, students in the course traveled 10.5 miles, leaving
behind their lush suburban campus to enter a dilapidated, distressed section of Philadelphia, home to Sun Valley High School.1 At
Sun Valley, the prospective teachers worked one-on-one with
a 12th grade student, who had been assigned to him or her for the
semester. Although the Villanova students came at an agreed-upon
time each week, the Sun Valley students were often pulled out of
class to work with their partners. The pairs met in an empty
classroom and occasionally in the school library.
The primary responsibility of the Villanova teacher candidates
was to work with their high school partner on his or her senior

1

Sun Valley is a pseudonym.
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project. In 1999, the state of Pennsylvania made high school graduation contingent upon the completion of a senior project (22
Pennsylvania code, x 4.24 1999, amended 2002). At Sun Valley and
other high schools in the Philadelphia School District, the senior
project includes four components: a 10 page research paper; 15 h of
ﬁeld work connected to the selected topic; a formal oral presentation delivered in front of a panel of adult judges; and a portfolio
demonstrating the “learning journey” (RMC, 2008, p. 1). Students
can choose their own topics, and Sun Valley students' topic choices
ranged from corruption in the local city police force to a comparison of federal foreign aid policies. The Villanova teacher candidates
mainly worked with their high school partners on their research
papers. They spent time helping their partners to identify a topic,
conduct research, deﬁne a thesis, develop a structure for the paper,
and edit and revise drafts.
In addition to helping their partners to complete the research
paper piece of the senior project, the Villanova teacher candidates
were also expected to learn from the high school students with
whom they worked and to draw connections between what they
were experiencing at Sun Valley and the course readings and
lectures. They depended on the high school students to help them
complete three major course assignments, each of which was
designed to help them to learn how to learn about students, about
teaching, or about themselves. The ﬁrst, due at the mid-term, was
a portrait or case study of their high school partner's school experiences. This assignment engaged the prospective teachers in
learning about and from students. Following the mid-term, the preservice educators were required to ask their high school partners
a “core question” each week and to bring the Sun Valley students'
answers to class with them (see Appendix). The core questions
were connected to the themes studied in the Diversity and Inclusion course. For example, during the week that the course tackled
differentiated instruction, the core questions were: “What kinds of
learning activities do you like best and why?” and “How can
a teacher meet the different learning styles and needs of students in
his/her class?” When the topic was detracking, the Villanova
students asked their partners, “How is your learning affected by the
particular classmates you may have in a class?” and “Do you prefer
to be in a classroom with students of the same or different backgrounds and academic interests as you? Why or why not?” The Sun
Valley students' responses became a text the prospective teachers
analyzed alongside the assigned readings on theory and research.
The ﬁnal assignment for which the Villanova students depended on
the high school students was a culminating essay, in which they
reﬂected on what they had learned during their time at Sun Valley
and discussed how these lessons would inform their approach to
teaching. For this ﬁnal essay, students were encouraged to examine
how their understandings of students, school contexts, teaching,
and/or themselves were challenged or conﬁrmed over the course of
the semester. In addition to this ﬁnal essay, class discussion and
informal assignments, including in-class free-writes throughout
the semester, also required the prospective teachers to reﬂect on
and ﬁnd meaning in their experiences with the Sun Valley seniors.
The design of the course and the terminology I used were
deliberately chosen to minimize and even challenge traditional
status differentials between teacher and student, older and
younger, white and black. For example, the core question and case
study assignments were purposefully structured to require that
the prospective teachers spent time listening to and learning from
their high school partners. In other words, I emphasized to the
prospective teachers that the learning and teaching were bidirectional, ﬂowing equally between them and the high school
students. The idea that the high school students had something
valuable to teach the prospective teachers helped to level status
differentials among the two sets of students, much like the

practices of teachers “assigning competence” to low-status
students (Cohen & Lotan, 1995) or using the jigsaw technique help
to promote equal-status contact among students in classrooms
(Aronson & Gonzalez, 1988). I also used the language of “learning
partner”, rather than mentee, tutee, or service recipient, in order to
highlight the mutuality of the relationship. In fact, like Donahue
et al. (2003), I avoided using the term service learning in the
context of the course because such a label seemed to privilege the
service provided by the college students and to position
them solely as service providers, downplayingdif not dismissing
entirelydtheir roles as service recipients. Instead, I referred to the
project as Reciprocal Learning and Teaching, underscoring the
reciprocity inherent in the relationships between the college and
high schools students.
Kohl's essay on unlearning was among the ﬁrst readings the
Villanova prospective teachers did, providing a foundation for
subsequent discussion and reﬂection. The theory of unlearning was
constantly referenced throughout the course by me and the
students, making it an explicit and integral aspect of the learning
experience.
3.2. Participants
Twenty-one prospective educators from Villanova signed consent
forms, agreeing to participate in the study. I described the study as
an examination of what pre-service teachers learned from working
with Sun Valley seniors. It was made clear to all students that in no
way would their grades be affected by their willingness to participate in the study. All but one student signed a consent form.
The participants included six males, one of whom self-identiﬁed
as Asian. The remaining males and 14 of the 15 females identiﬁed as
white; the other female identiﬁed as Hispanic. All participants were
secondary education majors and none had commenced student
teaching.
3.3. Data sources
This study draws on both qualitative and quantitative data to
achieve what Collins, Onwuegbuzie, and Sutton (2006) call
“signiﬁcance enhancement,” that is, to maximize interpretations
and understanding of the phenomenon of interest. While the
quantitative data would indicate whether or not the pre-service
teachers' views of and attitudes towards urban youth changed in
a statistically meaningful way, the qualitative data would expose
how and why the teacher candidates' attitudes shifted or remained
unchanged. The mixed methods approach, then, was chosen to
fulﬁll various research/mixing purposes, including triangulation,
complementarity, development and expansion (Greene, Caracelli, &
Graham, 1989; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006).
Qualitative data came from the informal and formal reﬂections
students produced for class. In addition, approximately one-third
(7) of the prospective educators participated in a semi-structured
interview. These interviews took place after the course had ended,
so that participants could be assured that their grades would not be
affected by their comments and so longer-term learning could be
assessed. Graduate research assistants conducted the interviews,
mitigating the pressure participants might have felt to give socially
desirable answers to their former instructor. All interviews were
recorded and subsequently transcribed.
Participants also completed anonymous baseline and end-ofcourse surveys. The surveys included three measures of relevance
to this paper. The prospective educators were asked to rate the
likelihood that they would teach in an urban school following
completion of their teacher preparation program using a threepoint scale that ranged from not at all likely to very likely.
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Their beliefs about high school students' educational understanding was assessed using a measure made up of 13 items.
Respondents used a ﬁve point scale to respond to questions such as
the following:
How well do you think most high school students understand
how they personally learn best?
How much do you think most high school students know about
what teachers could do to support their learning?
How much do you think most high school students know about
how their schools could be improved?
A reliability test of this scale, using 26 prospective educators and
12 current teachers, yielded an alpha of .88.
Finally, respondents were asked if the questions on the above
scale asked them about their views of urban high students, rather
than high school students in general, how their answers would
shift. The answer choices included “skew lower,” “remain the same”
and “skew higher.”
3.4. Data analysis
The quantitative data were analyzed to determine whether
participants' responses shifted in a statistically meaningful way
over the course of the semester. I calculated mean scores on the
three measures of interest and used paired t-tests to compare
baseline to end-of-course results.
I then turned to the qualitative data to illuminate the nature of
the changes in prospective teachers' attitudes and beliefs about
students, urban youth, and urban schools. A team of three data
analysts, including myself and two graduate research assistants
read, interpreted, reread, and then coded participants' written
work and interview transcripts. Following grounded theory
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998), we used both open and axial coding,
identifying patterns, themes, and shared meanings across the
artifacts. Several categories of meaning emerged from successive
readings of the data and from constant comparison across
individual cases and across data sources. Based on these codes, we
developed propositions (Yin, 2003), which we set forth in analytic
memos (Charmaz, 1983), and then shared with research
participants in member-checking sessions. Memos focused on
participants' views of students, vetted by the participants, became
the basis for the current paper.
4. Results
4.1. How the prospective teachers' attitudes and views shifted
The ﬁndings indicate that the prospective educators' views of
high school students improved over the course of the semester. At
the beginning of the term, most of the prospective teachers (70%)
felt that high school students in general know a decent amount (3)
or less about teaching and learning; by the end of the term, most of
the pre-service teachers (76%) ranked high school students'
knowledge on these matters as 3.5 or higher, describing their
understanding as good or great. A comparison of pre and postscores on the 13 item scale indicated statistically signiﬁcant
improvement, from M ¼ 2.96 (SD ¼ .40) to M ¼ 3.76 (SD ¼ .52),
t(37) ¼ 5.75, p ¼ .001.
The prospective educators' views of urban students also
became more positive. At the start of the course, 52% of the
participants ranked urban youth as less knowledgeable than most
high school students; by the end of the course, this percentage
had dropped to 5% (1 respondent). On the post-course survey,

1173

two respondents indicated that urban youth were more knowledgeable about educational matters than most high school
students.
Finally, the number of prospective educators who had rated
themselves as “not at all likely” to teach in an urban school fell from
ﬁve at the start of the course to zero by the end of the course, while
the number who rated themselves as “very likely” to teach in an
urban school doubled from three to six. Again, t-tests conﬁrmed
this shift as statistically signiﬁcant, t(43) ¼ 4.23, p ¼ .001.
Analyses of the qualitative data shed light on what the
prospective educators learned about urban youth that caused their
views to shift. Within the overarching category of learning about
students, two sub-categories emerged: learning about their backgrounds and the context of their daily lives; and learning about
their intelligence and ability.
4.1.1. Backgrounds and daily lives
The majority of the Sun Valley students who participated in the
service-learning project with the prospective teachers lived in the
neighborhood surrounding their school, where they grew up in
extreme poverty. None of the 17 Sun Valley participants lived in an
intact home. The prospective teachers learned from the high school
students about fathers who were in jail, mothers who had
disappeared, and siblings who had been lost to gun violence or
drug abuse.
The issues facing the Sun Valley students were issues few of the
prospective teachers had had to confront during their early
adolescence. As one pre-service teacher explained, “Encountering
the life of an urban high school student for the ﬁrst time so intimately showed me that urban students have to deal with so much
more than I did when I went through high school” (FECN, 5-5-09,
p. 4). Another echoed, “Their daily livesddealing with pregnancy,
drugs, violenced[involve] things that I didn't experience in my
days of high school” (CRMA, 12-2-08, p. 1).
As the prospective teachers learned about “how many obstacles
there are for these students” (CRLN, 12-2-08, p. 1), they came to
a “better understanding of the harsh realities” (FEBN, 5-6-09, p. 8)
of urban life for poor, minority youth. This awareness, however, did
not prompt them to make excuses for the students, as the next
section illustrates. Instead, it taught them the importance of connecting with their students and getting to know “each unique
story” (CRDL, 12-2-08, p. 1). One prospective teacher explained how
she came to this realization:
During my ﬁrst couple of visits to Sun Valley, I felt extremely
pressed for time, only having about an hour with Gabe per
week to accomplish all of our educational goals, which
included creating a thesis, outline, rough draft, etc. As a result, I
tried my hardest to keep all conversation directed toward
teenage emancipation [his topic] and the process of writing, as
I felt conversation of this nature was the only purposeful kind. I
soon felt torn between wanting to get to know Gabe and
wanting to stay task-oriented. As our relationship matured, I
came to the realization that getting to know each other was
just as important as working on outlines and introductory
paragraphs. Spending time conversing about education and our
personal lives allowed us to trust one another, and taking time
out to do so, wasn't actually “taking time out.” Getting to know
one another made us more productive in the long-run. (FEKH,
12-10-09, pp. 1e2).
Other students similarly commented that the work involved in
getting to know their Sun Valley learning partner, in order to write
the portrait, enabled them to practice “teacher care” and helped
make them more effective teachers in the end. Although acquiring
more information about their learning partners' backgrounds and
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daily experiences did not always involve unlearning prior beliefs
about urban youth, learning about how teachers can use what they
know about their students to improve their practice did prompt
some prospective teachers to unlearn ideas about good teaching;
that is, it inspired some participants to revisit and revise their
understanding of effective pedagogy.
4.1.2. Intelligence and ability
In addition to providing them with insight into the Sun Valley
students' backgrounds and daily lives, the conversations the
prospective teachers had with their learning partners allowed them
to see the intelligence and intellectual capacity of their learning
partners, and this recognition sparked processes of unlearning for
several of the participants. For example, one prospective teacher
recalled:
I know we worked with one girl who was pregnant and another
whose family member had been murdered. Sitting down with
these people, you would think these kids must be messed up in
the headdlike, there is no way they are going to be successful.
But, sitting down and having conversations. One girl I worked
with was having tons of family difﬁculty, but like you sat down
with her, and she was so intelligent. She smashed all your biases.
(IVIT, 3-19-09, p. 4).
Like this pre-service teacher, many of the participants in
this study admitted that they learned to disassociate poverty with
a lack of intelligence or motivation. In fact, when asked speciﬁcally
what they had learned from their experience at Sun Valley,
prospective teachers were quick to make comments like the
following:
“As a teacher, I have learned not to set standards based on
assumptions because demanding hard work from these
students often gives them the encouragement they need to
complete it” (CRKS, 12-2-08, p. 1).
“The students recognize when they are being underestimated. I
have learned that students will rise to meet high expectations”
(CRIT, 12-2-08, p. 1).
“The students we interacted with at Sun Valley weren't afraid to
be smart. They weren't teased or [excluded] for being smart.”
(CRBM, 4-15-09, p. 1).
The prospective teachers learned not to trust media representations that portray urban schools and urban communities as
enclaves in which academic intelligence is rare and success in
school is not valued.
In addition to pointing out the general intelligence of the Sun
Valley students, several prospective teachers responded to the
question about what they had learned from their experience by
drawing attention to speciﬁc areas of knowledge they felt their
learning partners exhibited. As one commented, “Many of the
students demonstrated knowledge of outside subjects or areas of
interest that might not be considered academic, but demonstrate
their ability to learn” (IVDL, 3-16-09, p. 5). Several prospective
teachers observed that their learning partners knew a great deal
about matters of teaching and learning. For example, one wrote on
an in-class reﬂection, “I have learned that students have opinions
about everything that goes on in the classroom and that they really
value having an outlet to share those opinions” (CRBC, 12-2-08,
p. 1). Another echoed, “Many of the students I encountered were
very opinionated. I learned not to equate poverty with submission.”
(CRIT, 12-2-08, p. 1). As this pre-service teacher continued her
reﬂection, it was clear that she held the high school students with
whom she worked in high esteem and that she respected their
opinions and views. At the outset of the course, most of the preservice teachers did not believe that the high school students

would have much to offer them; by the end of the course, they had
learned otherwise.
For several prospective teachers, the ultimate lesson they
extracted from this experience was, as one put it, “The teacher
needs to listen to the student just as much as the student needs to
listen to the teacher” (FECN, 5-5-09, p. 7) because the students are
valuable sources of knowledge. Another expressed her newfound
understanding in this way:
One of the most important things I have learned about working
with and teaching urban youth is to ﬁrst listen to them as they
often provide startlingly accurate insights into what is effective
and what needs to be changed as it pertains to their education.
(FELN, 10-11-09, p. 5).
Although it may be painful for prospective teachers to admit
how they had underestimated urban youth, their prior understandings and views are reﬂected in their choice of words (“startlingly accurate”) and in their choice of lessons learned. The
realization, indicated by so many of the prospective teachers, that
urban youth are intelligent or insightful bespeaks a prior assumption or expectation that they would not be. The recurring nature of
this theme in the qualitative data highlights the critical importance
of disrupting pre-service educators' beliefs about the students with
whom they may one day work by creating opportunities for them
to unlearn, to recognize and then reconsider, how they see these
young people.

4.2. Why the prospective teachers' views of urban youth changed
In interviews and in-class reﬂections, the prospective teachers
highlighted several mechanisms that they felt facilitated the
changes in their perspectives and understandings of urban youth.
These mechanisms included simply being in the site, interacting
individually with the youth and asking them the core questions
each week, and having the chance to reﬂect on and discuss
what they were seeing and hearing at Sun Valley. Although these
sub-codes overlap to a certain extent, they do illustrate how
unlearning requires a combination of ﬁrst-hand experience and
self-examination. In what follows, I provide examples of how attitudinal change and a process of unlearning were fomented by
opportunities to be in the site, interact with the youth, discuss
experiences with peers, and reﬂect individually.
4.2.1. Just being there
Several of the prospective teachers explained that “the being
there and interacting with the students” (IVLE, 3-11-09, p. 5) helped
to shift their perceptions of urban youth. As one said, “Just being
able to actually interact with them and seeing their intelligence
and what they bring to the tabledthat is what helped me”
(IVIT, 3-19-09, p. 4). Another echoed:
What the students are capable of. I think that's something else
you read about: that urban youth are just as capable and should
be held to just as high expectations. And being at the school has
helped to show me that maybe better than just a reading would.
(IVDL, 3-16-09, p. 2).
Other pre-service teachers noted that the opportunity to ask the
youth speciﬁc questions helped to draw out their insight and
intelligence, again challenging their preconceived notions about
student knowledge and understanding. For example, one preservice teacher explained, “We ask them questions weekly and you
do learn that they do know what's going on and they know what
could be better” (IVKH, 3-25-09, p. 5). Another described how
conversations with the students caused her to rethink her
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expectations for the youth, expectations that had largely been
based on media representations of urban students:
I was afraid of, like, what were their attitudes gonna be like? Are
they going to be receptive to us? Because in these movies, they're
very resistant to letting the white teacher, in Freedom Writers,
letting the white teacher come in and help them. They're very
resistant. But these students weren't like that at all. The ﬁrst day,
we went in and we were talking and there was, like, this group
discussion where they could ask us questions and we could ask
them questions, and they were very open with us and like totally
receptive. And it was such a surprise. I remember we were in the
van on the way home, and we were all of us talking about how
awesome these kids were. And we were so surprised that they
were so open with us about like their family life situations and
what motivated them to keep going and working as hard as they
do in high school. So that was another thing that really got rid of
that assumption. (IVKS, 3-19-09, p. 3).
Similarly, another explained how her experience working
closely with one boy taught her “not to trust stereotypes regarding
urban schools, urban youth, and teenage boys in particular” (CRLE,
12-2-08, p. 1). As these prospective teachers' reﬂections demonstrate, meaningful and open conversations with high school
students did help debunk previously held beliefs.
4.2.2. Discussing and reﬂecting
In addition to being in the site, sharing observations and
emotional reactions with peers during van rides back to campus
and in class helped to further the process of attitudinal change
among the prospective teachers. One pre-service teacher recalled:
I was assuming without even knowing I was making assumptions
slash expectations for the service component. And I think especially the reﬂective essays and the reﬂective talks in class [helped
expose them]. We had partners that we'd meet up with occasionally during class and talk about service. (IVLE, 3-11-09, p. 10)
Similarly, another pre-service teacher recounted how her
process of unlearning assumptions was supported by conversations
with classmates:
We had partner peers in the course, or, you know, during the van
ride back, we were reﬂecting on what we did and how it was
part of the coursework, and it suddenly. You unlearn the
assumption that you had about [the student you are working
with], or the school, or the teachers there. (IVLN, 3-18-09, p. 5).
For other students, the unlearning process required individual
reﬂection and self-analysis. The following interview excerpt
represents a case in point:
One speciﬁc lesson that we talked about was about unlearning
things that you come to learn. After that lesson, it hit me. I really
just took it to heart. Like with every new situation we discussed
in the class, I tried to apply it to myself, and be like, well, this is
what I have grown up thinking, but if you look at it from this
point of view. What do I need to do to unlearn this? And so
really I guess, I have tried to a little bit unlearn my bad habits.
(IVIT, 3-19-09, p. 2)
Many of the pre-service teachers offered examples of their
growing self-awareness, demonstrating how the service-learning
experience had taught them to attend to and monitor their judgments and assumptions. For example, one shared the following
anecdote:
We missed one week for spring break, and Reggie came, and I
was like, “Did you do any work on your paper?” And he was like,
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“Yeah. I ﬁnished it.” And I said, “Wow Reggie, great!” So then I
caught myself being surprised, and I was like, “Why are you
surprised?” Like, of course, he had to do it. It was supposed to be
ﬁnished. Why is this surprising? I found myself catching things
like that; it's stuff like thatdthat people don't expect them to
ﬁnish their papers. And so stuff like that I've caught myself on
more and more. So, it's not even necessarily [what I've learned
about] teaching, but more so about my expectations and
assumptions of them, which will translate and be relevant for
teaching. I think I've realized those things more. (IVDL, 3-16-09,
pp. 1e2)
Other prospective teachers noted that they became more aware
of expectations they did not know they brought to a situation until
they were asked to state them and analyze them in light of their
actual experience.
5. Discussion
My analysis revealed statistically signiﬁcant and qualitatively
meaningful shifts in the prospective teachers' views of high school
students, particularly urban youth. They learned about the realities
of urban living and urban schooling for a group of students; they
learned that high school students possess unique insight into their
educational experiences and that urban youth have “funds of
knowledge” (Moll & Gonzalez, 2004) and deep wells of motivation
that defy common media representations and stereotypes. And
they learned to become more aware of and attentive to their own
judgments and presuppositions about the students with whom
they work.
These new understandings were supported, according to the
prospective teachers, by both deliberate teaching strategies and
informal, unstructured learning moments. The deliberate pedagogical strategies included the learning partner design, in which
prospective teachers were required to ask speciﬁc questions of the
high schools students and structured opportunities for reﬂection,
in which expectations, beliefs, and experiences were examined
closely. The informal learning moments included unstructured,
naturally occurring conversations with learning partners and
impromptu reﬂections with peers during van rides to and from Sun
Valley High School.
The results presented in this article highlight the value of using
student voice to disrupt status norms within service learning.
Through student voice, prospective teachers can become intimately
acquainted with one student's experiences, perspectives, and
strengths. The process of learning to listen to students at the preservice stage can thereby help prospective educators to uncover
their assumptions about and stereotypes of students (Cook-Sather,
2002). At the same time, such learning may stimulate a larger
process of studenteteacher role revision in which power and status
are redistributed, oppressive practices are challenged, and social
justice becomes more likely to be realized (Cook-Sather, 2006;
Cook-Sather & Younens, 2007).
In addition to emphasizing the important role of student voice
in teacher preparation, the ﬁndings underscore the value of making
the process of unlearning explicit for pre-service teachers. The
prospective teachers frequently used the term “unlearning” in their
reﬂections during the course and in interviews with graduate
students several months after the semester had ended, when parroting the dominant discourse of the course could no longer be
seen as a strategy for currying favor with the instructor. Reading
and talking about Kohl's theory of unlearning enabled these preservice teachers to acquire a language to describe and a lens
through which to view their own process of perspective change.
Kohl's essay offered them a model of reﬂection. His account of
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learning to listen to and learn from youth further supported the
prospective teachers in their own learning and unlearning journeys, encouraging and facilitating their individual acts of reﬂection.
His theory also allowed the prospective teachers to name their
experience and situate it within an academic discourse. As a theoretical tool, “unlearning” can help to make the experience of selfexamination empowering rather than threatening to prospective
teachers.
6. Conclusion
Research has shown that good teachers know their students
well. They know about their communities, their cultural practices,
and the things that matter to them (Darling-Hammond, 2002;
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Nieto, 2000). Effective educators also value
their students' existing strengths and knowledge and build on
them, while holding each student to high expectations (Moll &
Gonzalez, 2004). As Banks et al. (2005) put it, “Knowing one's
students well is important for teaching them well, as is believing
that all students can learn and achieve high levels of academic
success” (p. 264).
This research raises important implications for teacher training.
Teacher education programs must help prospective teachers to
learn how to learn about as well as from students and communities.
In some teacher preparation programs, prospective educators learn
how to learn about students by observing students closely, shadowing them, analyzing their work, and writing case studies
(Darling-Hammond, 2002). Other programs explicitly teach preservice teachers to learn from students by facilitating dialogue
between teacher candidates and secondary school students (CookSather, 2002, 2006; Donahue et al., 2003).
Helping pre-service teachers to recognize the importance of
learning not just about, but also from their students can be difﬁcult.
The argument that the students have knowledge and insights that
can beneﬁt the teacher may run counter to pre-service teachers'
unexamined assumptions about what certain students know, need,
and are capable of doing. It can also seem threatening to prospective educators who cling to the notion that, as teachers, they will
need to have ﬁrm command of all the answers, all of the knowledge, and all of the ideas to be seen as legitimate authority ﬁgures
in their classrooms.
Service learning can present opportunities to expose and challenge these biases (Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Nonetheless, community-based experiences do not in themselves automatically change
pre-service teachers' attitudes, beliefs, and understandings for the
better (Erickson, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Petersen, 2007). My
study suggests that service learning can sew the seeds of transformation among prospective educators when sustained direct
experience is both complemented by student voice work that
interrupts traditional status hierarchies and undergirded by
structured reﬂection; however, I temper my claims by noting that I
certainly have not investigated the longer-term implications of the
service-learning experience on the attitudes and beliefs the preservice teachers enact once ensconced in their own classrooms.
Furthermore, the grounded theory approach to data analysis, even
with multiple coders, triangulated data sources, and memberchecking procedures in place, does not guarantee the validity of the
ﬁndings and the small sample size restricts me from making
generalizable assertions. Despite these limitations to my research, I
believe that when service-learning projects explicitly attend to
status hierarchies, pre-service teachers can come to new understandings of both students and the relationships they and their
students will negotiate together.
Although service-learning advocates may be shifting away
from using the potential for participants to experience pro-social

attitudinal changes, such as the reduction of prejudice and a greater
appreciation for diversity and social justice, as a rationale for
instituting service-learning projects (Erickson, 2009), this study
shows that such potential remains and holds power within teacher
education. The student quoted at the start of this article stands as
an example, writing:
By having the opportunity to interact with students at Sun
Valley High School, my once biased perceptions have undergone
positive changes. I am now aware that urban students cannot
solely be blamed for their low success rates. Rather, it is
fundamental to explore the contexts of their lives. By doing so,
one becomes aware of both the disadvantages that the structures of society create and the need for teachers to take
responsibility in launching social reconstruction. Not only have
my experiences changed my perceptions of urban youth, but
they have given me an opportunity to plan a teaching approach
that will aim to offer every student an equal opportunity to
succeed. (FEBN, 5-6-09, p. 7)
When prospective educators come to such understandings, we
advance one step further in the quest to achieve social justice in our
schools and society.
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Appendix
Questions for Prospective Teachers to Ask High School Students
(adapted with permission from Alison Cook-Sather; see CookSather, 2002, 2006)
1. How is your learning affected by the particular classmates you
may have in class? Do you prefer to be in a classroom with
students of the same or different backgrounds and academic
interests as you? Why or why not?
2. What ideas do you have for how your classes or school could be
improved to support your learning?
3. What subjects do you think students should study in school
and why? What skills should students be taught and why?
4. How can a teacher meet the different learning styles and needs
of students in his/her class?
5. What kinds of learning activities do you like best and why?
6. What kinds of things can a teacher do to support your learning
and motivate you to work hard in his or her class?
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