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The purpose of this qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore the 

lived experiences of incarcerated women who participated in a service-learning 

program to help the homeless.  Service-learning is effective pedagogy for involving 

students in civic engagement, and their involvement has been shown to increase the 

self-esteem of participating college students.  This study looked for similar impacts on 

incarcerated women.  

This study used three data collection methods with an existing service-learning 

program in Coffee Creek Woman’s Correctional Facility to look at the essence of 

incarcerated women’s shared experience of being in prison and participating in a 

service-learning program.  Three research questions were the basis for the study: (a) 

What are the lived experiences of incarcerated women participating in the Coffee 

Creek Sock Drive?  (b) How did their attitudes and perceptions of the homeless, 

volunteer work, or program involvement change because of their participation? (c) In 

what ways, if any, did the incarcerated women’s perceptions of themselves change?  

How do they perceive themselves as a result of participating in this program?  Did 

they experience any shift in self-esteem? 

  



 

The data revealed seven predominant themes. These themes were: 

1. Civic engagement and connection to the community 

a. Frustration with the government’s lack of help for the homeless 

2. Increased knowledge about the topic of homelessness and the four agency 

partners that led to a shift in attitude about the homeless 

3. Gratitude for what they have 

4. Pride in being able to give back to the community/Public perception 

5. Sadness and empathy for the homeless 

6. Personal growth through self-reflection 

7. Enjoyment and excitement 

The themes were interpreted and supported by the related literature.  The three 

research questions were also considered with related literature.  This study gave voice 

to the incarcerated women who participated and supported their ability to contribute to 

the literature.  The implications of this study may impact future service-learning 

programs for students in non-traditional education facilities.  It may inform 

correctional facilities’ educational programs as well as established service-learning 

programs. 
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Experiencing Service-Learning In Prison 

CHAPTER ONE:  FOCUS AND SIGNIFICANCE 

 

Imagine being locked in a prison for four years.  You are devastated, ashamed, 

missing your family, and at a loss about what to do next.  You are looking at 48 

months of being strip-searched, ordered around, and living in a room with 108 other 

females sharing eight toilets and six showers.  You are depressed and becoming 

institutionalized
1
.  There are no opportunities to make up for your past bad judgments 

and mistakes.  It is a hopeless situation, and you do not know how you will survive. 

This is the situation for the 1209 incarcerated women in the Oregon 

Department of Corrections (Oregon Department of Corrections Research Department, 

2013).  Although the length of sentence varies from 13 months to life, the outlook is 

the same.  Women in prison are separated from society, their communities, and their 

children and families.  They suffer from guilt, low self-esteem
2
, and often disdain 

from their families. Women behind bars are often regarded as damaged human beings 

and mothers who have failed children and families (Law, 2009; Talvi, 2007).  Talvi 

(2007) wrote, “They want to be seen and heard, and they feel like they are completely 

forgotten, even invisible, in the eyes of society at large” (p. xix).  The majority of the 

women report feeling worthless and, many times, hopeless (Hardesty, Hardwick, & 

Thompson, 1993).  According to Schram and Koons-Witt (2004): 

Low self-esteem can contribute to the inability to plan for the future, 

take responsibility for one’s actions and to commit violence against 

others.  Improving self-esteem increases the ability of each inmate to 

make choices and gain more control in her life.  Empowerment is a 

process through which women gain insight into their situation, identify 

their strengths and are supported and challenged to take positive action 

to gain control of their lives. (p. 209) 

 

In Oregon’s only women’s prison, Coffee Creek Correctional Facility (CCCF), 

there are efforts to help the women work on drug and alcohol issues, education, and 

                                                 
1
 Accustomed to having people tell you what to do, when to do it, and how to behave.  Loss of ability to 

function in the real world.  
2
 Self-esteem is a term used in psychology to reflect a person's overall evaluation or appraisal of his or 

her own worth. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Person
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mental health problems, but these are provided on a limited basis inside the institution.  

The Oregon State Corrections website lists drug and alcohol treatment, counseling, 

parenting classes, workforce development programs, enhanced visitation rules, mental 

health counseling, and work programs as available services within the prison (Oregon 

Department of Corrections Transitional Services, 2012).  Although the Oregon 

Department of Corrections has put considerable effort and dollars into providing 

programs for the incarcerated women, there is no opportunity for the women to be 

involved in their communities outside the walls of the prison.  There is no opportunity 

for restoration or restorative justice.
3
   

One possible way to bridge the gap between incarcerated women and 

community involvement is through the implementation of service-learning (SL) 

programs in prison.  Service-learning, as defined by Learn and Serve America, is a 

teaching and learning strategy that integrates meaningful community service with 

instruction and reflection to enrich the learning experience, teach civic responsibility, 

and strengthen communities (Learn and Serve America, 2013).  Service-learning has 

been identified as an effective pedagogy for college students to involve them in 

meaningful learning experiences while achieving the instructional goal of ensuring 

that students meet required course outcomes.  The data from research on service-

learning projects indicate a strong correlation between involvement in these projects 

and increased self-esteem, civic engagement, and critical thinking skills for students 

who participate in them (Furco & Billig, 2002; Howard, 2003; Moely & Miron, 2005). 

As a component of the optical program in CCCF, the instructor for that 

program developed a service-learning program.  This innovative program involved the 

students in the Coffee Creek Sock Drive.  The sock drive is a service-learning project 

that collects socks and food for the homeless.  The sock drive began when the 

instructor for the optical program, Kelly Shannon, wanted to try to connect her 

students to the outside world.  Shannon said, “My ladies [in the optical program] did 

                                                 
3
 Restorative justice is a theory of justice that emphasizes repairing the harm caused or revealed by 

criminal behavior. 

http://www.oregon.gov/DOC/TRANS
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not feel that they could do anything for anyone.  They did not know how to volunteer 

or feel any connection to the world of work or the world of connection and 

relationship building” (K. R. Shannon, personal communication, April 25, 2010). 

This service-learning program was designed to teach the women about 

connection and building bridges with the community.  The service-learning project 

was voluntary, and the assignments were in addition to the women’s regular optical 

program coursework, a 700-hour training program that prepares the students to be 

dispensing opticians.   

Optical Program 

The optical program began in 2002 when the Lions Club of Oregon partnered 

with CCCF to process used eyeglasses that regional Lions Clubs collected throughout 

the state.  As part of the Optical Program, the eyeglasses are cleaned, repaired if 

needed, and placed into individual plastic bags. The prescriptions are measured and 

noted on the bags.  The glasses are then sorted into women’s, men’s and children’s 

boxes.  The Lions distribute the recycled eyeglasses through worldwide sight and 

hearing missions. The Lions Club web site reports that between 50,000 and 75,000 

pairs of eyeglasses are distributed each year (Oregon Lions Sight and Hearing 

Foundation, 2012).   

While the women are learning to read a lensometer to measure the prescription 

strength of the recycled eyeglasses, they are also studying to become dispensing 

opticians in a course that includes 700 hours of class time.  The students spend one-

half of their classroom time recycling eyeglasses and the other half on academic 

studies.  The course also requires independent and group study outside of the 

classroom.  It is a rigorous academic program involving high level math and science 

skills.  Once a year a state examiner enters the prison to administer the Dispensing 

Opticians Exam.  Over 90% of the students pass the exam and leave prison as certified 

dispensing opticians.  

With the help of donations, the prison enhanced the optical program with the 

purchase of a lens grinder.  Many of the women are also learning to grind lenses and 
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make eyeglasses.  Inmates from around the state now purchase their eyeglasses from 

the Coffee Creek optical program.  

Service-learning.  In the fall of 2004, to enhance the learning experience for 

her students, and to connect them with their community, Shannon began the Coffee 

Creek Sock Drive, service-learning project. This project combined allotted classroom 

time for the students to study the plight of the homeless as well as engaging in 

activities to raise money and collect socks for the homeless. In 2011 I participated in 

the Coffee Creek Sock Drive. The women read and studied the issue and watched two 

documentaries on the subject of homelessness.  They had daily discussions about the 

material being studied.  Speakers from the shelters selected to receive the socks 

entered the prison to meet and speak to the women in person about what their agencies 

did.  They stressed the importance of dry socks for homeless people living on the 

streets.  The speakers described foot rot as a serious concern for people who do not 

have access to dry, clean socks.   

To earn money to buy socks, the women worked together to design holiday 

wreaths using materials that the coordinator purchased and brought into the institution.  

The completed wreaths were sold to prison employees through a silent auction.  After 

reimbursing Shannon for the supplies, the sale of the wreaths brought in over $400 for 

the purchase of socks.  Adding to that money were donations from the other inmates. 

The women decorated sock collection boxes that were placed in the visiting areas of 

the prison and at the Portland Community College campuses, and community centers 

to provide places for the community to donate socks.  At the end of the project, 

Shannon delivered over 4200 new pairs of socks divided among four agencies.  The 

women were shown pictures of the delivery, and the agencies sent them thank-you 

notes for the donations.   

As a side project, the women decorated food barrels that the Lions Club placed 

in the community to collect food for the homeless.  The Lions Club distributed the 

food to shelters.  The women made holiday cards that were given with the socks to the 

Loaves and Fishes agency for their clients. Then, right before Christmas, the women 
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wrapped new toys that the Lions Club brought into the prison and then delivered to 

needy families.   

During the sock drive, the women inmate participants wrote about their 

reflections on the project.  They reported that the sock drive project impacted their 

lives, their feelings about themselves, and their incarceration experiences.  Since this 

program is unique to Oregon and no data or research on service-learning in a 

correctional facility could be found, it merited further research.  No other prison in the 

country could be found to be facilitating service-learning programs.  The research on 

this unique program could inform the growing corrections industry.   

Research Purpose 

The purpose of this research was to explore the lived experiences of 

incarcerated women who participated in a service learning program.  Research 

supports the effectiveness of service-learning in engaging non-incarcerated students in 

their community, giving them new perspectives on social issues, and increasing their 

self-esteem (Scheidel, 2006).  If service-learning can be successfully facilitated inside 

a prison, then the inmates might see the same positive outcomes.   

In addition to the effects on the women, the institution may also benefit.  A 

service-learning program positively engages the inmates in an activity, which reduces 

security concerns.  The more involved an inmate is with positive, pro-social activities, 

the less likely she is to get into trouble while incarcerated.  “Prison education 

programs lead to a reduction of criminal behavior after release from prison and fewer 

disciplinary problems in the prison setting” (Vacca, 2004, p. 299).  In addition, 

positive role modeling occurs when a group of inmates becomes involved in pro-social 

activities.  Because of the nature of prison, both positive and negative activities are 

observed by all of the inmates.  The more positive activities that occur, the more the 

inmates observe their colleagues being involved in productive pursuits.   

The community can also benefit in significant ways.  Not only do the homeless 

benefit from the donations, but the community can see the inmate population through 

a different lens.  Many community members see the incarcerated as “bad” people, not 
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deserving of credit for anything.  Publicity for the program could change the 

perspectives of some citizens. 

Research Questions 

Using an established service-learning project in Coffee Creek Women’s 

Correctional Facility, this qualitative, phenomenological research examined the lived 

experiences of the participating women.  This study focused on the essence of the 

experience, specifically on commonalities among the participants as they experience 

being in prison and working on a project to help the homeless.   

In most cases, incarcerated women have little or no connection with their 

communities or the outside world.  Women in prison are separated from society, their 

communities, and their children and families.  There are differences of opinions 

regarding the treatment of inmates and the lengths of sentences felons receive 

(“Sentencing Myths,” 2013).  Regardless of debates surrounding sentencing laws for 

felons, 93% of inmates will eventually be released from prison and return to the 

community (“Governor’s Re-entry Council (REC),” 2013).  While inside they are 

unable to contribute to their community or to participate in any restitution, or “give-

back.”  This isolation and depression can cause them to lose hope for the future and 

feel as if they cannot contribute to society.  

The following broad, open-ended questions guided the research: 

1. What are the lived experiences of incarcerated women participating in the 

Coffee Creek sock drive for the participants?  This question provided the 

central focus of the purposed research, which intended to explore the lived 

experiences of these women.  The rationale for this question was to gather 

data that would lead to a contextual and structural description of the 

experience.  The women had the opportunity to be heard and taken 

seriously.  They contributed to research and perhaps impacted further work 

in the area.   

2. How did their attitudes and perceptions of the homeless, volunteer work, or 

program involvement change because of their participation?  The rationale 
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for this question was to provide an opportunity for the inmates to reflect 

upon the impact of the service-learning experience and see if it had 

influenced the women’s interest in civic engagement.  This can contribute 

to the literature on service-learning, the perception of the homeless by 

these inmates, and the results of education about and experience with the 

homeless.  

3. In what ways, if any, did the incarcerated women’s perceptions of 

themselves change?  How do they perceive themselves as a result of 

participating in this program?  Did they experience any shift in self-

esteem?  The rationale for these questions is to look at the effects of doing 

charitable work and whether disadvantaged, marginalized women benefited 

personally from helping another disadvantaged, marginalized population.  

This contributed to understanding of the significance, if any, there is to the 

value of helping to a person’s feeling of worth and self-esteem. 

Significance of Research 

This study is significant for several reasons:  (a) The rate of incarceration is 

increasing and funding for educational programming is not; (b) if this program affects 

inmate participants in a positive way, it could have an impact on their post-release 

recidivism, and future community involvement; (c) there is a lack of research on this 

topic; and (d) I have a personal interest.  

Education programming.  Female incarceration is increasing, and yet funding 

for programs for the incarcerated is decreasing.  The population of women inmates has 

grown nationally by over 800% in the past three decades (Women’s Prison 

Association, 2009).  In Oregon in 2000 there were 541 female inmates.  There are now 

1209 women incarcerated in the state’s only female prison (Oregon Department of 

Corrections Research Department, 2013), over a 100% increase in the last 10 years, 

and more than a 7.5% annual rate of growth.  However, the budget for educational 

programs for the Oregon Department of Corrections has remained the same or 

decreased in the last two biennia.   
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Education programs within the prison are limited and can only serve a small 

part of the population.  At Coffee Creek Correctional Facility there are, on average, 

150 women enrolled in education classes with many on waiting lists.  The funding has 

not kept up with the need.  The CCCF sock drive service-learning project, in contrast, 

costs little or no money.  The results of this study may be used to encourage other 

facilities to engage in service-learning programs, particularly because the cost of such 

efforts is minimal while the benefits may be significant. 

Impact on the women inmates and the community.  The state of Ohio found 

that the involvement by inmates in community service projects reduced recidivism 

(Wilkinson, 2000). There are different types of community service experiences that 

can work for inmates. At Coffee Creek there is a program for a few women to train 

guide dogs for the handicapped.  Weiss (1988) explained that offenders provide road 

and bridge repair work, and assist with assorted environmental projects.  These 

projects are different than service-learning projects as there is no educational or 

reflective component.   

Although this study at CCCF does not look at recidivism data for past inmate 

participants, any positive impact that the women experience could affect their future 

involvement with their community.  The coordinator of CCCF’s sock drive reported, 

“Several of my past participants have called to tell me about the volunteer work they 

are now doing on the outside” (K. R. Shannon, personal communication, April 25, 

2010).  Women who can apply this learning experience to their lives in a positive way 

could make significant changes in how they choose to live outside of prison.   

In addition to positive outcomes for the women inmates, the community 

benefits, and the issue of homelessness receives attention from multiple audiences.  

The homeless shelters benefit from the donation of the socks (over 2500 pairs in 2009 

and over 4200 in 2011), blankets, hats, and gifts for their children.  The staff at CCCF, 

families and friends of the inmates, and the staff at Portland Community College were 

involved.  In the past years with this program I observed much of the prison 

community, the college, and the families become unified in the project.  The 



 

 

9 

 

correctional officers brought in socks, as did the visitors, and many of the 

administrators were involved.  It is a positive, unifying effort from students to staff.  

Through community publicity the public can see another side to the prisoners, who 

usually receive negative publicity.  

Lack of research or literature.  There is scholarly significance in that 

research on the topic of service-learning inside a prison was not found, and this study 

could contribute to some understanding and scholarship in the area.  In searching the 

literature, contacting multiple prisons, and using a service-learning national list-serve, 

no other correctional service-learning program was located.  If significant, positive 

changes occur in the women, with benefits to the women, their families, and the 

Department of Corrections, this research can inform the field of corrections education. 

Personal interest.  Conducting a phenomenological study requires the 

researcher to reflect on her personal interest in the research.  I worked for many years 

in correctional education.  I participated in starting many educational programs inside 

a co-ed prison, a men’s prison, and a women’s prison.  During that time, I worked 

hard to find innovative and effective programs for inmates.  Although interacting with 

students for years, I had not before tried to capture the essence of an experience inside 

prison.  After hearing from many of the past participants in the CCCF sock drive that 

the experience was very substantial, I wanted to answer the question:  What are the 

lived experiences of incarcerated women participating in the Coffee Creek sock drive?   

Summary 

Incarcerated women have little or no contact with their communities.  They 

often feel isolated and depressed.  They do not have an opportunity to contribute to 

society outside the fence.  One possible way to connect them to the outside is through 

a service-learning program.  Evidence supports that service-learning increases civic 

engagement and self-esteem in college students who participate, and service learning 

may have similar impacts for incarcerated women.   

This study examined the lived experiences of incarcerated women who 

participate in a service learning program.  A specific existing service-learning program 
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at the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility was used to conduct a qualitative, 

phenomenological research study.  The research examined the essence of incarcerated 

women’s shared experience of being in prison and participating in a service-learning 

program that helps the homeless.  Since this is the only known service-learning 

program in a prison in the country, the results may inform corrections, corrections 

education, and community colleges that deliver education program in the prisons.  
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CHAPTER TWO:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Research supports the effectiveness of service-learning in engaging non-

incarcerated students in their community, giving them new perspectives on social 

issues, and increasing their self-esteem (Scheidel, 2006).  If service-learning can be 

successfully facilitated inside a prison, then the inmates might see the same positive 

outcomes.   

The purpose of this literature review is to gather and evaluate the most current 

research relating to four issues pertinent to the study of service-learning in a 

correctional facility.  The review (a) provides data about the outcomes of participating 

in service learning for college students, and (b) describes issues that women in prison 

have as they relate to anxiety, stress, depression, self-esteem, and feelings of isolation.  

It concludes with recommendations about needed future research. 

This literature review began with a search through several databases for 

articles, studies, journals, and books related to service-learning, correctional 

education, and women in prison.  The search began with peer-reviewed articles, full 

text, and websites through the Oregon State University Library and Research 

Database, the Portland Community College Research Database, and the Google search 

engine.  EPSCOhost and Dissertation Abstracts were used as search tools.  These 

searches included key terms for:  (a) service-learning, (b) service-learning and future 

civic engagement, (c) service-learning in prison, (d) prison education, (e) correctional 

education, (f) female inmates, (g) women in prison, (h) funding for prison education, 

(i) depression and incarceration, (j) isolation and incarceration, and (k) civic 

engagement and service-learning.  Research on service-learning in high school or 

grade school was not included, but literature pertaining to college-level service-

learning was included.   

  



 

 

12 

 

Service-Learning for College Students 

We know that service-learning benefits young people in a variety of ways.  As 

individuals, service-learning improves self-esteem and self-confidence, and reduces 

involvement in risky behavior.  As citizens, service-learning gives young people an 

increased sense of civic responsibility and a commitment to community involvement.  

As students, service-learning helps improve school performance and academic 

performance.  Dr. William Richardson, President & CEO of the W. K. Kellogg 

Foundation (Learning to Give, n.d.) 

This text will define service-learning, and then will briefly describe the history 

of the development of service-learning, and finally will look at four areas of student 

outcomes that can be affected by service-learning participation.  The definition of 

service-learning, according to the America Association of Community Colleges 

(AACC), is as follows: 

Service learning combines community service with classroom 

instruction, focusing on critical, reflective thinking as well as personal 

and civic responsibility.  Service learning programs involve students in 

activities that address local needs while developing their academic 

skills and commitment to their community.  (AACC, 2012)  

 

Service-learning has been identified as an effective pedagogy to involve 

students in meaningful learning experiences while achieving the instructors’ goal of 

ensuring students meet required course outcomes (Bryant, Schonemann, & Karpa, 

2011, Eyler & Giles, 2002; Furco & Billig, 2002; Prentice, 2011; Prentice & 

Robinson, 2007; Weglarz & Seybert, 2004).  Service-learning has been part of the 

education experience for students in all grade levels for decades.  Bringle, Hatcher, 

and McIntosh (2006) gave the operational definition as: 

Service-learning is a course based, credit-bearing education experience 

in which students (a) participate in an organized service activity that 

meets identified community needs and (b) reflect on the service activity 

in such a way as to gain further understanding of the course content, a 

broader appreciation of the discipline and enhanced sense of personal 

values and civic responsibility. (p. 12) 

 

The goal of this pedagogy is to overlap academic material with relevant service 

and critical reflection.  At the same time, service-learning promotes civic learning, 

personal growth and academic learning.  These projects involve the faculty and staff, 
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students and the community members.  In most cases, the service component involves 

direct contact with the recipient of the service.  However, there is a growing diversity 

of service projects.  Felten and Clayton (2011) wrote: 

The service may be direct or indirect, may involve low or high levels of 

responsibility and may have a research component.  Community may 

be construed as on-campus, in the local neighborhood, in a nearby 

municipality, in another state or country, or online. (p.77) 

 

As early as 1905, John Dewey was developing intellectual foundations to 

service-based learning.  He believed that school should be part of a broad social 

purpose that included experience and provided interaction with the real world.  His 

foundational work grew into experiential learning, now a respected pedagogy in K-12 

and in higher education.  Later, political efforts engaged students in service work.  

President Kennedy established the Peace Corps in 1961, calling college students into 

action to serve the mission of peace by working in developing countries (Learn and 

Serve America, 2013).   

Other efforts followed.  The Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA), 

founded in 1964, established a fellows program to support students helping low-

income communities.  The National and Community Service Act of 1990 was signed 

into law supporting service-learning grants for colleges, and by 1995, a service-

learning network was on the Internet via the University of Colorado Peace Studies 

Center (Learn and Serve America, 2013).  In 2006, Learn and Serve, America’s 

National Service-learning Clearinghouse, reported that 1,045 colleges and universities 

had become Campus Compact members.  Campus Compact is a national coalition of 

more than 1,200 college and university presidents – representing about six million 

students – dedicated to promoting community service, civic engagement, and service-

learning in higher education (“Who We Are, “ 2013). 

Evidence shows that service-learning projects and programs will continue to 

grow.  “Instructors, from elementary schools to graduate and professional schools, are 

turning to the community as a laboratory to strengthen students’ citizenship 

preparation and academic learning” (Howard, 2003, p. 1).   
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As the practice of service-learning grows, research on the effects of these 

programs on students is important as a way to inform administrators of students’ 

perceived learning gains.  While teachers and administrators feel good about service-

learning program results, do the students make gains in areas other than academics?  

Howard (2003) stated, “The most important reason to conduct research is to improve 

practice” (p. 5).  A knowledge-base about this educational practice contributes to the 

improvement of practice and also creates a perception of scholarliness and can 

legitimize the function (Furco & Billig, 2002; Howard, 2003).  Future research is 

needed about the short- and long-term effects of service-learning.  Furthermore, such 

research should examine the effects of service learning on various types of students, 

including community college, undergraduate, and graduate students, as well as special 

populations such as incarcerated prisoners. 

Learning theory.  The learning theory that best aligns with service-learning is 

experiential learning.  The experiential learning theory defines learning as "the process 

whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience.  Knowledge 

results from the combination of grasping and transforming experience" (Kolb, 1984, p. 

41).  This pedagogy involves the combination of academic course work, critical 

reflection and service that is connected to both.  The essential requirement is that there 

is a connection made by the service experience and the coursework by the student 

(Deeley, 2010).  Service-learning is more than volunteering.  It benefits not only the 

student but the community.  La Lopa, (2012) described service-learning as a service 

project that benefits the community, service-learning as benefiting the student, such as 

an internship, and service-learning that engages the student in activities that combine 

both of the components to the benefit of both the community and the student. 

Effects of service-learning on students.  Findings relevant to the study of 

service-learning and the effects on students will be reviewed.  The studies reviewed in 

this section focus on college students and examine issues related to the motivation for 

service-learning, critical thinking outcomes, civic engagement, civic engagement and 

self-esteem, and personal development and civic responsibility. 
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Motivation for service learning.  One issue of concern focuses on student 

motivation to participate in service-learning.  Joseph, et. al. (2007) used the National 

Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and questions from a focus group to survey 

students who had participated in a service-learning program to examine student 

motivations.  Their specific goal was to evaluate student experiences as they related to 

community service, critical thinking skills, and job-related skills.   

The study examined the participant motivations of students participating in 

service-learning programs.  The results indicated that over 90% of students were 

interested in service-learning, because they preferred courses that linked academics 

with real life.  About 55% felt that they understood the needs and problems of the 

community or became involved to improve their community.  About 80% reported a 

desire for a career that is helpful to others.  The study concluded that students engaged 

in service-learning programs to enhance their learning with hands-on activities while 

gaining work experience and contacts.   

However, because this survey was embedded in an overall college survey, the 

specific results related to service-learning were somewhat unclear.  It was difficult to 

assess what the students saw as service-learning versus an internship.  The study 

suggested that students realized a need to develop skills in community involvement 

and cognitive learning.   

Moely and Miron (2005) addressed questions concerning student preferences 

in community service assignments.  The authors surveyed 468 students.  Using the 

Morton Paradigm of Service, this study looked at three motivations for service-

learning: (a) Charity:  giving of self; (b) Project Development: defining problems and 

solutions, and (c) Social Change:  agenda- and changed-based.   

Moely and Miron’s (2005) study showed that students have a strong, consistent 

preference for the Charity motivation and that the service-learning experience 

impacted students’ perspectives.  Students with prior community service showed an 

increase in preference in the Social Change motivation.  This might indicate that the 

more students are involved in the community, the more their views developed toward 
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engaging in social change.  The study also found that the more a service-learning 

experience corresponds to the motives of the student, the greater the satisfaction for 

the student.  Then the more satisfied the student was with the service-learning 

experience, the more likely it led to future civic engagement by the student.  

When the motivation of a student to become involved with a service-learning 

program was closely aligned with the type of project, the satisfaction of the student 

was enhanced.  For example, if a student wanted to help the less fortunate, a service-

learning project with Habitat for Humanity could be very rewarding.  If he wanted to 

change the social policy around environmental issues, he could find working at 

nonprofit stuffing envelopes for fundraising rewarding.  Different motivations were 

fulfilled with different activities.  Overall, a positive experience can lead to the 

student’s future engagement in civic activities.  

Personal development.  In 2010, Deeley conducted research with service-

learning participants before and after their service-learning placement.  She used 

interviews and focus groups to investigate students’ personal and intellectual 

development in both positive and negative effects.  The area of academic study for the 

service-learning project was public policy.  The class combined the theoretical aspect 

of citizenship and civil society with analysis of the practical effect of public policy on 

welfare provisions.  In regard to intellectual development, the students reported seeing 

things in a new way.  They felt that the course being a holistic experience made the 

learning more understandable and real.  They felt that they were doing the learning on 

their own terms, which gave them feelings of being in control.   

All of the students involved claimed that service-learning had changed them.  

Some felt it was the beginning of a life-long change.  These students were working 

with public policy agencies, and many had the negative result of feeling overwhelmed 

or uncomfortable as they faced some of their own values and beliefs.  Some began to 

face the challenge of oppression in their own life.  Students had support throughout the 

process, and they concluded that they had become more confident.   

Service-learning increased students’ confidence in various ways.  For 

some, they felt more competent in their studies.  For others, it gave 
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them a more assured sense of self. Service-learning, in combining 

academic theory with experiential learning, is a powerful learning tool, 

through which the process of consciousness raising can be nurtured. 

(Deeley, 2010, p. 50) 

 

In 2006 Simons and Cleary published a quantitative and qualitative study of 

142 service-learning participants over two academic years.  These college students 

were enrolled in undergraduate psychology courses and were placed in three different 

centers working with at-risk children.  The researchers used seven different measures 

to assess several areas of development for the participants.   

 The Civic Attitudes and Skills Questionnaire (CASQ) was used to assess 

students self-evaluation on civic attitudes and skills that are values related 

to civic engagement.   

 The Community Service Involvement Preference Inventory (CSIPI) was 

used to measure how students become involved in community service.   

 The Civic/Community Behaviors Inventory was used to further measure 

the degree of civic engagement.   

 The Community Service Self-Efficacy Scale (CSSES) was used to 

measure students’ confidence in making a contribution to the community.  

 Learning outcomes were measured by GPA and writing scores.  

 Twelve open-and closed-ended questions were used to measure the 

service-learning experience.   

 The Texas Social Behavior Inventory –Short Form (TSBI) was used to 

measure self-esteem and social competence.   

Academic learning was identified as the first of six benefits of their service-

learning experience, followed by career development.  The study showed that 97% of 

the coded data identified self-efficacy or self-knowledge as the third benefit of their 

service-learning experience.  Eighty percent identified the impact on their own 

personal development as the fourth benefit, and 84% identified interpersonal 

development as the fifth service-learning benefit.  The sixth benefit was identified as 

developing connection to others according to 78% of the participants.  The overall 
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results of this study supported using both qualitative and quantitative methods to 

assure reliability.  The study also showed that the students learned about themselves.  

“The consistent data on students’ surveys and reflections make us feel confident 

asserting that students benefit from engaging in this form of pedagogy” (Simons & 

Cleary, 2006, p. 317). 

Critical thinking outcomes.  Eyler and Giles (2002) used a seven-point scoring 

protocol to measure critical thinking skill gains.  Critical thinking is the ability to 

analyze problems that do not have clear definitions and to come up with well thought 

out solutions.  The authors found that the quality of service-learning affects the 

measurement of critical thinking skill gains among 66 students from seven colleges 

and universities.  Those students who also had a well-integrated academic component 

that related to the service experience showed higher scores on depth of understanding, 

application of knowledge, and practical strategic planning.  In contrast, students 

attending classes in which academics were not linked to service-learning reported only 

enjoying and learning from their classes. 

If the goal is to assess student learning outcomes accurately, then practitioners 

need to identify the student performance that should be enhanced and determine a way 

for the students to demonstrate that learning.  This assessment would inform the 

schools that intergrading the academic work with the service-learning is an important 

component to their programs. 

Civic engagement.  Civic engagement may be another kind of outcome of 

service-learning.  Civic engagement can be defined as a person or a group addressing a 

public concern or an unmet human, educational, health care, environmental, or public 

safety need.  Prentice and Robinson (2007) found that the more service-learning 

courses a community college student took, the greater the student’s commitment 

became to serving his or her community.  The authors used pre- and post-course 

surveys to determine that service-learning students had a greater knowledge of 

community needs and knew how to access community resources and how to advocate 

for a cause.   
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This study showed that community college students’ participation in service-

learning led to greater civic engagement.  Although the results were encouraging, the 

study provided no data about the type or length of the service-learning experiences, 

and it did not include faculty information and reactions, which can impact student 

outcomes. 

Civic engagement may influence the individual student’s personal 

development.  Scheidel (2006) used a post-test to study the effects of service-learning 

on civic engagement and self-esteem.  Nearly 90% of the students in his study 

reported an increase in self-esteem after participating in a service-learning project, and 

almost 92% reported they were more likely to engage in future civic activities because 

of their participation in a service-learning project.  Although the results indicated a 

significant positive impact, future research should include a pre-test analysis to create 

a baseline.   

In 2011 Prentice wrote about a 2004 study that measured the increase in civic 

engagement by students who had participated in a college service-learning program. 

By administering pre-course surveys to the students before the service-learning work 

began and post-course surveys at the conclusion of the service-learning work, she 

determined that levels of civic engagement knowledge and commitment grew over the 

course of the semester.  “Service-learning, at least from a review of existing studies, 

seems to be one of the more flexible methods that can spur civic engagement 

development in students” (Prentice, 2011, p. 851). 

In 1998 Astin and Sax collected follow-up data from 3,450 students attending 

federally funded community service programs in 42 colleges and universities.  

Although different from service-learning, community service is a part of a service-

learning curriculum.  The findings showed significant effects in the area of self-

concept.  Student participants reported feeling greater increases in social self-

confidence and leadership ability than non-participants.  Astin and Sax stated: 

Participation enhances students’ leadership ability and social self-

confidence and is positively associated with self-perceived increases in 

a variety of other specific skills:  critical thinking, interpersonal skills 
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(including the ability to resolve conflicts, to work cooperatively, and to 

get along with people from different races or cultures). (p. 259) 

 

Weglarz and Seybert (2004) surveyed students and faculty who had 

participated in service-learning at Johnson County Community College.  The survey 

asked for satisfaction levels of the participants as well as for suggestions for program 

improvement.  The 232 respondents agreed that the issues of personal development 

and civic responsibility were the most important outcomes from being involved in a 

service-learning project.  Students reported that the experience helped them develop 

empathy for others, an ability to have an impact on others, and increased awareness of 

community needs.  The respondents wanted a wider variety of service-learning 

experiences to be available at the college.  Since responding to this survey was 

voluntary, the responses may not be from an accurate cross-section of participants in 

service-learning programs, but the results were positive for both the students and the 

faculty. 

Service-learning programs can introduce college students to the concept of 

volunteering, getting involved in issues that affect their communities, and giving time 

to the less fortunate. 

In addition service-learning experiences can help provide students with 

both a greater understanding of and appreciation for the importance of 

the service provided by participating organizations, and the value of 

individual citizens’ contributions, of both time and financial resources, 

to those efforts. (Weglarz & Seybert, 2004, p.124) 

 

The future of service learning.  The success of service-learning programs for 

students, schools, stakeholders, and the community has put these programs firmly into 

academia.  In 2009 Kelshaw, Lazarus, Minier, and associates published a compilation 

of case studies of service-learning projects throughout the country.  They concluded 

that the growth of service-learning is providing educators greater time to assess the 

importance of the partnership involved between the provider of the service and the 

recipient.   
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In many cases, long-term relationships have been established not only to 

provide a service to the community but, in some cases, to develop and run community 

programs.  Five case studies were innovative enough to create programs, share 

resources, and foster continued collaboration between the college (service-learning 

center) and the community program.  In the case of Metropolitan State University, the 

college partnered with the city library system to design, build, and staff a public 

library.  This long-term project involved the college, the community, and a large 

service-learning program in the college.  It continues to be a partnership and has on-

going positive outcomes for the students involved as well as for the community as a 

whole.   

Smucker (2009) studied a program in Muhlenberg College.  This service-

learning project set a goal of collecting 10,000 books for local grade schools.  The 

participating students performed the work for the book drive and developed and 

delivered rallies at the grade schools.  The program not only delivered the books, but 

the students also talked to children about the value of reading and involved the 

community in literacy activities.  The value of the relationships and the on-going 

projects has been a focus for the continued growth and development of service-

learning in schools.  “Such partnerships’ spans of involvement and benefit include not 

only higher and secondary education teachers and students; they also engage and 

affect broader arrays of community stakeholders” (Kelshaw, Lazarus, & Minier, 2009, 

p. xv). 

Summary on service-learning for college students.  With these data, 

practitioners understand that by matching service-learning with student motivations, 

connecting service-learning to academic study, and linking it to real-world 

applications, students increase their critical thinking skills.  In addition, there is a 

strong indication that participating students may engage in future civic activities.  The 

research studies showed a positive correlation between service-learning and civic 

engagement and self-esteem. In addition, personal and social development increased 

in those students who participated in service-learning.   
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Although these studies are an indication of positive correlations between 

service-learning and selected outcomes, more descriptive and narrative research is 

needed to pinpoint the learning outcomes for students.  The literature indicates that 

service-learning is a successful pedagogy being used in colleges.  Future research is 

needed to determine if service-learning could have positive outcomes for participants 

who are not from a college campus-based program. 

Issues Facing Female Inmates 

Female offenders are often seen in the eyes of society as women and girls who have 

betrayed our idealistic image of what women and girls should be.  That is to say, they 

do not appear to be like us, or our sisters, daughters, or wives. (Zaplin, 1998)  

In this section the review will look at specific issues as they relate to 

incarcerated women.  Specifically, it will examine some of the negative effects of 

incarceration, such as low self-esteem, loss of self-worth, depression, past abuse of the 

women, and isolation.   

When women go to prison they often lose their children, homes, jobs, or any 

property they might have owned (Fogel, 1993; Heinz, 2008; Watterson, 1996).  For 

many it is the darkest time of their lives.  According to Crawford (1990), as a result of 

imprisonment, women often have feelings of depression and despair.  Many women 

have destroyed relationships with their families and friends due to drug addiction, 

criminal behavior, and/or derelict activities, and there is little sympathy for them from 

the general population.  After all, they did a crime; they deserve to be in prison.  The 

women inmates experience isolation greater than most people can imagine (Bartollas, 

2002; Dodge & Pogrebin, 2001).   

Regardless of the reason for their incarceration, 94% (ODOC, 2009) of them 

will be released into our communities where they will be expected to live law-abiding, 

pro-social lives.  They will carry with them the experiences they had in prison.  Their 

feelings of isolation do not end when they leave prison; many of the women feel they 

cannot connect or bond with their community because of their felony.  “They feel 

marked for life” (K. R. Shannon, personal communication, April 25, 2010). 
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Haney ( 2001) discussed the  psychological changes that many prisoners are 

forced to undergo while incarcerated.  He looked at institutionalization, dependence, 

interpersonal distrust and suspicion, alienation and distancing, social withdrawal and 

isolation, and diminished sense of self-worth and personal value.  Although not every 

inmate was psychologically scared from being incarcerated, few people were 

completely unchanged or unaffected.  “At the very least, prison is painful, and an 

incarcerated person often suffers long-term consequences from having been subjected 

to pain, deprivation, and extremely atypical patterns and norms of living and 

interacting with others” (Haney, 2001, p. 4). 

Entering prison meant being forced to adapt to the rigid rules, routines, and 

schedules over which the individual has no control.  There was a feeling of being 

infantilized and losing the autonomy to make decisions.  Formally competent adults 

are now looked at as “inmates” rather than people.  “A diminished sense of self-worth 

and personal value may result” (Haney, 2001, p. 7). Many prisoners found it easier to 

withdraw socially and isolate themselves rather than interact with their new 

colleagues.  That process of withdrawal and their feelings of loss resulted in what 

resembles clinical depression.  Eventually, there was an institutionalization that 

created a dependency, and the norms of prison life became the inmates’ habits, 

thinking, feeling, and acting.  This article specifically looked at the transition from 

prison to home.  However, one of Haney’s recommendations was that prisons need 

somehow to give inmates opportunities to “exercise pockets of autonomy and personal 

initiative must be created” to ease the transition from prison.  Prisoners also needed to 

be given the opportunity to get involved in meaningful activities.   

Self-esteem and incarcerated women.  The issue of self-esteem for women 

inmates has been explored over the last 20 years.  Using the definition of self-esteem 

as the images and beliefs that we have all developed and hold true about ourselves, 

both the terms self-concept and self-image can be interchanged with self-esteem 

(Sanford & Donovan, 1984, p. 7).  Hardesty, Hardwick, and Thompson (1993) wrote, 

“By providing a moderating effect on the rate of recidivism, self-esteem can positively 
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affect the inmates’ children, other family members, temporary caregivers, and the 

public, as well as the inmates” (p. 27).  They conducted a study of self-esteem with 

557 female inmates, almost 83% of the prison population at that facility.  Their 

findings indicated the inmate respondents’ sense of self correlated to four of their 

relationships:  (a) as an individual, (b) as part of a family, (c) as part of a social 

network, and (d) as a victim.   

Self-esteem as an individual came from feelings of being healthy and having a 

locus of control.  To enhance inmates’ self-esteem as individuals, Hardesty, Hardwick, 

and Thompson (1993) made the recommendation to address the women’s general 

health.  To increase self-esteem as it relates to individual control, the recommendation 

was that the prison promote programs that encourage autonomy and self-

responsibility.  They also recommended education be used to promote programs that 

increase levels of self-esteem. 

While family was important in the Hardesty, Hardwick, and Thompson (1993) 

study, the role the women played as a family member in relation to self-esteem was 

shown to be a lower priority for the women.  Rather than seeing themselves as a wife, 

mother, or daughter, their sense of individual self was the most important for self-

esteem.  

The study encouraged the promotion of friendship and support networks for 

female inmates.  Those who had a greater number of friends and supportive people in 

their lives reported higher levels of self-esteem, but the higher the frequency of 

reported abuse, either emotional or physical, the lower was the reported self-esteem.   

The research concluded with the recommendation that women inmates could 

increase their self-esteem by developing a social network and seeing themselves as 

having a degree of control.  The most important factor in building self-esteem in 

female inmates was through developing individual strength.   

Haney (2001) wrote about the diminished self-worth and personal value that 

female inmates develop due to incarceration.  The women had no choice over when or 

what they ate, what time they went to bed, with whom they shared their cell, and so 
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on.  “Some feel infantilized and that the degraded conditions under which they life 

serve to repeatedly remind them of their compromised social status and stigmatized 

social role as prisoners” (p. 7).  In some cases, the women may have come to think 

that they are the kind of person who deserves the shame and stigma they experienced 

while incarcerated.  It is not difficult to understand how the experience of being 

incarcerated, losing personal control of their lives, and losing contact with family 

members could affect the self-esteem of the inmates; but events inside prison that 

promote health, supportive relationships, and a sense of personal control could help 

increase the women’s self-esteem.  

Castellano and Soderstrom (1997) found that inmates who suffered from low 

self-esteem were more likely to experience high levels of depression and anxiety.  In 

their research they used the Coppersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (SEI), the State-Trait 

Anxiety Inventory (STAI), and the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression 

Scale (CES-D) with inmate samples in the Illinois correctional system.  The results 

were used to assess the effectiveness of a pre-release program being tested in the 

prisons.  The sample concluded that inmates displayed depressive symptoms to a 

much greater degree than “normal” populations for which the instrument was 

developed.  The sample also evidenced much lower levels of self-esteem and much 

greater levels of anxiety than “normal” populations (Castellano & Soderstrom, p. 276). 

Rowe (2011) published an ethnography of women prisoners in two different 

prisons.  She interviewed 59 inmates and 32 uniformed officers at all levels.  She 

identified that “mortification” of the person was a common theme.   

Distress, shame and disbelief at having committed an offence were 

common in these accounts.  Some found a sense of having transgressed, 

or taking on a stigmatized ‘prison’ identity, difficult to reconcile with 

their exiting sense of self. (Rowe, 2011, p. 577) 

 

The inmates described a loss of self or person and had the feeling of being 

stereotyped as genetically criminal.  Rather than someone who had done something 

wrong, they felt they were bad people, evil, or morally deviant. This feeling of being 

judged by officers, psychologists, and other staff caused stress and anxiety.  Many of 
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the women felt “stripped” of any control and reported anxiety about being watched 

and judged by staff.  

In summary, incarcerated women suffer from low self-esteem.  If, self-esteem 

can be increased, women may experience positive outcomes related to reduced 

recidivism.   

Stress, anxiety, and depression.  Incarceration may lead to negative states, 

such as stress, anxiety, and depression.  As Zaplin (1998) wrote: 

The emotional deprivation experienced by female offenders in their 

interaction with others coupled with the absence of empathic attitudes 

towards themselves, particularly when it is combined with serious 

economic and social deprivation, lead to a condition of ongoing 

emotional stress. (p. 67) 

 

Fogel (1993) surveyed 55 newly incarcerated women during the first two 

weeks of their incarceration, and the same group again six months later.  Using both 

semi-structured interviews and standardized instruments, she looked at overall stress 

as it related to depression, weight gain, and physical symptoms.  The interviews asked 

questions that explored the inmates’ perceptions of the stressful nature of 

incarceration.  They were asked what things upset, worried, and bothered them day-to-

day.  At the six month mark they were asked what had been the hardest thing about 

being incarcerated.  The structured instrument, the STAI (State-Trait Anxiety 

Inventory Scale) was used and provided an administered analysis of reported anxiety 

symptoms.  The scale looked at worry, feelings of inadequacy, and nervousness, with a 

range of scores from 20 to 80 – the higher the score the greater the anxiety.  The first 

interview results indicated anxiety levels in the high range.  Norms for the STAI-S 

have been established at 35.2 for adult working women.  The mean scores for the 

incarcerated women were 47.58.  The reasons for the stress and anxiety in the 

beginning of the incarceration had to do with fear, disorientation, worry about their 

children, and lack of family support.   

In the second round of research six months later, the women scored lower on 

the stress scale, but 50% still scored over 35.  The most significant cause of stress and 
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anxiety was separation from their children, with whom many did not have visits or 

contact.  Some were not sure where their children were, and many were afraid of what 

their children thought about them.   

Not surprisingly at this sixth month period, the women showed a significant 

increase in the depression scale.  The Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression 

Scale (CES-D) is one of the most common screening tests for helping an individual to 

determine his or her depression quotient.  Scores range from 0 to 60, with higher 

scores indicating more symptoms of depression.  CESD scores of 16 to 26 are 

considered indicative of mild depression, and scores of 27 or more are indicative of 

major depression. 

Using the cutoff score of 16 as an indicator of clinical depression, 67% of 

women prisoners were considered clinically depressed with a mean score for 

depression at 21.46.  In addition, the group had an average weight gain of 14 pounds, 

and many reported increased health issues, such as fatigue, headache, and backache.  

The study concluded that the high level of stress and anxiety in prison had a 

significant negative impact on depression and health.  The research by Fogel (1993) 

offered no solutions but encouraged future research on the topic. 

Using the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) scores, Varese, Pelowski, Riedel, 

and Helby (1998) surveyed 64 female inmates in the Hawaii correctional system.  The 

standard cut-offs are as follows:  0–9 indicates a person is not depressed, 10–18 

indicates mild-moderate depression, 19–29 indicates moderate-severe depression, and 

30–63 indicates severe depression. Higher total scores indicate more severe depressive 

symptoms.  They found that “66% (42) of the prison inmates scored above the BDI 

cut-off score of 11 for significant symptomatology, and 34% (22) had BDI scores of 

18 and above, suggesting moderate to severe depressive symptoms” (p. 144).  In a 

1999 study by Boothby and Durham, the BDI scores of 1,494 inmates in North 

Carolina were also higher than normal population norms.  This supported the finding 

that generalized feelings of depression are common among inmates. 
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Considering the stress of being locked up with hundreds of women, living in a 

confined place, losing contact with family, and experiencing declining health, it is 

understandable that depression would be an issue.  In the studies cited, high levels of 

stress and depression were evident in a majority of the women.   

Past abuse, depression, and recidivism.  Zust (2009) looked at the evidence 

of abuse issues with women in prison and depression.  Her research found that prison 

wardens and medical professionals in the prison estimated that 75% to 90% of 

incarcerated women have suffered past abuse.  “Findings indicated that recidivism for 

women was associated with depression, suicidal thoughts, fearfulness, stress, recent 

abuse and/or childhood abuse, living with a criminal partner, and involvement in 

selling drugs” (p. 248).  

She made the case that depression contributes to the factors that cause women 

to recidivate.  Although there are many, often complicated, reasons that parolees 

commit additional crimes, it is understandable that many of the factors she listed 

would increase depression.  In her research she pilot-tested a 20-week program 

(INSIGHT), a gender specific group therapy based on spiritual, physical, and 

emotional components.  The therapy  improved self-efficacy in abused women living 

in shelters.  The findings demonstrated a significant reduction in depression and rise in 

self-esteem for the women who participated.  This mental health intervention was 

recommended for continued study with women inmates. 

Summary on issues facing female inmates.  It is not hard to imagine that 

being locked away in prison would cause anxiety, stress, depression, and feelings of 

isolation.  The literature reviewed indicates depression, isolation, shame, and a 

decrease in health for a majority of female inmates.  For incarcerated women the 

separation from family and friends can be particularly depressing.  This supports the 

idea that depression, low self-esteem, and loneliness are common conditions among 

female inmates.  The women can come to think of themselves as deserving of the 

shame they feel.  As they experience increased levels of stress they also experience 

higher levels of depression.   
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Conclusion  

The data from service-learning showed an increase in civic engagement and 

self-esteem for the college students who participate.  Service-learning has become an 

important pedagogy for college instruction, and the participating students reported 

greater civic engagement and increased self-esteem.   

The data on incarcerated women showed stress, depression, and low self-

esteem.  Due to the separation from the community there was little opportunity for 

civic engagement.  If the service-learning pedagogy could be effectively used inside a 

prison then it may be possible that the result would be an increase in civic engagement 

and a rise in self-esteem for the women.  Women who see themselves as unable to 

“give back” or contribute to their community could feel empowered as individuals and 

experience increased self-esteem by participating in a service-learning program.  

Following the recommendation of Haney (2001) they could see service-learning as 

meaningful activity.  Incarcerated individuals also could experience less depression as 

they change their view of having some local control.   

Figure 1 depicts the relationship between incarceration and the negative 

outcomes of depression and low self-esteem leading to higher recidivism.  The figure 

also shows that involvement in service-learning may lead to greater civic engagement 

and higher self-esteem which may contribute to lower recidivism.   

Future research is needed to study the experiences of female inmates who 

chose to participate in a service-learning project.  If there are positive outcomes for the 

women, then service-learning could be a valuable instructional program for 

corrections education. 
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Figure 1.  Choice to Engage in Service-Learning 
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CHAPTER THREE:  DESIGN OF STUDY 

 

This chapter will describe the philosophical approach I used to structure my 

research.  I used van Manen’s (1990) approach for conducting phenomenological 

research to describe the methods I used to conduct this study.  In addition to 

describing the methods and procedures, the strategies for ensuring trustworthiness and 

the protection of human participants are presented. 

Philosophical Approach 

The view that guided and directed this study is Interpretive Social Science 

(ISS).  The purpose of ISS is to study how people connect meaning to their social 

situations.  Unlike positivist research, there is no a hypothesis or effort to prove or 

disprove.  The researcher is seeking an understanding of the situation or phenomenon, 

not a proof.  ISS research attempts to capture and convey the reality of those being 

studied.   

In general, the interpretive approach is the systematic analysis of 

socially meaningful action through the direct detailed observation of 

people in natural settings in order to arrive at understandings and 

interpretations of how people create and maintain their social world. 

(Neuman, 2003, p. 76)   

 

Because of my background in corrections education, I have seen thousands of 

female inmates who have been involved in education programs.  I know this 

population to be frustrated and sad, often cut off from family and friends.  The inmate 

population is generally unable to connect to the outside world in a normal, pro-social 

way.  In this study, I sought to share the perspective of the inmates who, while inside 

the prison, are reaching out to help the disadvantaged through service-learning.  The 

typical service-learning project involves college students, who, compared to inmates, 

have privileges.  These college students typically are helping less advantaged 

segments of the population.  My goal was look at a very disadvantaged segment of the 

population helping another very disadvantaged segment of the population and to 
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convey that reality and lived experience of inmates helping the homeless.  Neither 

group of people is typically considered empowered to help their communities.  

The major assumption of ISS is that people can have different interpretations 

or realities of the human experience.  “The interpretive approach says that people may 

or may not experience social or physical reality in the same way” (Neuman, 2003, p. 

77).  

Interpretive research looks for understanding of data, social phenomenon, 

actions, and reactions.  Creswell (2008) wrote, “Interpretation in qualitative research 

means that the researcher steps back and forms some larger meaning about the 

phenomenon based on personal views, comparison with past studies, or both” (pp. 

264-265). This study sought to understand the common, shared lived experiences of 

the participants.  As a deeper understanding of the phenomenon was uncovered, the 

data could inform the practices of correctional education departments.  

Personal Research Perspective 

It is important that researchers understand the biases that they bring to a study.  

This can be especially true for an interpretative study.  Constructivist Learning Theory 

best fits my philosophy of learning and teaching.  This theory puts the learner at the 

center of the equation.  Each student brings a plethora of different skills, history, 

experience, and learning needs to the classroom.  The instructor must meet the 

students where they are.  “Creating a climate for learning is vitally important in the 

constructivist perspective.  The most important interaction, of course, is between 

participant and content” (Garmston & Wellman, 1994, p. 84).  If the student cannot 

connect to the learning in a real, viable way, then there is little chance the learning will 

stay with the student, or the student will find it relevant enough to remember what she 

learned.  “Basically, a constructivist stance maintains that learning is a process of 

constructing meaning; it is how people make sense of their experience” (Merriam, 

Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007, p. 291).  This fits well with the ISS philosophical 

research approach. 



 

 

33 

 

As a practitioner I have a great interest in the success of education programs 

for the incarcerated.  I have 18 years of experience in corrections education.  I know 

the population well, and I have always been able to communicate easily with inmates.  

I know from my many years of teaching and administering education programs inside 

a prison that there is always a need for more innovative programs.  Because there is no 

Internet access inside the prison, the inmates are isolated from the changing and fast-

moving world of technology.  They have little access to news.  Reading material is 

limited to a small library, and newspapers and magazines are available only to those 

who have the money to purchase them.  For these reasons, the world in which they 

exist is very small.  Having the opportunity to expand their sphere of influence
4
 could 

be significant to the participants.   

As a researcher I was careful not to lead the research in any direction but rather 

to carefully observe and evaluate what the research revealed.  Researchers need to 

consider effects on the research process and effects on themselves (Litchman, 2010).  

My bias is that the service-learning experience opens up the women’s view of the 

homeless and the effects change how they view themselves.  This change, in my 

opinion, affects their self-esteem.  My theory could be incorrect, and I did not let that 

opinion influence how I posed questions to the women.  In facing my bias, I 

considered the effect of the research on the women and on myself.  

Research Methods 

Qualitative (also known as post-positivistic or interpretive) methods were used 

for this study.  Qualitative research seeks to understand a central phenomenon with 

specific individuals at a certain research site (Creswell, 2008, Merriam. 2009).  The 

research seeks a thorough understanding of the views of one group.  Qualitative 

research is common in the fields of social and human sciences, including education.  

The topic can be emotional, close to people, and practical.  Many researchers seek to 

look at issues that involve marginalized groups.  This method was appropriate for the 

female inmate population involved in shared educational experiences.  

                                                 
4
 An area of activity over which somebody has influence. 
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Researchers are the key instrument in qualitative research (Merriam, 2009)  

They collect the data themselves using observation and interviews.  The data are then 

organized into categories that emerge from the research.  “The analysis usually results 

in the identification of recurring patterns (in the form of categories, factors, variables, 

themes) that cut through the data or in the delineation of a process” (Merriam, 1998, p. 

11).  It is important that the researcher accurately reflect what the participants said.  

The study must resonate with the participants.   

Phenomenological tradition.  This qualitative research was a 

phenomenological study.  “Hermeneutic phenomenology requires the researcher to 

interact directly with his/her subjects on a personal level, constantly being in the 

moment turning intently and fully to the perspectives and experiences of the 

participant” (Polach, 2001, p. 24).  The term hermeneutics is related to 

phenomenology and is the science of interpretation and explanation (Litchman, 2010).  

The term phenomenology refers to lived experiences.  The roots of phenomenological 

research come from Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), a German mathematician and 

philosopher.  He argued that quantitative, scientific research, though appropriate for 

physical phenomena, was not appropriate for the study of human thought and action.  

Husserl believed that, to study the structure of consciousness, one would have to 

separate the structure of the consciousness and the object to which is it directed 

(Bernard, 2000; Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996; Johnson & Christensen, 2000; Thorne, 

2008). 

Phenomenological research is rooted in the theory that truth and understanding 

are embedded in experience.  “Phenomenology can be used to focus on the unique 

characteristics of an individual’s experience of something” (Johnson & Christensen, 

2000, p. 316).  Rather than using numbers or statistics, this research seeks to 

understand the “essence” of the experience being studied.  The essence of an 

experience is the shared commonality.  The essence is universal and is present in 

particular instances of a phenomenon (van Manen, 1990).  
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The nature of this study called for the phenomenological approach.  The 

approach to the research should match the research problem (Creswell, 2007).  In this 

case, I was looking for a deep understanding of the phenomenon of participating in a 

service-learning project by incarcerated women.  The individuals whom I studied were 

living the experience of being involved in a service-learning program while going to 

school inside a prison.  Not only was the description of the phenomenon important, 

but the essence of the phenomenon was critical.  

The type of problem best suited for this type of research was one in which it is 

meaningful to understand several individuals’ common or shared experiences of a 

phenomenon.  It would be essential to understand these common experiences in order 

to develop a deeper understanding about the features of the phenomenon (Creswell, 

2007, p. 60). 

van Manen (1990) suggested six activities to guide a hermeneutic 

phenomenological study: 

 Turn to a phenomenon that seriously interests us and commits us to the 

world, 

 Investigate experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it, 

 Reflect on the essential themes that characterize the phenomenon, 

 Describe the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting, 

 Maintain a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon, 

and 

 Balance the research context by considering parts and whole. 

Critical to this research tradition is the concept of “bracketing.”  This concept 

from Husserl involves researchers setting aside their own experiences as much as 

possible.  Knowledge of essences is only possible by bracketing all assumptions about 

the existence of an external world.  The process of bracketing refers not to a turning 

away from the world and a concentration on detached consciousness but to the 

resolution in order to set aside theories, research presuppositions, ready-made 

interpretations, and such, to reveal the engaged, lived experience (Ashworth, 1996).  
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As stated before, I acknowledged my biases, but as I collected and collated the data, I 

was aware of my presuppositions.  

Research Procedures  

To begin, I wrote letters to the Administrator of Workforce Development and 

Education, to the Superintendent of the facility, and to the Education Director for 

Coffee Creek introducing my research and explaining my plans.  I have had several 

conversations with the Eyeglass Program Coordinator about my desire to do research 

on the program.  I have security clearance within Coffee Creek Correctional Facility 

and access to the classroom.  Attending classes with the inmates was not an issue.  I 

was able to walk into the facility, across the yard to the classroom, and sit down in the 

room without the facility needing to do any extra work.  I have security clearance to 

work with the women unsupervised as a group.  I attended classes with the women 

inmate participants and called them into a room for interviews.  

Turn to a phenomenon that seriously interests us and commits us to the 

world.  As I previously stated, this is an area of great interest to me.  I find value in 

working with students who are disenfranchised or disadvantaged.  It is rewarding 

when they can have a positive learning experience. 

I conducted an orientation with the female inmate participants prior to 

beginning the research.  I explained my research and gave them the opportunity to ask 

me questions and get clarification on the project scope.  I wanted them to understand 

that nothing said or done would have an impact on the instructor, them, or the 

program.  It was important that they did not think they had to answer in a particular 

way and that they did not think my purpose was to evaluate the teacher.   

After my presentation to the entire class, I met with each woman individually.  

I gave her a copy of the consent form.  We read it together, and I answered any 

questions she asked.  Then, only if she wanted to do so, she signed the consent form.  I 

asked her for a pseudonym and noted her real name and pseudonym.  At no time did I 

share the names of any of the participants with the instructor, prison employees, or 
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other participants.  If the women cared to share their participation with each other, or 

with other people in the institution, it was their choice and beyond my control. 

Investigate experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it.  I 

collected data using three different processes:  (a) I attended and observed all of the 

classes and made notes of the entire program as it occurred; (b) I conducted in-depth 

interviews with 15 participants; and (c) I read reflection documents written by the 

participants.  These will be discussed below. 

Observation of the classes.  During the course of the service-learning project, 

the instructor devoted a time period each day to focus on the service-learning project.  

I attended the entire service-learning portion of the classes.  I read the material, 

watched the documentaries, and silently observed the interactions among the students 

and between students and instructor.  During these sessions, I took field notes of my 

observations and recorded the topics of conversations.  I observed body language, 

emotions, reactions to the material, and the level of participation.  Using an 

Observation Checklist (See Appendix B), I noted my observations.  My purpose was 

to later check with the participants as I conducted interviews and reviewed my notes 

with them to see if my observations reflected their experiences.  

Prior to the start of the project, the women chose four community agencies to 

be partners.  A representative from each of those agencies came into the prison, met 

the women, and spoke about their agency and the work that the agency did.   

 The P:ear agency in Portland offers meals, art, education and recreation to 

homeless youth during the day. (http://pearmentor.org/).   

 The Father Heart Street Ministry agency assists homeless and low-income 

families and individuals in and around Clackamas County.  They provide 

clothing, lunch, personal hygiene items, prayer, and occasional financial 

help.  Their drop-in center provides food, coffee, prayer, and shelter. 

(http://www.tfhstreetministry.com/)   

http://pearmentor.org/
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 The Good Neighbor center is one of the only two homeless shelters that 

help families in Washington County.  They provide emergency housing 

and support services. (http://www.goodneighborcenter.org/)   

 Loaves and Fishes provides hot meals to seniors in need.  

(http://www.mealsonwheelspeople.org/).   

I attended and observed the work sessions when the wreaths were made.  The 

wreaths were made to be sold in a silent auction in the prison.  The money collected 

was used for the purchase of socks. I casually participated by walking among the work 

groups and watching the teams create their designs.  I was careful to have as little 

impact on the women as possible.  The more I was with them, the more invisible as an 

“outsider” I became to them.  They were very used to me being there, and I engaged in 

conversation with them as a participant. 

Sometimes the researcher may act as a participant observer, actually 

participating and socially interacting with research subjects in the 

setting normally occupied by the subjects.  During these interactions, 

the participant observer tries to gather data in a systematic and 

unobtrusive way.  (Sprinthall, Schmutte, & Sirois, 1991, p. 103) 

 

I wanted to observe their lived experience in the process but, more importantly, 

I wanted to understand the essence of their experience.  

Reflective writing.  The program coordinator directed the women to do 

reflective writing throughout the program.  With the participants’ permission, I read 

their reflections and incorporated those writings into my data.  I looked for themes or 

common areas of reflection.  These data were used with the interview material to 

cluster similar statements, feelings, and experiences. 

In-depth interviews.  The average number of participants for the program is 25 

to 30.  At the conclusion of the project I randomly selected 15 of the participants by 

pulling names from a paper bag, because time would not allow for interviewing all of 

the women in the program.  The selected women had the option to decline the 

interview.  No one declined so I individually interviewed the 15 participants selected, 
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each for one to two hours.  The rationale for this number was to get an adequate 

sampling of the population.  I recorded and transcribed each interview.   

I conducted in-depth interviews using the interview guide in Appendix A.  This 

kept the interviews focused and the discussions on track.  The interviews were relaxed 

and open, and I asked the women personal questions in the course of the interviews 

regarding their sentences, their plans for their release, their families, etc.  By 

incorporating these questions into the interviews, I was able to learn about their 

personal stories, as well as about the sock drive.  The group was diverse with differing 

sentence times, ages, and life experiences.  I interviewed each participant until the 

responses reached a saturation point and I was no longer getting new data.   

Interview questions were open-ended, allowing the participants to expand on 

the phenomenon of the experience.  The interviewee becomes a co-researcher in the 

study (van Manen, 1990).  All of the questions were written to gain information about 

the three guiding research questions:  (1) What are the lived experiences of 

incarcerated women participating in the CCCF sock drive?; ( 2) How did their 

attitudes and perception of the homeless, volunteer work, or program involvement 

change because of their participation?;  and, (3) In what ways, if any, did the 

incarcerated women’s perceptions of themselves change?  Although I have a bias 

toward the effectiveness of this project, the questions were structured to invite 

introspection and openness without manipulating the direction of the answers.  “While 

working with the participants, qualitative researchers would be open to the possibility 

of making adjustments in the instrumentation, such as rewording questions or adding 

questions based on earlier responses by participants” (Patten, 2009, p. 19). 

The tradition of phenomenological research generally uses two broad, general 

questions:  (a) What have you experienced in terms of the phenomenon? and (b) What 

contexts or situations have typically influenced or affected your experiences 

(Creswell, 2007)?  For this study, I asked for in-depth, step-by-step descriptions of the 

experience, including the reasons that they chose to participate, the experience of 
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participation, and the reflections of the experiences.  I also asked for reflections on the 

location or context of the project.  Appendix A presents the interview guide. 

Through bracketing, I attempted to suspend my own beliefs.  Although I have 

worked with incarcerated individuals for most of my career, I have never interacted 

with students as a researcher.  Since I have never participated in a service-learning 

project and I have never been incarcerated, I strove to suspend preconceived ideas of 

those experiences. 

Reflect on the essential themes that characterize the phenomenon.  Using 

these data, a process of coding or clustering the significant statements into themes 

began.  The goal was to build both a textural description—the description of what the 

participants experienced—and a contextual description, which is the understanding of 

the context or the setting of the phenomenon.  Combinations of the textural (what the 

participants experienced) and structural (context or setting of the experience) 

descriptions convey an overall essence of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007).   

I used Litchman’s (2010, p. 198) three “C’s” of coding, categorizing, and 

identifying concepts: 

 

Table 1.  

 Three “C’s” of Coding, Categorizing, and Identifying Concepts 

Step 1 Initial coding.  Going from the responses to some 

central idea of the responses. 

Step 2 Revisiting initial coding. 

Step 3 Developing an initial list of categories or central ideas. 

Step 4 Modifying the initial list based on additional rereading. 

Step 5 Revisiting the categories and subcategories. 

Step 6 Moving from categories to themes. 

 

As the themes emerged, I sorted them, clustered them, and put them into 

writing.  Once I adequately described the themes, I asked the participants to review 

them to ensure I had described them correctly.  During a second interview I gave the 
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participants time for further reflections on the themes identified.  These qualitative 

data provided the discussion for the interpretative summary.  Since no research was 

found on this aspect of service-learning or on corrections education, the conclusions 

could be informative to other corrections education programs.  

Describe the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting.  From 

the textural and contextual description, I wrote a composite description of the essence 

of the experience.  “From the individual depictions and portraits, a composite 

depiction of the experience, representing the entire group of co-researchers is 

developed” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 19).  The process of writing brought language to the 

experience.  “Phenomenology is the application of logos (language and 

thoughtfulness) to a phenomenon (an aspect of lived experience), to what shows itself 

precisely as it shows itself” (van Manen, 1990, p. 33). 

Maintain a strong orientation on the fundamental question.  This means 

that the researcher should continue to focus on the research question(s) for the study. 

Phenomenology requires the researcher to establish a strong orientation 

to the fundamental question and to check constantly to ensure that the 

research remains focused on, and oriented to, the initial question. 

(Polach, 2001, p. 87) 

 

During the interviews it was easy to get off track and lose sight of the focus.  

My past experiences have taught me that the women all have stories, and they can 

easily digress from a topic of conversation.  These interviews were no different.  I kept 

the questions outlined in Appendix A in front of me to serve as a reminder of the task 

at hand.  

Balance the research context by considering parts and whole.  I looked at 

the data thematically.  Overriding common themes emerged regarding what it is like to 

live in prison.  I tried to be careful to keep sight of the whole (what it is like to 

experience a service-learning projects while in prison) so I did not get caught up in the 

part (experience of living in prison).  It meant the researcher needs to see the forest for 

the trees.  van Manen (1990) wrote:  “One needs to constantly measure the overall 
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design of the study/text against the significance that the parts must play in the total 

textural structure” (p. 33). 

Strategies for Ensuring the Trustworthiness of the Data and the Analyses 

Trustworthiness is an essential part of qualitative research.  In this study I 

made an effort to ensure the findings accurately represent the participants’ 

experiences.  “One strategy that will be used to maximize the trustworthiness of the 

findings is to undertake member checks” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 296).  I checked 

the credibility of the data by taking the themes that I found back to the woman 

participants to see if the findings reflect what they experienced.  Using Litchman’s 

coding, categorizing and identifying concepts as a model, I presented the data to the 

participants.  As the data were analyzed, the participants were able to verify if the 

findings reflected an accurate account of the lived experience.  Any revisions or 

corrections were sorted out of the data and included in the final account.   

Another method for trustworthiness is an audit trail.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

list the following as examples that the researcher can use to demonstrate the neutrality 

of the research interpretations through the audit trail shown below. 

 

Table 2.  

 Audit Trail for Demonstrating Neutrality of Research Interpretations 

1. Raw data 

2. Analysis notes 

3. Reconstruction and synthesis products 

4. Process notes 

5. Personal notes 

6. Preliminary developmental information  

 

Another method is bracketing.  “Bracketing typically refers to an investigator’s 

identification of vested interests, personal experience, cultural factors, assumptions, 
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and hunches that could influence how he or she views the study’s data” (Fischer, 2009 

p. 583).  Before I began the research I considered the biases, pre-conceived ideas that I 

had about the program and the assumptions that I had from my experience working in 

the prison.  I made a conscious effort as I began the research to try to look at the 

inmates, program and the Sock Drive as if I had not seen in before.  I was careful not 

to bring in past experience or ideas into the data.   

By using more than one source of data collection, I used triangulation to verify 

and validate that biases or a single data collection would not lead to only one 

standpoint for interpretation.  I used class observation, reflective writing and in-depth 

interviews.  Patton (2002) advocated the use of triangulation by stating “triangulation 

strengthens a study by combining methods. This can mean using several kinds of methods 

or data, including using both quantitative and qualitative approaches” (p. 247). 

As I collected the data and as I distilled it, I continually reflected on my need 

to remain objective and neutral.  In the course of the observations, I did nothing more 

than take notes on the discussion.  The journals were given to me at the end of the 

program.  However, during the interviews I found myself sometimes helping a 

interviewee finish her answer.  I was careful once I made that realization to curtail my 

leading questions or answers.   

These data will be kept as a record of the study and the interpretations of the 

results.  During the process, I kept notes of my experience and observations.  I asked 

an external auditor to review the data and determine if the findings were grounded in 

the data.  Dr. Karen Sanders, Division Dean at Portland Community College, agreed to 

independently look at the data and determine the trustworthiness of the findings.  I met 

with Dr. Sanders and provided her with the transcripts from the interviews, the 

journals, and the observation notes.  I had also provided her with the clusters of 

themes that I had found to be predominant.  She asked to read the first two chapters of 

the study, and I provided them to her.  Dr. Sanders reviewed the material before she 

read the themes.  She sent me her findings.  She agreed with the themes and the 
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findings.  She offered suggestions for expanding the titles of the themes.  I made those 

adjustments in the titles of the predominant themes.  

Strategies to Protect Human Subjects 

The principal investigator and the student researcher have received CITI 

(Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative) certification in June of 2009.  

Furthermore, appropriate consideration and attention was given to protect the human 

subjects throughout the study.  There is an assumed imbalance in the power structure 

with a manager at the college interviewing prisoners.  Given that the subjects are 

female inmates—a vulnerable population—the Oregon State Subjects Review Board 

had strict and careful guidelines for the research.  Ethical issues such as consent, 

confidentiality, and protecting the anonymity of the subjects were carefully examined, 

and procedures were put in place to assure the subjects they were “safe.”  This 

research honors the accounts of the participants and does not further marginalize them. 

Following approval by IRB, I applied for approval from the Oregon 

Department of Corrections Research Committee.  Once I had that approval, I wrote 

letters to the Department of Corrections Director of Research, I discussed this research 

with the superintendent of Coffee Creek, and I met with her again prior to beginning 

the research to provide her with the schedule. 

Summary 

Using Interpretive Social Science as the philosophical approach, this 

qualitative study looks for a deep understanding of the phenomenon of participating in 

service learning program while living in prison.  Phenomenological research is rooted 

in the theory that truth and understanding are embedded in experience.  

This study involved collecting data from observations, interviews, and reading 

the reflective writings of the participants.  By clustering overriding themes that 

emerge, I described the lived experiences of the women who participated.  To ensure 

trustworthiness of the data and analysis, I used bracketing.  I reviewed my data with 

the participants to ensure the findings accurately reflect their experiences.  I used 

triangulation by looking at three data sources to verify the interpretation of the data. I 
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also used an audit trail and an external auditor to verify that the findings were 

grounded in the data.  Following approval from the Oregon State Subjects Review 

Board, I applied and received approval from the Oregon Department of Corrections.  

This study began in October of 2011. 
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CHAPTER FOUR:  RESULTS 

This chapter presents the findings from the data collected from the participants 

of the CCCF Sock Drive.  The purpose of this study was to discover the essence of the 

experience, with the focus on commonalities among the participants as they 

experienced being in prison and working on a service-learning project to help the 

homeless.  Three collection methods were used, and data were collated from all three 

methods.  The first section describes the optical program, the participant 

demographics, and the service-learning engagement activities.  The second section 

provides the data collection methods and measures of trustworthiness, and the third 

section describes the predominant themes that emerged from the data and connects 

them to the literature.   

Optical Program 

The optical program in Coffee Creek is a demanding academic and work 

program located in the minimum security facility, which houses women who have four 

or fewer years remaining on their sentences.  Program entry requirements include a 

GED or high school diploma, strong reading and math scores on a placement test, a 

positive prison behavior record, and a successful interview with Ms. Shannon, the 

program coordinator.  Interested women who meet the requirements must apply to the 

program and commit to at least 15 months of 8-hour attendance every Monday 

through Friday, for a total of 700 hours of participation.  Women in the program spend 

half of each class day studying material for the Dispensing Optician licensing exam 

that the state administers once a year inside the prison, and the other half day is spent 

recycling used eyeglasses.  

The recycling process begins when boxes of used eyeglasses, collected by the 

Lions Club, enter the eyeglass workroom.  The eyeglasses are sanitized and mended, if 

possible.  The prescriptions are measured, and the glasses are sorted into men’s, 

women’s, and children’s.  They are individually bagged and labeled, and then boxed.  

Unusable boxes of lenses, temples, and frames are sent to the prison waste recycling.  

Of the 187,000 pair of eyeglasses that the inmates processed in 2011, the Lions 
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reported issuing between 50,000 and 75,000 of them on their sight and hearing 

missions (Oregon Lions Sight and Hearing Foundation, 2012).   

During three months of the year, as a supplement to this program, Ms. 

Shannon involved her students who wanted to participate in a service-learning project 

now called the CCCF Sock Drive.  

Demographics.  The average Sock Drive participant age was 40 years old 

although the age spread was 44 years between the 24-year-old and the 68-year-old.  

The participant demographics were as follows:  It should be noted that the 

demographics are not provided in a linked fashion in order to maintain the 

participants’ confidentiality.  

 

Table 3 

Participant Ages 

Age Number of 

Participants 

24 1 

25 1 

28 1 

31 1 

32 2 

36 2 

37 2 

39 1 

41 3 

42 3 

43 1 

44 1 

48 2 



 

 

48 

 

65 1 

68 1 

 

 

Figure 2.  Ethnicity of Participants 

 

Participant crimes included robbery, ID theft, burglary, child sex abuse, fraud, 

assault, racketeering, kidnapping, and attempted murder.  The participants each had 

fewer than four years remaining on their sentences. 

  

87% 

9% 
4% 

Ethnicity 

White 87% American Indian 9% Asian 4% 
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Table 4.   

Sentence Lengths of Participants 

Sentence 

Length in 

Months 

Number of 

Participants 

12 1 

23 1 

24 (2 years) 1 

26  1 

28 1 

36 (3 years) 5 

38 1 

40 1 

47 2 

48 (4 years) 3 

50 2 

56 3 

69 2 

96 (8 years) 1 

432 (36 years) 2 

 

Pseudomyms.  The women were asked to decide on a pseudonym that was 

used during the interviews.  The following 22 names were used as pseudonyms in no 

particular order:  Chooch, Five-Seven, Evie, Liz, Susan, Jewel, Casey, FiveSix, Sierra, 

Brynn, Trouble, Madison, Brooke, Petunia, Francesca, Popeye, Shoes, Raven, Jo, 

Tracy, Horse, and Georgie.  
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Some participants disclosed that they had done some volunteer work 

previously, but none had participated in a service-learning program. 

Service learning component.  Ms. Shannon arranged for the women to 

participate in several activities as part of the CCCF Sock Drive.  These activities 

included partnerships with the Lions Club and with non-profit organizations.  Her 

partnership with the Lions has grown over the several years that she has run this 

project, and the Lions are willing and enthusiastic partners.  Ms. Shannon selected 

non-profits that help the homeless or poor after researching local organizations.  She 

contacted them early in the fall to discuss their interest in the project, their need for 

socks, and their willingness to come into the institution to meet with the women.  The 

following activities were part of the service-learning project: 

 Decorating food collection barrels:  The Lions Club brought in 23 fifty-gallon 

plastic barrels for the women to decorate using paint, wrapping paper, and 

cutouts.  The Lions placed the decorated barrels at local businesses to collect 

food for the needy.  

 Selecting four non-profit organizations that help the needy and homeless:  The 

women and Ms. Shannon discussed each agency’s needs, goals, and client base 

as part of the selection process.  The agencies selected were P:ear, The Father’s 

Heart Street Ministry, Good Neighbor Center, and Loaves and Fishes.  A 

representative from each agency came into the prison and spoke to the women 

about their work and their clients.  Each expressed the need for the socks, and 

all were grateful for the women’s participation.  

 Designing and creating holiday wreaths:  The women worked in teams to 

design nine holiday wreaths, each with a different theme.  They provided 

supply lists to Ms. Shannon who purchased the materials and brought them 

into the prison.  The women then worked in teams to create the wreaths.  The 

wreaths were displayed and auctioned off to the prison staff through a silent 

auction in the medium security facility, generating $560.00, which was used 
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with other collected funds to purchase socks the day after Thanksgiving at a 

half-priced sock sale. 

 Soliciting donations:  Ms. Shannon worked with the institution to set up a 

process for inmates who chose to donate money from their correction’s 

accounts.  Many of the participants in the service-learning program described 

the sock drive to peers and asked for donations.  They collected $1,100 from 

women inmates, some whom make as little as $7.00 a month. 

 Decorating sock collection boxes:  The women decorated sock collection 

boxes that were then placed in visiting rooms in the prison, at Portland 

Community College campuses, and in community centers, such as the library.   

 Making holiday cards:  After hearing about the clients who receive Meals on 

Wheels from Loaves and Fishes, the women decided to make a card for each 

meal recipient, totaling over 500 holiday cards. 

 Wrapping gifts:  The Lions Club brought in toys collected from a toy drive 

effort, and the women participated in a gift wrapping event.  They also 

wrapped an individual pair of socks for each of Meals on Wheels recipient.  

These socks and cards were delivered with the holiday meal that Meals on 

Wheels provided.  

 Preparing the donated socks for delivery:  The women counted, sorted, 

divided, and packaged the donated socks to prepare them for delivery to the 

non-profit organizations.  At the end of the CCCF Sock Drive over 4,200 pairs 

of socks were collected and distributed to the four agencies.  

Data Collection 

During the CCCF Sock Drive, I attended the classes with the participants.  I 

watched, listened, and observed during all of the activities.  I read with the women, 

shopped for socks, listened to the partners, and at the end, I delivered the socks and 

gifts.  After the program concluded, I interviewed 15 of the participants.  Data 

collection had three components: 
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1) Observation of the activities and conversations in the classroom.  I took notes 

every day of what was said and how the class responded to the readings, 

presentations, and documentaries.  

2) Data collection from the reflective writings.  Some of the participants gave me 

permission to read the journals that they kept during the sock drive.  Although 

this was the weakest part of the data collected, it gave me information I would 

not otherwise have known.  I only received six journals, and most of the 

writing was done early in the process.  I do not know if the women chose not 

to share their writing with me or if they just stopped writing as a part of the 

program.  It was less informative than I had expected.  

3) Individual interviews. Using the Interview Guide (Appendix A) I conducted 

interviews at the end of the Sock Drive.  I met individually with 15 randomly 

chosen women for up to two hours each.  The interviews were recorded and 

transcribed.   

I analyzed the notes on my observations, the journals, and the interview 

transcriptions separately and then collated the commonalities across all three.  All 

collected data will be kept as a record of the study and the interpretations of the 

results.   

The class.  Classes began in the prison at 7:30 am.  When Ms. Shannon 

entered the minimum security facility she obtained her keys and two-way radio from 

the security office.  She asked the officers in the housing units to send the women to 

the eyeglass work area.  The women then crossed the yard to the separate building that 

houses the eyeglass workroom and classroom.  As the women settled in with their 

books and binders, Ms. Shannon outlined the activities and schedule for the day.  The 

activities surrounding studying the plight of the homeless, decorating the food 

collection barrels and sock collection boxes, meeting with the partners, etc. were 

scheduled so that the entire project would be completed by mid-December.  The first 

few hours of each class day were designated to the service-learning project.  
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To build a foundation for the study of homelessness, the women read out loud 

from the book Rachel and Her Children:  Homeless Families in America by Jonathan 

Kozol (1988).  This book detailed the deplorable conditions of the homeless in New 

York City in 1988.  It talked about the lack of affordable housing for the homeless and 

the horrible living conditions in the state- and city-funded shelters.  It described how 

families were forced into living conditions that included mold, vermin, decay, and 

violence, and it pointed out victimization by the system of many who are caught in the 

loop of living on the streets.   

The inmates viewed two documentaries about homelessness.  It Was A 

Wonderful Life (1993) chronicled stories of people living in their cars.  The other was 

a story of Paradise Island, a tent city near San Francisco.  They were given other 

adult’s and children’s books to read silently in class about being a child and not having 

a home, including No Place to Be:  Voices of Homeless Children by Judith Berck 

(1992) and Tell Them Who I Am:  The Lives of Homeless Women by Elliot Liebow 

(1993).  In addition, the women brought in newspaper articles about homelessness to 

share with the class.   

The reading and documentaries usually took 30 to 45 minutes, after which the 

women dialogued for about 30 minutes.  Some of the women volunteered openly 

during the dialogue and/or choose to write in their journals about their own 

experiences of being homeless.  Some of the women expressed disdain for homeless 

people and spoke openly of their thoughts that they were lazy or drug addicts.  As the 

stories from the readings and the films unfolded, the women’s own stories unfolded.  I 

admired the courage and honesty of the participants.  Many let their guards down, 

(which is not easy in prison) and told of horrible situations of their youth.   

During the course of the learning, sharing, and working together it was clear 

that the women did not necessarily like everyone in the class, but at no time did I see 

arguing, aggression, or anger.  I was aware that this group of women felt fortunate to 

be in the eyeglass program, and the group was careful to be respectful and appropriate.   
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The journals.  Prior to the beginning of the project, the women made personal 

journals, tying the pages together and decorating them.  During the course of the 

program, Ms. Shannon gave the women time during class to write in their journals 

about their reflections and feelings about the project, and they were allowed to take 

their journals to their housing units to write in them during their own time.  

Periodically, with the women’s permission Ms. Shannon would read from and respond 

to the journals.  At the end of the project, some of the participants allowed me to read 

their journals.  

The interviews.  After the Sock Drive ended I randomly chose 15 names from 

the list of participants who agreed to be interviewed.  The interviews were conducted 

in private during the weekends following the conclusion of the Sock Drive.  They 

were confidential, using pseudonyms.  They were recorded and later transcribed.  The 

women talked to me about their feelings and impressions of the Sock Drive.  During 

the interviews I learned that four of the 15 interviewees had been homeless for a 

substantial length of time as a child or as an adult.   

Measures of trustworthiness.  Trustworthiness is an essential part of 

qualitative research.  In this study I made an effort to ensure the findings accurately 

represented the participants’ experiences.  “One strategy that will be used to maximize 

the trustworthiness of the findings is to undertake member checks” (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985, p. 296).  The women were given a copy of their transcribed interview to review 

for accuracy.  I used Litchman’s (2010) coding to categorize and identify the concepts 

as a model, and I presented the resulting themes to the participants.  As the data were 

analyzed, the participants were able to verify that the findings reflected an accurate 

account of the lived experience.  I corrected the data based on the participant feedback 

and included the corrected data my final account.   

A second method for ensuring trustworthiness is an audit trail.  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) listed the following as examples that the researcher can use to 

demonstrate the neutrality of the research interpretations. 
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Table 5.  

Audit Trail for Demonstrating Neutrality of Research Interpretations 

1. Raw data 

2. Analysis notes 

3. Reconstruction and synthesis products 

4. Process notes 

5. Personal notes 

6. Preliminary developmental information  

 

A third method of ensuring trustworthiness is through bracketing.   

Bracketing typically refers to an investigator’s identification of vested 

interests, personal experience, cultural factors, assumptions, and 

hunches that could influence how he or she views the study’s data. 

(Fischer, 2009, p. 583) 

 

As I collected and distilled the data, I continually reflected on my need to remain 

objective and neutral.  In the course of the observations, I did nothing more than take 

notes on the discussion.  The journals were given to me at the end of the program.  

During the interviews I found myself sometimes helping a interviewee finish her 

answer.  Upon realizing this, I was careful to curtail my leading questions or answers.   

During the process, I kept notes of my experience and observations.  As a 

fourth method for trustworthiness I asked an external auditor to review the data and 

determine if my findings were grounded in the data.  Dr. Karen Sanders, Division 

Dean at Portland Community College, agreed to independently look at the data and 

determine the trustworthiness of the findings.  I met with Dr. Sanders and provided her 

with the transcripts from the interviews, the journals, and my observation notes.  I also 

provided her with the clusters of themes that I identified as predominant, and at her 

request, I provided her with the first two chapters of the study.   

Dr. Sanders reviewed the material that I provided her, read the themes, and 

then sent me her opinions.  She agreed with the themes and the findings, and she 
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offered suggestions for expanding the titles of the themes.  I made those adjustments 

in the titles of the predominant themes.  

Predominant Themes 

I read my class notes, journals, and interview transcripts several times.  Several 

themes became evident with repetitive reading, and I listed the duplications of themes 

or expressions as they emerged, highlighting significant statements that provided an 

understanding of how the participants experienced the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007).  

I used the three collection methods to cluster the predominant themes that the women 

expressed as the essence of this service-learning project.  Because the three methods 

were collated, there was not a quantity or a number of participants who answered in a 

specific way.  Rather, than being listed by quantity the themes are listed in the order of 

emphasis.  This was noted by the length of time or degree of interest in the topic.  I 

assessed the length of the discussions on the theme as well as the length of answers to 

my questions that were related to the themes.  The following themes were 

predominant:   

1. Civic engagement and connection to the community 

a. Frustration with the government’s lack of help for the homeless 

2. Increased knowledge about the topic of homelessness and the four agency 

partners that led to a shift in attitude about the homeless 

3. Gratitude for what they have 

4. Pride in being able to give back to the community/Public perception 

5. Sadness and empathy for the homeless 

6. Personal growth through self-reflection 

7. Enjoyment and excitement 

Theme one:  Civic engagement and connection to the community.  Some 

of the women had done volunteer work in their past.  That work included helping 

vets at the Elks Club, feeding the homeless at a shelter, working at a HIV day center, 

and various other activities. However, none had been involved in a service-learning 

program before.  I observed a growth in the depth of commitment to the community 
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as the project evolved.  Having community members come into the facility and 

discuss the issues of homelessness connected the women to the community.   

Members of a church came in to meet the women and explain how they were 

going to make sock collection their holiday project.  The church members were 

gracious and supportive and praised the women for doing the work.  The shelters and 

non-profit partners explained what they did and what the socks would mean to their 

clients.   

The women expressed feeling part of something bigger.  Petunia wrote in her 

journal, “Being in here and hearing about the shelters makes me want to help.”  One 

of the most important goals for Ms. Shannon was to help her students connect with 

the outside world.  She wanted her students inside the prison to learn that, in spite of 

their incarceration, they could learn to connect with the community from which they 

came from or into which they were going to be released.  (K. R. Shannon, personal 

communication, April 25, 2010).  This community connection proved to be true of 

her students.  All of the interviewees directly stated that they wanted to volunteer 

when they were released from prison.  “Service-learning is a common strategy that 

educators have adopted to stimulate civic engagement in students” (Prentice, 2011; 

Prentice & Robinson, 2007; Scheidel, 2006).  Many had talked to family members 

and made plans to work with their families on a volunteer project or at a location 

where they could give their time to the community.  One participant, Chooch, said:  

The whole sock drive has changed my life so much.  I want to get out 

there and do charity work now.  I never would have thought to do that 

before.  I’m talking to my parents about it and now my parents want to 

do it with me. 

 

Consistent with the literature about the outcomes of service-learning, the 

participants shared a new understanding of the impact that volunteering can have on 

their community or cause.  Five-Seven said, “It is all about awareness.  Some people 

think that they volunteer and it doesn’t make a difference.  Anything anybody does, 

that we do makes a difference in someone’s life.”  This is supported by a study done at 

Tulane University, “Students who participated in service-learning showed expected 
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changes in civic attitudes and rating their own skills for community engagement, as 

well as expressing plans to be involved in civic activities in the future” (Moely, 

McFarland, Miron, Mercer, & Ilustre, 2002, p. 23).  One woman wrote in her journal, 

“There is so much I want to do to help.”  During the class discussion the women 

talked about volunteer opportunities in the community.  One woman told of her 

volunteering experience at a HIV day center. She mentioned that she felt so good 

when she did it.  It had taught her a work ethic as prior to doing the service she would 

rather sleep in than do anything for anyone else.  She felt it had changed her life.  

Participant Five-Seven said that she will definitely volunteer when she gets 

out.  She feels she now has the confidence to go into a situation and feel all right 

“…helping in a soup kitchen or whatever the cause maybe, but before I was kind of 

scared.”  Such a comment was consistent with a survey done by the American 

Association of Community Colleges. The students reported that service-learning had 

shown them how to be more involved in their communities and helped them to have a 

better understanding of their role as community members (Prentice & Robinson, 

2010).  Further, in a study done in Australia with 36 undergraduates participating in 

service-learning two-thirds of the participants noted that they would like to continue 

volunteering as part of their future development (Parker, Meyers, Higgins, Oddsson, 

Price, & Gould, 2009).  Ms. Shannon told them if they all gave an hour a week it 

could do so much.  FiveSix said: 

It is funny that I want to do this now [volunteer], because when I came 

to prison, I didn’t want to help anybody ever again.  That’s what got me 

here.  Now I what to open up a nonprofit that works with women 

parolees with children. 

 

These conversations were upbeat and enthusiastic.  The women all were engaged and 

participating.  

Sub-theme a: Frustration. Intertwined with the conversations about the 

homeless situation, and what could be done about it, there a lot of frustration was 

voiced about the government.  I noticed in these discussions, the women were often in 

disagreement with each other.  There was almost what I would categorize as a 
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Conservative verses Liberal debate at times about who should help the homeless and 

how much the government should do.  Many were frustrated that the government does 

not do enough.  These women expressed a combination of criticism and despair at the 

lack of government support for the homeless.  The discussion included anger at the 

“system.”  They were frustrated with what they saw as a lack of help for those people 

who needed it. There were comments such as: “The government is rich.  They need to 

take cuts in pay.  They vote themselves raises every year.”  “I just want to shake the 

government.  It is ridiculous they need to figure it out.” “It all sucks and our 

government needs to help more.  They need to be more organized.”  Petunia wrote in 

her journal, 

I do wish the people ‘with the power’ could allow the homeless to have 

enough income/resources for a shorter amount of time in order to get 

back on their feet and end up with a home.  Then stop the welfare once 

they are secure.  That way there’s not an incentive, for lack of a better 

word, to continue to use state or federal help.  

 

However, the other side of those comments was the call for involvement with 

the government.  A few of the women tried to explain that “we” are the government.  

Trouble said:  

A bunch of the girls got all upset because the government doesn’t do 

anything and this and that.  I keep telling those guys, ‘You are the 

government.  If you don’t get involved in your government we don’t 

have any right to sit here and criticize.’ 

 

That point was not lost on one woman who wrote in her journal, “Trouble (sic) 

mentioned something that made me think instead of complaining about the 

government, let’s get involved and work towards the solutions.  We the people are the 

government.”  During these classroom discussions, some of the women talked about 

how they could be more involved with the role of the government and with the 

homeless problem.  Some stated that their commitment to future civic engagement 

meant being involved with more than volunteer efforts.  They wanted to get involved 

in their communities and government.  Others had never voted, and some felt voting 
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was a waste of time.  One woman repeatedly explained to the others that it was their 

responsibility to understand the issues, know the candidates, and vote.   

During these discussions the women were all very engaged and sometimes 

heated.  They had an opportunity to explore the topic of voting and what was a 

responsibility verses what was a futile effort.  One woman said during class, “So what 

I am learning is that we need to get involved in the government.  We need to make it 

work for us.  Everyone needs to get involved.” 

Several times during the daily discussions, the issue of the expense of housing 

inmates entered into the discussion.  The women argued that mandatory sentences 

were too long and the money could be better spent helping the homeless.  It was 

common to have discussions with inmates about the unfairness of the sentencing laws 

or the expense of incarceration verses treatment.  The women engaged in several 

lively discussions about welfare, the government, the department of corrections, and 

other political issues.  This was not unfamiliar to me; I have been a witness to this type 

of discussion several times during the years I worked in prisons.  The difference was 

that the focus quickly returned to the issue at hand:  homelessness. 

Theme two:  Increased knowledge about the topic of homelessness and the 

four agency partners that led to a shift in attitude about the homeless.  In the 

beginning of the program there was no discussion about who may have experienced 

homelessness and who had not.  Ms. Shannon explained the program, the goals, the 

projects and the past success of collecting the socks.  She did not discuss the students’ 

personal, past experiences.  Early in the process, the class voiced many honest, 

negative opinions about homeless people.  One perception was that the homeless were 

dirty people begging on the street corners or living in doorways.  During one 

discussion I heard, “I was raised that they are dangerous,” and “When I think of 

homeless people I think of bums down on Burnside.  I am afraid of them,” and “I was 

taught that homeless are weird, drug addicts, and dangerous.”  Several women shared 

that they had been homeless in the past.  The readings, documentaries, stories, and 

discussions with the community partners informed and educated the group.  As the 
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program progressed, some acknowledged that the notions they held prior to the 

reading and learning were changing. 

As the reading and discussions advanced in the class, the level of astonishment 

increased.  It was clear that many of the women had no idea about the plight of the 

homeless.  Even if they had been homeless themselves, there seemed to be a lack of 

knowledge about the numbers and conditions of the homeless.  As the statistics and 

stories unfolded, the women gained perspective and started to have a deeper 

understanding of the population that they were studying.  Sierra wrote in her journal, 

“It is a staggering number of Americans that are homeless.  I believe it was said that 

the entire city of Portland could house the homeless population….a very sad idea.”   

Even some of the women who had experienced homelessness and shared their 

stories with the class stated that they did not realize the extent of homelessness or the 

conditions that so many people had to endure.  Casey told me that she had been 

homeless on and off for 10 years.  She had slept under bridges and had foot rot. She 

said, “I learned a lot from it [the Sock Drive].  I really had no idea about…I knew that 

families were homeless, it’s not like I didn’t know that.  I just had no idea it was so 

prevalent.”  This increased knowledge seemed to change the perspective of many of 

the women who had felt distain for the homeless, the bums on the street, and the lazy 

who only want to beg.  Raven wrote in her journal, “I have a huge amount of mixed 

feelings over homelessness and welfare.  I am entering this with an open mind and not 

just a generalized view.” This change in perspective seemed to motivate the women 

even more to make the Sock Drive successful.  “Perspective transformation may also 

result in social action” (Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2007, p. 154). 

FiveSix said: 

I think people naturally tend to have a closed mind and put labels on 

everything and jump to conclusions.  To be educated about something, 

to be able to say, ‘Not that’s not how it is or actually, this is what 

happened, or actually, this is what I believe’.  To have education and 

actual knowledge behind it… made it an educational piece. 
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Most disturbing to the women were the data, stories, and videos that involved 

homeless families.  The women were staggered to learn that the average age of the 

homeless in Oregon is nine years old (My Father’s House, 2012).  Liz said, “I changed 

my attitude about the homeless…realizing when I listened to some of the people who 

came in and talked to us.  I never realized how many children were homeless.  That 

was what really shocked me.”  One woman said during class, “I never considered a 

homeless person a mom with children.” 

During one class there was a story about a mother losing her child to an illness 

caused by the horrible living conditions she was experiencing by being in a shelter.  I 

observed women openly crying in the class.  Shoes wrote in her journal, “That tragedy 

could have and should have been prevented.”  

Consistent with Deeley’s (2010) study the CCCF Sock Drive data showed that 

the inmate participants changed their perceptions and opinions.  Madison said: 

I know I feel differently.  You see them and you think, “Oh they’re 

bums.  They’re dirty.”  You don’t really know their stories.  You don’t 

really realize that that could be me one day.  Or it could be anybody, 

my family.  You don’t really realize. 

 

Brynn said:  

I was pretty blind to the idea of homelessness.  What I knew of it was 

guys hanging out near the mission downtown and driving by them or 

walking by them downtown.  That was basically the extent of what I 

knew. I didn’t realize… 

 

Listening to and meeting representatives from the partner agencies made a 

huge impression on the women.  The women were attentive and asked questions; the 

partners were energetic and showed passion for their work and for the people they 

served.  Sierra said, “But really what helped was having the organizations come to us 

and speak to us about what they do, and what they stand for.  That was absolutely 

amazing.”  

The representative from P:ear, a mentoring center for homeless youth in 

downtown Portland, talked about the many kids who come to them for socks.  Another 

representative told a story about a young man who carried his girlfriend into the 
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shelter because her feet hurt so badly from foot rot.  The partner speakers were 

appreciative of the anticipated donation of hundreds of pairs of socks.   

Perhaps the most impactful speaker was from Loaves and Fishes.  He spoke of 

the loneliness and isolation experienced by his low-income elderly clients and shared a 

personal story about his brother that brought the class to tears.  He inspired the women 

to be involved and explained that one person can make a tremendous difference in 

someone’s life.  He was mentioned repeatedly in the discussions, interviews and 

journals.  Service-learning can bring students face to face with troubling social realties 

where they make the connection between emotion and learning (Felten & Clayton, 

2011). 

Theme three:  Gratitude for what they have.  The most unexpected theme 

was that of emerging gratitude (being thankful and appreciative) for what they have in 

prison.  It started to be mentioned the second week of the reading and discussion.  As 

the women started to see homelessness not as a choice but as a situation that no one 

deserved, they started to compare themselves to the homeless.  I would have expected 

gratitude from a group of college students in the community helping the homeless, but 

the inmate population would appear to have very little for which to be grateful.  I have 

worked with prison inmates for 18 years and have never before heard them express 

gratitude for their accommodations or provisions.  Over the years I have heard 

complaints about the food, the dorms, the heat or the cold, the medical care, and the 

treatment by the officers.  The fact that so many of them looked at their situation 

differently after being educated about homelessness was astounding to me.  Not only 

were they feeling grateful themselves, they were trying to enlighten some of their 

peers. Sierra said: 

It made us more grateful for what we have.  I hear a lot less in here 

about food, about being cold.  Our dorms can get really, really cold and 

someone was complaining who had three wool blankets.  I said, ‘At 

least you have blankets.  Look how cold it is and raining outside.  

Think about all the people that are under a bridge right now’. 
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Madison said, “And our accommodations in here, if you think about it, we 

have clothes, we have shelter.  We have food.  We have access to water, showers, 

everything.  They [homeless] have nothing.”  The topic evolved of how ironic it was 

to be punished for wrong doing by being in a facility that provided for you as opposed 

to the homeless who were being punished for being poor.  One woman commented 

during class, “We are here because we did something wrong.  We complain about the 

accommodations but we have showers, three meals, etc. They have never done 

anything wrong.  It is humbling.” 

Gratitude fosters other positive emotions.  In Emmons and McCullough’s 

(2003) study, they found that subjects who wrote about things for which they were 

grateful improved in mood, coping behaviors, and physical health verses those who 

wrote about hassles or neutral topics. Bartlett, Condon, Cruz, Baumann, and Desteno, 

(2012) found that gratitude facilitates behaviors that encourage and build relationships.  

Studies showed that gratitude can increase levels of well-being and happiness (“The 

Benefits of Gratitude,” 2012).  “If you increase your positive thoughts, like gratitude, 

you can increase your subjective sense of well-being as well as, perhaps, objective 

measures of physical health (like fewer symptoms of illness and increased immune 

functioning)” (“The Importance of Gratitude,” 2012).  The feeling of gratitude seemed 

to be widespread among the participants.  

Depression is common for incarcerated women (Fogel, 1993, Varese, 

Pelowski, Riedel, & Helby, 1998; Zust, 2009).  Lambert, Fincham, and Stillman 

(2012), found that gratitude positively affects depressive symptoms.  Fostering 

feelings of gratitude in the women of Coffee Creek could be a valuable way to 

counteract depression and build their self-esteem as they became thankful for what 

they have instead of being miserable in prison.  Madison said, “You don’t realize what 

you take for granted.” Evie said: 

Fortunately even though I am in prison, I feel I have more opportunity 

than they do.  I have a roof over my head, food, place to sleep, a place 

to take a shower.  I don’t have to worry about all that stuff.  They do. 
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The women also expressed their gratitude to Ms. Shannon and to me.  They 

often thanked me for coming in, being involved, and caring.  The seemed very grateful 

for the program and the opportunity to participate.  Being in the eyeglass program is a 

privilege in the institution and the women understood that.  However, the Sock Drive 

seemed to add another layer of privilege and consequently gratitude from the women. 

Theme four:  Pride in being able to give back to the community/Public 

perception.  “Giving to others can provide us with a purpose, as sense of mission, 

which gives our lives some meaning and structure” (Musick & Wilson, 2003). 

The concept of giving back came up many times in the data.  The women had 

an overall view that they had taken a lot from their communities, families, and friends.  

Many were mothers who had left children.  Many had immense guilt for what they 

have done in the past.  They expressed guilt over their actions, what their actions have 

done to their families, particularly their children if they have them, and their lack of 

success due to their criminal behavior.  Many told me that they feel they will always 

have the stigma and thus the shame and guilt of being a felon.  They knew that they 

could never make it up to those harmed by their actions, but they saw this work as 

important and a chance to do something good.  Susan said, “I’ve taken from 

everybody I know.  You know what I mean; only been out for myself my whole life.  

It was really cool to be selfless.  It is the best feeling.”   

Being able to know that they were doing something for someone who they saw 

as less fortunate than themselves gave them a feeling of pride.  Sierra said “It was our 

one shot at trying to ….giving back.  We made mistakes to get here.  Even though we 

are here, it’s a realization that other people have it worse than we do.”  There is little 

or no opportunity in prison to “give back” to the society that that they have harmed.  

Madison said, “It made me feel good about what I was doing with my time.  I’m not 

just sitting here.  It truly made me feel good.” Because of the expense and security 

issues the inmates cannot go out into the community to do service projects.   

The concept of giving back by volunteering time or services has been shown to 

reduce depression and stress and increase feelings of well-being (Haupt, 2010).  For 
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this population, it is important for them to feel as if they are worth something.  Many 

felt that the Sock Drive gave them an opportunity to contribute to their community and 

to a worthwhile cause. One woman said in class, “Here I am at the lowest point in my 

life and I am able to help people.” Brown, Hoye, and Nicholson (2012) found that 

volunteers reported significantly higher well-being, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and 

social connectedness than non-volunteers. 

The women were all extremely proud of this project.  They talked about it to 

their families, friends, and peers.  Sierra said, “I’m just proud of everybody.  

Everybody pretty much gave it their all.  Nobody sat back and did nothing.  Everyone 

tried.”  They spoke of excitement as the number of donated socks grew and the dollars 

donated by their peers increased.  Because the project received attention from the staff, 

from other inmates and visitors, being a part of it was gratifying to the participants.  

Chooch said, “The take away is what you get inside.  The feeling that you get, which 

is greater than any present you could give me.” 

It is common for female inmates to worry about what people think about them.  

They felt that this project would reflect positively on them as citizens and as 

individuals.  They did not only feel that there were people who knew them and who 

specifically judged them harshly, but also they felt judged and stigmatized as a 

population.  Being a criminal, felon, or inmate was a label that they felt they could 

wear forever.  Jewel said: 

[People think,] ‘Oh they’re just convicts.  All they do is make crimes.  

They don’t care about anybody.  They’re uneducated.’  Those people 

came in and actually got to know us.  That was nice.  It made us feel 

kind like we were somebody.  We weren’t just number blah, blah, blah, 

blah, blah. 

 

Sierra said, “I think they are shocked when and they see us one-on-one, we’re just like 

everybody else.  We made mistakes.  We still want to help.”  

Pride is an emotion that gives benefit to one’s life.  The positive feeling of 

pride gives value to one’s accomplishments and motivates for the future (Marie, 

2010).  The pride that the women felt uplifted them.  They wanted the community to 
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know that they were doing good things while being locked up.  There was a 

newspaper article about the Sock Drive in the local newspaper (The Wilsonville 

Spokesman), and Portland Community College posted a story on their website.  The 

women were very proud of the articles and showed them to their friends and families.  

Brooke said, “I was just honored to be there.” 

Theme five:  Sadness and empathy for the homeless.  Brooks (2011) wrote, 

“…when empathy serves as a guiding light for our behaviors, showing us the path that 

leads to compassion and caring, it becomes a potent force that will improve the lives 

not only of our children but ourselves as well.”  Putting yourself in someone else’s 

shoes can increase altruism (concern for others) and decrease egoism (concern for 

only oneself).  In the case of inmates, I learned of a culture of “doing your time” 

which relates to avoiding involvement with people, being guarded, and taking care of 

only yourself.  Over the many years that I was in the prison I saw many cases of 

women caring for others and being concerned.  However, I had not experienced the 

level of sharing and sadness in a group setting.  Here I saw women who days earlier 

had said that the homeless were lazy, dangerous, and drug addicts listening to the 

stories of their classmates’ experiences with homelessness.  There was a pall over the 

room on several occasions during the weeks of this project.  When one woman shared 

her story of living in a car with her mother at a young age, the women were quiet, 

respectful, and many cried.  I also saw that personal stories of sadness evoked more 

stories. On several occasions a student shared a story about a family member or one of 

her own experiences, and the entire class cried.   

In one class session the stories started with a woman talking about her abusive 

past, foster care, and learning not to trust anyone.  She said, “I don’t think I will ever 

get my life back.  My kids suffer.”  Another added, “The longer you are in the system, 

the harder it is to get your life back.”  This segued into a woman telling about her 

experience living in a shelter with her four-year-old son.  She described the disgusting 

showers, lice in the bedding, no privacy, and bad food.  “It was awful”, she said.  
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From that story came another story of a shelter in Utah that housed families in one 

room apartments.  “Mothers were living with several kids in one room.” 

The women often openly cried in the classroom as they read the books, or 

watched the documentaries, and listened to the stories of their peers.  They wept for 

the kids and for the families.  One woman brought up Dignity Village (a homeless 

camp in Portland) and began to cry about the homeless children.  Another woman 

began to talk and weep about a family member who had lost his home and was 

homeless.  Many spoke and wrote of being sad that more was not being done to help 

the homeless.  Jo wrote, “It is terribly sad.  What are they doing for the youth?  Why is 

it so hard to employ (sic)?”  They showed great empathy for the mothers who are 

living in cars with their children.  Evie said, “I feel bad because when you have kids 

and can’t really provide for (sic) them it make my heart break (sic).” 

A common stereotype of a criminal is a person lacking empathy.  In fact, the 

Oregon State Penitentiary began teaching empathy classes to prisoners in July of 1997 

(Roy, 2000).  Empathy can positively affect relationships with others, work success, 

and social interactions (Brooks, 2011).  Having the ability to view the world from 

someone else’s shoes increases perspective.  Weglarz and Seybert (2004) found that 

students involved in service-learning developed empathy for others and an increased 

awareness of community needs.   

Empathy can connect people.  An understanding of how the other person feels 

or what he is experiencing allows for forgiveness, lack of judgment, or stigmatizing.  

It can increase sensitivity and improve emotional intelligence (Batson, 2010).  Susan 

said: 

It made me a little more compassionate towards them.  I always felt 

like, because I have family, if absolute worst came to worst….If I 

didn’t have a home it was by choice, I could stay at different people’s 

houses.  I would never have to be banished to the street so it gave me a 

bit more compassion.  Some people don’t have family or friends.  To be 

out there in the rain right now would be horrible.   

 

Five-Seven said, “Last year it hit me really hard.  I cried a lot through 

everything.  It hit me hard.  It hit me just as hard this year if not harder.  Just reflecting 
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on other people’s experiences.”  This was her second year in the program but clearly, 

the impact of the program was not lessened by repeating it.  She continued, “When we 

read the books and watched the documentaries, a lot of that I can feel those people’s 

pain because I know how it is...”  I observed the women supporting each other as they 

shared the sadness.  There was a “softening” of some of the women as they let down 

their guard and openly showed emotion.  

“Participating in political or community service activities often entails such 

moral challenges and can also expand the range of people for whom one feels empathy 

and responsibility, thereby fostering the capacity to understand other‘s perspectives” 

(Colby, Ehrlich, Beaumont, Rosner, & Stephens, 2000, p. xxxii). Chooch said, “It is a 

big deal.  I like that.  It feels good.  It feels right.  I feel if more people could step 

outside themselves and do that we’d all be in a better place.  My family has seen the 

change in me and it makes me excited.” 

Theme six:  Personal growth that came through self-reflection.  The self-

reflection data came primarily from the interviews and journals, but at times during 

the class a student would express a realization about her own personal growth from the 

reading or watching a documentary.  From my experience, the women typically are 

often wrapped up in themselves and their own problems.  I saw them getting out of 

themselves and focusing on the class, the projects, and the problem of homelessness. 

Chooch said: 

My involvement in the program has made me grow as a person.  I know 

who I am.  I am not scared am more perceptive with things that happen 

or think that are going on around me to try things out of my comfort 

zone.  I look at things as being a lot bigger than just me.  It helps me 

appreciate my family.  I appreciate the little things.   

 

Many of the women expressed that the sock drive experience increased their 

self-esteem and self-confidence.  Five-Seven expressed that this experience helped 

her.  She had no self-esteem when she came to prison.  It was gone.  “I feel differently 

about myself [now].”  One woman stated, “I will never forget this experience my 

whole life.  I don’t look at myself as an inmate; I look at myself as a productive 
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citizen.”  Low self-esteem or lack of self-esteem is a common trait among the women 

with whom I have worked over the years.  Many were victims of abuse and had very 

difficult lives.  The shame and guilt of being in prison was commonly mentioned.  

Mothers had a particularly difficult time with the realization of what their 

incarceration was doing to their kids.  All of those negative emotions and the stress of 

living with 108 other women in one dorm did little for the women’s self-esteem.  

However, being in prison for many can be a time for self-reflection, healing, growth, 

and mending of relationships.  In the Sock Drive the women had the experience of 

working with community members who treated them with respect.  That was uplifting 

to the women.  Jewel said: 

I think being here we feel like the community looks at us as the 

outcasts, the black sheep of the family  All those people coming in and 

working with us really made it seem like they care about us and they 

didn’t  look at us as how normal community do.  Having those people 

come in was kind of nice because it made us realize that we can be part 

of the community still, too.  ….but there are people who are willing to 

give us a chance and who care about us.  It made me have a little more 

self-confidence.  A little more self-esteem knowing that there are 

people the community who don’t look at us like that.  

 

Consistent with a study done by McClam, Diambra, Burton, Fuss, and Fudge 

(2008), reflection is a key piece to service-learning as well as a key piece to 

development of personal growth and professional skills.  While the women in the Sock 

Drive never made connections between professional skills and their experiences, they 

did learn that they could impact someone’s life by volunteering. This caused them to 

reflect on what they could do in the future for others.  Deeley (2010) also found in her 

study of service-learning students that their self-reflection led to growth in their 

personal development.  They were able to increase their confidence and sense of self. 

Through service-learning students can learn about empowerment (D’Acquisto, 2009).  

The women spoke of being more self-confident, less scared, and more connected to 

their community. 
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The women reflected on other personal changes as well.  Their reflections 

encompassed the many changes that they experienced in knowledge, feelings, and 

connections.  Five-Seven said: 

I’m kind of a reclusive type of person, but since being here, I’ve kind 

of opened up.  I know I can go into a situation now and feel alright. 

Helping in a soup kitchen or whatever the cause may be, but before I 

was kind of scared.  I was kind of like that. 

 

Some women felt the experience stretched them as people and got them out of 

their comfort zone.  They had to work in teams and cooperate with one another on the 

projects.  Petunia said, “It makes me more mindful of not being so judgmental.  I don’t 

want to be a mean, resentful, judging person.” Casey said, “It was definitely 

educational as well as personal as far as me realizing stuff about me personally and 

how I am and being educated about how things are.”  In Simons’ and Cleary’s (2006) 

study 97 % of the participants reported self-efficacy or self-knowledge as service-

learning benefit.  Eighty percent identified the impact on their own personal 

development as the fourth benefit, and 84% identified interpersonal development as 

the fifth service-learning benefit.  The sixth benefit was identified as developing 

connection to others according to 78% of the participants.  The study also showed that 

the students learned about themselves.  Although I do not have percentages, the Coffee 

Creek Sock Drive seemed to reflect similar benefits to the participants.   

Theme seven:  Enjoyment and excitement.  When I asked the women what 

the Sock Drive was like for them, the most common first response was “fun.”  They 

liked the activities, especially making the cards.  Only one woman spoke of being 

disconnected.  She thought that the program was wonderful, but she did not want to 

connect with the readings or activities because of her past situation.  She had lived on 

the streets and wanted to completely disengage from the readings and discussions.  

She enjoyed making the wreaths and the cards and completed her tasks but disliked 

the reading and the discussions.  I asked her if it was painful or uncomfortable for her.  

She told me that it might have been if she had connected but she did not.  She did not 

share any of that with the class and was very quiet during the discussions. 
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The participants all looked forward to going to class.  In spite of the sadness 

they experienced, (theme four), they all enjoyed the project.  I discovered that many of 

the participants had been involved in the Sock Drive in previous years, and this was 

the third year of participation for some.  Their past participation intensified their 

excitement to begin the program each year and to exceed the number of socks 

collected from the previous years.  This enthusiasm helped some of the new women 

understand why Ms. Shannon worked so hard to make it happen.  

There is a lot of research available on the value of making learning fun.  

“…Teachers must create a joy, an excitement, and a love for learning.  We must make 

learning fun.  If we are successful we will have students who are engaged, inspired, 

and really learn” (DiCarlo, 2009, p. 260).  Students of all ages and studying all 

subjects have benefited from the enjoyment of a class or activity.  In England 

education policy increasingly stresses the importance of enjoyment in education.  

They see a correlation of enjoyment to learning (Lumby, 2011).   

However, the most significant part of the enjoyment I observed was not the 

learning but the doing.  Brynn said, “The most fun…I think just the camaraderie 

between the girls.  Getting a sense of that again.  I feel like coming here I have lost 

that.”  I observed the women work together in different teams for different tasks.  

Even when there was disagreement about how to do something or what design was 

best or other issues, the women were cordial to each other and worked well together.  

One woman got angry about a comment that was made about the cards that someone 

made.  She simply left the activity and went to do something else.  She told me that 

she was irritated and decided not to participate in that activity, but would say nothing 

about it to anyone else.  Casey also had some difficult with her feeling of anger at 

some of the comments that were said in class.  She was able to process her reaction.  

She said, “Another thing actually, that I learned.  I take a lot of things personal.  I was 

able to sit back and think, ‘Okay, wait a minute.  It’s not even about you, first of all.” 

The women in Coffee Creek had very little in their day-to-day prison routine 

that was special, different, or extra.  They might have a special holiday meal or visit 
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from a holiday choir, but nothing like this service-learning event.  The Sock Drive was 

unique in that it occurred over several weeks, had many different components or 

activities, and involved the community.  The excitement was shared by the 

participating students and other inmates, staff, and visitors.  A sock thermometer in the 

dining room measured their progress with every new sock count and women in the 

dining room cheered when the number moved up.  Petunia said, “I enjoyed it 

immensely.  I think it’s amazing that something so small like a pair of socks can make 

such a huge difference in someone’s life.” 

“When you enjoy something you develop a sincere interest in it” (Marston, 

2004, p. 1).  We would all rather do something we enjoy rather than something that we 

do not enjoy.  Scott (2012) wrote about the importance of fun and enjoyment on 

reducing stress.  “Also, when you get really engrossed in an activity you enjoy, you 

can experience a state of being known as flow, in which your brain is in a near-

meditative state which has benefits for your body, mind and soul” (Scott, 2012, p. 1).  

Chooch said, “It was really, really exciting.  I was even sick and I didn’t want to miss 

work.  So I was counting socks when I was running a fever because I didn’t want to 

miss anything.” 

I have known from my years of working with inmates that the holidays are 

extremely difficult for them.  The women are way from family and friends and 

missing all of the activities that a holiday brings.  I asked in the interviews if this 

project helped the women emotionally get through the holidays.  Liz said:  

Christmas is hard for me.  That’ always been by big holiday.  I don’t 

care about Thanksgiving or Halloween or birthdays.  It’s nice to be 

home for them, but Christmas was always my big holiday. So yes, I 

think it helped a whole lot. 
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The overall feeling was that the program helped to make the holidays more 

tolerable.  Some said it “ made” their holidays.  Madison said: 

And being away from your family for the holidays.  You are making 

somebody else’s holiday brighter.  Coming from such a low place.  

This is probably the lowest you can get.  Making somebody else’ 

holiday or just making their day brighter who (sic) doesn’t have 

anything.  That’s my motivation and my drive.  It made me feel better. 

 

A couple of women chose not to participate in specific activities.  One woman 

had lost her husband while she was in prison, and she could not make the cards.  She 

said, “I didn’t do the cards.  That one was too much memory of my husband.  So I 

chose not to do that.”  I did not attend the gift wrapping session but I understood that a 

couple of the women did not feel that they could emotionally handle being in that 

situation.   

Summary 

In this chapter I described the CCCF optical program and the service-learning 

component of the program.  I conveyed the process of the class and the seven different 

service-learning activities.  I have revealed the findings from my research on the lived 

experiences of the women inside prison participating in the CCCF Sock Drive and 

categorized them into seven themes.  Those themes are:  

1. Civic engagement and connection to the community 

a. Frustration with the government’s lack of help for the homeless 

2. Increased knowledge about the topic of homelessness and the four 

agency partners that led to a shift in attitude about the homeless 

3. Gratitude for what they have 

4. Pride in being able to give back to the community/Public perception 

5. Sadness and empathy for the homeless 

6. Personal growth through self-reflection 

7. Enjoyment and excitement 

I linked those to current literature.  The literature supported the positive effects 

that empathy, gratitude, and enjoyment have on people.  The literature also described 
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the affirmative results of feeling proud for your actions and personal growth.  The 

literature regarding service-learning showed the overwhelming evidence that service-

learning increases civic engagement in students who participate. In the following 

chapter I will connect my findings to my three research questions and connect them to 

current literature. I will share my own reflections on the research and the findings. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

The purpose of this phenomenological research was to explore the lived 

experiences of incarcerated women who participated in an established service-learning 

program.  The study focused on the essence of the experiences, specifically on 

commonalities among the participants as they experience being in prison and working 

in a service-learning project to help the homeless.  This chapter discusses the findings 

of the study as they relate to the literature.  It looks at both the alignment with the 

literature and the contrast to the literature review.  It also discusses suggestions for 

practice, identifies study limitations, and provides recommendations for future 

research. 

Summary and Discussion  

This section focuses on the findings in relationship to the three research 

questions for this study and the relevant literature.  The three research questions for 

my study were:  (a) What were the lived experiences of incarcerated women 

participating in the Coffee Creek Sock Drive?, (b) How did their attitudes and 

perceptions the homeless, volunteer work, or program involvement change because of 

their participation?, (c) In what ways, if any, did the incarcerated women’s perceptions 

of themselves change?:  How do they perceive themselves as a result of participating 

in this program?  Did they experience any shift in self-esteem? 

This phenomenological study used observations, interviews, and reflective 

writing as the data collection methods.  Findings showed that the women experienced 

an increased commitment to civic engagement; they learned more about the plight of 

homelessness; and in many cases they changed their perceptions of the homeless; and 

their involvement increased the participants’ self-esteem and gave them pride in their 

ability to give back to the community.  They become grateful for what they had, and 

they developed empathy for the homeless population.  In addition, they enjoyed the 

experience.   
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Most of the data found in the study and the emerging predominant themes were 

consistent with the service-learning literature.  Research supported the effectiveness of 

service-learning in engaging non-incarcerated students in their community, giving 

them new perspectives on social issues, and increasing their self-esteem (Scheidel, 

2006).  This service-learning project was successfully facilitated inside a prison, and 

the inmates experienced the same positive outcomes.  The fact that the women were in 

a prison did not seem to diminish the depth and breadth of the experience.  Instead, it 

may have enhanced the experience, due to the limited opportunities for activities in 

prison, and because this experience was unique to this facility.   

The CCCF Sock Drive data were separated into seven themes, listed in order 

of predominance: 

1. Civic engagement and engagement with the community 

a. Anger and frustration that the government was not doing more 

to help the homeless 

2. Increased knowledge about the topic of homelessness and the four 

agency partners that led to a shift in attitude about the homeless 

3. Gratitude for what they have 

4. Pride in being able to give back to the community/Public perception 

5. Sadness and empathy for the homeless 

6. Personal growth through self-reflection 

7. Enjoyment and excitement 

I will reference the theme numbers that the answers the questions for each 

research question. 
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Research Question 1:  What were the lived experiences of incarcerated 

women participating in the Coffee Creek Sock Drive?  The answer to this question 

was found in theme # 1, 1a, #2, and #7.  The CCCF Sock Drive program fit the criteria 

of the service-learning pedagogy described by the initial review of literature for this 

study, discussed in Chapter 2.  

Service-learning combines community service with classroom instruction, 

focusing on critical, reflective thinking as well as personal and civic 

responsibility.  Service-learning programs involve students in activities that 

address local needs while developing their academic skills and commitment 

to their community. (AACC, 2012)  

 

Bringle, Hatcher, and McIntosh (2006) used the framework of that definition 

and added the gaining of understanding of the course content.  In the case of the CCCF 

Sock Drive, while learning about the homeless, the women participated in a 

community service activity that included collecting socks for the homeless.  Through 

their participation in the program, the women gained an increased understanding of the 

homeless population.  They wrote about and discussed their increased interest in civic 

responsibility, and they reflected on their personal feelings and reactions to the 

project, the learning, and the experience.  

In many cases, college students involved in service-learning projects work 

directly with the recipients of their service, such as new homeowners benefiting from 

Habitat for Humanity (Habitat for Humanity, 2012).  While the women in prison never 

met or saw the people they were helping, they connected with the managers or 

directors of the partner agencies.  As Felten and Clayton (2011) wrote, a growing 

number of service-learning projects are indirect.  An indirect involvement gives 

disenfranchised populations a way to reach out and provide a service.   

The CCCF Sock Drive supported La Lopa’s (2012) description of a true 

service-learning that engages the student in activities that benefit both the community 

and the student.  The Sock Drive benefited four agencies by giving each agency over 

1,000 pairs of new socks for their homeless or poor clients.  The data also showed a 

benefit to the women participants.  This is the structural framework of the program.  



 

 

79 

 

The contextual format data in this study revealed that the lived experiences of 

the women involved in the CCCF Sock Drive service-learning experience was 

profound for many of the participants.  They not only learned about the plight of the 

homeless and gained knowledge about that population, but they learned about 

themselves.  The experience was eye-opening, educational, and emotional.  Their 

actions connected with the learning, and the results made them happy and increased 

their self-esteem and pride.   

Deeley (2010) reported that the students in her study felt that their participation 

in their service-learning project changed them.  It gave them a new confidence and 

helped them see things intellectually in a new way.  Some of her students felt it was 

the beginning of a life-long change.  This is consistent with the predominant theme of 

personal growth through self-reflection in the CCCF Sock Drive study.  Consistent 

with Deeley’s (2010) study the CCCF Sock Drive data showed that the inmate 

participants changed their perceptions and opinions.  This was evident in the 

predominant theme of increased knowledge regarding homelessness as well as civic 

and personal learning gains by the women.   

The women involved in the Sock Drive felt differently about themselves and 

what they could do for their community.  They expressed changes in knowledge, 

feelings, and connections.   

Research Question 2:  How did their attitudes and perceptions of the 

homeless, volunteer work, or program involvement change because of their 

participation? The answer to this question was found in theme #1a, #2, and #5. Each 

of the CCCF Sock Drive participants interviewed reported an increased interest in 

doing more volunteer work in the future.  It was the most predominant theme.  Many 

had never volunteered before, and after the experience they indicated a commitment to 

greater civic engagement.   

Prentice and Robinson’s (2007) research showed that community college 

students’ participation in service-learning experiences led to greater civic engagement.  

Scheidel (2006) found that 92% of the students in his study reported that they were 
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more likely to engage in future civic activities because of their participation in a 

service-learning activity.  Weglarz and Seybert (2004) found an increase in civic 

responsibility and personal development in students surveyed after participating in a 

service-learning project.  They also found that students developed empathy for others 

and an increased awareness of community needs.  This is concurrent with the 

predominant theme of empathy and sadness that was experience by the women in 

CCCF Sock Drive.   

The second most prominent theme was increased knowledge about the topic of 

homelessness.  The women reported that they learned about the homeless and felt 

empathy and sadness for them.  Rather than seeing them as “bums” they saw them as 

families, often with young children.  The literature did not address change in 

knowledge about a specific social or political topic, but I believe a correlation exists 

between changing perceptions and academic learning coming from the project.  The 

essential requirement is that the student forms a connection between the service 

experience and the coursework (Deeley, 2010).  This clearly happened in the CCCF 

Sock Drive. 

Research Question 3:  In what ways, if any, did the incarcerated women’s 

perceptions of themselves change?  How do they perceive themselves as a result 

of participating in this program?  Did they experience any shift in self-esteem? 

The answer to this question was found in theme # 3, #4, and #6.  Perhaps the most 

important data about incarcerated women in this study was found in this question.  

Women experienced diminished self-worth and personal value by going to prison 

(Haney, 2001).  Fogel (1993) found that 67% of women prisoners were considered 

clinically depressed, and Zaplin (1998) wrote of the ongoing emotional stress, anxiety, 

and depression experienced by women in prison.  The study conducted by Castellano 

and Soderstrom (1997) found that inmates displayed depressive symptoms to a much 

greater degree than non-prison populations, and evidence showed much lower levels 

of self-esteem and much greater levels of anxiety among the inmates.   
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The CCCF Sock Drive did not collect data relating to depression or anxiety, 

but it revealed an increase in self-esteem as a predominant theme.  Astin and Sax 

(1998) reported that participants in service-learning programs indicated feeling a 

greater increase in social self-confidence and leadership ability than non-participants.  

CCCF Sock Drive data demonstrated that the women felt happy by being involved in 

the project and found it helped them cope with a difficult holiday inside the prison.   

The fourth predominant theme was pride, giving back, and the presumed 

positive public perception of their involvement in a service project.  Involvement in 

the project uplifted the women.  They spoke of feeling good about themselves and 

their peers in the program.  The feeling of “giving back” to their community was 

satisfying to them.   

Hardesty, Hardwick, and Thompson (1993) recommended using education to 

promote programs that increase levels of self-esteem.  Following the recommendation 

of Haney (2001) who stated that prisons need to provide meaningful activities to ease 

the transition from prisons to the community, the inmates saw service-learning as a 

meaningful activity.  The CCCF Sock Drive increased the participants’ self-esteem. 

The literature on service-learning showed an increase in critical thinking 

outcomes.  Eyler and Giles (2002) found that the students who had a well-integrated 

academic component that related to the service experience showed an increase in 

critical thinking.  There was no measure of this critical thinking in the CCCF Sock 

Drive study, and the academic component of the optical program was not connected to 

the academic component of the Sock Drive.  The educational experiences were 

separate, with different time periods for the optical curriculum and the time to study 

and learn about the homeless with its related activities.  Although no connection 

existed between the two educational opportunities, a connection could made between 

the philanthropic work of eyeglass recycling and the Sock Drive, since the goal of the 

eyeglass recycling program was to deliver functioning glasses to needy recipients in 

third-world countries.  
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Simons and Cleary (2006) found in their study of 142 service-learning 

participants that academic learning was the biggest benefit to the participants.  This 

theme did not predominate for the participants of the CCCF Sock Drive, but consistent 

with Simons and Cleary (2006), the women identified self-reflection (self-knowledge 

in their study) as a predominant theme.  

Moely and Miron (2005) found that students had a strong, consistent 

preference for community assignments that involved charity and giving of self.  

Although the inmates could not choose between different projects, this project 

supported the charity model.  Moely and Miron (2005) found that this type of service-

learning impacted the students’ perspectives, consistent with the findings of the CCCF 

Sock Drive.  

Questions for Practice 

Evidence showed that this study could be used as a model for other prisons or 

non-campus programs.  Is it possible for other populations that lack access to outside 

resources to participate in a service-learning project?  Because of the low program cost 

it may be possible to implement such a service-learning program without additional 

staff or materials.  Options include obtaining educational materials from a library, the 

internet, or community partners.  It may not be necessary to buy books or teaching 

materials.  Education about a social issue can come from many free sources.  Having 

community members speak was a valuable part of the education of the Sock Drive.  

Would other community groups or agencies be willing to come to a prison or other 

non-campus programs to speak about their work or project?  Although in the case of 

the CCCF Sock Drive, an activity (making wreaths) generated funds, could a project 

be done without the collection of cash?   

Could other projects be done without having contact with the recipients?  

Extensive literature on service-learning projects and curricula is available, and 

examples are available of numerous projects that can help the community without 

being directly involved with the outside.  Additionally, there are many web sites and 

links to service-learning project in progress around the world.  There is no lack of 
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ideas or examples of successful projects.  Although many involve direct contact with 

recipients, many could be adjusted to participate from a distance.  

If these positive results can be replicated in other non-campus locations, could 

it be a model for non-campus programs, jails, treatment centers, and other situations 

where the service-learning would be a positive experience for the students and the 

community?  Could other correctional institutions benefit from using this model? 

Limitations of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological research was to explore the lived 

experiences of incarcerated women who participated in an established service-learning 

program.  The data were drawn from observations, interviews, and personal reflection 

journals.  The study had several limitations.  These are addressed here to fully disclose 

the suitability of the research and to suggest further research of this topic. 

1. This study was conducted in one minimum security women’s prison; it 

may not be generalizable to other prisons.  Replicating this study at 

other prisons would add to the discussion and increase the data. 

2. A possibility exists that the inmates felt their responses could affect the 

eyeglass program or influence me.  Although I told them specifically 

that the study and their statements would not affect the eyeglass 

program or the program coordinator, they may have resisted making 

negative statements about the service-learning out of concern for the 

eyeglass program.  In addition, I was a known college administrator 

and known in my role as a corrections educator.  The women may have 

attempted to answer my questions in a way that would impress or 

please me.   

3. The possibility exists for personal bias.  Although I did my best to 

bracket my personal opinions or expectations, this study could be 

conducted by someone less involved to gain objectivity. 

4. The demographics of this study were narrow.  There was homogeneity 

the participant ages, lengths of sentences, and ethnicity.  A study of a 
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larger, more secure prison could garner different results.  This study 

took place in a women’s prison.  A similar study in a men’s prison 

might produce different results.  

5. A large component of this study was the dedication and involvement of 

the program coordinator, Kelly Shannon.  Her dedication to this project 

involved a great deal of her personal time and energy, which might not 

be replicable with other education staff in other situations or locations.  

It was evident that the women have the utmost respect for Ms. Shannon 

and look to her as a role model.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

Because no other study could be found in the literature of a service-learning 

program inside a corrections facility, replication of this study could add to the 

literature and knowledge about the effect of integrating service-learning projects into 

correctional education curricula.  

1. The most predominant theme of experience for the women was their 

desire and commitment to future civic engagement activities.  An 

additional study could look at former participants who have been 

released.  Have they participated in volunteer work or other civic 

engagements in the community?  This answer could inform future 

projects.  

2. A goal of all corrections programming is to reduce recidivism.  Data to 

support a positive effect on participant recidivism could be meaningful 

to the state department of corrections.  Support for service-learning 

programs might provide a mutual benefit to the communities and the 

state budget.   

3. This study revealed that an increased commitment to civic engagement, 

increased personal growth, and increased self-esteem.  The value of 

service-learning is well-documented as benefiting both the community 

and the participants.  This study could be replicated in men’s prisons, 
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other women’s prisons, juvenile detention facilities, or other locations 

that are not traditional educational facilities.  Replicating this study at 

other locations would add to the discussion and increase the data. 

4. To avoid any bias by the researcher or by the participants, this study 

could be conducted by someone less involved in the program to gain 

objectivity.  It could also be done by someone who is not known to the 

participants as an administrator of education programs in the prison.  

Acknowledgement of Participants 

I have worked inside correctional facilities for 18 years.  During that time I 

have formed many opinions about the educational opportunities available to the 

inmates.  The optical program is a dense, difficult program that has huge rewards for 

those who successfully complete it.  The inmate participants I have known were 

dedicated and hard working.  I want to thank the optical program participants for being 

so open and allowing me to be part of the Sock Drive project.  I am very thankful for 

their willingness to allow me to watch and question them and read their journals.  I 

hope the discoveries in this study can inform other correctional institutions.  

Many found the experience uplifting during a very sad holiday season in 

prison.  The holidays are difficult for most inmates, and they talked of how great it 

was to wrap the gifts, make the cards, and decorate the barrels.  In an interview one 

woman said, “It got me through the holidays.  The holidays are very hard in here.  I 

think that occupied my time and gave me something of interest to study, to learn, and 

to donate.  To be of service to someone.”  

The students clearly showed great admiration and affection for Ms. Shannon.  

They spoke of how much she has inspired and helped them.  She has had a big 

influence on them all.  I share their admiration.  She developed this program to benefit 

the community and her students.  She worked hard to make it happen in a very 

restrictive environment and was able to gain the support of the administration and 

security staff at the prison.  She is a tireless advocate for her program and her students. 
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Personal Reflection 

Although the themes are listed in the order of predominance, I also saw a 

cyclical process of awareness, connection, and action.  I watched as the women 

became more aware of the subject of homelessness.  They then seemed to connect 

with the issue and with the community partners, and then desired to take action.  I saw 

both internal and external processing occurring.  The women not only became aware 

of the external factors of the program, but also in many cases became aware of their 

internal changes and growth.   

I found these three phenomena to be co-occurring during the several weeks of 

the program.  As the women began the process, they not only became aware of the 

plight of the homelessness, but they became more aware of their peers.  Many shared 

their own stories with the class.  There was rich discussion about all of the topics and 

themes.  As the awareness grew, I saw the women begin to connect to the learning, 

connect to each other, and connect with the project.  Many began to connect to their 

feelings and opinions in a new way.  As the connection increased, the work became 

extremely meaningful to the students.  The diagram below illustrates the three 

phenomena co-occurring: 

 

Figure 3.  Awareness, Connection, and Action 

Awareness 

Action Connection 
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When asked if this was an educational experience or a volunteer experience, all 

of the interviewees said it was both.  This is the desired outcome for a service-learning 

program.  Service-learning has been identified as an effective pedagogy to involve 

students in meaningful learning experiences while achieving the instructors’ goal of 

ensuring students meet required course outcomes (Eyler & Giles, 2002; Furco & 

Billig, 2002; Prentice, 2011; Prentice & Robinson, 2007; Weglarz & Seybert, 2004).  

One Sock Drive participant said, “Even though I didn’t like reading the book, it made 

me more excited about what we were doing.  I knew we were making a difference.” 

As an interpretive science researcher I found this study to be powerful and 

rich.  It opened my eyes to the plight of the homeless as well as to the power of 

service-learning.  I never participated in a service-learning program as a student, but I 

see the great value that this pedagogy offers.  It was particularly gratifying to see it 

occurring in the restrictive environment of prison.   

I feel very confident that this strategy of teaching could enhance any prison 

classroom.  I have been in many prisons and in many prison classrooms, and I 

understand prison security restrictions.  However, with planning and communication 

with the security and administrative staff, many projects could be approved.   

This project involved the prison staff, the visitors, the families of the inmates, 

the college, and the community in a positive way.  It was publicized in the local 

newspaper, and a local church joined the cause by collecting socks as their holiday 

event.   

The P:ear agency told us when we delivered the socks that their clients (youth) 

were asking for socks and would be excited to see them.  They have no budget for 

socks, and the 1,000 pairs the program provided would last them all year.  The 

homeless shelter in Washington county sent a group picture of their feet in new socks 

with a thank you note.  There is no question that this was a positive experience for all 

involved.   

Shumer, et al. (2009) looked at an ongoing partnership with a school and a 

library.  Their project continues yearly and has gained an increasing level of support 



 

 

88 

 

each year.  This is also the CCCF Sock Drive model.  Every year more socks are 

collected than the past year, and additional community partners are involved.  “Such 

partnerships; spans of involvement benefits include not only higher and secondary 

education teachers and students; they also engage and affect broader arrays of the 

community stakeholders” (Kelshaw, Lazarus, & Minier, 2009, p. xv). 
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Appendix A 

 

The questions indicated below are a guide to the interview.  Questions may not 

be asked in the order listed below and some questions may not be used.  Participants 

will be encouraged to expand on their answers and can refuse to answer particular 

questions. 

Explanations for the question are in italics below the questions. 

1. What motivated you to get involved in the Sock Drive?  What did it mean to 

you? 

This question looks at whether the participant wanted to do the project for 

the volunteer experience or to fill time while in prison.  It provides 

background for the other questions. 

 

2. Have you ever participated in a service-learning program before?  If so, when 

and where? 

This question provides background information.  It enables the student 

researcher to get to know the participant, and perhaps some past educational 

information will surface.  It also gives the participant an opportunity to ask 

about service-learning as a concept.   

 

3. What were your expectations about being involved in the Sock Drive?  Did it 

turn out to be what you thought it would be? 

This question looks for more information about the experience of the Sock 

Drive.  This addresses research question number 1: What are the lived 

experiences of incarcerated women participating in the CCCF Sock Drive?  

 

4. Describe what it was like being involved in the Sock Drive. 

This gets at the essence of the phenomenology, again, question number 1. 

 

5. How did you feel about the homeless before you started the project?  How do 

you feel now?  Did anything change for you over the course of learning about 

them?  If so, how? 

It could bring up their own homelessness at some time or a bias they may 

have had or do have about the homeless.  This relates to question number 2: 

How did their attitudes and perception of the homeless, volunteer work, or 

program involvement change because of their participation? 
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6. Did you ever volunteer before?  If so, when and where?  Did this experience 

with volunteer work change your feelings about doing volunteer work in the 

future?  If so, what changes occurred?  

This question gathers information regarding the participant’s future civic 

engagement.  It relates to question number 2. 

 

7. Now that you are done with the project how are you feeling?  Explain. 

This question is trying to solicit more information about the effects the 

program had and to see if the participant has more reflections about being 

able to volunteer while in prison.  Possibly this will elicit something about 

the individual’s self-esteem from the participation.  This relates to research 

question number 3: In what ways, if any, did the incarcerated women’s 

perceptions of themselves change? 

 

8. Who did you tell about this project?  Why was it important for you to share it 

or not share it? 

This question addresses whether the participant was proud about their 

participation.  This relates to question number 3. 

 

9. What kind of experience was this? (meaning volunteer or educational) Did 

you learn anything?  Tell me about that. 

This relates to research question number 1. 

 

10. What did the project make you think about?  

Many of the readings on the topic of homelessness can stir up emotions.  

Looking for reflections relating to question number 2. 

 

11. What was the most fun?  What didn’t you like? 

This is mostly a conversational item.  Hopefully, it will get the individual to 

talk to the student research and is not directly related to any specific 

research question. 

 

12. Would you recommend this program to others?  Why or why not? 

This question addresses if there was value to participation in the individual’s 

eyes.  This relates to all three of the research questions. 
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13. Anything else about his program or your participation you would like to add? 

This is simple a catch-all to see if anything was missed anything with the 

questions. 

 

Thank you for participating in this interview. 
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Appendix B 

 

Date:______________________ 

Activity:___________________ 

Criteria Observation Comments 

Student involvement in 

class 

  

Attention to instructor 

 

  

Class discussion 

 

  

Cross talk 

 

  

Emotions relating to the  

material 

  

Reactions to readings, 

videos, and photos 

  

Personal stories that 

emerge regarding 

homelessness 

  

Comments about the Sock 

Drive project 

  

 


