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Introduction and Theoretical Foundation

The purpose of this study was to describe the service-learning experiences and the ways in which those experiences are contributing to students’ movement along Cross’ Cultural Proficiency Continuum (CPC) (Cross, Bazron, Dennis & Isaacs, 1989). The researchers had three main objectives for this study: describe the student’s service-learning experience, describe the student’s movement along the CPC, and describe service-learning experiences that have contributed to the student’s movement along the CPC. To examine each of these objectives a one-hour focus group, with written and oral questions, was developed to acquire a rich in-depth analysis of the student’s service-learning experiences. 
Students enrolled in a fifteen-week, university general education course, were presented with a curriculum designed to advance students along Cross et al.’s (1989) CPC. The curriculum, theoretically forms a 21st century citizen that can demonstrate cultural awareness along with communication and interpersonal skills. Cultural Proficiency is defined as a way of being that enables both individuals and organizations to respond effectively to, people and cultures that differ from themselves (Marsh, Marsh, and Whittington, 2012). Cross’s Continuum, used for the theoretical foundation of this study, encompasses six stages of cultural proficiency in which the continuum ranges from destructiveness, when one sees a difference in the cultures of others and tries to extinguish those differences, to proficiency, when one sees the differences between cultures and responds positively and affirmingly.
To help meet the curriculum standards and benchmarks, students participate in a semester long service-learning project. Through service learning around the university area or in their hometowns, students work in close relation to individuals who differ from themselves. Jacoby (1996) has defined, service-learning as a form of experiential education that promotes student learning and development through reflection and reciprocity. Within the course assignments, a reflection design was utilized to assist students in becoming more aware of the cultures around them and how they act, react, and interact with individuals from those cultures. 
Methodology

Forty-three students, enrolled in a cultural proficiency course at a large Midwestern Land Grant University, were the subjects of this self-contained focus group study (Morgan, 1988). The focus group was held during week nine of a fifteen-week course. Participants were selected using a stratified random sample, where three random sets of ten students were created. From those sets, twelve students were selected to represent the variety of service-learning opportunities in which students were participating. Through this stratified random sampling, the researchers hoped to elicit a moderate focus group of six to ten participants (Morgan). 
During the first night of the course, community partner contacts presented opportunities they could provide to students. In addition, students could also pursue a service-learning project in their hometowns. In general, students chose, elementary and middle school tutoring programs, food pantries, English as a second language programing, nursing home programing, and youth recreational centers. 
To help minimize any bias in the students’ responses, the researchers/instructors of this course, sought external personnel to moderate and transcribe this focus group. Two past students, who were acting as our service-learning liaisons, served as moderators. Both of these students also helped formalize the structure and the questions for the focus group. A guest speaker and supporter of the course, from the university’s multicultural center, transcribed all student responses during the oral question portion of the focus group. In addition to the transcription and moderator notes, audio of the oral questions were recorded and written responses to the opening questions were also gathered to create a triangulation of the data. 
Results

Eight of the twelve students contacted agreed to participate in the focus group. Of the eight participants, two students were engaged in their service learning in elementary or middle schools, one student was at a recreational center, one student was at a nursing home, another was at a food pantry, one was trying to develop his/her own service-learning project, and two students sought service projects outside of the class-recommended list, one of which was working with veteran students on campus, while the other was working with 4-H youth in his/her hometown. 
When asked to self-identify their position on the CPC at the beginning of the course and their position at the time of the focus group, all students reported movement towards cultural proficiency. Three students reported moving forward one level on the continuum, two students reported moving from competence to proficiency, while one reported moving from pre-competence to competence. Three students reported moving from blindness to competence. The final two students both reported starting at the destructiveness level, with one reporting movement to the pre-competence level and another reporting movement to the proficiency level. 
All students reported several personal experiences related to their service-learning projects that contributed to their movement on the continuum. Several students discussed the idea of the service-learning experiences providing them an opportunity to be immersed in cultures that they would not have sought on their own. One student stated that, “the service learning made the class much more effective and definitely catalyzed my movement along the continuum.” Two students also talked about moments within their service, where they felt they responded inadequately to certain situations with other cultures, but that they have learned from these experiences in ways that helped their movement along the continuum. 
Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

In conclusion, the data collected through this focus group, assisted in informing the researchers that the service-learning component of the course is providing students with experiences that enhance their movement along the CPC. Students are acquiring rich hands-on experiences through their service-learning projects that would be difficult to simulate in the classroom environment. The researchers plan to continue utilizing service-learning experiences to provide experiential learning for students to engage with individuals from diverse cultures. Through continued research in this area, additional trends may surface to help create a more concise and beneficial model of reflective and reciprocal practices conducted through the service-learning component of the course. Continued research will not only assist in better describing student’s movement along the CPC, but will also aid in developing the students’ critical thinking and cognitive skills (Fitch, Steinke, & Hudson, 2013; Jacoby, 1996). 
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