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INTRODUCTION 
 

 In 2010, Lancet published the find-
ings of the Commission on Education of 
Health Professionals for the 21st Century, 
which highlighted the disparity in health 
care services, education, and professionals 
worldwide (Frenk et al., 2010). The authors 
state that professional health care education 
has not kept up with the rapidly changing 
environment and demands of global health 
care and recommend a redesign of the cur-
rent system of education. According to the 
report, “redesign of professional health edu-
cation is necessary and timely, in view of 
the opportunities for mutual learning and 
joint solutions offered by global interde-
pendence” (Frenk et al., 2010). As reported 

by Frenk, “Reform is needed to improve the 
performance of health systems by adapting 
core professional competencies” (2010, p. 
1,924). In addition to the basic science of 
health, the future practitioner must also be 
competent in effective identification and 
delivery of services that are meaningful to 
the recipient(s). This learning objective is 
embodied in a professional program’s cur-
riculum because the skills reflect basic be-
haviors and competencies consistent with a 
standard professional code of ethics. The 
American Physical Therapy Association’s 
(APTA) Code of Ethics requires that physi-
cal therapists possess a number of behav-
iors including, but not limited to, compas-
sion, altruism, and trustworthiness (APTA, 
2009). These behaviors are important in 
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health care, as it is the nature of the profes-
sion to provide quality care to another indi-
vidual or community in need. Despite the 
difficulty of teaching these behaviors in a 
classroom, research has shown it can be 
cultivated with service learning (Wise & 
Yuen, 2014; Hetward & Charrette, 2012). 
 Service learning is a teaching and 
learning strategy that integrates meaningful 
community service with instruction and re-
flection to enrich the learning experience, 
teach civic responsibility, and strengthen 
communities (Bandy, 2013). With the im-
plementation of service learning, a doctor 
of physical therapy program has the ability 
to teach professional behaviors to students, 
while allowing the students to practice what 
they have learned in the classroom. Re-
search on service learning has shown that 
the experience can build a student’s altru-
ism, compassion, caring, and integrity 
(Wise & Yuen, 2014; Hetward & Charrette, 
2012). Conversely, students who did not 
participate in a service-learning experience 
did not show changes in these behaviors 
(Bandy, 2013). Boissonnault and Bobula 
(2014) reported that students who partici-
pated in an international experience report-
ed that the experience was worthwhile, it 
should happen again, and they felt good 
about what they had accomplished. These 
authors concluded that an experience that 
provides a service to those in need will re-
sult in a feeling of fulfillment, an apprecia-
tion for service, and an awareness of the 
needs of developing communities. 
 Service learning in Wheeling Jesuit 
University’s (WJU) Doctor of Physical 
Therapy (PT) program takes place locally in 
the Ohio Valley, regionally in Appalachia, 
and internationally in Mexico, Peru, and 
Haiti. Students are engaged with various 
local, regional, and international communi-
ty partners that provide an opportunity for 
them to practice various aspects of health 
care delivery, including physical therapy 

skills learned in the classroom, with people 
of various socioeconomic and cultural 
backgrounds. The experiences last several 
days and include the provision of an identi-
fied service, intentional reflections on the 
experience, basic cultural education, and 
the effect that the overall experience had on 
the individual. After being exposed to the 
differences in availability, access, and utili-
zation of basic health care and public ser-
vices, students are asked to reflect on their 
civic responsibility and role as a health care 
provider with regard to underserved popula-
tions.  
 Research is still required to assess 
objectively if those experiences influence 
behaviors long term, once a student has 
completed a service-learning experience, 
graduated, and acquired a position working 
as a physical therapist. Questions remain as 
to whether a practicing physical therapist 
continues to travel to developing countries 
to collaborate or provide services, or if 
graduates continue to view other perspec-
tives of a culturally diverse patient popula-
tion (patient-centered care) in clinical prac-
tice. These behaviors are reflected in sever-
al definitions of global competency (WHO, 
n.d.; Hunter, 2004; Schejbal, 2009) and de-
scribed in several matrices, including the 
Global Competence Matrix (Council of 
Chief State Schools EdSteps, 2013), which 
further describes such behaviors as the abil-
ity to investigate other cultures, recognize 
different perspectives, communicate ideas, 
and take action on a global scale. 
 The terms “global competence” and 
“global citizenship” are not uniformly de-
fined nor mutually exclusive in the litera-
ture (Schejbal, 2009). Some common ele-
ments that are often cited included 
knowledge, specific behaviors, effective 
communication, attitudes, and skills 
(Schejbal, 2009; Hunter, White, & Godbey, 
2006; Widmann, 2008; Downey, 2006). A 
global citizen as defined by Ronald Israel 
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(2014) is a person who places his identity 
with a global community above his identity 
as a citizen of a particular place. Global 
competence is defined as “the capacity and 
disposition to understand and act on issues 
of global significance” (Israel, 2014). Ac-
cording to the Council of Chief State 
School Officers’ EdSteps Project (2011), a 
person acquires certain characteristics when 
gaining global competence. These charac-
teristics include investigating the world, 
recognizing perspectives, communicating 
ideas, and taking action.  
 Wheeling Jesuit University defines a 
global citizen as a person who “understands 
the interconnectedness of human cultures 
and the dignity and worth of each individu-
al. This realization causes the global citizen 
to live in solidarity with the human race de-
spite the specific nation state in which he or 
she resides”(Wheeling Jesuit University, 
2010). To further expand on this definition, 
the WJU Department of Physical Therapy 
believes that a student who lives in solidari-
ty is competent (knowledge), actively en-
gaged (behavior), and effective 
(communication) in the provision of entry-
level physical therapy services that trans-
cend national borders and reflect an aware-
ness (attitude) of the recipient’s or commu-
nity’s cultural dynamics and needs. 
 This framework and definitions are 
the bedrock of this study that attempted to 
discover if the curricular design and experi-
ential learning opportunities had a long-
term effect on graduates. The survey ques-
tions were written to capture the basic ele-
ments of global competency. This study 
surveyed graduates of WJU’s Doctor of 
Physical Therapy Program from 2003 to 
2012, asking participants about their in-
volvement in service learning during their 
professional education, and about their per-
sonal and professional behaviors since 
graduating from the program. Data were 
collected in summer of 2013.  

The purpose of this research was to identify 
the effect of participation in service learn-
ing on post-graduation behaviors. The goals 
included establishing a connection between 
participation in service learning with con-
tinued behaviors reflective of a global citi-
zen, as defined by the university and pro-
gram, and the validation of service learning 
in physical therapy education in promoting 
global competency when providing services 
to others. In conclusion, the authors ex-
pected to identify a carry-over of behavior 
from academia to the professional setting.  
 

METHODS 
 

 Survey design was used to collect 
data for this research. IRB approval was 
obtained for a questionnaire the researchers 
developed consisting of 11 questions in-
cluding the following general de-
mographics: sex, age, year of graduation 
from WJU’s Physical Therapy Program, 
years as a licensed physical therapist, pri-
mary area of practice, participation in ser-
vice learning, and type of service experi-
ence, if applicable. “Effective survey ques-
tions have three important attributes: focus, 
brevity and clarity” (Alrech, 2004, p. 89). 
Every question should focus only on one 
issue and ask precisely what the researcher 
wants to know. The questions should be 
brief and easy to read, since long, cumber-
some questions are difficult to interpret. 
Clarity means the questions should be com-
pletely clear and interpreted the same way, 
by all respondents. Dillman states, “The 
goal of writing a survey question for self-
administration is to develop a query that 
every potential respondent will interpret in 
the same way, be able to respond accurate-
ly, and be willing to answer” (2000). To 
develop questions for this survey, the re-
searcher followed eight criteria recom-
mended by Dillman as follows: (1) Does 
the question require an answer?; (2) To 
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what extent do survey recipients already 
have an accurate, ready-made answer for 
the question they are being asked to report?; 
(3) Can people accurately recall and report 
past behaviors?; (4) Is the respondent will-
ing to reveal the requested material?; (5) 
Will the respondent feel motivated to an-
swer each question?; (6) Is the respondent’s 
understanding of response categories likely 
to be influenced by more than words?; (7) 
Is survey information being collected by 
more than one mode?; (8) Is changing a 
question acceptable to the survey sponsor? 
(Dillman, 2000, 32-40). 
 The survey questions were formulat-
ed from the work of Veldhuis (1997), 
Council of Chief State School Officers’ Ed-
Steps (2013), Widmann (2008), Downey 
(2006), and the learning objectives of the 
program, to evaluate the program’s effec-
tiveness in fostering a global awareness and 
basic global competency in graduates. 
Downey (2006) identified learning criteria 
for global competency, which include the 
acquisition of knowledge, and the capability 
and demonstration of effectively applying 
that knowledge. In the development of the 
survey questions, the aspects of knowledge, 
behavior, attitude, and communication were 
used to reflect the question’s ability to cap-
ture an aspect of these learning criterions. 
(The key criteria of global competency are 
identified in parentheses after each ques-
tion.) The questions included 
 
1. When in clinical practice, how often do 

you intentionally seek out information 
from sources outside the U.S. to gain a 
different perspective? (knowledge and 
behavior) 

2. Reflecting on the past six months, when 
working with a person from a different 
ethnic, socioeconomic, or international 
background, how often have you modi-
fied an aspect of the plan of care due to 
the person’s ethnic, socioeconomic, or 

international background? (behavior 
and communication) 

3. Do you provide financial support to 
people, programs, or organizations that 
address the needs of people living in 
developing countries? (behavior and 
attitude) 

4. Since graduating from WJU, do you 
participate in, or have made plans to 
participate in, any international trips to 
provide services (physical therapy or 
manpower) to others? (behavior) 

5. Since graduating from WJU, do you 
participate on a personal level in activi-
ties that reflect a global awareness, such 
as conservation activities, recycling, 
purchasing fair trade items, or the effi-
cient use of energy? (knowledge, behav-
ior, attitude)  

 
 Piloting established the validity of 
the instrument. Fink recommends that be-
fore the questionnaire is made final, it is 
given to at least 10 people who are similar 
to the sample population (2003, p. 108). 
This questionnaire was piloted using a 
group of experts to determine content valid-
ity. The pilot group included six faculty 
members of a Doctorate of Physical Thera-
py Program and six doctorate of physical 
therapy students. The pilot group was in-
structed to answer the following questions 
as recommended by Fink: (1) Are the in-
structions for completing the survey clearly 
written?; (2) Are questions easy to under-
stand?; (3) Do respondents know how to 
indicate responses?; (4) Are the response 
choices mutually exclusive?; (5) Are the 
response choices exhaustive?; (6) Can the 
respondents correctly use the commands of 
the web-based survey?; (7) In a computer-
assisted survey, do respondents know how 
to change their answers?; (8) If there is in-
centive for the survey, do respondents know 
how to obtain it?; (9) Is the privacy of the 
respondents respected and protected?; (10) 
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Do respondents have any suggestion re-
garding the addition or deletion of ques-
tions, clarification of instructions, or im-
provements in questionnaire format? (Fink, 
2003, p. 109-110). Modifications to the 
wording of questions were made based on 
feedback from the pilot group. 
 Once the survey was finalized, it 
was sent out through e-mail using Google 
Drive Survey in June of 2013. The partici-
pants consisted of graduates of the WJU’s 
Physical Therapy Program from 2003 to 
2012. The invitation to participate in the 
study, consent to participate, and the survey 
were distributed through e-mail. Partici-
pants were given three weeks to reply to the 
survey, at which point a follow-up reminder 
e-mail and invitation to participate in the 
study were re-sent. The researchers accept-
ed all completed responses of the survey 
received within the six weeks following the 
initial invitation to participate. The respons-
es were then analyzed using SPSS software 
version 20 using an Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA) (for questions 1 and 2) to formu-
late comparisons and decipher trends of the 
impact of service learning. A chi-square 
analysis with cross tabulations (for ques-

tions 3, 4, and 5) was applied to determine 
the effect of participation. 

 
RESULTS 

 Surveys were sent to 276 graduates 
with 110 responding (39.8%). The respond-
ents included 58 women, 51 men, and one 
who did not specify. The majority of the 
respondents reported practicing in outpa-
tient settings (52), skilled nursing facilities 
(27), and home health (11) (see Figure 1). 
At least one type of service learning (local, 
regional, or international) was completed by 
95 (86%) of the respondents while in physi-
cal therapy school, whereas the remaining 
15 (14%) did not participate in a service-
learning experience while enrolled in the 
WJU PT program. Out of the 95 that partic-
ipated in service learning, 50 (53%) partici-
pated in only local service, 12 (13%) partic-
ipated in local and regional service, 12 
(13%) participated in local, regional, and 
international service, 16 (17%) participated 
in local and international service, and five 
(5%) participated in only international ser-
vice. A total of 33 (35%) respondents par-
ticipated in international service learning 
(see Figure 2). 

Figure 1. Practice Area Demographics  
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 Data were analyzed using SPSS 
software version 20 by completing chi-
square analysis with cross tabulation (for 
questions 3, 4, and 5) or an ANOVA (for 
questions 1 and 2). The responses for ques-
tions 1 and 2 were ranked as always (1), 
often (2), sometimes (3), and never (4). Chi
-square analysis with cross tabulation was 
performed on questions 3, 4, and 5 with yes 
or no responses.  
 ANOVA was calculated to compare 
demographic variables for questions 1 and 
2. The first question was, “When in clinical 
practice, how often do you intentionally 

seek out information from sources outside 
the U.S. to gain a different perspective?” 
The mean overall response for this question 
was 3.16, or “sometimes” (see Figure 3). 
The independent variables of sex, facility 
type, and service-learning experience were 
not significant factors for question 1.  
 The second question was, 
“Reflecting on the past six months, when 
working with a person from a different eth-
nic, socioeconomic, or international back-
ground, how often have you modified an 
aspect of the plan of care due to the per-
son’s ethnic, socioeconomic, or internation-

Figure 2.  Level of Service-Learning Participation 

Figure 3. When in clinical practice, how often do you intentionally seek out information from 
sources outside the U.S. to gain a different perspective? 
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al background?” The mean overall response 
for question 2 was 2.4, which falls between 
“sometimes” and “often.” The ANOVA re-
vealed that the independent variables of 

sex, facility type, and service-learning ex-
perience were not significant factors for 
question 2 (see Figure 4).  
 

Figure 4. Reflecting on the past six months, when working with a person from a different eth-
nic, socioeconomic, or international background, how often have you modified an aspect of the 
plan of care due to the person’s ethnic, socioeconomic, or international background? 

Chi-square analysis was calculated 
for question three: “Do you provide finan-
cial support to people, programs, or organi-
zations that address the needs of people liv-
ing in developing countries?” 30% respond-

ed “yes” to this question while 68% an-
swered “no.” Significant differences were 
not found for demographic variables of sex, 
practice area, or service-learning experience 
(see Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Do you provide financial support to people, programs, or organizations that address 
the needs of people living in developing countries? 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 2 

22 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Chi-square analysis with cross tabu-
lation was used to compare level of partici-
pation in service learning with question 4: 
“Since graduating from WJU, have you par-
ticipated in, or have you made plans to par-
ticipate in any international trips to provide 
information, attend conferences, or provide 
services to others?” The data revealed that 
for those who participated in only local ser-
vice learning, five responded “yes” (10%), 
while 45 responded “no” (90%). Of those 
who participated in local and regional ser-
vice learning, 0 responded “yes” (0%), 
while 12 responded “no” (100%). Of those 
who participated in local, regional, and in-
ternational service learning, four responded 

“yes” (33.3%), while eight responded 
“no” (66.7%). Of those that participated in 
local and international service learning, sev-
en responded “yes” (43.8%), while nine re-
sponded “no” (56.3%). Of those who partic-
ipated only in international service learning, 
two responded “yes” (40%), while three 
responded “no” (60%). Level of service-
learning participation as a student was 
found to be statistically significant for grad-
uates’ response to question 4 with a p-value 
of 0.004. Analysis reveals that those in-
volved with international service learning 
were more likely to participate in or make 
plans to participate in international service 
learning, attend conferences, or provide ser-

Question	4	Cross	Tabs	P=.004 Yes No Total 
No	Service	
Learning 

Count 1 14 15 

% 6.7% 93.3% 100% 

Local	SL	only Count 5 45 50 

% 10% 90% 100% 

Local	and	Re-
gional	SL 

Count 0 12 12 

% 0% 100% 100% 

Local,	Region-
al,	and	Inter-
national 

Count 4 8 12 

% 33.3% 66.6% 100% 

Local	and	In-
ternational 

Count 7 9 16 

% 43.8% 56.3% 100% 

International	
Only 

Count 2 3 5 

% 40% 60% 100% 

Any	Interna-
tional 

Count 13 20 33 

% 39.4% 60.6% 100% 

No	Interna-
tional 

Count 6 71 77 

% 9.0%% 91% 100% 

Total Count 19 91 110 

% 17.3% 82.7% 100% 

Figure 6. Since graduating from WJU, have you participated in, or have you made plans to 
participate in any international trips to provide information, attend conferences, or provide ser-
vices to others? 
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vices to others (39.4% answered “yes”); in 
comparison to those who participated in 
only local or regional service learning, or 
those who did not participate in service 
learning (8.5% answered “yes”) (see Figure 
6). 

Respondents replied “yes” 85.5% 
and “no” 14.5% to question 5: “Since grad-

uating from WJU, do you participate on a 
personal level in activities that reflect a 
global awareness, such as conservation ac-
tivities, recycling, purchasing fair trade 
items, or the efficient use of energy?” Chi-
square analysis did not reveal significant 
differences for any of the demographic vari-
ables (see Figure 7).  

Figure 7. Since graduating from WJU, do you participate on a personal level in activities that 
reflect a global awareness, such as conservation activities, recycling, purchasing fair trade 
items, or the efficient use of energy?   

DISCUSSION 
 

The results of this research showed 
a significant correlation between having 
previously participated in international ser-
vice learning, with planning to participate 
in global outreach programs in the future 
(p=0.004 for question 4: Since graduating 
from WJU, have you participated in, or 
have you made plans to participate in any 
international trips to provide information, 
attend conferences, or provide services to 
others?) Graduates who had participated in 
an international service-learning experience 
while in physical therapy school were far 
more likely to answer yes to question 4 at 
39.4% than were graduates who had not 
participated in an international experience 

at 8.5%. This result is consistent with the 
Council of Chief State School Officers’ Ed-
Steps Global Competence Matrix (2011), 
which describes that becoming globally 
competent requires investigation of the 
world beyond a person’s direct environ-
ment. This aspect is also reflected in other 
models of global competency that include 
components of actively seeking to under-
stand others (Hunter, White, & Godbey, 
2006; WHO, n.d.; Schejbal, 2009; Hunter, 
2004). Additional studies by Batchelder 
(1994) and Myers-Lipton (1998) have 
demonstrated a correlation with service 
learning or a positive response on a global 
scale. Batchelder (1994) found service 
learning correlated to a greater awareness of 
social problems and Myers-Lipton (1998) 
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reported an increased civic responsibility 
from students that participated in a service-
learning program. Elam (2003) concluded 
that there was a positive impact of service 
learning on medical students’ intent to vol-
unteer in community-based clinics in the 
future. However, these studies analyzed im-
mediate results, not long-term effects. 

There was also an overall positive 
response to question 2: Reflecting on the 
past six months, when working with a per-
son from a different ethnic, socioeconomic, 
or international background, how often 
have you modified an aspect of the plan of 
care due to the person’s ethnic, socioeco-
nomic, or international background? The 
majority of the responses indicate that grad-
uates are considering their clients’ cultural 
backgrounds when determining treatment 
plans. The majority of graduates responded 
positively to this question with 20 answer-
ing “always,” 36 “often” and 44 
“sometimes.” Only 10 replied “never” to 
this question. While significant differences 
were not found between the groups that pre-
formed service learning and groups that had 
not completed service, the overall positive 
response to this question is an indication 
that graduates in our program consider a 
client’s cultural background when design-
ing and implementing a treatment plan. 
This finding is consistent with the results 
from Casey (2008), which concluded that 
service leaning in general supported devel-
opment of cultural sensitivity to learn about 
caring for people in different cultures. Simi-
larly, Green (2011) concluded that interna-
tional service-learning experiences in-
creased participants’ ability to provide cul-
turally congruent care. However, the results 
from this question are in conflict with the 
findings from Noles’ (2005) conclusions 
that service learning had a negative impact 
on cultural competence scores.  

A limitation of this study is the sur-
vey design. Psychologists typically study 

and write about human behavior to attempt 
to explain why human beings behave as 
they do. The observer can explain the be-
haviors, or another way to assess humans’ 
behavior is to ask them. This study focused 
on identified behaviors reflective of a glob-
al citizen in graduates of a physical thera-
pist education program, and assessed those 
behaviors by questioning the participants 
via questionnaire. Limitations are that the 
questions were closed-ended and the re-
sponses are confined to the available choic-
es. Therefore, the researcher may not cap-
ture issues that are relevant to the sample. 
Also, as with any survey, respondents may 
answer in a socially appropriate way, in-
stead of what they actually believe. While 
the sample size was large enough to attain 
statistical significance with one of the chi-
square analyses, the sample of 110 respond-
ents is not large enough to establish exter-
nal validity for the study. The results, while 
relevant to the Physical Therapy Program at 
Wheeling Jesuit University may not be gen-
eralizable to the population.  

CONCLUSION 

The conclusions of this study show 
that students who participated in an interna-
tional service-learning experience did ex-
hibit different behaviors as graduates than 
those who did not participate or only partic-
ipated in other levels of service learning. 
This was demonstrated with a significance 
of 0.004 (N=110) calculated from a chi-
square with cross tabulation from responses 
to question 4, which verified that students 
who have participated in international ser-
vice learning were more likely to indicate 
willingness to do so again in the future. The 
majority of graduates (100/110; 91%) also 
indicated that they consider their clients’ 
cultural backgrounds while designing and 
implementing a client’s plan of care. These 
global characteristics are encouraged by the 
American Physical Therapy Association 
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(APTA) and are necessary traits of physical 
therapy students and graduates (APTA, 
2011). Future research that explores specif-
ic components of a service-learning experi-
ence and its ability to transform a student’s 
beliefs and behaviors would continue to de-
velop our understanding of this pedagogy as 
it is used in health care education in the 
United States. It could allow for more 
standardization and efficiency, allowing for 
the delivery of the specific components 
through less costly venues. In addition, the 
impact of service learning on the communi-
ty partner would broaden our understanding 
of this type of community engagement and 
illuminate the value or detriment of such 
experiential learning on a broader array of 
stakeholders.  

With more than one billion people 
in the world living with some form of disa-
bility (WHO 2011), it is evident that higher 
education in physical therapy is in need of a 
clear definition, structure, and outcome 
measurement on global competency to de-
termine if we truly are educating men and 
women who have an appreciation for global 
issues and behave, albeit in a limited fash-
ion, as global citizens 
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