
Advancing Best Practices in 
Child Protection through 
Global Service-Learning

A resilience model of learning 
service: resilience..[is]…the 
ability to plan for, recover from, 
& more successfully adapt to 
adverse events. This definition 
fits well with current 
approaches to volunteerism 
because it recognizes the 
importance of people’s ability to 
affect those structures & 
processes through voluntary 
action (UN Volunteers, 2018, p. 2).



Learning Objectives: 

At the end of the presentation, participants will be able to: 

• Situate a community-university partnership model of global service-learning within the UN 
Volunteer Framework & Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

• Identify pedagogical challenges for ethical, evidence-based service-learning with attention to 
social justice.

• Discuss positive, reciprocal contributions from local and external volunteers to challenge privileged 
perspectives and deficit approaches toward service. 

• Describe the shift from “Orphan Tourism” as a form of service-learning to a Family First model of 
child protection that celebrates resilience approaches to global engagement. 

• Design a curriculum of knowledge, values, practices, and reflections that promote justice-oriented 
service learning. 



Situating service-learning within the 
UN Volunteerism Framework & the 

SDGs (UN Volunteers, 2018)

• “Volunteerism is a universal 
social behaviour that builds on 
people’s desire to engage with 
change” (p. 4).

• “When volunteering is viewed 
merely as a cost-reduction 
strategy, its most important 
characteristics & 
complementarities are 
undervalued” (p. 5).

• Volunteer groups can help to 
localize the 2030 UN Agenda 
and the Sustainable 
Development Goals by providing 
new spaces of interaction 
between governments and 
people for concrete actions” –
(The Road to Dignity by 2030, as 
cited in UN Volunteers, 2018).



Global volunteerism 
(UN Volunteers, 2018)

• Volunteerism, a part of all societies, can be a 
critical resource for peace & development.

• Geography, gender, age, economics, & 
politics affect people’s ability to volunteer.

• Current statistics indicate the global 
volunteer workforce to be 109 million full-
time equivalent workers.

• Thirty (30) per cent are formally mediated by 
organizations & associations, while 70% are 
informal, without a mediating organization. 

• Informal volunteerism is less visible, of lower 
status, & with limited support from 
stakeholders, including governments. 



Contributions of 
formal 
volunteers in 
challenging 
traditional 
norms & 
supporting 
social justice 
agendas 
(UN  Volunteers, 2018, p. 27)

• The associated value and benefits is often 
higher for formal volunteerism, in part 
because it is typically more visible.

• Research suggests that formal volunteering is 
more likely to challenge traditional cultural 
roles and responsibilities.

• This is especially relevant for gender roles, as 
formal volunteers can expand leadership 
roles for women. 

• They can open access to community 
networks & resources, strengthen 
community capacity by training people in 
new skills, and enhance opportunities for 
employment, all of which can strengthen 
community resilience for the long term. 



Principles for 
designing 
local-external 
volunteer
collaborations 
(UN Volunteers, 2018)

Local volunteers as assets for external actors: 

• Local volunteers provide access to more marginalized 
and hidden groups in their community.

• Local volunteers can be the bridge for getting 
information from technical agencies, governments, and 
other external actors to community members (top 
down), while bringing community concerns directly to 
the attention of the external organizations (bottom-up).

Service-learning models should reflect complementarity of 
local-external volunteers: 

• Self-organization & ownership of local volunteers are 
fully supported & not undermined or exploited.  

• Local actors have a voice in establishing priorities and 
participate in implementation 



Complementarity 
of local & 
external actors 
and their 
contributions to 
resilience 
(UN Volunteers, 2018, p. 57)



Challenging 
Foundational & 
Unequal 
Systems
(Augustine et al., 2017)

A critical part of the learning through service 
approach must challenge foundational systems that 
uphold an inequitable status quo and perpetuate 
oppression (Augustine et al., 2017).

Service-learning (S-L) opportunities are particularly 
suited for this interactive learning because 
intercultural competence develops through repeated 
opportunities for cross-cultural interaction and 
reflection (Collopy et al., 2019).

While SLCE promotes reflection upon useful service 
activities, reflective practices that address inequality, 
privilege, & institutional oppressive practices such as 
racism, classism, & sexism can be more difficult to 
implement (Augustine et al., 2017).  



Service learning and social justice 

Some evidence shows that service-learning courses lead to positive student 
outcomes across academic, civic, personal, and social domains (Choo et al., 2018). 

Critics suggest that service- learning does perpetuate existing systems of class, privilege, & norms 
of harmful disparities rather than challenging them.

Deficit-based views of marginalized social groups reinforce existing hierarchies and generally effect little 
change other than in students’ own self concepts. 

Practitioners and other stakeholders who seek to align their service-learning & community engagement 
(SLCE) practice with social justice collectives often struggle against the dominant culture and prevailing 
tradition of status-blind or student-centered learning  outcomes (Augustine et al., 2017).



Orphan 
Tourism as 

“misguided 
caring”

(Hartman, 2020; Rotabi, et al., 
2017; Save the Children, 2010)

• Globally, there is a long history of volunteering in 
“orphanages,” primarily in lower-resourced and developing 
countries, a practice that continues today.  

• Sometimes referred to as “Orphan Tourism, these service-
learning experiences have been increasingly challenged as 
“harmful” or “misguided caring.” 

• The practices perpetuate systems of care that are 
damaging to children and adults alike, depriving them of a 
basic human right to family and community life.

• Separating children from their families in emergencies has 
been common practice including the war in Vietnam, 
genocide in Rwanda, Asian tsunami, war in Bosnia & 
Herzegovina, and many more. 

• Responses to these tragedies was to evacuate children 
from their homes and place them in orphanages or with 
strangers, long distances from their  communities. 



Family separation 
in humanitarian 

crises: 
The reality

The number of children who have lost both parents in 
disaster situations is usually greatly overestimated, while the 
ability of communities to respond to the children’s needs are 
underestimated. 

In other situations, such as the earthquake in Haiti, the 
infrastructure was severely destroyed and verifying children’s 
family situations was very difficult, leaving children highly 
vulnerable to permanent separation from their families and 
communities. 

Experience has taught humanitarian agencies that children 
who are separated from their parents during emergencies 
often have living relatives or neighbors from their 
communities who are willing and able to care for them (Save 
the Children, 2010, Misguided Kindness, p. 1)



Altruistic 
exploitation: 
orphan tourism & 
learning service 
(Rotabi et al., 2017)

Foreign travel, including for volunteer services, has become a form of 
“rites of passage” for some people, particularly among university 
students and volunteers from faith-based communities (Inter-Agency 
Initiative (IAI), 2014).

It can be a “social status symbol” to post photos of engagement with 
vulnerable populations in social media outlets, reinforcing aggressive 
recruitment efforts by the tourism industry.

A recent study by an international consortium of leading child protection 
agencies, the Inter-Agency Initiative (IAI) (2014), found 20 out of 23 
organisations in the first two pages of a Google search for ‘volunteer 
abroad’ offered child-care opportunities in “orphanages” (p. 5). 

In addition, orphan tourism is often tied to itineraries of tourists in which 
tour buses and boats advertise stops at “popular” childcare institutions.



Romania at the center of advancing 
the global childcare reform movement 
(UNICEF, 2020)

• The global childcare reform movement has its origins in the 1990’s 
when the post-Soviet era childcare institutions became known on 
the world stage.

• Romania’s evolution of its child protection system served as a 
“laboratory” for the deinstitutionalization & family reunification 
initiatives.

• A randomized controlled trial on the effects of institutionalization 
on children, initiated in 2000 – the Bucharest Early Intervention 
Project (BEIP) – provided justification for care reform. 

• The adoption of the 2008 UNICEF Child Protection Strategy at the 
Bucharest Conference launched a global movement to advance 
family-based care.

• UNICEF’s Guidelines for Alternative Care for Children (2010) for 
children separated or at risk of separation from parents. 

https://www.un.org/ruleoflaw/files/CP Strategy_English.pdf
http://www.cpcnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/UN-Guidelines-for-Alternative-Care..pdf


Sustainable Development Goals (SDG’s) 4, 5, 8, 11, & 16: 
Ending all forms of violence against children

• Depriving children of family and community life is a form of violence 
against children, often grounded in poverty (INSPIRE, 2016)

• US government endorsed a new action plan for Advancing Protection and 
Care for Children in Adversity (USAID, 2019) –– Put Families First

• The European Union placed a greater emphasis on child protection and 
child poverty for its post 2020 framework 

• A June 2020 Lancet meta-analysis of over 300 qualitative studies on child 
institutionalization over the last 65 years confirms many of the Bucharest 
Early Intervention Project (BEIP) findings across different country 
contexts

• Evangelical organizations began to shift away from institutions towards 
family-based care in mission work

• Private organizations have furthered this reform agenda including Lumos 
Foundation, founded by J. K. Rowling, to aggressively challenge 
institutionalization of children

https://www.childreninadversity.gov/docs/default-source/default-document-library/apcca-strategy-final-web.pdf?sfvrsn=4
https://www.wearelumos.org/


Service-learning embedded in 
ethical practices & evidence

• Most orphanage-based tourists and volunteers are unaware 
that ‘orphanages’ are not filled with ‘orphans’ according to the 
conventional understanding of orphans as children who have 
lost both parents. 

• Studies from different regions consistently demonstrate that 
80–90 per cent of children in residential care have at least one 
living parent (IAI, 2014; Williamson and Greenberg, 2010). 

• Evidence further shows that poverty, alone or combined with 
other factors such as lack of social services, limited access to 
health care or education, disability or parental drug and 
alcohol abuse, is primarily responsible for children’s entry into 
residential care (Williamson & Greenberg, 2010). 



The Local-Global Challenge: 
Ethical forms of global service engagement

• Even though the evidence was there, 
orphanages continued to proliferate & orphan 
tourism and volunteerism remain among the 
most popular forms of ‘educational 
experiences’ undertaken by students, 
especially in the fields of social work & 
education (IAI, 2014; Hartman & Kiely, 2014). 

• As part of the childcare reform movement, 
UNICEF organized a global initiative to combat 
“orphanage” volunteerism, while encouraging 
ethical forms of caring and global engagement. 

• https://compact.org/global-sl/:The 
Collaborative advances ethical, critical, and de-
colonial, community-based learning and 
research for more just, inclusive, and 
sustainable communities.

https://compact.org/global-sl/


Fair Trade Learning
(Campus Compact, 2014, Global Service-Learning Blog)

• A global educational 
partnership exchange that 
prioritizes reciprocity in 
relationships. 

• The goals include economic 
equity, equal partnership, 
mutual learning, cooperative 
and positive social change, 
transparency, and 
sustainability. 

• Fair Trade Learning explicitly 
engages the global civil 
society role of educational 
exchange in fostering a more 
just, equitable, and 
sustainable world.

https://compact.org/global-sl/ftl/


Justice-Oriented Service-Learning 
Program Model 

(Augustine et al., 2017, p. 172)

Three principles to counter potential negative 
outcomes and bring a more critical approach to 
Service-Learning and Community Engagement 
(SLCE) as justice-oriented work:

• Sustained layered engagement – multi-
year partnerships

• SLCE participants as authors of their own 
experience

• Nurturing community-centered programs 
& parnterships



Overview of Hardy & Laszloffy’s (1995) 
Cultural Genogram (Warde, 2012)

Cultural Genogram: A 3-stage 
process for students to,  individually 
and collectively, examine how their 
cultural identities influence their 
understanding & acceptance of those 
culturally similar and dissimilar to 
them: 

1. Preparation

2. Presentation

3. Synthesis

Intergroup culture & identity explores: 

• Issues that divide members within 
the group

• Significance of race, skin color, and 
hair play within the group

• Gender roles, sexual orientation, 
social class, & age

• Values & pride/shame in their  
respective family systems. 



Reciprocal reflective 
practices (Collopy et al, 2019)

• Reciprocity connotes a spirit of 
partnership between service-learning 
partners (including community and 
university partners) who jointly identify 
community needs & design interventions. 

• Reflections, key to reciprocal learning,  
include individual and group activities 
that are written & oral, activity-based & 
artistic creations.

• Structured reflections provide 
opportunities to jointly process norms, 
standards, expectations, and differences, 
while making needed adjustments.



Immersive qualities of 
global service-learning & 
intercultural competence  
(Collopy et al, 2019)

• Cross-cultural interactions provide 
fertile ground for “disorienting 
dilemmas” and moments of 
disequilibrium, surprise, & confusion. 

• Global Service Learning (GSL) is 
unique in that students can’t 
experience a critical incidence and 
then immediately return to their own 
comforts of home; the experiences of  
disruption and dissonance is 
sustained to varying degrees for 
weeks (Hartman & Kiely, 2014). 



DEAL Model for 
Critical Reflection 
(adapted for experiential learning by 
Dr. Patti Clayton & Sarah Ash, 2009)

Step 1: Describe an experiential 
learning experience

1.A: Assess progress since last 
reflection

Step 2: Examine experience from

2A: Personal experience

2B: Academic perspective

3.B: Civic engagement perspective

Step 3: Articulate Learning
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