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There has been a recent surge in project based service learning (PBSL) in engineering education.
PBSL covers a spectrum of community-based projects both locally and internationally. While
PBSL experiences can be embedded within courses, in many cases these activities are facilitated by
non-academic organizations, such as Engineers Without Borders. These PBSL activities have
undergone increasing levels of assessment, driven in part by the outcomes assessment requirements
for engineering program accreditation in the U.S., but also because of apparent positive impacts to
student participants. These studies indicate that the knowledge and skills gained by the students are
at least on par with gains from traditional project-based learning (PBL). Attention is also
increasingly being focused on the potential impacts of PBSL on student attitudes and identity. It is
in these areas that differences in the influence of PBL versus PBSL appear more profound, yet
small numbers of student participants in various programs and a lack of coordinated assessment
efforts limits the statistical significance of these results. This paper highlights possible methods to
determine the added value of service-based learning especially when coupled to project-based
engineering education. Examples of evidence in the analysis of PBSL versus PBL in engineering
are provided to further examine the state of this field. Considerable research will be needed to fully
understand how service learning is impacting the education of engineers.

Keywords: project-based learning; service-learning; assessment; design; cultural competency;
reflective essays

1. INTRODUCTION

THOUGH A PRECISE definition of project-
based learning (PBL) may be elusive, it has been
considered a model that meets the following five
criteria: centrality, driving question, constructive
investigations, autonomy, and realism [1]. That is,
the project is central to the curriculum in which
PBL is being practiced with the project based on an
ill-defined problem that drive student inquiry for
knowledge construction and project solutions. The
last two elements of PBL (autonomy and realism)
require the PBL to be student, not instructor, lead
and that the project be couched within a real or
authentic setting. Project based learning is a form
of problem based learning [2], most often falling
within the so-called problem project arena.

Service learning (SL) is defined by Bringle et al.
[3] as: ‘course-based, credit-bearing educational
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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 under-
standing of course content, a broader appreciation
of the discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic
responsibility.” Therefore, it is appropriate to view
PBL and SL as having overlap, especially in how
they are applied. Within engineering education, SL
is generally conducted via PBL; thus, this
approach is often colloquially referred to as
project-based service learning (PBSL) by its practi-
tioners [4]. In PBSL, the community is a full
partner in the project and learning, subsequently
outcomes from this educational model are more
difficult to measure and often less predictable than
traditional PBL. Despite the formal definitions of
project-based and service learning, PBSL experi-
ences have been integrated into courses (such as
capstone design) yet often are conducted as extra-
curricular activities; in fact many service project
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activities are facilitated by organizations external
to the university. Improved understanding of
students’ learning outcomes from PBSL may facil-
itate better design of engineering education, and as
such yield better engineering professionals.

This paper focuses on the assessment of PBL
and PBSL with an emphasis on the value added
from the inclusion of service to engineering educa-
tion. This paper will provide a review of assess-
ment methods, primarily from published literature,
but also highlight assessment results obtained by
the authors.

2. THEORIES BEHIND PBSL

Over the last twenty years, at least 200 different
definitions of service learning have been published
[5], the more recent of which have focused on
service learning as a pedagogy. The distinguishing
factor between service learning and community-
service is that service learning is intentionally
designed to meet academic course objectives.
Additionally, the project-based element, connected
to a community’s need, provides the socio-cultural
context, stimulating the process of collaborative
problem solving. When the complementary peda-
gogies (project-based and service learning) merge,
there is potential for student development on
cognitive [6-10], social [11, 13-15], and moral
[16-18] levels; three developmental processes that
are tightly entwined, inseparable, and often trigger
each other or occur simultaneously. The constructs
are based on the theories of Dewey [6], Piaget
[8-10], Kohlberg [16, 17], Vygotsky [13, 14], and
Kolb [19]. An experience may spawn development
on multiple levels, ultimately leading to matura-
tion, heightened self-awareness, and greater
complexity in cognitive thinking.

All theories agree that learning is a continuing,
life-long endeavor that is vital to human develop-
ment. Kolb suggests that this process represents a
learning cycle in which experience translates into
concepts that are used as guides towards new
experiences. Jacoby [18] points out that there are
three prevalent implications of Kolb’s model that
are central to service learning. First, the course
must be structured with continual opportunities
and challenges to enable students to move ‘comple-
tely and frequently’ through the learning cycle.
Second, Kolb’s model underscores how central
and important reflection is to the learning cycle,
and third, reflection must ‘follow direct and
concrete experience and precede abstract concep-
tualization and generalization’ [19].

Kolb further identified strategies to increasing
retention of knowledge in students. According to
his theory, learning must begin with motivation,
upon which theory, application, and analysis are
founded. Engineers Without Borders, as are many
other service programs, is completely voluntary;
the motivation to help others and to learn is

instilled within those who join [40]. The service
aspect of PBSL initially motivates students to
participate, but the cycle of overcoming problems
and continual learning sustains them. Regardless
of the construct, each suggests that PBSL should
offer a rich learning environment for engineering
students; one that fosters not only their cognitive
development, but provides strong opportunities
for social and moral development.

3. EXAMPLES OF PBSL IN ENGINEERING
EDUCATION

In the U.S., most engineering programs require
undergraduate students to complete a one or two
semester capstone senior design course. This
capstone design experience has become almost
universal since the ABET (formerly the Accredita-
tion Board for Engineering and Technology) En-
gineering Criteria 2000 (EC 2000) requirements for
program accreditation [12]. This course is often
considered a form of PBL, but the types of projects
can vary tremendously. Some are fictitious ‘ex-
ample’ projects; some are based on historical real
projects, etc. The most common course model
presented at the 2007 National Capstone Design
Conference [21] was industry sponsored projects,
with two of the three keynote speakers discussing
this topic and 28 of 92 paper and poster abstracts
highlighting industry sponsored projects. In
contrast, only six papers’ abstracts emphasized
service learning projects; four of these included
international PBSL projects including those
conducted in association with EWB activities.

This difference between PBL and PBSL oppor-
tunities within capstone design is not surprising;
numerous challenges with SL projects have been
identified [4, 22, 23]:

® A need for the project purpose to align with
program outcomes, a challenge when commu-
nities are equal partners in the process.

® A meaningful relationship with the community
is imperative, particularly an on-going relation-
ship to ensure that the community goals are
served.

® A project planning phase before the beginning
of the course is more critical to ensure a success-
ful project.

e Site visits are very helpful so that students feel a
connection; this can be difficult if class sizes are
large or when working on international projects.

® A number of implementation challenges must be
considered in project delivery including regula-
tions, liability, local constraints, and sustainabil-

1ty.

Some infrastructure projects (e.g. civil or environ-
mental engineering) for a community have a time-
line to implementation longer than allowed in a
single-course or academic year This complicates
student involvement, reflection, and assessment in
PBSL; an individual student may not witness the
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impacts of their work to the community and
thereby undervalue the service learning opportu-
nity. In addition, the strict regulatory requirements
on these projects to be reviewed by a Professional
Engineer (PE) and liability concerns can limit the
use of PBSL in design projects. One solution to this
problem is to conduct projects facilitated by Engi-
neers Without Borders (EWB-USA), the Interna-
tional Center for Appropriate and Sustainable
Technology (iCAST), or other non-profit organ-
izations. Perhaps partly due to these curricular
challenges with PBSL, EWB-USA has experienced
tremendous popularity since its inception, growing
from one to more than two hundred university
chapters in six years [24].

Interestingly, this student interest in extracurri-
cular PBSL coupled with participant testimonials
of the outcomes from their involvement has
created institutional momentum for integrating
the approach within engineering curricula.

Research, sampling and feasibility studies are
good targets for PBSL. PBSL can be incorporated
into first-year project courses, core engineering
science courses, and senior design courses [25-
30]. Beyond formal courses, many students are
active in conducting service projects for econom-
ically developing communities facilitated by
university programs or extracurricular organ-
izations. A student may work on the project for
a number of semesters. Some students travel to
partner communities, where they live and work on
their projects for periods that typically range from
one week to one month. Many community part-
ners are often impoverished, rural areas in devel-
oping countries. This is a dramatically different
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setting than most students in developed countries
have previously worked. So although the project to
provide clean drinking water has the same basic
goal as municipal drinking water projects in the
student’s home country, the constraints, criteria,
and demands for a successful project are vastly
different. To ensure the long-term success of a
project the community must feel ownership of
the project and be engaged in determining its
path. The world is littered with examples of engin-
eering projects that were implemented and then fell
into disuse due to cultural inappropriateness,
insufficient local expertise, equipment, and finan-
cial resources, lack of interest by the community,
or poor design and construction. To engage in
successful service projects, domestically or
abroad, requires a range of skills, attitudes, and
non-technical attentiveness beyond those encoun-
tered in the classroom-based projects that inspire
most PBL efforts.

4. POTENTIAL OUTCOMES FROM PBSL

The impacts of PBSL on the knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and identity of student participants are
of great interest to students, faculty, and employ-
ers alike. A conceptualization of the breadth of
outcomes affected is illustrated in Fig. 1. These
outcomes will vary based on the learning goals for
each PBSL opportunity and the context and inten-
sity of the experience. Most of the research on
PBSL uses a mixed methods approach of quant-
itative and qualitative research, and is typically
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Fig. 1. A conceptual schematic of some noted student learning outcomes gained from involvement in project-based learning (mostly
knowledge and skills), service-based learning (mostly attitude and identity), and project-based service learning (knowledge, skills,
attitude, and identity).
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summative. Little research on PBSL has combined
formative and summative research methodology.
Research conducted on course ‘artifacts’ that
students would otherwise produce as course
assignments, test responses, etc. may be the most
effective. ABET has used this approach to accred-
itation in its site visits, where evaluators view
examples of student work as direct evidence that
various outcomes have been achieved. These arti-
facts provide direct evidence of what a student
thinks, feels, and knows; however, the interpreta-
tions are often subjective. The development of
rigorous rubrics and evaluative framework can
standardize the assessment of student work. The
scoring rubric for the Critical-thinking Assessment
Test (CAT v. 5) is an excellent example of an
interpretation guide for open-ended questions
[32]. Unique to SL is the opportunity to evaluate
reflective essays, journals, or diaries that are a
required element of the course to facilitate student
learning. Some design courses that are PBL rather
than PBSL have also found the utility of the
journaling process. Two key advantages of asses-
sing student work that is submitted for course
performance evaluation are that students do not
feel that they are being ‘studied’ nor that they are
burdened with additional activities.

Assessment of student knowledge and skill
outcomes is now a fairly standard practice in
U.S. engineering programs due to the accreditation
requirements of ABET [12]. Many universities
outside the U.S. are also basing their program
reviews on the ABET model. ABET requires all
engineering students regardless of their specific
discipline to have universal ‘A to K’ knowledge
and skills outcomes (see examples in Table 1).
These encompass basic knowledge and skills that
are fairly routine to assess and document across a
curriculum. Curriculum-level assessment of know-
ledge often relies on standardized exams (such as
the Fundamentals of Engineering exam). The abil-
ity to assess these outcomes from a single course is
usually based on student performance demon-
strated through exams, projects, and presentations;
however, this generally reflects cumulative abilities
rather than specific gains due to a single course as
evaluated by pre- and post- assessments. Scoring
rubrics created for various assignments can facil-
itate consistent evaluation of papers and projects
for evidence of knowledge, skills, and attitudes.
Research has generally found that PBSL is equally
as effective or more so on teaching students know-
ledge and skills (i.e., cognitive development), with
enhancements generally due to higher motivation
associated with working on SL projects (i.e., social
and moral development). Table 1 highlights
student learning outcomes where PBSL has been
shown to deliver superior results over PBL.

Some ABET elements are more difficult to
rigorously measure, such as the ability to engage
in life-long learning. Some U.S.-based engineering
professional societies have also defined further
outcomes goals for engineering students in specific

disciplines, such as Civil Engineering [33] and
Environmental Engineering [34] in their Body of
Knowledge (BOK) documents. For example,
the Civil Engineering BOK includes ‘attitudes
supportive of the professional practice of civil
engineering’ such as ‘commitment, confidence,
consideration of others, curiosity, entrepreneur-
ship, fairness, high expectations, honesty, integrity,
intuition, judgment, optimism, persistence, posi-
tiveness, respect, self esteem, sensitivity, thought-
fulness, thoroughness, and tolerance.” [33] At the
Bachelor’s level students are only required to
explain these attitudes, although it is certainly
desirable that they also model these attitudes.
Items of this nature become much more challen-
ging to demonstrate, leading to a greater complex-
ity and proliferation of assessment instruments.

Faculty teaching these courses can directly eval-
uate student knowledge and skills via standard
grading practices. Peer evaluations may also be
an effective evaluation method. In addition, self-
evaluation by the students on written ‘Likert-style’
rating surveys can be used to gather information
on students’ perceptions of gains in knowledge and
skills. However, such self-perceptions often inac-
curately reflect actual levels of abilities. Therefore,
Likert-based surveys are better suited to measure
attitude and identity.

In general, findings have shown that when
properly applied, PBSL is an equally effective
method to develop core technical competencies in
engineering. PBSL also achieves a range of other,
often unintended, benefits in an array of skills,
attitude, and identity (refer to Fig. 1). A complete
exploration of the methods that have been used to
infer all of these outcomes from PBSL is beyond
the scope of this paper. Therefore, we will focus
attention on ethnographic methods that can be
used to identify the range of potential outcomes,
and more closely examine one outcome, cultural
competency. Quantitative assessment instruments
that have been developed to evaluate some of the
other outcomes listed in Table 1 are also briefly
described. It should be noted that developing
assessment instruments that are fully validated
and shown to be reliable is a challenging under-
taking. As such, most engineering programs use
instruments that are already available rather than
developing their own. This may lead to a degree of
compromise between what is desirable to measure
and what is easy to measure with an existing
instrument.

5. ASSESSMENT OUTCOMES EXAMPLES

5.1 Interpreting student reflective essays and
Journals using ethnographic methods

Although a vast array of quantitative instru-
ments have been developed to measure a range of
student attitudes and identity, these aspects are
often best revealed from qualitative research
methods. Given the richness of outcomes that are
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Table 1. Improvements from PBSL in student knowledge, skills, attitudes, and identity as noted by past studies

Outcome

Assessment methods

PBSL advantages

Design a system or
process within realistic
constraints such as
economic, environmental,
social, political, ethical,
health and

safet . . .. [12].

Cultural competency.

Understand the impact of

engineering solutions in a
global and societal
context [12].

Understanding
professional and ethical
responsibility [12].
Attitudes toward
community service

Self-efficacy, self-
confidence, self-esteem.

Critical thinking |
scientific reasoning.

Engineering identity.

Ability to communicate
effectively [12].

Function on
multidisciplinary teams
[12].

Recognize need for and
ability to engage in
lifelong learning [12].
Sustainability; Analyze
systems of engineered
works for sustainable
performance.

Leadership.

Creativity;
Creative Design.

Direct grading of project deliverables such as final
report; Review student journals; Post-effort
student interviews [26].

Intercultural Development Inventory, IDI [44];
Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity Scale,
MGUDS [45, 46]; Cross Cultural Adaptability
Instrument, CCAI [47]; Global Perspective
Inventory, GPI [48], BEVI [49]; Cultural Diversity
Attitudes Scale, CDAS [50].

Summative student self-assessment surveys.

Commitment to social justice [63]; Defining Issues
Test, DIT, of moral reasoning [64, 65]; Situational
Intrinsic Motivation Scale [66]; Values survey [87].

Community Service Attitudes Scale, CSAS [58-61];
Social responsibility sub-scale of GPI [55].

Design self-efficacy instrument [67]; Learning self-
efficacy instrument [68, 69]; Situational Intrinsic
Motivation Scale [66]; Student Self-Determination
Scale (SDSS) [71]; and the Student Thinking &
Interacting Survey [62, 72].

California Critical Thinking Skills Test, CCTST
[74]; Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Appraisal,
WGCTA [73]; Cornell Critical Thinking Test,
CCTT [75]; Critical Thinking Assessment Test,
CAT [32]; Collegiate Learning Assessment, CLA
[77].

Engineering identity survey [78]; Ethno-graphic
and qualitative methods [79, 80].

Grading oral presentations and written reports;
CLA to evaluate written communication skills [77].

Summative self-assessment surveys; Peer
evaluations; TIDEE Design Team Knowledge
Assessment [81].

Need for Cognition Scale to measure self-directed
learning [70].

Direct evaluation of design deliverables;

Various knowledge, attitudes, and behavior
surveys [82, 83].

NRCS Leadership Assessment Instrument [84].

Creative Engineering Design Assessment, CEDA
[85].

Greater complexity and range of constraints in
PBSL settings deepen these abilities [27].

Developed as students work to understand the
needs of communities with different cultural
backgrounds from their own, both subtle or
significant [41]; Students with significant
international community service experience score
higher on IDI [24]; Environmental engineering
BOK requires students to ‘function in a global
system’ which requires cultural competency [34].

Enhanced on PBSL projects by working directly
with a community, hence these criteria are
fundamental to the project [31, 37, 38, 57]; >95%
of students engaged in a PBSL capstone design
experience self-reported high awareness of the
social impact of engineering, significantly higher
than non-SL project participants [86].

Enhanced on PBSL projects, even if not a central
theme of the project [4, 31, 38, 57].

Higher CSAS sub-scale scores for EWB
participants and high for students in Engineering
for Developing World course [61].

Confidence in own abilities is enhanced,
particularly as students achieve success and see the
true benefits to a community [43].

Critical thinking gains demonstrated for SL
outside engineering [36, 76]; Not yet measured for
PBSL in engineering education.

Redefine engineering as a helping profession.

Enhanced on PBSL projects due to students being
required to communicate with community
members who are often non-technical and across
language and cultural differences [27, 38].

Greater stresses on PBSL projects may force
students to learn better interaction skills; Many
PBSL projects are more multidisciplinary,
including non-engineers [38].

Because PBSL projects are often less structured
and can go in many directions, students commonly
forced to a just-in-time learning model.

Length of time working with communities on
service learning projects directly influences usage
and diversity of sustainability concepts [40]; Only
evident in reflective essays from students in senior
design who worked on PBSL projects, not among
PBL students [27].

Students” have stronger understanding of
leadership and skills to motivate others to achieve
a common vision [37, 38, 42].

Open ended nature of PBSL projects with vast
array of non-technical and technical constraints
forces students to be creative to find best solutions
for communities [39].
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believed to be associated with PBSL, using a
separate quantitative instrument to assess each
aspect individually could easily make a student
feel like a ‘lab rat’ and build resentment against
these sometimes time-consuming approaches.

Service learning emphasizes the importance of
self-reflection in order for students to get the most
out of the experiences [3], which agrees with the
theories of Dewey and Kolb. Therefore, to facil-
itate the learning experience SL activities should
require students to complete reflective essays and/
or journaling, and these artifacts are graded
assignments in the course. These qualitative assess-
ments can be coded for recurrent themes, trans-
forming diverse responses into quantitative results.
These responses can also help separate observed
correlations from causative effects. For example,
student engagement in PBSL can be voluntary
(e.g., EWB-USA program) so particular care
must be taken to avoid erroneously attributing
student knowledge, skills, and attitude differences
to the PBSL experience itself versus a bias in the
population of students that gravitate to these
opportunities. Evolution in student attitudes over
time will be measurable if multiple reflective essays
and/or frequent journaling is required.

The senior Environmental Engineering capstone
design course at the University of Colorado—
Boulder (CU) requires all students to write a
single reflective essay at the end of the semester.
Although such reflections are an important aspect
of SL, not all students in the course participate in
PBSL and thus student comments indicate that
they feel excessive journaling or essay writing is a
burden. Students have yet to be convinced that
reflection activities are an important part of the
learning process and have been resistant to
increased assignments of this nature. Despite this
limitation, results from the single reflective essay
have been informative. Example results from a
coding exercise conducted on thirty-three open-
ended essays are summarized in Table 2.

Sustainability was only an emergent theme in
the essays of students who had participated in the
PBSL projects. Similarly, a study at Michigan
Tech reports that a major educational impact
from involvement in PBSL with developing
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communities is greater mastery of sustainability
concepts [29]. The length of the PBSL program
influenced the ‘richness’ and ‘balance’ of the
sustainability language content of the student
written project reports [30].

A similar approach was used in the study by
McCormick and Swan [38], who examined the
daily journals of six students who lived for a
month in Ecuador as part of an EWB project to
develop and build a water collection and treatment
system for the community and conduct water
sampling for another community. In overcoming
challenges, the students showed evidence that they
learned about leadership and teamwork, bonded
with community members, gained confidence in
applying engineering technology, and began to
perceive their ability to positively impact others.
These journal results confirmed results that were
evident in pre- and post- trip surveys. The mixed
methods approach provides the greatest richness
of data and can be used to determine specific
aspects of the PBSL experience that lead to
growth in cultural awareness, intercultural compe-
tency, and similar characteristics.

5.2 Skills and attitudes related to cultural
differences

Cultural competency is an important skill in an
increasingly global environment where teams are
likely composed of people from varying cultural
backgrounds and projects may be conducted with
communities with different cultural norms. A
number of failures of global development projects
related to water and sanitation projects can be
directly attributed to the engineers’ lack of under-
standing of the culture of the people that the
projects were serving. Therefore, PBSL activities
hope to impact students’ knowledge, skills, and
attitudes of different cultures, as well as their sense
of identity when immersed in different cultures.
These cultures can be attributed to socio-economic
status, religion, or national differences. Cultural
competency requires self-awareness, awareness of
differences in cultures, and reflection on the impli-
cations of these differences. Cultural competency
is closely related to intercultural competence,
cultural sensibility, cultural sensitivity, cultural

Table 2. Most common emergent themes from environmental engineering capstone design essays among all students, those visiting
a project site, those engaged in service learning projects (PBSL) and those engaged in standard projects (non-SL). Totals do not
sum due to multiple groupings for some students (e.g. visited site and worked on a service learning project)

Total % site % service learning Y%

#1% visitors projects non-SL projects
Theme discussed in student essay students (n=15) (n =26) m=7)
Real world experience 30/91 97 92 86
Data: poor, rich, assumptions 26/79 87 85 57
Communication importance 25176 87 79 71
Serve community 21/64 60 65 50
Importance of non-technical aspects 20/61 47 58 71
Relationship with real project/community motivating 16/48 53 56 29
Disparity of stakeholder goals 15/45 53 46 43
Team work with other students 12/36 43 42 14
No one right answer to design problems 11/33 40 37 14
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Fig. 2. Spectrum of intercultural sensitivity adapted from Bennett [see 44]. PBSL opportunities aim to achieve intercultural sensitivity
development by providing experiences that shift participants further to the right within the spectrum.

humility or intercultural development. Regardless
of its precise name, this skill is important when
engineers work with stakeholders from diverse
backgrounds. The development of technology
that is appropriate for a given community requires
considerations far beyond technical constraints. As
shown in Table 1, a variety of written assessment
instruments have been created to evaluate these
skills and attitudes, although they have mostly
been applied in contexts outside engineering
education.

The Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI)
measures progression of worldview orientations
toward cultural differences [44]. The basic model
is shown in Fig. 2 and was developed from
Bennett’s [S1, 52] developmental model of inter-
cultural sensitivity. The five main dimensions are:
(1) denial/defense; (2) reversal (a type of defense);
(3) minimization; (4) acceptance/ adaptation, and
(5) integration. The IDI measures intercultural
competency using the first four dimensions only
through a written survey comprised of 10 demo-
graphic questions, 50 statements to which partici-
pants respond on a 7-point Likert scale, and a
statement of experiences. The IDI has been used in
a variety of studies [44, 53].

Michigan Tech uses the IDI in association with
evaluation of students and faculty in several
programs within their D80 Center
(www.d80.mtu.edu). At Michigan Tech the aver-
age PBSL student thinks they are accepting of
cultural differences but actually they are between
reversal and minimization of cultural differences.
Evidence also suggests that international experi-
ence typically results in further development:
students with no experience are more likely to be
ethnocentric, while students with substantial
experience are more likely to be ethnorelative
[24]. Conversely, there is no evidence to suggest
that PBL experiences have any impact on inter-
cultural competence as measured by pre-PBSL
involvement IDI scores. Predictably, students
appear to change markedly only through oppor-
tunities outside the classroom. This is a level of
understanding that cannot be derived from simpler

instruments such as the MGUDS-S survey
described below. A discussion of the results with
individuals can help clarify their personal biases
and determine ways to progress. Thus the instru-
ment can serve both assessment and educational
functions.

The evaluation instrument used at the Univer-
sity of Colorado is the Miville-Guzman Univers-
ality-Diversity Scale (MGUDS-S) [45, 46]. The
instrument was developed to evaluate universal-
diverse orientation (UDQ). UDO is ‘an attitude
toward all other persons which is inclusive yet
differentiating in that similarities and differences
are both recognized and accepted’ [45]. Sub-scales
of the instrument assess cognitive, behavioral, and
affective components: relativistic appreciation of
self and others, seeking diversity of contact with
others, and a sense of connection with larger
society or humanity, respectively. At CU the
MGUDS-S survey has been used in the civil and
environmental engineering senior design classes
[41]; results are summarized in Table 3. Response
rates are generally very high since the instrument is
so quick and easy. This study has found that UDO
is higher for the students who participated in PBSL
in the environmental engineering course than the
students in the PBL-based civil engineering course.
However, based on surveys of first-year students, it
appears that environmental engineering students
initially have a greater UDO, and only minimal
‘growth’ is evident between the first year and
senior students. The diversity of contact sub-scale
showed the greatest increase between the environ-
mental engineering first year and senior students
(data not shown).

Even more important in determining cultural
competency as measured by the MGUDS-S
survey appears to be voluntary participation in
EWB; in the 2009 environmental engineering
senior design course, the five EWB participants
had an average overall UDO of 15.0+£0.9
compared to 13.1 + 1.3 for the non-EWB partici-
pants. Because longitudinal evaluations of the
same students pre- and post-EWB participation
has not been measured, it is unclear if students

Table 3. Universal-Diverse Orientation (UDO) scores (average + standard deviation) out of a maximum of 15 for engineering
students from different majors at the beginning and end of the curriculum

UDO score of first year

Senior course UDO score at end of

Student major students format senior design courses
Civil Engineering 12.74+1.7 PBL 12.14+£1.2
Environmental Engineering 13.5+1.5 PBSL 139+£1.8
General Engineering 123+1.8 N/A N/A
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with higher UDO are attracted to participate in
EWB and/or if their participation increases their
UDO. Among the first-year students, too few have
participated in EWB or international service activ-
ities to determine a difference; 4 of 43 in 2008 that
reported this activity have an overall UDO of 14.1
compared to the overall average for this group of
13.5.

The problem with the MGUDS-S survey is that
it cannot show what factors contributed to the
measured UDO, other than through correlations
to basic demographic information asked at the
beginning of the survey. It may be more powerful
to link the measured UDO to qualitative informa-
tion. However, at this time the MGUDS-S survey
has been administered anonymously and there is
no way to match responses with the reflective
essays in the senior design or first year engineering
courses. Therefore, the instrument simply gives a
numerical score, and there is generally no feedback
to individuals on how they scored. Other examples
of cultural competency assessment in engineering
include a course-specific evaluation instrument
used by Downey et al. [56] in association with an
Engineering Cultures course.

6. CONCLUSIONS

PBL and PBSL are both effective pedagogies to
achieve a broad array of core knowledge and skills
that are critical for engineers. The added value of
service learning projects in engineering education
appears to be largely in achieving higher cognitive
levels in some skills and in attitudes and identity
outcomes (i.e., social and moral development). The
richness of PBSL experiences frequently imparts
professional and personal development beyond
conventional learning objectives, yet which are
nonetheless important for engineers. A wide vari-
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ety of quantitative and qualitative assessment
methods are available to help demonstrate these
outcomes. Most of the quantitative written survey
instruments that have been fully validated were not
developed specifically for engineering education or
PBSL contexts; this may limit their utility and/or
require that validation of the instruments using
data from engineering students be conducted. In
order to determine the impacts of a PBSL course
or experience these instruments should generally
be administered in a pre/post format. However,
without qualitative information it is difficult to
determine the attributes of the PBSL experience
that led to the changes. Qualitative information
can be coded to yield quantitative results. To the
extent possible, it is generally preferable to use
course assignments to assess outcomes, as they are
direct measures and do not require extra work for
the students. For PBSL, reflective essays and
journals should be required assignments to facil-
itate learning, and these provide rich information
to reveal attitudes and identity. To adapt the use of
course assignments for assessment, scoring rubrics
should be established to minimize subjective judg-
ment and bias. The authors strongly encourage the
rigorous assessment of PBSL courses and extra-
curricular activities, thereby building the body of
knowledge on best design and management prac-
tices for these educational experiences in order to
build desired knowledge, skills, attitudes, and
identity outcomes for our students and their
communities.
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