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College Student Affection Issues in Child and Family 

Focused Community Service-learning Settings 

Michelle R Dunlap, Connecticut College, CT 
Brian Coughlin, Connecticut College, CT > 9 g' 

Abstract 
Th..is article offers an examination of the ways in which college students manage and cope with 
client displays of physical or emotional affection toward them during their work -in child-or 
farnily-related service learning placements. Th..is paper also offers suggestions for assisting 
college students who may encounter displays of affection during their work with children. In 
order to explore this topic, a convenience sample of 77 college student service learning journals 
were collected and content-analyzed for common or recurrent themes across the journals. 
Analyses of the journals revealed that both roen and women struggle to find appropriate 
responses to client affection. 

* * *

-

R was kissíng me again. Th..is has me confused, because it <loes not seem very common 
for a six-year-old [boy] to go around kissing people on the lips. · (Service-learníng 
student., female, participant #28) 

Service-learning, interning, and volunteering can be very worthwhile and rewarding 
experiences for college students. Service-learning is defined as a course-based, credit
bearing educational experience in which students participate in an organized activity 
that contributes to the meeting of a community's needs (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995). 
What distinguishes service-learning from other forros of experiential learning is the 
emphasis that is placed on structured and regular written and/or verbal processing 
regarding service-learning experiences, insights, connections to course content, and/or 
personal growth (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Dunlap, 1997; Goldsmith, 1993; Sigmon, 
1994). Working in real life settings affords service-learners the opportunity to learn 
about the physical, cogniti.ve and psychosocial growth and development of humans in 
an active and participatory way. Service-learning and other forms of experiential 
learning provide opportunities for students to not only learn about other human beings 
in their comrnunity environments, but also it is an opportunity for students to learn from 
others who have a wealth of knowledge, information, and competencies in their own 
right to share (Coles, 1993; Dunlap, 1998a). 

As new service-learners adapt to their service-learning placement, they detail in their 
critical reflection journals sorne of their emotions and experiences. Written reactions to 
service-learning issues are key components of the service-learning process wherein 
articulating their reactions provides opportunities for students to define, articulate, and 
move forward in their thinking regarding their service-learning experiences (Goldsmith, 
1993; Sigmon, 1994). 

One issue that is frequently discussed in service-learner journals involves students' 
questíoning and considering how they should interact with child clients1 who seek or 
express physical or emotional a:ffection. In these circumstances, service learners may 
have trouble trying to assess the appropriateness of the a:ffectionate behavior itself, and 
the appropriate responses to it. For example, if a client hugs them, they may worry how 
others are perceiving the child's demonstration of affection toward them. They may 
wonder if it is appropriate for them to return the hug. They also may consider whether 
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