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 Supportive partnerships among 

schools, families, and community organiza-

tions are instrumental in ensuring student 

academic success. Such collaborations can 

be defined as “the connections between 

schools and community individuals, organi-

zations, and businesses that are forged to 

directly or indirectly promote students’ so-

cial, emotional, physical, and intellectual 

development” (Sanders, 2009, p. 31). 

School-family-community partnerships 

have been shown to increase student 

achievement and improve student behavior 

(e.g., Epstein, 2010a, 2010b; Henderson & 

Mapp, 2002; Henderson, Mapp, Johnson, & 

Davies, 2007; Sanders & Campbell, 2007; 

Sheldon, 2003). In order to create lasting 

partnerships designed to improve academic 

outcomes and enhance overall school cli-

mate, schools are increasingly joining forc-

es with local universities (e.g., Epstein, 

2009; Haines, Gross, Blue-Banning, Fran-

cis, & Turnbull, 2015). In 2007, The Uni-

versity of Alabama (UA) partnered with 

local Tuscaloosa elementary schools to de-

velop the Elementary Parent Leadership 

Academy (EPLA), an initiative designed to 

provide opportunities for elementary parent 

leaders to strengthen their school communi-

ties and support student success. In 2014-

2015, 34 parents from 17 elementary 

schools in four school districts graduated 

from the EPLA. In the following sections, 

we detail the history and structure of EPLA 

and present initial findings on program ef-

fectiveness for graduating participants.  

 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

 School-family-community engage-

ment researchers are giving more systemic 

theoretical consideration to the role of com-

munity partners (Dearing, Sibley, & Ngu-

yen, 2015). Systems theory posits that indi-

viduals are shaped by their immediate fami-

ly context as well as the larger systems in 

which they are embedded. Conceptual mod-

els of school-family-community engage-

ment are rooted in Bronfenbrenner’s eco-

logical systems theory (for a review of the 
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model, see Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A 

child’s most immediate and influential con-

text is known as the microsystem. The mi-

crosystem may include parents, school, sib-

ling, peers, and other influential contexts 

that the child interacts with on a consistent 

basis. As children become interconnected 

with these most immediate and influential 

environments, those relationships become 

integral to their development. A child’s 

mesosystem consists of the interrelation-

ships among the microsystems that directly 

and indirectly impact child development 

(e.g., the relationship between parents and 

schools). Research shows that the mesosys-

temic relationship between families and 

schools has been shown to directly impact 

child and adolescent functioning (Moon & 

Rao, 2010). While theory and research has 

emphasized the importance of mesosystem-

ic relationships on student outcomes, there 

has been a lack of theoretical attention giv-

en to the systemic role of communities 

(Dearing et al., 2015). Theoretically, 

“When families, schools, and communities 

collaborate, these social connections are 

hypothesized to build the capacities of each 

of the players to stimulate and support chil-

dren’s learning” (Dearing et al., 2015, p. 

21). 

 One exception is Epstein’s (1987, 

1995) theory of overlapping influence. 

Based on Bronfenbrenner’s ecological mod-

el, this theory identifies schools, families, 

and communities as the three major con-

texts within which children develop and 

learn. Each individual context can introduce 

programs and practices separately to im-

prove student outcomes, but the most effec-

tive approach for student success includes 

constructive partnerships between the 

school, family, and community. Greater 

overlap among the spheres indicate that 

schools are more family-like, families are 

more school-like, and community partners 

cohesively support schools, families, and 

students (Epstein, 1995).  

 Established in 1996, the National 

Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS; 

Epstein et al, 2002) applied the overlapping 

spheres of influence model by developing a 

research-based approach to creating and 

sustaining school-family-community part-

nerships. NNPS’s primary goal is to “build 

the capacity of school, district, and state 

education leaders to develop comprehensive 

and permanent school-family-community 

partnership programs that acknowledge and 

support the important role of families and 

communities in the learning pro-

cess” (Sanders, 2012, p. 4). According to 

the NNPS, high-quality partnerships facili-

tate six types of involvement (Thomas, 

Greenfield, Parker, & Epstein, 2014):   

1. Parenting: assist families in establishing 

supportive home environments for chil-

dren; assist schools in understanding 

families.  

2. Communicating: school-family two-

way exchanges about school programs 

and children’s progress. 

3. Volunteering: improve family recruit-

ment and training to support school pro-

grams and student activities on- and off-

campus. 

4. Learning at home: involve families with 

their child’s learning at home.  

5. Decision making: include families as 

participants and advocates in school de-

cisions and governance (e.g., PTA/PTO, 

school councils, committees, etc.). 

6. Collaborating with the community: co-

ordinating community resources for ser-

vice to students, families, and schools. 

 Schools may initiate programs and 

activities targeted to each type of involve-

ment, although the specific programs will 

vary based on each school’s needs. Using 

the backdrop of ecological theory, the 

spheres of influence and the six types of 

involvement provide a structure for build-
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ing thriving school-family-community part-

nerships that promote positive student out-

comes.  

 In conclusion, school-family-

community alliances can be instrumental in 

helping students achieve their maximum 

potential. However, school and community 

institutional policies and beliefs can influ-

ence the spheres to be drawn closer together 

or pushed further apart (Sheldon, 2003). 

Motivated by the belief that community or-

ganizations are mutually responsible for 

supporting schools and their students and 

families, The University of Alabama’s Cen-

ter for Community-Based Partnerships col-

laborated with local school districts to es-

tablish the Elementary Parent Leadership 

Academy. The EPLA partners with elemen-

tary schools to prepare parent leaders to im-

pact their school community. This parent-

leadership training program focuses on 

meeting four foundational goals: 1) improv-

ing student achievement through increasing 

parent school involvement; 2) building 

strong school communities based on trust, 

integrity, and communication; 3) educating 

parents on education issues; 4) accessing 

additional community resources to benefit 

school communities (“Parent Leadership 

Academy,” n.d.).  

 

ELEMENTARY PARENT  

LEADERSHIP ACADEMY 

 

 In 2007, The University of Ala-

bama’s Division of Community Affairs and 

the Center for Community-Based Partner-

ships partnered with local city and county 

school administrators to form the inaugural 

class of the Elementary Parent Leadership 

Academy. The initial 2007-2008 graduating 

cohort included 20 engaged mothers and 

fathers from 10 elementary schools. Curric-

ula content for the inaugural year, which 

still guides the current EPLA training struc-

ture, included six leadership and education-

al models: 1) Parents as Leaders, 2) Helping 

your Child Achieve Academic Success, 3) 

Supporting your Child’s School, 4) School 

and Board of Education Relations, 5) Safe 

and Healthy Schools, 6) Supporting Con-

nected School Communities (see descrip-

tion below). During the inaugural year, 

EPLA participants convened at the Univer-

sity for the evening’s monthly professional 

development experience. At the end of the 

academic year, participants received a cer-

tificate recognizing their graduation from 

the academy.  

 Four core values serve as the foun-

dation of the EPLA: 1) Respect, 2) Com-

mitment, 3) Creativity, 4) Safety (“Core 

Values,” n.d.). Parents demonstrate respect 

by engaging in collaborative and collegial 

conversations with other EPLA partici-

pants, other parents in their school commu-

nities, and school administrators. Addition-

ally, they agree to value all persons and 

practice tolerance for their points of view. 

Modeling commitment includes advocating 

for the maintenance of high academic, ethi-

cal, and performance standards, and being 

an active member in achieving these stand-

ards. Creativity assumes that every child is 

unique and that each child learns and ex-

presses himself differently. Through their 

time in the academy, parents learn the im-

portance of promoting child creativity in 

and out of the classroom by encouraging 

children to become confident in their ability 

to expand their imagination and resources. 

The value of safety assumes that optimal 

child development and health occurs in a 

safe school climate. EPLA participants ex-

hibit this value through fostering a caring, 

healthy, and welcoming school environ-

ment in their respective schools. These four 

core values provide a cohesive belief sys-

tem that guides participants’ approach to 

interacting with other parents, teachers, and 

administrators.  
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EPLA Structure  

 Parent nomination. Before each 

academic school year, principals from par-

ticipating elementary schools nominate two 

parents who demonstrate leadership abili-

ties and/or potential and who are currently 

active in supporting the school’s mission. 

Parents who agree to participate in the 

academy attend monthly leadership training 

modules and create a project designed to 

involve parents for the purpose of enhanc-

ing positive school climate and/or student 

success.  

 EPLA modules. EPLA par tici-

pants attend six, three-hour professional 

development training modules throughout 

the academic school year. Each module in-

cludes networking with other participants 

over dinner; leadership training presenta-

tions facilitated by faculty members, com-

munity experts, school leaders, and previ-

ous EPLA graduates; and time to develop 

school projects.  

 School projects. Parents apply the 

resources and knowledge learned from each 

module to create projects designed to im-

prove school climate and/or student 

achievement. The goal is for participants to 

work with parents, teachers, and adminis-

trators to carry out their projects the follow-

ing academic year.  

 Graduation. A graduate ceremony 

recognizing the EPLA participants’ comple-

tion of the academy is held at the end of 

each school year. In order to be eligible for 

graduation, participants must attend four 

out of six EPLA modules and create a pro-

ject forged from the knowledge gained from 

their training. The project is uniquely creat-

ed based upon the specific needs of their 

child’s school, with the purpose of strength-

ening school-family connections. Attended 

by participants, principals, superintendents, 

school board members, staff from UA’s 

Center for Community-Based Partnerships, 

and UA faculty and administrators, the 

graduation ceremony acknowledges the par-

ents’ contribution to their schools. During 

the ceremony, graduates have opportunities 

to display summaries of their newly de-

signed projects.  

 

Curriculum  

 Module I: Parents as leaders. In 

order to set the stage for the Academy, the 

first module affirms parents in their role as 

parent-leaders who are capable of making a 

difference in their school communities. In 

addition to learning the NNPS six types of 

involvement, parents identify potential 

strengths and skills that they can use to en-

gage other parents, teachers, and school ad-

ministrators in solution-building discus-

sions to improve their respective school 

communities.  

 Module II: Helping your child 

achieve academic success. This session 

supports participants’ understanding of aca-

demic issues and building a collaborative 

relationship with the school’s principal. 

Parents are introduced to other individuals 

within their child’s school community, out-

side of the principal, who can assist in vari-

ous ways to achieve academic success (i.e., 

school counselor, school psychologist, 

school librarian, etc.). Presentations also 

center around child developmental and cur-

ricula issues, including math, science, and 

literacy.  

 Module III: Supporting your 

child’s school. Parents learn specific 

strategies for increasing parental school in-

volvement and their roles in reinforcing the 

support necessary for schools to be success-

ful. During this module, participants also 

begin developing school projects. A panel 

consisting of guest speakers (past EPLA 

graduates, school principals, PTA/PTO 

leaders, etc.), who have been actively in-

volved in implementing innovative curricu-

lar programs and extracurricular enrich-
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ment, discuss the importance of developing, 

initiating, and sustaining projects.  

 Module IV: School and board of 

education relations. This session is de-

signed to help parents understand compre-

hensively the roles and responsibilities of 

school boards. Panel presenters, a collection 

of administrators and board members from 

most of the participating school districts, 

discuss the basics of school finances, school 

board policies and operations, and strategies 

to work with school board members. Before 

the module, participants design questions to 

pose to the panel.  

 Module V: Safe and healthy 

schools. Guest lecturer s present on child 

behavior management, physical and mental 

health, student wellness, and school disci-

plinary policies. Topics may also include 

bullying and discipline issues, and sharing 

best practices to create a safe and optimal 

school climate. Parents are encouraged to 

discuss learned health and safety practices 

with their children at home, and to also seek 

opportunities to share with their school’s 

administration, teachers, and staff the infor-

mation acquired during this session.  

 Module VI: Supporting connected 

school communities. Par ticipants learn 

about community resources to access in or-

der to support families and schools. Addi-

tionally, parents present their final projects 

to their peers and debrief with facilitators 

regarding their overall experience with the 

EPLA. Parents are encouraged to discuss 

their plans for implementing their projects 

the subsequent school year. Facilitators 

stress the importance of sustainability of 

projects within their child’s school. 

 

Community and School Demographics  

 Tuscaloosa, Alabama, is a city with 

a population of approximately 100,000 peo-

ple (United States Census Bureau, 2010). 

Approximately 53% of residents identify as 

White, non-Hispanic, 42% Black, and 3% 

Hispanic. About 87% have a high school 

degree or higher, and 33% have a bache-

lor’s degree or higher. The median house-

hold income is $38,519, with roughly 26% 

of residents living below the national aver-

age poverty level.  

 The EPLA 2014-2015 graduates 

represented 17 schools from four school 

districts, with the large majority of schools 

residing in the Tuscaloosa City and Tusca-

loosa County districts. Elementary schools 

within these districts mirror the city’s ethnic 

makeup, with 52% of students being of 

White ethnicity, 43% Black ethnicity, 4% 

Hispanic ethnicity, and 3% other (Public 

Schools K-12, 2010). The other two school 

districts, Alabaster City and Lamar County, 

are comprised of 74% and 84% White stu-

dents respectively, 14% Black students for 

each district, and 10% and 2% Hispanic stu-

dents. Eight schools are above the national 

average (48%) of students who are eligible 

for free or reduced lunch, including seven 

schools with 70-95% of students eligible for 

free or reduced lunch (the eighth school has 

63% of students eligible; Public Schools K-

12, 2010). The eight schools below the na-

tional average have between 28-44% of stu-

dents eligible for free or reduced lunch 

(Public Schools K-12, 2010). Among the 16 

represented graduating schools, 10 schools 

receive school-wide Title I funding assis-

tance, and all schools meet criteria of a 

passing school (Alabama State Department 

of Education, 2015).  

 

Research Questions  

 The specific aim of this study was to 

evaluate the EPLA’s effectiveness in in-

creasing school leadership behaviors and 

attitudes toward involving oneself and other 

parents in school initiatives. Thus, we ad-

dressed the following research questions:  

1) Does the EPLA program significantly 

increase participant leadership attitudes 

and behaviors regarding school leader-
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ship and involving other parents in 

school initiatives?    

2) Does the EPLA provide the appropriate 

resources to increase school leadership 

attitudes and behaviors and to involve 

other parents in each participant’s re-

spective school community? 

 

METHOD 

 

Sample and Procedure  

 Although the EPLA program direc-

tors collected individual module and pro-

gram evaluation data since 2007, the 2014-

2015 cohort was the first time that a pre- 

and post-test was administered to assess 

program effectiveness on school leadership 

behaviors and attitudes. Thus, the survey 

sample for the current study included EPLA 

graduates from the 2014-2015 cohort. In 

order to participate in our study, parents 

were required to be eligible for graduation 

from the Academy. This required attending 

four of six monthly meetings facilitated by 

the EPLA during the 2014-2015 school year 

and presenting a school project to improve 

school climate and/or student achievement. 

Thirty-four parents from 17 schools and 

four school districts met EPLA graduation 

requirements. Due to extraneous variables 

such as drop out and parents not attending 

the modules when surveys were distributed, 

only graduates who completed the pre- and 

post-test at the time surveys were distribut-

ed were included in this study. Our sample 

for the current study included 18 identified 

EPLA graduates who completed both pre- 

and post-test data at the time surveys were 

distributed. Additionally, 16 graduates com-

pleted the narrative questionnaire.  

 

Measures 

 All materials and topics covered 

during the modules were intended to in-

crease leadership behaviors and attitudes. 

Materials provided to participants between 

the pre- and post-test surveys were divided 

into six modules consisting of information 

regarding school, family, and community 

partnerships as suggested by the NNPS. 

The six modules included 1) parents as 

leaders, 2) helping your child achieve aca-

demic success, 3) supporting your child’s 

school, 4) school and board of education 

relations, 5) safe and healthy schools, and 

6) supporting connected school communi-

ties. The EPLA sessions were conducted 

over the course of the academic year 

(August–May), with the pre-test given to all 

parents present at the beginning of the first 

module. The post-test was given at the con-

clusion of the sixth module, which was only 

attended by parents eligible for graduation. 

 Surveys. To answer  research 

question number one, EPLA graduates 

completed the parental self-assessment pre-

test survey before the first module and a 

post-test survey after the final module. The 

I get others involved in projects I’d like to implement at my child’s school. 

I talk to other parents about being involved at my child’s school. 

I talk with my child’s teacher and other staff. 

I talk with community members about educational issues. 

I feel comfortable participating in meetings with other parents about school-related issues. 

I would feel comfortable leading meetings with other parents about school-related issues. 

I plan to be involved in a specific school initiative. 

How likely are you to initiate a project in the future? 

Table 1. Items for School Leadership Attitudes and Behaviors Questionnaire  
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scale consisted of eight items that specifi-

cally measured leadership behaviors and 

attitudes regarding their involvement in 

schools and taking a leadership role in in-

viting and involving other parents. Items 

were coded on a Likert scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither agree nor 

disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree). 

Scores were summed to produce a compo-

site score for leadership behaviors and atti-

tudes, with higher scores representing high-

er levels of leadership behavioral expres-

sions and attitudes to be involved and in-

volve others in school-related initiatives 

(see Table 1 for list of items).  

 Narrative responses. To answer  

research question number two, EPLA grad-

uate narrative responses were collected af-

ter the final EPLA session for the following 

questions: 1) In what ways did the EPLA 

provide resources to assist you in involving 

other parents in your school community?; 

2) In what ways did the EPLA provide re-

sources to improve the parent-school rela-

tionship?  

 

Analysis Plan 

 Research question #1. The goal of 

this study was to evaluate differences be-

tween pre-test and post-test on the above 

measures. Mean differences were examined 

using paired samples t-tests, with statistical 

significance set to a two-tailed value of p 

< .05. Cohen’s d and the Common Lan-

guage (CL) effect size were also calculated. 

Cohen’s d signifies the magnitude of the 

effect, in this case, the EPLA intervention. 

According to Cohen (1988), .2 indicates a 

small effect size, .5 a moderate effect size, 

and .8 a large effect size. The CL effect size 

statistic estimates the probability that a ran-

domly selected score from one population 

will be greater than a randomly selected 

score from the other population (McGraw 

& Wong, 1992). Statistical analyses were 

performed using SPSS (IBM, 2010). 

 Research question #2. Narrative 

responses were analyzed through thematic 

analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The first 

author conducted an analysis of each narra-

tive response and developed conceptual la-

bels of thematic contents that emerged from 

the data. The first and second authors then 

independently grouped the conceptual la-

bels. Next, the authors met to discuss cod-

ing and resolved any discrepancies by con-

sulting the narrative response for further 

clarification until a consensus was reached. 

 

RESULTS 

 

Quantitative Analysis  

 Thirty-four parents graduated from 

the EPLA in 2015. Demographics of all 

graduates included 22 females and three 

males, with 19 parents reporting a Cauca-

sian ethnicity, five reporting a Black ethnic-

ity, and one a multi-racial ethnicity. Five 

participants held a high-school diploma, 

three attended some college, and 13 re-

ceived an undergraduate degree, three a 

master’s degree, and one a doctoral degree. 

One graduate was between 20-29 years old, 

13 graduates were between 30-39 years old, 

and 11 between 40-49 years old.  

 From the 2015 graduating class, a 

total of 18 individuals completed pre- and 

post-test surveys. Participants for the cur-

rent study included 17 females and one 

male. Three parents reported a Black eth-

nicity, 14 a Caucasian ethnicity, and one a 

multi-racial ethnicity. Of the 18 respond-

ents, two held a high school diploma, 13 an 

undergraduate college degree, and three a 

master’s degree. Ten graduates were be-

tween 30-39 years old and eight between 40

-49 years old.  

 As expected, paired samples t-tests 

revealed that EPLA participants significant-

ly increased in their parental self-

assessment in their leadership behaviors 

and attitudes over time. Mean post-test was 
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higher (M = 31.36, SD = 3.30) than Mean 

pre-test (M = 29.82, SD = 3.25), t (17) = 

2.34, p < .05, 95% CI (.15, 2.92). The effect 

size of the EPLA intervention was moderate 

(d = .55). The CL effect size was .71, indi-

cating that after controlling for individual 

differences, the likelihood that a person 

scores higher on Mean post-test than Mean 

pre-test is 71% (see Table 2 for summary of 

t-test results).  

 T-tests were also conducted and ef-

fect sizes calculated for each individual 

question. Results revealed that the only sig-

nificant mean difference occurred with the 

item: “I get others involved in projects I’d 

like to implement at my child’s school.” 

Mean 

pre-

test 

SD         

pre-

test 

Mean 

post-

test 

SD    

post-

test 

Mean 

difference 

t-

value 

95% CI P value Cohen’s 

d 

CL                    

effect 

size 

29.82 3.25 31.36 3.30 1.54 2.35 .158-2.92 .03 .55 .71 

Table 2. T -test Results on Responses of School Leadership and Attitudes  

Question Mean 

pre-

test 

SD         

pre-

test 

Mean 

post-

test 

SD          

post-

test 

Mean 

differ-

ence 

t-

val-

ue 

95% CI Cohen’s 

d 

CL                    

effect 

size 

I get others in-

volved in projects 

I’d like to imple-

ment at my child’s 

school. 

2.82 .62 3.44 .92 .62 3.36

** 

.23-1.01 1.18 .88 

I talk to other par-

ents about being 

involved at my 

child’s school. 

3.78 .65 3.89 1.02 .11 .56 .44-.55 .14 .55 

I talk with my 

child’s teacher and 

other staff. 

4.61 .61 4.65 .48 .04 .24 .29-.36 .08 .53 

I talk with commu-

nity members about 

educational issues. 

3.00 .84 3.24 1.11 .24 .76 .41-.89 .28 .61 

I feel comfortable 

participating in 

meetings with other 

parents about 

school-related is-

sues. 

4.39 .50 4.53 .50 .14 .87 .20-.48 .33 .63 

I would feel com-

fortable leading 

meetings with other 

parents about 

school-related is-

sues. 

3.72 .89 3.94 1.10 .22 1.28 .14-.58 .25 .60 

I plan to be in-

volved in a specific 

school initiative. 

3.83 .92 3.94 .94 .11 .48 .37-.58 .14 .56 

How likely are you 

to initiate a project 

in the future? 

3.67 .69 3.73 .80 .07 .24 .51-.65 .09 .54 

Table 3. Individual Question T -test Results on Responses of School Leadership and Attitudes  
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Mean post-test was higher (M = 3.44, SD 

= .92) than Mean pre-test (M = 2.82, SD 

= .62), t(17) = 3.36, p < .01, 95% CI (.23, 

1.01). The effect size of this question was 

large (d = 1.18) and the CL effect size 

was .88. As social scientists point out, re-

porting the strength of the relationship, or 

effect size, may be a more robust indicator 

of rejecting the null hypothesis and deter-

mining the practical importance of an inter-

vention effect (e.g., Ferguson, 2009; Fritz, 

Morris, & Richler, 2012; Vacha-Haase & 

Thompson, 2004). Most items had a small 

to moderate effect size. Items with the 

smallest effect sizes included the questions 

“I talk with my child’s teacher and other 

staff” (d = .08), and “How likely are you to 

initiate a project in the future?” (d = .09).  

 

Qualitative Analysis  

 Sixteen graduates completed the 

narrative response questionnaire. Thematic 

analysis revealed three categories: (1) re-

sponses suggesting increases in knowledge 

and awareness of resources to assist in in-

volving parents; (2) responses suggesting 

growth in attitudes and behaviors to involve 

other parents; (3) responses suggesting 

knowledge enhancement of school adminis-

trative functioning (see Table 3 for sum-

mary of narrative responses).  

 Knowledge and awareness of re-

sources to involve parents. One of the 

EPLA’s primary purposes is to assist partic-

ipants in involving other parents at their 

respective schools. Narrative responses 

showed that the modules provided valuable 

resources to increase involvement and cre-

ate a positive school environment. For ex-

ample, one graduate stated, “The [EPLA] 

classes were full of handouts, email links, 

and contacts which are all beneficial to cre-

ating a positive school environment.” Other 

responses confirmed that the EPLA sup-

plied various resources to involve parents: 

“Discussions and presentations that gave 

examples of the different activities that each 

school used to involve their parents,” and 

“The different presenters gave ideas and 

examples about the many resources that we 

have to involve the parents.”  

 Leadership attitudes and behav-

iors. Graduates suggested growth in 

school leadership during their time in the 

program. Narrative responses revealed that 

the EPLA helped participants gain more 

confidence to assume a school leadership 

role. One graduate wrote, “I gained confi-

dence to talk to other parents about educa-

tion issues.” Another participant expressed: 

I gained more knowledge through 

the sessions, which has empowered 

me to share with other parents. The 

importance of engaging with our 

kids, being involved in their educa-

tional process, building a relation-

ship with their “secondary” educa-

tors, and within the school commu-

nity, attend school board meetings, 

and learn as much as possible.  

 EPLA participants also described 

that networking with other parent leaders 

and speakers provided opportunities to 

learn programs that other schools imple-

mented. Learning the methods for installing 

these programs was important for potential-

ly carrying out similar programs at their 

own schools. For example, parents ex-

plained that the EPLA presented “many 

speakers who brought in valuable infor-

mation and resources that I can share with 

the other parents in my school community,” 

and “opportunities to speak with parents 

and to see what other schools are doing. I 

am able to take ideas back to my school and 

use.” 

 Knowledge of school functioning. 

EPLA presented information on school sys-

tem functioning on an administrative level. 

Participants commented that the modules 

provided “knowledge of knowing how 

things work in our school system,” and 
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“information on school programs and State 

regulations that most parents do not know 

about.” 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 Researchers have clearly demon-

strated the importance of the relationship 

among school-family-community engage-

ment and school and child outcomes. The 

current study explored the effectiveness of 

the Elementary Parent Leadership Academy 

as one model of parent leadership training. 

The purpose of the EPLA is to increase ele-

mentary school student achievement 

through parent involvement, build strong 

school communities, educate parents on 

various education issues impacting their 

schools, and provide access to additional 

community resources to benefit school 

communities. Parent leaders, school stake-

holders and administrators, and representa-

tives from The University of Alabama guid-

ed the development of the EPLA compo-

nents in order to address the growing need 

of enhancing school climate and increasing 

academic outcomes through increasing pa-

rental involvement. This study relied on 

school, community, and university re-

sources by recruiting parent participants, 

facilitators, and presenters for each training 

session. Each month, the aforementioned 

stakeholders convened in supportive dia-

logue on enhancing school climate and 

child outcomes through increased parent 

involvement.  

 Pre- and post-test survey responses 

suggested that EPLA participants experi-

enced significant changes over time. From 

the first EPLA module to graduation, par-

ticipants’ behavior and attitudes on being 

parent leaders in their school significantly 

improved. Narrative responses also gave 

insight into the increases in leadership atti-

tudes and behaviors. Specifically, the 

EPLA’s structure provides participants with 

the knowledge and resources to involve oth-

er parents. Involvement in the program may 

increase confidence, thus leading to an atti-

tudinal and behavioral shift to become 

school leaders and involve other parents in 

projects that enhance their school commu-

nities. Through gaining knowledge of 

school system functioning, participants may 

also be able to communicate with other par-

ents on how to effectively navigate the 

school system in order to raise concerns and 

implement school initiatives. Future EPLA 

qualitative research should focus on how 

each category of narrative response (i.e., 

knowledge and awareness of resources to 

involve parents; leadership attitudes and 

behaviors; knowledge of school function-

ing) increases confidence to become parent 

leaders and involve other parents in their 

school communities.  

 Examination of individual item ef-

fect sizes provides robust information re-

garding the strength and growth areas of the 

EPLA. Results reveal that the EPLA pro-

vides an avenue for participants to involve 

other parents in implementing projects at 

their school. These results demonstrate that 

the EPLA is meeting the primary goals of 

involving other parents to potentially im-

prove student outcomes and their school 

communities. Although the effect sizes are 

small to moderate, the EPLA allows partici-

pants to be more comfortable participating 

in meetings with other parents about school

-related issues, and more comfortable lead-

ing meetings with other parents about 

school-related issues.  

 Data also revealed several possible 

growth areas that may need to be addressed 

in order to improve participant leadership 

behaviors and attitudes. Even though gradu-

ates are expected to implement their pro-

jects the following school year, helping par-

ents initiate and sustain a future project ap-

pears to be the greatest need. The leadership 
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and staff should assess the most optimal 

methods to assist parents in establishing 

their projects. In order to assess EPLA lon-

gitudinal effectiveness on school leadership 

behaviors and attitudes, it would also be 

beneficial to follow up with graduates in 

subsequent years. Based on mean post-test 

results, the second growth area may include 

helping parents talk with community mem-

bers about their educational issues. Module 

IV and VI provide strategies and avenues to 

speak with community leaders and school 

board members; however, it would be im-

portant to assess specific improvements re-

garding these modules.  

 T-test results on the items regarding 

talking with other parents about being in-

volved at the child’s school, talking with 

child’s staff, and planning to be involved in 

a specific school initiative may be a reflec-

tion of the sample. EPLA participants are 

nominated by their school principals based 

on the parents’ leadership ability and cur-

rent school involvement. Thus, small effect 

sizes on most individual items may be due 

to participant school involvement prior to 

entering the EPLA. Based on their educa-

tion levels, the majority of the sample are 

likely middle to upper class. While it is ex-

pected that this demographic is involved 

with their child’s schooling, the EPLA 

should explore ways to include a more di-

verse participant pool in regard to ethnicity, 

marital status, and socio-economic status 

(SES). Additionally, the EPLA should in-

clude parents who are willing to be in-

volved in the EPLA program but who are 

not already a visible leader in their school 

community. In order to benefit the most at-

risk and lower SES schools, the EPLA 

should also be intentional about involving 

more parents from Title I schools.  

 With the number of Hispanic chil-

dren almost tripling in Tuscaloosa 

(VOICES for Alabama’s Children’s, 2014), 

many Hispanic parents were not able to par-

ticipate in the EPLA due to language barri-

ers. Thus, the EPLA leadership decided to 

create an Academy dedicated to this grow-

ing population. During the 2014-2015 aca-

demic year, the Hispanic Parent Leadership 

Academy (HPLA) was developed as a 

Spanish-speaking training leadership pro-

gram. Adopting  the same core values, 

structure, and expected outcomes as the 

EPLA, the HPLA provides culturally at-

tuned sessions to assist Hispanic parents to 

support their child’s school.  

 There are a number of limitations of 

this study. First, not all graduates completed 

the pre- and post-test surveys. Second, 

while there were significant mean differ-

ences with the average responses of the 

eight items, individual item t-test results 

revealed only one significant mean differ-

ence between pre- and post-tests, with ef-

fect sizes ranging from small to large. This 

could be a product of the sample, as most 

parents were already involved with the 

school before participating in the EPLA. 

Future studies should focus on inviting a 

more diverse group of participants in regard 

to school involvement, as well as ensuring 

that all graduates complete the pre- and post

-surveys. Similarly, the composition of the 

sample population was homogeneous in 

nature. The majority of subjects were 

White, non-Hispanic with a least an under-

graduate college degree. The sampling limi-

tation is a threat to the application of the 

results to dissimilar locations and popula-

tions. Fourth, participants completed a pre-

viously untested instrument for measuring 

leadership attitudes and behaviors. Self-

administered questionnaires also do not 

measure the effect of the intervention on 

actual leadership attitudes and behaviors. 

Another limitation was the absence of a no-

treatment control group. A control group 

would provide an examination of alterna-

tive explanations of change over time. In 

effectiveness research, as was the case in 
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this study, it is difficult to recruit a control 

group. However, subsequent studies should 

explore the impact of the program by using 

an experimental research design with a con-

trol group. Finally, since the results were 

measured after the last session, the sustaina-

bility of improvements remains unknown. 

Future studies should measure the longitu-

dinal impact of the Elementary Parent 

Leadership Academy by measuring partici-

pants’ leadership attitudes and behaviors 

during the school year following their 

EPLA graduation. It would also be benefi-

cial to measure the effectiveness and impact 

of the participant school projects on student 

outcomes.  

 Despite these limitations, results 

showed that the Elementary Parent Leader-

ship Academy increased participant school 

leadership behaviors and attitudes. Future 

research should measure the effectiveness 

of this innovative program using validated 

measures with a more heterogeneous sam-

ple. Future studies should also explore the 

conceptual shift on participants’ willingness 

and motivation to become parent school 

leaders, install projects to benefit their re-

spective school communities, and involve 

other parents to implement projects. Final-

ly, future research should measure the 

school-level impact of the EPLA. For ex-

ample, researchers can examine how each 

proposed project influences parental in-

volvement, school climate, and student 

achievement.  

 School-family-community partner-

ships are viewed as “essential to quality 

public education and success” (National 

Education Association, 2011, p. 11). Such 

authentic and trusting collaborations are 

vital for ensuring the success of all students 

and creating thriving school communities 

(e.g., Auerbach, 2010; Epstein, 2011). 

Building successful alliances are predicated 

on community organizations sharing re-

sponsibility for student success. Motivated 

by this belief, The University of Alabama 

initiated the Elementary Parent Leadership 

Academy. The university, school districts, 

and parent participants continue to inten-

tionally facilitate this partnership with the 

common goal of building strong school 

communities through fostering parental 

school involvement, strengthening school 

climates, and enhancing student outcomes. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 Higher education institutions and 

faculty are continuing to infuse their curric-

ulums with more classroom activities that 

engage students in civic projects (Lake, 

Winterbottom, Ethridge, & Kelly, 2015; 

Maloyed, 2016). Students who engage in 

service-learning projects are believed to 

gain positive experiences that are difficult 

to replicate in a standard classroom setting 

(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; 2002). Indeed, 

researchers find that these service-learning 

activities tend to foster many positive quali-

ties and outcomes for students, instructors, 

and academic institutions as a whole 

(Hwang, Wang, Tu, Chen, & Chang, 2014; 

Roodin, Brown, & Shedlock, 2013; Wang, 

2013).  

 Assessment of the short- and long-

term effects of service learning on student 

outcomes is a critical component of service 

learning projects (Roodin et al., 2013) and a 

variety of measures have been used to eval-

uate community-based learning experienc-

es. Although existing measures have several 

positive qualities, no measure could be lo-

cated that is (1) brief, (2) theoretically 

grounded, (3) psychometrically sound, and 

(4) empirically validated, all of which are 

features that are necessary to facilitate rig-

orous evaluation (Stukas, Clary, & Snyder, 

1999). Some community service attitudes 

measures do have theoretical grounding, 

drawing on varied theories such as Ban-

dura’s social learning theory and principle 

of reciprocal determinism (e.g., Self-

Efficacy towards Service Motivation for 

ABSTRACT 

 

The current study presents a brief-version of an existing Community-Service Attitudes Scale 

(CSAS; Shiarella, McCarthy, & Tucker, 2000) that is theoretically grounded, psychometrically 

sound, and empirically validated. Students (n = 544) participating in courses that required a ser-

vice-learning component were administered the original CSAS and validation measures. An 

exploratory factor analysis suggested an eight-factor, 24-item solution with simple structure and 

good fit indices; a confirmatory factor analysis suggested good model fit, good internal con-

sistency, and construct validity. The CSAS-Brief is an important tool that could help facilitate 

research studies and experiences related to community engagement in higher education.  

  

 Keywords: exploratory factor analysis, confirmatory factor analysis, community-based 

 learning, service learning, university students 

Measuring College Students’ Community Service Attitudes Val-
idly and Efficiently: Development of a Short Version of the 

Community Service Attitudes Scale  

Jody S. Nicholson, Heather Barnes Truelove , and Jennifer M. Barton 

University of North Florida  

Robert G. Moulder 

University of Virginia 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 4 

19 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Civic Participation; Weber, Weber, Sleeper, 

& Schneider, 2004; Community Service 

Self-efficacy Scale; Reeb, Katsuyama, 

Sammon, & Yoder, 1998), service-learning 

models and theories of moral development 

(e.g., Scale of Service Learning Involve-

ment; Olney & Grande, 1995), Dewey’s 

philosophy of learning (e.g., Webster & 

Worrell, 2003), and Schwartz’s Model of 

Altruistic Behavior (e.g., Shiarella, McCar-

thy, & Tucker, 2000).  

 Additionally, only a portion of these 

measures have been developed using a psy-

chometric approach that included principal 

components analyses (PCA), reliability as-

sessment, or validation against other 

measures (e.g., Community Service Atti-

tude Scale, Shiarella et al., 2000; Volunteer 

Functions Inventory, Clary, et al., 1998; 

Gallini & Moely, 2003). At least one meas-

ure, the Personal and Social Responsibility 

Inventory (PSRI; see http://

www.psri.hs.iastate.edu/) was developed 

using an exploratory factor analysis (EFA), 

but the scale is quite long (i.e., 64 items) 

and does not present the theoretical ground-

ing on which it was based. Overall, no 

measure could be located that was con-

structed using an EFA that 1) included a 

reliability assessment, 2) was validated, 3) 

had a sound theoretical foundation, and 4) 

was a length that is easily administered. To 

accomplish these four requirements for a 

strong measure of service learning, an exist-

ing measure with good theoretical ground-

ing and decent previous evidence of relia-

bility and validity was chosen to develop 

into a brief measure, the Community Ser-

vice Attitudes Scale (CSAS; Shiarella et al., 

2000). 

 

Community-Service Attitudes Scale 

 The 46-item Community Service 

Attitudes Scale (CSAS) was created as a 

measure of college students’ attitudes to-

ward community-based learning activities 

15 years ago (Shiarella et al., 2000). The 

CSAS was based, theoretically, on 

Schwartz’s model of altruistic behavior, 

which could explain crucial steps needed 

for an individual to become regularly active 

in community service (Schwartz, 1977; 

Schwartz & Howard, 1982, 1984). In the 

first step of this four-phase model, activa-

tion, individuals become aware of both the 

needs of others in their community and of 

their own responsibility to help (Schwartz, 

1977; Figure 1). In the obligation phase, 

individual personal norms prompt them to 

consider taking action (Schwartz, 1977). In 

the next phase, defense, individuals consid-

er personal costs of volunteering as well as 

personal and societal benefits of community 

service, and reassess the situation by re-

evaluating the seriousness of the problem 

and their responsibility and perceived 

norms to help (Schwartz, 1977). Finally, in 

the response phase, individuals decide 

whether or not to engage in community ser-

vice (Schwartz, 1977).   

 Shiarella and colleagues (2000) de-

vised items to map on to each of these four 

phases, which they tested on a university 

sample (n = 769). Using PCA, the final 

measure was proposed to be made of eight 

components of student community service 

engagement attitudes (see supplementary 

Table 1 for list of all items in CSAS-

Original): (1) normative helping behaviors 

(NOR), (2) students’ feelings of connected-

ness to society (CON), (3) perceived costs 

(COS), (4) awareness of community need 

(AWA), (5) student intentions (INT), (6) 

perceived benefits (BEN), (7) seriousness 

(SER), and (8) perceived career benefits 

(CAR). These eight factors accounted for 

65% of item variance in their sample, but 

the items did not achieve simple structure 

(i.e., small cross-loadings on secondary fac-

tors; Thurstone, 1947) and because a PCA, 

and not the preferred method of EFA, was 

used, it is unclear how well the model fit 
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the data (Shiarella et al., 2000). In terms of 

theory, the items loaded relatively closely 

to what was hypothesized by Schwartz 

(1977), but the CSAS items loaded onto 

eight components instead of the 10 suggest-

ed by Schwartz, and one of the components 

included items from two of Schwartz’s 

phases. Finally, Shiarella et al. (2000) 

found the original CSAS to show good in-

ternal consistency with Cronbach’s alphas 

between 0.72 and 0.93 for the eight sub-

scales and 0.92 for the overall scale as well 

as good construct validity and content va-

lidity (Perry et al., 2014; Shiarella et al., 

2000). This suggests that the CSAS items 

within the factors are good measures of 

what they intend to measure, and are con-

sistent in their measurement of the eight 

subscales. 

 The CSAS is worthy of additional 

examination and development because it 

has been widely used in both predicting in-

tention to engage in community service 

(e.g., Cooper, Cripps, & Reisman, 2013; 

Downey, 2013; Hellman Hoppes, & El-

lison, 2006; Penick, Fallshore, & Spencer, 

2014; Simmer-Beck et al., 2013) and in ex-

amining differences in scores between 

groups (Bauer, Moskal, Gosink, Lucena, & 

Munoz, 2007; Hoppes & Hellman, 2007; 

Perry, Osbaldiston, & Henning, 2014). 

However, studies that have used the CSAS 

and its eight subscales in predicting out-

comes have produced mixed findings. Some 

researchers have demonstrated support for 

their hypotheses regarding the CSAS 

(Cooper, Cripps, & Reisman, 2013). Other 

researchers’ hypotheses regarding the 

CSAS appear to either be wholly unsup-

ported or show significant results only for 

select subscales (Downey, 2013; Hellman 

Hoppes, & Ellison, 2006; Penick, Fallshore, 

& Spencer, 2014; Simmer-Beck et al., 

2013). These mixed findings could be due 

to the way in which the original CSAS was 

devised, which may be causing unintention-

al measurement error and type II errors 

(Carroll, Ruppert, Stefanski, & Crainiceanu, 

2006). In this manner, researchers who have 

used this scale may have failed to detect 

true relations between their service-learning 

experiences and student outcomes due to 

aspects of the measure that were ineffec-

tively assessing the student’s community-

service attitudes. 

 The current study aimed to improve 

the psychometric properties of the CSAS 

based on advances in scale development 

techniques since the original scale was pub-

lished (see supplementary material outlin-

ing technical aspects of psychometric im-

provements), reduce the number of items to 

aid in ease of administration, and better 

match Schwartz’s (1977) theory of altruism 

using exploratory and confirmatory factor 

analyses. Furthermore, the revised measure 

was examined for validity by comparing it 

to measures of personality, empathy, expe-

riential learning, and academic motivation. 

Finally, students were compared on their 

responses to the CSAS based on demo-

graphic characteristics and reported previ-

ous experience with service-learning pro-

jects. 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants 

 Participants were 544 (438 women, 

104 men, 2 not identified) undergraduates 

from a large southeast university who were 

enrolled in introductory psychology courses 

(43% Social Psychology; 38% Lifespan De-

velopment; 19% Not identified) that incor-

porated a service-learning assignment. Par-

ticipants were collected over three semes-

ters from 2013-2014. Participants’ ages 

ranged from 18 to 72 (M = 22.25, SD = 

5.39). Varying ethnicities were reported: 

69% (n = 376) Caucasian/White, 10% (n = 

54) African-American/Black, 7% (n = 36) 

Hispanic/Latino, 5% (n = 26) Asian-
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American/Asian, 5% (n = 28) Multi-

ethnicities, 3% (n = 18) Other, and 1% (n = 

6) unidentified. 

 

Procedure 

 All participants completed the 

CSAS (Shiarella et al., 2000) as part of a 

larger survey assessing student develop-

ment during community-based learning ac-

tivities. Participants agreed to an electroni-

cally presented informed consent form and 

completed the survey via a link to an online 

survey system at the beginning and end of 

the semester; baseline assessments were 

only included in the current study. Surveys 

took between 15-20 minutes to complete. 

Participants were compensated for their 

time with a nominal extra credit incentive 

worth approximately 1% of their total 

grade. All research was approved by the 

University IRB. 

 

Measures 

 Community Service Attitudes 

Scale (CSAS). Students completed the 46 

item CSAS using a 1 (strongly disagree / 

extremely unlikely) to 7 (strongly agree / 

extremely likely) Likert-scale (see supple-

mentary Table 1). All eight subscales were 

included: normative helping attitudes, con-

nectedness, costs, awareness, intentions, 

benefits, seriousness, and career benefits. 

Items related to “costs” of community ser-

vice were reverse-scored (six items) so 

higher scores reflected perception of less 

personal cost. A total score is achieved by 

averaging all items into a single score; sub-

scales scores are achieved by averaging 

each of the eight subscales individually. 

Higher scores are indicative of more favora-

ble attitudes toward community service.  

 Big Five Inventory. Par ticipants 

completed the Big Five Inventory (John, 

Donahue, & Kentle, 1991) at the start of the 

semester to measure personality characteris-

tics. The self-report measure includes 44 

items using a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 

(strongly agree) Likert scale and measures 

five subscales: openness, conscientiousness, 

agreeableness, extraversion, and neuroti-

cism. There were 16 reverse-scored items 

and a total score is achieved by averaging 

each of the five subscales. Internal consist-

encies for the subscales ranged from 0.75 to 

0.86.  

 Empathy Assessment Index (EAI). 

Participants completed the EAI (Lietz, 

Gerdes, Sun, Geiger, Wagaman, & Segal, 

2011) at the start and end of the semester to 

assess changes in their level of empathetic 

understanding. The self-report measure in-

cludes 17 items using a 1 (never) to 6 

(always) Likert scale and measures five 

subscales: affective response, emotion regu-

lation, perspective taking, self-other aware-

ness, and empathetic attitudes. The total 

score was utilized in the current student, 

which was achieved by averaging all items 

into a single score where higher scores indi-

cate higher levels of empathy. The internal 

consistency of the entire scale was 0.82. 

 Academic Motivation Scale 

(AMS). Par ticipants completed the AMS 

(Vallerand et al., 1992) at the start of the 

semester to assess their motivation to suc-

ceed academically. The self-report measure 

includes 28 items using a 1 (not at all) to 7 

(exactly) Likert scale and measures seven 

areas related to motivation (i.e., intrinsic 

motivation, identified regulation, introject-

ed regulation, external regulation, amotiva-

tion). The total score was utilized for the 

current student, which was achieved by av-

eraging all items into a single score. Higher 

scores indicate high levels of motivation 

toward education. The internal consistency 

of the entire scale was 0.90.  

 

RESULTS 

 

 Data were collected across three se-

mesters and the dataset was randomly split 
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in two using SPSS (SPSS, version 19) to 

allow for two analyses. On the first half of 

the sample, we conducted an EFA (n = 

271). On the second half, we performed a 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to con-

firm the factor structure that was suggested 

from the EFA (n = 273). The sample size 

and ratio of number of participants to num-

ber of variables was similar to existing rec-

ommendations (Cattell, 1978; MacCallum, 

1999; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Mplus 

with maximum likelihood estimator and 

Geomin rotation was used for both the EFA 

and CFA; the oblique Geomin rotation was 

chosen to allow for correlated factors 

(Muthén & Muthén, 2010) because Shiarel-

la et al.’s (2000) analysis on the CSAS-

Original showed that the individual sub-

scales derived from the original eight com-

ponents correlated quite highly with one 

another (See Table 4 in Shiarella et al., 

2000).  

 

Exploratory Factor Analysis 

 First, we ran an EFA designed to 

request between five and nine factors, as 

there was theoretical and statistical justifi-

cation for factors within this range 

(Preacher, Zhang, & Mels, 2013). The final 

eight-factor solution shows a reasonable fit 

to data and was the best-fitting model as 

compared to the other factor models (for 

specific model fit values see Table 2 in sup-

plementary materials). To reduce the num-

ber of items, all items were dropped that 

had a primary factor loading of less than .7 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). We also re-

moved any items that did not primarily load 

on Shiarella et al.’s (2000) hypothesized 

factors corresponding to Schwartz’s (1977) 

theory. The resulting eight-factor solution 

was reduced to 24 items, with between two 

and five items loading on each factor and 

the model having simple structure (defined 

in the current study as having no cross-

loadings greater than .2).  

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

 Once we had created a brief version 

of the CSAS using EFA, we conducted a 

CFA on the 24-item CSAS-Brief using the 

second sample to confirm that the items 

loaded consistently on the hypothesized 

factors. The model was a good fit to the da-

ta (for specific model fit values see Table 2 

in supplementary materials), and the items 

loaded as expected on the corresponding 

factors. All items loaded at .68 or above 

(Table 1). Factors correlated in magnitude 

between .02 to .58, with more than half of 

the factor correlations being above .3, justi-

fying the Geomin rotation allowing for cor-

related factors (see Table 3 in supplemen-

tary materials). Reliability analyses were 

run for the subscales. All subscales demon-

strated good reliability: αAWA = .96, 

αNOR = .94, αCON = .93, αRE-EFF = .92, 

αSER = .83, αCOS = .88, αBEN = .84, and 

αINT = .95.  

 

Theoretical Improvements of CSAS-

Brief Scale 
 The resulting CSAS-Brief scale 

demonstrates better theoretical match with 

Schwartz’s model (see Table 1). For the 

Activation phase, all three factors for the 

CSAS-Brief had consistent match across 

the CSAS-Original (Shiarella et al., 2000) 

and Schwartz’s model. For the Obligation 

phase, three items consistently matched the 

CSAS-Original and Schwartz’s model, but 

to eliminate confusion with the normative 

helping behavior (NOR) items, the factor 

was more appropriately named Response 

Efficacy. For the Defense phase, serious-

ness and cost were consistent with the 

CSAS-Original and Schwartz’s model, and 

were condensed to three and five items, re-

spectively. Perceived benefits and per-

ceived career benefits were collapsed into 

one factor which retained one item outlin-

ing career benefits; these items were con-

sistent with the CSAS-Original and theoret-
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ical model. Finally, the Response phase 

consisted of students’ intentions toward civ-

ic engagement, which was comprised of 

two items consistent with the CSAS-

Original and theoretical model. The majori-

ty of items that were cut during item reduc-

tion in the EFA did not load highly onto 

any factors and demonstrated a mismatch 

between the CSAS-Original and Schwartz’s 

theoretical model (see Table 1 of supple-

mentary materials to see specific items). 

 

Validity Check of CSAS-Brief Scale 

 The CSAS-Brief scale is useful to 

the extent that it is related to, but distinct 

from, existing measures of similar con-

structs. Table 2 presents a correlation ma-

trix between the full-scale and subscales of 

the CSAS-Brief and measures of empathy, 

academic motivation, and personality. 

Overall, the CSAS-Brief total score corre-

lated positively with openness, extraver-

sion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, em-

pathy, and academic motivation, and nega-

tively with neuroticism, though all correla-

tions were small to moderate. The CSAS-

Brief factors correlated as expected with the 

personality traits, academic motivation, and 

empathy, though awareness did not corre-

late highly with the personality traits and 

neuroticism did not correlate consistently 

with the CSAS-Brief factors.  

 In order to examine demographic 

differences on the CSAS-Brief and the eight 

subscales, we ran ANOVAs and t-tests on 

gender and ethnicity (Table 3). First, there 

was significant evidence that CSAS-Brief 

scores differ based on gender, F (2, 541) = 

8.48, p < .001; women (M = 5.41, SD 

= .67) tend to score higher on the CSAS-

Brief compared to men (M = 5.11, SD 

= .74). Moreover, women scored signifi-

cantly higher than men on all subscales (p’s 

< .05) except for Awareness, Response Ef-

ficacy, and Costs (p’s > .05). Second, when 

examining whether the CSAS-Brief scores 

differed based on ethnicity, we found that 

Caucasian participants perceived less costs 

than non-Caucasian participants, t (537) = 

3.46, p = .001, and viewed the problem as 

less serious than non-Caucasian partici-

pants, t (537) = 2.29, p = .022.  

    Gender Ethnicity 

Scale/Subscale Women Men Caucasian Non-Caucasian 

CSAS-Brief 5.41 (.67) 5.12 (.74) 5.32 (.66) 5.44 (.75) 

Awareness 6.33 (1.08) 6.06 (1.18) 6.33 (.93) 6.17 (1.41) 

Norms 6.38 (.77) 6.09 (.92) 6.29 (.80) 6.39 ( .83) 

Response Efficacy 5.80 (.93) 5.60 (1.06) 5.74 (.91) 5.83 (1.06) 

Connectedness 5.67 (1.12) 5.22 (1.37) 5.59 (1.10) 5.56 (1.34) 

Costs 3.51 (1.43) 3.51 (1.38) 3.36 (1.29) 3.84 (1.61) 

Benefits 6.23 (.71) 5.75 (1.05) 6.11 (.78) 6.19 (.86) 

Seriousness 5.11 (1.13) 4.56 (1.17) 4.92 (1.14) 5.17 (1.18) 

Intention 5.71 (1.30) 5.12 (1.54) 5.64 (1.33) 5.49 (1.43) 

Table 3. CSAS-Brief scores by demographics.  
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DISCUSSION 

 

 The CSAS-Brief has potential as an 

important tool for student assessment in ser-

vice learning, as it is theoretically based, 

demonstrates good psychometric properties 

(i.e., reliability and validity), and is a length 

that is feasible for quick assessment. It 

maintains many of the positive attributes of 

the original measure (Shiarella et al., 2000), 

such as demonstrating factors that are theo-

retically reflective of Schwartz’s (1977) 

Model of Altruism, but has both theoretical 

and psychometric improvements.  

 The psychometric improvements 

include implementation of a more appropri-

ate EFA, instead of PCA. Besides the 

CSAS-Original (Shiarella et al., 2000), oth-

er respected measures of community learn-

ing have examined factor structure using 

PCA (Gallini & Moely, 2003; Moely, Mer-

cer, Ilustre, Miron, & McFarland, 2002). 

With advancements in understanding of 

scale development, it is now more com-

monly accepted that an EFA is a more ap-

propriate approach. Moreover, the CSAS-

Brief achieved simple structure, had good 

model fit, and had higher reliability scores 

for subscales (CSAS-Brief: α = 0.83 - 0.96; 

CSAS-Original: α = 0.72 - 0.93).  

 Although the results of our EFA had 

the same number of underlying factors as 

Shiarella et al.’s (2000) PCA, there was an 

improvement in how these factors mapped 

onto Schwartz’s theory. Shiarella et al.’s 

(2000) largest factor with 11 items, Norma-

tive Helping Attitudes, was loaded onto 

both the first and second phases in 

Schwartz’s model. The CSAS-Brief por-

tioned these items into separate factors; Re-

sponse efficacy provided a “recognition of 

one’s own ability to provide relief” from 

the activation phase (first phase) while 

norms represented an “activation of preex-

isting or situationally constructed personal 

norms” under the obligation phase (second 

phase; Schwartz, 1977, p. 241). While Shi-

arella et al.’s (2000) CSAS-Original had 

separate factors for Benefits and Career 

Benefits, the CSAS-Brief was composed of 

a combined Benefits factor. Consistent with 

the CSAS-Original, Schwartz’s Action fac-

tor was not evident in the items, and the 

item originally designed to measure this 

factor loaded highly in our analysis on the 

norms subscale. 

 The CSAS-Brief was correlated 

with all validation measures with agreeable-

ness and empathy being most strongly relat-

ed to community-service attitudes. Those 

scoring higher on expected personality 

characteristics, such as those open to new 

experiences, more extraverted, agreeable, 

conscientious, and less neurotic, expressed 

more favorable attitudes toward community 

service, in general. The magnitude of these 

associations was less when personality was 

examined across the phases and factors. 

The direction and magnitude of the correla-

tions fit relatively well with previous re-

search showing the relationship between 

personality traits and volunteerism (Carlo, 

Okun, Knight, & de Guzmsan, 2005). A 

similar association between academic moti-

vation and community-service attitudes was 

found; the CSAS-Brief total score was 

moderately associated with higher internal 

and external academic motivation, though 

the phases and factors had lower correla-

tions with the CSAS. Empathy was the 

most strongly related to community-service 

attitudes in magnitude, which further under-

scores its importance for this area.  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 While the CSAS-Brief provides an 

improvement of the existing literature for 

measuring student attitudes toward service 

learning, the measure’s potential needs to 

be further validated by being able to 

demonstrate change in response to an inter-

vention (Anastasi & Urbina, 1997; 
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Cronbach & Meehl, 1955), as was accom-

plished using the CSAS-Original (see 

Cooper, Cripps, & Reisman, 2013; 

Downey, 2013; Williams & Sparks, 2011) 

and in quasi-experimental designs where 

community-based groups are compared to a 

comparison group (see Markus, Howard, & 

King, 1993; Reeb et al., 1998; Weber et al., 

2004). Furthermore, some phases and fac-

tors could demonstrate improved psycho-

metric properties with the addition or alter-

nation of items, though the current study 

only examined items initially proposed in 

the CSAS-Original. For example, neither 

the CSAS-Original (Shiarella et al., 2000) 

nor CSAS-Brief addressed Schwartz’s ac-

tion factor, the idea that students perceive 

there are actions that could help. All of the 

items hypothesized to capture the action 

component loaded on the norm factor in our 

EFA. Future research should attempt to sep-

arate the norm and action constructs with 

additional items to capture Schwartz’s 

(1977) action factor. 

 

Application of CSAS-Brief to Service-

Learning Research in Higher Education 

 With the current and enduring em-

phasis placed on the value of service learn-

ing in the university setting (Altman, 1996; 

Hwang, Wang, et al., 2014; Maloyed, 2016; 

Wang, 2013), quality assessment of these 

activities is critical (Roodin et al., 2013). 

The CSAS-Brief holds potential for provid-

ing a strong theoretically and psychometri-

cally based measure with good validity that 

would be easy for faculty and teachers to 

administer to evaluate the impact of their 

service-learning activities on students’ atti-

tudes. The CSAS-Original (Shiarella et al., 

2000) has been used in previous research 

with relative success, but the improvements 

outlined with the CSAS-Brief could result 

in more consistent and effective evaluation. 

 Faculty interested in investigating 

service learning for research or curriculum 

development could utilize this brief meas-

ure as a total score, with higher scores in-

dicative of more favorable service-learning 

attitudes, or could analyze their students’ 

service learning by investigating the indi-

vidual factors or phases. For example, re-

searchers could investigate student differ-

ences in service learning by adding the av-

erage scores for each phase to a regression 

equation predicting their outcome variables 

of interest and comparing the beta weights 

to examine which phase is stronger. Fur-

thermore, researchers might be interested in 

one particular factor, such as whether the 

benefits outweigh the costs for predicting 

intent, or if there is an interaction between 

factors resulting in some students with cer-

tain combinations of factors performing dif-

ferently than others. Finally, if a longitudi-

nal study is possible, a pre-/post design uti-

lizing the CSAS might convey which phase 

and/or factor was most impacted by a par-

ticular experience. Furthermore, those en-

gaged in administering service-learning op-

portunities in higher education could use 

this as a tool for tailoring experiences to 

certain students (i.e., those who may have 

greater awareness or perceive higher costs), 

or to help them improve curriculum and 

experiences by using this tool as an objec-

tive measure. The measure could also be 

used to predict which students would be 

more likely to engage in this type of learn-

ing experience. In this manner, the CSAS-

Brief can provide valuable feedback with 

the aims of improving service-learning ex-

periences and attitudes integrated in higher 

education for those specifically interested in 

research related to service learning, and 

those looking to improve their personal ef-

fectiveness in administering service-

learning experiences. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) (1997) defines communi-

ty engagement as a process of working col-

laboratively with and through groups of 

people affiliated by geographic proximity, 

special interest, or similar situations to ad-

dress issues affecting the well-being of 

those people. Over the past century commu-

nity engagement has played a vital role in 

addressing priority public health issues in 

communities by creating partnerships and 

coalitions that help mobilize resources and 

influence policies, programs, and practices 

(CDC, 1997).  

 This interest in partnerships can be 

traced back to the Institute of Medicine’s 

acknowledgement of the importance of col-

laboration in public health in 1988, which 

subsequently led to an increase in partner-

ships between academic institutions and 

public health agencies referred to as the Ac-

ademic Health Department (Livingood, 

Goldhagen, Little, Goronto, & Hou, 2007). 

This partnership provides mutual benefits in 

teaching, research, and service, with aca-

demia informing the practice of public 

health, and the governmental public health 

agency informing the academic program 

(Erwin et al., 2015).  

 In this model, however, the commu-

nity’s involvement is limited. Improvement 

in this concept led to the inclusion of com-

munity partners as a vital part of communi-

ty research. This approach is called 

“community engaged research” and in-

cludes a bidirectional flow of knowledge, 

training and skills, and expertise (Ross et 

al., 2010). Ross et al. stress the importance 

that both the academic and community re-

search partners have the right to exercise 

agency, or the right to provide input regard-

ing the course of the project and that the 

input be weighted and considered by the 

partners. Also important is mutual and re-
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spectful trust between partners with negoti-

ation and discussion. According to the re-

searchers, delineating the expectations of 

both parties and documenting this through a 

memorandum of understanding or some-

thing similar may also be useful. Several 

models for community engagement in re-

search exist, including community-based 

participatory research, empowerment evalu-

ation, participatory or community action 

research, and participatory rapid appraisal 

(Ahmed & Palermo, 2010). These models 

are committed to strengthening the scien-

tific methodology of community-based re-

search through varying approaches. Howev-

er, the concept of community-based part-

nership extends beyond the attempt to 

strengthen scientific methodology. It helps 

with integration of academic institutions 

into the community and provides opportuni-

ties for community-based learning for stu-

dents. Agencies such as the National Insti-

tutes of Health, the CDC, State Health De-

partments and other private and public 

funding organizations now continually 

strive to support and fund proposals that use 

community-engaged research concepts. 

This approach is taken in order to build ca-

pacity and expand the cadre of researchers 

who are prepared to establish authentic rela-

tionships with communities through com-

munity organization, community participa-

tion, constituency development, capacity 

building, community empowerment, and 

coalition building (Ahmed & Palermo, 

2010; CDC, 2011). 

 The parties involved in this model 

of partnership benefit. Community organi-

zations often need additional tools to enable 

them to have greater impact. Working with 

the academic community exposes organiza-

tions to a variety of new conceptual under-

standings, research and evaluation tools, 

and the selection of evidence-based inter-

ventions, as well as providing access to 

more funding opportunities and resources 

otherwise unavailable (Babic, 2005; Chemi-

nais, 2009). The academic community uses 

this opportunity to gain more insight into 

the practical implications of a variety of 

public health interventions and conceptual 

approaches through partnering with com-

munity agencies as well as having the op-

portunity to educate public health students 

on the complexity of community program 

implementation, partnerships, and evalua-

tion. Researchers find the already estab-

lished relationships between local commu-

nity agencies and the populace an important 

tool in executing community research and 

public health interventions (Babic, 2005; 

Cheminais, 2009). 

 In this paper we will discuss a 

unique initiative executed by the collabora-

tion of the Florida Department of Health 

(FDOH); its county agency, the Florida De-

partment of Health-Hillsborough County 

(FDOHH); and the University of South 

Florida, College of Public Health in Hills-

borough County, Florida (USF-COPH), and 

how the tenants of successful community 

partnerships were exemplified. These enti-

ties partnered with community agencies to 

promote research, student learning, and 

public health. Many of the processes and 

concepts used in this initiative can provide 

guidance to partnerships between academia 

and funding agencies. 

 

FDOHH/COPH COMMUNITY  

ENGAGEMENT INITIATIVE 

 

 Members of the FDOHH and the 

USF-COPH have explored ways to increase 

their impact in the community through their 

long-time established Community Engage-

ment Committee (CEC). In 2014, the CEC 

developed an initiative that involved direct-

ly collaborating with community agencies 

to promote development of their new pro-

jects and/or the growth of already devel-

oped programs aimed at improving the 
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health outcomes of vulnerable and under-

served populations. The initiative became 

known as the FDOHH/COPH Community 

Engagement Initiative (CEI). The CEI 

would make grants to community agencies 

interested in responding to local public 

health concerns. The funding was provided 

by the FDOH and made available to the 

FDOHH. The FDOHH then made the funds 

available to the USF-COPH that would 

fund the selected agencies. The initiative 

would create the opportunity to bring to-

gether teams of public health professionals 

comprised of faculty and graduate students 

from the USF-COPH and personnel from 

the community agencies working together 

to achieve joint public health goals. This 

initiative had as one of its goals to support 

the training of future public health work-

force members by including public health 

graduate students. This training would have 

the end result of improving Florida’s public 

health and service delivery systems by 

strengthening the technical, scientific, man-

agerial, and leadership competence of the 

future public health workforce while ad-

dressing the public health needs of Hills-

borough County. 

 In the developmental stages and in 

concert with successful partnership strate-

gies, personnel from the FDOHH and the 

USF-COPH formed a CEC working group 

to develop the vision, mission, and goals 

through which this initiative would operate 

in the short term and long term. These goals 

were developed by incorporating the priori-

ties of each member of this initiative, stress-

ing the importance of agency as discussed 

previously. The FDOHH’s goal was to ad-

dress priority public health areas identified 

in the Florida Department of Health strate-

gic plan. These priority areas include 1) 

preventing and controlling of infectious dis-

eases; 2) preventing and reducing illness, 

injury, and death related to environmental 

factors; 3) preventing and reducing inten-

tional and unintentional injuries; 4) reduc-

ing the proportion of adults and children 

who are overweight or obese; 5) reducing 

infant mortality; 6) meeting the special 

health care needs of children; 7) increasing 

access to care for underserved populations; 

and 8) providing equal access to culturally 

and linguistically competent care. The goal 

of the USF-COPH was to expand and 

strengthen university-community engage-

ment locally and globally in support of the 

USF’s strategic priorities that include stu-

dent success, research and innovation, part-

nerships, and sound financial management. 

 The final joint goals developed for 

this initiative were to 1) partner with com-

munity agencies to improve health through 

interventions that address social determi-

nants of health; 2) develop a comprehensive 

and diverse public health workforce to 

serve the community; and 3) create innova-

tive public health intervention models that 

serve all members of the community while 

maintaining financial stability. 

 

CEI: STRUCTURE 

 

 The CEI’s interactive structure is 

shown in Figure 1. The county health de-

partment (through the state health depart-

ment) provided the funding that would be 

coordinated through the USF-COPH. The 

agencies’ collaboration with the USF-

COPH included working with faculty mem-

bers and graduate students. The USF-COPH 

Finance Office and the CEC provided ad-

ministrative oversight including invoicing, 

monitoring progress of projects, and evalu-

ating the agencies’ processes and outcomes. 

The USF-COPH Finance Office reimbursed 

the agencies monthly after their invoices 

and supporting documentation had been 

vetted by the CEC working group members. 

The graduate students were paid directly by 

the USF-COPH using timesheets that were 

reviewed and signed by the faculty member 
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advising the agency. The faculty members 

advising the agencies and supervising the 

graduate students volunteered their services 

to this initiative. The FDOHH received 

quarterly reports, which included infor-

mation on activities and expenditures, from 

the USF-COPH. 

 

CEI: IMPLEMENTATION 

 

Stage 1: Selection of Projects 

 In the first stage, advertisement of 

the CEI and recruitment of agencies took 

place. Information was distributed to COPH 

faculty via the college listserv and it was 

also posted on the FDOHH website. United 

Way Suncoast, a nonprofit organization that 

partners with about 85 community agencies 

(United Way Suncoast, 2015), played a ma-

jor role in distributing information about the 

CEI among their partners.  

 In the proposals, agencies were re-

quired to describe the public health problem 

they would be addressing, the importance 

of their project in Hillsborough County, 

what goals they plan to achieve, why work-

ing with the USF will be beneficial to their 

project, the project’s budget, and timeline 

of activities. The agencies were given one 

month to write and submit their proposals. 

Sixteen proposals were received by the stip-

ulated deadline. All proposals submitted 

were reviewed by a screening and selection 

committee composed of personnel from 

FDOHH, the CEC working group, and fac-

ulty from the USF-COPH.  

 The proposals went through two 

phases of review for selection for funding. 

The first screening process included basic 

eligibility criteria such as location of the 

agency, type of agency, budget, and time-

line of activities. Following this process, the 

committee members discussed each pro-

posal in-depth, reviewing the importance 

and impact of the project, the feasibility of 

the project being executed in the time pro-

vided by FDOHH (8-12 months), demon-

strated need by the agency for collaboration 

with USF on their project, and the project’s 

sustainability. Projects selected could be 

small research projects, pilot interventions, 

strategic plan development, or a mixture of 

intervention and evaluation.  

 The five agencies selected were 

each awarded $10,000 grants to execute 

their proposed project. The selected agen-

Florida Department of Health Hills-

borough County (FDOHH) 

University of South Florida, College of 

Public Health 

(USF- COPH) 

Community Agencies 

Faculty 

Florida Department of 

Health (FDOH) 

Graduate 

Students 

Figure 1. Interactions of the CEI 
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cies and their projects (in parentheses) 

were: Champions for Children (Boot Camp 

for New Dads), Florida Institute for Com-

munity Studies (Campo a Casa [Field to 

Homes]), Feeding America (Meals for 

Minds), LUNA (Education and Navigation 

for Latinos Affected with Cancer), and 

Tampa Bay Network to End Hunger (Taste-

It). Each agency, with the help of the CEC 

working group, recruited a graduate student 

from the USF-COPH to work with and a 

faculty member to advise on its project. The 

relationships between the graduate student 

and faculty member became critical to the 

success of the projects. 

 

Stage 2: Execution of Projects 

 The initial phase of the project in-

cluded the CEC working group organizing a 

meeting with all selected agencies via con-

ference call, to address all concerns. Ques-

tions asked by the agencies were mostly 

related to progress reports, invoicing, evalu-

ation process, and application for IRB ap-

proval. The agencies were then required to 

provide certain documentation to the USF-

COPH Finance Office and FDOHH, such as 

proof of liability insurance and tax payer 

information. To ensure accountability and 

monitor progress, agencies were required to 

submit monthly invoices with expenses and 

activities. Quarterly progress reports were 

also submitted that provided more detail on 

the projects’ activities and accompanying 

documentation including copies of surveys, 

pre-/post-tests, educational materials, meet-

ing/event agendas, and calendar of upcom-

ing events. At the midpoint of the projects’ 

implementation, CEC working group mem-

bers made site visits to assess the project 

activities first hand as part of the mid-

evaluation process. The team was able to 

observe the intervention and, in the case of 

research components, inquire about the data 

collection materials and data collected thus 

far. 

Stage 3: Conclusion of the CEI 

 At the end of the initiative, each 

agency provided in writing a detailed over-

view of its project, including the public 

health issue that was addressed, project 

goals, project program/intervention, target 

location and population, results/outcomes 

of the project, and role of the USF-COPH 

and graduate students in their project. Sum-

maries of the projects and their findings 

were organized into easy-to-read formats 

that could be disseminated to the communi-

ty and other stakeholders to create aware-

ness of the public health issue and also pro-

mote sustainability of projects. The students 

involved in each project provided a presen-

tation about their experiences at a USF-

COPH event that recognized all the agen-

cies and faculty for their contributions and 

support. Agencies and faculty were provid-

ed Certificates of Recognition at this event. 

 

CEI: IMPACT/OUTCOMES 

 

Impact on Community Agencies 

 As a result of the CEI, several com-

munity agencies were able to carry out pro-

jects that needed financial assistance and 

collaboration with other public health insti-

tutions to be executed effectively. Some 

agencies that already had established pro-

jects were able to expand their reach and 

also include more components due to the 

availability of funds and professional sup-

port from the USF-COPH. By working with 

the USF-COPH faculty and graduate stu-

dents, some of the agencies were able to 

submit abstracts of their projects that will 

be presented at national and international 

conferences. This partnership has allowed 

for the growth of collaborative efforts with 

the community and trust and respect among 

all parties. 

 

Impact on the University 

 Graduate student learning was en-
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hanced as the students received mentorship 

from the USF-COPH faculty members and 

community leaders through the various pro-

ject execution processes. This allowed stu-

dents to acquire a wealth of expertise and 

experiences related to community collabo-

ration. In addition, faculty links with ongo-

ing community projects were enhanced. 

The faculty involvement allowed for the 

agencies to acquire expertise especially re-

lated to research methodology, project im-

plementation, and evaluation. In addition, 

the faculty grew their skills in the develop-

ment and implementation of community 

projects, which could expand their research 

and practice opportunities in the future. 

 

Lessons Learned 

 Throughout this project, the im-

portance of mutual trust, respect, agency, 

negotiation, and continuous discussion was 

demonstrated. There was community in-

volvement from the inception and the pro-

jects developed were based on the needs of 

the community settings, yet allowed for the 

growth of partnerships with the College of 

Public Health and especially the graduate 

students. This produced a win-win situation 

for all parties. 

 Since this partnership was the first 

of its kind in the USF-COPH, many lessons 

were learned. These lessons included the 

following: 1) Writing of the proposal by 

some agencies applying for this grant was a 

barrier, especially for the smaller agencies. 

To handle this issue more effectively and 

efficiently, we propose organizing a meet-

ing where potential applicants are provided 

with information on grant writing and pos-

sibly could collaborate with faculty who 

can assist with the process; 2) Providing 

awardees with detailed information on the 

different components of the initiative is crit-

ical. This could be achieved during a train-

ing session with agencies selected for fund-

ing. Components that should be addressed 

include information on management of 

grant finances and the invoicing process, 

providing samples/examples where neces-

sary; the evaluation process and all docu-

mentation required of agencies; clear expla-

nation of duties of the faculty member and 

the student; details on the IRB process, es-

pecially for agencies that have never been 

through such a process; and information on 

intellectual property rights regarding data 

collected in the projects. This should be 

spelled out clearly in the subcontracts 

(emphasizing the importance of having all 

expectations documented) and also ex-

plained to the agencies; 3) Organizing mul-

tiple ways to monitor the various projects 

and their activities through monthly invoic-

ing with supporting documentation, quarter-

ly reports, and midpoint site visits helped 

identify issues that arose and improved our 

ability to attend to them in a timely fashion; 

and 4) Compensating faculty members for 

advising agencies and students on their pro-

jects would allow for documentation of fac-

ulty time spent on the initiative and serve as 

an incentive for sustaining project support. 

To illustrate the CEI in action, we are 

providing below a case study from one of 

the selected agencies, Champions for Chil-

dren (CfC). 

 

CASE STUDY 

 

 CfC, a non-profit agency founded in 

1977 with the aim to prevent child abuse 

and neglect in the Tampa Bay area, viewed 

the CEI as an opportunity to bridge research 

and practice. CfC partnered with the USF-

COPH faculty and students to assist with its 

efforts to refine, expand, and evaluate the 

Boot Camp for New Dads (BCND), an in-

tervention exclusively for new and ex-

pectant fathers.  

 CfC has been offering BCND for 

the past 14 years. The program was origi-

nally developed in 1990 and has since been 
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replicated in 39 states as well as interna-

tionally. The program coins itself as a 

“father-to-father” mentoring program be-

cause it is a prenatal program exclusively 

for new dads. A typical session offered by 

CfC hosts 8-14 men and covers topics rang-

ing from practical infant-care skills, build-

ing father-infant bonds, and fostering con-

tinued paternal involvement throughout the 

child’s lifespan—all while creating an emo-

tional support system among the fathers. 

BCND also offers strategies for fathers to 

assist the mother, both emotionally and 

physically, through the pregnancy, early 

months of infancy, and beyond. 

 Sessions, which are typically sched-

uled for Saturday mornings, are three hours 

long and led by a trained instructor. The 

role of the instructor is mostly to ensure in-

fant safety and act as a guide for discussion. 

The majority of the session focuses on the 

interaction between the first-time expectant 

dads, or “rookies,” in the vernacular of the 

program, and those who have previously 

attended the program and returned with 

their 6- to 9-month-old infant. These men 

are known in the program as “veterans.” 

The sessions act as a means for the rookies 

to ask the veterans about their transition 

into fatherhood, with topics ranging from 

how to hold a baby to the emotional state of 

the parents.  

 The veteran dad returning with his 

baby is the unique draw of the program. 

Not only is this a powerful recruitment tool, 

but it also helps to retain the veteran dad’s 

engagement in the community and increase 

his parental confidence. Furthermore, by 

having veterans return, it keeps dads in con-

tact with CfC, increasing their probability 

of returning to seek other services designed 

for fathers.  

 

Why CfC Applied for a CEI Grant and 

What it Meant for the USF-COPH 

 CfC applied for the CEI with the 

hopes of securing financial assistance to aid 

with its efforts to increase access to BCND 

in underserved communities and to ensure 

that the program was culturally relevant. 

Furthermore, CfC believed that partnering 

with the USF-COPH faculty and students 

would help them navigate the latest re-

search to fine tune recruitment strategies 

and develop a sustainable data collection 

plan to ensure the program’s continued 

quality.  

 

Execution of CfC’s CEI 

 In its efforts to expand BCND into 

underserved settings, it was important that 

CfC had a better understanding of whom 

they were serving. CfC needed the expertise 

of a COPH graduate student and faculty to 

help them digitize and analyze existing data 

related to BCND and its participants. These 

data consisted of pre- and post-session 

questionnaires focused on perceived paren-

tal confidence toward common infant care 

items, health of the female partner, and self-

health, all answered on a scale from one to 

seven (one being less confident, four being 

same, and seven being more confident). 

CfC also needed literature reviews conduct-

ed of similar programs and their evaluation 

mechanisms. 

 The graduate student conducted the 

literature reviews, analyzed the existing da-

ta, and led group discussions with the 

BCND participants to learn more infor-

mation about the quality of the program.  

The purposes of the discussions were to 

form a qualitative understanding of the par-

ticipants’ perceptions of the BCND content, 

the participants’ willingness to return as 

veteran dads, their experience in registering 

for the class, and their perceptions of other 

programs exclusively for dads offered by 

CfC.  

 

Select Project Findings 

 In total, the graduate student assist-
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ed CfC with the analysis of 162 participant 

surveys and conducted brief post-session 

group discussions (about 30 minutes), 

reaching 36 men. The graduate student was 

also able to train a CfC staff member on 

how to conduct discussion groups. This led 

to the staff member conducting two groups 

that reached 14 men who had not attended 

BCND to obtain reasons on why. 

 Over a one-year period it was found 

that 162 men attended BCND, with 157 

(96.9%) completing the existing pre- and 

post-session evaluations. The majority of 

respondents were white, 33 years old, and 

had at least a bachelor’s degree. The major-

ity of participants had an annual household 

income of over $50,000, with no children 

living in the household. The data further 

showed that the average BCND participant 

attended BCND 63 days prior to the birth of 

his child. 

 Group discussions showed that the 

participants reported that when they first 

heard of BCND they were excited about the 

program’s men’s only approach and felt 

they could ask questions without reprisal. 

The most common method of referral to 

BCND was through a hospital—from birth-

ing classes or physicians—followed by 

partner recommendation. Printed promo-

tional material seemed to be the least com-

mon source for referrals. Some lower-

income men did report being referred by 

needs-based assistance programs, such as 

Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) or 

Healthy Start. Some difficulties were re-

ported with registering online at the CfC 

website. Group discussions with men who 

had not attended BCND confirmed the im-

portant role of the mother in making the 

father aware of the program. The review of 

the literature provided CfC options for fur-

ther evaluating the program, including valid 

and reliable tools to assess the roles of fa-

thers in the lives of young children. See 

Figures 2 and 3 for photos of the program 

in action. 

Impact/Outcome 

 From this project, CfC gained a 

much better understanding of the BCND 

program—how to improve recruitment and 

how to evaluate its overall efficacy. Project 

results have guided changes to the CfC 

website ensuring BCND registration infor-

mation is easily obtained, provided a better 

understanding of its client base, guided 

work to better reach lower-income fathers, 

and provided evidence of the program’s ef-

ficacy, which can be used to seek further 

funding. Quarterly, final, and financial re-

ports along with a mid-way visit helped in-

form the CEC working group on the suc-

cess of this project. The graduate student 

assisting with this project greatly expanded 

his knowledge of mixed methods research 

and served as lead author on two research 

presentations at a recent American Public 

Health Association meeting.  

 

CEI CONCLUSION 

 

 In conclusion, the CEI at the USF-

COPH allowed for pilot testing of a unique 

partnership among academia, the health de-

partment, and community agencies to help 

meet public health goals. By following the 

tenets of successful community partnerships 

as demonstrated in the literature, this initia-

tive was successful. The project has been 

shared broadly with many diverse audienc-

es through community agencies’, USF-

COPH, and FDOHH publications and at 

professional association meetings including 

the American Public Health Association 

and the Society for Public Health Educa-

tion. We are planning to use the lessons 

learned to further strengthen and expand 

efforts in the coming years to ensure pro-

gram success, meet public health goals, and 

enhance the health of Floridians through 

collaborative academic and community 

partnerships. We hope this initiative will 
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serve as a model for other academic institu-

tions and communities to forge successful 

partnerships that directly involve faculty, 

students, and community members.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 In the United States, approximately 

60% of children between the ages of birth 

to 5 years are cared for by someone other 

than their parents including relatives 

(approximately 42%), non-relatives (e.g., 

babysitter or nanny; 24%), and individuals 

at child-based centers (e.g., Head Start, 

family child center, religious-based; 56%; 

Mamedova & Redford, 2013). In addition 

to regular childcare each week, young chil-

dren spend time with non-parental caregiv-

ers in childcare rooms at community-based 

organizations such as fitness centers and 

church nurseries. These types of care situa-

tions are used by families (regardless of 

their employment status) in order for par-

ents to engage in physical activity, socialize 

with other adults, participate in adult activi-

ties, or simply take a break from parenting. 

Parents may also use community-based 

childcare to give their children a chance to 

socialize with same-age peers.  

 Research on quality of care in child-

care settings in general (e.g., Head Start, 

family and group home settings, daycare 

centers, and after-school programs) have 

identified several features that may have 

positive effects on young children’s cogni-

tive, social, and emotional development 

(Lamb & Ahnert, 2006; Love et al., 2003; 

Munton, Blackburn, & Barreau, 2002; 

NICHD, 2006). These features include, but 

are not limited to, caregivers’ professional 

development opportunities (e.g., Fukkink & 

Lont, 2007); low child-adult ratio (e.g., 

Hestenes, Cassidy, Hegde, & Lower, 2007); 

positive interactions with adults and peers 

(Bulotsky-Shearer, Bell, Carter, & Dietrich, 

2014); and a clean, safe physical environ-

ment (NICHD, 2006). It is important to 

consider how the quality of care for young 

children transcends to other settings such as 

community-based childcare settings (Little, 

2007), as well as staff and parent percep-

tions of the quality of care provided within 

these settings (Li-Grining & Coley, 2006).  
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RATIONALE FOR STUDY 

 

 As early childhood professionals, 

our goal is to not only educate future teach-

ers and conduct research in traditional 

classroom settings, but also to partner with 

local organizations to improve the quality 

of childcare throughout our community. For 

years, university faculty have struggled to 

identify their role in society and balance the 

pressures of producing and disseminating 

scientific knowledge while engaging in 

forms of scholarship that contribute toward 

solving more pressing societal concerns 

(Brown-Luthango, 2012). In order to cross 

the boundaries between knowledge and 

practice, numerous calls have been made 

for university-community partnerships 

based on initiatives that are conceived and 

driven by the community organizations 

(Brown-Luthango, 2012; Lamb-Parker, 

Greenfield, Fantuzzo, Clark, & Coolahan, 

2002; Weerts & Sandmann, 2008).  

 The current study was designed in 

response to a request from a local organiza-

tion for assistance with professional devel-

opment training sessions to improve the 

program quality of their childcare facilities. 

After receiving the request from the organi-

zation, the researchers met with the child-

care director to discuss the benefits of con-

ducting a needs-based assessment in order 

to customize future professional develop-

ment. During this initial meeting, the re-

searchers and childcare director decided 

that parent surveys, parent focus groups, 

staff focus groups, and classroom observa-

tions would be the most effective ways to 

collect information to support ongoing 

training. The purpose of this paper is to pre-

sent how the results from the needs-based 

assessment were used by the local organiza-

tion to make recommended changes, as well 

as discuss if these changes made an impact 

on childcare quality within this organiza-

tion. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 Early childhood education is 

grounded by a strong theoretical and philo-

sophical foundation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Knowles, 1984) that focuses not only on the 

child, but also on the child within a family, 

the family within a community, and the 

many internal and external factors that im-

pact a child’s life. These theories and phi-

losophies explain how children grow and 

develop within the context of their family, 

friends, neighborhoods, communities, and 

society, and how adults and children are 

motivated by their personal experiences and 

interactions. Specifically, we used Bron-

fenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 

(1979) to frame our research. Similar to a 

set of nested Russian dolls 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.3), Bronfenbren-

ner’s theory helps us understand how vari-

ous systems overlap and work together to 

directly and indirectly influence the quality 

of care and the development and behavior 

of young children. By collecting data from 

parents, staff, and the environment, we de-

veloped recommendations for professional 

development and facility changes based on 

multiple factors that impacted children’s 

childcare experiences within this local or-

ganization. Therefore, in this study, we con-

ceptualize “community” as one local organ-

ization encompassing a community of 

childcare facilities, while also situated with-

in the community of one county in a south-

eastern region of the United States. 

 

METHODS 

 

 In designing the study, the research-

ers and childcare director met to discuss 

effective ways to examine parent and staff 

perceptions of quality of care and satisfac-

tion, as well as environmental factors with-

in the childcare rooms at four branches of 

one local organization. The childcare direc-
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tor shared that her organization regularly 

used surveys to collect member feedback so 

this method was included to collect quanti-

tative and qualitative data from parents. In 

addition, the researchers suggested conduct-

ing focus groups with parents and staff to 

gain a deeper understanding of parent and 

staff perceptions. Researchers also shared a 

variety of environmental tools for assessing 

the childcare environment with the child-

care director. After reviewing the tools, the 

researchers and childcare director selected 

the Early Childhood Environment Rating 

Scale-Revised Edition (ECERS-R; Harms, 

Clifford, & Cryer, 2005) to be used during 

observations. This tool was selected be-

cause it focused on multiple aspects of the 

environment including the physical envi-

ronment and teacher/child interactions. 

 This study used a multi-phased, 

mixed model design (Creswell & Plano-

Clarke, 2011; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004) to examine parent and staff percep-

tions of quality of care and satisfaction, as 

well as environmental factors within the 

childcare rooms at four branches of one lo-

cal organization. Research was conducted 

in two separate phases, a pre-post study de-

sign, with each phase including quantitative 

(parent surveys and facility observations) 

and qualitative (parent and staff focus 

groups) data sources and analysis processes, 

with researchers privileging neither quanti-

tative nor qualitative research methods 

(Onwuegbuzie, 2012). Mixing or converg-

ing the data occurred at multiple points in 

the study. First, researchers mixed the re-

sults within each phase; in other words, the 

results of the parent survey, the parent and 

staff focus groups, and the observations 

were mixed during the both the pre- and 

post-data analysis. Second, the researchers 

mixed the results at the conclusion of col-

lecting and analyzing all data sets from both 

phases, therefore allowing the researchers 

to synthesize the results and draw conclu-

sions (see Figure 1). In addition, the re-

searchers sought to triangulate the data 

through converging and corroborating the 

results from the various data sources to un-

derstand the complex phenomenon of study 

(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004) and pro-

vide appropriate recommendations for im-

provements in childcare in one local com-

munity organization. 

 

Figure 1. Multi-phased, mixed model convergence research design. 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 4 

42 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Participants 

 The childcare rooms at this organi-

zation, located in the southern region of the 

United States, provide supervision for chil-

dren while parents participate in health and 

fitness activities. It is estimated that the four 

branches of this community organization 

serve 44,000 individuals (52.6% female, 

47.4% male) between the ages of birth to 

65+ with the highest percentage of mem-

bers between the ages of 30-54 years 

(31.0%). Of the 44,000 members, 87.5% 

are Caucasian, 6.9% are African-American, 

3.4% are Hispanic, 1.8% are Asian, and 

0.4% are of another ethnicity. In addition, 

the average family income of members us-

ing this local organization ranges from 

$50,000–$99,999. 

 In general, the staff across the four 

branches are college-age (18-22) and typi-

cally work less than one year; thus, the 

childcare facility in this local organization 

has a high turnover rate. Of the 44,000 

members, approximately 6,000 families use 

the childcare facility in any given month 

and children on average spend between five 

to eight hours per week (20-32 hours per 

month) in the childcare facility. Typically, 

the children in the childcare facilities are 

organized based on their age: (a) birth to 2, 

(b) 3-5, (c) 6-8, and (d) 9+. Across the four 

branches, approximately 29.2% of the chil-

dren were age birth to 2, 40.4% between 

age 3-5, 22.6% between the age of 6-8, and 

7.8% were at least 9 years of age or older.  

 The participants in this study includ-

ed eight childcare staff members, two from 

each of the four branches. In the fall, 246 

parents agreed to participate in the survey, 

while 143 parents took the survey in the 

spring after the intervention. This is an attri-

tion rate of 42%, which is believed by re-

searchers to be due to the time of the year 

of the spring survey. Additionally, five to 

eight parent participants from each branch 

volunteered to participate in focus group 

interviews.  

 

Data Collection 

 Parent information. All members 

of the organization with children were invit-

ed via email to participate in an online par-

ent survey in the fall and spring phases of 

data collection. The goal of the survey, 

composed of both Likert-type questions and 

open-ended questions, was to investigate 

parents’ current level of satisfaction with 

childcare at this organization and to identify 

areas in need of improvement. The re-

searchers and director of childcare services 

collaboratively developed the survey ques-

tions. Examples of questions included (1) 

How satisfied are you with how your child 

is greeted upon arrival?, (2) How satisfied 

are you with the types/amount of interac-

tions between the staff and your child?, and 

(3) What things would you like to see 

change or added to the childcare program? 

Additionally, follow-up semi-structured fo-

cus groups were conducted at each of the 

four branches within the organization with 

five to nine parent volunteers attending 

each session. The intent of the focus groups 

was to identify specific strengths and weak-

nesses of childcare rooms at each branch. 

Examples of questions included (1) Why do 

you use the organization’s childcare facili-

ty?, (2) How would you describe your 

child’s experience in the childcare room at 

this organization?, and (3) What are things 

you would like to see stay the same or 

change in the childcare room? These focus 

group interviews were audio-recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. 

 Staff information. Two represent-

atives from each branch volunteered to par-

ticipate during the fall and spring focus 

group sessions. During the fall staff focus 

group, staff were asked questions such as 

(1) How do you view your role within the 

organization?, (2) What are the strengths of 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 4 

43 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

the childcare room at your branch?, and (3) 

What improvements are needed to be made 

at your branch? The follow-up focus group 

held in the spring allowed staff members to 

share areas of growth as a result of partici-

pating in a professional development work-

shop and collaborating with peers at differ-

ent branches. Staff were also asked to com-

ment on areas that still needed improvement 

and information they would like to receive 

from future workshops. The researcher who 

conducted the two staff focus group inter-

views took extensive notes and expanded 

upon them within 24 hours of each focus 

group interview. 

 Environment information. In or -

der to obtain information about the ecology 

of the child in this environment and the 

quality of interactions between staff mem-

bers and young children, the ECERS-R 

(Harms, Clifford, & Cryer, 2005) was used. 

Interrater reliability has been conducted at 

the indicator, item, and total scale levels. 

Observations were conducted three times 

per branch in the fall (n = 12) and spring (n 

= 12) of the study. More specifically, the 

three observations occurred once in the 

morning, once in the evening, and once on 

the weekend, with each observation lasting 

for at least a three-hour time period. Be-

cause different children rotated in and out 

of the childcare rooms in one- to two-hour 

intervals, particular items were not applica-

ble. Therefore, for this particular study, 22 

of the 43 item levels (refer to Table 1) were 

used with the majority of the items as-

sessing the classroom environment (e.g., 

room arrangement), personal care routines 

(e.g., safety practices), interactions (e.g., 

staff-child interaction), and types of activi-

ties available (e.g., art). Therefore, data col-

lection and analysis of the ECERS-R re-

mained at the item level rather than the sub-

scale level. 

 

 

Data Analysis  

 In order to analyze data from the fall 

parent survey, we conducted descriptive 

statistics for all Likert-scale items to exam-

ine parents’ overall satisfaction with the 

childcare facility and analyzed open-ended 

questions through initial coding as a starting 

point for further exploration (Saldaña, 

2009). To refine further and make additions 

to the initial codes, a constant comparative 

method of qualitative analysis (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008) was conducted with the par-

ent and staff focus group data. Lastly, using 

pattern coding (Saldaña, 2009), themes 

were developed through grouping common 

codes across the parent survey, parent focus 

groups, and staff focus group. These themes 

were used to inform plans for a professional 

development workshop and to make recom-

mendations for changes to staff trainings 

and childcare facilities. Similar analyses 

were conducted following the spring survey 

and focus groups to assess changes in per-

ceptions. 

To examine the effects of the intervention 

on the quality of the environment and staff-

child interactions (i.e., ECERS-R), mean 

scores were calculated for each item level 

for each of the three observations per 

branch of the organization. Mean scores 

were also calculated across the four branch-

es for each item level. This was conducted 

separately for pre- and post-observations.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Fall Data Results 

 Analysis from the fall parent survey 

and the parent and staff focus groups result-

ed in two themes, which will be discussed 

in detail below: (1) “I am satisfied with the 

program, but...” and (2) “The program is 

important, but...” These two themes were 

further supported by the ECERS-R results 

from the researchers’ observations of the 

childcare programs. 
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 Program satisfaction. The fir st 

theme can be expressed best as “I am satis-

fied with the program, but...”. Looking 

across the data, it seemed as though parents 

and staff were highly satisfied with the or-

ganization’s childcare program at all four 

branch locations. To illustrate, 88% of the 

parents that took the survey were satisfied 

with their overall experience with the pro-

gram and the majority of staff reported 

moderate to high levels of job satisfaction 

during focus group interviews. Yet, it be-

came apparent that even though parents and 

staff were satisfied and commented on 

things they considered strengths of the 

childcare program, there were simultane-

ously things they wanted to change or 

viewed as weaknesses of the program.  

 For example, one parent commented 

on the survey, “The ladies that worked there 

were very nice, but did not interact with the 

children much unless they were crying or 

unhappy.” Additionally, some characteris-

tics of the childcare program identified on 

the parent survey were considered strengths 

by some, but viewed as weaknesses by oth-

ers; therefore, to gain a better understanding 

of the program’s perceived strengths and 

weaknesses by parents, the initial codes 

from the parent survey were 

“quantitized” (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 

1998). 

 Fifty-seven percent of the parents’ 

statements included weaknesses of the pro-

gram and suggestions on how to improve 

various aspects of the childcare program, 

while 43% of the parents’ statements in-

cluded strengths of the program and aspects 

of the program that should remain the same. 

In considering those aspects most relevant 

to the improvement of quality of care for 

young children, parents identified a need 

for more organized activities and/or struc-

tured learning centers. As one parent sug-

gested, “Post a schedule showing what chil-

dren are doing during the time the program 

is open. Centers could be set up for struc-

tured play time, story time, craft, play-

ground, and snack.” There was also an ex-

pressed desire for updated and age-

appropriate toys. Additionally, parents ex-

pressed a need for staff to be more engaged 

with the children, which some attributed to 

the high child-to-teacher ratio. “We do feel 

like the staff could be more engaging with 

the children. They don’t do too much to in-

teract with the children. They are safe and 

taken care of, but that’s about it.” On the 

other hand, a strength of the program was 

gleaned through the parents’ descriptions of 

the staff, as possessing favorable qualities 

or characteristic traits such as being 

“friendly, energetic, and responsible,” 

“compassionate,” and “caring.” 

 Results from the parent focus 

groups identified strengths and weaknesses 

based on the specific branch in which par-

ents were members, as well as who was 

working and the time of day. As one parent 

commented, “I come in the morning and I 

come at night. It’s two different worlds. It’s 

just two completely different atmospheres 

because of the ranges [of children] that are 

there and the staffing. It’s just different. I 

just get a different vibe.” In regard to spe-

cific staff, parents identified the same one 

to two strong staff members at each facility 

by name in the surveys and focus groups. 

These individuals were described as caring, 

engaging, involved, and loving.  

 When examining staff members’ 

perceptions of the childcare program, we 

felt it was important to first understand how 

these caregivers viewed their own roles 

within this organization. Six caregiver roles 

were identified by staff members including 

(1) providing a safe environment, (2) inter-

acting with the children, (3) being a loving 

model, (4) being a team player, (5) making 

children feel comfortable, and (6) develop-

ing personal relationships with children and 

their parents. As we asked staff to talk 
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about the strengths and weaknesses of the 

childcare program at their own branch, their 

responses further supported the theme “I am 

satisfied with the program, but...” noted in 

parents’ survey responses, yet for very dif-

ferent reasons. Staff reported interacting, 

building relationships, and bonding with 

children as the greatest strengths of their 

program and the primary reasons that they 

were satisfied with their jobs. Ironically, 

these same reasons were reported as areas 

of weakness among many parents. It was 

interesting that the areas of the program that 

staff felt needed further attention were lim-

ited to facility changes such as additional 

space, supplies, and playground equipment, 

and that these changes were not things that 

they could improve upon or implement 

themselves. 

 Program importance. The second 

theme can be summed up as “The program 

is important, but...”. Both parents and staff 

members expressed how the childcare pro-

gram was important in their lives and vital 

to the success of the organization, but some 

parents commented that they felt guilt when 

leaving their children due to the low quality 

of care. One parent even stated, “[t]he 

childcare program is the reason I cancelled 

my membership.” Staff commented on the 

importance of the program, but they felt the 

organization as a whole did not value the 

program or their role as caregivers.  

 Parents expressed how the childcare 

program enabled them time to exercise, op-

portunities to read, chance to meditate, and 

time to take showers. This time alone, as 

one parent described, “keeps her sane” and 

“gives her something to do socially and 

physically.” Additionally, a married couple 

noted that they used the childcare program 

as a time to reconnect while working out. 

Even though some parents were apprecia-

tive of the program and felt comfortable 

about leaving their children, others ex-

pressed a sense of conflict, or an internal 

battle between choosing to stay physically 

fit and leaving their children in the care of 

disengaged staff members.  

 Staff also commented on the im-

portance of the childcare program, noting 

that without it, other revenue-generating 

programs such as personal training services 

or group fitness classes would lose mem-

bers or not exist. Although staff members 

were aware of the importance of the pro-

gram for members and the importance of 

their role in providing care for young chil-

dren, it was clear that they felt undervalued 

as a program within this organization. One 

staff member commented, “We are like the 

red-headed stepchild of our organization,” 

and another noted, “We would like to at 

least have paid holidays like other program 

workers.”  

 Environment data. For  this study, 

quality of childcare was rated as inadequate 

for a mean score ranging between 1.0-2.9, 

moderate for a mean score ranging between 

3.0-4.9, and acceptable for a mean score 

ranging between 5.0-7.0 (similar to Burchi-

nal et al., 2000). The overall mean score for 

the 22 item levels on the ECERS-R for each 

branch ranged from 2.9 to 4.8; more specif-

ically, one branch received an overall mean 

score of inadequate, while the other three 

branches received an overall mean score of 

moderate (see Table 1). Therefore, no 

branch scored high enough to receive an 

overall mean score of adequate. 

 All four branches received moderate 

to acceptable interaction scores (i.e., super-

vision, discipline, peer interaction, staff-

child interaction), which is in contrast to the 

number of negative comments on lack of 

engagement and interactions made from the 

parents as noted above, but in line with staff 

comments on this being a strength of the 

program. Also, although staff members or 

parents did not raise health and safety con-

cerns, they were noted during observations 

at three of the four branches. Three branch-
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  Note. M = Mean. Inadequate rating (1.0-2.9). Moderate rating (3.0-4.9). Acceptable rating (5.0-7.0). 

Table 1. Pre- and Post-ECERS-R Item Level Results per Branch 
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es received at least one inadequate rating 

score in one of these areas. These low 

scores were typically due to lack of fre-

quent handwashing by staff, and/or absence 

of needed emergency items such as posting 

emergency procedures. Finally, looking 

across the activities available for the young 

children, very few item level categories 

were scored in the acceptable rating, with 

all branches scoring inadequately in pro-

moting acceptance of diversity.  

 

Intervention 

 Following data analysis from the 

fall surveys, focus groups, and childcare 

room observations, the authors met with the 

director of childcare and branch administra-

tors to present initial findings. The presen-

tation provided detailed information regard-

ing responses to each survey question, over-

all themes from both the parent and staff 

perspectives gained from the focus groups, 

as well as strengths and weaknesses gath-

ered during the childcare facility observa-

tions. The researchers provided recommen-

dations customized for each branch based 

on aggregated data. For example, it was 

recommended that staff at Branch 1 wear 

nametags and provide children more access 

to books. As another example, staff at 

Branch 3 were advised to interact more 

with the children and dispose of movable 

shelves as a way to divide the room. In ad-

dition, some recommendations proposed 

were common across each branch and in-

cluded providing regular outside time, plan-

ning weekly activities/themes, and sharing 

information to parents during pick-up about 

what their child did while in the childcare 

setting. Following the presentation, the re-

searchers and childcare director engaged in 

conversation regarding the results and dis-

cussed ideas for next steps. 

 Recommendations were also made 

for ongoing professional development, such 

as how to develop a curriculum plan and 

structure learning centers. Other sugges-

tions included creating a fidelity checklist 

for staff and supervisors to conduct weekly 

observations and creating a training manual 

for new childcare facility hires. These rec-

ommendations and potential professional 

development opportunities were left to each 

branch director to implement since many of 

the suggested changes and needs varied by 

branch. In December 2013, each branch 

hosted a staff meeting to discuss depart-

mental goals and to devise an itemized ac-

tion plan. Examples of action items to be 

addressed per branch are displayed in Table 

2. 

Branch Action Items 

1 

Staff picture and nametags 

Change check-in process 

Regular staff meetings and professional development 

Monthly activity calendar for parents 

Create defined activity centers 

2 

Create weekly plan for activities and themes 

Incorporate music 

Encourage movement 

Create a cozy area for reading 

Cover top windows to reduce sunlight 

Table 2. Examples of Action Items per Branch  
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 Prior to post data collection, branch 

administrators implemented some of the 

recommended facility changes (e.g., paint-

ing rooms, buying child-sized furniture, 

providing money for craft materials) and 

updated training procedures for incoming 

staff members including a standard greeting 

for staff to use upon children’s arrival and 

secure sign-in procedures. A final compo-

nent of the intervention included a two-and-

a-half-hour training session planned by the 

childcare director. The director selected 

topics for the training based on the presen-

tation of initial findings. Topics included 

infant and toddler developmental mile-

stones, using active listening skills with 

parents, and creating specialized enrich-

ment opportunities for young children 

through story time. 

 

Spring Data Results 

 The intent of the spring data was to 

assess positive and negative changes to the 

childcare program due to the intervention 

and to decide future steps for ongoing col-

laboration. Two themes emerged from the 

data including “Changes that occurred” and 

“Changes that are still needed.” Results 

from the ECERS-R confirmed that im-

provements to the facilities were made, but 

did not indicate growth in other areas relat-

ed to personal care of young children, adult-

child interactions, or peer interactions. Both 

staff members and the childcare director 

noted that in order to change the quality of 

care, the culture of the organization needed 

to shift and the priority of the childcare pro-

gram needed to be reevaluated.  

 Changes that occurred. In gen-

eral, parents were satisfied (86%) with their 

overall experience with the childcare pro-

gram, but the majority of parents still ex-

pressed concern about the lack of interac-

tions and lack of care to meet the basic 

needs of their children such as diapering. 

Positive changes noted by parents included 

computerized sign-in/sign-out procedures, 

the addition of a new room that allowed for 

more space for infants and toddlers, and 

facility updates such as painted walls. It is 

concerning that these identified changes 

appear to be only cosmetic changes and not 

related to the quality of care for infants and 

toddlers (e.g., change in child-staff interac-

tions or implementation of structured activi-

ties). Figure 2 shows the changes in parent 

satisfaction as reported in the parent survey 

from fall to spring in the areas of arrival, 

departure, facility, toys, interactions, and 

staff/child ratio 

 

 

3 

Create a diaper and potty log 

Create and post a safety checklist 

Work with training committee on new hires 

Paint the walls in toddler room 

Update toys 

4 

Purchase more engaging toys 

Create a separate area for infants 

Paint walls and bathroom 

Hire more staff for evenings 

Regular staff meetings and professional development 

Table 2 (continued). Examples of Action Items per Branch  
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 When staff were asked about chang-

es made as a result of the intervention, they 

also focused primarily on facility changes 

(e.g., scanner for sign-in/sign-out, painted 

walls, new tables). Although the staff par-

ticipated in a professional development 

workshop and facility visits at other loca-

tions, only two of the four branches report-

ed making changes to staff practices as a 

result of participating in the study. Specifi-

cally, these locations reported additional 

use of outside play areas, more child-

directed activities, and taking time to greet 

parents upon arrival.  

 Changes that are still needed. In 

the spring, both parents and staff made sug-

gestions for areas that still needed improve-

ment. Although parents were pleased over-

all with facility changes, some commented 

that they would like to be able to view their 

child through a window or to be allowed to 

walk into a viewing area. For example, “I 

like the baby room that is all open and has 

glass walls so you can see right in. The tod-

dler room is closed off with regular walls so 

you can’t see the children interacting.” Par-

ents also noted that they were concerned 

with the child-to-staff ratio and the inability 

for the facilities to separate infants and tod-

dlers from older children.  

 During the spring focus group with 

staff members, they echoed many of the 

same needs for improvement that they had 

stated in the fall including the need for ad-

ditional supplies, storage, and space. In ad-

dition, they recommended implementing a 

specific training for new childcare employ-

ees, better pay to help with staff turnover, 

and more respect for the department from 

organization leaders.  

 Environment data. Employing the 

same rating of quality of infant and toddler 

care as in the fall results, the overall mean 

score for all branches in the spring fell 

within the moderate range (3.0-4.9). Table 

1 reveals a couple of things in regard to the 

item levels. First, as in the fall results, all 

four branches received moderate to accepta-

ble interaction mean scores (e.g., peer inter-

action). Second, all four branches received 

inadequate ratings in greeting/departing, 

Figure 2. Percentage of parental satisfaction with program features from fall survey to spring survey.  
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health practices, and promoting acceptance 

of diversity.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 As early childhood professionals, 

we consider it a privilege to be afforded the 

opportunity to not only collect and dissemi-

nate scientific knowledge to our colleagues 

and peers, but also to engage in scholarship 

that promotes more immediate opportuni-

ties for enhancing children’s social, emo-

tional, and intellectual development (e.g., 

Munton et al., 2002). In addition to helping 

a local organization examine their childcare 

services from a wider perspective 

(including parent and staff perceptions and 

environmental observations) and start im-

plementing changes, this study was con-

ducted to serve as an example for forming 

university and community collaborations. 

Oftentimes, university faculty form collabo-

rations based on their own research agendas 

without regard for the broader needs of 

their community. This study is an example 

of engaging in initiatives conceived and 

driven by a local organization; therefore, 

this particular local organization felt they 

were deriving real benefits from the collab-

oration (e.g., Brown-Luthango, 2012), and 

so it is expected that this partnership will 

continue to develop and impact genuine 

change. 

 This study also demonstrates the 

power of using research to provide needs-

based community service. By using data 

collection and analysis, we were able to 

provide the organization with specific tools 

and recommendations that they could use to 

improve the quality of their childcare ser-

vices instead of researchers acting as the 

“experts” and providing a workshop as re-

quested by the director of childcare ser-

vices, which may or may not have im-

proved practice. Although taking a hands-

off approach to the professional develop-

ment training and coaching of childcare 

staff may have resulted in slower and mini-

mal rates of change, we felt it was more im-

portant to provide the childcare director 

with research-informed tools and sugges-

tions that would empower her to make in-

formed decisions about staff training and 

facility changes. 

 Both the researchers and childcare 

director were slightly discouraged at the 

slow rate of change in quality practices 

based on our follow-up data analysis. But 

despite the small changes, we continued to 

feel invested in the partnership and encour-

aged by the fact that staff members were 

starting to see their role differently within 

the organization. Staff commented that they 

felt more valued by their organization be-

cause we had taken time to listen to their 

concerns and they were excited about the 

prospect of future trainings. The director 

commented that the “culture” was changing 

within their organization and that childcare 

was beginning to be viewed differently by 

all levels of staff and administrators. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 This study aimed to improve the 

quality of childcare within four branches of 

a community organization by providing a 

needs-based assessment, recommendations, 

and follow-up assessments. The results of 

the analyses indicated that facility changes 

were made that improved the quality of the 

childcare physical environment, but that 

little or no changes were observed in the 

areas of personal care of young children, 

adult-child interactions, or peer interactions. 

Based on the results, the researchers and 

childcare director extended their partnership 

in order to continue working together to-

ward making improvements. It is our hope 

that other researchers will use our study as 

an example for creating meaningful univer-

sity and community partnerships based on 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 4 

51 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

the needs of community organizations and 

their members in order to use knowledge to 

impact directly broader problems in our so-

ciety. 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of 

human development. Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press. 

Brown-Luthango, M. (2013). Community-

university engagement: The Philippi 

CityLab in Cape Town and the chal-

lenge of collaboration across bounda-

ries. Higher Education, 65(3), 309-324. 

Bulotsky-Shearer, R. J., Bell, E. R., Carter, 

T. M., & Dietrich, S. L. R. (2014). Peer 

play interactions and learning for low-

income preschool children: The moder-

ating role of classroom quality. Early 

Education and Development, 25(6), 815

-840. doi: 

10.1080/10409289.2014.864214 

Burchinal, M. R., Roberts, J. E., Riggins, 

R., Zeisel, S. A., Neebe, E., & Bryant, 

D. (2000). Relating quality of center-

based childcare to early cognitive and 

language development longitudinally. 

Child Development, 71(2), 339-357. 

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of 

qualitative research (3rd ed.). Los An-

geles: Sage. 

Creswell, J. W., & Plano-Clarke, V. L. 

(2011). Designing and conducting 

mixed methods research (2nd ed.). Thou-

sand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Fukkink, R. G., & Lont, A. (2007). Does 

training matter? A meta-analysis and 

review of caregiver training studies. 

Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 

22, 294-311. doi:10.1016/

j.ecresq.2007.04.005 

Harms, T., Clifford, R. M., & Cryer, D. 

(2005). Early childhood environment 

rating scale, revised edition. New York: 

Teachers College Press. 

Hestenes, L. L., Cassidy, D. J., Hegde, A. 

V., & Lower, J. K. (2007). Quality in 

inclusive and noninclusive infant and 

toddler classrooms. Journal of Research 

in Childhood Education, 22(1), 69-84. 

doi: 10.1080/02568540709594613 

Johnson, R. B., & Onwuegbuzie, A. J. 

(2004). Mixed methods research: A re-

search paradigm whose time has come. 

Educational Researcher, 33(14), 14-26. 

doi: 10.3102/0013189X033007014 

Knowles, M. S. (1984). Andragogy in ac-

tion: Applying modern principles of 

adult learning. San Francisco, CA: 

Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Lamb, M., & Ahnert, L. (2006). Nonparen-

tal childcare: Context, concepts, corre-

lates and consequences. In W. Damon, 

R. M. Lerner, K. A. Renninger, & I. E. 

Sigel (Eds.), Child psychology in prac-

tice: Handbook of child psychology (6th 

ed., pp. 664-679). New York: Wiley. 

Lamb-Parker, F., Greenfield, D. B., Fantuz-

zo, J. W., Clark, C., & Coolahan, K. C. 

(2002). Shared decision making in early 

childhood research: A foundation for 

successful community-university part-

nerships. NHSA Dialog, 5(2-3), 356-

377. 

Li-Grining, C. P., & Coley, R. L. (2006). 

Child care experiences in low-income 

communities: Developmental quality 

and maternal views. Early Childhood 

Research Quarterly, 21(2), 125-141. 

doi: 10.1016/j.ecresq.2006.04.001 

Little, P. (2007). The quality of school-age 

childcare in after school settings. Na-

tional Center for Children in Poverty. 

Love, J. M., Harrison, L., Sagi-Schwartz, 

A., van IJzendoorn, M. H., Ross, C., 

Ungerer, J. A., ... Chazan-Cohen, R. 

(2003). Childcare quality matters: How 

conclusions may vary with context. 

Child Development, 74(4), 1021-1033. 

 

 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 4 

52 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Mamedova, S., & Redford, J. (2013). Early 

childhood program participation, from 

the National Household Education Sur-

veys Program of 2012 [NCES 2013-

029]. Washington, DC: National Center 

for Education Statistics. 

Munton, A. G., Blackburn, T., & Barreau, 

S. (2002). Good practice in out of 

school care provision. Early Child De-

velopment and Care, 172(3), 223-230. 

doi: 10.1080/03004430212125 

National Institute of Child Health and Hu-

man Development [NICHD]. (2006). 

The NICHD study of early childcare 

and youth development: Findings for 

children up to age 4½ years. U.S. De-

partment of Health and Human Ser-

vices. 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2012). Introduction: 

Putting the MIXED back into quantita-

tive and qualitative research in educa-

tional research and beyond: Moving to-

ward the radical middle. International 

Journal of Multiple Research Ap-

proaches, 6(3), 192-219. 

Perlman, M., Zellman, G. L., & Le, V. N. 

(2004) Examining the psychometric 

properties of the Early Childhood Envi-

ronment Rating Scale-Revised (ECERS

-R). Early Childhood Research Quarter-

ly, 19, 398-412. doi: 10.1016/

j.ecresq.2004.07.006 

Saldaña, J. (2009). The coding manual for 

qualitative researchers. Los Angeles: 

Sage. 

Tashakkori, A., & Teddlie, C. (1998). 

Mixed methodology: Combining quali-

tative and quantitative approaches. Ap-

plied Social Research Methods Series 

(Vol. 46). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Weerts, D. J., & Sandmann, L. R. (2008). 

Building a two-way street: Challenges 

and opportunities for community en-

gagement at research universities. The 

Review of Higher Education, 32(1), 73-

106. doi: 0.1353/rhe.0.0027 

AUTHOR NOTE 

 Anna H. Hall, Department of Teach-

ing and Learning, Clemson University; Am-

ber Simpson, School of Education, Indiana 

University. 

 Correspondence concerning this ar-

ticle should be addressed to Anna H. Hall,  

407B Tillman Hall, College of Education, 

Clemson University, Clemson, SC 29631 

864-656-0352, ah2@clemson.edu 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 4 

53 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 This auto-ethnographic study re-

counts and analyzes the experiences of Li 

Mao, an international doctoral student, dur-

ing a compulsory service-learning (SL) 

placement. Learning about diversity is a 

frequently cited aim and benefit of service 

learning, but very little research examines 

diversity from the perspective of interna-

tional higher education students participat-

ing in SL as service providers.  

 The study illustrates the challenges 

that international students can face when 

they encounter the host culture in what may 

be very unstructured field placements. Li’s 

experience as a service provider was not 

positive. As a Canadian newcomer and EFL 

(English as a foreign language) learner, Li 

lacked the linguistic and cultural resources 

she needed to make sense of her field place-

ment, leaving her confused, frightened, and 

demoralized. Her stress was exacerbated by 

the compulsory nature of the placement for 

her course credit. The findings in this man-

uscript, developed from descriptions of her 

activities and reflections, have implications 

for SL program staff, field supervisors, and 

instructors. Although we focus on the needs 

of international students, the recommenda-

tions emerging from this study have broad-

er applications for SL pedagogy and prac-

ABSTRACT 

 

This auto-ethnographic study recounts the experiences of an international doctoral student in a 

service-learning (SL) placement. The narrative discusses the cultural and linguistic barriers that 

the student faced, both in the classroom and in her SL field placement. The authors use the stu-

dent’s secondary sources as well as a series of reflective dialogues as data toward an analysis of 

the learning needs of linguistic and cultural minorities in service-learning—an as of yet under-

explored area of research in service-learning pedagogy.  
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International Students: 
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______________________________ 
1An important note to the reader: After the first draft of this work, co-authored by Ms. Li Mao and Dr. Donna 

Chovanec, was submitted for consideration, Dr. Chovanec passed away. Li Mao and Laura Servage shared Dr. 

Chovanec as a doctoral supervisor. Both took the SL class described in this study, albeit at different times. After 

the loss of Dr. Chovanec, Dr. Servage stepped in to continue work on the paper. The analysis that follows incor-

porates the perspectives of all three authors. Li Mao and Dr. Servage worked together to develop an analysis that 

would incorporate Dr. Chovanec’s perspectives, honour her memory, and produce a manuscript that she would 

be proud of. 
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tice, as international and non-traditional stu-

dents increasingly undertake this kind of 

learning.  

 

BACKGROUND 

 

 Service learning was a compulsory 

component of a course on adult learning 

and development in Li’s first year as a Chi-

nese international doctoral student at a Ca-

nadian university. She was given four 

placement choices at the beginning of the 

semester. Although community partners 

visited her class and gave a general intro-

duction of each placement, Li didn’t have 

much context for what they explained. She 

had only been in Canada for one semester, 

and she was still an outsider with respect to 

Canadian culture and society. She chose the 

placement at a community drop-in center 

only because it was nearest to campus and 

she could get a ride with a classmate. Li and 

two group mates were expected to visit the 

center several times, complete a project, 

and make presentations to their community 

partner and their classmates. 

 Li went to Inner City Drop-In Cen-

tre2 almost every week for two months, and 

did her best to communicate with communi-

ty coordinators, social workers, and the 

people visiting the center. Most of the Inner 

City Drop-In visitors are marginalized and 

vulnerable. Many are homeless, disabled, or 

struggling with addictions. Many Drop-In 

visitors are Aboriginal, and Li knew very 

little about Indigenous Canadians and their 

cultures. Much of her informal learning 

came as a result of conversations with Jor-

dan, the one domestic (host country) stu-

dent in her group. In rides to and from Inner 

City Drop-In, Jordan3 and Li had conversa-

tions about their placement, and Jordan an-

swered some of Li’s many questions about 

the center and its visitors. 

 Jordan took the lead in organizing 

the group’s project: a public showing of a 

documentary about “safe injection sites” 

that offer free, clean injection equipment to 

needle users. For Li, direct contact with 

drug users was alarming; in her home coun-

try, China, drug use is stigmatized as a seri-

ous crime, and the concept of progressive 

treatment was alien to her. 

 Midway into her placement, Li was 

distressed enough to have a conversation 

with her course instructor and group mem-

bers. They agreed that Li would withdraw 

from the Drop-In Centre visits and focus on 

preparing for presentations. Overall, the SL 

placement was a valuable learning experi-

ence for Li, as she was prompted to leave 

the classroom and campus and speak Eng-

lish with diverse people in the local com-

munity. However, much of the experience 

was well outside of her comfort zone. For 

the majority of the time, she felt completely 

overwhelmed. As a newcomer to the Cana-

dian off-campus community, she was 

thrown in to Inner City Drop-In with no ori-

entation or adaptive supports. Also as an 

EFL participant, Li felt more “illiterate and 

helpless” than the community members, in 

whose eyes she imagined she ought to be a 

competent adult educator. For Li, an experi-

ence that in theory ought to have enriched 

her life in Canada with new relationships 

left her feeling all the more a marginalized 

outsider.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 Dr. Donna Chovanec, a course in-

structor who brought a strong social justice 

orientation to her work, structured Li’s CSL 

experience. Donna’s critical pedagogy was 

thus an intentionally challenging experience 

for all students, not just international stu-

dents. In the sections that follow, we pro-

________________________ 
2 Pseudonym 
3 Pseudonym 
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vide further background on the nature of 

“critical SL,” and a summary of literature 

that has considered international students’ 

experiences in service-learning placements. 

In this literature review, we found no em-

pirical work that specifically linked critical 

SL with international students’ experiences. 

 

Service-Learning and Critical SL  
 

 Service learning (SL) or community 

service learning (CSL) is a form of experi-

ential learning that encourages both aca-

demic and personal development in stu-

dents. The U.S. National Service-Learning 

Clearinghouse defines CSL as “a teaching 

and learning strategy that integrates mean-

ingful community service with instruction 

and reflection to enrich the learning experi-

ence, teach civic responsibility, and 

strengthen communities” (National Service-

Learning Clearinghouse, n.d.). Service 

learning has gained popularity in North 

American higher education for its potential 

to provide authentic, experiential, and trans-

formative learning opportunities (Butin, 

2015; King, 2004). When service learning 

is taught well, it motivates student reflec-

tion, reciprocity, and civic commitment 

(Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; 

Butin, 2003, 2010; Eyler, Giles, & Braxton, 

1997). Moreover, service learning has been 

heralded as an important intervention for 

preparing students for increasingly diverse 

academic and work environments 

(Holsapple, 2012; Urban & Palmer, 2014). 

 However, alongside evolving peda-

gogies for SL have emerged critiques of the 

practice as a comfortably liberal form of 

charity: one that provides “service” to peo-

ple in need without fundamentally question-

ing why the service opportunities should 

need to exist in the first place (Westheimer 

& Kahne, 2004). As King (2004) observes, 

“when service-learning is presented as one 

party magnanimously providing a service 

which another party is in need of, and yet is 

incapable of providing for themselves, the 

space between the server and the served is 

widened rather than narrowed” (p. 123). 

Critical SL instead seeks explicitly to un-

cover and disrupt the social power relations 

underlying these arrangements. Kajner, 

Chovanec, Underwood, and Mian (2013) 

ground critical SL in “the critical theories 

that have informed both a justice-oriented 

perspective and the development of critical 

pedagogy” (p. 36). In addition to what have 

generally been found to be good pedagogi-

cal practices for service learning—for ex-

ample close integration of the community 

placement and course work—critical SL 

employs critical pedagogy in the classroom, 

and what Giles (2014) describes as “conflict

-oriented” placements. These placements 

take the form of social activism, and are 

intentionally designed to evoke transforma-

tive learning (Giles, 2014) by “disrupt[ing] 

students’ understanding of social systems 

and facilitat[ing] self-reflection of their 

privilege and participation in systems of 

oppression” (Kajner et al., 2013, p. 37). 

 

International Students in North America 

 

 With the growing popularity of ser-

vice learning, its participant composition 

and learning contexts have been diversified, 

in part because of the large increase of in-

ternational students in North American uni-

versities (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Ma-

ringe, 2010). Eight hundred thousand 

(800,000) foreign students studied on 

American campuses in 2013, which indicat-

ed a 40% increase over the past decade 

(Chicago Tribune, 2013). In Canada, there 

was a 60% increase of international stu-

dents between 2004 and 2012, with a record 

high of over 1,000,000 students attending 

Canadian institutions in 2012 (Citizenship 

and Immigration Canada, 2013). The ma-

jority of international students in North 
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American Universities arrive from non-

English speaking countries (Institute of In-

ternational Education, 2013; Humphries, 

Rauh, & McDine, 2013). Many of these stu-

dents come with excellent academic creden-

tials, are highly motivated academically, 

and are enthusiastic about taking part in 

North American society. 

 

Adjustment Challenges for International 

Students 

 

 The struggles faced by international 

students have been very well documented. 

Based upon a literature review on the ad-

justment issues among international stu-

dents in five English-speaking countries, 

Andrade (2009) states that “whether related 

to academic or social adjustment, interna-

tional students had more difficulty adapting 

than domestic students” (p. 135). Among 

the dominant predictors of foreign students’ 

acculturative distress, language barriers are 

consistently ranked as a top issue (de 

Araujo, 2011). In and out of the classroom, 

language difficulties can lead to confusion, 

misunderstandings, and social anxiety 

(Erichsen & Bolliger, 2011; Harryba, Guil-

foyle, & Knight, 2012). Because language 

is also inextricably linked with culture, 

some studies also indicate that international 

students from non-English speaking coun-

tries experience more acculturative distress 

than those from English-speaking countries 

(Yeh & Inose, 2003).  

 In addition to language proficiency, 

social isolation is a frequently cited concern 

(Lee, 2015). International students may be 

isolated by culture shock, lack of contact 

with family and friends, perceived discrimi-

nation or prejudice in the host country, 

challenges connecting with other interna-

tional students from different linguistic 

communities, and compensatory overuse of 

technology (Andrade, 2006; Harryba, Guil-

foyle, & Knight, 2012; Lee, 2015; Smith & 

Khawaja, 2011; Zhou & Cole, 2016). Many 

international students lack the kinds of so-

cial and academic supports that might ame-

liorate some of these conditions, including 

the most rudimentary of social networks 

that might help them build a support system 

(de Araujo, 2011; Menzies & Baron, 2014). 

Zhao, Kuh, and Carini (2005) propose that 

because social supports are so significant to 

international student satisfaction, recruit-

ment of these students must be accompa-

nied by intentionally designed programs 

and services that increase contact between 

international and domestic students in edu-

cational, social, and co-curricular activities. 

 

International Students in Service  

Learning 

 

 Given the growing popularity of ser-

vice learning in higher education and the 

rapid growth of international students on 

North American campuses, one question 

that might be raised is whether the diverse 

and special needs of the EFL international 

students are being addressed in SL class-

rooms and community settings. Although 

academic research on the service-learning 

experiences of international students in 

their study abroad destinations has been 

growing in recent years, it is still quite lim-

ited. In our review of the literature, we 

found only a handful of studies pertaining 

to cultural and linguistic competence in 

field placements from the perspectives of 

the service provider. 

 Some of these studies focused on 

the role of service learning in programs spe-

cifically oriented to foreign language learn-

ing and cultural adaptation. Miller, Berkey, 

and Griffin (2015) take a largely positive 

perspective on international students as pro-

viders, describing such arrangements as “a 

mutually beneficial exchange” that creates 

opportunities for the student to improve his 

or her language skills (p. 341). Similarily 
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oriented studies point to the benefits for 

language learners as service-learning pro-

viders through the authentic, interactive, 

and meaningful engagement with the native 

speakers. Cited benefits include increased 

foreign language proficiency and social 

confidence; preparation for study abroad in 

the foreign language; understanding and 

belonging to new communities; and in-

creased cross-cultural awareness, reflection, 

and collaboration (Caldwell, 2007; Morris, 

2001; Perren, Grove, & Thornton, 2013; 

Steinke, 2009; Wurr, 2009). 

 Other studies focus on service learn-

ing in various disciplines other than lan-

guage learning with international students 

(especially EFL students) as service provid-

ers. Benefits cited include the diverse view-

points that international students bring to 

placements, students’ improved English 

competence, reduced stereotyping of people 

in the hosting country, and increased cross-

cultural understanding of course curriculum 

for both international and domestic students 

(Anson, 2011; Buchanan, 2013; Clarke, 

2004; Crossman & Bordia, 2008; Shalabi, 

2014). However, international students are 

less likely to participate in community en-

gagement and service learning when these 

are voluntary components of a regular 

course (Korobova & Starobin, 2015). Cruce 

and Moore (2007) attribute this to 

“language and cultural barriers or feelings 

of isolation” (p. 670). Both international 

students and domestic students may experi-

ence “cultural strangeness” (van Leeuwen, 

2008) in their classroom and field encoun-

ters (Crossman & Kite, 2007). Cruce and 

Moore (2007) conclude that given the gen-

eral reluctance of international students to 

participate in SL, it is important to engage 

in more deliberate outreach to encourage 

international student community engage-

ment. 

 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 To make sense of Li’s experiences, 

we draw on sociocultural theories that em-

phasize language and relationships as inte-

gral to the learning process (Lyle, 2008; 

Skidmore, 2006). Because these theories 

depart from a modernist model of the indi-

vidual learner (Wegerif, 2008), they have 

been taken up post-structurally to examine 

ways in which learning shapes and re-

shapes identity.4 Applied to adult EFL 

learners, the social environment that lin-

guistic and sociocultural minorities encoun-

ter in the English-speaking world directly 

impacts their language learning and, in tan-

dem, the identities they forge in new socio-

linguistic environments (Block, 2007; Cum-

mins, 1996; Kanno, 2003; Ricento, 2005; 

Toohey, 2000). 

 Norton’s (1995) concept of invest-

ment premises that there are sociocultural 

rewards for those who sound similar to the 

dominant majority. Consequently, language 

learners may invest in a target language 

“with the understanding that they will ac-

quire a wider range of symbolic and materi-

al resources” (Norton, 2000, p. 166). How-

ever, because language and identity are mu-

tually constructed (Weeden, 1997), an in-

vestment in the target language may also be 

an investment in a learner’s identity in the 

target-language-speaking community. An 

investment in linguistic capital is also an 

investment in becoming a full linguistic, 

social, and cultural member of the society. 

 The relationships between language, 

culture, and identity take a critical turn 

when they are considered in light of une-

_______________________________ 
4Bakhtin’s work has been particularly useful in this regard. Bakhtin’s understanding of dialogue 

as a negotiation of an emergent social reality implies that “meaning cannot be grounded upon 

any fixed or stable identities but is the product of difference” (Wegerif, 2008, p. 349). 
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qual relations of power—that is, the extent 

to which race, gender, social class, and oth-

er aspects of social location impact the abil-

ities of linguistic and sociocultural minori-

ties to realize full, equitable participation in 

the host society (Norton & Toohey, 2011). 

Critical perspectives highlight that linguis-

tic skills are symbolic resources not equally 

available to all (Cummins, 1996; Miller & 

Brewer, 2003; Norton & Toohey, 2011).  

 Inequitable relations of power in the 

target-language-speaking communities 

might block access to learning, and prevent 

full and meaningful investment in target-

language social practices. 

 Norton and Toohey (2011) maintain 

that “pedagogical practices have the poten-

tial to be transformative in offering lan-

guage learners more powerful positions 

than those they may occupy either inside or 

outside the classroom” (Norton & Toohey, 

2011, p. 417). The relationships between 

language and power described by Norton 

and Toohey have implications for critical 

pedagogy, which will be discussed in later 

sections of this manuscript. 

 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA 

SOURCES 

 

 Because this study was based on the 

personal service-learning experiences of Li, 

the authors of this manuscript contributed 

and elaborated on what began as auto-

ethnographic work on Li’s part. Auto-

ethnography may be defined as “an autobio-

graphical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple layers of consciousness, 

connecting the personal to the cultural” and 

theory to practice (Ellis & Bochner, 2000, 

p. 739). The data for an auto-ethnographic 

study are usually texts “written in the first 

person and featur[ing] dialogue, emotion, 

and self-consciousness as relational and in-

stitutional stories affected by history, social 

structure, and culture” (Ellis & Bochner, 

2000, p. 739).  

 Li’s auto-ethnographic account was 

informed by two data sources: personal sec-

ondary data written by Li and reflexive dia-

logue between Li and her SL course in-

structor, Donna. Johnson and Christopher 

(2012) define secondary data as that which 

have been “collected, recorded or left be-

hind at an earlier time, usually by a differ-

ent person and often for an entirely differ-

ent purpose than the current research pur-

pose at hand” (Johnson & Christopher, p. 

212). Personal secondary data was collected 

sporadically throughout Li’s second year of 

study in Canada, and during her service-

learning experiences. Data included service

-learning project assignments (including 

written reflection, group work summaries, 

project presentation materials), and service-

learning group work memos documented in 

emails and online discussion logs. An ad-

vantage of secondary data for this study 

was that it covered thoughts, feelings, and 

events that Li may not have been able to 

access by retrospection alone (Boslaugh, 

2007). Further, because the data was not 

generated for the purposes of the study at 

hand, Li was able to insert some useful dis-

tance between the narrative and researcher 

“voices” that are ultimately combined in the 

data analysis (Chase, 2005; Miller & Brew-

er, 2003). 

 Reflexive dialogue between Li and 

her course instructor, Donna, and later be-

tween Li and Laura, was also used as a data 

collection method for this study. Reflexive 

dialogue is a form of interpersonal ex-

change focused not on reaching consensus, 

but on achieving understanding of oneself, 

and the other (Abma, 2001). It is a process 

of developing mutual reflexivity and pro-

posing constructive feedback to problematic 

practices and experiences. Unlike dialogue 

that is oriented toward particular outcomes, 

reflexive dialogue requires slow and 
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thoughtful focus on the processes of com-

munication. Li and Donna engaged in some 

dialogues during the class term, but most of 

their exchanges took place after the class, 

once the two were less bound by their stu-

dent/teacher relationship (Cunliffe, 2002; 

Giles, 2014). Reflexive dialogue continued 

in ongoing exchanges between Li and Don-

na in the production of the first draft of this 

paper. Through conversations and email 

exchanges, Li continued to refine her narra-

tive and interpretations. Later, Li and Laura 

also worked through a range of ethical diffi-

culties inherent in representing Donna, who 

could no longer contribute her voice to this 

work (Ellis, 2007). 

 We drew some additional methodo-

logical considerations from Chang, 

Ngunjiri, and Hernandez (2013), and Lapa-

dat (2009), who offer strategies for con-

ducting and analyzing auto-ethnographic 

work collaboratively. The authors describe 

data collection and analysis as iterative pro-

cesses, cycling between episodes of individ-

ual writing and reflection, and dialogical 

exchanges among the researchers. “By 

working collaboratively with others,” states 

Lapadat (2009), “researchers experience 

leaps of insight that come from negotiating 

roles, purposes, processes, and meanings; 

they learn from each other” (p. 956). 

 Using the reflexive dialogues de-

scribed above, we elaborated Li’s second-

ary sources into thick descriptions of criti-

cal points in her narrative. Li and Laura 

then separately considered the data, engag-

ing in both open and axial coding (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). We continued to dia-

logue as we reconstructed Li’s narrative to 

display and analyze the two key themes ex-

plored in the next section. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

 As noted earlier, service learning 

has been upheld as a mutually beneficial 

arrangement for second language learners 

and community partners (d’Arlach, 

Sánchez, & Feuer, 2009). Li’s experience 

did indeed provide her with valuable infor-

mal, community-based opportunities to 

learn more about Canadian society, and 

practice conversational English in non-

academic contexts. However, the service-

learning experience was still, on balance, a 

difficult one. In the findings and analysis 

that follow, we describe and discuss the 

various points at which the SL experience 

failed to meet Li’s needs as an EFL learner 

and Canadian newcomer.  

 

Class and University Supports for  

Service Learning 

 

 Li was very surprised to hear about 

the required service-learning component of 

her adult education class. She had never 

heard of service learning in China, and did 

not know what to expect. However, she was 

still very excited about the prospect. In her 

first semester of study in Canada, Li had 

found it difficult to find social opportunities 

off-campus. “It was really hard to find 

someone to speak English with me without 

paying a tutor,” she recalled, “although 

there were so many English speakers 

around me.” 

  Li was hopeful that service learning 

would give her valuable social and outreach 

opportunities. Optimistically, Li anticipated 

the kinds of reciprocal social networks she 

had read about in research literature: those 

in which there would be mutually valuable 

learning experiences (Mao, 2013). The SL 

placement would provide Li with a “buffer 

zone” of informal yet academically-oriented 

contexts within which she could safely in-

vest in her emerging identity as a bilingual 

and bicultural scholar and educator 

(Campbell, 2000; Giles & Eyler, 1994). “I 

thought this would be an ideal learning op-

portunity for all the newcomers as me,” she 
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wrote in the class online forum. For many 

reasons, however, Li quickly soured on the 

SL experience, which did not lead to antici-

pated social and academic success, but to 

isolation and frustration.  

 Choosing a service-learning place-

ment. Even well-organized service learning 

creates logistical challenges for course in-

structors, students, and SL support staff 

(Lenton et al., 2014). The process of plac-

ing students can be time-consuming, and 

creates pressure on the part of SL providers 

and instructors to settle placements as early 

in the term as possible. Typically, place-

ment options and the administrative re-

quirements for SL placements take up about 

an hour of class time. As Li and Donna re-

called it, the orientation was indeed a whirl-

wind affair. Presentations by community 

organizations that explained each placement 

option lasted only about 10 minutes a piece.  

 The brief orientation offered by 

each of the community partners may have 

been sufficient for domestic students. For 

Li, however, the rapid pace of the presenta-

tions coupled with her lack of socio-cultural 

understanding left her confused—dis-

oriented rather than “oriented.” Before Li 

had an opportunity to make sense of the 

purpose and process of each service-

learning project, she was asked to quickly 

make a choice among the four placements 

offered. She felt helpless when she recalled 

this experience in her service-learning re-

flection assignment:  

Without a city map, placement so-

cial context, and knowing expected 

discomforts and supports, I actually 

do not know where each placement 

was, how they were operated and 

whether they are suitable for me. I 

want to know what and how things 

will happen there, although that 

might be silly questions for others.  

Lacking any meaningful criteria for choice, 

Li defaulted to pragmatism: 

I needed to choose a place by the 

end of the class but I even did not 

know where each placement was. 

Finally, I chose the place in down-

town because one classmate I knew 

before would like to give me a ride. 

Also it was the closet placement 

from campus and it was the only 

place I could go by taking LRT 

[subway]. 

 Li’s choice was also influenced by 

logistics around police and security checks: 

“The office said that certain placements 

need a police information check or security 

clearance, however, I did not know how to 

do it at that time,” she recalled. The role of 

the SL placement office was only men-

tioned during the orientation session in 

class, and the focus in this session was on 

the administrative requirements for the 

placement. Thus Li did not see the SL of-

fice as a potential site of support. 

 Hence even before her placement 

had started, Li experienced barriers that 

limited her options, and led her to take a 

placement that may not have been appropri-

ate for her. Confusion and uncertainty 

around her choice marked the beginning of 

Li’s disillusionment with service learning.  

 Poor preparation for the target 

community. Once she began her  place-

ment, Li found herself wholly unprepared 

for the experience. The Drop-In Centre, she 

said, “frightened me a lot.” In reflections 

and reflective dialogues with Donna, Li re-

called the difficulties of her visits to the 

Centre: “Without an orientation to the so-

cial environment and its social rules, I was 

suddenly thrown into a challenging social 

context in a vulnerable way.” The marginal-

ized adults in the Centre engaged in social 

practices wholly unfamiliar to Li. The 

neighbourhood and the people seemed un-

safe to her. The friendliness of Inner City 

Drop-In visitors was, for her, too familiar. 

She recalls, for example, pulling back when 
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a visitor grabbed her hand to look at her 

watch when he asked the time. 

 Chinese people rarely appeared at 

the Drop-In, so Li, as an obvious visible 

minority in this new setting, felt self-

conscious. “People were staring at me,” she 

recalled. She also described encounters with 

one of her field placement supervisors: 

They did not have Chinese interna-

tional students in the placement be-

fore, so he did not know about my 

background and always asked me 

some very basic questions about 

China. It made me sometimes awk-

ward since China and myself were 

something so strange to him and I 

did not want to make myself more 

alienated by asking more weird 

questions. 

 The role of linguistic barriers. 

Perhaps most significantly, Li’s still limited 

English proficiency in conversational set-

tings made it almost impossible to over-

come the cultural strangeness and feelings 

of alienation she was experiencing. Li stud-

ied English literature and taught English in 

China, and came to Canada as a doctoral 

student with outstanding scores on her Eng-

lish language proficiency exams. However, 

her English language abilities did not trans-

fer readily to conversational settings in her 

host country. She struggled at times to com-

prehend and respond quickly enough to 

keep up in discussions with native English 

language speakers. “I asked…for help when 

I cannot follow their pace of conversation,” 

she recalled. “Sometimes they would slow 

down or explained with more details. How-

ever, it would not last long.”  

 Li’s language learning struggles 

were exacerbated in non-formal settings 

like her SL placement. In a service-learning 

reflection assignment, Li shared: 

Many times, it was really hard for 

me to understand the people at the 

placement because of their strong 

accent, slang language, and non-

standard grammatical structures. 

This was especially true for the 

homeless people with mental issues. 

Sometimes, I was thinking they may 

also feel my English was weird 

since they always asked me to re-

peat what I spoke.  

The difficulties and self-consciousness ac-

companying Li’s efforts to communicate 

with others in her placement were, she re-

called “overwhelming.” Unsure of herself 

and unable to confide her difficulties to an-

yone, Li quickly withdrew from others at 

Inner City Drop-In: 

Despite my time and effort in the 

placement, my minority identity as 

an international student and ESL 

speaker was strengthened instead of 

my expectation that I would 

strengthen my identity in the domi-

nant English language community. I 

felt even further away from the peo-

ple I wanted to identify with.  

 

Student Group and Field Placement  

Dynamics  

 

 Collaboration is a valued component 

of higher education learning, and effective 

collaboration has received increased atten-

tion in recent years as teamwork and inter-

cultural competency have been articulated 

as desirable graduate attributes or outcomes 

(Stracke & Kumar, 2014; Urban & Palmer, 

2014). However, in practice, social and lin-

guistic barriers can make it difficult for host 

country and international students to be eq-

uitable participants in group learning activi-

ties. International students may be per-

ceived, or perceive themselves, from a defi-

cit perspective (Crose, 2011; Leask, 2011). 

This was Li’s experience in her group work. 

Her accounts of these experiences show the 

reasons for her reluctance to assert her 

needs and perspectives, and how failed in-
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tercultural communication further rein-

forced her initial fear of “rocking the boat,” 

lest she be further marginalized (cf. Lee, 

2015).  

 For Li, a critical incident was the 

choice of the group’s project. As part of an 

assigned activist intervention, Li’s group 

planned to offer a public showing of a doc-

umentary about safe injection sites for drug 

users. Li recalled: 

When the documentary was dis-

cussed, I always felt several steps 

behind their conversations. The oth-

ers already knew about the docu-

mentary, they talked about it very 

fast and then, they made a decision 

before I could figure out what was 

going on. When I figured out their 

plan, I was extremely uncomfortable 

with it because, in China, drug ad-

diction is considered to be a social 

taboo, and before this project, I nev-

er had face-to-face contact with peo-

ple addicted to drugs.  

At first, Li was reluctant to share her feel-

ings:  

I was afraid to talk to the instructor 

and placement coordinator about my 

struggles because I do not want to 

be a “trouble maker.” In China, to 

challenge the authority is considered 

to be “not harmonious.” Therefore I 

considered myself to be a very quiet 

and obedient student in both China 

and Canada. 

When Li did eventually tell Jordan, her 

group mate, that she was uncomfortable 

with the topic and the people at Inner City 

Drop-In, Jordan simply told her the experi-

ence would help her to get used to Canadian 

society. “I felt that I was considered to be 

problematic if I resist things I do not like in 

Canada,” Li later wrote in her journal. Also, 

Jordan, a white domestic student, was 

friendly. Li was relying on her for rides to 

her field placement. Jordan tried to offer 

help by answering Li’s questions during 

their drives together. “I really relied on Jor-

dan a lot during my placement visits and I 

did not want to bother her too much,” said 

Li. 

 The inability/failure of Jordan and 

Li to engage in a deeper conversation about 

Li’s discomfort with the project highlights 

how important mutual learning may be 

sidelined if participants are unaware of or 

unwilling to explore the power dynamics 

between members of the dominant socio-

linguistic community and socio-linguistic 

minorities. 

 The wrong compromise. Midway 

through the term, Li’s stress led to tears in 

class as she expressed the frustration and 

loneliness she had been experiencing as a 

cultural and linguistic outsider. Clearly the 

group needed a plan to get through the 

course assignments, the deadlines for which 

were fast approaching. The group met with 

Donna, the course instructor. Donna pro-

posed that Li could contribute to the project 

in ways that did press her to engage directly 

with Inner City Drop-In. As Donna re-

called, 

When your group met with me, we 

decided that you would make the 

posters and other materials so that 

you could avoid direct contact with 

the people coming into the drop-in 

center. I was pleased with the com-

promise because it seemed you 

would be able to participate on 

terms that were more comfortable 

for you. 

Already feeling like she was burdening her 

group, Li agreed to the plan, but her acqui-

escence came at the cost of further margin-

alization: 

I seemed like I became somewhat 

useless because I had no other ways 

to serve my group and the learners, 

and I ended up working by myself. 

Then, what’s the point of service 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 8, Number 4 

63 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

learning for me without having con-

tact with the community? 

When the team asked Li to only focus on 

paperwork, the door of her investment in 

English language and local culture almost 

completely closed. Despite the potential of 

SL to provide her with valuable authentic 

informal language learning opportunities, 

these could not be realized without in-

formed and willing co-participants who 

could play the role of supportive interlocu-

tors (speakers) in this process (Miller, 

2003). Li summarized, “Not only the in-

structor but the other students and staff in 

the placement also needed to realize their 

role as my informal ESL instructors and 

sociocultural facilitators.” 

 Overall, lack of intercultural aware-

ness and urgency around project deadlines 

appear to have underpinned the behaviours 

of Li’s group members and field placement 

supervisor, who, despite their efforts to be 

cooperative and friendly, did not understand 

how difficult and uncomfortable the situa-

tion might be for a newcomer, and thus 

minimized Li’s concerns when she ex-

pressed them. The topic familiarity and fast 

pace of speaking among the group members 

and placement staff made it difficult for Li 

to contribute her own skills or assert her 

own perspectives.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 For both Li and Donna, Li’s experi-

ences with Inner-City Drop-In and her 

group’s project work presented an oppor-

tunity to reflect on the relationships be-

tween power, linguistic and cultural compe-

tence, and pedagogy. In the discussion that 

follows, we first consider, from Li’s per-

spective, the impacts of these experiences 

on her identity as a bilingual and bicultural 

adult educator. We then turn to the ways in 

which Li’s experiences caused Donna to 

broaden her practice to consider linguistic 

competence as a source of power, and thus 

potentially, as a source of the oppression 

and social injustice she sought to ameliorate 

through her practice as a critical adult edu-

cator. We conclude with some suggestions 

for how service learning practitioners, coor-

dinators, and field supervisors can better 

facilitate positive SL experiences for inter-

national students. 

 

Impacts of Service Learning on Li’s 

Identity 

 

 Li came to Canada with high hopes 

of learning and participating in new com-

munities in English. Mastering English in 

informal and conversational settings was 

central to this goal, and to Li’s sense of 

identity as a competent adult educator. In 

the months preceding her course with Don-

na, she had experienced disappointment and 

isolation, finding few people with whom 

she could speak. She hoped that the service-

learning experience would help her to form 

relationships and practice her conversation-

al English. Instead, the SL experience left 

her feeling all the more alienated. Feelings 

of uncertainty generated from Li’s still-

developing linguistic and cultural compe-

tence dominate her narrative. She was una-

ble to negotiate unwritten cultural and lin-

guistic rules, especially in highly novel and 

disorganized settings, and was therefore 

unable to assert or express her needs until it 

was too late.  

 Thus, somewhat ironically, in a crit-

ically educative setting that used experien-

tial learning to highlight systemic sources 

of unjust power relations, Li was herself 

disempowered. Her inability to “keep up” 

with domestic speakers at critical junctures, 

for example, choosing her placement and 

choosing a group project, meant that she 

missed important information and could not 

make informed choices. Because her 

knowledge of the city and transportation 
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options was limited, her placement choices 

were limited. As a Chinese person, her cul-

tural background promotes harmonious so-

cial relationships; she therefore refrained 

from “rocking the boat,” even when she 

was facing significant personal struggles. 

As Li explained, “For an international stu-

dent like me, to take personal agency needs 

a safe and supportive space. In China, indi-

vidual agency, such as students’ agency in 

learning settings, were not valued or even 

discouraged by the teachers or educational 

institutions.”in learning settings, were not 

valued or even discouraged by the teachers 

or educational institutions.” 

 A consequence of these systematic, 

disempowering experiences was that Li 

questioned her competence, not only as an 

English language speaker but also, in keep-

ing with the linkages drawn by Norton and 

Toohey (2011) between language and iden-

tity, her identity as an adult educator. In di-

alogue with Donna she shared, “I’m a well-

educated person but in that specific context, 

within a so-called illiterate community, I’m 

actually the one that’s illiterate because I 

am an EFL learner! Without effective com-

munication, how can I serve the people?” 

Recalled Li, “I wondered if there was some-

thing wrong with me or if there was a prob-

lem with the service-learning environment.” 

 

Critical Reflection 

 

 The shock and unpreparedness that 

Li experienced made her rethink her choice 

of profession, although in retrospect, she is 

able to reflect on some positive outcomes 

from her placement. In keeping with Don-

na’s intention that challenging SL place-

ments might disrupt students’ worldviews 

in productive ways, Li did indeed find her-

self confronting some of the prejudices ac-

companying her social location. Witnessing 

the ease with which Donna interacted with 

Inner-City Drop-in’s visitors, Li recalls, “I 

began to doubt myself from that moment. I 

have a multilingual and multicultural back-

ground and I study people like me who are 

the so-called minorities in the society, but 

in this situation, I still found prejudices in 

myself.” 

 The experience also helped her to 

recognize herself as a member of a relative-

ly well-off social class. This was a new in-

sight for her. Poverty was something “too 

far away” from her daily life in China. Until 

her SL experience, she had little sense of 

herself as having a social class, because in 

China, as she explained, poverty is a gov-

ernment problem and not something that 

individuals tend to feel responsible for (cf. 

Miller, Berkey, & Griffin, 2015). “I lived a 

privileged life in China and Canada,” she 

realized, “and I started to rethink my posi-

tion in China after this experience, which 

was a benefit I got.” 

 Li also feels better prepared as an 

adult educator. She remains somewhat wary 

of the homeless and often addicted and 

mentally ill people she worked with, “but,” 

she says, “the target populations of adult 

education are diverse and complicated. I 

should be ready for it.” Over time, she has 

come to recognize her SL experience as one 

that forced her to engage more in Canadian 

society, even though at the time it was so 

difficult. She also reflects that she has 

learned to “take more personal agency in 

the Canadian education system. When I feel 

uncomfortable, I feel more motivated to let 

people know.” As an adult educator, Li also 

wants to apply what she has learned to help 

other international students with their lan-

guage learning and cultural adjustments. 

 In some ways then, Li’s SL place-

ment fulfilled Donna’s pedagogical goal as 

a critical adult educator—namely to chal-

lenge students’ worldviews, assumptions, 

and prejudices. However, as Li explained to 

Donna in their dialogue, the potential re-

wards of critical service learning might turn 
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a critical adult educator—namely to chal-

lenge students’ worldviews, assumptions, 

and prejudices. However, as Li explained to 

Donna in their dialogue, the potential re-

wards of critical service learning might turn 

into “poisons” if a students’ discomfort tips 

the scale toward trauma.  

 

Cultural and Linguistic Competence as 

Power 

 

 As a longstanding and passionate 

critical adult educator, Donna was no 

stranger to thinking about unequal social 

relations of power in both her teaching and 

her curriculum. Yet Li’s case highlighted 

power in domains that Donna, a white 

North American professor, had not previ-

ously considered. Recalling Norton and 

Toohey (2011), the reflexive dialogue 

shared with Li prompted Donna to examine 

how “power in the social world affects 

learners’ access to the target language com-

munity,” and how “power is distributed in 

both formal and informal sites of  language 

learning” (p. 414). 

 Because she explicitly employed 

critical SL (Kajner et al., 2013), Donna ex-

pected her students to feel disrupted by 

their placements; indeed, this is, from the 

perspective of critical pedagogy, desirable 

(Giles, 2014). In her dialogue with Li, she 

explained, “I believe that we need to exam-

ine our prejudices and the social injustice of 

our society. That’s why I bring the SL 

placements into my courses.”  

 It is easy, however, for instructors to 

operate from a default position where the 

service recipients are to be empowered, and 

the providers enlightened with respect to 

their relative social privilege and domi-

nance (Butin, 2003; McKinney, 2005). 

Very often these power dynamics do in fact 

characterize the placement, and the relation-

ship(s) they entail. The very nature of being 

a service “recipient” implies marginaliza-

tion relative to service “providers.” It was 

not, therefore, surprising that Donna regard-

ed Li, like other university students in her 

classes, as a relatively privileged person 

facing a pedagogically valuable but none-

theless disorienting experience. As Donna 

discussed with Li, 

At the time, I thought that [your dis-

comfort] was related, at least in part, 

to being confronted with such a 

marginalized group of learners. Alt-

hough I knew that the experience 

could be emotionally disruptive for 

students, I didn’t recognize you as a 

student who was already struggling 

with your experiences as a sociocul-

tural minority at the university. 

Donna confessed, “I did not consider your 

particular learning and cultural needs when 

I sent you to Inner-City Drop-In unpre-

pared. As such, I began to see that perhaps I 

did not adequately fulfill my role as an in-

structor.” 

 Donna thus began to rethink some 

assumptions about her practice, specifically 

by recognizing linguistic and cultural capi-

tal as sources of social power. Part of her 

work with Li on this paper included consid-

ering strategies she might use in the future 

to better support international students in 

SL placements. Li and Donna’s recommen-

dations for practice are considered in the 

following section. 

 

Implications for Practice 

 Our analysis of Li’s experience sug-

gests that service learning may offer social 

integration and informal language learning 

opportunities in reciprocal social networks 

only if the linguistic and sociocultural needs 

of EFL international students are specifical-

ly and sensitively addressed. If the commu-

nity placement setting is ill prepared to host 

an EFL student, and other interlocutors are 

unaware of their role as informal language 
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teachers and sociocultural facilitators, SL 

social integration opportunities might lead 

instead to social isolation and reinforcement 

of minority identity. 

 In Li’s case, there was a consistent 

lack of awareness of her learning needs 

across all different aspects and settings of 

her experience. The SL placement office, 

the course instructor, Li’s group peers, and 

the community partner each in turn failed to 

recognize that Li was struggling with lin-

guistic and cultural barriers. These learning 

environments and partners all have the po-

tential to contribute to a successful SL 

learning experience for international stu-

dents by recognizing the additional supports 

they may need to overcome linguistic and 

cultural barriers. 

 Classroom supports. For  isolated 

or infrequent cases, for example where only 

one or two students in a seminar are linguis-

tic minorities, Li’s experiences point to an 

array of fairly self-evident interventions 

that center largely on the instructor’s aware-

ness of, and sensitivity to, difficulties po-

tentially faced by international students. For 

the instructor who wants to create a safe 

learning environment for international stu-

dents, multiple pedagogical strategies may 

be adopted, including internationalizing as-

pects of the curriculum, providing addition-

al language supports in class, and creating 

group projects and assignments in ways that 

help the international student to contribute 

fully, drawing on his or her own cultural 

background, knowledge, and experiences 

(Crose, 2011; Leask, 2011; Sanderson, 

2011). 

 Recognizing that cultural differ-

ences and linguistic barriers may make 

some international students hesitant to 

speak up in class, the instructor may engage 

in informal outreach in the moments before 

and after classes, and by asking students to 

book office-hours appointments (Lee, 

2015). Instructors cannot work from the 

assumption that international students will 

come forward and ask for help (Harryba, 

Guilfoyle, & Knight, 2012; Lee, 2015). 

Therefore, it is important for instructors and 

support staff to recognize that they may 

have to do more direct outreach with stu-

dents, preferably in personal, caring ways 

that, while addressing students’ academic 

needs, do not limit themselves to this instru-

mental orientation.  

 With a small number of students, 

the instructor can also work effectively to 

liaise and mediate on behalf of international 

students in order to provide an enhanced 

orientation experience with more time to 

answer students’ questions. Orientation 

might include a site visit before the place-

ment, or a private meeting with the commu-

nity partner. The instructor can also check 

in with the service learning placement site 

several times throughout the term, and ask 

the students about their experiences regular-

ly as well. 

 The instructor can create groups not 

simply by choice of placement assignment, 

as was the case in Donna’s class, but also 

by identifying host students who are willing 

to extend themselves as informal language 

learning partners for their international 

classmates, and coaching these host stu-

dents with some basic intercultural aware-

ness training. Once established, groups can 

be monitored via informal check-ins, mid-

term course evaluations, and/or group re-

flection assignments. If the instructor does 

not typically use student groups, it may be 

advisable to ensure that international stu-

dents are paired in the field with an amena-

ble host classmate who will act as a cultural 

facilitator and language learning partner. 

 Structured and program-level in-

terventions. Many of the interventions 

proposed at the classroom level can emerge 

out of the instructor’s intentional pedagogi-

cal efforts to be more inclusive. Instructors 

like Donna are already highly conscious of 
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the need to create classroom settings that 

acknowledge difference and create opportu-

nities to dialogue across race, social class, 

gender, and sexual orientation. Recognizing 

linguistic competence as a point of differ-

ence and a source of inequitable social 

power may be regarded as an extension of 

existing inclusion practices. Donna, for ex-

ample, used her dialogue with Li to brain-

storm ways in which she would improve 

her pedagogy the next time she had an in-

ternational student in one of her graduate 

seminars. 

 However, Li’s case also points to 

concerns that may not be resolvable by in-

dividual instructors at the level of class-

room interventions. First, it is reasonable to 

anticipate that the number of international 

students participating in SL will grow in the 

future. A critical mass of international stu-

dents in a service-learning class may mean 

that their needs outstrip the capacities of an 

individual instructor to offer support. At 

this point, it becomes more important for 

program-level supports to be implemented. 

For students like Li, supports offered by the 

service-learning unit might include addi-

tional workshops and orientations for inter-

national students as service providers, extra 

explanations and instructions for required 

paperwork, online orientation videos, help 

with understanding city geography and 

transit options, and ready referrals to other 

supports on campus when they are needed.  

 Program-level interventions might 

also take the form of service-learning op-

tions designed especially for ESL interna-

tional students, such as bridging programs 

and reciprocal programs that fully engage 

students’ existing and emerging arrays of 

linguistic and cultural capital. It may also in 

some cases be advisable to steer EFL learn-

ers away from service-learning placements 

in their first semesters of study, in order 

that they have a little more time to accultur-

ate. 

 Service-learning coordination units 

may also wish to consider the needs of in-

ternational students in their communication 

efforts with community partners. Ideally, 

over time, SL coordinators would identify 

the community placements most likely to be 

good experiences for international students. 

Over time, community partners could build 

capacity to offer site-based support to inter-

national student providers who wish to con-

tribute in meaningful ways, but may still be 

practicing conversational English, and 

adapting to a new host culture. 

 Service learning and informal 

learning spaces. Many of Li’s experiences 

in her SL placement are typical of those 

faced by international students in a variety 

of settings: in class, on campus, and off 

campus. Research on the experiences of 

international students, as noted earlier, con-

sistently documents the challenges that 

these students face when trying to integrate 

into the host community/society (Andrade, 

2006; Lee, 2015). Consequently, an emerg-

ing body of research focuses on classroom 

strategies and ancillary support services to 

ease these difficulties (e.g. Lee, 2015; 

Sanderson, 2011). 

 An additional challenge unique to 

service learning, however, is that it incorpo-

rates off-campus activities beyond the im-

mediate pedagogical purview of the course 

instructor. Although work has been done to 

adapt classroom pedagogies for internation-

al learners, little of this work has closely 

scrutinized the informal, interactive learn-

ing that takes place between international 

students and their domestic peers, and/or in 

community settings, as is the case in classes 

with an SL component. Community place-

ments like Li’s will include many informal 

and ill-structured learning experiences, 

which the student may or may not be able 

to make sense of. The challenges of mean-

ingfully integrating less structured and less 

monitored experiential learning are likely to 
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be exacerbated in intentionally critical 

forms of SL, like that employed by Donna, 

which expose students to difficult, complex, 

and potentially disturbing social problems 

(Giles, 2014). Further, it was evident in Li’s 

case that strategies like reflection assign-

ments and class discussions typically em-

ployed to help students to integrate and re-

flect on field experiences were not effec-

tive, in and of themselves, for an EFL learn-

er, nor did they help Donna to understand 

and address Li’s mounting concerns during 

the term. Further empirical work on the role 

of community-based pedagogy in the ad-

justment experiences of international stu-

dents may shed light on support strategies 

that incorporate greater intercultural aware-

ness, and more effective cross-cultural com-

munication. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 The reflexive dialogue in which Li 

and Donna engaged for several months fol-

lowing the course was, as Donna’s illness 

progressed, gradually abandoned. The ini-

tial draft of this paper was completed, but 

teacher and student never did come to a mu-

tually agreeable resolution to the kinds of 

challenges that Li had experienced. In part, 

this is because each approached the goals of 

the SL placement from very different per-

spectives. Although they agreed that the 

service-learning experiences could be im-

proved for international students, and pro-

posed some strategies for achieving this, 

they continued to associate different learn-

ing goals with service learning. For Li, ser-

vice learning was an opportunity to gain 

valuable English language learning oppor-

tunities, and to forge a new identity; for 

Donna, from a critical pedagogical perspec-

tive, SL is a catalyst for the deconstruction 

of existing identities. 

 The different understandings of ser-

vice learning expressed by Li and Donna 

highlight ideological and pedagogical ten-

sions that are likely to become more pro-

nounced if SL continues its present diversi-

fying trajectory, incorporating not only 

more international students like Li, but also 

more non-white, non-middle class students 

who may very well be from populations and 

neighbourhoods that SL community part-

ners typically “serve” (Novick, 2011). Such 

students are sources of disruption of the bi-

naries between “oppressed” and 

“oppressors” (McKinney, 2005) that persist 

in critical pedagogy, despite its widening 

understanding of potential sources of differ-

ence, and the ways in which these intersect. 

 In fact, it might be argued that criti-

cal pedagogy, even as a practice informed 

by post-structural sensibilities, has not es-

caped its Western metaphysical vestiges (cf. 

Butin, 2003). While many educators like 

Donna work to create inclusive and dialogi-

cal spaces within their classrooms 

(Cunliffe, 2002; Giles, 2014; McKinney, 

2005), such spaces may not resonate with 

students from other cultures like Li, who 

not only experience linguistic barriers, but 

may lack the cultural contexts to understand 

the aims of critical pedagogy, or indeed of 

the entire service- learning model (Miller, 

Berkey & Griffin, 2015). In this sense, the 

presence of cultural and linguistic minori-

ties in service-learning placements extends 

post-structural critiques and refinements of 

critical pedagogy into potentially fruitful 

new territories.  
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 INTRODUCTION 

 

“Abundant evidence shows that both the 

civic and academic health of any culture is 

vitally enriched as scholars and practition-

ers speak and listen carefully to each oth-

er.” Ernest Boyer (Boyer, 1996, p. 25) 

  

 What is the underlying nature of the 

partnership between the Veterans Health 

Administration (VHA) and academia?  

Boyer aptly refers to it as the scholarship of 

application (Boyer, 1996). It is bidirectional 

and, in its essence, the continuum between 

knowledge attained from academic discov-

ery and that from practitioners engaged 

with real world issues. The result of this 

bidirectional knowledge-sharing is scholar-

ly engagement. In this context, steps in aca-

demic discovery, as intended for the public 

good, should transcend traditional schemas 

that confine it between academician and 

academician but should evolve and involve 

a larger thought process. Such a process 

necessitates the involvement of practition-

ers from its conception and, thus, extends 

beyond the confines of the academic envi-

ronment. For example, the establishment of 

geriatrics as a field of medicine by the 

VHA was apropos in light of the increasing 

strains on the veterans’ healthcare system 

as the result of rising numbers of aging post

-war veterans presenting with comorbidities 

(Malphurs & Striano, 2001). In addition, 

the development of Geriatric Research, Ed-

ucation and Clinical Centers (GRECCs) in 
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1975 by the VHA facilitated physician 

training at major universities throughout the 

United States eventually becoming the 

model of geriatric care (Goodwin & Mor-

ley, 1994); cumulatively, these innovations 

exemplify the bidirectional flow of 

knowledge between research and practice. 

Today the GRECCs are poised to provide 

key insights into healthcare delivery in geri-

atric medicine through their institutional 

affiliations (Bell et al., 2015; Florez et al., 

2015; Malmstrom et al., 2015). 

 “Work for the public good” and 

“public participation” are often the assigned 

descriptors of best practices for engaged 

scholarship (Barker, 2004). Public partici-

pation, though reactionary, is not intended 

to replace traditional scholarship, but rather 

to broaden its scope and application 

(Barker, 2004). Five main practices are in 

line with the principles of the scholarship of 

engagement today: 1) public scholarship, 2) 

participatory research, 3) community part-

nerships, 4) public information networks, 

and 5) civic literacy scholarship, all of 

which have been previously described 

(Barker, 2004). While all offer scholars 

more options from which to tailor their spe-

cific question and so having greater societal 

resonance, they are not mutually exclusive 

and often overlap. As scholars, we identify 

with one that best aligns with our concerns; 

however, the basic criteria we follow for 

best practices call for being mindful of 

work that is for the public good; a contribu-

tion to our discipline; an equal partnership 

with community partners and so is benefi-

cial to both partners and academicians.  

 However, what happens when the 

relationship between partners and acade-

micians is undermined, hindering bidi-

rectional knowledge-sharing?  We re-

viewed reports that primarily described uni-

versal issues that may affect partnerships 

such as institutional bias; institutional disa-

greement on the constituents and rigor of 

engaged scholarship (in comparison to tra-

ditional modes of scholarship); issues that 

affect the academic-practitioner partnership 

such as statistical versus clinical signifi-

cance that are on the mindset of academi-

cians and practitioners, respectively; con-

troversies surrounding a mutual agreement 

on the appropriateness of the research ques-

tion to maintain vigor between academi-

cians and community partners; and, finally, 

a lack of consensus on a working definition 

of serviceability not only between academic 

disciplines but also within the academic-

practitioner relationship (Bartunek, Trullen, 

Bonet, & Sauquet, 2003; Calleson, Jordan, 

& Seifer, 2005; Ward, 2003). Bartunek at-

tributes these problems as being the direct 

result of academicians and practitioners not 

being members of each others’ communi-

ties of practice (Bartunek et al., 2003). Of 

note, there was paucity in information relat-

ing to the challenges in maintaining a bidi-

rectional knowledge-sharing commitment 

between academicians and community part-

ners, specifically when the landscape 

changes for one giving way to barriers that 

prevent knowledge-sharing, as we describe 

below. 

 

Our Project 

 

 In response to an inaugural call for 

engaged scholars at California State Uni-

versity, Los Angeles, we formed an innova-

tive community partnership between the 

nutritional science program at California 

State University, Los Angeles, and the Vet-

erans Administration Greater Los Angeles 

(VA GLA). The original aims of the pro-

posed work with medical providers at the 

VA GLA were based on their years of em-

ployment and, specifically, their experienc-

es treating older adult patients. Those aims 

were: 1) to evaluate existing treatment para-

digms for cognitive and functional decline 

used by VA medical providers treating a 
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multiethnic population of older adult pa-

tients; 2) to assess clinical practice 

knowledge and opinion concerning the as-

sociation between vitamin D nutriture, as 

well as other nutritional biomarkers, with 

cognitive and physical functioning in this 

population; 3) to include university students 

and stakeholders within the VHA and the 

Los Angeles community in mobilizing sup-

port for routine assessment of vitamin D 

nutriture; and 4) to complete a report about 

vitamin D nutriture and its association to 

cognitive and physical functioning among 

older-aged Veterans in Los Angeles using 

the opinions and knowledge of VA medical 

providers. However, process challenges ex-

perienced during our collaboration with the 

VA GLA prevented us from accomplishing 

these aims. 

 As the original proponents of civic 

engagement and leading educators of 70% 

of physicians in the United States (Boyer, 

1996; U.S. Department of Veterans Af-

fairs), the practices of medical providers at 

the VA GLA would provide invaluable in-

sight concerning the extent to which routine 

assessment of vitamin D nutriture is war-

ranted. This is a debatable topic in nutri-

tional science because current recommenda-

tions for optimal blood levels of vitamin D 

are based on bone health only (Institute of 

Medicine, 2010), despite vitamin D’s many 

roles in the body (Medical Advisory Secre-

tariat, 2008; Kasiappan et al., 2012; Scragg, 

Sowers, & Bell, 2007; Sohl et al., 2013; 

Wilson et al., 2014). However, knowledge 

of medical providers’ opinions may inform 

treatment paradigms for diseases possibly 

related to poor vitamin nutriture, such as 

decrements in cognition and physical func-

tion performance. Ultimately, this work has 

the potential to inform other academicians, 

other practitioners, and policymakers 

throughout the United States interested in 

community health. 

Project Design 

 Premised on knowledge-sharing, our 

community partnership with the VA GLA 

was initiated by an interest in the role of 

vitamin D in cognitive and functional de-

cline, conditions that are both rising in the 

veteran population due to an aging cohort 

that mirrors national and global population 

aging. Additional reports indicate that these 

conditions are more prevalent in darker pig-

mented veterans; as such, this holds serious 

implications for civilian individuals (Harris-

Love, Adams, Hernandez, DiPietro, & 

Blackman, 2014). The knowledge gained 

from our partnership with the VA GLA ulti-

mately would be applied to investigations in 

nutritional science, investigations that pri-

marily recruit civilians. Moreover, the ob-

servation that darker pigmented individuals 

have a higher risk for vitamin D deficiency 

and, consequently, vitamin D-related dis-

eases has led to a growing belief among 

public health proponents that vitamin D sta-

tus or, specifically, serum level of 25-

hydroxyvitamin D (the major circulating 

form of vitamin D), is a biological determi-

nant of health disparities (Grant & Peiris, 

2010; Weishaar & Vergili, 2013). Califor-

nia is home to the largest population of vet-

erans (Blanton, 2013). Thus, in terms of 

sample size, the data generated concerning 

these issues surrounding vitamin D would 

be invaluable, particularly since data from 

the National Health and Nutrition Examina-

tion Survey suggests vitamin D status may 

account for half of racial health disparities 

in the United States (Weishaar & Vergili, 

2013).  

 The association between vitamin D 

nutriture and skin pigmentation is based on 

its synthesis. Vitamin D is synthesized by 

ultraviolet radiation (UVB) absorption of a 

compound found in the skin, 7 dehydrocho-

lesterol. The resultant product, previtamin 

D3, is converted to the active form of vita-
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min D, 1,25 dihydroxyvitamin D, in two 

hydroxylation reactions (addition of a hy-

droxyl group, -OH) in the liver and kidney 

(Bikle, 2000; Holick, Tian, & Allen, 1995). 

Darker skin pigmentation is rich in 

eumelanin, a photoprotective compound, 

which acts as a barrier against UVB thus 

inhibiting vitamin D synthesis (Branda & 

Eaton, 1978). 

 Within the civilian population, par-

ticularly older adults, poor vitamin D status 

has been associated with increased risk of 

several chronic diseases of major public 

health concern that include impairments in 

cognition and physical functioning 

(Medical Advisory Secretariat, 2008; 

Kasiappan et al., 2012; Scragg, Sowers, & 

Bell, 2007; Sohl et al., 2013; Wilson et al., 

2014). These would be worse in darker pig-

mented individuals since they are at an in-

creased risk of vitamin D deficiency. Fur-

thermore, reduced cognition may predict 

decrements in functional capacity (Lundin-

Olsson, Nyberg, & Gustafson, 1997). This 

in turn can lead to disability, institutionali-

zation, and death (Dodge, Du, Saxton, & 

Ganguli, 2006). The pathway to institution-

alization has been communicated in sequen-

tial steps in what is referred to as the disa-

blement process that associates pathology, 

impairments, functional limitations, and 

disability. It is a process that also identifies 

four areas for prevention and, thus, scholar-

ly engagement (Verbrugge & Jette, 1994). 

Preventative measures can be taken before 

each sequential step, not only inhibiting 

progression to the next step but also feed-

back effects that may lead to new diagno-

ses.  

 Of note, data indicate that a high 

prevalence of vitamin D deficiency exists 

among the U.S. veteran population (Braddy, 

Imam, Palla, & Lee, 2009). This finding is 

associated with higher healthcare costs and 

service utilization (McKinney et al., 2011; 

Peiris, Bailey, & Manning, 2008). Veterans 

are particularly vulnerable to cognitive dys-

function and functional decline and vitamin 

D repletion may not only improve cognition 

and physical function performance, but it 

may also decrease total mortality (Autier & 

Gandini, 2007). 

 

Procedures 

 Semi-structured phone interviews 

were conducted with medical providers 

from the VA GLA West Los Angeles Medi-

cal Center between September 2015 and 

February 2016. Medical providers were 

identified through the VA GLA online med-

ical provider database available to the gen-

eral public. We identified a total of 159 po-

tential medical providers from the follow-

ing five specialties: 1) primary care, 2) geri-

atrics, 3) neurology, 4) rehabilitation, and 

5) mental and behavioral health. The medi-

cal providers were sent a recruitment email. 

Those who responded to the recruitment 

email were then sent an informational letter 

describing procedures, risks, and benefits, 

and an invitation for an in-person or phone 

interview was extended. We devised a 28-

item semi-structured interview to be com-

pleted within 30 minutes (see Figure 1). 

The interview was subdivided into domains 

related to demographics, clinical practice 

knowledge about vitamin D and cognitive 

functioning, clinical practice knowledge 

about vitamin D and physical functioning, 

vitamin D nutriture, and a summation. A 

semi-structured interview allowed for elab-

oration on key questions related to our ob-

jectives in all domains excluding de-

mographics. A university medical provider 

and an academician reviewed the interview 

questions for clarity and consistency. The 

California State University, Los Angeles, 

Institutional Review Board approved the 

study. The Department of Veterans Affairs, 

Greater Los Angeles Healthcare System 

provided a letter of permission. The VA 

GLA GRECC Director was a collaborator.  
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Study Limitations 

 The process of bidirectional 

knowledge transfer with the VA GLA has 

been marked with extreme challenges in the 

aftermath of a historical landslide that fell 

on the VHA questioning its legitimacy. Be-

ginning in 2011 to the present, substantiated 

allegations of unethical behavior have un-

dermined the civic partnership that the 

VHA embarked upon with higher education 

over 70 years ago. These reports that 

stemmed from the Phoenix Health Care 

System in 2011 are now systemic and al-

lege gross mismanagement and criminal 

misconduct involving manipulation of pa-

tient wait times leading to the wrongful 

death of thousands of veterans throughout 

the United States (U.S. Office of Special 

Counsel, 2014; VA Office of Inspector 

General, 2011). Particularly troubling is 

that 70% of U.S. medical providers receive 

their training from the VHA and over 70% 

of VHA medical providers have academic 

appointments in institutions throughout the 

United States (U.S. Department of Veterans 

Affairs, 2015).  

 One major limitation to this study 

was scheduling challenges. Working close-

ly with the GRECC Director, the VA Hu-

man Research Protection Program (HRPP) 

Administrator disclosed that the VA GLA 

were trying to be more accommodating to 

outside investigators and provided assur-

ance that a letter of support for our study 

would be sent to all VA GLA medical pro-

viders with our recruitment letter to encour-

age participation. However, the letter was 

not provided and communication with the 

HRPP Administrator ceased early in our 

collaboration. A College Outreach Veteran 

Coordinator at one of the VA GLA subsidi-

aries communicated to us that the Chief of 

Staff told him medical providers were too 

overburdened by workload, which would 

limit their availability to participate in our 

study.  

 Another area of limitation may be 

attributed to participation bias. Some of our 

questions assessed medical provider 

knowledge of vitamin D and its association 

with both cognitive and physical function-

ing. The potential that medical providers 

may have felt that we were questioning 

their expertise and ability to assess cogni-

tive and physical functioning, as they relate 

to vitamin D nutriture, may have served as 

a deterrent to medical provider participa-

tion. U.S. medical schools provide very lit-

tle, if any, nutrition education (Adams, 

Kohlmeier, & Zeisel, 2010; Adams, Lin-

dell, Kohlmeier, & Zeisel, 2006), and medi-

cal providers may not encounter this issue 

in their daily practice. We collected the data 

anonymously and used medical provider 

names for scheduling purposes only. Never-

theless, even obtaining names for schedul-

ing may have threatened self-efficacy and 

outweighed our assurance of anonymity.  

 Ultimately, the political underpin-

nings that challenge the VHA’s national 

identity may have given way to its disen-

gagement from public discourse. In so do-

ing, it is exemplary of lack of accountability 

by a government agency. This is contrary to 

the role of a public agency that is required 

to engage with the public. The policy 

should be not to withdraw but to foster en-

gagement particularly in light of the promi-

nent role the VHA assumes in the training 

of the majority of U.S. physicians.  

 

Lessons Learned and  

Recommendations 

 

 To date, despite attempts to increase 

participation that include snowball sam-

pling, on-site presentations at primary care 

meetings, periodic recruitment emails, and 

a suggestion to conduct interviews at the 

VA GLA campus (that was discouraged), 

medical provider participation remains 

poor.  
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 One means to increase participation 

may involve modifying our data collection 

procedure and providing a questionnaire 

rather than conduct phone and in-person 

interviews. The questionnaire would be 

emailed to prospective medical provider 

participants, which would allow them to 

complete the questionnaire in their own 

time. However, since a component of the 

interview was designed to obtain infor-

mation on nutrition knowledge, self-

administered mailed questionnaires may 

compromise the authenticity of some ques-

tions that could be answered, e.g., through 

an Internet search.  

 As part of the recruitment process 

and within the confines of the Ethical Code 

of Practice (American Medical Association, 

2001), consideration could be given to re-

munerate participating medical providers to 

incentivize them to take part in such stud-

ies. It has been postulated that incentives 

are especially useful in compensating for 

the absence of other motives to participate, 

“regardless of the level of risk” (e.g., sched-

uling issues; Singer & Couper, 2008). 

 Notwithstanding incentivizing par-

ticipants, the ‘leverage-salience theory’ also 

outlines key areas for consideration with 

regard to participation. The suggestion is 

that survey participation is multifactorial. 

Decisions can be based on survey-

specificity, person-specificity, or the re-

spondents’ social and physical environment 

(Groves, Singer, & Corning, 2000). 

 While working with the VA GLA 

has presented some obstacles, we feel that 

this study presents an important body of 

work that warrants thorough investigation. 

In order to validate this thought, we propose 

partnering with a professional and, perhaps 

more stable, organization that is open and 

willing to pursue such research for the bet-

terment of the public health and to advance 

the interests of medical providers and their 

patients. One such organization could be 

the American Medical Association whose 

mission is directed toward the betterment of 

public health. This is the largest association 

of medical providers and medical students 

and, through the Journal of the American 

Medical Association, has an expanded glob-

al reach to hundreds of thousands of medi-

cal providers outside the United States 

(American Medical Association, 2014, 

2016).  

 Finally, as we reflect further on our 

process and examine the bigger picture and 

the broader implications of trying to eluci-

date an issue concerning healthcare deliv-

ery, Jonathan Lomas’ suggestion of the 

need for an intermediary has great reso-

nance. He writes, “the general picture is one 

of poorly connected worlds lacking 

knowledge of (and often respect for) each 

other” (Lomas, 2007, pg. 130). As such, 

what may be required is someone who can 

facilitate partnerships, someone neutral but 

familiar with the individual cultures of 

academicians and practitioners or research 

and stakeholders. What may be needed is a 

knowledge broker. Lomas explains 

knowledge brokers can bring researchers 

and decision-makers together by structuring 

the research agenda, facilitating applied re-

search and its dissemination, and getting it 

used. Stakeholders are positioned to effec-

tively maximize “knowledge transfer and 

exchange mechanisms” (Lomas, 2007). It 

may not be enough to be a hybrid research-

er-practitioner (Lomas, 2007), someone 

who conducts research as well as practices 

medicine or even a stakeholder who con-

ducts research. An intermediary familiar 

with what Bartunek referred to as “each 

others’ communities of practice” may be 

the solution (Bartunek et al., 2003). It very 

well may be that in some contexts an inter-

preter is required because our languages, or 

our communities of practice, are too differ-

ent and only an intermediary could align 

our goals effectively. And so, if the land-
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scape changes for the one, the broker could 

provide reinforcements and strengthen the 

connection.  

 To this end, in order to overcome 

barriers in scholarly engagement, academic 

institutions should house or provide access 

to such broker services. Sandmann (2008) 

wrote of institutional frameworks conceived 

specifically to support engagement as a 

function of scholarship that should be 

linked with the Higher Education Network 

for Community Engagement. Several such 

institutional frameworks exist at various 

academic institutions nationwide. Sand-

mann (2008) also gave heed to academic 

manifestation of engaged partnerships 

through other practices of engaged scholar-

ship such as community-based participatory 

research, which places greater emphasis on 

“promoting participation itself” (Barker, 

2004, pg. 130) and can be integrated into 

curricula (Sandmann, 2008).  
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  With their collection of essays, Ser-

vice Learning and Literary Studies in Eng-

lish, published by the Modern Language 

Association (MLA), Grobman and Rosen-

berg (2015) offer a compelling case for how 

the public humanities, particularly literary 

and writing studies, can engage students, 

faculty, and community members in im-

portant discussions about social justice, de-

mocracy, and the civic role of the academy 

through community-based learning. Given 

the difficult task of reviewing each article 

individually, I limit myself to the larger 

sections, evaluating one outstanding essay 

in each, then providing an overall assess-

ment of the volume’s impact.  

 The lengthy, extensively researched 

introduction contextualizes the pedagogical 

and ideological history of community-based 

and service learning in literary studies. The 

editors define their theoretical terms well 

and outline the volume’s purpose clearly, 

which is to demonstrate how publically en-

gaged literary and interdisciplinary studies 

can foster compassion and ethics (Grobman 

& Rosenberg, 2015, p. 16). The editors’ 

eight “Best Practices” at the end of the in-

troduction provide practical yet essential 

advice for both novice and experienced 

practitioners of service learning in literary 

studies. The rest of the book is organized 

into five sections loosely by course or pro-

ject content, with a “Selected Resources” 

section to end the volume. 

  Part I, “Service Learning in Ameri 

can Literature,” presents applications of 

undergraduate literature courses in public 

outreach, including two public library read-

ing programs and multiple not-for-profit 

partners with a Native American-serving 

institution. Schweitzer’s essay, “Com-

pleting the Circle: Teaching Literature as 

Community-Based Learning,” stands out as 

a practical yet deep application of literary 

theory in a prison outreach program focus-

ing on engaging marginalized voices, in-

cluding poignant anecdotes from both pris-

oners and students. 

 Part II, “Service Learning in English 

and World Literature,” explores seemingly 

disparate topics in the context of communi-

ty-based learning, including 18th century 

British literature and contemporary urban 

life in the United States, Shakespeare and 

social justice, Dickens and local landfills, 

and Latin American literature and language 

ideology. Hansen’s essay, “Shake It Up Af-

ter-School: Service Learning, Shakespeare, 

and Performance as Interpretation” contains 

an excellent evaluation of student learning 

outcomes in relation to literary criticism, as 

well as a thoughtful discussion of the 

“depth vs. coverage” debate in literary stud-

ies. Rabin and Leeman’s essay on Latin 

American literature courses taught in Span-

ish is oddly placed in this volume, yet it is 

worth reading for how its experienced com-

munity engagement practitioners mesh var-

ied texts and multiple community partners 

States and abroad.  
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 Part III, “Service Learning in Crea-

tive Nonfiction and Memoir,” offers exam-

ples of community-based courses that en-

gage students in producing memoir with 

retirees, hospice patients narrating their 

lives with and despite illness, and senior 

citizens in an in-home program writing cre-

ative nonfiction on issues such as identity, 

ethics, and heritage. Wagner’s essay, “Care, 

Compassion, and the Examined Life,” ex-

plores the limits of the seminal “with vs. 

for” issue in service learning pedagogy. She 

demonstrates how deliberately designing 

the experience to include both aspects led 

students to become more compassionate 

listeners, delve more deeply into the issues 

raised in the classroom, and better meet the 

needs of the community partner.  

 Part IV, “Service Learning in Litera-

ture-Based Writing,” includes an urban civ-

ic engagement course and a poetry work-

shop focused on social justice with mentally 

ill partners. Monpere McIsaac’s essay, 

“‘Beneath Thatched Shelters, We Paint 

Wide-Brimmed Hats’: Creative Writing and 

Social Justice,” embodies the challenges 

and rewards inherent in a partnership seek-

ing reciprocity that explores the difficult 

issue of social justice through reading and 

writing poetry with community members 

who suffer from mental illness, including 

the emotional, ethical, and academic conse-

quences. She skillfully weaves together 

poignant student and community poems 

with classroom activities, underscoring how 

poetry can be a catalyst not only for in-

creased empathy, but also for social action. 

 Part V, “Service-Learning in Cross-

Disciplinary Studies,” presents examples of 

interdisciplinary approaches to community 

engagement on topics such as classic litera-

ture, sexual violence, and food justice/

environmentalism. Tyx and Vermillion’s 

essay, “Literature Goes to Prison: A Recip-

rocal Service-Learning Project,” exempli-

fies the reciprocal nature of extended part-

nerships, as well as solid pedagogical and 

ethical design in service learning through 

what they call the “shared vision” (p. 204) 

of the penitentiary staff with whom they 

worked in designing and implementing 

their Book Club project.  

 Part VI outlines selected resources 

in service learning teaching and scholar-

ship, and would be extremely useful as a 

guide for researchers, administrators, and 

faculty, particularly for those new to the 

field. Resources include publication outlets 

(with the notable omission of this journal), 

conferences, professional organizations, 

media and print resources, and private and 

public agencies that support service learn-

ing teaching and research.  

 The brief essay format provides an 

easy-to-digest, effective presentation of a 

diversity of service learning projects in 

English and writing programs. The volume 

contains well-written, mostly anecdotal 

pedagogical approaches with some employ-

ing qualitative methodologies. Most essays 

focus on anecdotes or design from the uni-

versity or student side and leave community 

partner outcomes or reciprocity aside. 

Moreover, those methodologists looking for 

data-driven qualitative approaches would 

not find this volume as useful. Some of the 

projects detailed in the essays use best prac-

tices that attempt reciprocity, shared deci-

sion-making, and reflection tying the aca-

demic content to the service components. 

However, several essays include short-term 

or drop-in service and are not as reflective 

from a pedagogical standpoint. That being 

said, these projects may be a good starting 

point for those faculty members looking to 

initiate basic community-based learning.  

 Overall, Service Learning and Liter-

ary Studies in English is a necessary addi-

tion to any English or literature depart-

ment’s resource library, particularly for 

those discussing where to begin or how to 

improve existing community-based learning 
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or service learning pedagogies in a variety 

of courses. It is a recommended addition to 

humanities departments in general as a 

guide for how to do public humanities 

through community engagement courses.  
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