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Contemporary higher education in-

stitutions have responded to society asking 

them to demonstrate their relevance to local 

communities and broader society. We see 

evidence of this in college and university 

mission statements, the growth of campus 

centers and professionals dedicated to com-

munity engagement, course-based service-

learning pedagogy, student engagement ac-

tivities, and outcomes from these efforts. 

Community-based participatory research 

(CBPR) is a scholarly complement to these 

efforts. CBPR deploys researchers, practi-

tioners, and community partners from many 

different disciplines to question practices, 

develop inquiries, and help to solve broader 

issues in society.  

When discussing community-based 

participatory research with colleagues, it 

has been interesting to determine if, when, 

and how they have used these strategies. 

For some, training in CBPR was part of 

their academic experiences. Their mentors 

and peers demonstrated collaborative re-

search investigations where researchers and 

community partners helped to develop re-

search questions and plan inquiries. These 

colleagues typically share concrete steps on 

how they transitioned to full-time faculty 

work. Many other colleagues did not have 

those experiences. Developing a research 

question with a faculty advisor or commit-

tee and designing a project to answer it is a 

very common experience. 

To be clear, the elements that sepa-

rate community-based participatory re-

search from other research are trifold 

(Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & 

Donohue, 2003). First, CBPR requires 

equal participation and collaboration among 

academics and members of the community 

throughout the research process. Second, it 

resists authoritarian positions related to how 

knowledge is traditionally created. Strand, 

et al., identifies this as a “democratization 

of knowledge” (2003), where the ideas and 

experiences of all stakeholders are recog-

nized and valued in the manner in how the 

research methods and strategies are used. 

Last, CBPR values the ways in which com-

munities use the results to affect social 

change. For many scholars, adding or fur-

ther developing community-based partici-

patory research strategies to your research 

agenda will mandate that the focus includes 

listening to community partners, sharing 

power, and developing systems where com-

munity partners are empowered through the 

ABSTRACT 

 

This article investigates community-based participatory research (CBPR) within the framework 

of service learning and community engagement initiatives within contemporary higher educa-

tion. It identifies the characteristics of high-quality CBPR, delves into two criticisms of these 

efforts, and provides ideas for addressing these criticisms. 
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experience (St. John, Lijana, & Musoba, 

2017). 

Community-based participatory re-

search has been criticized. These criticisms 

include respect for community autonomy 

(Buchanan, Miller, & Wallerstein, 2007), 

and the effort necessary to create and main-

tain community partnerships (Cooke & 

Thorme, 2011). Further, critics indicate that 

CBPR is not appropriate for all types of 

scholarly inquiry. That seems reasonable. 

Rather than considering this an “either/or” 

situation, perhaps it is both. High-quality 

community-based participatory research 

and high-quality traditional research are 

both valid types of inquiry.  

The issue of respecting community 

autonomy is akin to gaining informed con-

sent from a community, rather than just the 

individual. There are models where support 

for this type of inquiry has been elicited 

through the use of Community Advisory 

Boards (CAB). These boards vet CBPR 

proposals at the local level. CAB approval 

does not relieve researchers from pursuing 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval; 

rather the CAB approval is sought in addi-

tion to IRB approval. 

 Partnership development and 

maintenance that allows for community-

based participatory research will take time 

and effort. Developing ways of knowing 

that are sensitive to and assist in resolving 

complicated community issues is a worthy 

endeavor. Community-based participatory 

research reminds me of a quote by Margaret 

Mead: “Never doubt that a small group of 

thoughtful, committed citizens can change 

the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that 

ever has.” 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Buchanan D. R., Miller, F. G., Wallerstein, 

N. Ethical issues in community-based 

participatory research: Balancing rigor-

ous research with community participa-

tion in community intervention studies. 

Progress in Community Health Partner-

ships, 1(2), 153-160. 

Cooke, D., & Thorme, T. (2011). A practi-

cal handbook for supporting community

-based research with undergraduate 

students. Washington, DC: Council on 

Undergraduate Research.  

St. John, E. P., Lijana, K. C., Musoba, G. 

D. (2017) Using action inquiry in en-

gaged research. Sterling, VA: Stylus 

Publishing.  

Strand, K., Marullo, S., Cutforth, N., 

Stoecker, R., Donohue, P. (2003) Prin-

ciples of best practice for community-

based research. Michigan Journal of 

Community Service Learning, 9, 5-15. 

 

AUTHOR NOTE 

 

Catherine Stemmans Paterson, De-

partment of Applied Medicine and Rehabil-

itation, Indiana State University.  

 Correspondence concerning this ar-

ticle should be addressed to Catherine Pat-

erson, Indiana State University, Terre 

Haute, IN 47809. Email: cat@indstate.edu  



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 1 

4 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

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

 INTRODUCTION 

 

 Community-based health promotion 

activities are recognized as a key opportuni-

ty to reduce the impact of health related is-

sues. Health care professionals (e.g., physi-

cians, nurses, public health personnel) are 

aware of the health disparities within many 

communities, but remain challenged with 

effectively impacting the rising rates of 

morbidity and mortality within these set-

tings (Northridge & Healton, 2012; Turner, 

Chen, Harvey, Smith Jr., & Redding, 2014). 

Nurses are recognized as key personnel in 

providing community-based care and edu-

cation, which require an understanding of 

the impact of social inequities (e.g., poverty 

and health disparities) on health literacy, 

decision-making, and outcomes. Despite 

this, nurses continue to struggle in address-

ing these issues. Although presented as a 

part of their pre-licensure education, the 

manner in which nurses receive and explore 

concepts related to social justice, inequities, 

and responsibility greatly vary. They are 

often dependent on curricular design and 

nursing program location. Nursing students 

frequently struggle with understanding, 

identifying, and connecting with a commu-

nity culturally different than their own and 

may not understand the level of social sup-

port and responsibility expected of those in 

health care professions (Callen, Smith, 

Joyce, Lutz, Brown-Schott, & Block, 2013; 

Patterson & Hulton, 2011). This potentially 

results in the development of a practitioner 

with a limited view of nursing practice. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

  

 Very few references directly con-

nect the nursing profession to the term so-

cial responsibility (SR). A limited review of 

the available literature on SR concepts and 

nursing education was performed to under-

stand the similarities in definition, applica-

tion, and evaluation of the term. A literature 

search was conducted using the Cumulative 

Index of Nursing and Allied Health 

(CINAHL) Complete database with the 

Boolean/Phrase search term of social re-

sponsibility and nursing education, from the 

year 2000 through 2014. This search data-

base was selected due to the direct focus on 

ABSTRACT 
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ucation is challenged in delivering meaningful translation of this topic to students. This poten-

tially reduces the readiness of newly licensed nurses to care for underserved populations. This 
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Recommendations for improvement are offered.  
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the nursing profession and similar disci-

plines. The database provides access and 

text for approximately 1,300 journals and is 

considered to be a quality source of nursing

-focused, qualitative systematic reviews. A 

total of eleven (11) publications (journal 

articles and dissertations) were received 

with the application of additional limita-

tions of the following: publication in the 

English language, focus on nursing educa-

tion, and full text availability. The limited 

results received prompted additional con-

sideration of comparative search terms such 

as service-learning in nursing education 

(18), civic duty and nursing education (0), 

and community engagement and nursing 

education (4). The use of these additional 

terms (and original inclusion criteria) ex-

panded the available publications for re-

view to a total of 71 publications (see Table 

1). Although other search terms were used 

(e.g., service-learning, civic duty, and com-

munity engagement) to expand the search 

categories, focus was placed on addressing 

the application of the primary term, social 

responsibility, for the purposes of this arti-

cle. Other search terms (e.g., public health 

in social responsibility) were excluded to 

maintain a focus on perceptions of the nurs-

ing profession. However, a full systematic 

review on the subject using other databases, 

health care professions, and related disci-

plines could be beneficial to further explore 

this topic. 

 

Social Responsibility Defined 

 Social responsibility can be consid-

ered synonymous with terms such as social 

justice and community engagement. How-

ever, some nursing researchers argue that 

SR processes encourage additional commit-

ment to ideas, models, and activities that 

promote improved, positive outcomes for 

those involved (Kelley, Connor, Kun, & 

Salmon, 2008). For example, although vari-

ous detailed explanations exist, community 

engagement is broadly acknowledged as 

different groups working together in a col-

laborative manner to assess and evaluate 

issues affecting the group (New England 

Resource Center for Higher Education, n.d.; 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

2011). Additionally, social justice considers 

and includes the values of equality when 

administering local and societal resources 

(Northridge & Healton, 2012; Harvey, 

 
Table 1.  CINAHL Literature Review Search Results (# of available publications)*   

  Boolean/ Phrase SmartText** 

Social Responsibility 
  

1,178 NA 

Social Responsibility and Nursing Education 11 NA 

Civic Duty and Nursing Education 0 56 

Community Engagement and Nursing Education 4 NA 

Service-Learning in Nursing Education 18 NA 

Total- 71     

*Search limitations: English language, full text availability; focus on nursing education, publication from 

2000-2014 

**SmartText searching was utilized when Boolean/Phrase searching yielded no search results. 
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2010). While both constructs offer an excel-

lent foundation in collaboration and com-

munity support, something is missing from 

the descriptions in terms of the depth of 

personal obligation toward the community.  

 At its core, SR is obligation, com-

mitment, community-based engagement, 

and values-based action. For the purposes 

of this paper and the connection to the nurs-

ing profession, SR was defined as a per-

ceived obligation to the community and 

demonstration of commitment toward com-

munity-based social change (Mayo, 1996). 

Additionally, professional values such as 

SR, leadership, and civic duty support the 

development of cultural competence in pre-

licensure students (Fry, 1983). Traditional 

nursing pioneers and theorists, such as Flor-

ence Nightingale, Lillian Wald, and Lavinia 

Lloyd Dock, recognized the important role 

and responsibility nurses have to educate 

others in order to promote positive health 

outcomes (Kelley, Connor, Kun, & Salmon, 

2008; Wald, 1991). The ability of nurses to 

provide care within the context of holism 

and culture is a foundational aspect of the 

profession. 

 The concepts of social justice and 

social responsibility often receive increased 

emphasis in health care professions, which 

can create a perception of commitment to 

community engagement and the develop-

ment of values for addressing societal needs 

(Tyer-Viola, Nicholas, Corless, Barry, Fitz-

patrick, & Davis, 2009). However, the man-

ner in which health care professionals (e.g., 

nurses) learn this responsibility and develop 

these values may require additional atten-

tion. Researchers continue to demonstrate 

connections between the potential impact of 

students’ attitudes (values) on their under-

standing of poverty and other social deter-

minants of health (Reutter & Kushner, 

2011; Popham, 2009). The assessment of 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes in the nurs-

ing profession include the evaluation of an 

integration of information, actions in sup-

port of patient care, and value development 

of the professional role (Cronenwett et al., 

2007). This is a very recently identified, 

significant component to the development 

of future nurses in the support of quality, 

safety, and delivery of patient care (Institute 

of Medicine, 2003). Additionally, the con-

nection of attitudes may be considered an 

indicator of student-level SR development. 

Reutter & Kushner (2011) discussed the 

connection between nursing and social jus-

tice and recommended nursing education 

increase its curricular focus on social deter-

minants of health (e.g., health inequities, 

poverty, and advocacy). This is valuable to 

nursing education as it helps faculty im-

prove their efforts to support students’ de-

velopment of core nursing values and per-

ceived responsibilities to the public. The 

improved ability of a nursing student to un-

derstand their role eases their transition 

from student to responsible practitioner 

(Lathrop, 2013).  

 To better understand the perspective 

of undergraduate nursing students on SR 

and the developing values of the profession-

al nurse, first-year nursing students shared 

their perspective on the topic. The purpose 

of this paper is to share the results of the 

group discussions about their attitudes and 

perceptions on SR, leadership, and the role 

of the professional nurse. The following 

questions were considered: 

 What is the nursing students’ under-

standing of the delivery of socially 

responsible nursing care? 

 How do students connect communi-

ty health status and challenges to 

responsible action for nursing per-

sonnel? 

 

METHODS 

 

 A qualitative design (e.g., focus 

groups) was used to understand student per-
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spectives of lived experiences and expecta-

tions of the nurse’s role in the delivery of 

socially responsible health care. The stu-

dents were recruited over a two-week peri-

od from a course designed to teach entry 

level nursing students concepts of health 

promotion and cultural awareness. 

 

Sampling 

 Upon ethics approval from the uni-

versity’s institutional review board, 63 first 

year nursing students were invited via email 

to participate in two focus group discus-

sions on their understanding of the impact 

of health equity (e.g., poverty and health 

literacy) on health care decision-making 

and the role of the nursing profession in ad-

dressing these concerns. The sessions oc-

curred on the students’ academic campus 

using semi-structured interview questions. 

Key informants (selected educators and stu-

dents) reviewed planned focus group ques-

tions prior to delivery and offered feedback 

for revisions to improve instrument validity. 

  

Procedure 

 Focus group protocol. During the 

hour-long sessions, student participants dis-

cussed concerns about socially responsible 

health promotion as it related to poverty, 

health literacy, and demonstrated examples 

of SR behavior (including their prior expe-

rience with community-health promotion). 

The room was set up in a circle of chairs to 

facilitate group discussion. Two student re-

search assistants (who also acted as moder-

ators) obtained informed consent and an-

swered any study-related questions prior to 

participation in the focus group sessions. 

The facilitators used previously designed 

open-ended questions and probes at their 

discretion. No faculty members (including 

the primary investigator) were present dur-

ing these sessions to encourage active dis-

cussion and reduce researcher bias. One 

research assistant (RA) acted as primary 

moderator and discussion leader while the 

secondary RA recorded and took notes on 

the responses, inflection, group activity, and 

interest level. At the end of the focus group 

session, the secondary moderator clarified 

participants’ responses (member check) 

with the group and updated the notes as 

needed. The sessions were concluded with 

an assurance of confidentiality in the report-

ing of their responses and encouragement to 

contact the moderators or primary investi-

gator (PI) for additional questions. Both 

group discussions took place in the stu-

dents’ educational setting.  

 

Ethical Considerations and Management 

of Researcher Bias 

 Students were offered voluntary par-

ticipation in the focus group session and 

were allowed to leave at any time. Students 

choosing not to participate were not penal-

ized or recorded. The presentation of data 

included no names or other identifying 

characteristics. All participants completed 

informed consent. To address researcher 

bias, focus group protocols were standard-

ized and interview questions reviewed with 

key informants (educators and students) to 

observe for biased phrasing prior to deliv-

ery of focus group sessions. Student RA’s 

were used to remove PI influence on focus 

group discussions. Moderator bias was ad-

dressed by the neutral tone, body language, 

and manner of dress of the RA’s. Although 

the RA moderators were the same age and 

gender as the focus group participants, eth-

nicity was varied and moderator responses 

were limited to reduce the offering of bi-

ased opinions.   

 

Analysis Method 

 A systematic analysis method was 

used to analyze the narratives of the focus 

group participants. Initially, the selected 

questions were sequenced to allow maxi-

mum insight into the subject matter. At-
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tendees were introduced to the broad topic 

and received time for reflection prior to the 

moderated question and answer session. 

After completion of the discussion, the 

RA’s offered a final summary for each par-

ticipant to ensure accuracy. Group discus-

sions were audio recorded and transcribed 

to conserve historical data. Data were man-

aged using broad-brush coding to unitize 

and categorize the results. Qualitative con-

tent analysis was used to confirm major 

themes and sub-themes. A codebook was 

developed as a guide to assist in the data 

analysis process. It included the following 

components: code label, detailed descrip-

tion (inclusion criteria and exclusion crite-

ria) and an example (Table 2). As recom-

mended by DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, & 

McCulloch (2011), development of the 

codebook included three major coding cate-

gories: theory-based codes, data-driven 

codes, and research-oriented codes. Each 

step required a review of the code in the 

context of data and evaluation of emerging 

themes and subthemes. The final step was 

the coding/labeling of data and establish-

ment of reliability. This involved training 

the RA’s in codebook development and 

multiple meetings and discussions to estab-

lish agreement of definitions and code la-

bels. To minimize the impact of groupthink, 

each question, topic, and resulting code/

label was discussed until group consensus 

was achieved. 

 The research team (PI and two 

RA’s) performed the following data analy-

sis methods: 1) In-depth reading of all tran-

scripts to improve comprehension of lan-

guage and meaning of verbiage; 2) Tran-

scription of the focus-group discussion via 

NuanceÒ Dragon Naturally Speaking tran-

scription software; 3) Transcription of the 

secondary moderator’s field notes; 4) In-

depth reading of each transcript to identify 

major codes; 5) Manual coding of field 

notes’ common themes; 6) Manual coding 

of focus-group discussion transcript; 7) 

Creation of codebooks with definitions and 

supporting text; 8) Frequent cross-checking 

performed to confirm emerging themes. 

 Table 2. Sample Coding Categories: Social Responsibility in Nursing 

Question Category Subcategory Code Description Example 

What does the term 

“social responsibil-

ity” mean to you? 

Poverty 

and health 

literacy 

Management of 

disparities 

Responsibil-

ity to others 

Student states or 

suggests a con-

nection between 

addressing the 

social determi-

nants of health 

and nursing ac-

tions. 

“Giving help 

to all of the 

people you 

can.” 

How important is 

social responsibility 

to you? Why? 

Student 

experienc-

es 

Application of 

civic duty 

Responsibil-

ity to others 

Student makes 

direct or indirect 

reference to doing 

for others as a 

part of their pro-

fessional respon-

sibility. 

“It’s our 

job…” 

“We have to 

help others…

this is what we 

do” 

What examples of 

socially responsible 

behavior have your 

personally and pro-

fessionally observed? 

Examples 

of SR 

Lack of educa-

tional opportuni-

ties 

Role model-

ing 

Student describes 

or reports exam-

ples of specific 

instances where 

behaviors were 

noted. 

“I do not rou-

tinely see it by 

nurses or fac-

ulty…” 

“I want to be 

engaged” 
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 The Dragon Naturally Speaking 

transcription software is a tool designed to 

support transcription of recorded speech 

into text (Nuance Communications, 2016). 

The software required the PI and RA’s to 

listen and verbally repeat all interview 

questions and responses and once software-

generated transcription occurred, cross-

check each entry for accuracy. This repeat-

ed process allowed for the immersion of the 

PI and RA’s into collected data for multiple 

levels of analysis. Additionally, the re-

search assistants performed separate tran-

scription and thematic coding to cross-

check PI findings. Identification of themes 

was performed and confirmed with input 

from all members of the research team (PI 

and research assistants). The last steps in 

the thematic process included the incorpo-

ration of the moderator’s field notes. Cross-

checking was performed at varying stages 

of data collection to ensure accuracy of data 

and maintain reflexivity for the PI in en-

couraging self-awareness and frequent self-

correction, self-analysis, and self-reflection 

(Berger, 2015).  

 

RESULTS 

 

 Content analysis and comparison 

from the focus group sessions identified 

several primary themes: variable definitions 

of poverty, elevated sense of responsibility 

to others, prominent perception of the role 

of the nurse in community-based health 

promotion activities, and the need for im-

proved role modeling from practicing nurs-

es. 

 

Focus Group Events and Participants 

 The RA’s performed student recruit-

ment over a two-week period via email. 

Students showing interest in focus group 

participation were offered additional details 

regarding focus group description and in-

formed consent. The focus group discus-

sions were designed to occur at two points 

in the semester: prior to receipt of class-

room-directed service-learning experiences 

and upon the completion of the activities. 

The decision was made to engage with the 

same group on two different occasions to 

minimize variability in participant bias and 

to assess the impact of the service-learning 

experience on focus group discussion top-

ics. A total of thirteen (13) students agreed 

to participate.  

 The initial focus group took place at 

the beginning of the 15-week semester, on 

the students’ university campus. The group 

consisted of all women (100%), ages 19-40, 

first-year baccalaureate nursing students 

with no prior experience with local commu-

nity-based organizations, or formalized 

clinical exposure. The demographics of the 

group included: 57% White, 28% Black, 

and 14% Hispanic. However, all students 

were in the second semester of their first 

year of nursing school and acknowledged 

having received didactic content and faculty

-led instruction on the subject matter. Forty-

two percent (42%) of the participants re-

ported having prior experience with, or hav-

ing lived in, poverty and acknowledged its 

influence on their overall health, current 

career choice, and perceptions on the dis-

cussion topic. All participants remained for 

the entire one-hour session but appeared 

hesitant to speak and required additional 

time to respond to the questions presented 

by the moderator. 

 The second focus group session 

took place at the end of the 15-week semes-

ter, on the students’ university campus with 

six of the participants from the first discus-

sion (86%) returning to share their feedback 

and perceptions on the subject matter. The 

group consisted of 100% women, aged 19-

40, 66% White, 33% Black. All focus group 

participants remained for the entire one-

hour session. The group was noticeably 

more relaxed, attentive to the proctor and 
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other participants, and excited to share their 

opinions related to the subject matter.  

 

Findings 

 A primary finding from the two 

group discussions was that all participants 

fully embraced the idea of delivering social-

ly responsible care as a significant compo-

nent of their nursing education and their 

role within the profession. However, after 

completing their first year of classroom and 

clinical experiences, they remained unsure 

of the methods by which they could engage 

the community to deliver this type of care. 

The participants also reported concerns 

with the lack of available role modeling on 

this subject and voiced a need for continued 

support and guidance from faculty and ex-

perienced nurses when managing larger 

concepts such as community health promo-

tion, health disparities, and health literacy. 

Data from the focus group discussions were 

categorized around four major themes: 1) 

poverty and health literacy, 2) social re-

sponsibility to others, 3) role modeling, and 

4) student experiences (see Figure 1). Upon 

further exploration, several subcategories 

emerged: management of disparities, appli-

cation of civic duty, setting examples, and 

lack of educational opportunities.  

 Poverty. Participants were asked to 

share their definition and perception on 

poverty and the impact on health outcomes. 

Perceptions on poverty are acknowledged 

as a key influence on the development of 

values of a nursing student (Vliem, 2015). 

The development of nursing knowledge, 

skills, and abilities are potentially affected 

by a student’s past personal experiences, 

biases, and limited understanding of the 

multifaceted impact of socioeconomics on 

health care for individuals, families, and 

communities.   

  Participants overwhelmingly re-

ported their understanding of the term as 

monetary-based (no or low income, or re-

Figure 1. Focus Group Discussion Themes 
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duced finances) or as a lack in basic needs 

(food, housing, health insurance). Students 

frequently used the following phrases in 

their descriptions: 

 

 “…not meeting daily needs…” 

 “…lack of basic necessities…” 

 “…ability to pay for some things 

(versus others)…but not all…” 

 “more money going out…than com-

ing in…” 

 

The participants freely shared their personal 

experiences with poverty (either first-hand 

or reported) and many students conveyed 

that they could recognize communities 

struggling with the impact of poverty by the 

number of abandoned buildings, close prox-

imity of residential homes and apartments, 

crime rates, and lack of infrastructure. All 

participants discussed the need for nursing 

support in the described communities but 

shared concerns over a perceived lack of 

nursing presence to provide that support. 

 Responsibility to others. Group 

participants reported growing feelings of 

professional responsibility for helping com-

munities in poverty access basic health and 

personal care support. Many students pro-

vided emotional responses (tears, variation 

in voice tempo and inflection, and body lan-

guage) when discussing their personal be-

liefs regarding responsibility to others. One 

student replied: “Because so many things 

are being done incorrectly [by the patient] 

…it comes down to why we are [become] 

nurses…” Another student stated: “It’s our 

job [to serve the public] …” Students used 

the following statements to describe their 

perception of SR: “…not being judgmen-

tal…”; “…(nurses) live (living) up to the 

standard of being an advocate…”; “…

helping people at all levels…standing up 

for people who can’t… (stand up for them-

selves).” Most of the responses were ac-

companied by group feedback indicating 

agreement and support. This can be an im-

portant factor for nursing faculty as it may 

help to further define the values of entry-

level students and identify areas of needed 

support for additional role development.  

 Role modeling. When discussing 

previously observed examples of SR behav-

ior, students’ reported a desire to see a more 

active SR role by nursing faculty, nursing 

education units, and practicing nurses. One 

student reported, “(I feel) very disappointed 

in the care shown by practicing nurses.” 

Another student shared a concern regarding 

ethics and nursing practice, “…I do not rou-

tinely see it practiced…but what should I 

look for.” Members of the group voiced 

concerns about what they had viewed as the 

improper way of delivering ethical and so-

cially responsible health care. This became 

a major area of interest for the group and 

they freely shared concerns with the lack of 

faculty role modeling in terms of supporting 

patients in need and providing active expe-

riences for students to do the same. One 

student stated “…last semester (when I 

started) nursing school…I didn’t even think 

about how much we have to educate our 

patients…when you go into nursing (as a 

career) …you think about the care… (not 

the) education part…”  

 Student experiences. Student par-

ticipants shared similar concerns related to 

their past and present experiences in caring 

for vulnerable populations. Several of the 

discussions were focused on the importance 

of frequency when acting as an SR nurse. 

One student stated, “The more you talk 

about it (SR) and make others aware of it, 

the better we as nursing students and nurses 

will act.” Other students reported the need 

to make a difference and act as the voice of 

the patient or community who may other-

wise not have support. Additionally, the 

participants voiced concern about the lack 

of available formal student activities 

(within the nursing program) to explore 
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these concepts with faculty guidance. This 

may be an area of importance for nursing 

faculty as they seek improved methods of 

demonstrating advocacy and engagement. 

 

Comparison of the Two Sessions 

 Although the group members did 

not significantly change (86% came back to 

report at the second session) it is important 

to consider any changes in attitude toward 

role perception and understanding toward 

SR nursing care. One key factor was noted 

across the two sessions: The students did 

not readily change their perceptions of the 

need for SR nursing care, but instead in-

creased their demand for professional role 

modeling. Students reported an improved 

awareness of the subject matter and devel-

oped expectations for continued exploration 

on the topic. However, several students 

acknowledged that they believed the nurs-

ing profession should only be willing to 

support a community that is willing to step 

up and help themselves. One student 

shared,  

“(I) want to help but it is not easy to do…

people should do more.” Additionally, stu-

dents voiced concerns about frequent expe-

riences with less than positive health care 

professionals (nurses, doctors, assistants). 

One student reported, “…the education was 

(noticeably) lacking in some of the 

(community) settings… (we should) stand 

up to change things…(our) patient’s health 

and their perceptions (about health) are in-

fluenced by us.” Conversely, students 

shared a concern about managing the addi-

tional workload of community care with the 

curricular requirements of a nursing pro-

gram and finally nursing practice. One stu-

dent reported “…I do not have enough 

time… even nurses are busy.” These are all 

areas for possible exploration by nursing 

education. Finally, despite receiving course 

content related to the roles of nurses in 

health promotion, several students remained 

unsure of the meaning of the term social 

responsibility. They reported a need for fre-

quent examples/demonstrations of the term 

from practicing nurses and nursing faculty 

to improve their understanding of the con-

cept.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 The ability of nursing faculty and 

experienced nurses to share and promote 

the concept of service to others is a crucial 

component to the desired effect of student 

buy-in. Advocacy is a well-known principal 

in nursing but the limited involvement of 

students in SR-related activities could im-

pede additional practice development. Stu-

dents unable to identify and connect with 

the professional values of nursing practice 

are potentially limited in their practice ca-

pacity. The National League for Nursing 

(NLN, 2016a) recommend all nurses to de-

velop the values of caring, integrity, diver-

sity, and excellence through the use of in-

tentional exposure to cultures and environ-

ments that support “concern and considera-

tion for the common good…ethical decision 

making and humility…and acceptance, re-

spect, and inclusivity…and continuous 

growth” (NLN, 2016b). Although students 

in this study had some idea of the SR role 

of the nursing profession and they engaged 

in limited classroom activities designed to 

explore the concept, they remained unsure 

of the process, did not readily see it role 

modeled, and did not understand how it 

would relate to their developing nursing 

practice. However, they shared a desire to 

see improved demonstration from faculty 

and practicing nurses on the delivery of so-

cially responsible care. The importance of 

exploring the issue at this early stage of 

nursing education allows us to more fully 

develop these principles and perceptions. 

Researchers report many nurses do not de-

velop their professional identities until ap-
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proximately three years into the profession 

(Riley & Beal, 2010). Although this may 

seem to be an acceptable time frame for 

practice development, many nurses do not 

identify their foundational education as a 

factor in the development of these princi-

ples. Additionally, the quality of ethical de-

livery of care during this interim could be 

of great concern to the promotion of health 

care safety. 

 Part of this exploration included stu-

dent perspectives on their responsibility to 

others. A significant component of founda-

tional nursing education is clarification of 

the role of the nurse in patient care 

(individual, family, and community; Lath-

rop, 2013). This is a key concept of bacca-

laureate nursing education and is recog-

nized by leading organizations such as the 

American Association of Colleges of Nurs-

ing (AACN, 2008). The guidelines include 

a significant emphasis on development of 

patient partnerships and the nurses’ profes-

sional role in service to vulnerable popula-

tions.  

 The original questions addressed by 

this limited analysis included an exploration 

into the nursing students’ understanding of 

the delivery of socially responsible nursing 

care and how they perceive responsible ac-

tion for nursing personnel. The student fo-

cus groups addressed these questions by 

sharing their perceptions on role expecta-

tions for engaging in caring, supporting 

provision of health care services. However, 

they acknowledge a lack of adequate aca-

demic support in further exploration of the 

topic. Although the participants readily rec-

ognized the impact of determinants of 

health on health outcomes and voiced a de-

sire for a more active role in addressing 

these issues, the group remained unsure of 

real versus perceived professional responsi-

bility. For example, several participants re-

ported their reason for selecting a career in 

professional nursing was based on feelings 

of altruism. However, they also shared a 

growing understanding of role formation 

that did not always allow for patient collab-

oration and engagement. 

 A growing body of research contin-

ues to explore student perceptions on the 

professional role. Some researchers noticed 

a significant change in students’ percep-

tions of the role as they gain additional ex-

perience and education. Wood (2015) re-

ported the results of nursing student reflec-

tions to the question “what do nurses do” as 

the student progressed within the nursing 

program. Interestingly, the students with 

limited exposure (formal nursing education 

and clinical experience) had a greater de-

gree of idealistic views of the profession. 

These views included the terms kind, car-

ing, listens to patients, and promotes health 

(Wood, 2015). The views significantly 

changed over the course of a three-year 

nursing program to use the following terms 

and phrases: do a stressful job and instills 

order (related to kind and caring), need to 

multitask and be a part of the team (related 

to listens to patients), increased paperwork, 

and do not have enough time (related to 

promotes health). This presents a significant 

concern about the influence of professional 

tasks on higher-level professional responsi-

bility and the methods by which nursing 

education achieves balance. Additional re-

search on this subject could benefit im-

proved understanding of the student-based 

value development and attitudes toward the 

professional role. 

 Role modeling was also noted as a 

significant factor in students’ understanding 

of SR values and ethical delivery of care. 

The inclusion of ethical health care is 

acknowledged as a standard of nursing 

practice and requires the nurse to apply 

principles of altruism, accountability, car-

ing, and respect in all patient care endeav-

ors (AACN, 2008). The Essentials of Bac-

calaureate Education for Professional Nurs-
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ing Practice (AACN, 2008) guidelines rec-

ognize ethics as an intrinsic part of nursing 

education (didactic and clinical) and attrib-

utes the delivery of ethical nursing care to 

advocacy and the well-being of others. The 

acknowledgement of students in this small 

study experiencing a lack of role modeling 

by nursing educators and clinicians raises 

concerns for the ethical application of the 

nursing role and the effectiveness of nurs-

ing education on the topic. 

 The limitations of this study includ-

ed the use of a small convenience sample 

and the limited experience of the students. 

As noted previously, the students were sec-

ond semester sophomores in the nursing 

program, still completing their foundational 

education regarding nursing care. This lack 

of experience may be more closely matched 

to their personal values and perspectives 

and not necessarily those of the profession. 

The National League for Nursing (2016) 

recognizes the role nursing education 

should take in value development and sug-

gests curriculum be developed to both ex-

plore existing values and biases. Future de-

velopment of this study could potentially 

evaluate the process of value development 

and end of program result. Additionally, the 

lack of gender diversity within the study 

participants may impact generalizability to 

other groups. Although this may have been 

impacted by the limited gender diversity 

within the course, future efforts at gender 

balances are encouraged. A final limitation 

is the use of the Dragon® Naturally Speak-

ing software transcription tool (Nuance 

Communication, 2016). Although the tool 

allowed for faster transcription of the audio-

recorded focus groups, the tool required the 

PI to gain extensive dictation training, 

which may not be an option for many re-

searchers.  

 

Implications for Nursing Practice and 

Development 

 Although many researchers recog-

nize the positive impact of community-

engaged health practices, most individuals 

do not receive this support until they are 

seen in the formal health care setting. The 

act of waiting until the disease process has 

developed before taking action is the direct 

opposite of the primary prevention strate-

gies known to have the greatest impact on 

health outcomes. Health promotion activi-

ties occurring outside of the traditional en-

vironment require nurses to have a highly 

developed sense of SR toward their local 

communities. Nursing education programs 

that fail to recognize their role in the educa-

tion, development, and role modeling of SR 

potentially delivers a nurse who is able to 

pass a test but not provide care in any set-

ting with cultural awareness and humility. 

The engagement of nurses and other profes-

sionals in community-based and public ser-

vice activities is recognized as a demonstra-

tion of the social responsibility values and 

concepts needed (Denhardt & Denhardt, 

2011).  

 The American Nurses Association 

Code of Ethics (2015) acknowledges the 

role of nurses in supporting and educating 

the public by individual action and collabo-

rative partnerships designed to bring about 

social change. Despite this standard, the 

degree of SR varies from nurse to nurse and 

should be initiated in the foundational aca-

demic setting with support from faculty, 

school mission and vision, and activities 

devoted to service (Redman & Clark, 2014; 

Ardaiolo, Neilson, & Daugherty, 2011). 

Professional development of the entry-level 

nurses is primarily associated with the at-

tainment of clinical skills and does not al-

ways include the values of social justice, 

moral integrity, and conviction. Several 
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studies outline the concern of new nurses 

losing the professional values (caring, in-

tegrity, diversity, and excellence) gained as 

a student when they are faced with the real-

ities of the profession (Stacey, Johnston, & 

Stickley, 2011). Therefore, the recommen-

dations of the American Nurses Associa-

tion Code of Ethics (2015) support an edu-

cational foundation focused on the aware-

ness of and connection to societal needs. 

This will support continued development of 

the ability of a nurse to move beyond 

awareness toward the professional and 

moral courage of social justice action.  

 Teaching nursing students to have 

an increased awareness of the socioeco-

nomic, cultural, and environmental impact 

of the community and take action when 

needed prompts reflection on the condi-

tions, which negatively influence health, 

and the role nurses play in addressing these 

conditions. This small pilot study begins to 

explore the impact of professional value 

development and the findings support the 

need to reconsider past methods of translat-

ing SR concepts from theory into practice. 

The commitment of educators to the in-

sightful, transformative, and often political 

conversations within the field of nursing 

encourages a new generation of health care 

providers to do more than talk about the 

problems faced by disenfranchised commu-

nities. It urges them to take action and seek 

collaborations to identify solutions to the 

nation’s most daunting health care prob-

lems. It gives the nurse both a courageous 

voice and an ability to affect social change.  
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Introduction 

  

 In 2013, the Widener University 

Institute for Physical Therapy Education 

(IPTE) provided short-term instruction for 

staff at a Chinese orphanage that was a 

large, new facility with equipment supplied 

by a non-governmental organization. The 

orphanage received children with physical 

disabilities and developmental delays from 

many smaller orphanages and requested any 

information related to physical therapy (PT) 

training (Table 1). With the first trip in 

2013, the emphasis of this initial instruction 

was placed on student delivery of culturally 

competent training and emphasis on basic 

physical therapy skills. In order for this pro-

gram to continue in a meaningful manner 

for both the IPTE and the orphanage, it is 

suggested that the emphasis be placed on 

development of a reciprocal partnership 

with both orphanage staff and the IPTE. 

The program must identify additional spe-

cific needs rather than providing general PT 

training in order to foster program sustaina-

bility (Pechak & Thompson, 2009).  

 

Background/Literature Review 

 

 International service-learning (ISL) 

programs as part of physical and occupa-

tional therapy programs are increasing in 

number (Pechak & Thompson, 2009b), of-

ten with an emphasis on children with disa-

bilities (Pechak & Thompson, 2011). These 

experiences are commonly short in dura-

tion, with emphasis on development of stu-

dent skills through engaging with under-

served populations in developing countries 

(Pechak & Thompson, 2009b). Research on 

the essential components of ISL course 

planning has demonstrated that planning 

should focus on the four key areas of cul-

tural competency; coordination and com-
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munication with the priority population; 

comprehensive assessment; and strategic 

planning (Lattanzi & Pechak, 2011). The 

first essential component, cultural compe-

tency, is woven throughout the IPTE curric-

ulum as part of the two-course series in 

Global Health (2 credits total), the six-part 

course series in Community Health (7 cred-

its total) and the Teaching and Learning 

course (2 credits). The second and third ele-

ments could be addressed through conduct-

ing a needs assessment and program evalua-

tion. Identification of the needs would pro-

vide a meaningful experience for both the 

students and the orphanage staff. Identifica-

tion of the needs would also allow for ade-

quate strategic planning to promote sustain-

ability of this program. Ongoing program 

evaluation will allow the IPTE to refine and 

adapt programming to better meet the needs 

of the orphanage staff as determined by 

how effectively their needs are met. 

  Quality service-learning programs 

place equal emphasis on meeting the stu-

dents’ learning needs and fulfilling needs of 

community partners (Bringle & Hatcher, 

2002). The first step to developing this re-

ciprocal partnership is conducting a formal 

needs assessment. Needs assessments help 

to ensure reciprocity by making sure the 

service being performed is necessary and 

wanted and not just providing the student 

learning opportunity (Busher, 2013). An-

other key element is monitoring the partner-

ship from both the students’ and partners’ 

perspectives (Bringle & Hatcher, 2002). 

Continuous or formative program assess-

ment aids in sustainability by both ensuring 

needs are being met and gathering data for 

program improvement (Plater, Bringle, 

Jones, & Clayton, 2009). Assessments of 

the community partner’s perspective foster 

a mutually beneficial partnership and place 

both the students and the partner on equal 

footing (Busher, 2013). 

 While there is a lack of literature 

related to international service learning pro-

grams in China, the literature does describe 

the secondary needs of children living in 

Chinese orphanages. Chinese orphans are 

an underserved population in need of PT 

services. The number of children with disa-

bilities and birth defects in China is increas-

ing (Ren et al., 2011). Disability is one of 

the leading causes of child abandonment in 

China, due to the financial impact a family 

faces by attending to the health needs of a 

child with disabilities (Vanderklippe, 2014). 

Chinese orphans with and without disability 

also present with significant growth and 

motor delays as well as cognitive and lan-

guage delays due to the impact of living in 

institutions (Miller & Hendrie, 2000). 

 Table 1. Timeframe for China Project 

Activity Date 

IPTE asked to provide initial general PT training in China. October 2012 

Initial PT training provided. May 2013 

IPTE asked to provide additional training related to child development and some PT 

diagnoses. 
September 2014 

Students developed training modules related to typical child development and com-

mon diagnoses seen in Chinese orphanages. 
April 2015-July 2015 

Second PT training trip occurred. August 2015 
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 PT can promote developmental 

tasks through training children in skills such 

as rolling and walking. PT can work to ad-

dress other issues related to disability such 

as proper seating and positioning, providing 

properly fitting wheelchairs and walkers, 

and providing foot and ankle orthoses. 

While there is an increased need for PT ser-

vices in Chinese orphanages, there is insuf-

ficient training of orphanage staff. Many 

orphanages are staffed exclusively by nan-

nies, who may have limited formal educa-

tion. If an orphanage has an employee titled 

a “physical therapist” on staff, it is likely 

that person has had no formal education in 

rehabilitation (Jones & Skinner, 2013; Liu, 

2001). PT is a newer profession in China; 

entry-level physical therapy programs have 

only recently started to develop (Jones & 

Skinner, 2013). The China Rehabilitation 

Research Center was established only in the 

late 1980s to provide rehabilitation services 

for people with disabilities and provide 

training and resources to professionals who 

already have some training in rehabilitation 

services. However, these services have been 

primarily directed to hospitals in major cit-

ies (Liu, 2001). 

 The IPTE has formed a relationship 

with an orphanage in China through Widen-

er University’s relationship with Chongqing 

Technology and Business University. The 

IPTE held a physical therapy training ses-

sion for orphanage staff in May 2013 and 

was invited to provide further training in 

August 2015 (Table 1). Generally, the ser-

vice needs for children living in Chinese 

orphanages are known; however, these pro-

vide an incomplete picture of the specific 

needs of our partner orphanage. In the inter-

est of providing meaningful training to staff 

and to foster sustainability of this program, 

the three faculty members involved in pre-

paring students and arranging the training 

sessions decided to conduct a primary needs 

assessment while providing the additional 

requested on-site training at the orphanage. 

Additionally, the faculty members request-

ed orphanage staff rate the training’s effec-

tiveness. 

 The purpose of this study is 1) to 

describe the orphanage needs identified by 

both staff at an orphanage in China and the 

PT students involved in the training, and 2) 

to assess the effectiveness of the training in 

order to enhance future PT educational ses-

sions.  

 

METHODS 

 

Participants 

 Participants were 10 graduate PT 

students providing PT education at an or-

phanage in China as part of a service-

learning elective and 15 staff members at 

the orphanage who attended the training 

sessions. The Widener University Institu-

tional Review Board approved this study 

prior to our August 2015 trip to China. All 

participants provided informed consent. Or-

phanage staff received informed consent 

forms in Chinese.  

 

Trainings 

 Trainings were held over three days. 

The trainings consisted of three half-day 

sessions of lecture and three half-day ses-

sions of training staff on working with spe-

cific children receiving PT. Lecture content 

was provided via translated PowerPoint 

presentations. Lecture content consisted of 

information concerning the typical develop-

ment of children and diagnosis-specific in-

formation on cerebral palsy, Down syn-

drome, medically complex cases including 

heart defects, cleft lip and palate, osteogen-

esis imperfecta, spina bifida, institutional 

autism, dwarfism, genetic disorders, and 

developmental delay. Students presented 

their content in English and simultaneous 

translation was provided by a Chongqing 

Technology and Business University Eng-
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lish department faculty member. Hands-on 

training with the staff consisted of working 

with children who were receiving physical 

therapy services and consulting about vari-

ous children who had issues remaining up-

right in their strollers and chairs. Faculty 

and students demonstrated different ways to 

progress the children to the next develop-

mental task, proper seating and positioning, 

and safe stretching techniques. 

 

Instrumentation 

 The authors developed five Likert-

scale questions that assessed training effec-

tiveness and three open-ended questions 

related to needs and program assessment; 

these questions were translated into simpli-

fied Chinese. The questions were developed 

based on areas of the program the authors 

wished to assess. A paid work-study student 

fluent in both Chinese and English translat-

ed the survey and all written comments 

from Chinese into English (Table 1). The 

Likert-scale questions were all worded in a 

positive way (Table 2), which in a Western-

based research study would be considered 

potentially biasing. However, the questions 

were worded in this way so that we were 

more likely to receive a response that might 

add to our evaluation; the investigators 

were concerned that negatively worded 

questions would either be misunderstood or 

skipped due to the combination of translat-

ed surveys and the tendency for profession-

al communication in China to be positive 

(Ann, 2003). Staff were also asked open-

ended questions related to needs assessment 

and program evaluation: 1) What PT topics 

would be beneficial for your facility? 2) 

What activities were helpful? and 3) What 

could we do better next time? These open-

 

Table 2. Frequencies and Percentages for Likert-Scale Items on the Staff Questionnaire 

  
Strongly Agree Agree Neutral Disagree 

Strongly 

Disagree 

Survey Item 
n=15 

Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % 

My knowledge of 

physical therapy 

methods has in-

creased as a result 

of this training. 

2 13.3 10 66.7 1 6.7 2 13.3 0 0.0 

The students pre-

sented information 

that was of value to 

me. 

2 13.3 10 66.7 2 13.3 1 6.7 0 0.0 

The students be-

haved in a profes-

sional manner. 

5 33.3 9 60.0 1 6.7 0 0.0 0 0.0 

I am more confident 

in my ability to pro-

vide physical thera-

py to the children. 

3 20.0 10 66.7 2 13.3 0 0.0 0 0.0 

I have increased my 

understanding of 

developmental 

milestones. 

3 20.0 9 60.0 2 13.3 1 6.7 0 0.0 
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ended questions were used to assess needs 

for the next PT training trip. 

 Students were asked open-ended 

questions to identify areas of staff 

knowledge deficit and what activities the 

students would change and why. These 

questions were: 1) What activities do you 

feel increased knowledge of orphanage 

staff? 2) What areas of knowledge deficit 

do you feel orphanage staff had before your 

training? 3) In which areas do you feel 

knowledge was increased? 4) Which activi-

ties did you feel were helpful for increasing 

knowledge? and 5) Which activities would 

you change and why? This final question 

was used to assess needs for the next PT 

training trip. 

 

Data Analysis 

 The Likert-scale staff survey ques-

tions were analyzed using SPSS version 20. 

Frequency count and percentages were cal-

culated. Open-ended survey comments on 

both the staff and student surveys were as-

sessed to identify the frequency of themes 

that emerged. Two researchers (KMP, SRP) 

who went to China as faculty for this ser-

vice-learning course independently exam-

ined the surveys looking for themes and 

their frequencies. Those researchers met to 

confirm and discuss their findings as well 

as any discrepancies in frequency coding.  

 

RESULTS 

 

 Descriptive analysis of the Likert-

scale survey responses found that the ma-

jority of orphanage staff either agreed or 

strongly agreed with each of the statements 

(Table 2). 

 Translated open-ended survey ques-

tion responses yielded several common cat-

egories. (Table 3). Staff asked for additional 

training in the examination of and interven-

tions for a child with specific diagnoses 

such as autism or cerebral palsy.  

 Overall, 10 of the 15 staff responses 

commented on an appreciation of the live 

demonstrations and practice as well as the 

discussion of specific diagnoses-related cas-

es. Related to this theme, staff wrote that 

overall they gained a greater understanding 

of PT techniques to address specific diagno-

ses and to facilitate developmental mile-

stones. Staff identified three areas they 

hoped future training would address. Two 

staff members requested videos showing 

American physical therapists working with 

children, three staff members asked for 

more hands-on time for PT students to 

demonstrate evaluation and intervention 

with the children, and seven asked for more 

in-depth coverage of diagnoses.  

 Examination of the 10 Widener Uni-

versity visiting students’ open-ended survey 

results yielded several key findings. Seven 

students felt that the presentations and 

hands-on time increased staff knowledge in 

developmental milestones, PT interventions 

for the children, and basic positioning. The 

students identified four key areas of training 

needed for staff. Two students identified 

body mechanics (i.e., proper body position 

and lifting techniques to prevent staff inju-

ry), five students identified advancing chil-

dren through motor milestones, two stu-

dents identified sensory integration tech-

niques, and six identified seating and posi-

tioning as areas for further emphasis. Five 

students identified that having the presenta-

tions translated, video recorded in Chinese 

and then emailed ahead of time would al-

low staff to view the information prior to 

the PT training sessions. Eight students sug-

gested having more hands-on time and 

structured lab activities would enhance the 

experience (Table 4). 
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Table 3.  Themes and Exemplars from Open-Ended Staff Survey Responses 

Theme Exemplar Quotes 

Appreciation of 

the training 

“The live demonstrations and examples are helpful, especially the demonstrations on each 

part of the body.” 

  

“…practical discussion of individual cases.” 

  

“…the specific process and handling for special [needs] children.” 

  

Understanding of 

physical therapy 

techniques 

“[I learned] systemic advanced rehabilitative concepts and methods.” 

  

“It enhanced explanations of physiotherapy on these diseases: sequence of children’s growth 

and development, Cerebral Palsy, Spina Bifida, and Osteogenesis Imperfecta.” 

  

“[The topics of ] CP (cerebral palsy), Down syndrome, acardia (heart defects), dysostosis 

(osteogenesis imperfecta), orofacial clefts and dwarfism are helpful.” 

  

Identification of 

three areas for 

future training 

videos showing 

American physi-

cal therapists 

working with 

children 

  

  “I wish there can be…videos about American therapists doing rehabilitation training with 

children. Therefore, we can learn and experience the American rehabilitation therapy skills.” 

  

“Videos related to effectively treat disabled children…are helpful for my organization.” 

  

More hands-on 

time with the chil-

dren 

“It would be better if there could be more live demonstrations on intervention for children 

with abnormal growth…” 

  

“I hope to see the entire process of how a child is being evaluated and trained.” 

  

“More physiotherapy to disabled children.” 

In-depth infor-

mation about di-

agnoses  

“…we could go deeper on some of the topics like…different disorders or disabilities.” 

 

“I recommend to offer some more introduction and explanation of teaching and rehabilitating 

(sic)…processes and strategies. Also some referential cases…” 

 

“It would be perfect if the instructor provide us related pictures or personal clinical experi-

ence when explaining the concepts.” 
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DISCUSSION 

 

 There is little known about the train-

ing of most orphanage staff functioning as 

physical therapists in Chinese orphanages, 

and thus the education needs of Chinese 

orphanage staff physical therapists is un-

known (Jones & Skinner, 2013; Liu, 2001). 

This paper describes an attempt to discern 

education and training needs of staff in one 

Chinese orphanage. Other PT programs that 

desire to participate in ISL programs at Chi-

nese orphanages should establish the train-

ing of the staff in advance in order to appro-

priately address the needs. An important 

step of this project was communicating that 

the IPTE and the orphanage staff can work 

together to address the educational and 

training needs of the staff and thus impact 

the health of the children (Liu, 2001; Las-

ker, 2016, p. 164). Asking orphanage staff 

what their future training needs are commu-

nicated our desire for a reciprocal partner-

ship. Reciprocal partnerships such as this 

are critical to ensuring that the program is 

sustainable and that the service provided is 

a needed service. Another key area to pro-

mote sustainability is program evaluation. 

Ongoing evaluation ensures that the service 

provided was useful and permits future pro-

gram refinement.  

 Evaluation of the effects of services 

delivered in ISL programs is not typical. In 

a recent systematic literature review of 67 

papers on short-term medical service trips 

found that community partner outcomes 

from short-term medical service trips were 

not reported in the majority of articles 

(Sykes, 2014). This finding is consistent 

with the current PT and medical literature, 

which focuses more on volunteer/student 

outcomes, number of clients served, or an-

ecdotal experiences (Foster & Pullen, 2016; 

Pechak, Gonzalez, Summers, & Capshaw, 

2013; Wright & Lundy, 2012; Martiniuk et 

al., 2012; Sykes, 2014). Our study is the 

first in the PT ISL literature that did not fo-

cus solely on student outcomes, but rather 

emphasized the importance of the commu-

nity partner, in this case the orphanage 

staff. While communication, needs assess-

ment, and program evaluation can be chal-

lenging in an ISL context, this study shows 

that it is feasible and can yield data that as-

sists in planning future ISL trips. Commu-

nity partner involvement is essential in cre-

ating ISL programs that are meaningful for 

both students and participants at an ISL 

host site. 

 The needs identified by the orphan-

age staff and our students provided a start-

ing point for the next set of trainings in 

2016. To address these identified needs, 

students created PowerPoint presentations 

related to sensory integration techniques, 

motivating children to advance through de-

velopmental milestones regardless of diag-

nosis, and seating and positioning. The stu-

dents created a script to accompany the 

PowerPoint as well as a hands-on lab relat-

ed to each content area. These presentations 

were translated into simplified Chinese 

characters and recorded in Mandarin Chi-

nese using the scripts the students created. 

All translations and recordings were per-

formed by the bilingual work-study. These 

were provided in advance of our third train-

ing session at the orphanage, which allowed 

for more hands-on demonstration that the 

staff requested.  

 Creating sustainable, community 

partnerships that meet the needs of a host 

country can be challenging. There is some 

consensus that short-term, service-learning 

programs like the present program are less 

meaningful than more long-term, ongoing 

projects (Lasker, 2016, p. 125). However, 

long-term projects can strain the resources 

of a program’s time and money (Lasker, 

2016, p. 145). To this end, ensuring that the 

programming is targeted to meet the needs 

of the orphanage and to provide skilled in-
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Table 4. Themes and Exemplar Quotes from Open-ended Student Survey Responses 

Theme Exemplar Quotes 

Staff Knowledge Increases “I…feel they had an increase in hand skills from us demonstrating and working with 

the children.” 

 
“Certain aspects of the student presentations that focused more on typical vs. atypi-

cal milestones as well as interventions really interested the staff and increased their 

knowledge.” 

 
“Developmental milestones…additional activities to do with the kids that they didn’t 

think the kids were capable of doing (different sitting postures). 

Staff Knowledge Deficits to Ad-

dress in Future Trainings 

“I felt the orphanage staff lacked knowledge on how to work towards and treat im-

pairments each child had. They seemed to have a general idea but not specifics. I 

especially think they lacked knowledge on positioning and importance of mobility in 

and out of positions. This was evident in their wheelchair positioning.” 

 
“In general (they) need to move and challenge the children continuously.” 

 
“I feel like the orphanage staff did not push the children too hard and kept the kids at 

a comfortable stage….Most children needed a lot more walking and weight bearing 

and the staff wasn’t aware.” 

 
“Some staff displayed improper body mechanics when transferring the children…

Positioning the children, stretching/strengthening exercises to prevent tone and im-

mobility.” 

 
“Positioning, ‘use it or lose it’ idea was lacking, understanding that to strengthen 

weak muscles you need to work them, in general need to move and challenge the 

children continuously, stimulating the children, diagnosis and examination.” 

 
“they (should) allow children free time to explore environment and interact with one 

another.” 

Ideas for Future Trainings  “I would alter the lectures, to include more tasks and skills that can be used with the 

children. This information is more important in order for them to provide the care 

and skill needed for the children.” 

“I would get rid of individual student presentations because it seemed like not all of 

the staff were interested in the actual medical definitions of each diagnosis, but were 

more intrigued by typical v atypical milestones and interventions. I felt the staff could 

benefit more with a hands on lab type setting, where we show them what things they 

can do to help the children. Maybe instead of presentations we can give them the 

information on brochures/pamphlets the students can make (in another class)…

spending more time in front of the children with their caretakers would have been a 

better way to spend the time at (the orphanage). 

“Provide a lab with presentations to demonstrate things like functional screens and 

other tests and measures so orphanage staff and Widener students can interact first 

without distraction. Send presentations to staff ahead of time to allow more time 

there for questions, demonstration, and treatment with the children.” 

“I think it would be in both parties’ best interest if we prerecorded the translated 

presentations. This way, the staff can study on their own time, and use it for review/

reference. This would also make it easier for the translator to translate, since he/she 

wouldn’t have to translate in real time. The presenter could then also prepare work-

sheets/case studies to go over with staff instead of lecturing.”  
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struction is vital. Capacity building in this 

way is one area that is necessary regardless 

of the length of service and that may com-

pensate for short-term ISL programs. Train-

ing the orphanage staff to provide skilled 

service is one step toward capacity building 

(Lasker, 2016, p. 201). The trainings that 

took place in August 2015 were a starting 

point to provide information related to a 

range of diagnoses and some basic develop-

mental skills. Providing additional training 

related to the needs assessment findings 

will promote further capacity building.  

 Another way to promote capacity 

building is the provision of materials that 

can be used as reference materials or to 

train new staff. The first step toward this is 

the recorded lecture materials. Staff also 

requested videos showing American physi-

cal therapists working with children. A 

source for video-recorded sessions of PT 

interventions with children with disabilities 

in the United States has been identified and 

is in the process of being adapted into a 

training resource, which is narrated in Chi-

nese. While these future research plans are 

specific to our PT ISL program, any univer-

sity program that engages in ISL can use 

these ideas. For example, if education stu-

dents wished to provide training on specific 

educational methods used in the United 

States, videos depicting these methods and 

narrated in the language of the host country 

could serve as a lasting resource for the host 

site. These videos could be provided on a 

flash drive or put on a website that the host 

site could access. Similarly, if a social work 

program desired to provide information re-

lated to specific therapy techniques, prere-

corded PowerPoint lectures in the host 

country’s native language could be sent in 

advance to the host site, allowing for more 

time to practice therapy techniques. We 

plan to use these suggestions that came out 

of our program evaluation and assess their 

effectiveness in our 2016 training session. 

 The initial needs assessment and 

program evaluation provided guidance that 

will be essential to meeting the needs of the 

orphanage staff with respect to PT training. 

Limitations of this program included a lack 

of pre-/post-testing for staff knowledge. Pre

-/post-testing was not performed, as the or-

phanage staff had identified these areas as 

knowledge deficits prior to our program. 

Additionally, the time constraint of provid-

ing 10 educational lectures and hands-on 

physical therapy evaluation and treatment 

sessions of children did not lend itself to 

also including pre-/post-testing. Students 

were asked to identify areas where they felt 

staff had improved in knowledge based up-

on their lectures and observation of hands-

on skill development in the orphanage staff. 

Students and the faculty observed hands-on 

skill development throughout the training 

sessions. For example, the orphanage staff 

initially demonstrated reluctance to pro-

gress children from positions on their backs 

to seated positions or to stretch the arms 

and legs of children with diagnoses like cer-

ebral palsy. All orphanage staff performed 

these skills by the end of the training ses-

sions. We believe there is validity in the 

students’ assessment of orphanage staff 

knowledge acquisition for this reason. Fu-

ture trainings, however, should assess staff 

knowledge prior to and after hands-on la-

boratory training through a combination of 

written and observational assessment. 

 An additional limitation is that we 

do not know the long-term effects of the PT 

training program. We do not know at this 

time if our trainings changed the behavior 

and practices of the orphanage staff as it 

relates to PT. Future research for an ISL 

program should also evaluate outcomes to 

determine the long-term effectiveness of the 

ISL program. This allows for either pro-

gram refinement as well as an examination 

as to whether the program should continue 

to be implemented. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

 This study was undertaken in an at-

tempt to implement the essential compo-

nents of an ISL program described by Lat-

tanzi and Pechak (2011). This paper is the 

first in the PT ISL literature to describe a 

needs assessment and initial program evalu-

ation that included a focus on the communi-

ty partner, rather than solely on student 

needs and outcomes. Community partner 

involvement is a necessity in order to pro-

mote sustainable ISL programs.  
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BACKGROUND 

 

 Among the many challenges of out-

reach scholarship is building productive 

collaborations between academic research-

ers evaluating community-based programs 

and practitioners delivering these programs 

(Lerner, 1995; Lerner & Miller, 1998; Ler-

ner & Simon, 1998). This challenge may be 

especially acute when the chief outcome of 

the work of researchers—data about pro-

gram effectiveness—is viewed differently 

by the two groups. This difference in the 

orientation of researchers and practitioners 

may be especially salient to address when 

programs potentially involve millions of 

people. Youth sport is an instance of such a 

program, and the setting within which we 

address the challenges of researcher-

practitioner relations involving different 

approaches to the findings of evaluation 

research. 

 Sport is a popular leisure pursuit in 

America. More than 80% of youth partici-

pate in sport (Sabo & Veliz, 2008; Vandell, 

Larson, Mahoney, & Watts, 2015). There is 

a vast literature on the positive outcomes 

associated with youth sport involvement 

that spans developmental science (see Van-

dell et al., 2015, for a review), sport psy-

ABSTRACT 
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chology (see Holt, 2016, and Weinberg & 

Gould, 2014, for reviews), and leisure and 

recreation studies (e.g., Caldwell & Witt, 

2011). However, developmental science 

lags behind other fields in evaluations of 

youth sport programs (e.g., Smith & Smoll, 

1997; Witt, Crompton, & Baker, 1995). 

More specifically, there are still few in-

stances of theory-predicated developmental 

research that involve partnerships between 

researchers and practitioners seeking to pro-

mote positive youth development (PYD) 

through sport (Holt, 2016).  

 The goal of the present article is to 

use initial results from the first year of a 

youth sport program evaluation to illustrate 

the opportunities and challenges involved in 

researcher-practitioner collaborations. We 

describe an evaluation study involving a 

collaboration between university-based re-

searchers and leaders of a youth sport pro-

gram. We present initial findings from the 

first year of the three-year longitudinal 

evaluation, focusing specifically on the dif-

ferent approaches the groups may take to 

research findings. Using the evaluation as a 

sample case of a researcher-practitioner col-

laboration, we explain the different purpos-

es evaluation work may have for research-

ers and practitioners and suggest how initial 

findings may serve the needs of both 

groups.  

 The researchers and practitioners 

involved in this collaboration share the 

same interest: They seek to learn if sport 

can be a vehicle to promote a key facet of 

PYD, namely character attributes (Clement 

& Bollinger, 2016; Thompson, 2010). Fol-

lowing Lerner and Callina (2014), character 

involves acting in one’s social world to do 

“the right thing” (i.e., acting appropriately 

or morally) at specific times and in specific 

places. Doing the right thing means acting 

to contribute positively to a context that is 

supporting you as an individual. Therefore, 

character attributes are the individual char-

acteristics that define the positive exchang-

es between an individual and his/her con-

text, which of course can include the other 

individuals in the context.  

 One strength of developmental sci-

ence is the use of longitudinal methods to 

test such causal assertions (e.g., Caldwell & 

Witt, 2011). However, if knowledge gained 

from the use of developmental methods is 

to be useful in youth sport programs, re-

searchers and practitioners must collaborate 

to employ studies using such methods and, 

subsequently, to make results useful for re-

search and practice. Following guidelines 

articulated in outreach scholarship (Lerner, 

1995, 2004; Lerner & Miller, 1998) and 

higher education reform (Fitzgerald, Bruns, 

Sonka, Furco, & Swanson, 2016), we dis-

cuss the integration of the “culture” of the 

academe (i.e., university-based researchers) 

and the “culture” of the program (i.e., youth 

practitioners) involved in this program eval-

uation.  

 

Theoretical Perspectives on Promoting 

Positive Youth Development Through 

Sport Programs  

 Sport programs may be key ecologi-

cal assets promoting positive youth devel-

opment (PYD; Vandell, et al., 2015). How-

ever, youth sport involvement is not invari-

antly associated with PYD (e.g., Zarrett et 

al., 2009). Sport participation may be linked 

to indicators of PYD, such as character at-

tributes, when such participation is part of a 

program marked by the “Big Three” com-

ponents of program design (Zarrett et al., 

2009): 1) positive and sustained relations 

with an engaged, competent, and continu-

ously available adult (e.g., a coach); 2) 

youth life-skill development opportunities; 

and 3) opportunities to enact these skills in 

valued family, school, or community set-

tings (DeSouza, 2016; Hershberg, et al., 

2015; Lerner, 2004). This link between 

PYD and engagement with a supportive 
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context may be conceptualized in many 

ways (Lerner, Lerner, Bowers, & Geldhof, 

2015). Within contemporary developmental 

science, cutting-edge theoretical models of 

PYD are derived from relational develop-

mental systems (RDS) metatheory 

(Overton, 2015).  

 From an RDS perspective, the or-

ganism is a self-regulating agent (Overton, 

2015). Accordingly, the conceptual empha-

sis in RDS-based theories is placed on mu-

tually influential exchanges between indi-

viduals and their contexts (i.e., individual 

↔ context relations). The PYD perspective 

emphasizes the potential for these mutually 

influential individual ↔ context relations to 

be also mutually beneficial, and hence 

adaptive. This potential derives from the 

RDS idea that plasticity (the capacity for 

systematic change) is a fundamental 

strength in human development. Plasticity 

affords a basis for changing—for enhanc-

ing—human life and, thus, for promoting 

PYD. An RDS-based program of research 

might ask how specific attributes of the in-

dividual and specific features of the context 

coalesce over time to influence the substan-

tive course of adaptive individual ↔ con-

text relations. For example, what are the 

sport experiences that may best promote 

PYD among specific groups of youth at 

specific times in their development 

(Bornstein, 2017; Zarrett et al., 2009)? 

 

Research to Practice: From Theories of 

Development to Program Theories of 

Change  

 The youth practitioners involved in 

this collaboration represent Positive Coach-

ing Alliance (PCA), a national non-profit 

organization focused on character develop-

ment through youth sport. The academic 

researchers and the leaders of PCA were 

each drawn to the convergence between 

RDS-based conceptions of character devel-

opment and PCA’s theory of change. Alt-

hough not academics themselves, the PCA 

leadership has a Board of Advisors that in-

cludes many academics who are both devel-

opmental scientists and individuals interest-

ed in the impact of sport participation on 

youth development. Accordingly, it was not 

serendipitous that PCA leaders learned of 

RDS-based conceptions of character devel-

opment. However, what was serendipitous 

was that gaining this knowledge occurred 

both at a time when PCA was seeking part-

nership with researchers to conduct a rigor-

ous, developmental outcome evaluation, 

and at a time when there was interest within 

applied developmental science in testing 

RDS-based ideas about character develop-

ment through sport (Lerner et al., 2015).  

 The goal of the collaboration was to 

develop and test a PCA theory of change 

(TOC) predicated on RDS-based concep-

tions of character development (Overton, 

2015). Consistent with the approach to 

character noted earlier (Lerner & Callina, 

2014), from an RDS perspective character 

is conceptualized as involving mutually 

beneficial individual ↔ context relations, as 

well as mutually beneficial individual ↔ 

individual relations (Lerner & Callina, 

2014). For PCA, developing character 

means enhancing positive coach ↔ athlete 

and athlete ↔ athlete relations, such that: 1) 

if athletes engage in PCA programming 

(which includes participation of both ath-

letes and their coaches in a 90-minute inter-

active workshop, consistent references 

throughout the season to a workbook com-

prising principles about character in sport, 

and discussing talking points each week 

with their coaches about the PCA principles 

and how to apply them); then athletes will 

2) apply PCA principles in the athletic con-

text, enhancing the character attributes of 

themselves (e.g., focusing on showing skill 

mastery versus seeking self-aggrandizement 

through sport), their teammates (e.g., en-

hancing peer teamwork and empathy), and 
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the game (e.g., playing with integrity and 

honesty); and 3) transfer these attributes 

beyond the sport context, for instance, to 

promote contribution to their communities 

(see Figure 1).  

Synthesizing Research and Practice: 

Evaluation May Have More Than One 

Purpose 

 As academic researchers, we were 

interested in testing a theory-predicated 

model of the role of ecological resources in 

promoting PYD and in applying knowledge 

gained from such tests to enhance the lives 

of diverse youth (e.g., Lerner et al., 2015). 

However, program leaders have somewhat 

distinct and more practical purposes perti-

nent to developing and sustaining their pro-

grams (Lerner, 1995, 2004; Lerner & Over-

ton, 2008). Accordingly, PCA was motivat-

ed to test their TOC for several reasons, 

ones prototypic of the rationale of many 

programs for seeking partnership with uni-

versity-based developmental researchers 

(Lerner & Simon, 1998; McHale & Lerner, 

1996). Similar to their academic partners, 

PCA leaders were interested to learn if their 

model was valid or, in other words, if their 

program was actually the basis for character 

development (e.g., Lerner, et al., 2015).  

 However, PCA practitioners were 

most eager to use the evidence gained from 

tests of their TOC to make immediate im-

provements to their program. Ultimately, 

PCA leaders needed to be able to tell their 

stakeholders (e.g., school athletic directors, 

leaders of community sport organizations, 

PCA board members, parents, youth, and 

funders) that their program reflected evi-

dence-based practice and, moreover, that 

they were using evaluation evidence to con-

tinually improve their program. Such infor-

mation is needed by program leaders to gar-

ner the resources necessary to improve their 

programs, as well as to bring their programs 

to scale and/or to sustain them. As we not-

ed, a challenge of outreach scholarship in-

volves balancing the caution of researchers 

about the dangers of over-interpreting pre-

liminary results with the needs of the practi-

tioners to use preliminary results to enhance 

their program and its sustainability (Lerner 

& Simon, 1998; McHale & Lerner, 1996). 

Figure 1. The Positive Coaching Alliance (PCA) Theory of Change 
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The collaboration between researchers and 

PCA program leaders constitutes a sample 

case of this challenge to successful univer-

sity-community outreach scholarship 

(Lerner & Simon, 1998; McHale & Lerner, 

1996). 

 

Summary and Study Goals 

The larger evaluation project of which the 

present article is based is a test of the PCA 

TOC. Thorough tests of change involve 

both pre- and post-test assessments and, as 

well, long-term follow-ups. Moreover, thor-

ough tests of causality use comparison 

groups of youth to control for selection ef-

fects (Lerner, Agans, DeSouza, & Hersh-

berg, 2015). The larger project from which 

the present data are derived includes these 

elements. However, for the current article, 

only initial data pertinent to testing the 

TOC were available. These data are useful 

illustrations of the above-noted contrasting 

purposes evaluation data serve for advanc-

ing the interests of academics and practi-

tioners (e.g., Fitzgerald et al., 2016; Lerner 

& Miller, 1998). We present the initial re-

sults from this first year of testing and dis-

cuss the differences in the use of the find-

ings by the researchers and practitioners 

involved in this collaboration.  

 The evaluation study design is a lon-

gitudinal waitlist control trial. This design 

was suitable to test the PCA TOC because it 

entails collecting information about athletes 

at multiple points in time (to test whether 

athletes changed across the time they spent 

in the program), as well as a control group 

of athletes who did not receive PCA pro-

gramming; this comparison enabled us to 

test whether PCA programming was linked 

to athletes’ changes. Survey methods were 

used to gather self-report information from 

athletes about character attributes relevant 

to the three foci of the PCA model to devel-

oping athletes of character: themselves, 

their teammates, and the game. In the cur-

rent study, we provide an example of one 

operationalization of a PCA principle with-

in the “self” tier: mastery focus, that is, 

“doing the right thing” by focusing on skill 

development, in contrast to the “wrong 

thing,” that is, using the sport context as a 

means for ego inflation or self-

aggrandizement.  

 

METHOD 

 

 Data are from the first wave of an 

ongoing longitudinal evaluation study of 

the Positive Coaching Alliance (PCA) 

(Ettekal, Ferris, Batanova, & Syer, 2016; 

Ferris, Ettekal, Agans, & Burkhard, 2015). 

Following a waitlist control design, four 

schools were randomly assigned to one of 

two conditions: 1) two schools received 

PCA programming (i.e., intervention) in the 

first year of the study, and 2) two schools 

were “waitlisted” to receive PCA program-

ming in the second year of the study.  

 

Participants 

 This study uses the subset of ath-

letes (N = 77; Mage = 16.38, SD = 1.15; see 

Table 1 for demographics) who, in the first 

year of the study, completed surveys at pre-

season (prior to the implementation of PCA 

programming), post-season, and three 

months following the end of the season. 

Athletes were recruited from four ethnically 

and socioeconomically diverse high schools 

(Grades 9 to 12) in the greater Boston area. 

Relatively equal numbers of athletes partic-

ipated from each school and each condition 

(PCA programming schools: n = 35, 46%; 

waitlisted schools: n = 42, 54%). Adoles-

cents participated in team sports (e.g., soc-

cer, basketball; 67.6%) and individual 

sports (e.g., tennis, track and field; 32.4%) 

across fall, winter, and spring seasons.  

 We compared two samples to exam-

ine selection effects. First, we compared 

athletes who did not complete post-season  
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Table 1. Sample Demographics and Mastery Focus Descriptive Data 

 

 

PCA programming 

(n=35) 

No programming 

(n=42) 

Total 

(n=77) 

Female (%) 50.0 75.0 63.5 

Race/ethnicity (%)    

White/Caucasian 17.1 80.0 50.7 

Black/African American 8.6 2.5 5.3 

Asian/Asian American 48.6 12.5 29.3 

Hispanic/Latino 17.1 0.0 8.0 

Other 8.6 5.0 6.7 

Grade (%)    

9 10.0 18.8 15.4 

10 30.0 21.9 25.0 

11 15.0 28.1 23.1 

12 45.0 31.2 36.5 

Sport (%)    

Football 8.6 4.8 6.5 

Volleyball 0.0 11.9 6.5 

Soccer 20.0 26.2 23.4 

Basketball 8.6 19.1 14.2 

Indoor track 2.9 7.1 5.2 

Baseball/softball 14.2 19.0 16.9 

Tennis 45.7 11.9 27.3 

Mastery focus (M[SD])    

Pre-season task orientation 4.20(.47) 4.28(.55) 4.24(.51) 

Pre-season ego orientation 3.04(.95) 2.86(1.10) 2.94(1.04) 

Post-season task orientation 4.30(.54) 4.06(.67) 4.17(.62) 

Post-season ego orientation 2.79(.88) 2.98(1.01) 2.89(.96) 

Follow-up task orientation 4.02(.94) 4.14(.74) 4.09(.83) 

Follow-up ego orientation 2.66(.95) 2.49(.94) 2.56(.94) 

Mastery focus categorizations (%)       

Across season task orientation 

42.9 decrease 
11.4 no change 
45.7 increase 

52.4 decrease 
16.7 no change 
31.0 increase 

48.1 decrease 
14.3 no change 
37.7 increase 

Across season ego orientation 

57.1 decrease 
11.4 no change 
31.4 increase 

33.3 decrease 
11.9 no change 
54.8 increase 

44.2 decrease 
11.7 no change 
44.2 increase 

After season task orientation 

54.3 decrease 
17.1 no change 

28.6 increase 

31.0 decrease 
19.0 no change 

50.0 increase 

41.6 decrease 
18.2 no change 

40.3 increase 

After season ego orientation 

60.0 decrease 

8.6 no change 

31.4 increase  

64.3 decrease 

16.7 no change 

19.0 increase  

62.3 decrease 

13.0 no change 

24.7 increase  
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surveys (i.e., the cross sectional sample) 

with athletes who completed both pre-

season and post-season surveys (i.e., the 

longitudinal sample) on key variables align-

ing with the three tiers of PCA program-

ming (i.e., self, teammates, and game). We 

found no differences on these key variables. 

Second, we compared athletes who received 

the PCA programming in Year 1 to athletes 

who were waitlisted to receive the PCA 

programming in Year 2 on key demograph-

ic variables. Athletes who received PCA 

programming in the first year were more 

likely to identify as non-Caucasian/White 

and male than athletes who were waitlisted 

(results available from the first author).  

 

Measures 

 Adolescents provided information 

about several demographic variables, in-

cluding gender and race/ethnicity. We used 

quantitative survey measures and qualita-

tive free-response questions to assess ath-

letes’ mastery focus and perceptions of 

PCA programming.  

  

 Quantitative data. One PCA goal 

is to enhance the character attribute of the 

individual athlete, or the “self,” which was 

operationalized in the present article as 

mastery focus in sport. We used an existing 

measure of sport mastery focus (Duda, 

1989), which had two subscales assessing 

athletes’ task orientation (e.g., “I learn a 

new skill by trying hard;” 7 items; α = .90) 

versus their ego orientation (e.g., “I can do 

better than my friends;” 6 items; α = .90). 

All items were scored using 5-point Likert 

scales (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly 

agree) and composite scale scores were cre-

ated by averaging participants’ responses 

across items. A high self-rating on task ori-

entation and a low self-rating on ego orien-

tation would be consistent with the goals of 

PCA programming.  

 To assess athletes’ overall percep-

tions of PCA programming, we asked ath-

letes who participated in PCA programming 

to answer four questions (1 = strongly disa-

gree, 5 = strongly agree): To what extent 

did you 1) “find PCA valuable,” 2) “dislike 

PCA,” 3) “do things differently after PCA,” 

and 4) “use the PCA tools.”  

  

 Qualitative data. Open-ended free-

response questions were used to elucidate 

adolescents’ experiences with PCA. The 

open-ended questions were at the end of the 

survey and were only provided to adoles-

cents who had participated in PCA pro-

gramming. We asked adolescents to re-

spond to five questions about their PCA 

programming: 1) “What was the most valu-

able thing you learned?”; 2) “What did you 

dislike about PCA?”; 3) “How did your 

coaches apply PCA tools?”; 4) “Did you 

apply the PCA tools outside of sports?”; 

and 5) “Is there anything else you would 

like to say about PCA?”  

 

Analysis Plan 

 We used mixed methods for the pur-

pose of complementarity; that is, we used 

quantitative and qualitative data analysis to 

measure overlapping, but distinct facets of 

the study (Caracelli & Greene, 1993). Spe-

cifically, in this study we used quantitative 

data to identify athletes whose sport mas-

tery focus changed after participating in 

PCA programming. Then, we used qualita-

tive data to enhance, illustrate, and clarify 

athletes’ perceptions of PCA programming, 

particularly with regard to learning about 

mastery focus. Below, we describe the 

quantitative and qualitative analyses.  

 First, we used configural frequency 

analysis (CFA) (Von Eye, Mair, & Mun, 

2010) to identify athletes who changed their 

mastery focus after participating in PCA 

programming (based on their quantitative 

survey responses at pre-, post-, and follow-

up). CFA is a method similar to chi-square 
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analysis that assesses multivariate cross-

classifications of categorical variables. We 

had insufficient statistical power to assess 

statistically significant quantitative change 

in adolescents’ responses, and thus, we used 

CFA to assess shifts or behavior changes in 

specific directions. We coded adolescents’ 

quantitative responses at pre-season, post-

season, and three months after the end of 

the season (1 = no change, 2 = increase, 3 = 

decrease) into two categories: season shift 

(the shift from pre-season to post-season) 

and follow-up shift (the shift from post-

season to three-month follow-up). We sub-

jected the two shift variables, along with a 

categorical variable for condition (1= did 

not receive PCA programming, 2 = re-

ceived PCA programming), to a CFA to 

identify configurations (i.e., patterns) across 

the three variables. First, we compared a 

baseline CFA with total independence of 

variables to a CFA allowing local interac-

tions. If the latter had significantly better fit 

than the former, based on a likelihood ratio 

χ2 test, then types (i.e., configurations oc-

curring more often than chance) and anti-

types (i.e., configurations occurring less 

often than chance) were expected to 

emerge. We used z-tests, with a Bonferonni 

correction for the number of possible con-

figurations, to test statistical significance of 

types and antitypes (i.e., the existence of 

certain types of athletes compared to 

chance).  

 Next, we used qualitative content 

analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) to eluci-

date athletes’ perceptions of what they 

learned in PCA programming and to en-

hance our understanding of how and wheth-

er athletes applied PCA principles after re-

ceiving programming. Using qualitative 

data coding procedures (Ryan & Bernard, 

2003), data analysis began with open cod-

ing for themes related to mastery focus. We 

began with a broad definition of mastery 

focus, that is, athletes’ focus on self-

improvement and learning new skills, as 

compared to performance outcomes and 

prioritizing winning. The definition was 

refined as the first two authors read all re-

sponses to open-ended questions and took 

memos on any mention of mastery focus, 

either explicitly using PCA terminology 

(e.g., effort) or implicitly discussing the 

concept (e.g., try harder). The first two au-

thors compared the memos until a more 

narrow definition of the code for mastery 

focus was generated. We kept a code manu-

al (see Table 2 for excerpts), which was 

continually updated as coding progressed 

(DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, & McCulloch, 

2011). Finally, all open-ended responses 

were coded for mastery focus separately by 

each author.  

 To establish inter-rater reliability 

(Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007), the authors 

discussed each discrepancy and consulted 

with the research team until full consensus 

on all code applications was reached. To 

report the prevalence of learning mastery 

focus, we coded whether each athlete per-

ceived learning about mastery focus 

through PCA programming or thought that 

PCA programming contributed to them de-

veloping a mastery focus (yes/no).  

 We conducted two final sets of anal-

yses to assess the alignment between the 

quantitative and qualitative findings. First, 

we used chi-square statistics to test the as-

sociation between types of athletes identi-

fied (i.e., those who changed versus did not 

change their mastery focus, as identified 

using the quantitative survey data) and ath-

letes’ perceptions of learning about mastery 

focus through PCA programming (i.e., 

those who perceived versus did not perceive 

they learned about mastery focus, as identi-

fied using the qualitative free-response 

questions). Next, we used t-tests to assess 

whether athletes’ overall perceptions of 

PCA programming (e.g., whether they liked 

the training; reported on 5-point Likert 
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scales) varied by the types of athletes iden-

tified or by athletes’ perceptions of learning 

about mastery focus after PCA program-

ming. Given our small sample size, we fo-

cused our quantitative tests on effect sizes 

rather than p-values (phi for chi-square tests 

and Cohen’s d for t-tests).  

 

RESULTS 

  

 Following our mixed methods de-

sign, we first present analyses describing 

quantitative changes in athletes’ mastery 

focus. Next, we describe athletes’ percep-

tions of learning about mastery focus based 

on their qualitative responses about PCA 

programming. Finally, we present analyses 

describing alignment between the quantita-

tive and qualitative findings. Sample de-

mographics and descriptive statistics for 

key study variables are presented in Table 

1.  

 

Quantitative Changes in Athletes’ Mas-

tery Focus  

 Following the first focus of PCA’s 

TOC (i.e., self), we assessed whether ath-

letes changed their mastery focus across the 

season (i.e., season shift) and then across 

the three months following the end of the 

season (i.e., follow-up shift). Increases in 

task orientation and decreases in ego orien-

tation would indicate an improved mastery 

focus and, therefore, would be consistent 

with the goals of PCA programming. There 

were 18 possible configurations (2 condi-

tions X 3 season shifts X 3 follow-up 

shifts). 

There was a significant association 

between condition and shift for task orienta-

tion (χ2(12) = 26.91, p = .008), such that 

two types emerged: 1) A control group (n = 

15) exhibiting decreases in task orientation 

across the season (M = -0.76, SD = 0.54) 

and increases after the season ended (M = 

0.48, SD = 0.36) (z = 3.28, p < .001); and, 

2) A PCA-trained group (n = 11) exhibiting 

increases in task orientation across the sea-

son (M = 0.44, SD = 0.23) and decreases 

after the season ended (M = -1.08, SD = 

1.34) (z = 2.97, p < .001). Similarly, there 

was a significant association between con-

dition and shift for ego orientation (χ2(12) = 

21.32, p = .004), such that two types 

emerged: 1) A control group (n = 17) ex-

hibiting increases in ego orientation across 

the season (M = 0.69, SD = 0.46) and de-

creases after the season ended (M = -0.87, 

SD = 0.42) (z = 2.39, p < .001); and, 2) A 

PCA-trained group (n = 8) exhibiting de-

creases in ego orientation across the season 

(M = -0.94, SD = 0.82) and increases after 

the season ended (M = 0.77, SD = 0.42) (z = 

3.59, p < .001).  
In sum, we found configurations of 

PCA-trained athletes who exhibited im-

proved mastery focus across the season, 

which was not sustained after the season 

ended. In turn, we also found configurations 

of control participants who exhibited dimin-

ished mastery focus across the season, 

which improved slightly after the season 

ended.  
 
Athletes’ Perceptions of Learning about 

Mastery Focus 

Among the 35 PCA-trained athletes, 

29 provided responses to the open-ended 

questions and, of these, 15 athletes (51.7%) 

perceived learning about mastery focus 

through PCA programming. Twelve ath-

letes mentioned task-oriented phrases such 

as learning to “try hard,” “have good ef-

fort,” “never give up,” and “focus on the 

skills;” six athletes mentioned ego-oriented 

phrases, such as, learning to become “open-

minded,” “accepting of the outcome,” and 

“less focused on winning” (three athletes 

mentioned both task- and ego-oriented 

phrases). These responses align with the 

specific wording/messages used in PCA’s 

workshops, where “effort” and “learning” 
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and “mistakes” are emphasized as part of 

PCA’s ELM (Effort, Learning, bouncing 

back from Mistakes) tree of mastery, sug-

gesting that athletes learned the key con-

cepts presented in PCA programming (see 

Table 2 for example quotations).  

 
Alignment Between Quantitative and 

Qualitative Findings 

 We examined the alignment be-

tween the qualitative and quantitative evi-

dence for PCA’s positive effect on mastery 

focus using chi-square tests. The associa-

tion between quantitative change in mastery 

focus (yes/no) and perceptions of learning 

about mastery focus (yes/no) was statisti 
 
cally non-significant and had a very small  
effect size (χ2(1) = .03, p = .86; phi = .03). 

Among the 29 PCA-trained athletes, seven 

Table 2. Examples of Mastery Focus Themes From Athletes After the Positive Coaching Alliance (PCA) 

Training 

 

Codebook excerpt for mastery focus 

 

Mastery focus: Athletes’ focus on self-improvement and learning skills, as opposed to winning, performance 

outcomes, or competing with others. Mastery focus has two dimensions, namely task orientation and ego orien-

tation. 

Task: Athletes’ focus on self-improvement (or improving others), as well as gaining or mastering skills. 

This includes effort, goal-setting, diligence, and working hard. For example, this code includes refer-

ences to practicing and trying hard. NOTE: This includes verbiage indicative of high or low task orien-

tations. 

Ego: Athletes’ focus on winning or having a win-at-all-cost mentality, competing with others, and perfor-

mance outcomes, such as looking good in front of a crowd or being known as a star athlete. This in-

cludes open-mindedness (high ego is having a closed mind or narrow focus) and perspective-taking 

(showing that the athlete is not only concerned with him/herself). NOTE: This includes verbiage indica-

tive of high or low ego orientations. 

Examples of how athletes increased task orientation following PCA programming. 

 

“[After PCA] I treated my body better in order to perform better.” –Female, soccer player 

“[What I found valuable from PCA was that I learned] “good sportsmanship, how to be a captain-like figure, 

positive thinking and hard work.”- Male, baseball player 

“[After PCA] I focused more on my sport and I put all my effort in my sports.” –Female, basketball player 

“[After PCA] I set goals with a plan so, [results] wouldn’t be just my wish.” –Female, tennis player 

“[After PCA] I treated everyone with respect and learned effort.”- Male, tennis player 

Examples of how athletes decreased ego orientation following PCA programming. 

 

“[After PCA] I became very open-minded towards my peers and my coach.” –Male, tennis player 

“[What I found valuable from PCA was that] I learned more about taking responsibility and that losing is a part 

of all sports. [I learned] to respect other teammates and to maintain a positive attitude.” –Male, tennis player 

“[After PCA] I don’t talk down on anyone even though they make a mistake and I help them to fix it. I became 

more aware of my surroundings and became a better person.” –Male, baseball player 

“[After PCA] I shook hands with my opponents after games, even after I lost. And I was also sure to congratu-

late them and tell them that they played well.” –Female, tennis player 
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exhibited quantitative change and perceived 

learning about mastery focus, eight per-

ceived learning about mastery focus (but 

did not exhibit quantitative change), seven 

exhibited quantitative change (but did not 

perceive learning about mastery focus), and 

seven exhibited no quantitative change and 

did not perceive learning about mastery fo-

cus. These findings suggest that PCA pro-

gramming had an unsystematic effect on 

athletes’ self-reported behaviors and per-

ceptions of learning. However, it is also im-

portant to note that the qualitative, free-

response questions did not probe mastery 

focus specifically but, rather, allowed ath-

letes to highlight what they perceived as 

most important.  
 Finally, we used t-tests to examine 

whether athletes’ overall perceptions of 

PCA programming (based on responses to 5

-point Likert scales) were associated with 

quantitative change in mastery focus (yes/

no) or perceptions of learning about mas-

tery focus through PCA programming (yes/

no). On average, athletes were either neutral 

or liked PCA programming and, as well, 

either agreed or strongly agreed that PCA 

programming was valuable. Athletes were 

largely neutral about changing their behav-

iors after receiving PCA programming, but 

agreed somewhat that they used the PCA 

tools. Athletes’ overall perceptions of PCA 

programming were not statistically associat-

ed with whether they exhibited quantitative 

change in mastery focus (Cohen’s d was 

<.24 for all items, which are small effect 

sizes; Table 3). However, athletes’ overall 

perceptions of PCA programming were 

moderately statistically associated with 

whether they perceived learning about mas-

tery focus. Athletes who perceived learning 

about mastery focus liked PCA program-

ming more, placed higher value on PCA 

programming, and did more things differ-

ently after receiving PCA programming 

than athletes who did not perceive learning 

about mastery focus (Cohen’s d = .58 – .67 

which are medium effect sizes; Table 3).  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 The goal of the present article was 

to use initial results from a collaborative 

youth sport program evaluation to illustrate 

the opportunities and challenges involved in 

researcher-practitioner partnerships. Youth 

sport programs may be important ecological 

assets to promote a key facet of PYD, 

namely character attributes (Lerner et al., 

2015; Vandell et al., 2015; Zarrett et al., 

2009). However, theory-predicated devel-

opmental research involving partnerships 

between researchers and practitioners seek-

ing to promote PYD are rare. The collabo-

ration described in the present article in-

volves university-based researchers partner-

ing with the Positive Coaching Alliance 

(PCA), a national non-profit focused on 

character development through youth sport, 

to develop and test a theory of change 

(TOC) (Ettekal et al., 2016). The results 

presented are the initial findings from the 

first year of the three-year collaboration. 

Using these preliminary findings as one in-

stance of a researcher-practitioner collabo-

ration, we present the different approaches 

the groups take to research findings and 

their somewhat different uses of these data.  

 

The Search for Evidence: Commonality 

and Divergence Between Researchers’ 

and Practitioners’ Interpretations of Ini-

tial Findings 

In building effective collaborations 

between researchers and practitioners, com-

mon ground must exist if partnerships are to 

be organized and sustained (Lerner & Si-

mon, 1998; McHale & Lerner, 1996). There 

was some commonality in interests between 

the academic and practitioner groups in-
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volved in this sample case of outreach 

scholarship. The researchers and practition-

ers were both interested in testing the PCA 

TOC because of a common interest in RDS-

based conceptions of PYD through sport. 

PCA practitioners were interested in learn-

ing if PCA programming actually was the 

basis for the growth of athletes’ character 

development. The academic researchers 

were interested in assessing if this research 

could be translated or applied (e.g., brought 

to scale) in ways that enhance the lives of 

youth (e.g., McHale & Lerner, 1996; Lerner 

et al., 2015; Lerner & Miller, 1998). Of 

course, this goal is also a point that youth 

program practitioners involved in outreach 

scholarship are concerned with (Lerner & 

Miller, 1998). Indeed, programs need such 

translations to be efficacious in using re-

search evidence productively.  

The researchers and practitioners 

had different perspectives as well. The re-

sults described in the present article focused 

on one instance of character development 

through sport, namely athletes’ mastery fo-

cus, as a sample of the outcomes of interest 

in the PCA TOC (Figure 1). To summarize, 

there were three main findings from the ini-

tial phase of the evaluation of PCA in re-

gard to this instance of character: 1) Some 

PCA-trained athletes became more mastery-

oriented across the sport season, but their 

mastery focus diminished after the season 

ended; 2) Some athletes believed mastery 

focus was more important after being in-

volved in PCA programming; and, 3) Posi-

tive experiences with PCA programming 

promoted athletes’ beliefs about mastery 

focus, but did not matter for their respective 

behaviors. Despite the above-noted points 

Table 3. Feedback About the Positive Coaching Alliance (PCA) Training by Athletes Who Changed or Did Not Change Their Mastery Focus 

After PCA Training 

 

Feed-
back 

  

Overall 

  Athletes Exhibiting Quantitative Change   Athletes Reporting Qualitative Change 

Exhibited ∆   
Did not 

exhibit ∆ 

  

Test statistic 

  

Reported ∆   
Did not 
report ∆ 

  

Test statistic 

  

M SD   M SD   M SD 

  t d   

M SD   M SD 

  t d 

  

Dis-

liked 
training 

  

2.55 1.06   2.57 1.28   2.53 .83 

  

.10, 
p=.93 .04 

  

2.27 1.22   2.86 .77   
1.54, 
p=.14 .58 

  

Found 
training 

valua-

ble 

  

4.07 .88   4.07 .92   4.07 .88 

  

.01, 

p=.99 .00 

  

4.33 .72   3.79 .98   

1.73, 

p=.10 .63 

  
Did 

some-

thing 
differ-

ent 

  

3.38 .94   3.50 1.10   3.27 .80 

  

.66, 

p=.52 .24 

  

3.67 1.11   3.07 .62   

1.76, 

p=.09 .67 

Used 
tools 

from 

training 

  

3.52 .91   3.50 1.16   3.53 .64 

  

.10, 

p=.92 .03 

  

3.60 .99   3.43 .85   

.50, 

p=.62 .18 

Notes. All statistical tests have 27 degrees of freedom. ∆ = change. d = Cohen’s d effect size and is interpreted as .2 is a small effect, .5 is a me-
dium effect, and .8 is a large effect. 
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of convergence in their respective ap-

proaches to program evaluation, the re-

searchers and practitioners involved in the 

collaboration interpreted these initial find-

ings from different perspectives.  

From the researchers’ perspective, 

these initial results provided some support 

for the PCA TOC. However, the findings 

were regarded as statistically weak. To a 

researcher, the evidence is limited by the 

lack of statistical power to test for “true” 

developmental change. A true test of 

change would involve testing whether 

changes are significantly different from ze-

ro (Baltes, Reese, & Nesselroade, 1988), 

which we did not have the statistical power 

to detect. Although we are optimistic about 

this potential for PCA to promote athletes’ 

character development, researchers are 

trained to be cautious about making scien-

tific conclusions from preliminary findings 

(e.g., Cumming, 2014). Initial results could 

be inconsistent with changes observed later 

in the project and, therefore, too much em-

phasis on initial results could lead to erro-

neous conclusions and wasted resources.  

To a program practitioner, these ini-

tial results may be encouraging. Indeed, the 

youth program practitioners involved in this 

collaboration viewed these quantitative in-

creases as “trending in the right direction,” 

and therefore could suggest meaningful 

change. They took encouragement from the 

fact that, in the context of the initial phase 

of evaluation, there was some evidence of 

program effectiveness. The perspective of 

the practitioner, which suggests practical 

significance, represents a divergence from 

the researchers in the use of the word 

“significant.” The word “significant” sug-

gests importance: Results could be inter-

preted as statistically important (using evi-

dence from null hypothesis significance 

testing) or as practically important (using 

the practitioners’ expertise about how much 

change is meaningful in the context of the 

program). Researchers and practitioners 

must align to interpret findings through the 

lens of both statistical significance and 

practical significance (e.g., Cumming, 

2014).  

As illustrated by these diverging 

reactions to initial findings, researchers and 

practitioners collaborating in an outreach 

scholarship project may approach results in 

the context of different needs that must be 

met by the data derived from their partner-

ships. Researchers may be concerned with 

using these data to inform theories of devel-

opment, a priority for many developmental 

scientists engaged in youth program re-

search. Practitioners need to use data de-

rived through partnerships with researchers 

to communicate to stakeholders that their 

program reflects evidence-based practice, a 

necessary step for program development 

and sustainability. Obviously, it is im-

portant to align these seemingly divergent 

needs in a successful collaboration involv-

ing program evaluation. We believe this 

sample case could be used to illustrate how 

such an alignment could be forged.  

The researchers were interested in 

whether the findings could be used to en-

hance our understanding of how youth pro-

grams foster PYD. The initial results sug-

gested that some athletes changed both their 

beliefs and behaviors about mastery focus, 

whereas other athletes changed either their 

beliefs or behaviors, but not both. These 

findings suggest a developmental phenome-

non whereby youth cognitions and behav-

iors can be discrepant (e.g., Kendler & 

Kendler, 1962). Discrepancies in beliefs 

and behaviors have been observed in related 

character development research. For exam-

ple, in a study of moral decision-making, 

youth character-relevant behaviors emerged 

later than their beliefs (e.g., see Hilliard et 

al., 2016). Accordingly, embedding the ini-

tial findings within developmental theory 

suggests that PCA may not change athletes’ 
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beliefs and behaviors simultaneously.  

As a consequence, knowledge of 

this possible sequence in the development 

of beliefs and (then) behavior may give 

PCA practitioners a strategy for adjusting 

the targets of their program across the span 

of time youth engage in it. Thus, despite 

cautions by researchers that initial results 

are not always representative of later find-

ings, practitioners often do not have the lux-

ury afforded academics to wait until more 

data are collected. The PCA partners were 

eager to use the initial findings to make im-

mediate improvements to their program. 

The evidence of a possible developmental 

sequence may be the key to such use and, in 

fact, it may be a means to align the research 

and the applied interests of the academic 

and practitioner partners, respectively. 

These initial findings suggest that a posi-

tive, interactive, and engaging workshop 

may be important to change athletes’ beliefs 

and then, over time, those beliefs may 

translate into positive character-relevant 

behaviors if reinforced by post-workshop 

program components. The positive changes 

in athletes’ character-relevant behaviors 

were small and waned after the end of the 

sport season. This finding was initially dis-

appointing to PCA practitioners. However, 

embedding this fade-out effect in the con-

text of the above-noted possible develop-

mental sequence can suggest to PCA practi-

tioners that they may need to continually 

reinforce the PCA principles throughout 

and after a season (e.g., with brief 

“refresher” follow-ups) to promote larger 

changes in athletes’ character-relevant be-

haviors and/or to encourage the mainte-

nance of such behaviors beyond the season. 

In short, researcher and practitioner align-

ment may occur if collaborators in outreach 

scholarship seek to identify program revi-

sions that may derive from even initial find-

ings and then enact and evaluate mid-course 

corrections in program design and imple-

mentation. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

We have presented preliminary find-

ings from a youth program evaluation, con-

ducted in partnership with youth practition-

ers and university-based researchers. The 

initial results presented challenges in the 

researcher-practitioner collaboration, but 

also served the needs of both sets of part-

ners. The academic view of the initial re-

sults reflects that developmental scientists 

have been trained to be wary of making 

strong conclusions on the basis of only par-

tial, initial information. The practitioner 

view of the initial results reflects the need 

to find immediate areas for improvement 

and encouragement that there will be future 

evidence, such that the program merits 

maintenance or even growth of support.  

In the effective collaboration of aca-

demic researchers and youth practitioners, 

academic precedent and program sustaina-

bility must learn to co-exist (Fitzgerald et 

al., 2016; Lerner & Miller, 1998; McHale & 

Lerner, 1996). Researchers and practition-

ers will inevitably create a Venn Diagram 

wherein there is both commonality of inter-

ests in the intersection of circles represent-

ing their respective “cultures” (Lerner, 

1995) and non-overlapping concerns perti-

nent to the priorities of these two cultures. 

In successful instances of outreach scholar-

ship involving researcher and practitioner 

engagement, the two circles will themselves 

travel on a developmental trajectory, one 

marked by increasing alignment.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 The field of early education is 

grounded in an ethos of service to and en-

gagement with the community (Morgan, 

2011). As teacher educators examine and 

evaluate effective approaches to profession-

al preparation, it is imperative to provide 

evidence that the pedagogy of service learn-

ing is, indeed, a valuable channel for early 

childhood pre-professional students 

(commonly referred to as candidates) in the 

field to create knowledge, build understand-

ing, and practice application of course con-

tent. Thus, the current study was conducted 

in order to examine the applicability of a 

service-learning course as a means to ad-

dress the National Association for the Edu-

cation of Young Children (NAEYC) stand-

ards, the basis for the accreditation of early 

childhood teacher education programs. 

Through the examination of qualitative da-

ta, we explored the impact of service-

learning on the early childhood teacher edu-

cation candidates (candidates) and the com-

munity partners (CPs).  

 In recent years, early childhood edu-

cation has gained national attention as a 

critical issue for communities’ economic 

development and commitment to the early 

years (Bartik, 2011; Hyson & Tomlinson, 

2014; Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000). Concern 

for young children and their families spans 

a range of complex issues: school readi-

ness; health and safety; and quality, afford-

ability and accessibility in health care 

(Goffin & Washington, 2007; Hyson & 

Tomlinson, 2014; Kostelnik & Grady, 

2009). As the spotlight from institutions, 

public policy initiatives, community and 
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family resources shines on early childhood 

care and education, well-prepared teachers 

are the key (Hedges, 2006; Hyson, 2003; 

Whittaker & Harden, 2010). Teacher prepa-

ration involves authentic experiences for 

candidates to observe first-hand high-

quality, accessible, culturally responsive 

caregiving to develop reciprocal relation-

ships with families and communities. Ser-

vice-learning is an appropriate means to 

practice strategies for addressing these is-

sues (Dowell, 2009) as well as for high-

quality teacher education.  

 

Theoretical Framework for Service-

Learning 
To frame the service-learning expe-

rience in the current study, Cone and Har-

ris’ (2003) “Lens Model for Service-

Learning Educators,” which is an adapta-

tion of Kolb’s “Model of Experiential 

Learning” for service-learning, was imple-

mented. The six components of this adapted 

model include 1) the learner; 2) the issues 

surrounding the service-learning project; 3) 

the service experience in the field; 4) criti-

cal reflection; 5) mediated learning; and, 

finally, 6) a return to the learner’s intellec-

tual and personal growth (Cone & Harris, 

2003). For more details regarding Kolb’s 

original model, review Kolb (1984, 2014). 

 In the early childhood ser-

vice-learning course in which the current 

study was conducted, candidates (learners) 

arrive with unique backgrounds, individual 

histories, and specific interests. These dis-

tinctive characteristics were considered 

when a candidate was placed at a service-

learning site in order to enhance existing 

strengths and motivate learners with a rele-

vant project. Next, issues surrounding the 

service-learning project were explicitly ex-

amined before a candidate began with a 

community partner. Both conceptual and 

pragmatic aspects of the experience were 

discussed, including theories that candi-

dates are expected to apply in the field as 

well as the logistical concerns of profes-

sional behaviors. Formal classroom instruc-

tion and lectures and informal conversa-

tions continued throughout the service-

learning experience. Ongoing reflection in-

cluded written journals, responses to 

prompts, verbal and interactive responses, 

as well as some less conventional means for 

instance photo journals and exercises such 

as mingling to music, a variation of musical 

chairs that incorporated sharing with a part-

ner. The community partner and instructor 

acted as co-teachers during the mediated 

learning phase of this model. Each co-

teacher took responsibility for supporting 

candidates’ evolving knowledge, skills and 

emerging understanding. Finally, the con-

clusion of the course brings the focus back 

to the candidate and the experience of 

learning about partnerships among children, 

families, schools, and communities. The 

cyclical nature of the Model of Experiential 

Learning reinforced the iterative process of 

learning and reflection that is central to the 

pedagogy of service-learning.  

 

Service-Learning in Early Childhood 

Teacher Education  
 The early childhood teacher prepa-

ration program at Purdue University North-

west, formerly Purdue University North 

Central, a mid-sized regional campus of a 

large public research institution, is based on 

the philosophy of John Dewey. In this pro-

gram, candidates develop their skills and 

knowledge in authentic contexts interacting 

with children, families, and community 

agents. Standards for professional prepara-

tion also include an emphasis on developing 

positive relationships with families and the 

community (National Association for the 

Education of Young Children [NAEYC], 

2011a). During the first year in the pro-

gram, early childhood teacher education 

candidates take the course “Child, Family, 
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School and Community Partnerships,” 

which includes a weekly immersion experi-

ence with a local community agency. Such 

a service-learning project is integral to the 

program as the student is “actively engaged 

in community service that has a significant 

positive impact on everyone involved—the 

student, the instructor, the community ser-

vice provider, and the people within the 

community” (Schoenfeld, 2004, p. 2).  

 In the early childhood teacher edu-

cation program, a service-learning approach 

is used in many of the courses to facilitate 

candidates’ developing and clarifying their 

knowledge of diversity, social justice, and 

community needs as they apply their skills 

to serve diverse families and children in a 

real-world situation (Meaney, Griffin, & 

Bohler, 2009; Miller, 2000; Swick, 1999). 

Schoenfeld (2004) asserted that service-

learning is steeped in reciprocity that allows 

for students, in this case the candidates, to 

give and to receive: “The student offers 

time, energy, knowledge and creativity to 

address a specific need in the community 

and in return receives professional advice 

and direction from community service pro-

viders, mentors, and faculty” (p. 2). 

Through critical reflection on the service-

learning experience, candidates can articu-

late their role in the classroom and within 

the larger community with feedback from 

instructors so that stereotypes about chil-

dren, families, and the role of early child-

hood professionals are not reinforced (Dunn

-Kenney, 2010; Pigza, 2010). At the service

-learning site, candidates observed and 

worked to foster an understanding of diver-

sity and social justice (Baldwin, Buchanan, 

& Rudisill, 2007).  

 

Professional Preparation Standards  

 Adherence to a set of professional 

preparation standards is essential to ensure 

that early childhood professionals are effec-

tive educators. Highly qualified teachers 

have been linked to high-quality programs 

for children (Barnett, 2004). Purdue Uni-

versity Northwest’s early childhood teacher 

education program for initial licensure is 

nationally recognized by NAEYC, verify-

ing that it is aligned with the NAEYC Pro-

fessional Preparation Standards.  

 The NAEYC Professional Prepara-

tion Standards (2011a) outline the specific 

knowledge, skills, and competencies for 

early childhood professionals. The teacher 

education curriculum in its entirety meets 

the six NAEYC standards: 

 

 Standard 1: Child Development and 

Learning 

 Standard 2: Building Family and Com-

munity Relationships 

 Standard 3: Observing, Documenting, 

and Assessing to Support Young Chil-

dren and Families 

 Standard 4: Using Developmentally Ef-

fective Approaches 

 Standard 5: Using Content Knowledge 

to Build Meaningful Curriculum 

 Standard 6: Becoming a Professional  

 

Individual courses are intentionally de-

signed to address certain standards. Specifi-

cally, the service-learning experience in the 

“Child, Family, School & Community Part-

nerships” course helps pre-professionals 

meet NAEYC Standards 2 and 6 

(Ehrenberg, 2016). The service-learning 

experiences are carefully crafted to help 

candidates gain “knowledge and under-

standing of diverse family and community 

characteristics” and have opportunities to 

“involve families and communities in many 

aspects of children’s development and 

learning” (NAEYC, 2011a, p. 31). Further-

more, weekly interactions with early child-
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hood practitioners in the field demand that 

the candidates “identify and conduct them-

selves as members of the early childhood 

profession,” follow a set of ethical guide-

lines, and engage in informed advocacy for 

children and the profession (NAEYC, 

2011a, p. 39). The Alliance of Early Child-

hood Teacher Educators acknowledges the 

role of reciprocal and respectful relation-

ships with community field sites and stake-

holders as a critical component to a highly 

effective teacher education program 

(NAEYC, 2011b).  

 

METHODS 

 

The data presented here were part of 

a larger, mixed methods study. While the 

quantitative data provided an overview of 

the participants’ background knowledge, 

dispositions, and motivations for involve-

ment, here we focus on the qualitative as-

pect of the study as greater detail on the 

quantitative data was presented elsewhere 

(Eisenhauer & Weaver, 2012; Weaver & 

Eisenhauer, 2013). Following common 

qualitative procedures (Creswell, 2014), 

focus groups were conducted in order to 

explore the impact of service-learning on 

early childhood teacher education candi-

dates’ achievement of NAEYC professional 

standards and on community partners’ ca-

pacity to meet the community’s needs. The 

focus groups were conducted as a follow-up 

to the quantitative survey and as a means to 

delve deeper into the motivations and 

meanings underlying the initial survey re-

sponses. The Institutional Review Board at 

Purdue University approved all procedures 

for this study. The study was funded with 

support from a Sponsored Research Grant 

from Indiana Campus Compact. 

 

Participants 

 Early childhood candidates (referred 

to as “candidates” throughout the findings) 

were drawn from the pool of students who 

had completed the required course, “Child, 

Family, School and Community Partner-

ships,” in the Early Childhood program at 

the institution any time during 2009-2011, 

or were enrolled in the course when the 

study was conducted (in 2012). Representa-

tives from all community partner agencies 

(identified as “CP” throughout the findings) 

who had participated as a service‐learning 

site for early childhood candidates enrolled 

in the course any time during the same time 

period were also invited to participate in the 

current study. Twelve candidates and eight 

CPs participated in the focus groups. The 

majority (74%) of the candidates who par-

ticipated in the study had completed the 

course in the most recent two years. All of 

the candidates took the course during their 

first year in the early childhood teacher ed-

ucation program. 

 

Measures 

 The survey data were reviewed to 

develop the focus group questions. Focus 

group questions (e.g., “briefly describe the 

project you engaged in at your service 

learning site” and “the early childhood edu-

cation program adheres to the NAEYC pro-

fessional standards. Thinking back to this 

course, describe the course learning goals 

as they relate to the NAEYC standards”) 

allowed participants to expand on their sur-

vey responses and enabled researchers to 

ask follow-up questions (e.g., to request 

clarification or specific examples). The fo-

cus group questions and protocol for both 

candidates and CPs were developed based 

on work by Gelmon, Holland, Driscoll, 

Spring, and Kerringan (2001).  

 

Procedures 

 Candidates eligible to participate in 

the current study were contacted via email 

and provided a link to the survey and were 

also invited to join a focus group with other 
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candidates. They were informed that partic-

ipation was voluntary and, if they were 

willing to participate, were asked to com-

plete the survey within two weeks. Recruit-

ment of CPs was conducted in a similar 

manner, with an email sent to all eligible 

organizations inviting a representative to 

complete the survey within two weeks and 

to take part in a focus group with other CP 

agencies. All participants provided in-

formed consent, per the approved study 

procedures.  

 Two candidate focus groups were 

convened at the main campus, and two CP 

focus groups were also convened—one at 

the main campus and another at a satellite 

campus. Both candidate and CP participants 

were able to select the respective focus 

group session that was most convenient. 

Each of the focus groups followed the same 

procedures and all were audio- and video-

recorded. The focus group meetings typical-

ly lasted for one-and-a-half hours. One fac-

ulty member and the coordinator of the in-

stitution’s Center for Service Learning and 

Leadership facilitated the meetings. After 

the protocol was explained to the focus 

group participants, the facilitators opened 

with scripted questions. The focus groups 

were conducted as a conversation and par-

ticipants were encouraged to respond to the 

questions with no need to raise hands or in 

a specific order. As the participants re-

sponded to the prompts, the facilitators 

asked for clarification or further explana-

tion when needed.  

 

Analysis 

 Qualitative data were analyzed us-

ing basic qualitative analysis procedures 

(Creswell, 2014) whereby salient themes 

were identified and described in a codebook 

and organized into a hierarchical order. 

Then the data were organized using NVivo 

qualitative data analysis software, version 

10 (QSR, Melbourne, Australia). Analysis 

of the qualitative data was grounded in the 

Model of Experiential Learning (Kolb, 

1984, 2014) as well as the framework of 

professional preparation standards from 

NAEYC.  

 The data were considered from two 

perspectives. First, the adapted Cone and 

Harris (2003) model was a useful tool to 

organize the data as related to the service-

learning experiences. Next, the set of 

NAEYC Standards (2011a) was a natural 

structure for the analysis and accentuated 

the aspects of professional preparation 

standards.  

 

FINDINGS 

 

Impact on Early Childhood Teacher Ed-

ucation Candidates 

 Because well-prepared early child-

hood educators are critical to the quality of 

early care and education, a primary focus of 

this study was to capture the candidates’ 

experience with service-learning in relation 

to professional preparation (Hedges, 2006; 

Hyson, 2003; Whittaker & Harden, 2010). 

Cone and Harris’ (2003) “Lens Model for 

Service-Learning Educators,” an adaptation 

of the “Model of Experiential Learning,” 

was a useful framework for data analysis as 

it begins with the learner (i.e., the candi-

date) within the context of service-learning 

that incorporates reflection and ultimately 

leads to learning. Finally, the learner’s re-

sultant growth and development are consid-

ered.  

The learner-candidate. As service-

learning pedagogy was the means for the 

NAEYC Professional Preparation Standards 

to be met, the candidates’ background 

knowledge and experience with community 

engagement was measured. Almost 70% of 

the candidates had prior experience and be-

liefs about service in the community. All of 

the respondents agreed that service to the 

community was important and felt it was 
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their responsibility. Eighty-nine percent of 

the candidates reported that they had any 

volunteer experience before taking this 

course.  

 Candidates shared their personal 

approaches to the service-learning experi-

ence. While they were not always able to 

identify or connect to the NAEYC Stand-

ards, many of them alluded to the general 

idea of professional preparation with com-

ments such as, “The teacher I was working 

with…she let me interact with the kids. I 

didn’t get to just sit along the side and do 

just what she wanted me to do. I was inter-

acting with the children and actually got to 

take part in what they were doing as well.” 

Another admitted that, “When I went into 

[the service-learning site], I was kind of 

scared. I didn’t know what was going to 

happen. I didn’t know what I was going to 

do.” Only 22% of the candidates respond-

ing to the survey had no experience 

(volunteer or otherwise) working with chil-

dren ages birth to grade 3 before coming to 

this course. 

 A CP noted the importance of un-

derstanding children as a critical part of 

professional preparation, stating “I see a 

difference in the more recent years but for a 

while I felt like, gosh, do people know 

kids? Because you have to know kids, I felt 

like that was lacking for a long time. I see a 

little improvement here as of late.” This 

CP’s observation echoes the NAEYC 

Standard 1 statement, “Candidates prepared 

in early childhood degree programs are 

grounded in a child development 

knowledge base” (2011a). The CPs also 

recognized that each service-learning stu-

dent had unique characteristics and past ex-

periences to share at the different sites. One 

CP observed, “They’re all different. We’ve 

had six [candidates] now and every one of 

them has been different…that is interesting 

for us.”  

 The service-learning experience. 

Involving candidates with meaningful ser-

vice projects to gain professional experi-

ence was the primary focus of the entire 

course and intended to meet the NAEYC 

Professional Preparation Standard 6: 

“Candidates prepared in early childhood 

degree programs a) identify and conduct 

themselves as members of the early child-

hood profession” (NAEYC, 2011a). From 

the variety of sites available, 66% of the 

respondents were placed with a school, 

child care agency, or early intervention site 

to work directly with children. The others 

worked with community organizations that 

were engaged in ongoing efforts to support 

early childhood professionals. The CPs 

were informed about the course goals and 

the requirements that candidates provide a 

service to fulfill a need identified by the 

agency or community. Establishing open 

and direct communication among candi-

dates and CPs was identified as a critical 

element to an impactful project, as were 

clear expectations.  

 Candidates suggested that it was 

important to be placed at a site to do some-

thing different from their past experiences. 

When asked what they would suggest for 

future students in the course, several candi-

dates made comments similar to this, “I 

would say, ‘do something different’. Like if 

you’re used to working with the communi-

ty, do something more with the children.” 

The notion of being open-minded was foun-

dational for many. “It was a real eye-

opener,” according to one. Another candi-

date in the same focus group went on to 

say, “…I honestly had no idea what I was 

doing. But talking one on one and actually 

visually seeing what we were supposed to 

do that helped out a lot.” 

 Many of the CPs noted that the 

range of candidate development was a ma-

jor factor in the experience for all partici-
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pants, offering statements such as, “I think 

placement is very important. Not only do 

you want it to be a good experience for the 

student [candidate] but you also want it be a 

good experience for the placement site and 

not have somebody in there who’s going to 

be disruptive" and, “the thing that I thought 

was great about this program was that this 

student [candidate] had to really create her 

very own project…” 

 Critical reflection. NAEYC notes 

that candidates should demonstrate 

“evidence of reflective approaches to their 

work, analyzing their own practices in a 

broader context, and using reflections to 

modify and improve their work with young 

children” (2011a, p. 41). Reflection is also 

an important component of service-learning 

as a process to integrate concepts and ideas 

learned in the classroom and experienced at 

the service-learning site. A candidate articu-

lated the meaning of this experience, “I 

never felt like it was a chore. I didn’t feel 

like ‘oh, I have to go do this.’ I was excited 

to do everything I had to do for this course, 

so I would say learning is a huge aspect in 

service-learning. The service is important 

too, but you’re learning really from what 

you’re doing.”  

 The CPs expressed interest in being 

more involved with the candidates’ reflec-

tions; one suggested this prompt: “Maybe a 

reflection of ‘what do you think about your 

agency so far? What do you wish was dif-

ferent?’ That would be helpful for us to 

know.” Another CP elaborated on this idea, 

stating, “we don’t have a lot of time to real-

ly sit and chitchat too much… 

I could help with as the director [sic] to 

find… what they need from our end on that 

and what would make it more beneficial for 

them.” Candidate reflections can be a win-

dow into which course concepts they are 

learning and how they are making sense of 

the service-learning experience.  

Mediated learning. Candidates’ 

learning about the course content, especial-

ly NAEYC Standard 2—building partner-

ships with children, families, and communi-

ties—was integrated through the service-

learning projects. During weekly lectures, 

candidates studied core concepts and then 

applied them in an authentic environment. 

One candidate summed it up with this ob-

servation: “You’re providing a service for 

the community, so not only are you learning 

but you are helping out in your communi-

ty.” A CP’s comment echoed this notion, 

“It’s not as simple as just going and volun-

teering for that day…it’s deeper than that.” 

 One goal for the course is to in-

crease candidates’ awareness of community 

resources. As stated in NAEYC Standard 2 

“Candidates prepared in early childhood 

degree programs… know about, under-

stand, and value the importance and com-

plex characteristics of children’s families 

and communities” (2011a, 30). Over half of 

all candidates indicated that they had be-

come more knowledgeable or involved with 

different community resources. For exam-

ple, 81% responded “yes” indicating that 

they had learned more about available com-

munity programs and resources and 65% 

agreed that they have an increased 

knowledge of community resources. For 

future professionals, this is critical 

knowledge that will enhance candidates’ 

effectiveness in working with children and 

families. One candidate observed, “There 

are many people in a community that can 

help families,” and another stated, “I didn’t 

realize how much people were really will-

ing to help.” As Cone and Harris’ (2003) 

“Lens Model for Service-Learning Educa-

tors” predicts, the experience was a mean-
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ingful way for candidates to learn about 

children, families, and communities. 

 

Service Learning and NAEYC  

Professional Preparation Standards 

 

 The NAEYC Professional Prepara-

tion Standards (2011a) were constructed as 

a way to unify a national vision for the field 

of early childhood education. The standards 

were written with growing complexity from 

knowledge to understanding to application. 

Service-learning pedagogy parallels this 

progression and provides candidates oppor-

tunities to bring theory into practice. The 

NAEYC Standards also provide guidelines 

for appropriate field experiences, which are 

also addressed through the service-learning 

experiences.  

 One of the main purposes of the cur-

rent study was to examine the NAEYC Pro-

fessional Preparation Standards for early 

childhood educators, with a targeted focus 

on Standard 2: “Building Family and Com-

munity Relationships.” The data indicated 

that the early childhood teacher candidates 

and CPs had the most experience with 

Standard 2 as well as three others: Standard 

1: “Child Development and Learning,” 

Standard 4: “Developmentally Effective 

Practices,” and, especially, Standard 6: 

“Becoming a Professional.” The findings 

illustrate that the service-learning projects 

provided candidates with an opportunity to 

address Standards 1, 4, and 6 in addition to 

the targeted Standard 2.  

 

NAEYC Standard 1: Child Development 

and Learning 

 The variety of placements for the 

service-learning projects provided candi-

dates wide-ranging exposure to different 

age groups, settings, needs, and strategies to 

use with young children. Both candidates 

and CPs commented on this variety as a 

benefit of the experience. A candidate said, 

“I worked with four and five year olds and 

one and two year olds.... I got to see the dif-

ference between two age groups, which I 

liked.” Another remarked, “Working with 

each kid you learn something different 

about them and their family.” The CPs con-

firmed this, noting that candidates worked 

with “different ages and styles... Learning is 

a process; that not everyone will learn this 

skill on this day, and I think that's really 

important that working with kids is not easy 

no matter what level.” A CP described a 

specific incident where a candidate was 

able to learn more about possible factors 

that influence development and how to ad-

dress an issue, such as biting. The CP 

worked with the candidate and demonstrat-

ed how to help families use strategies to 

eliminate this challenging behavior.  

 The candidates and CPs alike identi-

fied the importance of knowing about, un-

derstanding, and applying principles of 

child development. Many of the service-

learning projects allowed candidates to 

have direct contact with young children and 

experience the nuances and intricacies of 

individual children’s development. For 

some of the candidates, this was their first 

exposure to working with young children. 

Such an experience cannot be simulated 

within the college classroom.  

 

NAEYC Standard 2: Building Relation-

ships with Families and Communities  

 Through this study, it became very 

clear that the service-learning sites provided 

multiple opportunities for candidates to 

gain more experience with this standard. 

Most revealing, perhaps, was that relation-

ship-building was a highly valued compe-

tency for candidates and CPs. As a CP ob-

served of the candidates, “This is such a 

diverse region but sometimes people don’t 

experience that diversity because they’re in 

their own high school or they’re in their 

own neighborhood, and so I think that these 
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[service-learning courses] allow them to 

experience the richness of diversity and to 

learn from that. And hopefully some of the 

misconceptions and preconceptions will be 

changed because of that interaction and that 

[candidates] will learn and they will also 

bring new experiences to the kids they’re 

working with.” A candidate’s comment 

confirmed the truth of this statement as she 

shared, “I grew up in a dominant Caucasian 

environment, so I really never grew up 

around different ethnicities; and even up 

until starting this program, this early child-

hood education program, I had never really 

been around different ethnicities, so it was a 

huge learning experience for me to learn 

about the different cultures and…language 

barriers sometimes and behaviors and why 

[children] do the things that they do.”  

 Candidates also recognized that they 

learned about both families and communi-

ties, and how to establish strong partner-

ships, as outlined in the professional prepa-

ration standards. When describing the ser-

vice-learning project experience, one candi-

date stated, “As a professional you have to 

be aware, not all families are the same and 

you can’t really treat all families the same. 

You have to work with the families depend-

ing on their situation. Not everyone is going 

to be the same.” Another shared, “My pro-

ject with the parents or grandparents com-

ing into the classroom, one of the last days I 

was there, I want to say [that] every student 

had someone, besides one little girl, and it 

was nice to be able to get the whole family 

into the classroom besides just for teacher 

conferences or a whole school activity…” 

 Candidates also learned about the 

importance of CPs and the role of early 

childhood professionals in establishing part-

nerships. As one candidate said, “to be [an] 

advocate for young children. You’re advo-

cating for them. You’re bringing the family 

together, you’re bringing the school togeth-

er, you’re bringing the community together 

all in order to benefit that child and give 

them a healthy start to life and their educa-

tion.” Another noted, “The community was 

on the outside, but that was where our main 

focus needs to be. We need to draw the 

community into it and make sure everyone 

is a part of young children’s learning.”  

 

NAEYC Standard 4: Developmentally 

Appropriate Practices  

 The early childhood teacher candi-

dates had opportunities to observe and im-

plement developmentally appropriate prac-

tices when working with young children at 

their service-learning sites. Several CPs 

identified opportunities, making comments 

such as, “I know they learned through their 

grant projects about what would be devel-

opmentally appropriate with the guidance 

of the teacher before they purchased the 

materials or brought the project into the 

room. You know, well that book might be a 

little bit old or a little too young so they 

gained that. They also gained the experi-

ence of knowing that it’s not always an ide-

al world because there are so many children 

with different developmental delays and/or 

needs.” Another CP described a candidate’s 

Earth Day project in a kindergarten class-

room as “very simple, but [with] activities 

that [children] could do with their parent 

and/or family member that was able to join 

that day…It gives the university students 

[candidates] a taste of what [teaching] is 

like.”  

 The candidates recognized that their 

service-learning projects afforded them 

chances to practice relationship-building 

and teaching strategies, with one noting, “I 

loved working with the [younger] children 

and doing literacy and developmentally ap-

propriate things.” Another candidate’s com-

ments related to Standard 4, summing up 

her experience in an early childhood set-

ting, when she learned “…different things 

where maybe you feel like you are building 
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relationships then because once that child 

feels like you know them and you know 

their culture. You’re kind of really building 

the relationship there.”  

 Recreating an environment in which 

the future professionals can interact with 

young children and families is not possible 

in the college lecture hall. Rather, service-

learning experiences serve as real-time, 

think-on-your-feet situations. Early child-

hood service learning experiences contrib-

ute to candidates’ knowledge, skills, and 

beliefs about working with diverse families 

and communities because the candidates are 

intentionally placed in environments where 

they must synthesize their learning and ap-

ply it to the situation.  

 

NAEYC Standard 6: Becoming a Profes-

sional 

 Factors contributing to becoming an 

early childhood professional were a recur-

ring theme that emerged from the focus 

group discussions. Both candidates and CPs 

referred to the growth in candidates’ profes-

sionalism. A candidate commented, “I 

learned more from this experience than I 

have ever learned in a class…time manage-

ment, communication, how to write a grant; 

there is just a broad picture of what you can 

learn from one experience.” A CP affirmed 

this: “I initially had doubts about what 

they’d be able to do but they grew a lot and 

became much more professional with their 

interactions with me and each other and all 

those outside resources.”  

 Through service-learning experienc-

es, many candidates clarified their career 

goals. A candidate said, “It’s given me 

many different options. I know that I don’t 

have to necessarily take care of the chil-

dren. I know I can actually do more with 

the community, and I really didn’t know 

that before.” Another highlighted her pro-

fessional development thus: “It feels like 

this project helped me mature a lot… like 

taking leadership and learning how to com-

municate better with students more 

[professionally].” 

 

Community Partner Impact 

 

 A significant characteristic of ser-

vice-learning is the reciprocal relationship 

between candidate and CP. An imperative 

part of this experience was to increase the 

capacity of the CP to accomplish its mis-

sion. Therefore, another important goal of 

this study was to examine the impact of the 

service-learning component on the CPs’ 

capacity to offer programs and acquire 

funding.  

 Regarding how interactions with the 

service-learning candidate(s) influenced the 

capacity of the participating organizations 

to fulfill their missions or affected them 

economically, most of the CPs indicated 

that participation helped them identify new 

volunteers, enhanced their focus on early 

childhood professional preparation 

(preparing the next generation of employees 

at such facilities), helped them complete 

projects, and enhanced the offerings of ser-

vices they were able to provide. Slightly 

less than half indicated that they made new 

connections and networks with other com-

munity groups because of the project or that 

the project resulted in an enhanced focus on 

child, family, and school partnerships. Be-

tween one-quarter and one-third of partici-

pants felt that the project increased the val-

ue of the services they offer, fostered new 

insights about their organization and its op-

eration, or increased organizational re-

sources. On the other hand, almost one-

quarter of participants reported no financial 

impact of the project. None of the respond-

ents indicated that the project had no impact 

on their organization or that the project af-

fected their organizational direction. 

 Qualitative data expanded on the 

impact of the project on their organizations. 
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For example, one CP reported that “…they 

[candidates] kind of constructed this really 

nice activity for the children and then used 

it in the classroom and did a nice evaluation 

of the activity…”, which allowed the organ-

ization to offer an activity they might not 

otherwise have been able to. Another CP 

reported that “…they [candidates] can do 

things that are amazing and that enhance 

our own program.” Furthermore, CPs indi-

cated that the project could have long-term 

implications for the types of organizations 

that partnered with the university for this 

project. One CP shared that “…there are 

now four trained educators who hopefully 

will stay in the region and work…” 

 Whether or not the students created 

new programs, simply having them placed 

in the organizations bolstered CPs’ energy 

and provided more hands to help. As one 

CP put it, “…we also then, as a nonprofit, 

look for many volunteers because we need 

volunteers in order to continue with some 

of our programs, and so it is just a really 

good mix for us. We definitely benefit from 

having them there…” Similarly, another CP 

reported that candidates “jazzed up the 

classroom and brought fresh ideas and what 

is new in education, so I think that was 

awesome.” 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Implications for Service Learning in  

Early Childhood Teacher Education 

 Three themes emerged from the re-

sults and suggest implications for using the 

pedagogy of service-learning in early child-

hood teacher education. These themes fol-

low Cone and Harris’ adaptation of Kolb’s 

“Model for Experiential Learning” in that it 

focuses on the candidates (learners), the 

issues in the service-learning projects, the 

critical reflection, and the lessons learned 

(Cone & Harris, 2003; see Table 1). 

The learner-candidate. The first 

lesson learned is that individual candidates 

bring a variety of beliefs, biases, and back-

grounds to the service-learning experience. 

Uncovering these individual characteristics 

of the learner is important for providing a 

meaningful placement for candidates in 

which they can grow and develop a deeper 

understanding of families and communities 

            

             
Table 1. Alignment of the Lessons Learned with Cone and Harris (2003) Lens Model for 

Service-Learning Educators 

  

Cone & Harris’ 

Adapted Lens Model for Service-Learning 

Educators 

Themes from Early Childhood Teacher 

Education Service-Learning 

 The learner 

 The learner’s intellectual and personal 

growth 

Meeting the differing needs of the learner-

candidate 

 The issues surrounding service-learning 

pedagogy 
 The service experience in the field 

Identifying the challenges for implementa-

tion of the service-learning 

 Critical reflection 

○    Connecting the abstract to the concrete 

to acquire knowledge 
 Mediated learning 

○ Engagement in critical discourse around 

course concepts 

Shared understanding and meaning-making 
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and practice their skills. Candidates and 

CPs alike shared many examples of how 

candidates demonstrated growth in under-

standing the standards of professional prep-

aration. To foster this growth, instructors 

need to be aware of individual candidates’ 

backgrounds, learning preferences, temper-

aments, and personalities to provide a 

meaningful placement. The range of differ-

ences among learners, CPs, and sites pre-

sents challenges because a service-learning 

project like this one cannot be a one-size-

fits-all; rather, this is a true exercise in dif-

ferentiated instruction.  

 The service-learning experience. 
Next, the issues surrounding service-

learning and the service-learning experience 

in the field indicate that identifying the 

challenges of using a service-learning peda-

gogy is important for creating a meaningful 

experience. While the CPs identified sever-

al benefits to establishing partnerships with 

the undergraduate program, such partner-

ships are not without challenges. Under-

standing the roles of all partners and setting 

up ways for open communication is espe-

cially important. Having conversations to 

explicitly outline the expectations must oc-

cur while establishing the partnership. One 

concrete challenge is limited resources at 

the sites. Many of the CPs talked about the 

semesters when candidates had access to 

mini-grants to fund their projects and how 

the grants were mutually beneficial because 

they increased capacity for the agency and 

the candidates gained an important skill in 

writing grants. One way to offset this chal-

lenge is to seek funding to support student 

projects. Another way to address limited 

resources is to focus on growing capacity 

with human resources. Helping the CPs to 

track the contributions—financial or per-

sonnel—would provide data to share with 

their supporters, the institution, and others.  

 Critical reflection and mediated 

learning. Finally, the third lesson from this 

project draws attention to the critical reflec-

tion and mediated learning components that 

are essential to service-learning. All part-

ners and participants should have a shared 

understanding of the purpose of the service-

learning so that CPs can support candidates 

at the site, candidates can self-monitor 

through reflection, and instructors can guide 

the projects. To make this kind of service-

learning experience truly successful, the 

course goals and NAEYC Professional 

Preparation Standards need to be fully and 

explicitly aligned. Additionally, in this 

study CPs asked for an expanded role as co-

educators and more time for relationship-

building with the candidates. Providing a 

systemized means for reflection about pro-

fessional behaviors and the dynamics of the 

partnership are other means for strengthen-

ing the partnerships to ensure a positive, 

impactful, and rewarding experience in pro-

fessional development.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 Service-learning is an excellent way 

to deliver a high-quality early childhood 

teacher education program. Beyond the 

alignment with the NAEYC Professional 

Preparation Standards, service-learning is 

an authentic field experience during which 

candidates are immersed in the real world 

of early childhood education. There is no 

better or more meaningful way to prepare 

educators.  

 This study highlights the value of 

service-learning to acculturate preservice 

teachers into their chosen profession. Ser-

vice-learning pedagogy offers the oppor-

tunity for candidates to apply their emerg-

ing skills and knowledge about profession-

alism, family and community partnerships, 

and child development in an authentic set-

ting. The study served as a means of evalu-

ating candidates’ experience and soliciting 

feedback from CPs and could be replicated 
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in other settings. This course, as a model, 

could provide information for several 

course-related factors associated with ser-

vice-learning projects, including course 

evaluation, appraisal and updating of part-

nerships, and a needs assessment to identify 

future projects. As a research study or used 

in a single course, the focus groups used 
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 INTRODUCTION 

 

 Scholars and teachers at colleges 

and universities have used film as a medi-

um to examine social issues, although little 

is known about the tangible effects that so-

cially minded films have on viewers. The 

purpose of this study was to address this 

concern by offering a film studies course 

that allowed students to watch cinematic 

representations of social concerns and then 

observe and reflect upon how these issues 

were present in the local area through a 

community engagement project. Students 

watched films from Spain about specific 

demographic groups (women, adolescents, 

people with disabilities, and immigrants), 

identified social needs related to one of 

these groups, researched a nonprofit in the 

local community that serviced some of 

these needs, and prepared a persuasive 

presentation about one nonprofit that com-

pared the films’ fictional representations 

with real-life circumstances. The class was 

given $2,000 in grant money to award to 

one or two of the nonprofits. Students took 

a survey before and after completing the 

community engagement project to measure 

their current attitudes and awareness about 

social needs and nonprofits, their academic 

goals, and their plans for volunteerism.  

 By comparing the pre- and post-

survey responses, results showed that stu-

dents’ awareness of social needs and non-

profits increased, along with their personal 

interest in helping others and being in-

volved in their community. The post-survey 

measured students’ level of satisfaction 

with the course and the community project 

and suggested that this was a successful 

teaching method for a film class. Student 

responses share similarities with existing 

data about traditional college-age students 

and their attitudes toward volunteerism, 

community involvement, civic engagement, 

and preferred learning methods (Southgate, 
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2010; Greenberg, 2008; Boyte, 2004; 

Provitera McGlynn, 2005). 

 

Review of the Literature 

 

Community Engagement 

 Universities are increasingly drawn 

to community engagement as a way to 

boost students’ civic participation and so-

cial awareness across disciplines, as shown 

by the Carnegie Foundation “Community 

Engagement” elective classification that, as 

of 2011, includes 4,600 institutions 

(Saltmarsh, 2011, p. 3). Within higher edu-

cation, community engagement may in-

volve engaged scholarship, a pedagogical 

approach that bridges teaching and learning 

with projects or research that are centered 

on service and reflection about the well-

being of self and others (Nuñez, 2014, p. 

93). Some of the outlined goals of engage-

ment can include critical thinking and writ-

ing skills, a sense of accomplishment and 

increased self-esteem, and the fostering of 

valuable personal and professional relation-

ships that contribute to students’ future suc-

cess in their area of study (Nuñez, 2014, p. 

95). Often times, service learning is linked 

to community engagement. The implemen-

tation of a successful service learning com-

ponent relies on two main ideas: 1) reci-

procity among students, faculty, community 

members, and educational institutions to 

achieve a common objective, and 2) a criti-

cal reflection component to produce and 

record meaningful learning and service out-

comes (Felten & Clayton, 2011, pp. 77-78).  

 Philanthropy is another method as-

sociated with community engagement 

(Bowen, Newenham-Kahindi, & Herre-

mans, 2010). This approach centers upon a 

one-way transaction between a company 

that commits resources to a recipient organ-

ization (Briggs, Yang, Harmon-Kizer, & 

Arnold, 2016, p. 111). The difference be-

tween philanthropy and service learning is 

that the former provides monetary support 

to community partners while the latter may 

provide more hands-on support such as 

fundraising, donated time, or other creative 

assistance.  

 

The Millennial Generation and  

Engagement  

 The role of the millennial generation 

is vital in assessing the success of commu-

nity engagement in higher education, since 

a large percentage of millennials are those 

who carry out this work in the university 

setting. The Pew Research Center’s publi-

cation, “Millennial: Confident, Connected, 

Open to Change” (2010), describes millen-

nials as those born after 1980 and are the 

first generation to come of age in the 21st 

century. As an optimistic and tech-savvy 

generation, they are known for their toler-

ance of social issues including race, immi-

gration, and civil status, and they possess a 

strong ability to get along with others, in-

cluding those from older generations (Pew, 

2010, p. 7-8). Nationally, millennials make 

up about 30% of the U.S. population and 

one in five of them are from at least one 

immigrant parent (Provitera McGlynn, 

2005, p. 13-14).  

 With regard to community engage-

ment, the executive summary of a survey of 

2,000 millennials indicated their commit-

ment to the common good over individual 

gain, and that they are active in and pas-

sionate about volunteerism (Greenberg, 

2008, p. 1). Millennials have a strong inter-

est in promoting equality, not just within 

the United States but also globally 

(Greenberg, 2008, p. 4). A smaller 2016 

survey of 1,050 millennial respondents, tak-

en between March and May 2016, revealed 

that 37% of millennials reported that a per-

son like them could have a moderate impact 

in the United States, while another 30% an-

swered that they could have a big impact. 

The survey also revealed that within the 
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month prior to the survey, 46% of respond-

ents had volunteered for a social issue that 

they care about, while 52% of respondents 

had donated to a cause affiliated with a so-

cial issue that they care about, and 64% had 

signed petitions about an issue that they 

care about (Millennial Impact, 2016).  

 In the university classroom, stu-

dents, including many millennials, often 

juggle coursework demands with other re-

sponsibilities including full-time work, es-

tablishing financial independence, or caring 

for a dependent (Provitera McGlynn, 2005, 

p. 13). While these factors may have an im-

pact on their attitudes toward teaching and 

learning styles, the millennial population as 

a whole highly values teamwork, experien-

tial activities, and the use of technology 

(Provitera McGlynn, 2005, p. 14). Millenni-

al students appreciate learning through col-

laboration and from structured activities 

that allow for creative thinking about real-

life issues that matter to them (Provitera 

McGlynn, 2005, p. 15). They can benefit 

from active engagement that permits them 

to make strong connections with course 

content (Provitera McGlynn, 2005, p. 15).  

 Deliberative democracy is one peda-

gogical approach that provides students 

with an opportunity to piece together infor-

mation and voice opinions about topics that 

matter to them. Coined by Sarah Marie 

Stitzlein (2010), the term “deliberative de-

mocracy” refers to teaching methods that 

allow for democratic participation, inclu-

sive dialogue, public reasoning and deliber-

ation, and collaborative social and political 

decision-making (p. 1). Students not only 

engage in their own personal critical reflec-

tion but must be open to other viewpoints 

and, at the end of the process, collectively 

agree and make decisions as a group 

(Englund, 2006, p. 503). Deliberative de-

mocracy is an activity that is centered on 

real content and a call for action (Stitzlein, 

2010, p. 5). The roots of these ideas can be 

traced back to the writings of John Dewey 

(1916), who argued that a democracy must 

include meaningful interactions among a 

multiplicity of social groups and the will-

ingness of informed citizens to contribute to 

the betterment of the larger social good (p. 

87).  

 The outcomes from deliberative and 

democratic negotiation can include im-

proved academic skills, heightened personal 

awareness, an interest in connecting with 

the community, and being more civically 

active (Conway, Amel, & Gerwien, 2009, 

pp. 234-235). Deliberative democracy not 

only teaches virtues such as honesty, tolera-

tion, and respect but also helps students un-

derstand that the perspectives of diverse 

individuals should be considered while 

making decisions for the common good 

(Stitzlein, 2010, p. 5-7). 

 

Case Study 
 

Structure 

 In the Hispanic Film course, the 

professor selected a total of 12 films, all 

from Spain, related to four demographic 

groups: adolescents, people with disabili-

ties, immigrants, and women (three films 

per theme). The films were selected for 

their representation of broad social chal-

lenges that pertained to these demographics.  

 The class met once a week for 2.5 

hours. Most of the class session was dedi-

cated to discussion and analysis of the film 

and a critical article about it. In the last 45 

minutes, students watched the beginning of 

the film for the following week. Students 

finished viewing the film at home. Films 

were shown in chronological order, accord-

ing to theme. Upon finishing each theme, 

the students engaged in a discussion about 
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the social needs of the demographic group 

presented in the three films, as well as re-

flected upon the similarities and differences 

between them. 

 The course objectives and outcomes 

related to film were to identify, and think 

critically about, some of the major, as well 

as lesser-known, social issues of Spain in 

the late 20th century and early 21st centu-

ries and how they have been cinemato-

graphically represented. These film out-

comes were assessed through weekly 

Blackboard discussion posts about the criti-

cal articles related to the films, and a final 

project in which students wrote a detailed 

analysis of one of the films that they 

watched in class. 

 At the same time that students stud-

ied film, they participated in a collaborative 

class project, the Mayerson Student Philan-

thropy Project (MSPP). The community 

engagement goals and objectives were to 

increase students’ knowledge of philan-

thropic processes, particularly grant seeking 

and grant making, and also to build upon 

their critical thinking, communication, lead-

ership, and other work-life skills. During 

the semester, students read two articles 

about community engagement and watched 

a video about the philosophy behind philan-

thropy and the MSPP. The philanthropic 

engagement component was evaluated 

through two reflection papers, a site visit to 

a nonprofit, and a persuasive group presen-

tation about the nonprofit.1  

 

The Mayerson Student Philanthropy 

Project  
 The MSPP at Northern Kentucky 

University consists of a unique “learning by 

giving” model that was first implemented in 

2000 on Northern Kentucky University’s 

campus (MSPP, 2011/2012, p. 4). Each 

MSPP class is given a set amount of mon-

ey, usually $2,000, to invest in a local non-

profit. Faculty design their course so that 

there is an explicit link between the course 

content and the philanthropic component, 

and the classes follow several core proce-

dures.  

 First, students divide themselves 

into small groups, often called “community 

boards,” and research one of the social 

needs and the nonprofits in the area that ser-

vice this need. Second, the community 

boards identify the nonprofit, related to 

Selected Films 

Adolescents:  Just Run! (Carlos Saura Medrero, 2011); Butterfly (José Luis Cuer-

da; 1999); El Calentito (Chus Gutiérrez, 2005) 

People with disabilities: Me, Too (Antonio Naharro, Álvaro Pastor, 2009); Talk  to Her 

(Pedro Amodóvar, 2002); The Sea Inside (Alejandro Amenábar, 

2005)  

Immigrants: Poniente (Chus Gutiérrez, 2002); Biutiful (Alejandro González 

Iñárritu, 2010); Agua con Sal (Pedro Pérez Rosado, 2005) 

Women: Princesas (Fernando León de Aranoa, 2005); Take My Eyes (Icíar 

Bollaín, 2003); Seven Billiard Tables (Graciela Querejeta, 2007)  

 

 

1For a discussion of the pedagogical approach, including a breakdown of the semester schedule and corresponding 

assignments, consult Larson (2015). 
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their social need, that they find most com-

pelling (and also select one as a runner-up) 

to further investigate. Third, students are 

required to conduct a site visit to the chosen 

nonprofit or, in some instances, complete 

20 hours of volunteer work with the organi-

zation. Fourth, the community boards create 

a presentation to synthesize the information 

about the course content and what students 

observed in the community with their cho-

sen nonprofit.  

 In most cases, the community 

boards want to persuade the class that their 

chosen organization is deserving of the 

$2,000 grant. The class discusses and then 

votes at the end of the presentations to se-

lect the recipient. An award ceremony is 

held at the end of each semester for all 

MSPP classes, approximately 12 classes per 

semester, across disciplines. At this time, 

the philanthropy funds are distributed to the 

nonprofits and the professors, students, and 

nonprofit representatives reflect upon, and 

most importantly celebrate, the positive im-

pact of the MSPP experience.  

 Since 2000, the MSPP has grown 

significantly to include both undergraduate 

and graduate courses and 3,600 student par-

ticipants in 41 disciplines (Scripps Howard 

Center, 2016, p. 9). To date, the MSPP has 

awarded over $1.5 million dollars 

($1,535,911) to 331 nonprofits (Scripps 

Howard Center, 2016, p. 9). The end goal is 

to encourage Northern Kentucky University 

graduates to be life-long community stew-

ards.  

  

Take My Eyes (2003) and Bethany House 

Services 

 The movie, Take My Eyes (2003), is 

one example to show how film and philan-

thropy can be combined to give students 

greater awareness about the social issue of 

domestic violence, a crime that most com-

monly takes place behind closed doors. In 

the case of Take My Eyes (2003), students 

observed the complexities of domestic vio-

lence through the emotions of the victim as 

well as the abuser. The opening scene of the 

film, which begins in media res, shows Pi-

lar and her young son as they escape from 

her abusive husband, Antonio. Pilar stays 

with her sister, Ana, and Ana’s Scottish fi-

ancé, John, and finds a job at an art muse-

um. Pilar’s employment there allows her to 

meet new female friends, despite missing 

her husband. In Pilar’s absence, Antonio 

sets out to change his behavior through in-

dividual counseling and group therapy ses-

sions. Pilar returns to Antonio with renewed 

optimism about their marriage, but her atti-

tude quickly changes after one of Antonio’s 

angry outbreaks. Pilar leaves Antonio at the 

end of the film, after he, yet again, hurts 

and humiliates her in a fit of rage.  

 Two primary techniques make this 

film a successful pedagogical tool to couple 

with student philanthropy. First, the director 

Icíar Bollaín took much care in the charac-

ter development to make her fiction as close 

to objective reality as possible, basing it on 

detailed documentation and research 

(Begin, 2009, p. 33). This realism could 

have helped students make clear connec-

tions between the film and the potential 

problems faced by many people in the local 

community. Second, Take My Eyes (2003) 

presents multiple perspectives about the 

topic of domestic abuse and does not solely 

focus on the female victim or villainize the 

male abuser. Instead, the film outlines the 

abuser’s emotional and psychological state 

(Wheeler, 2012, p. 471). The varied points 

of view enable students to consider a broad-

er array of approaches to combat domestic 

violence, seeking assistance for both the 

abuser and the victim, and to investigate 

these options through community engage-

ment.  

 Upon viewing all three films related 

to women, the community board prepared 

questions for an insightful half-hour class 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 1 

66 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 

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

discussion about the films. The group solic-

ited the class’s opinion about the female 

stereotypes prevalent in Take My Eyes, as 

well as two other films about women. They 

asked their classmates to reflect upon the 

feminine characteristics of the protagonists, 

the obstacles that women had to overcome 

in the movies, and how their personal quali-

ties helped them to get through their per-

sonal challenges.  

 For the MSPP presentation, the 

community board researched the topic of 

domestic violence and honed in on services 

for women, although in the local area, there 

are also organizations that help men seek 

therapy for anger management and addic-

tion. The group selected Bethany House 

Services and framed their argument around 

what Pilar lacked in Take My Eyes: an im-

partial safe haven from her abusive hus-

band. The community board provided sta-

tistics about the number of women that 

Bethany House Services serves annually, 

the costs associated with the organization’s 

programs, the transportation network that 

they use to remove women and children 

from dangerous situations, and their unique 

help hotline for non-English speakers.  

 In the end, the community board 

provided a convincing argument to award 

Bethany House Services with an MSPP 

grant that would allow families staying in 

the shelter to purchase Christmas presents 

for their loved ones. The group, and ulti-

mately the class, felt that this extra funding 

would create a sense of stability and em-

powerment for families that were working 

through difficult circumstances.  

 

Me, Too and Redwood  

 Me, Too (2009), another film 

showed in class, documents the life of a 34-

year-old man, Daniel, who became Eu-

rope’s first person with Down syndrome to 

graduate from university. His character is 

performed by Pablo Pineda who, like Dan-

iel, has Down syndrome. The plot begins 

with Daniel in his first job, one in public 

administration, in which he advocates for 

people with disabilities. There, he meets a 

co-worker, Laura, and they develop a close 

friendship. Daniel confesses to Laura that 

he has one unfulfilled goal: to fall in love 

and get married. The film has been celebrat-

ed as a piece of fiction that brings to the 

forefront the realistic prejudice of non-

disabled individuals toward people with 

disabilities in their aptitude to make their 

own life choices and decisions. Daniel rep-

resents the true desires of many who are 

living with a disability: the equal opportuni-

ty for the pursuit of autonomy and happi-

ness, because many disabled people are de-

nied independence and are subjugated to 

decision-making by others on their behalf.  

 In the film class, the community 

board that researched this topic recognized 

a repeated message in the three films about 

disability: the topic of human rights and the 

idea that all individuals, regardless of their 

circumstances, deserve the right to be treat-

ed as equals. The class engaged in a philo-

sophical debate about the role of the care-

taker: Should this person have the power to 

make decisions on behalf of a person with 

disabilities? They drew upon the much-

publicized case of American Brittany 

Maynard, who relocated to Oregon after 

being diagnosed with terminal brain cancer, 

so she could utilize Oregon’s “Right to 

Die” legislation.   

 In preparation for the MSPP presen-

tation, they invited a speaker from Northern 

Kentucky University’s Best Buddies stu-

dent organization to talk about how students 

can promote awareness about disability, be 

part of a diverse community, and have fun 

in the process. The Best Buddies offers a 

mentoring program between college-age 

students and younger individuals to build a 

network of empowerment and optimism.  
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 For the MSPP presentation about 

their chosen nonprofit, Redwood, the com-

munity board made a powerful argument in 

favor of the need for autonomy for all indi-

viduals, and how this belief is at the heart of 

Redwood’s mission. The group provided an 

itemized list of different tools that Redwood 

provides to people with disabilities (to en-

hance mobility, to eat more comfortably, 

etc.) so that they can lead more autonomous 

lives. Although the community board was  

was not successful in acquiring the funds 

for their nonprofit, they were able to emo-

tionally engage with the audience through 

their presentation. For instance, they incor-

porated a trivia game about disability 

awareness. At the end, the class watched a 

video and took the “R-Word Pledge”: to  

 

 Question 

Pretest 

Mean 

Posttest 

Mean t-value p-value 

1.) 
I am aware of the needs and problems of people living in 

Northern Kentucky and Greater Cincinnati. 
4.09 4.36 2.32* 0.015 

2.) 
I am aware of nonprofit organizations in Northern Ken-

tucky and Greater Cincinnati. 
3.73 4.40 3.81** 0.001 

3.) I am interested in this course. 4.45 4.36 -0.620 0.73 

4.) 
I am interested in student philanthropy or service learn-

ing. 
4.32 4.27 -0.370 0.643 

5.) I want to stay in college or complete my degree. 4.91 4.83 -0.370 0.643 

6.) 
I am interested in belonging to and participating actively 

in a group or association. 
4.14 4.32 1.070 0.148 

7.) 
I plan to work with someone or some group to solve 

problems in my community. 
4.05 4.09 0.270 0.394 

8.) I have a responsibility to help others in need. 4.32 4.23 -0.530 0.698 

9.) 
I have a personal responsibility to the community in 

which I live. 
3.96 4.23 2.03* 0.028 

10.) I believe that I can make a difference in the world. 4.09 4.09 0.000 0.5 

11.) I intend to volunteer in the future. 4.64 4.64 0.000 0.5 

12.) I plan to seek a career in a nonprofit organization. 2.96 3.09 0.510 0.307 

13.) 
I will personally walk, run, or bicycle for a charitable 

cause. 
4.00 3.96 -0.210 0.583 

14.) I plan to help raise money for a charitable cause. 4.14 3.91 -1.230 0.883 

15.) I intend to donate money to charity in the future. 4.27 4.32 0.240 0.407 

**p<.001, * p<.05 

Table 1. Mean Scores for Pre– and Post-test 
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vow to not use the word 

“retarded” (Treasure Valley, 2012; Joseph 

P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation, 2015). Through 

these means, they transformed the problem 

by showing how these issues can play out in 

campus life as well as in the surrounding 

community. The R-Word message, howev-

er, did not end with the class. Instead, the 

students made it a larger initiative by incor-

porating it into the campus-wide awards 

banquet.  

 

Results and Discussion  

 

 The MSPP administers a pre- and 

post-survey to every MSPP class to meas-

ure student perceptions of community en-

gagement and philanthropy. The survey, 

given to the 22 undergraduate students in 

the class, included 15 questions with a Lik-

ert-type response (5 – strongly agree; 4 – 

agree; 3 – neutral; 2 – disagree; 1 – strongly 

disagree). Table 1 shows the mean scores 

for each of the questions of the pre- and 

post-test.  

 As depicted in Table 1, the findings 

suggest that participation in the course re-

sulted in a statistically significant increase 

in students’ awareness of social needs and 

nonprofits in the local area, as well as their 

feelings of personal responsibility to the 

community (Questions #1, 2, 9).  

 The post-survey included additional 

questions that measured students’ satisfac-

tion with the MSPP deliberation process  

and the compatibility between the course 

and the MSPP. As shown by Table 2, stu-

dents were largely satisfied with the end 

outcome of the MSPP. 

 As part of the post-survey, students 

also responded to how the MSPP impacted 

their attitudes and interests related to aca-

demics and social activism. As conveyed in 

Table 3, students felt that the philanthropy 

project had a positive impact on their inter-

est in the course as well as on the applica-

tion of ideas that were studied.  

 While these quantitative findings 

provide important insight in students’ expe-

riences with the course, it is important to 

recognize that the sample size is small. 

Nonetheless, the data suggests that students 

value this combined teaching approach for 

its relevance to real-world issues.  

Table 2. Counts and Percentages for Responses that Indicated Satisfied/Very Satisfied 

with the MSPP Process. 

Question Count Percent 

Overall quality of the proposals submitted by nonprofit organizations 

for your consideration. 
21 95.45% 

Group decisions by your class for monetary award(s) to nonprofit or-

ganizations. 
17 77.27% 

The fit between the MSPP and the goals and outcomes of your class. 20 90.91% 
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Table 3. Counts and Percentages for Responses that the MSPP Class Experience Was Posi-

tive/Very Positive. 

Question Count Percent 

Your awareness of the needs and problems addressed in this class. 22 100% 

Your awareness of nonprofit organizations in Northern Kentucky and 

Greater Cincinnati. 

22 100% 

Your interest in this course. 19 86.36% 

Your interest in taking another course with student philanthropy or service 

learning. 

13 59.09% 

Your learning of the material in this course. 16 72.73% 

Your application of information and ideas from this course. 20 90.91% 

Your academic skills or knowledge. 18 81.82% 

The development of your functional life skills, like communications, as-

sertiveness and decision making. 

19 86.36% 

Your desire to stay in college and complete a degree. 17 77.27% 

Your belief that you have a responsibility to help others in need. 18 81.82% 

Your sense of personal responsibility to the community in which you live. 18 81.82% 

Your interest in community service. 17 77.27% 

Your intention to work on behalf of social justice. 14 63.64% 

Your belief that you can make a difference in the world. 18 81.82% 

Your sense of purpose or direction in life. 13 59.09% 

Your consideration of a career in the nonprofit sector. 14 63.64% 

Your interest in belonging to and participating actively in a group or asso-

ciation. 

14 63.64% 

Your plans to work with someone or some group to solve problems in 

your community. 

14 63.64% 

Your intention to volunteer. 17 77.27% 

Your intention to donate money to a charitable organization. 15 68.18% 

Your plans to personally walk, run, or bicycle for a charitable cause. 16 72.73% 

Your plans to help raise money for a charitable cause. 15 68.18% 

The actual amount of funds that you currently donate to charitable organi-

zations. 

17 77.27% 

The actual amount of time that you currently volunteer. 17 77.27% 
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2Northern Kentucky University has published a handbook to assist other institutions in establishing sim-

ilar charitable giving initiatives. See Olberding, Neikirk & Ng’s Student Philanthropy: A Handbook for 

College and University Faculty (2010), which is available online at < http://civicengagement.nku.edu/

content/dam/CivicEngagement/docs/ScrippsHowardBooklet_optimized.pdf >. 

Conclusion 

While awareness is difficult to 

measure, student comments from the offi-

cial course evaluations suggest that the 

teaching approach was successful in getting 

students to see social needs in a new light 

and it improved their learning: 

 

“We incorporated the May-

erson Project into this 

course, and I think she did it 

very well. She chose movies 

based on four different so-

cial groups and we all were 

in a group and we would 

present on the movies as 

well as the organization we 

wanted the MSPP money to 

go to. It was a very unique 

course and I learned much 

more than I ever thought I 

would.” 

 

“Definitely. The Mayerson 

Project helped greatly in 

this. It took what we were 

learning and  put them in 

real-world context. We were 

able to see and fully under-

stand what we were learn-

ing.” 

 

“I have learned so much in 

this class!” 

 

“I believe that there was too 

much out of class work for 

the amount of credit hours 

this class is.” 

 

 Furthermore, the inclusion of the 

philanthropy project allowed for a collabo-

rative learning style that many college-age 

students enjoy. The process required that 

students carefully examine, and perhaps 

uphold, some of the commonly held values 

of their age group, including tolerance and 

equality, and the deliberative democracy 

process allowed an opportunity to experi-

ence the empowerment, and perhaps for 

some the disappointment, of group decision

-making. Student criticism of this teaching 

philosophy, as expressed in the course eval-

uations, was not focused on the end result 

or on the content of the project, but rather 

on personal time constraints.  

 While it is challenging to foresee or 

address the individual circumstances and 

needs of every student, there are clearly 

more advantages than disadvantages of this 

teaching approach. The incorporation of 

philanthropy in a college course is success-

ful in enhancing the subject matter, and ig-

niting awareness and passion among col-

lege students, while making a difference 

both in the classroom and the world beyond 

it.2 
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 Background and Purpose 

 

 Service Learning (SL) is a form of 

“hands on” education that incorporates civ-

ic engagement with scholarship or training. 

Unlike charity work, there is a distinct ele-

ment of reciprocity for students, teachers, 

and the community populations involved. 

Evidence in the literature suggests SL is an 

effective teaching tool when incorporated 

into higher education (Cashman & Seifer, 

2008; McCallum, 2008; Nowakowski, 

Kauffman, & Pelletier, 2014; Portney & 

Applebaum, 2006; Puri, Kaddoura, & 

Dominick, 2013) and many doctor of physi-

cal therapy (DPT) programs have added an 

SL component to their curriculum. Some of 

the outcomes for students have been shown 

to include greater altruism, caring, profes-

sional development, collaboration, cultural 

competency, musculoskeletal proficiency, 

inter-professional perceptions, and clinical 

reasoning (Brown & Wise, 2007; Hayward 

& Charrette, 2012; Seif et al., 2014; Wise & 

Yuen, 2013). Faculty members and profes-

sors may also benefit personally and profes-

sionally from SL mentorship by being ac-

tively engaged in both scholarship and ser-

vice (Portney & Applebaum, 2006; 

Schaefer & Cannova, 2014).  

 Learning through service may be 

especially important for student physical 

therapists (SPTs), by providing an oppor-

tunity to screen and treat underserved popu-

lations they would not typically encounter 

in the clinic. Additionally, the American 

Physical Therapy Association (APTA) has 

named altruism, caring/compassion, and 
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social responsibility among the core values 

that physical therapists and SPTs should 

embody (APTA, 2010). Furthermore, there 

has been a relatively recent movement in 

medicine and health care education away 

from a disease-centered approach, and a 

growing focus on health promotion (Gupta, 

2006; Portney & Applebaum, 2006). By 

treating underserved populations, SPTs can 

provide preventative strategies and patient 

education to individuals who may not other-

wise receive preventative care due to issues 

such as health care costs or transportation. 

 Interdisciplinary service learning 

(ISL) offers the opportunity to treat com-

munities in need while collaborating with 

peers in other disciplines. Often health care 

providers may not fully understand the role, 

methods, and skills other disciplines em-

ploy when treating patients (Gupta, 2006). 

Student physical therapists, many of whom 

will go on to work in acute care settings, 

will be working closely with other disci-

plines. An ISL experience can potentially 

foster a better understanding of other disci-

plines and improve inter-professional com-

munication and cooperation. By integrating 

different disciplines and interventions, ISL 

utilizes a multifaceted approach to treating 

individuals. 

  In 2008, the APTA adopted the In-

ternational Classification of Function Disa-

bility and Health (IFC) model of treating 

patients (APTA, 2008). This comprehensive 

model, endorsed by the World Health Or-

ganization (WHO), emphasizes how indi-

viduals function in their daily activities and 

considers environmental factors that may 

impact function. This framework focuses on 

the individual’s health state as well as their 

specific roles and participation in society, 

rather than focusing on the disease or pa-

thology. The IFC acknowledges that disa-

bility is multidimensional, and the model 

lends itself to use by various disciplines 

(CDC). Comprehensive care may include 

collaboration between several disciplines 

and include preventative strategies to man-

age an illness. In health care professions, 

there has been a growing emphasis on pa-

tient education, prevention, and health pro-

motion within the community (Portney & 

Applebaum, 2006). From this perspective, 

ISL affords a meaningful educational op-

portunity for teaching interdisciplinary col-

laboration within a holistic approach to pa-

tient-centered care. 

 With the increasing popularity of 

incorporating SL and ISL into DPT educa-

tion, researchers have investigated how SL 

and ISL programs are developed (Kelly & 

Miller, 2008; McCallum, 2008) and what 

qualities make an ISL program successful. 

Some common themes of a rewarding ISL 

program may include institutional commit-

ment, collaboration, perception of meaning-

ful service, directed student reflection; and 

cultivating leadership development, citizen-

ship, and common purpose (Jackson, 2012; 

Village, 2006). Effective SL partnerships 

include being mindful of community part-

ners’ resources, valuing the work being 

completed through the program, and being 

conscientious of the partner’s mission 

(Tinkler, Tinkler, Hausman, & Tufo-

Strouse, 2014). There is no one formula for 

a successful ISL program but there should 

be beneficial reciprocity between members 

of the community, students, and community 

partners. The reciprocal benefits may in-

clude pro bono services or supplies provid-

ed by volunteers, and an opportunity for 

hands-on experience and learning for the 

students who participate.  

 The purpose of the present article is 

to describe the unique Farm Worker Family 

Health Program (FWFHP) that Georgia 

State University (GSU) DPT students par-

ticipate in following their second year of 

classes, outline some of the successes and 

challenges associated with implementing 

this program in the curriculum, and explore 
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how students and workers may be impacted 

through their participation. This community

-based program provides SPTs an oppor-

tunity to build clinical skills through treat-

ing migrant farmworkers and their children, 

while working alongside members of vari-

ous other disciplines. Despite some existing 

challenges and limitations, the positive out-

comes of this program for those involved 

have implications for how immersion ISL 

experiences can be successfully incorpo-

rated into DPT programs in order to enrich 

the curriculum and offer free therapeutic 

services to underserved populations.  

 

Overview of the FWFHP and ISL Expe-

rience 

 Program background. The 

FWFHP summer program began in 1993 

and coincides with the annual farm worker 

migration through rural southwestern Geor-

gia (Layne, 2016). The two-week program 

is based on a community academic partner-

ship model (Layne, 2016) and uses a multi-

disciplinary approach to patient care that 

includes nursing, physical therapy, psychol-

ogy, public health, dental hygiene, and 

pharmacy. Students and faculty from 

Emory University, Georgia State Universi-

ty, University of Georgia, Clayton State 

University, Darton College, and West Geor-

gia Technical Institute collaborate with The 

Ellenton Clinic, a community partner and 

facility for migrant health care. There are 

many other community partners involved 

from around the state. The purpose of the 

program is to provide health screenings, 

patient care and education, and clothing do-

nations and hygiene kits for migrant work-

ers and their families. Approximately 1,000 

workers are treated during the program. All 

workers are able to receive services for free 

and without needing to provide immigration 

status, enabling them to receive care they 

may not otherwise have access to in a con-

venient and nonthreatening environment. 

Additionally, all volunteers are HIPAA 

compliant, ensuring the safeguarding of the 

patients’ records.  

 Preparation for interdisciplinary 

partnerships and service learning. The 

mission of the GSU DPT program focuses 

on alleviating impairments and limitations, 

promoting wellness and preventative care, 

and demonstrating behavior such as cultural 

competence and interdisciplinary team col-

laboration. The program emphasizes 

providing services to the broader communi-

ty and preparing PTs to embrace multicul-

tural learning environments (Georgia State 

University). An additional aim is to encour-

age PTs to support professional, communi-

ty, and clinical service learning opportuni-

ties. As part of their personal and profes-

sional development, PTs are urged to incor-

porate pro bono services into practice, en-

gage in volunteer service and show leader-

ship in community organizations, and advo-

cate for the health and wellness needs of 

society. The GSU program embraces the 

APTA’s core values and provides opportu-

nities within the curriculum for SPTs to em-

body values such as social responsibility 

and caring/compassion. One such oppor-

tunity is participation in the FWFHP service 

learning opportunity following the second 

year of classes. Student physical therapists 

who engage in SL programs are in the dis-

tinct position to benefit professionally by 

gaining valuable clinical experience while 

offering their services to the community. 

 The FWFHP experience is timed 

within the program’s curriculum so that 

SPTs have completed seven of nine semes-

ters of coursework at GSU and should have 

a solid foundation for screening and treating 

musculoskeletal impairments of farm work-

ers and their children. At this point in the 

program SPTs will have knowledge of anat-

omy, functional anatomy, musculoskeletal 

interventions, pediatrics, wound care, and 

medical screening. Additionally, the curric-
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ulum exposes SPTs to themes such as pro-

fessionalism, cultural competency, and psy-

chological/sociological aspects of patient 

care. The timing of the FWFHP experience 

is integrated into the beginning of SPTs’ 

third clinical internships. This is an oppor-

tune time since students will be able to ap-

ply their experience from the ISL during 

their final three internships, making them 

poised to provide better patient care and 

excel at inter-professional collaboration. 

 Participation in the FWFHP trip was 

not initially associated with course credit 

hours, but is now offered as a two-credit-

hour option applied toward meeting the 

DPT program’s SL requirements. Alterna-

tives for students who do not participate 

include a trip to Nicaragua through Com-

munidad Connect. All students must com-

plete a student-directed volunteerism pro-

ject in addition to the established service 

learning options. An inter-professional edu-

cation elective is offered for students who 

wish to further their inter-professional com-

petency within the classroom setting.  

 A group of 12-14 second-year DPT 

student volunteers are annually selected 

from their cohort to engage in the weeklong 

FWFHP experience. Previous FWFHP stu-

dent participants present information about 

their personal experience with the program, 

and the call for student volunteers occurs 

about seven months in advance. Selection is 

based on willingness to participate and aca-

demic performance. FWFHP volunteers are 

expected to actively engage in fundraising 

for supplies and donations, and undergo 

preparation that includes cultural orienta-

tion and an introduction to basic Spanish 

for medical examinations.  

 Preparing for the FWFHP experi-

ence may contribute to building communi-

cation, organization, and teamwork skills. 

Prior to the trip, students organize crowd-

funding via public awareness and social 

media to raise money for supplies to donate 

to the migrant workers and their families. In 

2015, students raised the funds to donate 

over 200 pairs of rubber boots, pillows, and 

slightly used clothing to the workers. Stu-

dents also prepare patient education and 

exercise packets that are translated into 

Spanish, and gather other supplies to be 

used and donated at treatment tents in the 

fields.  

 ISL experience. The GSU students 

and two faculty members who participate in 

the FWFHP relocate to rural Georgia for 

one week. This singular clinical model of-

fers patient care, preventative education, 

and medical screenings at a local school 

and in the fields during the daytime and in 

four separate camp settings at night. Stu-

dent physical therapists have the opportuni-

ty to apply their previous coursework and 

hone patient care skills through medical 

screening of children and adults, musculo-

skeletal  examinations,  patient  education, 

and other interventions. 

 Student physical therapists perform 

developmental screening of children of mi-

grant workers who are enrolled in a summer 

program at a local elementary school. Stu-

dents screen for possible developmental 

delays and are able to refer pediatric pa-

tients to other disciplines if needed. Medi-

cal screening of the workers and their chil-

dren enables students to recognize the limi-

tations of their expertise and communicate 

with the appropriate provider for cases be-

yond the scope of PT, providing an oppor-

tunity to utilize inter-professional collabora-

tion. Student PTs also complete musculo-

skeletal examinations, evaluations, and pro-

vide treatment upon referral from nurse 

practitioners. Screening and treating mi-

grant workers facilitates a direct crossover 

of practices and diagnoses covered in mus-

culoskeletal and pediatric courses, as well 

as hands-on application of the manual ther-

apy and therapeutic exercises learned in the 

classroom. 
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 Many of the workers treated have 

chronic injuries, and the onset of repetitive 

stress disorders seen in this population may 

present at a young age due to the nature of 

their employment. A major challenge to 

treatment is that the workers cannot work as 

efficiently while utilizing proper body me-

chanics; therefore, a traditional approach to 

patient education is not effective for this 

population. This forces students to consider 

effective ways to work with patients who 

may have personal constraints or who are 

not able to be compliant with traditional 

physical therapy approaches. Thinking 

quickly, creatively, and “outside the box” 

are all useful skills for clinical practice, but 

it is difficult to hone these skills in a class-

room setting.  

  Students and clinicians are only 

able to see each patient once, unless it is 

determined that a patient needs a referral 

for follow-up treatment at the community 

clinic. Patients can receive additional care 

at the local federally funded clinic and 

transportation can be provided, though pa-

tients may be required to pay a fee for treat-

ment. Since the FWFHP is only able to pro-

vide short-term care, patient education and 

prevention are major components. These 

include foot care, postural and body me-

chanics education, bracing, and exercise 

prescription. These strategies give patients 

tools that facilitate self-efficacy in manag-

ing their health. Students must work to 

overcome language barriers in order to 

teach patients about preventative posture, 

off-loading, foot care, and strategies to pro-

mote well-being. Some techniques used for 

patient education include home exercise 

pamphlets translated into Spanish, film 

screenings, and student translators. The 

need to overcome barriers and use creative 

ways to communicate exposes students to 

challenges they are likely to face at some 

point in their careers. Thus, through the im-

mersion learning experience students devel-

op both patient and inter-professional com-

munication skills. 

 Although the common goal of the 

FWFHP is ultimately providing patient 

care, other opportunities for learning are 

integrated into the program. Time is set 

aside each day for interdisciplinary reflec-

tion, which gives students the opportunity 

to learn about the practices of other disci-

plines and their role in providing patient 

care. Patient case scenarios are presented 

and students of each discipline have the op-

portunity to explain their specific evalua-

tion techniques and formulate a plan of care 

based on the scope of their practice. Presen-

tations are also given about public health 

issues that are relevant to the migrant farm-

worker patient population. There is also a 

guided farm tour, where volunteers can gain 

more first-hand experience about the living 

and working conditions of the patient popu-

lation they are treating.  

 

Impact of FWFHP Participation  

 This program uses a multidiscipli-

nary holistic approach to provide medical, 

dental, and mental health services to a pop-

ulation of migrant workers in a non-

threatening environment. Workers are able 

to receive medical screening, basic treat-

ment, and referral for additional care. As 

previously mentioned, approximately 1,000 

individuals receive necessary care and do-

nated supplies each year. The program only 

lasts for two weeks, but the benefits to this 

community have the potential to be lasting. 

For instance, developmental screening of 

the farmworkers’ children can identify are-

as where early intervention is needed. Gen-

eral medical screening for adults has the 

potential to identify serious pathologies and 

prevent complications. Many of the physi-

cal therapy interventions involve patient 

education and preventative strategies, 

which can potentially be beneficial as long 

as they are used. Considering the common 
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comorbidities in this population include hy-

pertension and diabetes, prevention and ex-

ercise can be long-lasting tools for disease 

management. Additionally, data is collected 

annually and used for grant writing, dona-

tion solicitation, and advocacy for this pa-

tient population (Layne, 2016). The authors 

have not quantified responses of the mi-

grant workers, but the workers have ex-

pressed appreciation of the services provid-

ed. One worker even proudly carried his 

blood pressure reading from the previous 

year’s visit in his wallet, illustrating the po-

tential for the screenings to improve patient 

awareness about their health.  

 Engaging in the FWFHP is benefi-

cial for both students and faculty involved. 

Participating in the program may deepen 

understanding and empathy for patients, 

foster interdisciplinary collaboration, fur-

ther professional and academic develop-

ment, and deepen the commitment to ser-

vice and collaboration in future endeavors. 

Service learning may increase a sense of 

empathy for others, including the personal 

circumstances of one’s patients, which can 

be beneficial for building working patient-

client relationships. Participants who en-

gaged in the FWFHP observed migrant 

workers harvesting fruits and vegetables in 

the field during temperatures reaching over 

100ºF. Students witnessed the strenuous 

posture that many workers have adopted to 

maximize their productivity, and learned 

about public health concerns such as expo-

sure to pesticides. In the migrant camps, 

several people may share a bed without a 

proper mattress. Students gained an appre-

ciation for the medical care and other basic 

necessities that are readily available to 

them, and a first-hand understanding of 

how it may be difficult for underserved 

populations to access these services. Many 

of the workers had not received recent 

physical examinations and had medical 

conditions that were undiagnosed and un-

treated. This patient population is quite un-

like many of the patients students will see 

in their clinical rotations, but providing care 

for migrant workers may enhance SPTs’ 

ability to relate to their patients on a person-

al level, and increase awareness about the 

health care needs of underserved communi-

ties.  

 The FWFHP develops inter-

professional collaboration as nursing, phys-

ical therapy, dentistry, pharmacy, and pub-

lic health disciplines must work together to 

provide optimal care for the migrant work-

ers. Physical therapy and nursing students 

were able to learn about the scope of each 

other’s practice, which is an opportunity 

that typically doesn’t occur as readily in the 

clinical setting. PTs frequently need to col-

laborate with other disciplines, not only in 

the acute care and skilled nursing facility 

settings, but also in outpatient clinics and 

other settings. Honing these inter-

professional communication skills may give 

students an advantage as they complete 

their clinical rotations and throughout their 

careers.  

 The invaluable clinical experience 

afforded through participating in the 

FWFHP may be the most significant benefit 

to students. The week provides an oppor-

tunity for reinforcing the concepts learned 

in the classroom over the previous two 

years before completing the remainder of 

their clinical rotations. Student volunteers 

gain valuable experience that can only be 

learned outside of the classroom, and are 

exposed to caring for an underserved pa-

tient population. Previous participants have 

received positive feedback from their clini-

cal instructors about their clinical reasoning 

and skills that were strengthened through 

the program. Additionally, students work 

with direct supervision and mentorship 

from experienced faculty clinicians, so they 

can receive guidance and feedback on their 

techniques. Students are forced to provide 
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treatment with very limited resources, 

which potentially fosters a lasting improve-

ment in clinical reasoning abilities and 

skills. There has been no quantitative analy-

sis completed as of yet, but students have 

been surveyed following their participation 

and have presented about their experiences. 

The feedback from the students has been 

overwhelmingly positive.  

 Faculty volunteers also may develop 

personally and professionally through men-

toring students during the ISL experience. 

One faculty member involved in the pro-

gram expressed a transformation of both 

personal and professional identities, with 

immense benefits in the roles of both physi-

cal therapist and professor. Others in aca-

demia have reported a similar subjective 

experience in response to service learning 

and mentorship (Schaefer & Cannova, 

2014).  

 Finally, engaging in ISL opportuni-

ties like the FWFHP may deepen the partic-

ipant’s commitment to service and interdis-

ciplinary collaboration in the future. Some 

individuals who have volunteered as stu-

dents have returned as clinicians to offer 

their services through the program. For 

SPTs and DPT faculty, service learning is a 

meaningful way to embody the profession 

core values and code of ethics outlined for 

the physical therapy profession. Providing 

care to this underserved population, while 

working among other civic-minded repre-

sentatives of various disciplines, exempli-

fies the altruism and collaboration one 

would hope to find in the next generation of 

physical therapists.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

  The successes of the program in-

clude the aforementioned personal benefits 

to migrant farmworkers and volunteers, and 

also a better awareness about the public 

health issues facing this community. A 

great deal of planning, organization, and 

collaboration is involved in ensuring the 

program’s success. There are continued 

partnerships between the universities in 

Georgia that send students and faculty; with 

local community partners including the lo-

cal school, farm owners, and clinic; and 

with other organizations that donate sup-

plies and volunteers. There is support and 

planning within the university as well, and 

the program is now included as an elective 

within the curriculum. Coordination must 

occur between the university and its clinical 

partners, as the FWFHP occurs during the 

beginning of the students’ third rotation, 

and so accommodations must be made for 

volunteers. There is also a significant 

amount of planning among the students 

themselves, as they are responsible for rais-

ing money through social media crowd-

funding campaigns and must plan for the 

necessary supplies.  

 In spite of the numerous positive 

aspects of this program, there are some 

challenges and limitations. Time constraints 

are the major shortcoming, as there is only 

time to see each patient once during the vis-

it. PTs and SPTs only participate in the first 

week of the two-week program, so physical 

therapy services are not offered throughout 

the entire duration of the program. Several 

challenges are unique to treating this patient 

population. It can be difficult to impart the 

importance of preventative strategies with 

these individuals since they have to utilize 

poor body mechanics to be efficient at 

work. In spite of assurances of confidential-

ity, there is a persistent concern about de-

portation, and some workers refuse care 

that they may need. Others are referred for 

further treatment, but may not go to the 

clinic due to fear or the cost. Additionally, a 

limited number of Spanish translators can 

make communication difficult since many 

volunteers are not proficient with speaking 

Spanish.  
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 Ethical issues are involved with any 

clinical care, including pro bono services. 

ISL is commonplace in many university 

programs, but some may question if a 

boundary is crossed between charitable vol-

unteerism and clinical care. Another con-

cern may be whether it is appropriate for 

students to provide care to underserved 

populations. The authors acknowledge that 

these are important considerations, but feel 

that in this case the benefits outweigh po-

tential deficiencies. It is quite common for 

medical professionals to donate their time 

and expertise providing pro bono services. 

In the FWFHP service learning environ-

ment, these professionals are expected to 

monitor the quality of care that students are 

providing and ensure it is up to the standard 

that they would provide in the clinical set-

ting. Regarding concerns about student-

provided care, these students have complet-

ed the bulk of their course work and will be 

providing this same level of care when they 

resume their clinical rotations, immediately 

upon returning from the FWFHP. They 

have also been trained in HIPAA and 

OSHA regulations. The students do not pro-

claim to be advanced practitioners, but are 

capable of completing the medical screen-

ing and interventions performed during the 

program. The program is timed within the 

DPT curriculum to ensure that students are 

able to offer competent care. 

 Although there may be some limita-

tions of the FWFHP, the potential for a last-

ing positive impact on migrant workers, 

students, and faculty appear to outweigh 

any disadvantages. In light of the increasing 

prevalence of inter-professional education 

being incorporated into physical therapy 

education, it may be useful to gain infor-

mation about what approaches are success-

ful and where improvements may be made. 

Future research is needed to quantify the 

benefits to both students and migrant work-

ers who participate in the program.  
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 Review 
 

 In a recent conversation with col-

leagues with several centuries of work in 

service learning and community engage-

ment under our collective belts, we mused 

about whether our work has really moved 

the needle, whether it really has made a dif-

ference in educating our students to be ef-

fective leaders of social change, enhancing 

the quality of life in the communities we 

work with, and addressing the social sys-

tems and structures that perpetuate the need 

for our work. Is the amount of time, energy, 

and other resources we invest in service 

learning worth it after all? We all agreed 

that it is. However, we all also have deep 

questions about how we do our work, how 

well we are doing it, and how we could do 

it better.  

 Randy Stoecker’s book could not 

have come at a better time. He takes the 

proverbial bull by the horns immediately, 

right up front in the first chapter: “I want to 

figure out a service learning practice that 

doesn’t stop at totaling hours from time 

sheets, ‘building relationships,’ and provid-

ing a tick box for the university’s communi-

ty engagement Carnegie classification. I 

want a practice that becomes part of social 

change—that helps to end conditions of op-

pression, exploitation, and exclusion in so-

ciety” (p. 4). And so Stoecker’s challenge 

begins. The book’s title and purpose, Liber-

ating Service-Learning, is an intentional 

double entendre. On the one hand, Stoecker 

defines it as a form of service learning that 

“liberates” all those who are involved in it, 

whether they are from a higher education 

institution or—Stoecker’s quotes—the 
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“community.” In the second sense, Stoecker 

seeks to liberate institutionalized service 

learning’s “lack of accomplishment within 

the framework of the first meaning not just 

for students but for everyone” (p. 7). For 

Stoecker, liberating service learning re-

quires making its current theory explicit, 

deconstructing it, and then building a new 

theory that leads to a new practice that 

yields different and better results.   

 Thus the book has three parts. Part I, 

Chapters 1-3, focuses on the problems with 

institutionalized service learning, its histo-

ry, and the conscious and unconscious theo-

ries that undergird it. After defining the 

problem, in Chapter 2, “A Brief Counterin-

tuitive History of Service Learning,” 

Stoecker starts attacking it by taking to task 

John Dewey, who many of us view as one 

of the fathers of service learning. For 

Stoecker, starting with Dewey means start-

ing with a concept of institutionalized ser-

vice learning that privileges higher educa-

tion and emphasizes student learning. 

Among other foundations of institutional-

ized service learning, Stoecker highlights 

the definition embedded in the National and 

Community Trust Act of 1990, which em-

phasizes education and service rather than 

change and action. Chapter 3 describes how 

neoliberalism serves as the context for insti-

tutionalized service learning by promoting 

service to individuals rather than social jus-

tice. He observes: “Perhaps nowhere has 

the influence of neoliberalism become more 

prominent in institutionalized service learn-

ing than in social entrepreneurship….the 

mystifying glorification of individuals 

mythically succeeding on their own” (p. 

25). This observation will hit home for 

many of us whose institutions are putting 

much emphasis on innovation and entrepre-

neurship. 

 In Chapters 4-7 that comprise Part 

II, Stoecker closely examines institutional-

ized service learning’s theories of learning, 

service, community, and change. Chapter 4 

begins with noting that I and others view 

service learning as an experiential learning 

pedagogy and that reflection is where the 

learning comes from (Jacoby, 1996, 2015). 

He goes on to explain why he believes that 

experiential learning does not fit institution-

alized service learning, how critical service 

learning is at best incomplete, and that the 

missing curriculum in institutionalized ser-

vice learning is community practice. More 

on community practice comes later. In 

Chapter 5, Stoecker challenges institution-

alized service learning’s idea of service. He 

begins by deconstructing the common no-

tion of “giving back,” because in order to 

give back, one must have previously 

“received from” (p. 47). The bulk of the 

chapter analyzes how the service in institu-

tionalized service learning is a form of ne-

oliberal hegemony and how institutional-

ized service learning is a part of the non-

profit industrial complex in that it preserves 

a social system in which those with wealth 

and power provide just enough charity to 

offer some relief yet maintain the unjust 

system. Stoecker believes that there is not a 

focus on systems solutions in practice even 

in critical service learning, thus perpetuat-

ing the reality that institutionalized service 

learning is about smart college students 

serving people who are viewed as needy 

and underserved. 

 In Chapter 6, Stoecker turns to insti-

tutionalized service learning’s theory of 

community, “the sloppiest of all its underly-

ing concepts” (p. 42). Here he discusses 

various approaches to the idea of communi-

ty and how they do not serve service learn-

ing well. The issue lies in the conflict be-

tween community and capitalism: “If com-

munity and capitalism are not compatible, 

then institutionalized service learning can-

not solve the problem of the oppressed and 

exploited by using a communitarian, social 

capital, asset-based practice” (p. 75). This 
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brings us to Chapter 7 on institutionalized 

service learning’s theory of change. Stoeck-

er notes that there is currently almost no 

attempt, or demand, to define and practice 

social change in institutionalized service 

learning.  

 Chapter 8, the first in Part III, be-

gins with anger, the essential element of 

Stoecker’s liberating theory of change: “I 

believe in anger. Not the ‘hot’ irrational an-

ger of violence, vengeance, and virulence 

but the ‘cold’ rational anger of recognizing 

injustice….The single main task for all of 

us is to recognize, honor, respect, and help 

mobilize and organize the expression of this 

anger” (p. 95). In addition to anger, liberat-

ing service learning means using imagina-

tion so that we can understand how our so-

ciety became so unjust in the first place and 

envision and pursue ways to change it. The 

concepts and practices of knowledge power 

and community organizing are fundamen-

tal, according to Stoecker.  

 In Chapter 9, Stoecker grapples with 

a liberating theory of community. In place 

of the vague use of the term in institutional-

ized service learning, Stoecker defines com-

munity as “a face-to-face collectivity char-

acterized by a multiplicity of interconnect-

ing and overlapping roles that mutually en-

hance the sustainability of the collectivity 

and all of its constituents” (p. 114). Among 

the many intriguing components of this 

chapter, perhaps the most compelling for 

me was the distinction between develop-

ment in the community—a product-based 

approach including creating jobs, business-

es, services, and housing—and develop-

ment of the community, which builds the 

power of community members by develop-

ing their collective capacity. In this regard, 

Chapter 10, on the liberating theory of ser-

vice, focuses on allyship, the theory and 

practice of community organizing for social 

change, and enhancing the power of the 

people who are oppressed, exploited, and 

excluded. Likewise, liberating learning, as 

envisioned in Chapter 11, is only secondari-

ly about teaching college students. Its focus, 

rather, is on building the “knowledge power 

of grassroots constituency members, and 

then their allies, to support social action to-

ward social change” (p. 147). Stoecker in-

vokes andragogy as opposed to pedagogy as 

well as Paolo Freire’s concept of conscien-

tization. He outlines how we can and should 

refocus the work of the academy to popular 

education, which requires a shift from edu-

cation for the privileged and powerful to 

education of the oppressed, exploited, and 

excluded. 

 If you are wondering what all this 

has to do with those of us who are fascinat-

ed by the concept of liberating service 

learning but not in a position to do it in our 

institutional contexts, Chapter 12 is for you. 

Stoecker provides practical steps that we 

can take on the institutional level and as 

individuals. A few for institutions: Stop 

chasing the Carnegie community engage-

ment classification, revise promotion and 

tenure criteria to recognize work by faculty 

who engage in development in the commu-

nity, and train faculty and staff to do this 

work. As individuals, we can design cours-

es for projects rather than projects for 

courses, not send students out without ac-

companying them ourselves, have students 

apply for service learning as a privilege ra-

ther than making it a requirement. As for 

me, I would add that perhaps our major role 

as service learning educators is to inspire 

our students’ anger at the injustices that sur-

round us, to facilitate their reflection on 

how they want to be part of making a better 

world, and to help them acquire the experi-

ences, knowledge, and skills they need to 

be lifelong, effective agents of social 

change. 

 Liberating Service Learning is a 

must-read for anyone who cares about, in 

Stoecker’s terms, “service learning and the 
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rest of higher education civic engagement.” 

In my 2015 book, Service-Learning Essen-

tials: Questions, Answers, and Lessons 

Learned, I urge us to trouble and problema-

tize our work in order to keep it from spin-

ning its wheels or veering off course. 

Stoecker is just the agent provocateur we 

and our work need at this time in the evolu-

tion of higher education community en-

gagement. His book is compelling and emi-

nently readable. I have recommended it to 

several thoughtful colleagues and look for-

ward to lively discussions of its challenges 

and proposed solutions. I enthusiastically 

invite you to do the same. 
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