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 INTRODUCTION 

 
 University-community partnerships 
offer both challenges and opportunities in 
which to engage in research and education 
projects. Oftentimes, power imbalances in-
terfere with inequitable outcomes of collab-
orative research, which is frequently demon-
strated through theoretical and formalized 
modes of knowledge recognized by univer-
sities that consequently silence the lived ex-
periences and voices of the community 
(Fisher, Fabricant, & Simmons, 2004). Fur-
thermore, power struggles also manifest 
through diverging cultures, norms, and ex-
pectations that often arise as a result of 
“negative consequences like hurt feelings, 
jeopardized outcomes, or wariness about 
future partnerships” (Dumlao & Janke, 
2012, p. 152). Unfortunately, it is a quite 
common reality that community-university 
partnerships are inherently sources of con-
flict and tension (Prins, 2005). Sometimes, 
university faculty may see themselves as 
experts that offer knowledge to the commu-

nity and may not see community partners as 
peers, but rather see themselves as 
“separate” from the communities in which 
they are collaborating (Dumlao & Janke, 
2012; Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2009). 
On the other hand, community members 
may also perceive themselves distinct from 
the university campus and community part-
ners and leaders are often on shorter timeta-
bles and want the results of the partnerships 
to directly enhance the communities them-
selves (Sandy & Holland, 2006).  
 We realize there is a wide array of 
research surrounding community-university 
collaborative partnerships. Consequently, it 
is not our intent to reiterate the work sur-
rounding these collaborations, but instead to 
offer a nuanced perspective of a holistic ap-
proach to mental health and well-being that 
is often neglected in our public schools, thus 
never reaching full development across 
home, school, and community environments 
(Awartani, Whitman, & Gordon, 2008; 
Coleman, 2009; Puolakka, Haapasalo-Pesu, 
Konu, Astedt-Kurki, & Paavilainen, 2014; 
UNICEF, 2007). We draw upon our person-
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al experiences situated within this study that 
embrace the contradictions, tensions, and 
complex circumstances in order to engage in 
relational dialogue across K-12 schools, 
communities, and universities. True collabo-
ration creates a space in which we grapple 
with feelings of discomfort and tension with 
each other (and with ourselves) that open 
possibilities for communication that address 
inequitable relationships between the institu-
tions and the individuals involved in this 
project.  
 In alignment with the literature sur-
rounding well-being, the first goal of this 
initiative was gaining an understanding of 
what well-being means to the community. 
This personal definition is particularly im-
portant as it provides a common ground in 
which to discuss the social and emotional 
aspects of children’s and families’ experi-
ences and the impact it has on holistic ap-
proach to learning. This working definition 
also frames the larger discussion around re-
lationships and many of the underlying ten-
sions, struggles, and collaborative break-
throughs, as it provides a reference point in 
which all involved enter the conversation. 
As such, this community describes their un-
derstanding of well-being (via focus groups 
outlined in the methodology section of this 
paper) as mental, physical, and emotional 
health. Specifically, this includes a sense of 
safety and security; the balance of body, 
mind, and spirit; compassion; caring; sup-
port; resiliency; and finally, social and aca-
demic development.  

We also fully acknowledge that rela-
tionships are hard, and although all involved 
are strongly committed to the children in the 
community, our intent is not to offer an ide-
alized perspective of a community-
university partnership. On the contrary, we 
provide our successes and failures in an ef-
fort to be transparent in our roles that prob-
lematize underlying issues of power and 
privilege between community members, 
families, and the university. As such, we of-
fer a unique framework by exemplifying a 
case study of the well-being of children in a 
small, suburban community in collaboration 

with a large, urban university in the capital 
city of a Midwestern state. Finally, we situ-
ate our work within the voices of the com-
munity and advocate from a transformation-
al model that is designed for empowerment, 
change, and community-building (Tibbitts, 
2002), but does not shy away from the con-
tradiction and conflict that are an innate part 
of human relationships. 

 
Translational Research, Community-

Based Work, and Power in  
Implementation 

 
Gershon (2009) intends nothing 

short of troubling the role of university re-
searchers in the communities in which they 
work and serve as a beginning point for re-
flecting on our project and how we want to 
think about culturally responsive evaluation 
and assessment. Simultaneously, we hope to 
challenge researchers in schools of educa-
tion with the task of redefining conceptions, 
rethinking relationships, and reworking 
practices of contemporary research. Thus, 
Smith and Helfenbein (2009) question time-
honored assumptions about what constitutes 
research and follows with a brief review of 
an alternative approach: Translating Re-
search in Practice (TRIP). Central to this 
effort is a set of core commitments around 
which our work revolves from beginning to 
end: the commitment to learning, the com-
mitment to people, the commitment to teach-
ing, and the commitment to work. However, 
in the spirit of foregrounding unfinished re-
lationship work, we’ve chosen to present 
here a continuing conversation on our joint 
project of translational research in educa-
tion; in other words, we’re still thinking to-
gether about how we work together. 

 
Translating Research—Research in  
Relation 
 The goal of translational research is 
“to create ways in which to implement new 
systems, procedures, or routines predicated 
on research findings that are geared toward 
developing functional practices to improve 
our lives” (Petronio, 2007, p. 215). In taking 
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up translational research, our approach em-
bodies a trans-disciplinary, collaborative 
model with the hope of having real impact in 
the lives of those who participate in the 
work. Focusing on challenges identified by 
the communities with which we partner, the 
intent lies in the possibility of bringing 
skills, expertise, and perspective from the 
university into dialogue with those closest to 
those challenges. To do so is time-
consuming and ultimately dependent on the 
ongoing relationships built and fostered. Our 
goal in this paper is to speak to some of the 
trouble with relationships that perhaps, with 
all good intention, individuals committed to 
educational research that positively impacts 
those involved might just gloss over. As hu-
man beings, we understand that relationships 
are hard, people get let down in relation-
ships, people leave relationships and, of 
course, people get hurt in relationships. In 
other words, very real and personal issues 
are at stake in a relationship-based approach 
to research, and to ignore those troubles 
would be to advance an approach less than 
honestly. 

The project of translational research 
points to some of the complexities of truly 
working toward collaboration with a broad 
and diverse community. These tensions 
sometimes revolve around working with in-
dividuals with which we know we profound-
ly disagree, and the recognition that while 
we may think our work might be doing one 
thing, it may in fact be doing something 
quite different. And yet, we carry on in the 
hope that these challenges are not insur-
mountable and that some positive impact is 
possible. So then, to insist on working 
through the ways in which we are implicated 
in the research relationships we pursue leads 
us to the language of ethics—not just the 
“did we get it right” (Stake, 1995)—a man-
tra of sorts in the analysis phase of qualita-
tive research methods—but “did we do 
right? Did we do right by these children? 
These parents? These educators?” This 
points us to the compelling phrase, 
“uncomfortable spaces” as those spaces in 
which we interrogate our ethical commit-

ments are often uncomfortable and, it should 
be noted, we may not like what we see.  

This necessary acknowledgement of 
the lack of guarantee in social interaction 
sparks a possible critique of the term 
“translational research.” It would seem that 
the term “translational” still potentially re-
inscribes power relations we say we want to 
move against (i.e., there is still a translator 
who decides on the construction of the text, 
there are good translations and bad transla-
tions), and it still seems to imply that we, the 
academy, give it to the community. This is 
not to say that those power relations can ev-
er totally be overcome or that they won’t 
emerge in some new, unanticipated way, or 
even that they sometimes shouldn’t. Rather, 
it may be more useful to use the original 
term in describing the work of our multicul-
tural center by Jose Rosario (1999), as 
“catalytic research.” The idea being that the 
community and the academy come together 
around some core idea, participate in a dia-
logic process that establishes both what 
might be possible and the compromises we 
are not willing to make, and then takes up 
the project of making something happen—
it’s a catalyst. In this term we find at least 
the possibility of academic research, what 
can be called “a space of possibil-
ity” (Helfenbein, 2010), in our effort to posi-
tively impact the communities in which we 
work. It would seem that this is precisely the 
project of our partnership with this commu-
nity. 

 
The Well-Being Initiative 

 
History and Demographics 
  The growth and development of this 
Midwestern community is the impetus to 
this initiative. The city is located 10 miles 
north of the capital and is currently experi-
encing rapid growth (both geographically 
and economically), and is situated in one of 
the fastest growing regions in the nation.1  

According to the United States Census Bu-
reau (2010), the majority of residents are 
White (90.9%), 2% are African American, 
and 5.8% are Hispanic or Latino. During the 
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2013-2014 school year, 14% of students at-
tending public schools in this area received 
free and reduced lunch, and 98.4% of stu-
dents graduated compared to the state aver-
age of 88.6% receiving high school diplo-
mas. As numbers of student enrollment may 
be a little more current compared to 2010 
census data, 82.8% of students enrolled in 
the public schools are White, 7.5% of stu-
dents are Hispanic and/or Latino, 2.6% are 
Black, 4.4% are identify as Multiracial, and 
2.6% of students are Asian. This may be 
more indicative of the changing landscape of 
this community as different ethnic and racial 
groups of people are relocating due to the 
increase of job opportunities via geograph-
ical, infrastructural, and economic growth of 
the community.  
 
Initiative Partners 

In 2014, a local community youth 
organization and a public elementary school 
joined a university center for multicultural 
education to design and implement a re-
search and development program that pro-
motes the healthy development, well-being, 
and responsible citizenship of children and 
youth. This particular university multicultur-
al center creates connections between re-
search, theory, and practice with the aim of 
improving the quality of education through-
out the P-20 continuum, and specifically fo-
cuses on the urban school setting. The cen-
ter’s work seeks to support inquiry, facilitate 
public discussion, create sustainable partner-
ship with schools and other educational or-
ganizations, and critically and constructively 
challenge stereotypes about students’ diver-
sity, families, schools, and education.  
 In early 2009, the mayor of the city 
and Superior Court Judge decided to create a 
youth program to keep kids out of the juve-
nile court system. This program focuses 
on preventative treatment for youth rather 
than using disciplinary measures and adjudi-
cation. The program’s goal is to identify 
youth in need of assistance prior to becom-

ing part of the growing juvenile and criminal 
justice system.2 Thus, the program assists 
youth 3 to 17 years of age. Services primari-
ly consist of mentoring programs, communi-
ty volunteer involvement, family education, 
family counseling, skill building tutoring 
programs, and scholarship camps. 

 The public school system in this 
community, which includes six elementary 
schools, an intermediate school, a middle 
school, and a high school, became involved 
in the initiative through the vision of an ele-
mentary principal. He worked closely with 
the youth assistance program and also in-
volved other organizations in the communi-
ty, including two Christian churches, the 
mental health agency that services the com-
munity, an after-school, extra-curricular, not
-for-profit organization, and educators and 
administrators from other public schools.  

Finally, these organizations, the mul-
ticultural center, and all community partners 
saw the need to integrate schools in order to 
further the development of their programs to 
meet the differing needs of the families 
within the community. This was achieved 
through a detailed needs-assessment of their 
community as it relates to child well-being, 
as well as the implementation of a research 
and development plan that includes targeted 
capacity-building processes and training to 
support communication and collaboration. 
Within this project and the changing nature 
of this community, an integral part of our 
work included the implementation of trans-
lational research that recognized the power 
structures that exist as a part of the research 
process, the community members who were 
involved in the project, and the impact it had 
on community members who did not partici-
pate in the initiative. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

 
This project used a case study ap-

proach (Merriam, 1988; Yin, 2009) that 
identified factors relating to the promotion 

1The source is being withheld for confidentiality purposes. 
 
2The source is being withheld for confidentiality purposes. 
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of child-rights and well-being of students. 
Qualitative methods of data collection in-
cluded interviews and focus groups consist-
ing of local educators, youth initiative mem-
bers, parents, local pastors, and mental 
health professionals. Participants of the 
teacher focus group were voluntary mem-
bers of a school book club that focused on 
social-emotional learning within the class-
room setting. Parents who participated in the 
parent focus group were asked by the ele-
mentary school principal and are considered 
active in the school or involved in PTA. All 
other participants were emailed or called by 
phone because: 1) they were involved in the 
public school system or worked for or with 
the youth assistance program; 2) they were 
recommended to contact by school educa-
tors, administrators, and the youth assistance 
program; or 3) they were blindly called by 
the elementary school principal to partici-
pate.  
 Over the course of approximately 
three months, researchers conducted a total 
of nine focus groups (n=50), including 
teachers, local churches, educators, and 
community partners. The first round of focus 
groups (n= 34) targeted unique perspectives 
surrounding the following topics: 1) what 
well-being means to the community; 2) key 
issues when addressing well-being; 3) the 
most positive assets of the community; 4) 
the biggest challenges in supporting a sense 
of well-being for children; and 5) other ser-
vices needed in the community. The second 
series of focus groups (n=16) were asked 
semi-structured questions that were con-
structed to dig a little deeper into conversa-
tions from the first round of focus groups. 
They included: 1) a general understanding of 
well-being in the community; 2) a clearer 
sense of what community means and how 
groups communicate across organizations 
and schools; 3) the impact of the demo-
graphic growth of the community and on the 
schools; and 4) the most effective way to 
provide resources to families in need. 

Our roles as researchers developed 
out of a prior relationship through the multi-
cultural education center in which we work. 
One author had developed a relationship 

with one of the partners and the second re-
searcher was included in this project because 
of her research and interest in child and ado-
lescent well-being. As it was just the two of 
us conducting the focus groups, we also re-
lied upon our colleagues at the center to re-
view our data, interpretation, and analysis 
for anything we may have overlooked in re-
gard to power structures within the research 
process. Members of the research team be-
gan by reviewing observation notes. The 
data points were coded, themed, and entered 
into Nvivo for transcript analysis. Research-
ers applied codes representing the “concep-
tual labels” of each paragraph or data cluster 
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990).  

The team then met with initiative 
participants and conducted member checks 
on the overall data and conclusions 
(Creswell, 2007). As the researchers and 
community members discussed the initial 
findings, more codes were added and con-
ceptual labels were created that integrated 
the perspective of the community members 
alongside university researchers. We also 
invited other university partners (who also 
lived in the community) to our member-
check meetings to create even more nuanced 
perspectives into the university-school-
community partnership, as they had vested 
interests in all three facets of the initiative. 
We then presented the revised comprehen-
sive report at a town hall meeting held once 
a month at a community organization and 
once at a local elementary school. The su-
perintendent of the school district also re-
viewed the report and verbally gave his ap-
proval at the town hall meeting. 

As part of our methodological ap-
proach that encourages and promotes con-
versation among partners in this study, we 
draw upon a framework for collaborative 
inquiry we adopted for this project specifi-
cally revolving around terms of commit-
ment. Borrowing from George Noblit (1999) 
and his reflection on ethnographic study, we 
name four core commitments that exemplify 
translational research in education: (a) the 
commitment to learning, (b) the commit-
ment to people, (c) the commitment to 
teaching, and (d) the commitment to work. 
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We remind ourselves that as we embark on 
new research projects, our first commitment 
is to learn. The way in which educational 
inquiry is taken up is rooted in the pursuit of 
deep understanding—understanding in the 
communicative, dialogic sense, in the sense 
of more listening than talking, at least in the 
beginning of projects. Commitments to peo-
ple and social advocacy are tied together, 
driving both the why of taking up a research 
and evaluation project and the who of the 
decisions to collaborate. Finally, there is the 
explicit commitment to work itself, or ra-
ther, a commitment to work through. As one 
can see, these commitments are all wrapped 
together, but this last one is prominent be-
cause it takes seriously all of the commit-
ments. The process of working through be-
comes complex and rich, and necessitates a 
fluid and emergent approach to research—an 
approach based in relationships.  

Thus, we do not rely upon “findings” 
in traditional research and we resist the 
temptation to impose meaning on the pro-
cess itself and choose to draw upon the situ-
ated experiences of all involved. Instead, we 
provide discussion points that promote con-
versation that allows us to keep talking, keep 
listening, and keep learning from one anoth-
er. Indeed, their words are loving and 
thoughtful, and at the same time are conflict-
ing and contradictory. They are equally open 
and vulnerable, while feeling closed off and 
isolated. But herein lies their “spaces of pos-
sibility” (Helfenbein, 2010). As researchers, 
it is not our intent or our right to close off 
conversations and reduce them to hard and 
fast conclusions. On the contrary, we choose 
to acknowledge the fluidity in the research 
process and the conceptualizations of the 
community in a dialogic, translational com-
mitment to work together. 

 
Discussion Points 

 
Discussion points are presented here 

to illustrate both the collaborative efforts 
and the tensions surrounding the conversa-
tions throughout the focus groups. In partic-
ular, the themes that emerged from the focus 
groups highlight the framework of transla-

tional research that first and foremost recog-
nizes the power structures within this well-
being initiative, but also opens “spaces of 
possibility” to create ways to “implement 
new systems, procedure, or routines predi-
cated on research finding that develop func-
tional practices to improve our 
lives” (Petronio, 2007, p. 215). Thus, all 
partnerships and community members had 
the opportunity to meet and discuss the 
themes and initial findings to make sure all 
perspectives were represented. Minor chang-
es were made in an effort to be representa-
tive to all involved, however we (as univer-
sity researchers) remained transparent in our 
position to challenge assumptions by com-
munity members in an effort to more fully 
engage in meeting the needs of all children 
and families in the community.  

 Four themes are presented here in 
which we (university researchers), the com-
munity, and the school (families, parents, 
and teachers/administrators) agreed upon 
challenges as well as opportunities for 
growth in a holistic approach to well-being. 
These themes include: 1) assets and chal-
lenges of the community; 2) collaboration 
and communication; 3) parent/family expec-
tations among parents; 4) community access 
to schools and feelings of isolation. Within 
each theme, we offer both the tensions with-
in the community and the initiative itself, 
and provide the potential in which further 
collaboration and dialogue will create gener-
ative spaces of growth.  

 
Assets and Challenges of the Community 

 There is a great sense of pride from 
community members who participated in 
this study. Many of the assets that were fre-
quently mentioned included schools, com-
munity collaborations, networking among 
organizations, the youth assistance program, 
city government, youth sports, and the law 
enforcement/judicial system. As in all com-
munities, challenges were also expressed, 
such as the complexities of well-being im-
plementation, living up to the perceived 
“standards” of the community, communica-
tion between organizations (i.e., silos), and 
meeting the needs of diverse families and 
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students. Here, in comments from one com-
munity member, it is evident the contradic-
tory nature both supports and nurtures pride, 
but also implies a sort of pressure in living 
up to the standards of the community:  

Someone looking from the commu-
nity at the schools, I’m amazed at all 
the things that get accomplished at 
the school along with the academics 
and building that community and 
building character. A big asset is all 
of the different groups that have 
been named. They are all working 
together. No one is in it for their own 
cause. They are in it together and I 
think that is a huge part of our com-
munity, the willingness to help.  

 Indeed, the community is very proud 
of their accomplishments as well the com-
mitment to collaborate and work together for 
the good of everyone. However, another 
community member provides a different per-
spective in which a “high-performing com-
munity” has unintended consequences that 
often place implicit values on children in the 
community with which not all families are 
comfortable: 

I also think one of the challenges is a 
high performing community whether 
it is athletics, academics, all those 
kinds of things. How do you help 
and be ok with things not going well 
or how do you teach the kids to be 
ok when they are literally surrounded 
by success? How do you help fami-
lies not put pressure on their kids to 
work at a certain level that maybe 
they are not able to do that? It’s hard 
to teach kids and families that. 

Finally, all focus groups also talked 
about growth in one of two ways: 1) they 
were excited for what is to come as the area 
continues to expand, and 2) participants 
were apprehensive in terms of what growth 
means to schools (actual size of school, and 
academic responsibilities). Participants also 
expressed concerns about losing the identity 
of the community. As growth, diversity, and 
changing socioeconomics enter a primarily 

affluent community, the focus group partici-
pants were very proud of the values, cohe-
siveness, and success of this city. However, 
recognizing the values of different cultures 
instead of holding on to White, middle-class 
perspectives that do not recognize and meet 
the needs of changing demographics will be 
essential in creating possibilities of well-
being for all children in the community.  

 
Collaboration and Communication 

 In one form or another, all focus 
groups expressed the need and desire for 
collaboration. Although there have been hin-
drances in collaborative efforts in the past, 
community members felt that this initiative 
is definitely the first step. Many participants 
articulated their hopes in future collaborative 
efforts because of the conversations that will 
occur as a result of the study. Interestingly 
enough, collaboration within the community 
was articulated as both an asset and chal-
lenge; however, much of the conversation 
focused upon challenges faced among par-
ticular organizations trying to work more 
closely with schools. In particular, one par-
ticipant provided an example of challenges 
faced, as he felt the schools and the city do 
not work together under one unified mis-
sion, and thus do not have that connection 
with families: 

We don’t have one unified mission. 
It certainly could be said that the two 
most important ones, the schools and 
the city, don’t. I think if [sic] we 
need to make it more of an innova-
tional thing between the schools and 
the city. That must be the main mis-
sion. I think more people will follow 
along. 

 Another community member voiced 
her concern that schools do not work with 
other organizations in terms of meeting a 
diverse range of needs for students and fami-
lies, and may run the risk of “falling through 
the cracks.” 

But one of the issues that we con-
stantly run into is kids will always 
tell us everything…we’re kind of a 
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safe place so kids tell us a lot…we 
see kids a lot…that they’re just fall-
ing through the cracks and…I don’t 
think it’s the fault of the school, I 
think that there’s just not a program 
in place for them to identify what 
their true needs are.  

 Finally, a participant believes there 
is value in different facets of the community 
working together and making visible con-
nections among organizations for families in 
the community. Here, he provides a space in 
which the conversation might move away 
from all of the challenges and hindrances in 
collaboration and move toward opening a 
dialogue that nurtures the inherent connec-
tions among all organizations. 

I think with all of the different facets 
of the community…if we’re doing 
things in the school, or if we’re do-
ing things with the police depart-
ment, or we’re doing things through 
the community groups like churches 
and clubs that is [sic] helping people 
see the connection…the direct line 
that connects those things together as 
opposed to everybody just kind of 
doing their own thing. 

 Again, there is a clear consensus that 
this community has particular values that 
serve as both an asset and a hindrance. Alt-
hough the members from the schools and the 
city claim to have a collaborative, unified 
front, more than one focus group participant 
from the community felt this was not an ac-
curate depiction of the city/schools relation-
ship. Furthermore, teachers are maintaining 
the middle class values of the children they 
worked with previously without understand-
ing the needs of more diverse students and 
families entering the area. As students “fall 
through the cracks,” they implicitly blame 
the parents and remove any responsibility of 
the school. However, the last participant cre-
ates potentiality in continuing relationships 
across churches, organizations, schools, etc. 
When there are connections made through-

out the community, well-being may be 
achieved. 

 

Parent/Family Expectations Among 
Teachers and Parents  

When the conversation first began 
with the parent focus groups, there was a 
unified front in the commitment of the par-
ents and their roles within both the schools 
and communities. They also expressed this 
sentiment for parents throughout the com-
munity, not just the parents participating in 
the focus groups. However, these blanket 
statements quickly wore away as the conver-
sation continued. In fact, both teachers and 
(active) parents expressed that many parents 
were not meeting the perceived expectations 
of the school, and that many times these par-
ents solely relied on schools for everything 
(i.e., academics, emotional support, basic 
child-rearing responsibilities). In this regard, 
there were contradictions that arose in terms 
of well-being and its role in schools. For ex-
ample, this teacher expresses an underlying 
concern that parents are not, and may not, 
have the skills to instill some of the same 
values that are expected within the class-
room and in the school environment: 

The school [is] sometimes a child’s 
only chance or last chance to get 
some of the parenting skills that used 
to be taught in the home but they are 
not. They don’t exist in the home. So 
where are they going to get the skills 
to be socially appropriate? To have a 
sense of right and wrong? To learn a 
sense of respect for each other? To 
learn skills that they are going to 
need when they are in the work-
place? To not only get a job but to 
keep a job? Not only to have a fami-
ly but to keep a family? To own 
those things that we want our kids 
to? Sometimes the parents just don’t 
have those skills. 

Expectations in maintaining a specif-
ic identity are reiterated across focus groups. 
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A cohesive pride exists in the community 
with a collaborative desire to meet the needs 
of families in the community. However, di-
versifying cultures and value sets across 
families may not be fully represented as a 
result of the rapid growth of the community. 
Indeed, the values the community would like 
to promote and are represented in many of 
the focus groups may not be accessible to 
every resident equally. Although they ex-
pressed the desire for this well-being initia-
tive to address some of these perceived ob-
stacles with other families, there was not a 
cohesive feeling of community, but more 
divisive language was used, such as “lacking 
particular skills (parenting and otherwise),” 
“not taking responsibility,” “expecting 
handouts,” “little involvement in the com-
munity,” etc. For instance, a teacher ex-
pressed the difference in expectations be-
tween some of the students and her percep-
tion of the question, “What do you want to 
be when you grow up?” 

The majority of our children were 
saying things like I want to work at a 
gas station, I want to work at Wal-
Mart, and they weren’t thinking be-
yond…not dreaming and not think-
ing big and not realizing the poten-
tial that they had and where they 
could go. They were going just with-
in their own small world.  

 This particular teacher touches upon 
some of the values and cultural understand-
ings in the home compared to what is being 
taught in the classroom. There is an assump-
tion that kids have not been “talked with” at 
home and that parents are not doing their 
jobs of parenting, and further, “just don’t 
care.” 

All of the experiences that you talk 
to them in between the car and going 
into a store . . . are we so busy? Or 
are we lacking the skills? Or is it 
even important? Or are we just too 
tired? Or whatever the situation is…
it’s that the kids have not been talked 
with. We [teachers] realize there are 
parents who are just flat out not do-

ing it. They just don’t care, that’s 
just not a priority. A huge amount of 
parents I think just don’t know 
how...  

 Among both teachers and parents, 
there is a clear division of families who have 
lived and worked in the community for a 
significant amount of time compared to fam-
ilies who have moved to the area within the 
past few years. As these parents and teachers 
struggle to maintain their middle class val-
ues surrounding education, parenting, and 
economic success, they perceive families 
coming from lower socioeconomic status 
and different ethnic and cultural values as 
deficit and not “doing their part” in partici-
pating in the overall care for children in the 
community. Nonetheless, having these con-
versations that are often uncomfortable for 
many prominent people in the community 
still acknowledges the power in translational 
research. In no way is this work easy or fin-
ished, or even scratches the surface of the 
effects of dominant values on marginalized 
groups; however, recognizing power rela-
tions that influence the impact of this initia-
tive and beyond creates opportunities to 
begin thinking together about how we work 
together. 

 

Community Access to Schools and Feel-
ings of Isolation  

Every focus group expressed the de-
sire to find a cohesive way in providing ser-
vices across schools and organizations. All 
community organizations discussed feeling 
“shut out” from schools in terms of physi-
cally not being allowed in schools, or a 
“disconnect” in how information is shared 
(or is not being shared) between organiza-
tions and schools. All groups felt that 
schools had the best access and insight to 
children and families, and they want to be 
supportive within the schools themselves.  

Although community members ex-
pressed their best intentions of a cohesive 
community as the area continues to grow, 
conversations also addressed literal segrega-
tion into different neighborhoods, across 
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highway lines, and even into separate racial 
and ethnic enclaves. This also occurs within 
community organizations, as there are cer-
tain unintentional circumstances that sepa-
rate collaboration and communication 
(mental health, religion in schools, involve-
ment in extracurricular sports, etc.). Almost 
all focus groups talked about this in one way 
or another. This participant particularly dis-
cusses how the community is geographically 
separated and how it is necessary to have 
services reach all neighborhoods in the com-
munity and make sure resources support 
what families need: 

There’s [sic] a couple of apartment 
complexes that are almost exclusively 
Hispanic and so what we’ve done is 
said well, okay, that’s where you all 
live. I think one of the things that we 
need to do is then say okay if they are 
living there, then what are we going 
to do to reach into that group and 
what are we going to provide commu-
nity service around them so that it 
doesn’t become segregated? I think 
that’s one of the things that we have 
to address  

 Demographically, the community is 
changing and new ethnic and racial groups 
are moving into the area. As a result, one 
participant acknowledges that there is a ma-
jority group in the community and anyone 
else may very literally be geographically and 
socially segregated. 

There’s a group that seems to have 
the in, and then I would say if you 
are part of an ethnic group that isn’t 
the majority, you probably aren’t 
fitting in. One of the things I talked 
to the mayor a couple of times about 
was how we’ve almost created…[a] 
kind of ghetto… 

 Another participant expressed her 
feelings of segregation of mental health ser-
vices from schools. As a result, students, 
families, and teachers do not have access to 
services that could be very beneficial for all. 

I have a lot of experience in the 
school settings providing mental 
health services and no matter what 
district I’m in, there just is a lack of 
services. There’s so much need and 
not enough service provision. Our 
families just don’t know how to ac-
cess services or teachers don’t know 
how to access services. 

 This participant suggests the need for 
connections among and between the com-
munity and schools in order to fully meet the 
needs of the community:  

We have a student that’s bulimic, 
who was suicidal, she was cutting, 
but mom doesn’t want the school to 
know because they’re an upstanding 
family in the community. If the 
school knows then people that know 
her family know…but if we just 
don’t have that connection…the 
school doesn’t even know what’s 
going on because there’s all of this 
hidden stuff and we’re not equipped. 

It is precisely these tensions and con-
tradictions that exist within a community 
that perceives itself as both cohesive and 
unified. At the same time, community mem-
bers acknowledge segregation and stratifica-
tion. Therefore, translational research lends 
itself to committing and working through 
personal ethical and moral commitments. 
Indeed, translational research challenges 
complicity in power and marginalization, 
and acknowledges the tensions and contra-
dictions of maintaining traditional values in 
a primarily White, affluent community. 
However, as researchers, the opportunities 
for generative conversations that influence 
change are infinite because community part-
ners came to us in recognition of the need to 
address these issues and nurture the well-
being of the entire community’s children. 
Thus, we move into an alternative approach 
to current research that embraces the uncom-
fortable, conflicting, contradictory dialogue 
in order to move toward “catalytic re-
search” (Rosario, St. John, Murthadha-
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Watts, & Medina, 1999) of what is yet to 
come. 

 
Moving Forward: Catalytic Change and  
Lessons Learned (and Still Learning) 

 
 At the end of the first stage of this 

collaborative research project, we end with a 
mutual commitment to learning, people, 
teaching, and work. As we acknowledge the 
power imbalances that interfere with equita-
ble outcomes of collaborative research, we 
have drawn upon the expertise of the com-
munity as opposed to university researchers. 
In this initiative, our intent is to be transpar-
ent in our approach to cross-cultural work, 
which challenges privileged perspectives 
around issues of power and marginalization 
of underrepresented groups in the communi-
ty and having these difficult conversations 
with initiative partners. Cross-cultural work 
indicates the need for further collaboration 
with members of the community who did 
not participate in the first stage of this initia-
tive and who may offer more diverse per-
spectives. Furthermore, it is important for 
schools to address how particular policies 
segregate and isolate community organiza-
tions that could support the well-being of 
children (e.g., mental health organizations 
and faith-based organizations are unable to 
work within the school setting).  

 Although we have disagreed and we have 
argued, we are still working through these 
power relations in an effort to keep the chil-
dren of the community at the forefront of the 
initiative. For example, community members 
suggested monthly town halls to be imple-
mented on Saturday mornings to continue the 
conversation around this initiative, but to 
change locations in an effort to recognize oth-
er organizations in the community. What re-
mains to be seen is now that we have un-
earthed our ethical commitments, as educa-
tors, as parents, and as invested community 
members, what are we willing to compro-
mise? As educational researchers, we know 
what we are not willing to compromise: 1) 
the need for future, equitable collaboration 
and transparency among all partners, parents, 
and educators that specifically address com-

munity members who are not represented in 
our initial focus groups and meetings; 2) cul-
tural competency as integral for educators, 
students, families, and the well-being of the 
entire community; and 3) the development of 
an accessible, comprehensive, community-
wide resource that advocates for and assists 
families in the community (particularly men-
tal health services within the school, as cur-
rently none exist).  

Finally, “catalytic research” serves us 
well as a descriptor of the research we’ve 
taken up in regard to child well-being in this 
community. Our initial intention began in 
providing a space for community activists, 
educators, and scholars to come to the table 
with us. We entered into dialogue, compro-
mised and identified issues we would not 
compromise, and agreed to work toward un-
derstanding and developing ways in which 
to better meet the development and well-
being of children. Of course what happens 
next is complicated, emergent, not guaran-
teed and, further, perhaps troubling—the 
questions is: Can we continue to move be-
yond those uncomfortable spaces into gener-
ative ones? Can we hold to our commitment 
to work with one another? Indeed, as we 
transition into the next phase of this work, 
we offer the words of a community member 
and educator who embodies the commitment 
that we, as community-based researchers 
need to work together, rethink, and reflect 
on our practices:  

I think you know our schools do a 
great job and I think this place is a 
nice place to raise a family. I think 
our challenge is how do we get a 
community that is primarily white 
and primarily affluent to care as a 
community about this? I think that is 
a struggle. We’re pretty one tone in 
this community in that we are pretty 
well to do. We’re in our own little 
world…I think that is a challenge to 
get your culture and your schools 
and your culture in your city to be 
geared towards you make[ing] sure 
that everybody else is doing ok too? 
We live in a great place. How, in a 
place where we have literally what-
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ever we want, do we try to make sure 
that other people can get by? 
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There are many arguments in favor 
of incorporating service-learning into the 
classroom (Jacoby, 1996; Boss, 1994; 
Tucker & McCarthy, 2001; Eyler & Giles, 
1999; Eyler, Giles, Stenson, & Gray, 2001), 
and we assert another important, yet not 
currently recognized, benefit is that service-
learning can change the brain. Proponents 
of service-learning advocate for its use be-
cause it helps students learn (Astin, Vo-
gelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; Steinke & 
Buresch, 2002; Eyler, 2000).  

Based on research into brain-based 
learning, we assert that experiencing ser-
vice-learning in an academic setting creates 
conditions that can lead to changes in the 
learner’s brain. We provide support for this 
assertion from research in the neuroscience 
field and make suggestions of how we 
might increase learning by explicitly apply-
ing concepts from these areas of study. 
There appears to be some agreement that 
“Whatever learning is or is not (and the de-
bate continues despite the wealth of litera-
ture in the area) it involves some kind of 
change in the brain of the person doing the 
learning…” (Baldwin, 2006, p. 203). We 
searched the EBSCO database, including all 
discipline categories, for the terms “service-

learning” and “brain” and found only two 
publications that link service-learning with 
brain-based learning: an article about the 
use of service-learning in an undergraduate 
language development course (Nwokah & 
Leafblad, 2013), and a magazine story titled 
“Service Learning Stimulates the Brain.” 
This article will be the first to examine 
brain-based learning as an explanation for 
the impacts often seen in service-learning 
courses.  

Service-learning has been shown to 
have a positive effect on academic perfor-
mance, values, self-efficacy, leadership, 
choice of a service career, and plans to par-
ticipate in service after college (Astin, et 
al., 2000). However, even though students 
report an increase in learning when they 
participate in service-learning (Steinke & Bu-
resch, 2002), objective measures have failed to 
provide conclusive support for the claim that 
service-learning promotes improved course ma-
terial learning over alternative assignments. 
Eyler (2000) notes “Intellectual outcomes—
knowledge, cognitive development, problem-
solving skills, and transfer of learning—are at 
the heart of the school and college mission 
and yet we know relatively little about how 
they are affected by service-learning” (p. 
11). 
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Service-learning can also provide 
students with a transformative learning ex-
perience. According to Mezirow (1991), the 
transformational learning process consists 
of encountering a dilemma, making mean-
ing, and achieving a transformative insight 
that results in changes in real-life behavior. 
Like service-learning, transformative learn-
ing requires the process of critical reflection 
to work through our assumptions and be-
liefs (Cranton, 1994). When students are 
put into new environments working with 
people unlike themselves, this same critical 
reflection is required to learn from the ex-
perience. We expect that students will learn 
and also change through their service-
learning experience. Cranton’s (1992) 
framework describes three types of change: 
Transformative learning can result in a 
change in assumptions, a change in per-
spective, and a change in behavior 
(Cranton, 1994), much like we can see in 
service-learning courses. 

Given that attempts to document the 
connection between service-learning and 
course material learning have not always 
yielded the evidence to support this claim, 
another approach to studying learning may 
be more appropriate (Herbert & Hauf, 
2015). Deeley notes (2010, p. 50), “There is 
no satisfactory explanation in the service-
learning literature of how students’ trans-
formation occurs.” Zull (2002) was one of 
the first in higher education professional 
development to define learning in his book 
as “The Art of Changing the Brain.” If the 
service-learning community takes their lead 
from the neuroscience community and rede-
fines learning as actually changing the con-
nections in the brain, we may be able to ex-
plain its effectiveness.  

Service-learning is a type of experi-
ential learning where students not only 
learn concepts from their courses, but also 
learn about applying these concepts to 
themselves and their communities (Astin et 
al, 2000). In his work on the experiential 
learning model, David Kolb describes 
learning as “…the process by which 
knowledge is created through transfor-

mation of experience” (p. 26) and can be 
measured through behaviors, cognitions, 
and emotions (Kolb, 1984). Service-
learning provides an experience where stu-
dents create knowledge and actually change 
their brains. 

Neuroscientists agree that learning 
changes the physical structure of the brain 
in a way that organizes and reorganizes the 
brain (Bransford, Brown, Cocking, Do-
novan, & Pellegrino, 2000.) These changes 
are dependent on experience. Bransford et 
al. (2000) note, “The functional organiza-
tion of the brain and the mind depends on 
and benefits positively from experience. 
Development is not merely a biologically 
driven unfolding process, but also an active 
process that derives essential information 
from experience” (p. 126). We assert that 
students who participate in service-learning 
experience an interaction with the commu-
nity and reflect on that interaction in a way 
that helps them learn. Nwokah & Leafblad 
(2013, p. 70) describe brain-based learning 
as “… the ability to make and change neu-
ronal connections when knowledge is ac-
quired through real-life situations and using 
multiple senses.” Service-learning can take 
students into new environments and provide 
opportunities to meet new people who are 
not like them. These new experiences often 
make a lasting impression that stays with a 
student long after the class is gone. Why 
does that happen? We assert that it is the 
result of brain-based learning and the biolo-
gy of the brain. 

 
Biology of the Brain 

 
Brain imaging technology has al-

lowed researchers to identify which part of 
the brain is active when a person is engaged 
in different types of tasks. Zull (2002) bases 
his discussion of the brain’s learning pro-
cess in the work of Kolb’s (1984) experien-
tial model of learning, and discusses how 
the different parts of the brain are related to 
the model. We can see how the brain was 
created for learning (Zull, 2002) and, as in-
structors, we can use this information to 
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redesign our classes and revisit our peda-
gogies. Table 1 shows how Moffett and 
Fleisher (2013) provide a clear vision of the 
relationship between the two in their discus-
sion of matching the neurobiology of learn-
ing with teaching strategies. 

More specifically, Schreiner, 
Rothenberger, and Sholtz (2013) describe 
four primary areas of the brain that serve 
major functions and interact with each other 
in learning. First, the brainstem is found in 
the back of the brain. This is where we be-
come aware of what is going on in the 
world through our senses. Second, the inte-
rior limbic area including the hippocampus 
is where memory and meaning begin. With 
an emotional connection to what we have 
sensed, repeated experience, and sustained 
attention, this part of the brain supports 
comprehension and connection to previous 
knowledge. However, the hippocampus has 
limits on how much information it can hold; 
15-minute chunks of information seem to 
be the limit (Jensen, 2010). Third, the pre-
frontal cortex in the front of the brain is 
where executive functions such as creating, 
higher-order thinking, creativity, and prob-
lem-solving occur. We hope that our stu-
dents pay attention to what we present, con-
nect the sensory data to what they already 

know, and move to this part of the brain 
where the real work gets done. The final 
area is the cerebellum, which is the motor 
area of the brain. This part of the brain con-
trols writing and speaking and allows the 
internal processes of the brain to be trans-
mitted back to the outside world.  

 
Service-learning and the Brain 
 
There are several key neuroscience 

implications for the classroom that are al-
ready incorporated into most forms of ser-
vice-learning. Nwokah and Leafblad (2013) 
provide a specific example of how brain-
based learning concepts can help to explain 
the impact of service-learning in their lan-
guage development course (see Table 2). In 
this example, undergraduate students inter-
acted with homeless and low-income chil-
dren as part of a service-learning compo-
nent of the class. Students completed a sur-
vey and questionnaires, completed reflec-
tion journals, and participated in small 
group discussions as part of the experience. 
The instructors analyzed this data in light of 
what we know about brain-based learning 
and concluded that students benefited from 
multisensory experiences and related prob-
lem solving, changes in their attitudes and 

Table 1.  
 
Learning Cycles and Brain Activity 
 

 

Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984) Processed by this Part of the Brain 
(Zull, 2002) 

Concrete Experience 
  

Sensory Cortex 

Reflective Observation 
  

Integrative Cortex at the Back 

Creating New Abstract Hypotheses Frontal Integrative Cortex 
  

Active Testing 
 

Motor Brain 
 

Source: Moffett & Fleisher (2013), p. 126.  
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be-liefs, application of classroom infor-
mation and related learning, and emotional 
learning (Nwokah & Leafblad, 2013). This 
study shows that this service-learning expe-
rience supported several aspects of brain-
based learning. Students reported vivid im-
ages and memories as a result of their expe-
riences working with the children. This type 
of multisensory experience is very difficult 
to create in a classroom. Second, students 
were challenged by the children in ways 
that required immediate problem-solving 
responses that involved both the frontal in-
tegrative cortex and the motor cortex. 
Again, it is difficult to create a classroom 
experience that can show the immediate 
impact of a student’s decisions and can cre-
ate the emotions experienced by these stu-
dents when they interacted with the chil-
dren. The authors note that, “This study 
provided evidence that service learning is 
one of the best ways of enhancing brain-
based learning by arranging for “hands-on” 
experiences in a real-life setting with novel 
and often-unexpected events requiring im-
mediate solutions” (p. 92).  

Another example of how brain-
based learning concepts support experien-
tial learning is found in the Universal De-
sign for Learning (UDL) guidelines for cur-
riculum design (CAST, 2011; Vitelli, 
2015). UDL recommends that educators use 
flexible pedagogical approaches to address 
the needs of learners, specifically because 
learning approaches and styles vary widely 
(CAST, 2011). UDL uses three principles 
based on neuroscience research to guide 
pedagogical design: 1) Provide multiple 
means of representation (the “what” of 
learning); 2) Provide multiple means of ac-
tion and expression (the “how” of learning); 
and 3) Provide multiple means of engage-
ment (the “why” of learning). These princi-
ples are based on the assumption that learn-
ers differ in how they perceive, compre-
hend, and experience learning. Each princi-
ple is further described by three guidelines 
for implementation. The first principle, pro-
vide multiple means of representation, can 
be implemented by Guideline 1: Providing 

options for perception; Guideline 2: Provid-
ing options for language, mathematical ex-
pressions, and symbols; and Guideline 3: 
Providing options for comprehension. The 
second principle, provide multiple means of 
action and expression, can be implemented 
by Guideline 4: Providing options for phys-
ical action; Guideline 5: Providing options 
for communication and expression; and 
Guideline 6: Providing options for execu-
tive functions. The third principle, provide 
multiple means of engagement, can be im-
plemented by Guideline 7: Providing op-
tions for recruiting interest; Guideline 8: 
Providing options for sustaining effort and 
persistence; and Guideline 9: Providing op-
tions for self-regulation. Service-learning 
specifically addresses these three principles 
in providing multiple learning opportunities 
throughout the service-learning experience. 
Diverse learners engage with the service-
learning experience, and then reflect on that 
experience in their own unique way. 

 In the following section we identify 
specific concepts from brain-based educa-
tion that can be applied to enhance learning 
in any service-learning course. 

 
Movement Enhances Learning 

and Memory 
 

We know that brains use cognition, 
control, fear, and pleasure to survive and 
that there is a relationship between pleasure 
and movement such that activity in the 
movement centers of the brain also gener-
ates pleasure (Zull, 2002). This action may 
take the form of physical action, anticipa-
tion of movement, or imagined movement, 
including progress toward a goal. One of 
the guiding principles of UDL is to provide 
options for physical action (CAST, 2011; 
Vitelli, 2015). Sousa (2010) notes that one 
reason brain research is so relevant for 
teaching and learning is that it tells us that 
movement enhances learning and memory 
(Jensen, 2008; Radin, 2009). Movement can 
mean physical movement such as moving 
around the room, or even moving out of the 
classroom to learn from and work with a 
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community partner. Movement can be relat-
ed to being actively engaged in learning 
(active learning). Movement can also be 
more cognitive than physical such as when 
we perceive movement toward accomplish-
ing a goal. Fischer (2009, p. 5) goes so far 
as to say “knowledge is based in activity.”  

Why is movement helpful for learn-
ing? There is a connection between move-
ment and happiness. “We get enjoyment 
and satisfaction through anticipation of 
movement and imagined movement” (Zull, 
2002, p. 62). Csikszentmihalyi (1990) ar-
gues that movement contributes to a sense 
of well-being and makes optimal experi-
ence possible. Movement can go beyond 

physical experience, including progress to-
ward a goal or stories that lead our minds to 
a goal. When we want to see something 
happen, we are curious about what will hap-
pen. This anticipated movement can also be 
satisfying.  

Service-learning takes students out 
of the classroom and into the community. 
Students are actively involved with the 
community partner in a project that often 
has a designated goal of serving the organi-
zation’s mission. In addition, the communi-
ty partner may engage in work that is mean-
ingful to the student and consistent with the 
student’s values. Kenworthy (2010) uses 
service-learning in a negotiations class 

Table 2.  
 
Application of Brain-Based Learning Concepts in Service-Learning 

  

Concept from Neuroscience Application in Service-Learning 

Movement enhances learning and memory   

Active Learning Collaborate with the community partner in a 
service project 

Physical movement Go out into the community 

Movement toward a goal Meet learning goals with service; accom-
plish service goals 

Emotional engagement   

Positive Emotions Positive experience with their classmates 
and the class material 

Emotional engagement in the service Positive experiences with the community – 
feel good about helping 

Reflection on emotions Process emotional reactions to the service 
and the partner through reflection 

Emotional connection to material Developed through active participation in 
service and reflection on the link to the ma-
terial 

Multiple contexts Classroom, partner, community 

Multiple senses See, hear, smell, touch in the multiple con-
texts 

Builds on previous learning Pre-reflection to connect to previous experi-
ence 

Create structures for learning Reflection activities and other assignments 
that provide students with an opportunity to 
process their service-learning experience 
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where the student teams are formed based 
on common student interest in a community 
issue. Working toward that goal provides a 
sense of meaning and purpose, leading to a 
sense of accomplishment when goals are 
attained. In a class on change management, 
(Sigler, 2006) student groups identified a 
community need that they wanted to ad-
dress with their service-learning project and 
then created a specific mission statement 
that described their goals. They selected a 
community partner whose mission fit with 
the team goal described in the mission 
statement. One of the UDL guidelines is to 
provide options for executive functions in-
cluding goal-setting and self-monitoring 
(CAST, 2011; Vitelli, 2015). Pre-reflection 
and reflection during and after a service-
learning project can help students to set 
goals and monitor their progress toward 
those goals (Roebuck, Sigler, & Tyran, 
2006). They may develop goals related to 
the specific course or community partner, 
or they may start working toward policy or 
community-level goals that can impact the 
larger society. 

 
Emotional Engagement Enhances Learn-
ing 

There is growing evidence that emo-
tion has a significant influence on learning. 
Social and affective neuroscience are re-
vealing more clearly than ever before the 
interdependence of cognition and emotion 
in the brain and the importance of emotion 
in guiding successful learning (Immordino-
Yang & Faeth, 2010). LeDoux (1997) ex-
plains it this way: “A purely cognitive view 
of the mind, one that overlooks the role of 
emotions, simply won’t do” (p. 200). Emo-
tion is a critical piece of the thinking pro-
cess; it is not a separate process (Felten, 
Gilchrist, & Darby, 2006). “While neuro-
logical networks shape the initial physio-
logical experience of emotions, individuals 
reflect on, make sense of, and learn from 
their emotions through the cognitive ap-
praisal process” (Felten et al., p. 41). 

When students experience positive 
emotions, they are more open to learning 

because to learn something is to have emo-
tional success (Hodges, 2010). Judy Willis 
(2010) explains the importance of what she 
labels “joyful learning.” The reticular acti-
vating system (RAS) is the first filter for the 
brain’s sensory input system. All sensory 
input must pass through this network of 
cells before it can be received by the reflec-
tive cognitive brain. If a student feels stress 
or fear, the RAS sends the signal of a threat 
to the lower reactive brain where the invol-
untary responses are flight, freeze, or fight 
(Raz & Buhle, 2006). The content of the 
lesson never makes it to the cognitive, 
thinking part of the brain. However, if the 
student perceives novelty or the change as-
sociated with pleasure or with content that 
arouses curiosity, the RAS sends these posi-
tive signals directly to the thinking brain 
where students learn. Minimizing threats is 
one way that UDL provides multiple means 
of engagement; student engagement will 
increase when threat is absent (CAST, 
2011; Vitelli, 2015). Thus “joyful learning” 
is that which evokes feelings of novelty, 
change, or curiosity and that lead to suc-
cessful learning (Willis, 2010). If we pro-
vide students with an achievable challenge 
so they can see movement toward a goal, 
they will want to keep learning and experi-
encing the positive emotion of the success-
ful movement. They will want to keep 
learning.  

Part of the transformative learning 
experience discussed by Mezirow (1991) 
includes the experience of a disorienting 
dilemma. Because this disorienting experi-
ence can generate anxiety, transformational 
learning is more likely in environments per-
ceived as safe (Mezirow, 1991). Kolb and 
Kolb (2005) suggest that safety is created 
by fostering a supportive environment 
through social inclusion, honoring differing 
experiences, and combining challenge and 
support. Students are more likely to be able 
to learn in a stressful situation if they have 
the support of others to help them through 
the experience. 

The importance of engaging in 
meaningful work—feeling a sense of pur-
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pose in tasks related to learning—has been 
established by many researchers 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; McGregor & Lit-
tle, 1998; Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci, 2009; 
Pink, 2009). Emotional engagement is criti-
cal in learning as it relates to changing the 
brain. With emotion comes passion and 
meaning, which makes the changes in the 
brain much more impactful (Zull, 2002). 
We can explain why this happens if we un-
derstand the role of dopamine in influenc-
ing behavior (Willis, 2010). According to 
Willis (2010), dopamine is one of many 
neurotransmitters that carry information 
across the branches of the brain. More do-
pamine is released when one’s prediction 
(choice, decision, answer) is correct and 
less dopamine when the brain becomes 
aware of a mistake. If a student action or 
response is correct, the dopamine reward 
reinforces the memory of the information, 
the brain favors and repeats actions that re-
lease more dopamine so the involved neural 
memory circuit becomes stronger and is 
favored when making similar future choic-
es. If the response is wrong, then a drop in 
dopamine results in unpleasantness and the 
brain tries to avoid repeating the mistake 
(Willis, 2010, p. 54). Engaging students in 
learning activities that result in greater do-
pamine release will likely get them to re-
spond with pleasure and increase focus, 
memory, and motivation (Storm & Tecott, 
2005). 

Service-learning engages the emo-
tions of students in numerous ways. Stu-
dents may be emotionally impacted by the 
realities of the community issues and com-
munity members they encounter. They may 
be inspired by the spirit and dedication of 
their community partners (Hein & Singer, 
2008). Zull (2002) suggests that we need to 
“…give students the kind of experiences 
that would produce dreams—experiences 
that engage their emotions…” (p. 169). 
They may feel good about the service they 
provide and they may feel a sense of 
achievement when they are able to learn 
and apply the concepts from their courses. 
The organization’s purpose may be mean-

ingful to them, and this sense of purpose 
provides energy to commit to their learning 
and their work (Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). 
They may have a positive reaction to the 
class because of the opportunity to partici-
pate in a service-learning project that pro-
vides them with these opportunities.  

Deeley (2010) conducted a qualita-
tive study (interviews and focus groups) 
with a small group of undergraduate stu-
dents in Glasgow, Scotland, who participat-
ed in service-learning as part of a public 
policy course. The service took place in a 
variety of community organizations that 
provide social services. The strong emo-
tional reactions that students experienced 
played a key role in their personal transfor-
mation.  

Service-learning also provides stu-
dents with opportunities to reflect on the 
emotions that come out of their experienc-
es. They are able to process the emotional 
reactions they have in response to the ser-
vice, the community, and their experience, 
and to receive feedback from the instructor 
who is facilitating their learning. Felten et 
al. (2006) go so far as to suggest that we 
redefine reflection in service-learning as 
“…a process involving the interplay of 
emotion and cognition in which people 
(students, teachers, and community part-
ners) intentionally connect service experi-
ences with academic learning objec-
tives…” (p. 42). Understanding the connec-
tion between brain chemistry and experi-
ence provides additional support for Fel-
ten’s argument. 

Service-learning can also foster an 
emotional connection to material. When 
students actively engage in the concepts 
they are learning and apply them to their 
experiences (active learning), an emotional 
connection is created. Often students are 
allowed to choose or find their own com-
munity partner organizations. Letting stu-
dents participate in the selection process 
allows them to choose projects that relate to 
their lives and interests (Immordino-Yang 
& Faeth, 2010). Optimizing individual 
choice and autonomy is also one of the 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 2 

23 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

guidelines for UDL (CAST, 2011; Vitelli, 
2015). Instructors need to perfect the art of 
selling the importance of the concepts we 
teach because we know students learn and 
internalize things that are important to them 
(Zull, 2002). Plasticity in the brain probably 
depends more on signals from the emotion-
al centers about importance than it does on 
new sensory input (Zull, 2002). 

 
Prior Knowledge is the Beginning of New 
Knowledge 

Students arrive in our classrooms 
with massive amounts of prior knowledge. 
Everything they have learned prior to enter-
ing the class has physically changed their 
brain and created physical networks that are 
strong. This prior knowledge is always the 
beginning of new knowledge (Zull, 2002, p. 
93). Part of the art of changing the brain is 
recognizing the existing neural networks in 
a learner and then inventing ways for her to 
use them. We continually add new experi-
ences to our old ones. Experiential activities 
like service-learning help students connect 
course material to themselves and to their 
concrete experiences (Cherney, 2008). The 
concrete and often shared experiences that 
are created through service-learning pro-
jects enhance student learning. 

One important element about the 
brain that has arisen from recent research is 
the concept of plasticity. This means that 
the brain is constantly changing and reor-
ganizing itself (Doidge, 2007). Zull (2002) 
recognizes that plasticity depends more on 
internal signals from the brain indicating 
importance and emotional satisfaction than 
from direct sensory signals. The implication 
of this point is that teachers should enable 
students to build on what they can already 
do (Freeman & Wash, 2013). Changes in 
synapses occur depending on how much 
they are used and how important the signals 
are (Zull, 2002, p. 114). 

When new information is recog-
nized as related to prior knowledge, learn-
ing extends beyond the domain in which it 
occurred. It is available through transfer to 
create new predictions and solutions to 

problems in other areas (Willis, 2010). 
Thus, knowledge accessed this way is re-
tained to apply in other situations, such as 
tests and assignments. 

Service-learning can help students 
connect the new experience to previous ex-
perience. Pre-reflection can help them to 
identify what they might already know 
about the project, community, or mission or 
how it relates to their lives. If students have 
been given the opportunity to choose their 
project or partner, they may be able to ex-
plain the connection or the reason they 
chose the project, the reason this specific 
partner was important to them, and/or the 
emotional attachment they feel to the organ-
ization as it relates to their values 
(McGregor & Little, 1998). Reflection as-
signments throughout the project might ask 
students to write about how their observa-
tions or experiences connect to their past 
experiences. Students may also be asked to 
reflect on what personal experiences, skills, 
or gifts they brought to the class and project 
before learning the course concepts. 

 
Learning is Enhanced Across Multiple 
Contexts and Multiple Senses 

Traditional classrooms assume that 
learning takes place during class time, study 
time, and homework time. Service-learning 
intentionally extends the learning environ-
ment to the community. Students are learn-
ing in their community, through interactions 
with community partners and clients, per-
haps visiting new neighborhoods, experi-
encing cultures different from their own—
all of which create a learning environment 
dramatically different than a classroom. In 
reality “given that so few hours are spent 
there [in the classroom] in the higher educa-
tion context, none could argue that learning 
takes place only at that time and in that 
place and in the presence of an educator. 
Instead, whatever learning does or does not 
happen in the brains of our learner’s takes 
place outside the classroom” (Baldwin, 
2006, p. 203). Service-learning incorporates 
some of the concepts of the flipped class-
room (Bergmann & Sams, 2012) where 
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concepts learned from assigned materials 
are applied and explored in the community. 
Class time can be spent reflecting on the 
service-learning experience and connecting 
the experience to the course content. 

One important outcome of student 
learning is the ability to transfer what has 
been learned to a new context. While there 
are many ways to increase the likelihood of 
transfer of learning, service-learning helps 
students learn across multiple contexts. Re-
search indicates that knowledge that is 
taught in only a single context is less likely 
to support flexible transfer than knowledge 
that is taught in multiple contexts 
(Bransford et al., 2000). Students are ex-
posed to and reflecting upon course con-
cepts in the classroom, in their team meet-
ings, and in the community. They may be 
working in a community organization and 
interacting with community members who 
are clients of the partner organizations. En-
gagement with course concepts in real time 
or through reflection helps students learn 
across multiple contexts in a way that will 
help them transfer the learning to new con-
texts. 

Student learning is enhanced when 
multiple senses are engaged. Not only do 
multiple inputs strengthen the concept 
learning, but they make it easier to access 
later because more areas of the brain are 
stimulated, and duplicated storage of infor-
mation means more successful recall 
(Willis, 2010). One of the key principles of 
UDL is to provide multiple means of repre-
sentation (CAST, 2011; Vitelli, 2015). Each 
sensory organ has a separate storage area in 
the brain and there are also areas of the 
brain that get input from multiple senses. 
These areas where multiple senses converge 
are where the information is integrated into 
a complete picture. Approaching a new 
concept from multiple angles strengthens 
the overall understanding because it helps 
students to see patterns (Hodges, 2010).  

For example, Zull (2011) suggests 
that we give students opportunities to have 
concrete experiences such as field trips, in-
ternships, research projects, hands-on expe-

riences, collaboration, role playing, and oth-
er active learning approaches. “One of the 
most important and powerful aspects of ex-
periential learning is that the images in our 
brain come from the experience itself. 
These are the richer images. They contain 
data from all of the senses at once; they are 
sense-luscious…” (p. 145) and we are more 
likely to trust our own experience than ex-
periences we hear about second-hand. 

Service-learning is a form of active 
learning where students are engaging with 
multiple senses. When they work in the 
community, they see the work of their part-
ner, they feel the touch of the people or 
places they work, they hear the experiences 
of the partners, their clients, and other stu-
dents who are experiencing the service, 
they smell the outdoors when they move 
between locations, and the smells of the ser-
vice location become part of the experience. 
They may even experience new tastes as 
part of their experience. 

 
Learning Is Enhanced When Students 
Have Time 

The brain receives sensory input 
from multiple senses in multiple contexts. 
Students go to class, read their textbooks, 
engage in active learning, and work on ap-
plying concepts through homework and 
projects. They receive large amounts of 
sensory information quickly, but the inte-
gration of all that information into a com-
plete picture is much slower (Hodges, 
2010). It takes time to get all of the sensory 
input from an experience integrated and to 
see the full meaning of our experience. We 
have to think about things (reflect) and ex-
amine the images in our memory 
(observation) before we are able to fully 
process our learning.  

Reflection assignments help stu-
dents process all of the sensory information 
they experience through their service-
learning and are thus most effective for 
learning. Reflection, as it is used in service-
learning, requires students to find that space 
and time to reflect on their experiences and 
to integrate it into their current knowledge 
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structures in a way that makes sense to 
them. Reflection takes time because the 
process involves the brain literally search-
ing for connections between new experi-
ence and past learning (Zull, 2002). “The 
functions of the back cortex all work to-
gether to produce comprehension. The inte-
gration of what with where, emotion with 
fact, big picture with precise detail, symbol-
ic language with prosodic language, and 
language with image, all play their part on 
the development of deep understanding by 
the learner. All of this takes time” (Zull, 
2002, p. 162). 

Reflection in service-learning can 
occur before the service, during the service, 
and after the service is completed. The mul-
tiple step reflection process requires the stu-
dents to focus on their experiences and 
make sense of their learning all throughout 
the process. 

 
How to Improve the Learning in  

Service-Learning 
 
 Research into brain-based learning 
provides additional suggestions for instruc-
tors who are trying to create changes in 
their students’ brains. Instructors should 
consider how they might capitalize on the 
benefits of social learning, arouse curiosity 
in their students, emotionally engage stu-
dents in their projects, and incorporate fre-
quent formative assessment and feedback. 
Our suggestions are as follows: 

 
Capitalize on the Benefits of Social 
Learning 

Learning does not occur in isolation. 
People learn a great deal from their social 
interactions because the brain has built-in 
mechanisms that help us learn by imitation. 
First, teachers should model the behaviors 
they want students to emulate. Another im-
portant aspect of social learning is group 
learning. Neurologically, we are wired with 
shared attention mechanisms. Using teams 
in the classroom and in the service-learning 
is an effective tool for improving learning 
(Hodges, 2010). 

Curiosity Entices the Brain 
As noted earlier, all sensory infor-

mation passes first through a network of 
cells in the brain, the reticular activating 
system (RAS) (Willis, 2010). However, not 
all bits of sensory information are selected 
to pass through the RAS. The RAS is most 
receptive to changes in the environment that 
are seen as threatening. When no threat ex-
ists, the RAS becomes receptive to novelty 
and change associated with pleasure and to 
input about things that arouse curiosity (Raz 
& Buhle, 2006). A service-learning project 
on its own may be enough of a novel ap-
proach to learning that students become in-
terested and pay attention to the details of 
the assignment. Another RAS strategy par-
ticularly applicable to service-learning is to 
engage students’ curiosity by asking them 
to make predictions. For example, predic-
tions about what they will experience at 
their service site, predications about how or 
when they will meet their goal, or predic-
tions about the projects that each communi-
ty partner might need completed. A novel 
experience has a greater chance of becom-
ing a long-term memory because students 
will be more likely to share their experience 
with others than a classroom experience 
that is like all of the others.  

 
Provide an Opportunity for Students to 
Engage Emotionally 

By using projects that are meaning-
ful to students with goals that provide stu-
dents with a sense of purpose, students will 
be more emotionally engaged. Along with 
this increased sense of purpose, students 
will feel more positive about themselves 
and their learning. The new connections in 
the brain are related to integrating cognitive 
and emotional experiences. By providing 
these unique opportunities to students, 
learning is enhanced. 

 
Incorporate Regular Feedback and Self-
Assessment  

Plasticity is the ability of neural net-
works to “extend, prune, reorganize, cor-
rect, or strengthen themselves based on ac-
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quiring new information, obtaining correc-
tive feedback, and recognizing associations 
between new and prior knowledge” (Willis, 
2010, p. 55). A key implication for teaching 
based on this discovery is the importance of 
assessment and feedback. Frequent forma-
tive assessment provides feedback to stu-
dents (and the brain) about how they are 
progressing toward their goals. If they are 
off track and not progressing, corrective 
feedback can help them get back on a 
course to make progress and thus experi-
ence pleasure.  

As noted earlier, we know that 
brains crave control and pleasure and use 
these tools (along with cognition and fear) 
to survive (Zull, 2002). Instructors should 
encourage students to set a goal at the be-
ginning of the project, class, or semester 
and create ways for them to examine their 
own performance and improve it. Progress 
toward the goal provides pleasure, and self-
assessment provides control over the learn-
ing process. Students must be interested in 
achieving the goal, and the goal must be 
realistic. Students should be motivated 
based on their learning and progress toward 
their goals. The instructor’s job is to help 
students set realistic, achievable but chal-
lenging goals, and then to experience some 
sense of success or progress toward the 
goal. Team members or peers can also pro-
vide support and feedback, thus reinforcing 
the importance of social learning. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Service-learning can be used across 
disciplines to change the student brain. Stu-
dents in service-learning courses engage in 
active learning, experience physical move-
ment completing their service, and experi-
ence movement toward accomplishing their 
learning and service goals. They may be-
come emotionally engaged with their com-
munity partner and the course concepts and 
reflect on their emotional response to the 
service-learning. Service-learning provides 
the opportunity for students to learn in mul-

tiple contexts and to engage multiple senses 
in their learning experiences, allowing them 
to learn consistent with their own learning 
style and approach. Structured service-
learning reflection activities help them see 
how their previous experience connects to 
their learning and help them to create a 
structure for integrating their new learning 
with their past experiences. Using service-
learning as a pedagogical approach actively 
stimulates learning through changing brain 
pathways. This is especially important for 
learners who learn best by being engaged in 
multiple neural networks. Applied and ex-
periential learning may lead to better learn-
ing progress for more learners when educa-
tors understand how service-learning 
changes the brain. 
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 BACKGROUND 
 

Most tertiary education organizations in 
Aotearoa, New Zealand, are situated in larger 
cities and provincial towns, although increas-
ingly, many of these institutions also offer edu-
cational programs in smaller and more remote 
settings. Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology1 is 
a large regional institute of technology with 
campuses in two provincial cities, delivering a 
broad range of vocational, technical, and pro-
fessional programs. In addition to programs 
taught from its urban campuses, the organiza-
tion has been delivering programs in more rural 
and remote areas for many years. An earlier 
study of barriers and enablers to study for stu-
dents studying away from our organization’s 
main campus found that students greatly appre-

ciated the opportunity to study close to home, 
were highly motivated to succeed, and appreci-
ated the close and supportive relationships with 
their tutors (Watt & Gardiner, 2016).  

The evaluation reported here focused 
on programs offered in Ōpōtiki, approximately 
a two-hour drive from the two main campuses. 
In making decisions about which programs to 
offer in this location, the institution worked 
closely with community organizations that re-
ported that many young people were leaving 
school without qualifications, and that many 
wanted to stay close to family, but needed to 
learn basic and job-related skills. The programs 
have been delivered in partnership with several 
Māori2 organizations and stakeholder groups 
including the local high school. They were cho-
sen to prepare local people to work in local em-
ployment, and also to re-engage youth. Further 

Abstract 
 

Tertiary vocational programs offered in a small remote town in Aotearoa, New Zealand, were delivered 
in partnership with indigenous community organizations and other stakeholders to prepare people for 
future regional developments in primary industries. An evaluation investigated the impact of these pro-
grams on students, their families, and the community. Qualitative interviews and focus groups were con-
ducted with staff, students, and community stakeholders. Student outcomes were high across all pro-
grams evaluated. Participants attributed the high success rate for students, the majority of whom were 
indigenous, to the strong relationships developed and fostered between community people, students, and 
teaching staff and to the relevance of the programs with clear links to the region’s economic develop-
ment goals. They emphasized the importance of educational pathways from school into tertiary educa-
tion. Tertiary study impacted not only the students, many of whom were previously disengaged from 
education, but also their extended families. The evaluation confirmed the value of partnering with com-
munities to deliver vocational education that meets their identified needs. 
  
 Keywords: vocational education, indigenous education, second chance education, community 
partnerships, educational evaluation   

EVALUATING VOCATIONAL TERTIARY EDUCATION  
PROGRAMS IN A SMALL REMOTE COMMUNITY IN  

AOTEAROA, NEW ZEALAND 

Heather Hamerton and Sharlene Henare 
Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology 

1Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology is a new institution in the Bay of Plenty, created in May 2016 from the mer-
ger of Bay of Plenty Polytechnic in Tauranga and Waiariki Institute of Technology in Rotorua. 
 
2Māori are the indigenous people of Aotearoa, New Zealand. 
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information about the changing nature of em-
ployment in Ōpōtiki is provided below. 

Delivery has differed for the various 
courses. For the most part, tutors have travelled 
from the main campuses to teach, with student 
support offered by local organizations. Block 
courses have also been offered, for example in 
horticulture, to ensure programs meet the needs 
of full-time employees in the kiwifruit industry. 

In the 2013 Census, 8,436 people re-
ported living in the Ōpōtiki district, of whom 
approximately 50% live in the town itself 
(www.stats.govt.nz). Approximately 60% of the 
population are Māori; unemployment is higher 
than the New Zealand average at 11% (Buchan 
& Wyatt, 2012). Age group profiles show a 
drop in numbers of young people aged 25-40, 
as many people leave the district for study and 
employment (www.stats.govt.nz). These trends 
are similar to those found in rural areas in other 
Western countries, such as the United Kingdom 
(Jamieson, 2000) and Australia (Hugo, 2002), 
with American researchers noting that follow-
ing the global recession in 2007-9, rural em-
ployment in the U.S.A. fell dramatically and 
has not yet recovered (https://
www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-
population/employment-education/rural-
employment-and-unemployment/).  

As in many rural areas, the local econo-
my in Ōpōtiki is mostly driven by primary in-
dustries like agriculture, horticulture, forestry, 
and fishing (Buchan & Wyatt, 2012). Both the 
median income for working-age people and the 
number of people with formal qualifications are 
lower than the national average 
(www.stats.govt.nz). 

Despite being classified as an area of 
high deprivation (Atkinson, Salmond, & 
Crampton, 2014), Ōpōtiki is a small town with 
big dreams. Local Māori are a majority share-
holder in a large aquaculture venture 8.5 km off 
the coast, which in 2016 began to produce mus-
sels and mussel spat in commercial quantities. 
To assist with the processing of mussels, the 
local authority plans to develop the local river 
mouth into a harbour with wharf and marina. 
Local and central government will finance this 
development (Ōpōtiki District Council, 2015). 
In the future, mussels will be brought ashore for 
processing in a plant to be built adjacent to the 
harbor. It is anticipated that from 2021, a large 
and growing volume of mussels will be able to 
be processed in Ōpōtiki. The council has esti-

mated that the harbor development project will 
create up to 450 new jobs, provide a seven-fold 
return on investment and indirectly result in 
improved social statistics for the district 
(Ōpōtiki District Council, 2015).  

These planned developments have im-
plications for education and training. The Bay 
of Plenty Tertiary Intentions Strategy 2014-
2019 (Bay of Connections, 2014a) notes the 
importance of delivering relevant trade and in-
dustry training locally in the Eastern Bay of 
Plenty, and of engaging “second-chance” learn-
ers in tertiary education. “Second chance” edu-
cation refers to alternatives to regular school 
that provide opportunities for people who did 
not complete school to re-engage in education 
(Ross & Gray, 2005; te Riele, 2000). Students 
drop out of school for a variety of reasons, 
sometimes because of personal or social cir-
cumstances, but also because of school-related 
factors (McGregor, Mills, te Riele, & Hayes, 
2015; Ross & Gray, 2005). School structures do 
not suit all students; indigenous students may 
be particularly disadvantaged (Ross & Gray, 
2005).  

In addition, the Māori Economic Devel-
opment Strategy (Bay of Connections, 2014b) 
calls for the alignment of training to regional 
market needs, a focus on pathways and transi-
tions from school into employment and train-
ing, and alignment of tertiary education provi-
sion with the needs of Māori organizations. In-
vestment in people generally and youth in par-
ticular is seen as vital to the region’s economic 
growth (Hudson & Diamond, 2014). Our insti-
tution has the opportunity to contribute to this 
development through providing educational 
opportunities that will assist in workforce de-
velopment toward expansion in horticulture, 
marine farming, and the harbor development.  

The New Zealand Tertiary Education 
Strategy 2014-2019 (Ministry of Education, 
2014) has “delivering skills for industry” (p. 9) 
as its first priority. The challenge for tertiary 
education providers is to ensure that students 
have access to skills that will lead to career op-
portunities. To support this priority, six voca-
tional pathways have been introduced with the 
goal of improving students’ ability to move 
through education and into employment (http://
youthguarantee.net.nz/vocational-pathways/the-
six-vocational-pathways/). However, as re-
searchers have pointed out, the pathways that 
young people follow between study and work 

http://www.stats.govt.nz
http://www.stats.govt.nz
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/employment-education/rural-employment-and-unemployment/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/employment-education/rural-employment-and-unemployment/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/employment-education/rural-employment-and-unemployment/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/employment-education/rural-employment-and-unemployment/
http://www.stats.govt.nz
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are very often complex and non-linear (Ross & 
Gray, 2005; te Riele, 2000). Students want to 
know that their chosen programmes of study 
will bring them good prospects of desirable em-
ployment, meaning that education must be de-
mand-driven rather than supply-driven (Watts, 
2009). In addition, because of the changing la-
bour market, job seekers need to actively man-
age their skills acquisition (Vaughan, Roberts, 
& Gardiner, 2006) and ensure they develop 
flexible and transferable skills such as social 
skills and confidence (McGregor et al., 2015; 
Ross & Gray, 2005). Very often they do this via 
non-linear or spiral pathways (Ross & Gray, 
2005). 

Changes have occurred rapidly in both 
education and employment, with knowledge 
increasingly available through technology; 
learners require skills in appraising the value of 
this readily available knowledge (Siemens, 
2005) and in transferring what they learn into 
the workplace (Eraut, 2004). However, educa-
tional institutions are not always connected with 
the workplaces their graduates will encounter, 
hence a call for better connections between 
these sectors (Fredman, 2013; Helms Jørgen-
sen, 2004). 

It is unlikely in such a rapidly changing 
world that formal education can provide all of 
the learning required for employment success. 
Increasingly, learning opportunities are being 
made available in workplaces, through such 
mechanisms as internships, work placements, 
and work-integrated learning (Billett, 2004; 
Cooper, Orrell, & Bowden, 2010; Guile & Grif-
fiths, 2001). Employers want graduates who are 
employable, work-ready, and able to engage in 
continuous skill development (Cooper et al., 
2010). 

Researchers have noted that youth are 
critical to the sustainable future of communities 
(Henderson, 2016), and have called for educa-
tion institutions to align themselves more close-
ly with local communities as one strategy in 
meeting local employment needs (Ministry of 
Business, 2015). However, Australian research-
ers have reported that the links between educa-
tion and work are not straightforward or simple, 
with many young people finding it difficult to 
make this transition (Cuervo & Wyn, 2016).  

 
Tertiary Education at a Distance 

Researchers have noted that tertiary 

education in remote settings away from larger 
campuses is often quite different from on-
campus education. Students living in rural areas 
are likely to be subject to a number of stresses 
(Owens, Hardcastle, & Richardson, 2009). 
Challenges such as family pressures, violence, 
poverty, and associated financial concerns are 
also found in urban communities, but in rural 
settings like Ōpōtiki, these are compounded by 
isolation and lack of employment and education 
opportunities (Hill, 2014). In addition, rural 
schools can experience difficulty in attracting 
high-calibre teachers (Gallo & Beckman, 2016). 
Opportunities for tertiary education are not al-
ways readily available close to home, meaning 
students will need to move away or travel in 
order to study. 

In rural areas of New Zealand, it can be 
common for young people, particularly those 
who have successfully completed school quali-
fications, to move away to continue their educa-
tion at tertiary level (Bay of Connections, 
2014a). Similar trends have been described 
elsewhere. For example, Lynne Jamieson 
(2000) in her study of youth in rural Scotland 
found that around half of school leavers moved 
away once they left school, especially those of 
higher social class. However, she also reported 
that participants’ reasons for staying or going 
were complex, and related to family and com-
munity ties, as well as better job prospects and 
education available elsewhere. Attachment to a 
place influenced people’s decisions to stay in 
their community (Jamieson, 2000). It is likely 
that students in Ōpōtiki will have similar pat-
terns, with some moving away for study or em-
ployment, and others staying because of family 
ties and attachment to the place. Students from 
Māori communities have strong ties to particu-
lar localities, as well as extended family and 
community obligations that will affect decisions 
to move away for study, and to return. 

Bambrick (2002) has reported that in 
Australia, satellite campuses are pedagogically 
and financially challenging. Students in remote 
areas may be disadvantaged, are often indige-
nous (Bambrick, 2002; Thomas, Ellis, Kirkham, 
& Parry, 2014), and may have additional stress-
es in their lives, such as poverty, violence, or 
family commitments (Owens et al., 2009). As 
tertiary institutions work to improve access to 
education in more remote areas, many of the 
students are likely to be vulnerable learners 
who may not have previously experienced suc-
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cess in education. Many are unable to move 
away to study because of cost and other com-
mitments (Bambrick, 2002; May, 2009; 
McMurchy-Pilkington, 2009). 
 In New Zealand, there has been a call 
for institutions to improve access to tertiary ed-
ucation, in particular for Māori students, and to 
create an environment that is suitable for a di-
verse student population (Bay of Connections, 
2014a). There is a need for flexible delivery 
(Bambrick, 2002), and organizations need to 
respond proactively to the diverse needs of stu-
dents (Whiteford, Shah, & Nair, 2013). For in-
stance, research has demonstrated that indige-
nous students are more likely to succeed in en-
vironments where their own culture is reflected, 
and where they have opportunities to establish 
relationships of trust with their teachers 
(Bishop, Berryman, Cavanagh, & Teddy, 2009). 
They also prefer classrooms in which learning 
of theory is closely followed by opportunities 
for putting this theoretical learning into practice 
(Fraser, 2016). It is important for providers to 
be responsive (Skill New Zealand, 2001), flexi-
ble, and open (Hoffman, Whittle, & Bodkin-
Allen, 2013; Thomas et al., 2014). Researchers 
have noted a need for dialogue between provid-
ers and community to ensure programs match 
local needs (A. Morgan, Saunders, & Turner, 
2004). 

Smaller campuses often have smaller 
classes and enthusiastic staff (Bambrick, 2002; 
May, 2009). Although some researchers have 
observed that distance students are more likely 
to drop out (Owens et al., 2009; Phipps & 
Merisotis, 1999), others note that students often 
perform better (Bambrick, 2002) and that im-
proving access does not necessarily have a neg-
ative impact on academic standards (Whiteford 
et al., 2013). Experiencing success close to 
home may inspire some students to continue 
their study away from home on a larger cam-
pus; moving to campus requires commitment 
and support (Thomas et al., 2014). 

Undoubtedly, students studying remote-
ly have a different experience from on-campus 
students (Bambrick, 2002), and isolation can be 
a barrier (Owens et al., 2009). They need a real-
istic, authentic environment and a sense of be-
longing (Owens et al., 2009). Support and tech-
nology are seen as important factors (Owens et 
al., 2009; Thomas et al., 2014), as are teachers 
who are enthusiastic and skilled communica-
tors, and willing to establish good relationships 

with students (C. Morgan, 2001; Owens et al., 
2009; Phipps & Merisotis, 1999).  

To ensure success, tertiary education 
providers need to work in partnership with 
communities (Cortese, 2003; Hohepa, Jenkins, 
Mane, Sherman-Godinet, & Toi, 2004; Tarena, 
2013; Thomas et al., 2014) and engage families 
(Johnstone & Rutgers, 2013). They also need to 
work closely with local schools (Johnstone & 
Rutgers, 2013; O’Sullivan, 2007; Thomas et al., 
2014) and ensure scaffolding from school to 
tertiary while providing students with clear in-
formation about career pathways (Bidois, 2013; 
Johnstone & Rutgers, 2013; May, 2009; Thom-
as et al., 2014).  

 
Māori and Indigenous Tertiary Educa-
tion 

Researchers have reported that organi-
zations need to ensure that programs are learner
-centered and meet students’ literacy and nu-
meracy needs (McMurchy-Pilkington, 2009; 
Skill New Zealand, 2001). For indigenous stu-
dents, it will be important that programs also 
meet their cultural needs by allowing them to 
express themselves in their own language, cre-
ating reciprocal and respectful relationships, 
and ensuring they can see themselves and their 
lives reflected in the curriculum (Bishop et al., 
2009; McCarty & Lee, 2014; Skill New Zea-
land, 2001). New Zealand research notes the 
importance of Māori pedagogies and values in 
programs where there are high numbers of 
Māori students (Bidois, 2013; May, 2009; 
Mayeda, Keil, Dutton, & Ofamo’oni, 2014). 
Māori pedagogy places a high value on rela-
tionships, both between students and teacher 
and amongst students. Other important factors 
are group work, multisensory approaches, and 
reflection (Stucki, 2010). Māori pedagogies 
such as the Te Kotahitanga approach challenge 
deficit thinking and ensure Māori students have 
positive learning experiences that use and rein-
force Māori cultural values (Bishop et al., 
2009). 

Research in New Zealand and Australia 
has found that in the classroom, indigenous stu-
dents will be more likely to suceed in a family-
like atmosphere where they feel a sense of be-
longing (Hoffman et al., 2013; McMurchy-
Pilkington, 2009; Owens et al., 2009). Unsur-
prisingly, New Zealand’s Ministry of Education 
(2015) has found that for Māori students, better 
qualifications lead to better employment out-
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comes, and therefore improve income levels. In 
addition, Māori with post-school qualifications 
are more likely to live longer (Ministry of Edu-
cation, 2015). Historically there has been a sig-
nificant gap in tertiary education participation 
and achievement between Māori and non-Māori 
as a result of colonization and hegemonic his-
torical expectations that Māori will assimilate 
themselves to a Western education system. Ed-
ucation in both schools and tertiary institutions 
in New Zealand has for the most part followed 
a monocultural model both in the curriculum 
and in pedagogical practices (Bishop et al., 
2009; Walker, 2004). As a result, Māori 
achievement has lagged behind that of non-
Māori for many years (Walker, 2004). Ministry 
of Education (2015) statistics show that Māori 
tertiary completions have increased from 20% 
in 2007 to 30% in 2014, but non-Māori comple-
tions during this period increased from 40% to 
50%. The 20% gap between Māori and non-
Māori completions remains. Other measures of 
success are also important for Māori. Colleen 
McMurchy-Pilkington (2009) reported tertiary 
students gained important social skills and soft 
skills such as self-confidence. Successful stu-
dents also become role models for others in 
their families and communities (McMurchy-
Pilkington, 2009; Thomas et al., 2014). 

Students need to develop skills for em-
ployment and also skills that equip them for 
life, so provision of real-life experiences is im-
portant (Hoffman et al., 2013; McMurchy-
Pilkington, 2009). Other factors that affect edu-
cational outcomes are student support (Hoffman 
et al., 2013; Johnstone & Rutgers, 2013; May, 
2009) and good relationships with passionate 
tutors who are culturally aware (Hoffman et al., 
2013; May, 2009; McMurchy-Pilkington, 
2009).  

Many students in remote centers are 
likely to be “second chance learners.” In talking 
about indigenous students in several New Zea-
land contexts, Stephen May (2009) reports:   

Those tertiary programs in 
which they are involved thus 
represent for many of these sec-
ond-chance adult Māori learn-
ers their first unqualified expe-
rience of educational achieve-
ment/success and give them the 
confidence to continue with 
further study (p. 5). 

Lack of success for Māori at school has 
been attributed to colonization and to an educa-
tion system that has functioned to reproduce 
European culture and marginalize Māori 
(Walker, 2004). Other writers have similarly 
noted that indigenous students are disadvan-
taged in mainstream schooling (Ross & Gray, 
2005). Researchers have also found that many 
young people are likely to engage in more 
meaningful learning away from schools, learn-
ing generic life skills and vocational job-related 
skills (McGregor et al., 2015; Sanguinetti, Wa-
terhouse, & Maunders, 2005). In a rapidly 
changing globalised world, the skills and attrib-
utes needed for work are changing also. Rather 
than blaming students who drop out or are ex-
cluded from school because of structural fac-
tors, it is important to design learning environ-
ments that are student-centered, with high-
quality teachers (te Riele, 2000), and a curricu-
lum that is holistic and flexible (Sanguinetti et 
al., 2005) and allows students to choose and 
negotiate their study (McGregor et al., 2015). 
Researchers have found that in the right kind of 
environment with more reasonable rules, and in 
which they are treated like adults, youth, in-
cluding indigenous youth, will reengage suc-
cessfully with education (McMurchy-
Pilkington, 2009; te Riele, 2000, 2007). In cre-
ating such an environment, researchers have 
emphasized the importance of teachers creating 
trusting relationships with students, being will-
ing to listen, and providing them with support 
(McGregor et al., 2015; Sanguinetti et al., 2005; 
te Riele, 2000). 

 
Evaluating Educational Impact  
 
Self-assessment and evaluation are im-

portant for tertiary education providers commit-
ted to continuous self-improvement to achieve 
excellent student outcomes (Alzamil, 2014; 
Burnett & Clarke, 1999) and drive change and 
transformation (Cortese, 2003; Fiddy & Peeke, 
1993; Law, 2010). Although the most common 
kind of evaluation within education is course 
evaluation (Burnett & Clarke, 1999; Stein et al., 
2012), the Ako Aotearoa National Centre for 
Tertiary Teaching Excellence website 
(www.akoaotearoa.ac.nz) reveals a growing 
number of both workshops on evaluation and 
reports of evaluations mostly driven by a desire 
for program improvement.  

Impact evaluation is often considered a 
useful way to measure program outcomes. Both 

http://www.akoaotearoa.ac.nz
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quantitative and qualitative methods can be 
used (Befani, Barnett, & Stern, 2014; Ravallion, 
2001; Rogers & Peersman, 2014; White, 2010). 
Qualitative evaluation can provide in-depth ex-
planations for success, better understanding of 
the context, and useful information for im-
provement (Bell & Aggleton, 2012; Rogers & 
Peersman, 2014).  

Educational evaluation needs to be in-
dependent (Fiddy & Peeke, 1993), flexible 
(Kettunen, 2008), and student-centered (Law, 
2010; Youngman, 1992), and needs to engage 
communities and stakeholders (Reed, 2015). 
Possible measures of the short-term effective-
ness of educational programs include student 
outcomes and student satisfaction (Phipps & 
Merisotis, 1999); longer-term measures might 
be that graduates achieve better jobs and higher 
income (Scott, 2005).  

Jennifer Greene (2013) notes that 
mixed methods evaluations improve the credi-
bility of evidence through allowing for diverse 
standpoints and voices to be heard, resulting in 
richer, deeper, and better understanding of out-
comes, contexts, and processes. Qualitative 
mixed-methods can also attend to the relational 
aspects of the program/s and settings and, be-
cause of attention to process and contexts, the 
evidence is more likely to be actionable. 

In Ōpōtiki, because of the broad range 
of programs being taught and the way in which 
these offerings had expanded over time, it was 
timely to evaluate the impact that the institu-
tion’s presence and programs were having on 
students and the community and to consider 
how this delivery has impacted on the institu-
tion. The aims were: 

1) To evaluate the impact of Ōpōtiki programs 
on students and on the community; 

2) To gather information about the suitability, 
value, and success of programs offered in 
2015; 

3) To gather feedback from students and com-
munity organizations about possible future 
programs. 

METHOD 
 

Because the institution was interested 
to learn more about the impact its programs 
were having in Ōpōtiki in order to improve, a 

mixed-method case study approach was consid-
ered most suitable. Information to meet the 
evaluation aims was collected from the follow-
ing groups: 

 Tutors (face-to-face, phone, or email inter-
views); 

 Senior management (face-to-face inter-
views); 

 Students and former students (focus group 
interviews); 

 Key community stakeholders (focus group 
or individual interviews). 

 

Participants 
The table below summarises the num-

ber of participants in each group. 

Students from the following programmes 
participated in focus groups: 

 Certificate in Maritime and Fishing Tech-
nology Level 3  

 National Certificate in Beauty Services 
(Cosmetology) Level 3  

 Certificate in Beautician and Cosmetology 
Level 4  

 National Certificate in Horticulture Level 4  

 Certificate in Preparation for Law Enforce-
ment Level 3 

 National Certificate in Aquaculture Level 4 

At the time the evaluation was carried 
out, the total number of students enrolled in 
these programmes in Ōpōtiki was 94 (59% of 
those enrolled in 2015) as the evaluation was 
conducted in the second semester, and some 
courses had already been completed in the first 
semester. The students who participated in the 

Participant Groups Numbers 

Staff 14 

Community Stakeholders 10 

Students 55 
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focus group interviews were all those students 
who were in class on the days on which the fo-
cus groups were held. Participation was volun-
tary, but all students consented to participate. 

Because of the nature of the focus 
groups, the researchers did not record the eth-
nicity or age of participants. However, it is like-
ly that the percentage of Māori participating in 
the focus groups was similar to the overall eth-
nicity of students enrolled in Ōpōtiki pro-
grammes (71% Māori). It is also likely that the 
age profile was very similar to the overall co-
hort (35% under 25 years). 

Staff interviewed included eight tutors 
teaching on the programmes currently being 
taught and six other staff who had management 
responsibilities for programmes taught in 
Ōpōtiki. About half of the staff interviewed 
were Māori. The community stakeholder group 
included participants from four organizations; 
eight of these participants were Māori. 

 
Focus Groups and Interviews 
 Students were asked their views about 
their study, what they had liked and what the 
challenges were. They were asked about their 
intentions for further study or employment on 
completion of their course and what their fami-
lies thought about their studies. Community 
stakeholders were asked about their relation-
ships with the institution and their perceptions 
of the suitability, value, and success of the pro-
grams offered. They were also asked about the 
impact they believed these programs were hav-
ing on the community or on particular groups. 
Tutors were asked about their experiences, what 
kinds of community support they and the stu-
dents received, and about the success and value 
of the programs. 

Course and program completion data 
for 2015 and student course evaluation data 
were also analysed to determine educational 
outcomes and students’ satisfaction with the 
courses, supports, and services offered. 

Participation in the evaluation was vol-
untary and all participants were provided with 
full information prior to giving written consent. 
They were assured that their contributions 
would be anonymous and that any personal dis-
closures would be kept confidential. The evalu-
ation was conducted by two evaluators not con-
nected to the programs being evaluated, and 
was approved by the Bay of Plenty Polytechnic 
Research Committee. 

Findings 
A total of 217 students enrolled in the 

institution’s programs in Ōpōtiki in 2015. Sev-
enty-one percent were Māori; 34% were under 
25 years old. Course and qualification comple-
tions in 2015 were high, ranging from 75% up 
to 100%. Course evaluations were very posi-
tive, with 93% of students who completed an 
evaluation reporting that they were satisfied 
with their course overall. The table on the next 
page shows the program completions for each 
program. 

 
Student feedback. 
Students reported that their study had 

impacted on many aspects of their lives. Many 
reported improved motivation and self-
confidence, for example: 

We wake up in the morning and 
we’ve got reason to be some-
where, we belong, we’ve got a 
purpose, we belong somewhere, 
it’s like family. There’s com-
mitment. 

When we got here a lot of us 
were shy, quite withdrawn and 
now we can’t shut up. 

Most of these ladies have joined 
the gym, motivation is the key. 
When (the tutors) got here we 
were a bit slumpy, but now you 
can see how interested we are. 

Others spoke about their prospects for further 
study and employment: 

I want to get on to the mussel 
farm over in Coromandel, see if 
I can get a bit of knowledge 
there, so when this one opens 
up I can share my knowledge 
with younger ones here… I 
want to get into aquaculture. 

My girl wants to go on the 
boats … she wants to go to sea. 
I’m here for the mussel factory. 

One teenage girl said: 
I do think the courses are a 
good opportunity… ’cause kids 
my age are dropping out of 
school, there’s not much oppor-
tunity around this town… 
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there’s not much job opportuni-
ties so having these courses 
actually does give teenagers my 
age (a chance) to actually expe-
rience something new … so 
these courses actually help us to 
learn the things we want to do 
instead of focusing on other 
things that are not going to in-
terest you in the future. 

These comments show that participants be-
lieved their study was providing them with 
skills and qualifications that would be useful for 
future employment, and that they could see 
these connections.  

The building of relationships with one 
another and with tutors was very important for 
student success. Students appreciated the sup-
port they received from their tutors, and the ef-
forts made to design flexible study opportuni-
ties that fit around their busy lives. One person 
said: 

I can probably speak for every-
body here that (tutor) has changed 
our lives. We don’t want her to go, 
we don’t want our course to finish; 
she has inspired us all to improve 
ourselves. 

This appreciation of tutors was echoed by oth-
ers: 

I think it all comes down to the 
tutor, thoughtful of us as people 
and individuals… being cultur-
ally aware was very important. 
Culture matters when you come 
into a shared space like this. 

Our tutors are the bomb! They 
teach us in different ways and 
relate to us in different things, 
they’re easy to get along with 
and talk to. 

These participants highlight the importance of 
having tutors who were approachable, inspiring, 
and able to enter into their culture, in short who 
were willing to develop authentic relationships 
with them. 

Relationships with fellow students were 
also important. In one class, someone reported, 
“this group is so tight knit, if somebody can’t 
make it, someone else goes and picks them up.”  

Some participants also reported that 
their relationships with others who were already 
studying helped them decide to enroll. In the 
beauty courses, more mature students mentored 
younger ones. In the Certificate in Maritime and 
Fishing Technology, the younger students were 
able to help older ones with using the Internet 
to access resources.  

Beginning education locally also in-
spired some students to consider continuing 

  

 
 

 EFTS3 
Number of 

students 

Percent  
Success  

(by EFTS) 

National Certificate in Beauty Services (Cosmetology) 
Level 3 

21.23 49 92.7 % 

Certificate in Beautician and Cosmetology Level 4 5.40 9 88.9 % 

Certificate in Kiwifruit - Orchard Skills Level 3 20.39 106 100.0 % 

National Certificate in Horticulture (Introductory) Level 2 2.13 14 89.1 % 

National Certificate in Horticulture Level 4 4.88 10 90.3 % 

Certificate in Preparation for Law Enforcement Level 3 1.73 3 75.4 % 

National Certificate in Aquaculture Level 4 1.52 14 92.9 % 

Certificate in Maritime and Fishing Technology Level 3 27.39 31 92.6 % 

Table 1.  Completion Statistics for Programs Taught in the Eastern Bay of Plenty, 2015. 

3EFTS = Equivalent Full-Time Student 
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further study elsewhere. They tasted success 
and gained confidence in their abilities. Several 
of the students we spoke to were planning to 
move away to study at a higher level, now that 
they had demonstrated that they could do it. 
When summing up the success of her class, one 
student noted, “the book is ours, we just got to 
write it now. You’ve given us this opportunity 
so it’s up to us to take that on board and go fur-
ther to better ourselves, we’ve got the tools.” 

Tutor feedback. 
Tutors said that all the programs they 

were teaching in Ōpōtiki had value for students 
and community. This was because programs 
had been chosen in partnership between the in-
stitution and community groups, and were de-
signed to either provide students with skills that 
would equip them for employment that fitted 
with current regional development (e.g., mussel 
farm and harbour, horticulture) or serve as a 
stepping stone for further study. Comments in-
cluded: 

These programs are vital to the 
economy and local employ-
ment. 

Ōpōtiki is oriented to the ocean 
and kaimoana (seafood). 

Creating job opportunities, al-
lowing you to still live in 
Ōpōtiki and work. 

Horticulture tutors noted that local indigenous 
groups were reclaiming land that had previously 
been leased to larger organizations, and since 
they were now running the orchards them-
selves, they needed to upskill themselves and 
their staff.  

Tutors provided many examples of pos-
itive changes they had observed in students, 
which had also had an impact on their family, 
and described students as role models within 
the community. One tutor reported: 

What I’ve seen happen in stu-
dents has been far more than I 
expected to see… clearly a lot 
of my students, they’re very 
exposed to one type of life and 
haven’t had much opportunity 
to get out there, so they experi-
enced something that was 
new… they’ve been exposed to 

far more content because of the 
life they’ve been living prior… 
but they also changed very 
much in themselves. Their self-
confidence was far higher… 
they got more value out of cer-
tain things than I would have 
expected. 

Another had been impressed by the feedback 
from families and community: 

So the value is fantastic actual-
ly. It was really huge for some 
of those girls… we even had 
their men coming in saying how 
it had changed these girls’ 
lives… I had the police come in 
and say how amazing it was. 
They came in actually to say 
thank you to me. 

The significance of these comments lies in the 
evidence from family and community that stud-
ying has had a very big impact on the lives of 
both the students and their wider families, 
broadening students’ horizons and giving them 
a glimpse of further possibilities for their lives. 
 The tutors also emphasized the value to 
students of practically oriented programs, field 
trips, and programs that offered opportunities 
for work experience. They noted that most of 
the students had been out of education for a 
long time, and many had not completed high 
school. 

 
Community stakeholder feedback. 
All of the feedback obtained from key 

community stakeholders about the programs 
was very positive, with this group also noting 
the impact participating in study was having on 
many students who were previously disengaged 
from education. They noted that many had lives 
marked by stresses, such as poverty and vio-
lence. One reported: 

Many come from difficult back-
grounds… We’re getting them 
from crisis to being contribu-
tors, and the tohu (qualification) 
is a symbol of their achieve-
ment.  

Stakeholders anticipated employment 
opportunities would grow in Ōpōtiki in the fu-
ture, and wanted to see their own young people 
develop the skills to meet the likely increased 
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demand. They made many suggestions for pro-
grams that could be offered in the future. The 
most often recommended programs were in the 
primary industries, such as horticulture, aqua-
culture, forestry, and marine studies. Of high 
importance were programs that equipped people 
for employment in the mussel farm and harbor 
development, such as construction and engi-
neering. Thinking laterally about how the pro-
posed developments would boost growth in the 
Ōpōtiki district, people also thought that pro-
grams in small business management, commu-
nication skills, administration, and accounting 
would be useful. Over time, Toi Ohomai Insti-
tute of Technology will respond to these sug-
gestions by expanding the programs offered in 
Ōpōtiki. 

Summary of findings. 
The feedback received from all partici-

pant groups was overwhelmingly positive. The 
only negative feedback received was about the 
lack of Internet availability, and a couple of 
complaints about noise and lack of heating in 
some classrooms. Positive comments were re-
ceived from students about the impact of their 
studies on them and their families, their rela-
tionships with each other and with tutors and 
their hopes for future study or employment. 
Tutors observed the positive impact study was 
having on their students’ lives and families, 
with noticeable gains on confidence and self-
presentation. Community stakeholders were 
pleased to see so many students reengaging in 
education, and emphasized the importance of 
programs that would lead to employment. 
 
Discussion 

The information gathered from comple-
tion statistics, students, tutors, and community 
stakeholders demonstrates that the programs 
offered in Ōpōtiki have proved highly success-
ful for both students and the community. Com-
pletion rates were consistently high across all 
programs and exceeded the institution’s bench-
marks.  

In contrast to other research findings 
(e.g., Bambrick, 2002; Thomas et al., 2014), our 
study found that students were not being disad-
vantaged by studying in a remote center. Their 
educational experience was different, but they 
were receiving a similar quality of education as 
students studying on the institution’s urban 
campuses (Bambrick, 2002; Owens et al., 
2009). Improving access by bringing programs 

to their community did not negatively impact 
academic standards (Whiteford et al., 2013). 
While students in Ōpōtiki did not have access to 
the same kinds of resources as students study-
ing on the institution’s larger campuses, with 
less access to library and Internet, they reported 
having access to what they needed to be suc-
cessful in their studies, and their educational 
outcomes, nevertheless, were well above the 
institutional average qualification completion 
rate of 67% (http://archive.tec.govt.nz/). This 
success is likely to be due to a number of fac-
tors, such as smaller class size and enthusiastic, 
well-qualified staff; availability of high-quality 
support and mentoring; and the partnerships 
established with local Māori organizations 
(Bambrick, 2002; May, 2009). In addition, 
some of the programmes were free or low cost, 
allowing students to remain in their communi-
ties while studying (Jamieson, 2000), with good 
prospects of future employment in their own 
community. 

In addition, all groups interviewed 
viewed the programs as successful beyond the 
completion of qualifications. Students, tutors, 
and community participants reported that the 
study had a positive impact on students, their 
extended families, and community. It is likely 
that the peer mentoring provided by some of the 
older students had positive effects on both the 
mentors and mentees as noted by other writers 
(Karcher, 2009). Studying provided students 
with “soft skills,” such as self-confidence and 
self-esteem, personal presentation, and motiva-
tion to make changes in their lives. These out-
comes are similar to those reported by McMur-
chy-Pilkington (2009) in her study of Māori 
adult learners; she found that in addition to aca-
demic outcomes, participants increased their 
confidence and learned important social, em-
ployment, and life skills.  

Students and tutors alike reported a 
family-like feel within their classrooms, one of 
the factors other writers have considered im-
portant (Hoffman et al., 2013; McMurchy-
Pilkington, 2009). The importance of Māori 
student success in a district with a high Māori 
population cannot be underestimated, especially 
in a district where qualification levels and aver-
age incomes are low, and unemployment is rel-
atively high. A report on Māori economic de-
velopment in the Bay of Plenty (Hudson & Dia-
mond, 2014) noted the importance of education 
and pathways into local employment for region-
al growth.  

http://archive.tec.govt.nz/
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Based on the feedback from community 
leaders and stakeholders, and from the students, 
we believe there are several things that were 
crucial to the success of programs in Ōpōtiki:  

 
 Offering programs with clear links to em-

ployment and economic development aspi-
rations; 

 Fostering partnership relationships of trust 
with local indigenous and community or-
ganizations; 

 Providing programs that assisted young 
people to transition from high school into 
tertiary education, and from their initial 
programs into further study; and  

 Focusing on re-engaging disaffected youth 
who had not previously experienced suc-
cess in education. 

Linking programs to employment 
and economic development. 

The Ōpotiki community has a collec-
tive vision of future prosperity through econom-
ic development on several fronts, mostly fo-
cused on primary production (aquaculture, hor-
ticulture, and agriculture), but also on ancillary 
development that community leaders believe 
will lead to growth in local businesses and tour-
ism. An important factor that has contributed to 
the success of programs offered in Ōpōtiki has 
been choosing to offer programs that provide 
benefit to the town’s economic development 
plans:  programs that equip people for work on 
fishing boats, mussel farm and horticulture, har-
bour development and construction, as well as 

business, hospitality, and tourism. Matching 
programs to identified needs ensured both com-
munity interest in the programs and support 
from employers. The students we spoke to, 
even those who were still at high school, could 
clearly see links between their studies and fu-
ture employment prospects; both students and 
community stakeholders reported that the pro-
grams currently being offered in Ōpōtiki were 
suitable for the community. Aquaculture and 
maritime programs were considered useful in 
preparing students for future work on the mus-
sel farm or in the mussel processing factory. 
Horticulture courses were considered highly 
relevant for the growing kiwifruit industry in 
the Eastern Bay of Plenty in particular. The 
alignment of programs to economic develop-
ment and employment outcomes, both present 
and future, ensured a good fit with Bay of Con-
nections (2014a, 2014b) strategies. Students in 
the horticulture programs were all employed 
prior to and during their study, and have contin-
ued employment in this industry after complet-
ing their qualifications; some have also enrolled 
in further study. The table on the previous page 
reports outcomes for students graduating from 
the Beauty and Maritime programs. 

It is interesting to note that graduate 
outcomes for these programs follow different 
patterns. Students in the Beauty programs were 
all female, and the outcomes suggest that many 
used these programs as a first step to further 
study or employment. Those not in employment 
or study were at home looking after children. In 
the Maritime program, which was mostly male 
students, more were able to find employment 

Table 2.  Outcomes for graduates of Beauty programs (L3 and L4) and the Maritime program 

  
Beauty programs Maritime program 

Enrolled in further study 36% 3% 

Working in the industry in which they completed 
qualifications 

14% 36% 

Working in other employment 21% 36% 

Looking for work 13%   

Not in employment or study 11% 25% 
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either in the industry or elsewhere. Fewer Mari-
time students went on to further study.  

Through his industry contacts, the Mar-
itime program tutor was able to link students 
directly into employment opportunities, which 
is likely the reason so many of these graduates 
quickly found jobs. The importance of connec-
tions with workplaces has been noted by other 
writers (Fredman, 2013; Helms Jørgensen, 
2004). These students had all visited workplac-
es during their study, including days spent on 
fishing vessels, which allowed them to under-
stand the relevance of their learning to employ-
ment, something that is considered important 
(Billett, 2004; Cooper et al., 2010; Guile & 
Griffiths, 2001). Making the links very clear 
during their study is likely to have helped stu-
dents transition into employment (Cuervo & 
Wyn, 2016).  

 
Partnership relationships. 
Our findings demonstrated the im-

portance for tertiary education providers of es-
tablishing and continuously fostering strong 
relationships with community stakeholders. 
Stakeholders appreciated that senior staff visit-
ed the town on numerous occasions and attend-
ed key community events. They listened to 
community aspirations, and decisions about 
which programs to offer were based on the re-
quests of community stakeholders.  

It was also vital that tutors fostered 
good relationships with their students, and with 
wider families and community people. Many of 
the tutors travelled to Ōpōtiki each week to 
teach, but still managed to build rapport and 
gain acceptance within the community. Stu-
dents and community stakeholders made very 
positive comments about tutors and their will-
ingness to build relationships. Partnership rela-
tionships with Māori community organizations 
and the local high school were crucial to the 
success of the programs, demonstrating again 
the value of such relationships (Cortese, 2003; 
Hohepa et al., 2004; Tarena, 2013; Thomas et 
al., 2014). Also important were the relation-
ships developed with families (Johnstone & 
Rutgers, 2013) and with local schools (Bidois, 
2013; May, 2009; Thomas et al., 2014). 

Students’ reports of how much they 
enjoyed the engagement with others in the 
classroom and the relationships they had with 
their tutors clearly demonstrated the value of 
providing face-to-face educational opportuni-
ties; it is unlikely that online programs would 
have had the same success. Indeed, the evalua-
tion also found that at present, technology infra-
structure in Ōpōtiki is inadequate to fully sup-
port online programs. The importance for stu-
dents, particularly Māori students, of having a 
place away from their home life, in a family-
like setting that affirmed their culture and 
where they built relationships with their tutors 
and each other was essential, as other writers 
have attested (Leslie & Ehrhardt, 2013; Mayeda 
et al., 2014; McMurchy-Pilkington, 2009).  

 
Transition pathways. 
The aquaculture program was taught at 

the local high school as a “Trades Academy”4 
program, with a view to providing students a 
pathway into further tertiary study that would 
prepare them for working either on the mussel 
farm or in the mussel processing factory. Staff 
at the school thought that offering programs 
that allowed senior students to begin tertiary 
study while remaining at school may have in-
fluenced some students to remain in school in-
stead of dropping out. However, evaluating pro-
grams over a single year meant it was not possi-
ble to know for sure how many students re-
mained in school because of this opportunity; 
further research will be needed over a number 
of years in order to identify any possible trend 
toward improved school retention, as has been 
noted by other researchers (Education Review 
Office, 2015). Our interviews with school stu-
dents recorded the enjoyment these students 
gained from their studies, and their appreciation 
at being treated like adult students while still at 
school. Researchers in other countries have also 
found that it is important for students to be 
treated like adults and given choices about their 
learning (McGregor et al., 2015; Ross & Gray, 
2005; te Riele, 2000). 

Other writers have similarly recognised 
the importance of transition programs, particu-
larly for Māori students (e.g., Hudson & Dia-
mond, 2014; Johnstone & Rutgers, 2013). The 

4Trades academies are partnerships between secondary schools and tertiary education providers offering trades-
based, practical programs intended to meet the needs of secondary students at risk of not staying or succeeding in 
education (Education Review Office, 2015). 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 2 

42 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

transition programs taught in Ōpōtiki also met 
the recommendations of other researchers 
through ensuring they targeted priority learners, 
linked well to future employment prospects, 
and were designed in partnership with schools 
and community organizations (Education Re-
view Office, 2015; Priority Learners Education-
al Attainment Working Group, 2012). 

As well as transitioning students from 
school into tertiary study, the programs offered 
in Ōpōtiki provided a useful stepping stone into 
further study for some students. Similar to what 
other researchers have found (Bambrick, 2002; 
May, 2009; McMurchy-Pilkington, 2009), 
many students reported they were not in a posi-
tion to move away for their studies, mostly be-
cause of family commitments. However, some 
reported that they were now intending to under-
take further study, even though it meant moving 
away. Achieving success and gaining self-
confidence assists with transition into further 
study (Jefferies, 1998; May, 2009). 

 
Re-engaging “second chance” learn-

ers. 
In a town where many young people 

leave school with no qualifications and have 
little expectation of finding employment local-
ly, programs that encouraged them to re-engage 
with education were considered important by 
community stakeholders and by the students 
themselves. This finding confirms the value of 
“second chance” education reported by other 
writers internationally (e.g., Ross & Gray, 
2005; te Riele, 2000). Several of the programs 
we evaluated had mostly “second chance” 
learners enrolled, and it can be seen from the 
outcomes that these students experienced suc-
cess. Several reported that the school environ-
ment had not suited them well (McGregor et al., 
2015; Ross & Gray, 2005). The Maritime and 
Fishing Technology program attracted mostly 
male students, many of whom had not previous-
ly experienced success in study. They wanted to 
learn vocational job-related skills that would 
lead to employment (McGregor et al., 2015; 
Sanguinetti et al., 2005). Beauty programs were 
seen as useful in enticing women back into edu-
cation, as well as improving self-confidence 
and personal presentation. School students con-
sidered at risk of leaving school who completed 
the aquaculture program thrived in an environ-
ment where they were treated like adults and 
given choices about their study (McGregor et 
al., 2015; Sanguinetti et al., 2005; te Riele, 

2000). Students’ reports suggested that tutors 
were engaging them through creating trusting 
and supportive relationships (McGregor et al., 
2015; Sanguinetti et al., 2005; te Riele, 2000). 
Having successfully completed their programs, 
many of these “second chance” students report-
ed increased confidence about seeking employ-
ment, starting up their own businesses, or carry-
ing on with further study.  

The programs offered met the aspira-
tions set out in both the Tertiary Intentions 
Strategy and the Māori Economic Development 
Strategy (Bay of Connections, 2014a, 2014b) of 
re-engaging youth in education. Factors that 
contributed to success in re-engaging those who 
had not previously experienced success in edu-
cation were the choosing of programs clearly 
aligned to community goals, the partnership 
approach taken by the institution, and the rela-
tionship-building of tutors who worked hard to 
create a learning environment that was cultural-
ly appropriate for their students (Hohepa et al., 
2004; Priority Learners Educational Attainment 
Working Group, 2012).  

Additional programs suggested for the 
future need to build on previous offerings and 
help prepare people for employment in the mus-
sel farm, mussel processing factory, ancillary 
industries such as construction, engineering, 
and service industries such as tourism and hos-
pitality. The current and planned developments 
in horticulture, forestry, and agriculture will 
contribute to increased demand for skilled 
workers, managers, and business owners. Pro-
grams offered in Ōpōtiki both now and in the 
future should be anticipating this expected 
growth by offering people opportunities to gain 
skills for the future. 

 
Challenges. 
Offering programs in a rural centre 

away from the institution’s main campuses pre-
sented challenges for the institution and for tu-
tors. One of the biggest challenges was the lack 
of Internet availability in Ōpōtiki, and therefore 
lack of access to online resources. Tutors were 
reliant on rooms and resources supplied by 
community stakeholder organizations that were 
not always fit for the purpose, and did not al-
ways have access to the support they needed. 
However, support for students was strong and 
provided locally. Although students did not 
have the same access to resources as on-campus 
students, tutors were resourceful and found 
ways to ensure that they gained the experience 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 2 

43 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

they needed for employment. For example, field 
trips and simulated work environments meant 
that students were not disadvantaged in this re-
gard.  

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This evaluation demonstrated the suc-
cess of providing tertiary education programs in 
a rural part of the Eastern Bay of Plenty, where 
the majority of students were Māori. Our study 
found that students were not being disadvan-
taged by studying in a remote center. The suc-
cess of these programs was attributed to ensur-
ing that the programs offered linked to local 
economic development and employment oppor-
tunities, and that these links were explicit. Fos-
tering relationships with local indigenous and 
community organizations and responding to 
their needs and aspirations also ensured that 
programs were relevant, and that support was 
available for students. Programs that assisted 
young people to transition from high school 
into tertiary education and re-engaged disaffect-
ed youth who had not previously experienced 
success in education also met important com-
munity needs.  

A note of caution, and one mentioned 
by several stakeholders, is that Ōpōtiki is a fair-
ly small community, with around 8,436 people 
living in the region, and approximately half of 
these in Ōpōtiki itself. There is a danger of 
“flooding the market” with too many courses 
and programs. Because of this, it is important 
that Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology collab-
orates with key community stakeholders when 
planning future program offerings and also 
works with other tertiary education providers to 
avoid duplications. 

That said, it is likely that the education 
and training needs of the Ōpōtiki region will 
expand in the future, alongside planned devel-
opment in primary industries and the harbour 
development. Our institution now has a good 
reputation in Ōpōtiki amongst key stakeholders 
and industry organizations. Because of these 
relationships, the organization is well placed to 
continue to offer high-quality programs to meet 
the expressed and future needs of the region. 

We believe that the findings of this 
evaluation are transferable to other situations, 
and highly recommend that other educators 

wishing to provide programs in rural communi-
ties: 

 Establish relationships and/or partnerships 
with community organizations to make sure 
programs are suitable for that community; 

 Ensure that programs offered are linked to 
local employment opportunities; 

 Provide study pathways that enable young 
people to study while remaining in their 
own communities; 

 Meet the needs of “second chance” learn-
ers; and 

 Provide a suitable environment that meets 
the cultural needs of indigenous students. 
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 BACKGROUND  
AND  INTRODUCTION 

 
Undergraduate research (UR) experi-

ences, defined as inquiries conducted by an un-
dergraduate student that makes an original in-
tellectual or creative contribution to the disci-
pline, continue to proliferate across all higher 
education settings. Yet community-based re-
search (CBR) experiences account for a small 
percentage of UR opportunities even though 
higher education’s overall commitment to CBR 
continues to expand through CBR centers and 
networks (Council on Undergraduate Research, 
2014; Stoecker et al., 2003). New applications 
to Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching Community Engagement Classifica-
tion increased by 30% in 2015 alone (New Eng-
land Resource Center for Higher Education, 
2015). Despite national efforts to broaden tradi-
tional UR programs beyond campus walls with 
community-based partners (National Academy 
of Sciences, National Academy of Engineering, 
and Institute of Medicine, 2011), most research 
experiences for undergraduates are located on 
campuses, concentrated in basic and applied 

science disciplines, and recruit students with 
higher-than-average grade point averages 
(Kinkead, 2012; 2003).  

Furthermore, traditional UR programs 
at research-intensive and predominantly white 
institutions have failed to attract a diverse rep-
resentation of student participants. While tre-
mendous effort has been given to encourage UR 
participation by underrepresented students who 
are African American, female, or academically 
average, participation by these students ac-
counts for a small percentage of overall UR 
(Boyd & Wesemann, 2009; Katkin, 2003). The 
lack of diversity in traditional UR programs 
may be a predictable consequence of the lack of 
enrollment diversity on predominantly white 
campuses and within some research-intensive 
science disciplines.  

Yet within this small subset of un-
derrepresented students, does the practice of 
providing UR opportunities that are campus-
based and restricted to sciences disciplines limit 
participation? For example, as African Ameri-
can students are largely attracted to academic 
programs in human services and community 
engagement fields because of the alignment 
with passion and values (Carnevale, Fasules, 
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Porter, & Landis-Santos, 2016), traditional UR 
opportunities in basic sciences located on cam-
puses may not appeal to many of these students.  

This paper describes the pilot study 
results of a summer research experience that is 
intentionally expanding the paradigm for under-
graduate research at a public research university 
to include community-based research as an 
equally valued form of scholarship with the 
goal to broaden participation in undergraduate 
research. Specifically, in this study we describe, 
compare, and evaluate two new summer UR 
programs, one that is a traditional campus-
based program and one that is a community-
based program. The community-based UR pro-
gram was a strategic element in a larger effort 
to increase the number and diversity of faculty 
and students involved in engaged scholarship at 
our university. Our research questions were: 

1. How might best practices in UR inform 
program design for community-based and 
traditional UR? 

2. What are the benefits of integrating com-
munity-based and traditional UR programs 
rather than operating as discrete initia-
tives? 

3. How do student outcomes compare across 
programs? 

4. How does underrepresented student partic-
ipation compare across programs? 

At our institution, the community-based sum-
mer UR program is funded at 25% of the level 
of the traditional UR program and this funding 
mismatch is common across research-intensive 
universities with traditional UR summer pro-
grams. The intention of the authors is that this 
study will serve as a road map for colleges and 
universities with summer UR programs seeking 
to expand CBR opportunities or underrepresent-
ed participation in ways that provide equal sta-
tus to basic research and community-based re-
search projects.  

 
CBR and Summer UG Programs: Two High-
Impact Educational Practices 

CBR is much more than traditional re-
search located in the community. CBR is peda-
gogy where the university and community en-
gage in collaborative, rigorous inquiry designed 
to address needs within the community (Paul, 
2006). High-quality CBR is defined by three 
fundamental elements that differentiate CBR 

from traditional research: (a) comprehensive 
collaboration with community partners is initi-
ated from research question development 
through dissemination; (b) community 
knowledge, research methods, and dissemina-
tion formats are equally valued when compared 
to academic knowledge, methods, and publica-
tions with community needs, not faculty agen-
das, driving the approach; (c) social change, 
rather than advancement of knowledge in a dis-
cipline, is equally valued as an outcome of re-
search (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & 
Donohue, 2003).  

CBR brings together under one umbrel-
la two highly effective educational strategies: 
UR and community-based learning (Kuh, 
2008). UR is a pedagogy that actively involves 
students in the inquiry process, while communi-
ty-based learning situates the inquiry within 
actual applications. The latter ensures the rele-
vance of the students’ inquiry by linking it to 
the identification, analysis, and solution of real 
problems in their own communities. The inte-
gration of high-impact pedagogies, such as 
community-based learning, into UR programs is 
a best practice advocated by the Council on Un-
dergraduate Research (Hensel, 2012) and in 
white papers funded by the National Science 
Foundation (Harkavy, Cantor, & Burnett, 
2015).  

Highly effective UR experiences inte-
grate experiential research activities with an 
apprenticeship model of student engagement 
where faculty mentor novice students in the 
practice of research (Laursen, Seymour, & 
Hunter, 2012). In these carefully designed expe-
riences, the impact of UR on student learning is 
profound, especially in terms of advancing stu-
dents’ perceptions of their professional identity 
and their understanding of the role of research 
in building new disciplinary knowledge. 
Through UR, students develop the professional 
habits and skills of an investigator. The UR ex-
perience lifts the veil on the profession of re-
search and reveals the impact of research in 
deeper ways when compared to traditional 
classroom-based inquiry (Taraban & Logue, 
2012; Russell, 2008; Bauer & Bennett, 2003). 
Though there is limited research on underrepre-
sented students within UR programs, studies 
thus far show UR is connected to academic suc-
cess, retention, and persistence, especially for 
underrepresented students (Finley & McNair, 
2013; Nagda, Gregerman, Jonides, von Hippel, 
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& Lerner, 1998). 
Universities engaging in highly effec-

tive UR experiences address the barriers to par-
ticipation in UR for faculty and students. From 
the faculty perspective, the Boyer Commission 
(1998) challenged research universities to ad-
dress institutional cultures that limit faculty par-
ticipating in UR programs by implementing 
promotion and productivity policies supportive 
of UR and institutional support through extra 
funding and personnel. Barriers to student par-
ticipation include lack of awareness of UR op-
portunities, funding to supplement the need to 
work, supportive programming that builds a 
sense of community with peers and faculty, ac-
cessible outlets for presentations and publica-
tions, and authentic faculty mentoring 
(Malachowski, Osborn, Karukstis, Ambos, Kin-
caid, & Weiler, 2015; Laursen et al., 2012; 
Merkel, 2003). 
 
Mutually Exclusive Paths  

While CBR and UR are high-impact 
educational strategies that support undergradu-
ate success and advance participation in re-
search, the development of these strategies has 
been largely mutually exclusive in higher edu-
cation. This may be due, in part, to traditions 
within disciplines, with the call for expanding 
UR originating in the basic sciences (Kinkead, 
2012) and the methodologies for CBR originat-
ing in social sciences (Strand et al., 2003). 
Some CBR researchers are critical of basic sci-
ence methodologies involving the studying of 
the community as a disengaged object and ex-
ploiting the community for purposes only rele-
vant to higher education (Stoecker & Tryon, 
2009). Similarly, some researchers in basic sci-
ences question the rigor and validity of CBR 
when community partners are co-creators of 
knowledge (Cooke & Thorme, 2011), and the 
time and effort required to integrate the com-
munity decision-making into research (Stocking 
& Cutforth, 2006).  

Also contributing to the mutually ex-
clusive development of UR and CBR has been 
the influence of external funding opportunities 
of UR in basic research. National Science Foun-
dation (NSF) and National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) funding of basic research, $7.6 billion 
and $31 billion respectively in 2014, create sig-
nificantly more UR opportunities in basic sci-
ences. Almost 80% of NSF funding supports 
basic research at colleges and universities, en-

gaging over 29,300 undergraduate students in 
2014 (American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, 2013). CBR often is supported 
through the more than 800 community founda-
tions in the United States. The decentralized 
and confidential reporting laws surrounding 
community foundations have made determining 
the collective level of funding for CBR largely 
unknown. It is reported that community founda-
tions provide over $5 billion of grants annually 
and a portion of this supports CBR (Kelly & 
Duncan, 2014). This funding ambiguity for 
CBR projects certainly complicates the integra-
tion of CBR into UR. 

While much of the federally funded UR 
takes place on campuses in labs, this may 
change dramatically in the future as NSF now 
requires research proposals for grants to address 
the project’s societal value under the Broader 
Impacts Criterion. The focus on the broader 
impact of federally funded research is expected 
to increase public engagement in research 
(NSF, 2014). Consequently, we may see greater 
integration of CBR into UR. 
 
Integration of UR and CBR 
 On our own campus, the mutually ex-
clusive development of UR and CBR initiatives 
mirrored the national trend. For example, in 
2012 our university initiated an undergraduate 
summer research program called the Charlotte 
Research Scholars (Research Scholars), which 
culminates in a research symposium. Projects 
largely emanated from faculty in basic and ap-
plied sciences. A document analysis of abstracts 
from 2012, 2013, and 2014 symposia (N=248) 
indicates that 2% or 6 abstracts described their 
research as community-based. At the same 
time, our campus was expanding its commit-
ments to community engagement. A group of 
CBR faculty had started a separate annual event 
showcasing service learning and community-
based research. There was virtually no overlap 
between faculty and students at these events. In 
2014, faculty leaders from the Research Schol-
ars program and CBR began informal conversa-
tions to explore what a more inclusive under-
graduate research event might look like. This 
group believed that each approach, traditional 
and community-based, would be strengthened 
and validated by a combined experience.  

This desire to more formally integrate 
UR and CBR efforts was the motivating force 
and guiding principle behind the development 
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of the Charlotte Community Scholars 
(Community Scholars) program, which was 
piloted in the summers of 2015 and 2016. The 
mission of the Community Scholars program is: 

to provide students with an immersive 
civic engagement research experience 
that strengthens the academic mission 
of the university, advances the public 
good, and addresses critical community 
needs. During the summer, students 
will engage in community-based learn-
ing and professional development op-
portunities while reflecting on the chal-
lenges and rewards of working for the 
public good. These summer experienc-
es will be supported by intentional pro-
gram leadership, enthusiastic faculty 
mentors, and robust community part-
ners. Students will grow in their capaci-
ties as engaged scholars, skilled em-
ployees, and democratic citizens. The 
community will benefit from deeper 
engagement with the university in ad-
dressing critical community needs 
(authors, 2015). 

Through this integration, we hoped the 
Community Scholars program would benefit 
students through the provision of personal and 
professional development opportunities, and the 
findings and insights arising from the inquiry 
process would benefit our community partners. 
The campus community would also benefit as 
the Community Scholars program helps to 
broaden the campus’ definition of research to 
include CBR, while engaging a larger and more 
diverse group of students in the UR experience 
than when narrower definitions of research pre-
vail (O’Donnell, Botelho, Brown, Gonzales, & 
Head, 2015).  

Recognizing that a variety of defini-
tions for community-based research and service 
learning exist, the Community Scholars pro-
gram uses the following criteria to select pro-
jects for its program. First, there must be a com-
munity-based project with a community-based 
partner who has an ongoing research collabora-
tion with a faculty member. That research col-
laboration must be characterized by the commu-
nity-based partner and faculty member as mutu-
ally beneficial and with comprehensive engage-
ment where the community partner is involved 

with all stages of the UR research process in-
cluding reflection. Second, there must be co-
mentoring by the faculty and community-
partner of the Community Scholar. Finally, the 
project must advance the public good by ad-
dressing critical community needs.  

 
Integrating Best Practices in UR into the 
Community Scholars Program 

In creating our mission statement for 
Community Scholars, we were largely influ-
enced by the characteristics of high-quality 
CBR as described by Stand et al. (2003) of 
comprehensive community partner collabora-
tion, community needs, and focus on social 
change. Furthermore, because we wanted a UR 
research program on equal footing with our tra-
ditional UR research program, we intentionally 
incorporated other best practices of excellence 
in UR, as recommended by the Council on Un-
dergraduate Research in its Characteristics of 
Excellence in Undergraduate Research Report 
(Hensel, 2012). The report outlined 12 broad 
categories of essential characteristics, as well as 
sub-categories of each characteristic, that can 
serve as guidelines for practitioners seeking to 
ensure excellence in UR programming. The 
following best practices were the most relevant 
to our goal of creating a new paradigm for UR 
through the Community Scholars program: 

1. A summer research program 

2. Professional development opportunities  

3. Support and recognition  

4. Authentic opportunities to calibrate knowl-
edge (dissemination) 

5. Societal relevance and community engage-
ment 

6. Integration with other high-impact practices 

7. Broad disciplinary participation and wide 
cross-section of students 

8. Integration of best practices in undergradu-
ate education 

 a.   Early and sustained involvement 

 b.   Establishing and communicating 
        expectations 

             c.   Developing a community of stu-  
       dent scholars 
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Practices One through Four: The Founda-
tions of Research 

According to the Council on Under-
graduate Research Report, “a robust summer 
research program is essential to a vibrant under-
graduate research environment” (Hensel, 2012, 
p. 16). Our university had already navigated 
this step in 2012 with its creation of the Re-
search Scholars program, with the mission of 
engaging “high-achieving undergraduate stu-
dents in research and professional development 
in their field of interest” (website). We created 
the Community Scholars as a Research Scholars 
“sister” program, designed to leverage the suc-
cess and resources of the Research Scholars 
while also expanding the boundaries of the Re-
search Scholars as a highly competitive pro-
gram focused on traditional disciplinary re-
search.  

 As shown in Table 1, the Research 
Scholars program already incorporated many 
Council on Undergraduate Research recom-
mended best practices, including an immersive, 
faculty-mentored, summer-long research expe-
rience augmented by ongoing professional de-
velopment opportunities and community-
building social events. The Research Scholars 
program also provided a generous stipend for 
student scholars and a nominal stipend for fac-
ulty mentors, and it required all scholars to par-
ticipate in the summer research symposium, 
which was the culminating highlight of the pro-
gram—all best practices recommended by the 
Council of Undergraduate Research report.  

 
The Community Scholars and Research 

Scholars programs were intentionally designed 
to be extracurricular, recognizing that many 

Table 1:   Comparison of Charlotte Community Scholars and Charlotte Research Scholars Program 
Features Using the Council of Undergraduate Research, Characteristics of Excellence in Undergraduate 
Research (UR) Topology. 

Characteristic of UR Excel-
lence and Common Program 

Elements 

Community Scholars Research Scholars 

A summer research program. 
  
Common calendar. 10 weeks 
beginning mid-May and ending 
late July. 

Part-time (20 hours per week, 
$2000) and full-time (40 hours 
per week, $4000) stipends paid. 
Part-time allows for other em-
ployment. 

Full-time (40 hours per week, 
$4000) stipends paid. No other 
outside employment allowed. 

Professional development op-
portunities. 
  
Weekly professional develop-
ment for two hours on campus. 
  
Common Topics: 
Responsible Conduct of Re-
search; Thinking About Gradu-
ate School; Three Minute The-
sis; Research Posters. 

Unique Topics: 
Scholar Orientation; 
Engaged Scholarship; 
Working Across Differences; 
Reflection In Action. 
  

Unique Topics: 
Professional Writing; 
Research Fellowships; Fellow-
ships and Honors Programs; 
Academic Resumes. 

Support and recognition. 
  
Program coordinated by experi-
enced faculty member in UR. 
  
Supervised by faculty mentor 
who receives a stipend ($500). 

Coordinator is a faculty member 
with extensive experience in 
CBR. 
  
Supervised by faculty mentor 
who receives a stipend ($500) 
and a community mentor. 

Coordinator is a faculty mem-
ber with extensive experience in 
traditional laboratory research. 
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Characteristic of UR Excellence and 
Common Program Elements (con’t) 

Community Scholars (con’t) Research Scholars (con’t) 

Authentic opportunities to cali-
brate knowledge 
(dissemination). 
  
Common Set of Deliverables: 
Professional Vitae; Research 
Abstract; Research Poster; Final 
Report. 
  
Presentation and Competition in 
the Summer UR symposium. 

No unique awards for CBR. Award criteria designed with 
traditional research in mind. 

Societal relevance and commu-
nity engagement. 

Community Scholars work with 
community partners to identify 
community needs and explore 
potential solutions. Identify this 
community need is a component 
of the application process. Com-
munity need is explicitly ad-
dressed in deliverables. 

Research may have social rele-
vance but not explicitly stated 
in application or deliverables. 

Integration with other high-
impact practices. 
  
Many of the participants have 
commonly experienced the fol-
lowing high-impact educational 
strategies (Kuh, 2008) offered 
at the University: 
Undergraduate Research; Com-
munity-Based Learning; First-
Year Seminars; Common Read-
ing Experience; Learning Com-
munities; Writing-Intensive 
Courses; Collaborative Assign-
ments; Global Learning; Intern-
ships; Capstone Courses. 

Common High-Impact Strategy: 
Undergraduate Research 
  
Unique High-Impact Practices: 
Community-Based Learning 

Common High-Impact Strategy: 
Undergraduate Research 
  

Broad disciplinary participa-
tion and wide cross-section of 
students. 
  
Open to all majors. 

Students with previous commu-
nity service experience priori-
tized for acceptance. 

Students with high grade point 
average and disciplinary fit pri-
oritized for acceptance. 
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students did not have access to financial aid in 
the summer. In fact, the stipends provided a 
mechanism for providing financial aid to stu-
dents, as many students use summer employ-
ment to subsidize year-round educational ex-
penses. 

Building on the infrastructure and suc-
cess of the Research Scholars, we designed the 
pilot Community Scholars program to operate 
according to the same program schedule, from 
late May to late July. Like the Research Schol-
ars, our scholars were required to meet weekly 
as a cohort for professional development; half 
of the sessions embedded Community Scholars 
with Research Scholars, and half of the sessions 
were small-group Community Scholars meet-
ings only, led by the Community Scholars coor-
dinator who was intentionally recruited because 
of her extensive record as a CBR scholar. The 
integrated professional development covered 
the following topics: Responsible Conduct of 
Research, Research Posters and the 3-Minute 
Thesis, and Thinking About Graduate School. 
Topics covered for Community Scholars stu-
dents only were Scholar Orientation, Engaged 
Scholarship, Working Across Differences, and 
Reflection in Action. Community Scholars were 
required to submit the same set of deliverables 
(professional vitae, research abstract, research 
poster, and final report) as the Research Schol-
ars students, using the same templates. They 
also competed with the Research Scholars stu-
dents for research awards at the summer re-
search symposium. In other words, the Commu-
nity Scholars had the exact same research ex-
pectations as the Research Scholars, which was 
vital to our goal of bringing engaged scholar-

ship parity with traditional scholarship. By lev-
eraging the existing Research Scholars pro-
gram, we were thus able to accomplish the first 
four best practices listed above into our Com-
munity Scholars pilot program. 
 
Practices Five through Eight: Innovations 
for UR 

The four remaining best practices re-
quired the implementation of innovative ele-
ments that would become the foundation for our 
new undergraduate research paradigm. First, as 
mentioned above, the Community Scholars pro-
gram involved the intentional integration of 
community-based learning, a well-established, 
high-impact educational practice, into our UR 
programming. We achieved this integration by 
funding only those research project proposals 
that fit our definition of community-engaged 
scholarship (collaboration, community need, 
social change focus) and included a committed 
community partner. This expanded the relation-
ship of the student scholar from dyadic (student 
mentee and faculty mentor) in the Research 
Scholars program, to triadic (student, faculty, 
and community partner) in the Community 
Scholars program. The Community Scholars 
project proposal solicitation form submitted by 
the faculty mentor required that faculty identify 
their community partners and describe the com-
prehensive and mutually beneficial nature of the 
partnership.  
 This triadic design principle of the 
Community Scholars program was also the ve-
hicle through which we achieved the fifth best 
practice listed above: Social Relevance and 
Community Engagement. Our projects required 

Characteristic of UR Excellence and 
Common Program Elements (con’t) 

Community Scholars (con’t) Research Scholars (con’t) 

Integration of best-practices in 
undergraduate education 
a. Early and sustained involve-
ment. 
b. Establishing and communi-
cating expectations. 
c. Developing a community of 
student scholars. 
  
Common Elements include a 
Program Orientation; Scholar 
and Mentor Expectations; and 
Professional Development and 
Social Events. 

Unique elements: 
Recruitment of sophomores, 
juniors, and seniors. 
  
Guidelines for Community 
Mentor Expectations. 
  

Recruitment of predominantly 
seniors and a few juniors. 
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both a research component and a community-
learning component, which, as mentioned 
above, situated the inquiry process in the “real 
world.” For example, scholars worked onsite 
with community members to identify needs or 
problems and to explore potential solutions. 
They then worked with their faculty mentors to 
develop research questions and assessment 
plans that they then executed with the entire 
team. Finally, the results from the research were 
captured in the student research posters, con-
verted into 3-minute theses, and shared with the 
campus and community at the summer research 
symposium.  

Ensuring the social relevance of the 
research is a UR best practice because many 
studies have shown it enhances the benefits of 
the experience for all students, and the effects 
are especially significant for under-represented 
students (Kuh, 2008; O’Donnell et al., 2015). 
Students feel more connected to and compas-
sionate about research that has a clear link to 
the social good and allows them the sense of 
“giving back” to society. Examples of this con-
nection from our pilot Community Scholars 
program include students exploring the problem 
of food insecurity among college students while 
volunteering at and assessing client intake 
forms at the on-campus student food pantry; 
students introducing under-represented middle-
school students to the engineering process 
through the construction of a solar-powered 
rainwater collection system for a local commu-
nity garden; and students bridging the digital 
divide through a technology-training program 
in a local supportive housing community. Sev-
eral of these projects had actually begun as 
community-based learning (or service learning) 
projects that placed students as volunteers in 
these sites and lines of inquiry and research di-
mensions were developed once students came 
into the Community Scholars program. This 
was a coincidental observation (not required for 
funded Community Scholars projects), but it 
did provide an opportunity for faculty and stu-
dents who had been working together on ser-
vice learning projects during the academic year 
to continue and expand their relationships with 
their community partners during the summer. 
Regardless, the design of our Community 
Scholars projects ensured best practice #6 
above—the intentional integration of two prov-
en high-impact educational practices: communi-
ty-based learning and UR (Kuh, 2008).  

These design features of the Communi-
ty Scholars research experiences also help en-
sure the remaining best practices: participation 
of diverse disciplines and students, and the inte-
gration of best practices in undergraduate edu-
cation that ensures the educational impact of the 
program (Chickering & Gamson, 1999). Re-
garding the latter, research has identified specif-
ic implementation features of pedagogical prac-
tices upon which their success is derived. Some 
of these with direct relevance for UR were iden-
tified by the Council on Undergraduate Re-
search, and include early and sustained involve-
ment; clearly communicated expectations; and 
peer-to-peer interactions that help to build a 
community of scholars (Hensel, 2012). We built 
on the efforts and success of the Research 
Scholars program and adapted their Scholar and 
Mentor Expectations for use with Community 
Scholars participants; the major addition dealt 
with issues related to the community partner’s 
role in the relationship. Both sets of expecta-
tions were shared with all prospective mentors 
and scholars who agreed to abide by them 
throughout the summer program. The Commu-
nity Scholars coordinator was available to help 
mediate any problems that arose when expecta-
tions of any participants were not upheld, and 
there was a formal midterm feedback form used 
to solicit and report any problems or misunder-
standings to the coordinator. We also leveraged 
the existing community-building activities of 
the Research Scholars program to provide op-
portunities for our scholars to interact with each 
other, as well as with the larger community of 
Research Scholars. The Community Scholars 
coordinator provided bi-weekly opportunities 
for Community Scholars students to interact 
and share challenges unique to their work in the 
community.  

 
Diversity: The Benefit of our Flexible and 
Inclusive Approach to CBR Program Design 

There were also aspects unique to the 
Community Scholars (i.e., not in common with 
the Research Scholars) that, as a result, attract-
ed a diverse pool of student applicants and en-
hanced student satisfaction in our program. 
First, we provided the option of having two 
(part-time, 20 hours per week) scholars work 
together on one project (both mentored by the 
same faculty member and working at the same 
community site) instead of the sole option for 
the Research Scholars of one full-time, 40-
hours-per-week student per project. This carried 
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several benefits, including allowing more stu-
dents to participate in the program, ensuring 
that students had ongoing peer-to-peer interac-
tions, and allowing students who must continue 
working during the summer to participate as 
part-time scholars. Over the course of the two-
year pilot, 62% of students (N=39) worked as a 
two-person team and the part-time option 
turned out to be anecdotally one of the most 
popular aspects of our program, from the per-
spectives of mentors, scholars, and community 
partners.  

Another unique aspect of the Commu-
nity Scholars program that we think contributed 
to best practices was our use of scholar selec-
tion criteria that differed from the Research 
Scholars in several ways. First, the Research 
Scholars program was limited to rising juniors 
or seniors and its selection decisions were based 
primarily on grade point average (GPA) and 
disciplinary fit with faculty projects. In order to 
attract a more diverse group of students we 
opened the Community Scholars program to 
rising sophomores and above, and we placed 
more weight on past community service experi-
ence than on student GPA. Besides producing a 
very diverse pool of scholars, as described be-
low, this also allows us to offer earlier and sus-
tained engagement experiences, which is a best 
practice for any high-impact educational peda-
gogy and a desired feature of our UR program 
(Kuh, 2008).  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The Application Process 

Faculty Application. A request for  
proposals for Community Scholars pilot pro-
jects was sent via a targeted email to university 
faculty and professional staff during Spring 
2015 and 2016 connected to CBR or service-
learning groups. During the pilot years, we 
made the intentional decision to seek communi-
ty-based projects primarily from experienced 
CBR faculty, rather than students or community 
partners as a way to keep the pilot small and 
prioritize experienced faculty mentors in CBR. 
As discussed in the literature review, much of 
the success of the UR experience is derived 
from the depth of the faculty mentorship. It is 
the faculty mentor and community partner who 
are supervising the daily activity and learning 
of the Community Scholars student and these 
responsibilities are clearly articulated in the 
application request for project proposals sent to 
faculty. As shown in Table 2, 11 projects and 
community partners, submitted by 13 faculty 
mentors from a diverse range of academic units, 
were funded for the 2015 pilot program. In the 
2016 pilot program year, there were 16 projects 
and community partners, submitted by 20 facul-
ty mentors. Community partners included both 
governmental agencies and non-profit organiza-
tions.  

 

Table 2: Charlotte Community Scholars: Project Titles Pilot Years 2015 and 2016 

Project Titles Faculty Disciplines Community Partners 

What are the Safety Concerns of Enderly 
Park Residents? Understanding the Problem 
and Identifying Solutions (2015) 

Geography and Urban 
Planning 

Greater Enderly Park Neigh-
borhood Association 

Scrabble Club: Enhancing Word Learning 
through Engagement (2015) 

Reading and Elemen-
tary Education 

Communities in Schools and 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
School System 

Bridge to Engineering: STEM Service Learn-
ing (2015) 

Civil Engineering and 
Education 

Friendship Gardens 

Methods of Internal Evaluation Used by Non
-profits to Explore the Juvenile Court System 
and Measure Parent Satisfaction on Train-
ings(2015) 

Psychology Council for Children’s 
Rights 
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Project Titles (con’t) Faculty Disciplines (con’t) Community Partners (con’t) 

Connections through Technology: Bridging 
the Digital Divide for Men in the Supportive 
Housing Community (2015) 

 

Social Work and Soci-
ology 

McCreesh Place, Supportive 
Housing Community 

Community Stakeholders’ Understanding of 
and Experience with Race and Racism 
(2015) 

 

Social Work Race Matters for Juvenile 
Justice and Mecklenburg 
County Courthouse Services 

Meeting the Needs of Youth Entering Protec-
tive Custody: Examining Utilization of 
Strengths within Assessments (2015) 

Psychology Teen Health Connection 

Serving Students Facing Food Insecurity 
(2015) 

 

Psychology UNC Charlotte Student Food 
Pantry 

State of the Plate Research (2015) Anthropology Charlotte Mecklenburg Food 
Policy Council 

Learning Lab (2015) Gender Studies Women & Girls Research 
Alliance 

Cotton & Collards: Unearthing Stories of 
Home Through Kitchens and Closets (2015) 

 

Theatre Education Sow Much Good 

Girls Data Portal Project (2016) Gender Studies Women & Girls Research 
Alliance 

Reduce Recidivism Using Human-Centered 
Design Methods (2016) 

 

Graphic Design Changed Choices 

REACH Farmers’ Market Evaluation (2016) Public Health Cabarrus County Health Alli-
ance 

Refugee Resettlement in the Charlotte Area 
(2016) 

 

Political Science Catholic Charities Diocese of 
Charlotte 

Education Affairs in the Hispanic Communi-
ty in Charlotte (2016) 

 

Languages and Cultur-
al Studies 

Latin American Coalition 

Using Media Literacy Training to Promote 
Violence Free Dating Among African Ameri-
can Youth (2016) 

 

Social Work I AM not the Media 

Evaluation of the Involuntary Commitment 
Population in Mecklenburg County (2016) 

 

Psychology Mecklenburg County Public 
Defenders Office 

Evaluation Exploring Empowerment, Useful-
ness, and Retention (2016) 

 

Education Charlotte Teachers Institute 

Applying Outcomes of the Regional Sustaina-
bility Program CONNECT Our Future at the 
Local Level (2016) 

 

Public Administration Centralina Council of Gov-
ernments 
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Student Application. Students applied 
for specific projects using an online application 
asking them to explain their previous research 
and community-based experience, as well as 
their future plans for graduate study and careers. 
Because of the newness of the program, most 
student applicants were referred by faculty men-
tors who wanted a specific student working on 
the project. In general, Community Scholars 
were more diverse, from more disciplines, and 
had a significantly lower average GPA than 
their Research Scholars counterparts as shown 
in Table 3. (Please see next page.) The data re-
ported for enrollment status and grade point av-
erage is frequency, while ethnicity and gender 
data is percentage. 
 
Keeping Collaboration and a Community 
Focus 
 In the application process, faculty men-
tors had to identify a community partner and a 
potential research question or concept for a stu-
dent-led project. Faculty selected in the pilot 

years had longstanding CBR partnerships as 
articulated in the application and demonstrated 
shared leadership with community partners in 
the research agenda and Community Scholars 
student supervision.  
 
The Curriculum 

Weekly program meetings comprised 
most of the formal curriculum of the program. 
The purpose of the program meetings was three-
fold: 1) to build relationships between students, 
faculty, and community partners within the con-
text of research, 2) to teach the foundational 
skills of UR from the perspective of CBR, and 
3) to showcase the outcomes of the CBR pro-
jects. The Community Scholars coordinator held 
orientation sessions for scholars and faculty 
mentors. In each session, the coordinator re-
viewed the program expectations, dates, and 
requirements, and emphasized the unique as-
pects of the new Community Scholars program, 
in contrast to the existing Research Scholars 
program. This included information and as-

Project Titles (con’t) Faculty Disciplines (con’t) Community Partners (con’t) 

Connecting Past and Present in NoDa: Mill Vil-
lage, Arts District, and Neighborhood Future 
(2016) 
 

History NoDa Neighborhood and Busi-
ness Association 

Race Matters for Juvenile Justice: The History of 
Structural and Racial Exclusion (2016) 
 

Social Work Race Matters for Juvenile Jus-
tice 

West Boulevard Neighborhood Coalition Food 
Security Initiative (2016) 
 

Sustainability Institute for Social Capital 

Stand-Alone Cost Effective PV Lighting (2016) Electrical and Computer 
Engineering 

Simmons YMCA 

Owned and Operated Grocers and the Seeds for 
Change Project (2016) 
 

Sustainability Institute for Social Capital 

How Can Geographic Information System Tech-
nology be used to Help Facilitate Change and 
Organize Sustainable Planning Practices in 
Communities?(2016) 
 

Geography and Earth 
Sciences 

Enderly Park Community 

Trickster’s Tale (2016) 
 

Theatre ImaginOn 

2016 CTI Summer Research Experience for 
Teachers: Connecting K-12 Teaching and the 
Study of Nanoscale Science (2016) 
 

Education Charlotte Teachers Institute 

Court Camp: Real Life Myth Busters (2016) Criminal Justice Mecklenburg County Trial 
Court Administrator’s Office 
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signed readings on the purpose, goals, and 
methods of CBR and engaged scholarship. As 
shown in the Summer Program Schedule (Table 
4), Community Scholars were required to attend 
professional development sessions with the 
larger group of UR program participants includ-
ing the Research Scholars and alternating Com-
munity Scholars meetings with the scholars and 
the Community Scholars coordinator. The com-
bined workshops focused on research skills rel-
evant to traditional and CBR approaches.  
 For example, the Community Scholars 
coordinator conducted workshops on the critical 
role of the community partner in CBR, the im-
portance of reflection, and implicit biases and 
strategies for working across difference. These 
workshops focused on the best practices of 
CBR are intentionally developed to articulate a 
clear curricular distinction between CBR and 
traditional research. As noted previously, high-
quality CBR is community co-created, collabo-
rative, grounded, and socially changing (Strand, 
Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & Donohue, 

2003). Therefore, high-quality CBR is not tradi-
tional research co-located in the community. 

Faculty mentors and community part-
ners are fundamentally responsible for coaching 
the Community Scholars student through the 
CBR project. It was the responsibility of the 
students, faculty mentors, and community part-
ners, with guidance from the Community 
Scholars coordinator, to develop work and re-
search schedules and to plan the completion of 
all program deliverables, which included an 
abstract, poster, and final report. Two social 
events were scheduled as opportunities for rela-
tionship building between students, faculty, and 
community partners within the Community 
Scholars program and across programs with the 
Research Scholars students and faculty. Schol-
ars participated in the Summer Research Sym-
posium, which included Community Scholars 
and Research Scholars students during the 
eighth week of the program, and in the ninth 
week, scholars submitted a final report to the 
Community Scholars coordinator.  

Table 3: Charlotte Community Scholars and Charlotte Research Scholars Characteristics    
 

 2015  2016 

 CCS2 CRS3  CCS CRS 

Student Status           

Full-time Students (40 hours per week) 6 54  9 58 

Part-time Students (20 hours per week) 10 0  14 0 

Avg. GPA 3.1 3.7  3.29 3.7 

            

Ethnicity1           

African American       16% 11% 

Asian       0% 5% 

Caucasian       56% 65% 

Hispanic       16% 8% 

Multi-ethnic       5% 6% 

No response given       7% 5% 

            

Gender1           

Female       56% 54% 

Male       44% 46% 
1 Incomplete data for 2015 on racial/ethnic diversity and gender. Demographic information collected from post-
program surveys. 

2 CCS = Charlotte Community Scholars Student Participants 

3 CRS = Charlotte Research Scholars Student Participants 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 2 

60 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

1 CCS = Charlotte Community Scholars Student Participants 

2 CRS = Charlotte Research Scholars Student Participants  

Table 4: Bi-monthly Professional Development and Meeting Schedule 

Meeting Topic Participants 

1 Scholar and Faculty Orientation – Foundations of 
Community-Based Research 

CCS1 

2 Responsible Conduct of Research CCS and CRS2 

3 Creating Research Posters and Abstracts CCS and CRS 

4 Reflection in Action CCS 

5 Thinking About Graduate School CCS and CRS 

6 Cookout CCS and CRS; Faculty, Stu-
dents, and Community Partners 

7 Working Across Difference CCS 

8 Preparation for Symposium CCS 

9 Ice Cream Social CCS and CRS; Faculty, Stu-
dents, and Community Partners 

10 Practice “Elevator Pitch” for Symposium CCS and CRS 

11 Research Symposium CCS and CRS; Faculty, Stu-
dents, and Community Partners 

12 Program Wrap Up and Submission of Final Report CCS 

Evaluation and Results 

 
The Office of Educational Innovations 

within the College of Computing and Informat-
ics conducts an evaluation of all summer UR 
programs, including the Community Scholars 
and Research Scholars programs. The evalua-
tion consists of a nationally validated survey 
designed to evaluate the program effectiveness 
for a specific subset of Research Scholars par-
ticipants, the Computing and Information Sci-
ences and Engineering Research Experience for 
Undergraduates (CISE REU), a UR program 
funded through the National Science Founda-
tion (Rorrer, 2016). The survey consists of 
measures for the following outcomes: 1) re-
search self-efficacy, 2) intentions to attend 
graduate school, 3) attitudes toward discipline 
of UR project, 4) help-seeking and coping be-
haviors, 5) grit, 6) research skills and 

knowledge, 7) leadership teamwork, and 8) pro-
fessional identity as a scientist. The post-survey 
also includes a mentoring satisfaction scale and 
a general program satisfaction scale. The Com-
munity Scholars program decided to use this 
instrument for evaluation purposes during the 
2016 pilot year, the second year of the pilot, to 
allow for program comparisons between Re-
search Scholars and Community Scholars. We 
believe that using the evaluation instrument 
developed for a traditional UR experience 
would provide data in our efforts to seek equal 
status and institutional support.  

Students were invited by direct email 
invitation to participate in a pre- and post-
assessment. Participation in the survey was vol-
untary and confidential. Students provided in-
formed consent before responding. Community 
Scholar participants were asked to self-evaluate 
and rate the degree to which the Community 
Scholars program strengthened each dimension. 
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The items asked were questions on a Likert 
scale with 5 being the most positive response 
and 1 being the least positive response. 

 
Positive Attitudes Regarding Research Skills 
and Knowledge 

As shown in Table 5, mean scores on 
the post-program survey for Community Schol-
ars and Research Scholars respondents indicated 
high positive responses on a five-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (nothing at all) to 5 (a great 
deal) regarding how confident participants are in 
their research skills and knowledge after com-
pleting the program. When compared to Re-
search Scholars means, Community Scholars 

students generally expressed higher responses 
on variables that were socially interactive, like 
collaboration. Research Scholars students gener-
ally expressed more confidence regarding for-
mal research skills like proposal writing. This 
result makes sense given that prior community 
engagement experience was prioritized over 
academic credentials for Community Scholars 
students, compounded by the collaborative na-
ture of the Community Scholars projects. Over-
all, the range of mean scores of Community 
Scholars and Research Scholars indicates posi-
tive attitudes regarding their research skills and 
knowledge.  
 

Table 5: Percent and Standard Deviation of Post-Program Participant Survey: Research Skills and 

Knowledge 

  Charlotte Community 
Scholars 

(n=7) 

Charlotte Research 
Scholars 
(n=25) 

  
  

Mean SD Mean SD 

Working collaboratively with others 4.43 .79 4.20 .96 

The nature of the job of a researcher 4.00 1.16 3.92 .86 

Relate results to the “bigger picture” 4.29 .76 3.92 .86 

Explaining my project to people outside my 
field 

4.14 .69 4.08 .70 

Problem-solving in general 4.43 .54 4.40 .65 

Application of the scientific method 4.29 .76 3.84 1.14 

Understanding and summarizing journal 
articles 

4.14 .69 4.00 .76 

Research proposal write up 2.71 1.25 3.24 1.09 

Research presentation preparation 3.71 1.11 4.12 .73 

Research presentation 3.71 1.11 4.20 .65 

Application to graduate school 3.57 1.51 3.52 1.08 
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Practical Significance of Research Self-
efficacy and Help Seeking / Coping Out-
comes  
 Nonparametric statistical tests indicated 
no significant variation between pre-test and 
post-test program survey Community Scholars 
responses. However, Cohen’s effect size value 
(Cohen, 1977) suggests a moderate effect 
(criteria is d=.50) for the difference between pre
-test and post-test responses for Research Self-
efficacy (d=.49) and Grit (d = .29), and a mod-
erate to large effect (criteria is d = .80) for Help 
Seeking and Coping (d=.65) responses as 
shown in Table 6. The remainder of the indica-
tors, intentions to attend graduate school, atti-
tudes toward discipline of UR project, research 
skills and knowledge, leadership teamwork, and 
professional identity as a scientist, all had a 
small effect of .20 or less. 
  
Satisfaction with Mentoring and Intention to 
Maintain Mentoring Relationships 

As shown in Table 7, when asked to 
report their satisfaction with faculty and com-
munity mentorship on a scale from 1 (Strongly 
Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree), Community 
Scholars program participants were very satis-
fied with the faculty and community mentor-
ship, with means ranging from 4.57 to 5.00. In 
addition to the post-program survey, the Com-
munity Scholars coordinator collected the fol-
lowing information from scholars during the 
last week of class: Did they plan to continue 

working with their faculty mentor after the end 
of the Community Scholars program? One hun-
dred percent of scholars said yes. Likewise, 
100% of the scholars indicated their intention to 
continue working with their community partner 
after the end of the Community Scholars pro-
gram. 

 
A Community Scholars Project Wins Honor-
able Mention in 2015 and 2016 
 The culminating integrated research 
symposia showcased all of the UR projects (97, 
106) from the Community Scholars (11, 23) and 
Research Scholars (86, 83) scholars. Seven 
awards were given: three in the categories of 
Social Sciences, Humanities, Education, Busi-
ness, and Arts; Natural Sciences and Public 
Health; and Engineering, Nanomaterials, and 
Computing. Four honorable mentions were 
awarded drawing from all categories. The crite-
rion for judging the posters was the same for 
Research Scholars and Community Scholars 
participants. Two Community Scholars students 
received an honorable mention, one in each pi-
lot year, a rate that approximates the proportion 
of awards given to Research Scholars students. 
Given the newness of the Community Scholars 
program, disproportionality of projects when 
compared to the Research Scholars program, 
and the few awards given, we were pleased 
with this outcome and interpreted this as recog-
nition of the vigor and acceptance of the ap-
proach. 

Table 6: Mean, Standard Deviation, and Cohen’s d Effect Size for Pre- and Post-test Surveys, 
Charlotte Community Scholars  

  Pre   Post   

  Mean SD   Mean SD Cohen’s d 

Research self-efficacy 52.4 7.2   61.0 7.4 .49 

Intentions toward graduate school 34.6 10.9   32.3 13.9 .18 

Attitudes toward discipline of UR project 39.4 1.9   39.9 3.1 .19 

Help seeking and coping 12.9 1.8   11.9 1.2 .65 

Grit 25.3 1.7   25.9 2.4 .29 

Research skills and knowledge 85.5 17.2   89.0 20.4 .18 

Leadership and teamwork 40.4 3.9   39.7 4.3 .17 

Professional identity as a scientist 14.9 8.6   14.5 8.6 .05 
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Discussion 
 

There are different strategies for gain-
ing equal status. Rather than building a discrete 
summer undergraduate community-based re-
search program, our approach was to join forces 
with the traditional UR program that was cur-
rently in place and supplement with unique pro-
fessional development focused on CBR best 
practices. This inclusive approach, rather than 
mutually exclusive paths, was built on the idea 
that our programs, community-based and tradi-
tional, would be strengthened as a result of inte-
gration especially as it relates to engaging a 
larger and more diverse group of students. Our 
intention was to address the irony that in spite 
of research showing that women, students of 
color, first-generation, and other at-risk groups 
of students benefit the most from UR experi-
ences, they are the very students often excluded 
from highly competitive traditional UR pro-
grams (Kuh, 2008; Malachowski, Osborn, Ka-
rukstis, & Ambos, 2015).  

The results of our pilot program indi-
cate the Community Scholars outcomes are on 
par or slightly better on some measures than the 
outcomes for the Research Scholars program. 
From an outcomes perspective, this positions 

our program well as we seek equal funding sup-
port. Furthermore, although there were not con-
trol groups of mutually exclusive programs, the 
strategy of integrating summer UR and CBR 
programs, rather than operating them as mutual-
ly exclusive efforts, appears to be a promising 
approach to bring a greater proportion of un-
derrepresented students into the high-profile 
research arena. 

As campuses consider designing sum-
mer undergraduate CBR programs, using the 
best practices frameworks used broadly in the 
highly established field of UR is transferrable 
and useful, whether considering a stand-alone 
CBR program or a combined CBR and tradi-
tional research program. In addition, for tradi-
tional UR programs expanding into CBR, we 
recommend customizing the programmatic ele-
ments of the program, like ensuring CBR exper-
tise of the coordinator and faculty mentors, us-
ing recruitment criteria that emphasize commu-
nity-engagement experience rather than GPA, 
including flexible program design that allowed 
for part-time employment, and adding profes-
sional development focused on CBR methodol-
ogies. As a result of this pilot, the university has 
decided to increase Community Scholars fund-
ing by 30%.  

Table 7: Mean and Standard Deviation of Charlotte Community Scholars Post-Program Survey, Satis-
faction with Mentor 

My mentor: Mean SD 

was accessible 4.71 .49 

demonstrated professional integrity 5.00 0 

demonstrated content expertise in my area of need 5.00 0 

was approachable 4.86 .38 

was supportive and encouraging 4.71 .49 

provided constructive and useful critiques of my work 4.71 .49 

was helpful in providing direction and guidance on research project is-
sues 

4.57 .54 

answered my questions satisfactorily 4.71 .49 

acknowledged my contributions appropriately 4.86 .38 

suggested appropriate resources 4.86 .38 

challenged me to extend my abilities 4.71 .49 
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Limitations and Recommendations for Fu-
ture Research 
 Future areas of research will include an 
exploration of the ways in which the traditional 
student researchers in the Research Scholars 
program benefitted from the integration of pro-
grammatic elements with the Community 
Scholars program. For example, does integra-
tion provide a learning opportunity to under-
stand design and measurement of broader im-
pacts?  

This study also highlighted some weak-
nesses in the UR programs. For example, while 
we felt like the Community Scholars program 
and CBR methods had achieved a measure of 
equal status having won an award based on tra-
ditional research standards, we also felt like the 
unique aspects of the program and exemplary 
demonstrations of CBR were not specifically 
articulated in the traditional award criteria, so 
therefore could go unrecognized. As a way to 
ensure that CBR best practices were fully ap-
preciated, it was recommended that new awards 
be created in subsequent years and funded by 
the Community Scholars program recognizing 
excellent CBR in each discipline category. All 
UR research participants in the summer sympo-
sium would be eligible for the awards as a way 
to encourage broader enthusiasm among tradi-
tional UR faculty and students to embrace CBR 
approaches. 
 We also recognize that during the pilot 
years, the Community Scholars program evalu-
ation was insufficient. Instruments were select-
ed based on what was currently in place for the 
Research Scholars program and the assessment 
is a single group pre-/post-design. Future stud-
ies should include a control group. We were not 
able to obtain feedback from our community 
partners during the pilot or data regarding stu-
dent civic learning outcomes, a problem we 
intend to address during our 2017 program. 
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INTRODUCTION 
  
 The capstone forestry course in the 
Arthur Temple College of Forestry and Ag-
riculture (ATCOFA) at Stephen F. Austin 
State University focused on development of 
a comprehensive management plan of a for-
ested property based on the needs of a com-
munity partner. Service-learning was em-
phasized for development of the long-term 
relationship of both the community and the 
university as partners. For this project, fac-
ulty and students met with the Collins 
Academy in Jefferson, Texas, to develop a 
plan for the 38-acre Port Jefferson History 
and Nature Center (PJHNC), located on Big 
Cypress Bayou, characterized by overstory 
baldcypress trees (Taxodium distichum). 
The objectives were threefold: 1) to devel-
op maps of invasive species for potential 
control efforts; 2) to document habitat and 

restoration for the monarch butterfly, a spe-
cies declining in numbers, and habitat resto-
ration of the threatened Neches River rose 
mallow  (NRRM); and 3) to develop a sus-
tainable community partnership with both 
the Collins Academy and the city of Jeffer-
son. 
 To develop the management plan, 
tenets of both community engagement and 
service learning were integrated into the 
planning of the project, the development of 
collaborative ideas for the Port Jefferson 
History and Nature Center, and the comple-
tion of the project. With the plan in place, 
the Collins Academy and ATCOFA contin-
ued implementation of the project after 
completion of the capstone course. Essen-
tial to this relationship was a review by the 
participants of the ATCOFA monograph for 
producing society-ready foresters and es-
sential skills acquired for the forestry pro-
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fession (Bullard, Coble, Coble, Darville, 
Rogers, & Stephens Williams, 2014), and 
the mission statement of the Collins Acade-
my. This joint discussion centered on the 
six community partner goals of Tinkler, 
Tinkler, Hausman, & Straus (2014) to de-
velop a successful service-learning experi-
ence. Students read and reflected on the val-
ue of service learning by participating in 
“an organized service activity that meets 
community needs” that included reflection 
on both the activity and course content to 
build a broader sense of civic responsibility 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 1995, 2002). By adapt-
ing the service-learning approach, students, 
faculty, and the community partners rein-
forced community agency professionals as 
co-advisors and connected the groups in 
meaningful service activities that meet 
community needs (Bringle & Hatcher, 
2002). At the organizational meetings with 
Collins Academy and ATCOFA, the goals 
and objectives of both agencies were out-
lined and presented. The central theme of 
community voice incorporated the connec-
tion of the forestry activity expanding both 
educational and management objectives 
(Bringle & Hatcher, 2009). Although not as 
clearly defined, service is one of the core 
missions in higher education along with 
teaching and research (Soska, Sullivan-
Cosetti, & Pasupuleti, 2010) and became an 
essential part of community engagement 
with planning the Port Jefferson History 
and Nature Center. By aligning educational 
objectives with the needs of the community 
partner, community service enhances the 
learning and education (Thomson, Smith-
Tolken, Naidoo, & Bringle, 2011). 

For initial development of the plan, 
students reviewed documents completed by 
the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service on the 
restoration of the Cypress Bayou where the 
PJHNC is located. Collins Academy, in co-
operation with the city of Jefferson, Texas, 
provides management for the PJHNC for 
environmental education. The Collins 
Academy was founded in Jefferson, Texas, 
to create educational and economic oppor-
tunities for the community. 

The Collins Academy mis-
sion is to establish a state and na-
tional model demonstrating the im-
portance of creating community-
focused education and professional 
development opportunities that lead 
to economic revitalization and the 
sustainability of rural areas….The 
Port Jefferson History & Nature 
Center is a hands-on, outdoor learn-
ing center and environmental park 
promoting habitat restoration along 
the historic riverfront in Jefferson, 
Texas. Educational programs, activ-
ities and outreach projects demon-
strating the importance of history 
and nature are available to visitors. 
Programs are developed and man-
aged by the Collins Academy team. 
(Collins Academy, 2014) 

     Within the Arthur Temple College of 
Forestry and Agriculture, the overall goal 
is: 

…to produce foresters who 
are ‘society ready’ i.e, capable of 
dealing effectively with the complex 
economic, ecological, and social 
issues involving forest resources 
today…our BSF graduates must be 
prepared to effectively enhance the 
integrity, stability, and health of the 
environment through sustainable 
management, conservation, and pro-
tection of forests and natural re-
sources. (Bullard, Coble, Coble, 
Darville, Rogers, & Stephens Wil-
liams, 2014, p. 1) 

Collaborative learning, problem solving, 
and written and oral communication skills 
are desired traits for solving environmental 
needs (Sample, Block, Ringgold, & Gilt-
mier, 1999), and their education must be 
relevant, rigorous, and build relationships 
(Bullard, 2015).  

In preparation of the plan, students 
reviewed six community partnership goals 
from Tinkler, Tinkler, Hausman, and Straus 
(2014) to consider as essential for a suc-
cessful service-learning community-
university partnership, including: 1) being 
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attentive to the community partner’s mis-
sion and vision, 2) understanding the hu-
man dimension of the community partner’s 
work, 3) being mindful of the community 
partner’s resources, 4) accepting and shar-
ing the responsibilities for inefficiencies, 5) 
considering the legacy of the partnership, 
and 6) regarding process as important. 
These six factors were presented and dis-
cussed as part of both service learning and 
reflection of the process. As the plan devel-
oped, dialogue continued with the Collins 
Academy to ensure the needs of the com-
munity partner and the ATCOFA campus-
community service-learning experiences 
were successful with the outcomes of pro-
jects and impact on community relation-
ships, and growth community a priority 
based on successful service-learning pro-
grams (Marullo & Edwards, 2000; Bringle 
& Hatcher, 2002; Boyle-Baise & Langford, 
2004; Tinkler & Tinkler, 2013).  

Students were introduced to effec-
tive reflection to increase communication 
and critical thinking participating in both 
ongoing reflection (data acquisition and in-
field report writing) and summary reflection 
in their final reports. Students were present-
ed the framework of Eyler and Giles (1999) 
for connection of experience and 
knowledge; continual reflection before, dur-
ing, and after the service; applying subject 
matter to real life situations; and mentoring.  

 
BACKGROUND LITERATURE 

Service learning encompasses the 
most central part of the mission of higher 
education, teaching, and learning, and leads 
to civic involvement that improves other 
scholarly activities (Benson, Harkavy, & 
Puckett, 2000). Service learning integrates 
academic material, relevant service activi-
ties, and critical reflection between partners 
that engages faculty, staff, and the commu-
nity partners to achieve academic and civic 
success (Bringle & Clayton, 2012). Service 
learning for campus-community partner-
ships needs a clear sense of identity and 
purpose, with procedures and resources ef-

fectively communicated to each partner to 
broaden the experience (Bringle & Hatcher, 
2002; Hatcher, Bringle, & Muthiah, 2004). 
Newman, Bruyere, and Beh (2007) identi-
fied leadership characteristics and effects of 
experiential learning on natural resource 
leadership, including service learning in the 
context of natural resources that allows the 
students to develop the habit of building an 
emotional, intellectual, and ethical bond to 
a piece of land. By setting a vision for good 
leadership, students can practice adaptive 
management on an individual or group lev-
el, setting their priorities for collection of 
information to meet the community partner 
goals while completing course objectives.  

 
METHODS 

 
Directors from the Collins Academy 

and students and faculty at ATCOFA out-
lined several natural resource management 
considerations including location of the 
threatened Neches River rose mallow, Hi-
biscus dasycalyx. In addition, they mapped 
milkweed gardens and butterfly nectar 
sources for the monarch butterfly, Daneus 
plexippus, a migrating butterfly, along with 
location and assessment of bat boxes, and 
identification and location of cultural arti-
facts in the area. Three invasive species, 
Chinese tallow (Triadica sebifera), Chinese 
privet (Ligustrum sinense), and sacred 
bamboo (Nandina domestica), were located 
and mapped using GPS (global positioning 
systems). Students measured trees using a 
diameter tape at 4.5 feet, a clinometer for 
tree height, and a Garmin e-Trex30 to lo-
cate invasive species and notable trees with 
GPS global positioning systems. Data from 
the GPS were downloaded into ArcGIS 
10.4 at ATCOFA for spatial analysis and 
development of an ArcScene digital fly 
through. Students prepared a timed Power-
Point slideshow (30 slides at 20 seconds/
slide for a total of 10 minutes), and queries 
on spatial data from ArcGIS 10.4.  Each 
group developed a 40 by 40-inch poster 
about the project and presented a written 
plan to both Collins Academy and 
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ATCOFA. To meet the outlined goals, on-
site visits were required of the students, fac-
ulty, and community partners at the 
PJHNC. As the course developed, students, 
faculty, and community partners met to dis-
cuss data collected and presentation of the 
results. For reflection and service learning, 
students documented the six tenets of Tin-
kler, Tinkler, Hausman, and Straus (2014) 
and Bringle, Clayton, and Bringle (2012). 
To develop the plan, students acquired im-
agery of the property as either Pictometry® 
or orthophoto quadrangles for use in both 
base maps in ArcGIS 10.4 and location of 
natural resources at the site. 
 

RESULTS 
 

Students mapped out colonies of the 
threatened Neches River rose mallow 
(Hibiscus dasycalyx) that grows in wetland 
areas exposed to sun. The plants are in the 
east planting area away from the core zone 
to decrease hybridizing with other Hibiscus. 
Seeds were collected and stratified in the 
Collins Academy laboratory and ATCOFA 
for future plantings. Continued cooperation 
included growing out plants at ATCOFA 
and returning them to Port Jefferson for 
planting. The NRRM was recently added 
for consideration as a threatened or endan-
gered plant (Federal Register, 2011) with a 
high priority for listing (Federal Register, 
2012) and a final ruling in 2013 (Federal 
Register, 2013). Reflection over the current 
status and direction occurred both at the 
Collins Academy and ATCOFA during fi-
nal presentations.  

Milkweed gardens planted for the 
monarch butterfly, a migrating butterfly 
with the caterpillars feeding exclusively on 
milkweed, were mapped and located using 
GPS and uploaded into ArcGIS 10.4. Milk-
weed plants will be raised at the Collins 
Academy and ATCOFA and planted in both 
the core area and in the east area. Milkweed 
pods are being collected for seed extraction 
and planting of milkweed. Students were 
introduced to Citizen Scientist programs 

with the monarch butterfly that can be used 
to both evaluate the migration and partici-
pate in milkweed restoration. These activi-
ties fit with the education and outreach ac-
tivities of the Collins Academy and the 
Piney Woods Native Plant Center at 
SFASU. The monarch butterfly populations 
are in decline due to degradation of the for-
est in the overwintering areas, loss of breed-
ing habitat in the United States due to ex-
pansion of herbicide resistant crops requir-
ing more treatments with the subsequent 
loss of milkweed host plants, and severe 
weather (Pleasants & Oberhauser, 2012). 
The migration phenomenon of the monarch 
butterfly has been designated as an endan-
gered biological phenomenon (Brower & 
Malcolm, 1991; Brower, Taylor, Williams, 
Slayback, Zubieta, & Israel, 2012).  
 Invasive species are a primary con-
cern within the PJNHC and the objectives 
are to revert the landscape back to native 
vegetation as part of the legacy, vision, and 
resources of the partnership. The three pri-
mary invasive species were mapped using 
GPS and entered into ArcGIS 10.4 for spa-
tial reference and size of the area (Figure 
1).  

Chinese tallow is a non-native tree 
classified as invasive due to its proliferation 
and high seed yield. Chinese tallow tree is 
native to eastern Asia. It has a high risk po-
tential into upland and wetland sites as an 
invasive plant due to its adaptability to a 
wide range of soils, and dispersal by birds, 
water, and people. Chinese tallow is prized 
for its unique color by the horticulture in-
dustry (Jubinsky & Anderson, 1996). 

Sacred bamboo, native to Asia, has 
naturalized and invaded habitats by spread-
ing underground root sprouts and animal-
dispersed seeds. Sacred bamboo persists for 
several years before maturing, and displaces 
native species and plant communities. Once 
established, sacred bamboo is difficult to 
control due to its extensive root system 
(Texas Invasive Plant Council, 2004). Hand
-pulling can be effective, but large plants 
are difficult to dig out because of tap roots. 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 2 

71 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

For herbicide use, repeated applications 
may be necessary.  

Chinese privet is a common shade-
tolerant evergreen shrub invading south-
eastern United States riparian forests. Con-
trol by mechanical means (chainsaw) re-
moval followed by herbicide application is 
the most effective. Second year applications 
of herbicides are needed to kill seedlings 
and stump sprouts (Hanula, Horn, & Tay-
lor, 2009). Cultural artifacts and bat boxes 
were mapped using Garmin eTrex30 GPS 
units (Figure 2). Reflection on the project 
was incorporated into field discussions, 
both from the Collins Academy and 
ATCOFA.  
 
Discussion  

The six guidelines of Tinkler, Tin-
kler, Hausman, and Straus (2014) were fol-
lowed to further develop the community 
partnership and to ensure communication 
between the partners was progressing. Re-
flection occurred on site at the PJHNC, at 
the Collins Academy in Jefferson, and at 
presentations at the ATCOFA of posters, 
and through a PowerPoint presentation and 
demonstrations of the ArcGIS 10.4 digital 
maps that were created for the community 
partnership. These six steps are presented 
below. 
 
1. Be Attentive to the Community Part-
ner’s Mission and Vision  

Collins Academy and ATCOFA 
presented their mission and vision of 
PJHNC to develop innovative, educational 
programs that focus on environmental con-
servation and historic preservation, and re-
layed both the opportunities and concern for 
the area. The shared vision and understand-
ing allowed the project to move forward, 
essential to community partnerships 
(Hosman, 2014).  Students produced effec-
tive reflective activities with both the Col-
lins Academy directors and the ATCOFA 
faculty linking Hatcher and Bringle (1997) 
to course content and learning theory.  This 
assisted in producing a clear description of 

the expectations to assess the outcomes; 
reflecting on course expectations and con-
tent; interacting with the capstone course 
faculty team and the Collins Academy to 
develop the reflection; and providing the 
opportunity to explore and promote their 
values and solutions in the completed pro-
ject.  
 
2. Understand the Human Dimension of 
the Community Partner’s Work 

A raised bridge was a central aspect 
of the project (Figure 1) and served as a 
meeting point to view and discuss the pro-
ject area with directors of the Collins Acad-
emy and faculty from ATCOFA. The stu-
dents met with the growers of the milkweed 
for the monarch butterfly and the cultiva-
tion of the Neches River rose mallow for 
continuation of these species and promotion 
of conservation and preservation of this 
habitat. The continued discussion and re-
flection was integrated into their final re-
ports and PowerPoint presentations. The 
importance of the human dimension factor 
was emphasized for both working with the 
property managers and the visitors to the 
site. Their digital stories reinforced the 
original goals of the project, necessary to 
reflection after service (Eyler, 2002). Stu-
dents created an interactive ArcGIS 10.4 
database that was presented to both the 
community and academic partners, and they 
developed queries of the database and pre-
sented this during their presentation, show-
ing, for example, the distribution of the in-
vasive Chinese tallow (Figure 1).  

Students then returned to the site for 
further implementation of the service-
learning project after completion of written 
and oral documents. This approach to ser-
vice learning challenged the learners’ per-
spective through identifiable instructor-
partner-student learning outcomes (Tinkler 
& Tinkler, 2013; Tinkler, Tinkler, Gerstl-
Pepin, & Mugisha, 2014). To reinforce the 
human dimensions aspects of the project, 
students met in small groups with the Col-
lins Academy and ATCOFA faculty to dis-
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Figure 1. Invasive Tree Species in the Port J efferson History and Nature Center in Jefferson, Texas 
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cuss the importance of the proposed man-
agement actions to the expected park visi-
tors and the City of Jefferson.  
 
3. Be Mindful of the Community Part-
ner’s Resources   

Collins Academy provided leader-
ship in the location of the resource and 
guidance to the area to facilitate data acqui-
sition. The Collins Academy directors inter-
acted with the students at the PJHNC for 
initial location of invasive species (Figure 
1), bat boxes, and culture resources of pil-
ings in the Big Cypress Bayou (Figure 2). 
The use of ArcGIS 10.4, Pictometry®, and 
GPS by ATCOFA enhanced both the visual 
representation of the resource and the abil-
ity to demonstrate technology for measure-
ments of natural resources, and validated 
the interactive hands-on instruction em-
ployed by the GIS faculty within ATCOFA 
(Unger, Kulhavy, Hung, & Zhang, 2015; 
Kulhavy, Unger, Hung, & Douglass, 2015). 
Knowledge areas from ATCOFA include 
invasive plants, insects, and diseases and 
their impact on forest diversity, productivi-
ty, health, and regeneration.  

Importance and performance 
measures for forestry (Bullard, Coble, Co-
ble, Darville, Rogers, & Stephens Williams, 
2014) were reviewed, including understand-
ing the ecological functioning of natural 
systems; restoring forest resources at the 
stand, forest, and landscape levels; under-
standing soil and water properties and pro-
cesses; using geospatial technologies; man-
aging forests for human use and enjoyment; 
acting with the interests of the larger com-
munity; and working well in teams. Forest-
ry graduates need a strong foundation in 
technical forestry skills; however, “public 
scrutiny of forest management and the im-
portance of broad social, economic, and 
ecological considerations in forestry deci-
sion making have greatly increased the need 
for competency in communication, ethics, 
collaborative problem solving, and manage-
rial leadership” (Sample, Block, Ringgold, 
& Giltmier, 1999).  

 
4. Accept and Share the Responsibilities 
for Inefficiencies 

Inefficiencies in the project were not 
being able to download GPS data while in 
Jefferson, and not being able to review in-
teractive GIS maps of the projects to dis-
cuss potential sites for planting sites and 
invasive species removal areas. Once 
ArcScene was developed as a digital flyo-
ver, students produced a digital movie for 
PJHNC. All GIS data were correctly col-
lected and downloaded for each group, and 
interactive ArcGIS 10.4 files were created. 
Greenhouse space was available in Jeffer-
son and plants were moved to the green-
house prior to planting at the site. One of 
the inefficiencies was high water at the site 
and lack of raised bridge access for part of 
the project. Service learning for faculty, stu-
dents, and partners takes additional time to 
develop a reciprocal relationship with re-
flection for students to process their experi-
ences. Meeting with the faculty, students, 
and community partners developed the 
goals and relationships but required addi-
tional instruction from the community part-
ners (Tinkler, Tinkler, Hausman, & Straus, 
2014). In the field portion of the project, 
reflective time was taken to discuss the 
goals of the partnership. The service-
learning activity was conducted using a 
problem-based learning approach with the 
community partners organized around a 
comprehensive community project (Eyler, 
2002).  
 
5. Consider the Legacy of the Partner-
ship 

The Collins Academy-ATCOFA 
partnership emphasized protection of the 
natural environment from invasive species 
in a wetland habitat for teaching future gen-
erations about ecosystem sustainability. As 
a result of the student actions, the project 
was continued to implement actions recom-
mended in the capstone course. Immediate 
actions included increasing greenhouse 
space and seedlings for Neches River rose 
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Figure 2. Tables, Bat Boxes and Artifacts on the Port Jefferson History and Nature Center  
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mallow plants. Recommendations from 
ATCOFA were made for germination and 
growing of the plants to ensure increased 
survival. Additional actions included direc-
tion on growing milkweed to promote sus-
tainability of the monarch butterfly, current-
ly in a period of decline. The legacy of the 
community service-learning projects is to 
activate opportunities to create change for 
the students, faculty, and the community 
partner to promote critical thinking skills 
(Tinkler, Tinkler, Hausman, & Straus, 
2014; Bringle, Clayton, & Bringle, 2015).  

As the management plans students 
were only in Jefferson for one semester, it 
was important for them to understand the 
community of Jefferson and its commit-
ment to the Port Jefferson park. The 
knowledge of the use of the Port Jefferson 
area for education enhanced the service-
learning value, as students could identify 
with those brought to the site for environ-
mental and natural resource education 
(Collins Academy, 2014). Public Participa-
tion GIS (PPGIS), considered GIS in prac-
tice (Sheppard, 1995; Brown, 2012), was 
used in the project to incorporate technical 
skills from students as stakeholders to foster 
social change from the project (Schlossberg 
& Shuford, 2005; Schlossberg & Wyss, 
2007; Kulhavy & Unger, 2016). Shared vi-
sion of the community partner project in-
cluded preparing resources to assist schools 
and teachers in the Jefferson area for use of 
Port Jefferson. The PJHNC project led to a 
second capstone project on an adjacent 
property to manage natural resources 
around a train route. Outcomes from the 
projects include increased performances on 
in-class material and student-directed learn-
ing. Goals included improving community 
natural resources for economic success of 
increased visitors and partnership interac-
tions. 

 
6. Regard Process as Important 

Project objectives included locating 
invasive species with Garmin eTrex30 GPS 
units including Chinese tallow trees, Chi-

nese privet, sacred bamboo, Tree of Heav-
en, and Japanese climbing ferns. Following 
field data collection, students downloaded 
data into ArcGIS 10.4 software in the 
ATCOFA GIS Laboratory to create shape-
files and data points for the field measure-
ments. Once the data files were created, stu-
dents produced queries of the attribute ta-
ble. 

College students performing authen-
tic service to the community are more likely 
to continue to participate in the community 
after graduation (Astin, Sax, & Avalos, 
1999). When students share their conclu-
sions with faculty and community partners, 
the conversations that ensue are often more 
compelling than typical student presenta-
tions. Incorporating the community into fi-
nal reflective activities increases the en-
gagement with the community. The final 
products produced a sense of professional-
ism in the students to do a better job (Eyler, 
2002).  Future use of these skills are en-
hanced by the ability to use problem-
solving skills of ArcGIS 10.4, field measur-
ing instruments and establishment of field 
plots for data collection and analysis, and 
construction and synthesis of data sets 
(Bransford & Nye, 1989; Eyler, 2002).  Im-
portant in the process is the reality that both 
giving and receiving are required for com-
pletion of the work (Tinkler, Tinkler, Gerstl
-Pepin, & Mugisha, 2014). Collins Acade-
my received written reports, PowerPoint 
presentations, and a poster about each pro-
ject. In return, Collins Academy supplied 
feedback to the students during all steps of 
the process, from reviewing the goals and 
mission of the Port Jefferson History and 
Nature Center, to field assistance instruc-
tion during the project, to review of the pro-
ject at the conclusion of the capstone 
course.  
 

Future Vision 
 

The project is continuing with 
shared visions of habitat remediation, in-
cluding annual installation of native hard-
wood trees, Neches River rose mallow, 
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milkweed, and other pollinator support spe-
cies on public and private properties for 
monarch butterflies. Rose mallows and 
milkweed species will be reared in four pro-
duction greenhouses at area schools sup-
ported by the Collins Academy. Additional 
activities include identifying and mapping 
significant trees with GPS in the PJHNC to 
create a fly through with ArcScene soft-
ware. Visits are made from ATCOFA for 
planting spaces for both milkweed and the 
Neches River rose mallow. Management of 
invasive species included the use of the Ex-
tractigator® with the Big Foot attachment to 
remove privet, sacred bamboo, and Chinese 
tallow.  

The attention to the six items for 
community partnerships proposed by Tin-
kler, Tinkler, Hausman, and Strouse (2014) 
added to the strategic conversation for the 
project. The ability of the students to pre-
sent their shared vision of future plans for 
the PJHNC added to the authentic learning 
for the project. Continued relationships with 
both the Collins Academy and ATCOFA 
speak to the success of the project. Reflec-
tion throughout the process allowed time to 
discuss directions and, if necessary, choose 
alternative methods to complete the activi-
ties. The work outdoors reflected the mis-
sion of ATCOFA to produce “society 
ready” foresters and enhanced the viability 
of the capstone course working in concert 
with community partners. One student suc-
cessfully executed a consulting agreement 
with Collins Academy for a special conser-
vation project. The project received a ser-
vice-learning award for innovation in im-
plementation of the community partnership 
between the Collins Academy and the Ar-
thur Temple College of Forestry and Agri-
culture.  

Collins Academy has recently de-
voted additional resources to growing its 
relationship with ATCOFA by hiring two 
additional conservation experts and expand-
ing relationships with public schools, enter-
ing into the first of two funding agreements 

with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for 
public and private land remediation activi-
ties, and setting up production greenhouses 
at area schools. To continue the partnership, 
grants were submitted to enhance and ex-
pand both the educational mission and man-
agement of the monarch butterfly. In con-
cert with the Collins Academy, ATCOFA 
students and Collins Academy personnel 
used an Unmanned Aerial System (UAS) 
DJI Phantom 4 to produce both a video of 
the central garden area, and a programmed 
flight to integrate with ArcGIS 10.4 in the 
Arthur Temple College of Forestry and Ag-
riculture for future planning. This UAS 
flight produced resolution of 2 inches at 
350 feet in altitude providing a visual refer-
ence for the future (Figure 3) using 
Drone2Map software in ArcGIS 10.4.  This 
continued cooperation indicates the success 
of this cooperative program to promote nat-
ural resource management for the Port Jef-
ferson History and Nature Center.  
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