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 Having just returned from Cam-
pus Compact’s 2017 Pen to Paper Re-
treat, I am even more encouraged 
about the state of community-
engaged scholarship. The purpose of 
the event was for participants to focus 
on their “Writing with, for, and about 
service and community engage-
ment” (Indiana Campus Compact, 
2017). The three-day event was 
staffed with a variety of facilitators 
who helped the 16 participants articu-
late and develop their writing goals. 
Five editors representing three jour-
nals, one repository and one book 
publisher provided feedback in small 
group and individual settings. The 
participating scholars represented 
those who were ready to publish and 
ready to write. I was especially im-
pressed by the conversation and feed-
back within the affinity groups. It is 
easy to understand what motivates 
these participants—collaborations 
that further develop community re-
sources and increases in the quality of 
student learning. 

 This year was the fourth time that 
The Journal of Community Engage-
ment and Higher Education has par-
ticipated in the event. Each time and 
again this year, I found myself mar-
veling at the resources available to 

help scholars. Affinity writing groups 
and small-group constructive feed-
back are well-established tools to ad-
vance scholarly agendas, but they are 
typically limited to departments or 
graduate programs. Rarely have I ex-
perienced something akin to the Pen 
to Paper retreat with such a large 
cross-section of participant discipli-
nary expertise and experience levels. 
Having a focused time to discuss re-
search ideas with a variety of editors 
is particularly unique. I hope that 
more universities will support such 
endeavors for interested students, fac-
ulty, staff, and community members. 

 I am writing this editorial during 
the week of Thanksgiving and as you 
might imagine, thankful reflections 
are on my mind. As I consider The 
JCEHE’s achievements during the 
last year, there are many things for 
which I am grateful. In fact, this edi-
tion represents a significant stage of 
growth. In 2017, The JCEHE moves 
to three editions per year. The over-
arching goal of reducing time to pub-
lication cannot be done in a vacuum. 
It requires more publishable quality 
content and willing people to help at 
both the reviewing and editing stages 
of publication. 

ABSTRACT 
 

This article reflects on the recent Pen to Paper Writing Retreat hosted by Indiana Campus Com-
pact at Nazareth University in Rochester, New York. It also describes an important phase of 
growth for The Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education.   
 Keywords: scholarship, writing, reflection  
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 I am especially grateful for the 
increasing number of scholars who 
have trusted The JCEHE as a venue 
in which to publish. With increasing 
numbers of submitted manuscripts to 
the journal, the reviewers and editori-
al staff are being called on more often 
to consider if the submissions are 
publishable. Their work is essential to 
maintain standards and elevate the 
quality of manuscripts prior to publi-
cation decisions. I am also thankful 
for the new reviewers who have re-
cently joined this cadre of scholars. 
The downstream effect from a new 
edition also increases the work on 
people who contribute as copyeditors, 
layout editors, and proofreaders. Your 
expertise is very much appreciated. 
Lastly, many thanks to Indiana State 
University’s Center for Community 
Engagement, which provides funding 
for The JCEHE. Without these re-
sources, advancing the JCEHE’s 
goals would be exponentially more 
difficult.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 The goal of this article is to describe 
a university-community partnership spon-
sored by a university office of civic engage-
ment. University-community partnerships 
are common, but many collaborations are 
fraught with challenges because of power 
inequities or differing goals and ways of 
operating (Glover & Silka, 2013). In partic-
ular, power inequities between universities 
and communities mean that decisions about 
who sets the agenda, who will own any 
products produced by the partnership, and 
who ultimately benefits from a university-
community partnership can be made to fa-
vor the universities and can threaten the 
success of the partnership. 
 Aware of the potential pitfalls, the 
university-community partners described in 
this article developed their work together 
and had common goals, avoiding some of 
the conflicts to which other partnerships 
may succumb. Both the university’s office 
of civic engagement and the community 

partner shared a desire to “develop a sense 
of involvement, investment, and responsi-
bility” that would benefit both partners 
(Jacoby et al., 2009, p. 8). Drawing from 
Dewey’s notion of civic engagement, the 
partnership sought to “engage students in 
the surrounding community, solve prob-
lems, and be collaborative in na-
ture” (Dewey as cited in Lawry, 2006, p. 7). 
Driven by a common goal to mediate the 
negative impact of local schools closing in 
the neighboring city, university and com-
munity partners developed a participatory 
action research (PAR) project to engage the 
university students more broadly in urban 
education, as well as to engage the commu-
nity at large in conversations about urban 
education, hoping to inspire activism in this 
area which resulted in a video screened on 
the university campus and in the communi-
ty. PAR involves data collection and analy-
sis, but “is a methodological stance rooted 
in the belief that valid knowledge is pro-
duced only in collaboration and in action. It 
recognizes that those studied harbor critical 

ABSTRACT 
 

The goal of this article is to describe a university-community partnership sponsored by a uni-
versity office of civic engagement. University-community partnerships are common, but many 
collaborations are fraught with challenges because of power inequities or differing goals and 
ways of operating. Aware of the potential pitfalls, the university-community partnership de-
scribed moved through these issues together, making differences explicit, yet still remaining 
committed to a larger project and their collaboration. 
  
 Keywords: higher education, community-based organizations, civic engagement, activ- 
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social knowledge and must be repositioned 
as subjects and architects of re-
search” (Torre & Fine, 2009). 
 While not perfect, the partnership 
was successful for three reasons: (1) The 
project focused on an issue that was im-
portant to both university and community 
members, (2) Each began with common 
understandings and decision-making power 
in the project, and (3) The product of the 
partnership was useful to both partners in 
different ways. To understand, in detail, 
how this happened, the partners engaged in 
reflective practice (Cochran-Smith & Don-
nell, 2006; Schön, 1987) and used narrative 
inquiry (Reissman, 2008) to analyze the 
story of how the partnership came to be, 
how it operated, and the resulting civic en-
gagement project. By examining emails, 
texts, meeting agendas, and transcripts of 
semi-structured interviews, this article of-
fers insight into how a successful partner-
ship navigated power differences to meet a 
common goal. 

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
Civic Engagement 
 Civic engagement is a broad term 
that can be defined as anything from voting, 
to arguing against unjust laws and policies, 
to generally taking an interest in improving 
community (Levine, 2015). As defined by 
Checkoway (2013), “Civic engagement is a 
process in which people join together and 
address issues of public concern” (p. 7). In 
school settings, many activities fall under 
the umbrella of civic engagement from ser-
vice learning or community service to stu-
dent government. Looking at civic engage-
ment in higher education, Jacoby et al. 
(2009) defines civic engagement as “acting 
upon a heightened sense of responsibility to 
one’s community including civic sensitivi-
ty, participation in building a civil society, 
and benefitting from the common good. In-
dividuals are empowered as agents of posi-
tive social change for a more democratic 
world” (p. 9). Civic engagement grew on 
campuses in the 1990s, fueled by the work 

of Ernest Boyer, who broadened the defini-
tion of scholarship to include civic activities 
(Boyer, 1990). In the mid-1990s, the notion 
of the “engaged campus” saw a dramatic 
increase and many campuses launched a 
series of community partnerships, with sup-
port from professional organizations and 
foundations that also had an interest in im-
proving civic engagement. Perhaps the most 
well-known efforts were produced by the 
Center for Community Learning at UCLA 
and DukeEngage, supported by the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation, which provided 
full funding for faculty and students who 
wanted to take on issues outside of the uni-
versity (Jacoby et al., 2009).  
 However, civic engagement remains 
a general and all-encompassing term that 
includes projects as disparate as the Univer-
sity of Miami’s School of Architecture’s 
Design/Build studio effort to design a mo-
bile kitchen that would be donated to Earth 
Learning, a nonprofit organization that pro-
motes ecological awareness and teaches 
farmers about permaculture, to Washington 
State University’s effort to enlist students in 
serving meals to the homeless over their 
break from classes. In most cases, there is 
some benefit to the university and commu-
nity partner, but the power relationship re-
mains in place. The university maintains its 
role as the dominant partner, providing ser-
vice to a community, and boosts its reputa-
tion as a good civic partner, while the com-
munity partner does not necessarily get an 
equivalent recognition for its reputation 
and/or funding. Moreover, efforts like the 
ones described above provide for a one-
time need, but leave structural inequity in 
place. 
 The partnership at the center of this 
study defined civic engagement as Gin-
wright and Cammarota (2007) do, which is 
to say as “critical civic praxis.” Critical civ-
ic praxis is a practice in which people are 
“engaged with ideas, social networks, and 
experiences that build individual and col-
lective capacity to struggle for social jus-
tice” (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007, p. 
693). It is about young people (and people 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 3 

7 

 

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

in general) becoming active participants in 
making change to structural inequality. 
Critical civic praxis asks for critical analy-
sis of the social, political, and economic 
structures maintaining inequality and to 
generate collective answers to reverse the 
effects of injustice. Once they identify 
structural inequity, youth may develop 
strategies that put pressure on elected offi-
cials to respond and undo the structures that 
continue inequality. These are not notions 
commonly associated with community part-
nerships between universities and commu-
nities. Universities are not usually engaged 
in the process of undoing structural inequal-
ity, but they can be if the right elements are 
in place. 
 
University-Community Partnerships 
 Over time, the thinking around uni-
versity-community partnership has evolved 
from thinking about university-driven ser-
vice learning projects, but even in the 
1990s, scholars were pondering the chal-
lenges around doing university-community 
partnership in ways that were mutual and 
respectful as well as realistic and doable 
(Baum, 2000; Gelmon & Holland, 1998). 
They wondered about how much funding 
was driving community partnership, rather 
than genuine need, how to make partnership 
meaningful to communities, and how genu-
ine a partnership could be when institution-
al power far exceeds that of surrounding 
communities. 
 Today, scholars are grappling with 
many of the same questions. For instance, 
now there are debates over how to deal with 
the fraught power inequities and misaligned 
goals of university partnership. In most cas-
es, the university is often the initiator in 
these partnerships (Glover & Silka, 2013). 
Community organizations are the groups 
that find it more difficult to start a relation-
ship with a university. As Glover and Silka 
(2013) describe in their research, universi-
ties are not easy to access and do not have 
an obvious “front door.” While some uni-
versities have addressed this issue by desig-
nating offices for university-community 

partnerships or offices of community or civ-
ic engagement, many universities do not 
have clear contact points, leaving communi-
ty members without a clear pathway to ini-
tiate relationships (Sandmann & Kliewer, 
2012).  
 Moreover, universities and commu-
nity members frequently begin a partner-
ship with different goals in mind, immedi-
ately affecting the future success of the 
partnership (Glover & Silka, 2013; Sand-
mann & Kliewer, 2012). For example, a 
community organization may desire a part-
nership to solve an immediate need and 
cannot afford to wait to solve the problem. 
However, universities are in session during 
semesters, limiting the availability of staff 
and students to work on a project. A profes-
sor may decide to design a college course 
around service learning and may use his or 
her students as important members that 
drive the community project, but when that 
semester ends, the student resources end as 
well (McDonald & Dominguez, 2015). 
Moreover, if a professor intends to use the 
partnership as an opportunity to publish re-
search, then the project is immediately 
placed on specific timeline to collect data 
and develop the theories behind their work. 
These are all goals for the university that 
the community partner may or may not 
share (Sandmann & Kliewer, 2012).    
 Clifford and Petrescu (2012) suggest 
asking two key questions when facing this 
topic. First, “Are we giving our clients or 
partners something useful? Are we enhanc-
ing their capacity in some way?” (p. 83). 
This question is not only about the universi-
ty providing knowledge to the community 
partner, but asks the university to evaluate 
if they are providing skills to their partner 
that will assist them in growing in the future 
with reduced assistance. Second, “Are we 
giving the faculty an opportunity to learn 
something? Do the faculty members further 
their research agendas in some way?” (p. 
83). This question allows the university to 
ensure that they are benefiting from the re-
lationship as well. It approaches the idea of 
mutuality in that the university and the 
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community partner gain from the partner-
ship. 
 Yet Dostilio (2014) pushes this idea 
to a new level, suggesting that partnerships 
be democratic, allowing for a mutually ben-
eficial experience where the university is 
not presented as sole expert with 
knowledge. Instead, each partner must be a 
“co-generator of knowledge” (Dostilio, 
2014, p. 235). The partners should establish 
that they both have knowledge to bring to 
the partnership and that both parties should 
have the opportunity to model those skills, 
thus empowering the entire team (Dostilio, 
2014). Partners should consider including 
these as goals and objectives as a part of the 
partnership contract established at the be-
ginning of the relationship (Sandmann & 
Kliewer, 2012; Savage et al., 2011). This 
kind of approach undergirds engagement in 
critical civic praxis because it establishes 
the mutuality and equality in the relation-
ship.  
 It is not a natural or easy task to get 
university faculty and community members 
on equal footing. After all, a university fac-
ulty consider themselves experts in their 
fields of study. However, it is in the de-
centering of expert that a truly collaborative 
civic engagement project can occur. To do 
this, faculty have to feel comfortable with 
their position (i.e., tenure is not in ques-
tion), and they need to see the benefit of 
partnership beyond something that might 
add to their curriculum vitae. 

 
THE PROJECT: A NEW UNIVERSITY-

COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP 
 

 Alarmed by the significant number 
of school closings nationally and their dis-
proportionate impact on low-income com-
munities of color, a researcher at her uni-
versity wondered if there were similar pat-
terns in Baltimore, where the university is 
located. Researching the issues, she found 
that all of the Baltimore schools slated for 
closure were not only in Black neighbor-
hoods, but also in the poorest neighbor-
hoods in the city. She shared this finding 

with her students in her urban education 
class who wondered whether this practice 
was intentional. Rather than write a critique 
of the school closure plan, she and her stu-
dents decided to engage in a version of 
community-based research, and share the 
initial findings with the community to see if 
they would be useful to local education ad-
vocates. They attended several community 
meetings in Baltimore, identified via pre-
existing relationships that the university 
professor had with education advocates, 
where people were discussing education 
issues in order to find out if this research 
would be useful to them.  
 One group that had been interested 
in school closings was the Baltimore Alge-
bra Project (BAP). BAP is a democratic, 
student-run and organized program mainly 
focused on one-on-one tutoring in math at 
the middle and high school levels. The uni-
versity researcher had a relationship with 
the advisor to BAP, a high school math 
teacher who she met in the course of her 
research around urban education. 
 Comprised of Black youth aged 16-
24, BAP was particularly concerned about 
the closings for two reasons. The first was 
personal, as several of the young people had 
gone to the schools slated to close. The sec-
ond was a concern that closing schools 
would have a negative impact on young 
Black people in the city, and that this deci-
sion would make it even harder for young 
people to graduate because the schools that 
they would be sent to would not necessarily 
be of better quality than the ones they had 
attended. However, when they raised the 
issue of the closing schools in the neighbor-
hoods in which they worked, few people 
seemed to be as concerned as they were.  
The university researcher, who was com-
mitted to community-engaged research, and 
her students met with the Algebra Project 
youth to discuss how, together, they might 
elevate the issue. BAP suggested that a vid-
eo with the voices of the teachers, students, 
and families most affected might convey 
the issue more than a discussion about the 
policy itself. Together, they wrote a grant to 
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the university’s office of civic engagement 
and received funds to create a video based 
on research they would do as a team to find 
out how the students, teachers, and families 
saw the school closings.  
 The grant allowed the team to pur-
sue a community-engaged research project 
in which they would use the initial research 
that the university professor had done using 
a local database to mine for neighborhood 
data that provided a statistical picture of the 
places in which schools were closing across 
the city.  
 The second part of the research pro-
ject, and the subject of this paper, involved 
the whole group: University students, Alge-
bra Project activists, and the university pro-
fessor. Together they generated interview 
questions and a plan to conduct videotaped 
interviews with teachers, parents, and stu-
dents impacted by the closing schools 
throughout the city. When the interviews 
were complete, the team wove them into a 
short video that the group created and then 
screened around the city of Baltimore to 
interest people in organizing against the 
school closings. One of the goals of the 
screenings was to get students, parents, 
teachers, and community activists to join 
the Algebra Project in their organizing 
against school closings. 
 

METHOD: DATA  
COLLECTION ANALYSIS 

 
 This article emerges out of an exam-
ination into what worked about the afore-
mentioned university-community partner-
ship research project, what the challenges 
were, and how it promoted civic engage-
ment and social change. Taking a reflective 
stance (Cochran-Smith & Donnell, 2006; 
Schön, 1987), the author used narrative in-
quiry to describe the university-community 
partnership, the goal of which was to have 
the participants (see Table 1) tell the story 
of the partnership’s successes and challeng-
es.  
 Reissman (2008) explains narrative 
inquiry as the study of stories or accounts, 

usually of individuals, but also of groups, 
societies, and cultures. This study drew on 
narrative analysis after having the universi-
ty and community partners tell their stories 
of how the university-community partner-
ship began, how it evolved, and to what de-
gree it succeeded. Once IRB approval was 
secured, data were collected through a vari-
ety of methods. Table 1 outlines the specific 
pieces and frequency of the data collected 
throughout the project, which included:  

 Field notes from meetings set up to dis-
cuss the data collection process as well 
as the video-making, 

 Emails coordinating logistics on which 
the university researcher was included, 

 Reflective memos, and 

 Five semi-structured interviews with 
university students and youth from the 
partnering community organization ask-
ing the following questions: (1) Why 
and how did they get involved with the 
project?, (2) What did they hope to ac-
complish through the project?, (3) To 
what extent were the goals achieved?, 
(4) How did they assess the collabora-
tion between the university and commu-
nity partner?  

The five participants—three university stu-
dents and two youth from community or-
ganizations—were chosen to get a balance 
in perspectives. 
 During and after the partnership 
project, the university researcher, and au-
thor of this article, kept field notes of the 
entire process and conducted the semi-
structured interviews with all of the mem-
bers of the university-community partner-
ship. These were used to develop memos 
which were shared with the entire group, 
including faculty, students, and members of 
the community-based organization. The re-
searcher compiled and provided each mem-
ber pieces of data including email exchang-
es between university and community part-
ners, internal documents, notes, and tran-
scripts of audio-recorded phone conversa-
tions to review. A thematic analysis was 
conducted to look for emergent themes em-
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anating from the data. Using a qualitative 
research software program, NVIVO, a grad-
uate student uploaded the collected data. 
This enabled the data to be kept centrally 
and analyzed. NVIVO was also used for 
coding the data, which was conducted by 
the university researcher. Although the 
main part of the analysis was inductive, 
there was some deductive analysis, based 
on the premise from the research literature 
that there would likely be some power ineq-
uity in relationship between the university 
and community. 
 To ensure trustworthiness of the re-
search, the university researcher shared 
transcripts and memos with the team to en-
gage in the process of member checking. 
Multiple sources of data were collected, 
enabling the researcher to triangulate find-
ings. The university researcher also asked 
colleagues—other university researchers 
outside the team—to check the reliability of 
the analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Bog-
dan & Biklen, 2003). These researchers did 

not code the data, as is sometimes done in 
NVIVO data analysis. They reviewed the 
thematic analysis based on the data collect-
ed, which the university researcher provid-
ed to them. 
 

FINDING 
 
 Three themes emerged showing the 
partnership’s relative degree of success. 
These themes became very clear, as there 
was evidence of them throughout the data 
in all pieces collected: Interviews, meeting 
notes, emails, and phone calls. The first 
theme was power balance. Although in 
most cases power imbalance is an issue, this 
university and community partner managed 
to avoid some of those imbalances present 
in most of these collaborations by surfacing 
race, class, and gender issues, and the pow-
er differentials present in them, at the be-
ginning of the project.  
 The second theme that came across 
was a dedication to critical civic praxis 

Table 1. 

Data collection 

Participants  Number in group  Data collection method  Frequency  

University students  3 (2 male, 1 female) One semi-structured inter-
view; Regular email ex-
changes, and phone conver-
sations during the project  

Email and phone exchanges 
were frequent during the 
project, sometimes daily to 
coordinate logistics and to 
field concerns.  

Youth members of 
BAP  

2 (2 male)  One semi-structured inter-
view; Regular email ex-
changes between university 
and community partners, and 
phone conversations during 
the project 

Email and phone exchanges 
were frequent during the 
project, sometimes daily to 
coordinate logistics and to 
field concerns.  

University students, 
Faculty member, and 
BAP youth  

8 participants at any one 
meeting  

Meeting notes taken by as-
signed facilitator (rotated)  

Monthly meetings during 
the 18-month period Spring 
2013-Winter 2015  

University faculty 
member  

1  Memos generated based up-
on field notes 

Four memos were created 
throughout the process  
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(Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007) as a form 
of civic engagement. All participants saw 
the critique of structural inequality while 
building a collective capacity for social 
change as essential to the project. 
 The third theme focused on the chal-
lenges. While the university and community 
partner members openly discussed issues of 
race and class, clashes surfaced as an inevi-
table part of the process. Often the commu-
nity partner members felt that they were 
teaching the university students about what 
life was like without the race and class priv-
ilege. Moreover, sometimes the university 
students were not empathic enough, and 
could not understand the gravity of the is-
sue of school closure and its impact on the 
residents of the city.  
 
Power Balance 
 From the start, there was a conver-
sation about power imbalance. The univer-
sity researcher held a PhD, was a White 
woman, and had access to resources and 
educational leaders that the youth organiz-
ers did not. The university students were 
similarly privileged in terms of social class 
and race. They attended suburban schools 
that were not likely to close. On the other 
hand, the BAP youth were young Black that 
came from low-income families. Many 
were still in school and did not have many 
individual resources, even if they did have 
collective resources as part of their organi-
zation. The differences between the BAP 
youth and university youth posed challeng-
es when deciding how to present problems 
and ultimately what to do with the video, 
the end product of the collaborative project.  
 Surfacing the group’s differences 
was important. The group spent long meet-
ings talking through their differences and 
the implications of privilege of oppression 
inherent in their social identities. They also 
discussed the ways decisions ought to be 
made, and determined that consensus was 
going to be the best, but that the university 
professor and students would need to trust 
BAP to guide how they went about con-
ducting research in communities, and inter-

viewing those who were most directly af-
fected by the school closings. Following 
that discussion, the group set up regular 
check-in meetings, and shared the details of 
the work. After securing the grant, the mon-
ies would go to equipment and to pay youth 
and the participants in the video, not the 
university. Moreover, the university would 
not take the data yielded from interviews to 
use it for scholarly gain without the consent 
of BAP youth. The main purpose of the re-
search was to use it for action, to organize 
people against the school closings. The uni-
versity professor and students were there to 
help produce the video, but they would not 
be the owners of it, shifting power to the 
community organization.  

“In a reflective memo, the university 
professor wrote the following:  
As a white woman, I am very con-
scious of the idea that I am working 
as a collaborator, and am helping to 
tell a story that is not my own, one 
that poor people of color experience 
as the reality of their daily lives. I 
can lend expertise in the field of ed-
ucation and urban education in par-
ticular, but I need to follow the lead 
of the community organization that 
has decided what is important in the 
story. The aim of the project is to: 
(1) Provide the students, teachers, 
families, and community members 
an outlet for expressing their vision 
for what they would like their 
schools to look like, (2) Provide a 
way to amplify the voices of city res-
idents, teachers, students, and par-
ents on a school policy change and 
to show other urban communities 
the impact of school closure, and (3) 
Provide a tool for further organiz-
ing for low-income communities to 
have a larger role in decision-
making. They will use the video to 
advocate on their own behalf and I 
will step aside, lending support only 
if needed” (Personal communica-
tion, January 14, 2013). 
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In this quote, the university professor shows 
how she gave up control of the project and 
“followed the lead” of the team. The goal of 
the project was to produce research that 
could be used by the community organiza-
tion to convey the impact of school closings 
on the city’s poorest communities. Decision
-making happened by consensus, but in cer-
tain instances the team took the lead from 
BAP on how to approach communities and 
to connect with particular community mem-
bers. This was important for building trust, 
as one BAP youth member said in a meet-
ing, “We are products of the Baltimore City 
school system, so we have a personal stake 
in the project” (Field notes October, 22, 
2014). 
 Because the project used participa-
tory action research (PAR) principles to 
guide it, the collaboration was set up to sur-
face those perspectives. The PAR process 
surfaces the “critical expertise which lies in 
those most oppressed” (Fine, 2009, p. 2) 
and allows those most impacted by injustice 
to become “architects of the re-
search” (Ayala, 2009, p. 70). Because con-
ventional research had not done much to 
excavate the perspectives of the people 
most impacted by school closings to date, 
the collaboration allowed the team to chal-
lenge those research approaches through the 
collaboration between a university research-
er and youth from community-based organ-
izations. 
 As a member of BAP explained in 
an interview, historically they have been 
excluded from the decision-making pro-
cesses and from powerful institutions.  

“Communities like ours are being 
kept in the dark about the decisions 
that are being made about schools. 
The city and the state are making 
decisions, but the people in the 
community, raising children in the 
community need to be at the table, 
and not only that, it needs to be 
their table that people are coming to 
discuss these issues” (Personal com-
munication, February 3, 2014). 

By working on this project, BAP youth and 
the university partners would generate new 
knowledge, discuss it with the team, and 
use it for organizing purposes, the action 
piece of the research. Action was critical to 
give BAP and communities that they repre-
sent some agency to push for control of 
school decision-making. This was only pos-
sible when combined with reflection, which 
got the university partners taking the lead 
from community organizations and not 
usurping their agency in the process of the 
collaboration. Consequently, even though 
rocky patches occurred in the process, the 
partners were able to strike a power balance 
unlike many university-community partner-
ships. The partners shared the research and 
data and shared a decision-making process 
in which both partners were given equal 
power.  
 
Critical Civic Praxis 
 To get at critical civic praxis, the 
team identified structural inequity as a com-
mon understanding. At the start of the pro-
ject, a central part of our process was to 
have readings in common, which grounded 
the team’s knowledge base about school 
closings. The most obvious was that every-
one read all of the newspaper reports about 
the closing schools, but also the report that 
the State Department of Education pro-
duced that led to the closings in the first 
place. This report detailed the utilization of 
each building in the city and concluded that 
several school buildings were under capaci-
ty (The Jacobs Report, 2012). Additionally, 
the group read school closings research by 
Lipman (2013, 2014) and Kirshner (2010, 
2015), the Chicago School Consortium, 
Philadelphia Notebook reports, and the 
work of a student-led organization, Phila-
delphia Student Union (De la Torre & 
Gwynne, 2009, 2013; Mazziotta, 2013; 
Philadelphia Student Union, 2013). 
 Through this reading, the group was 
able to develop some common understand-
ings about the reasons for the school clos-
ings, the impact of school closings, and 
what organizations in other cities were do-
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ing to resist school closings. Through dis-
cussions we had emerged a critique of 
structural inequality while building a col-
lective capacity for social change as essen-
tial to the project. The BAP youth immedi-
ately saw the school closings as a way of 
further disenfranchising poor communities. 
The university students slowly began to un-
derstand this as well. Thus, the collabora-
tion could begin to address the injustice 
done by the school closings by surfacing 
the perspectives of people most impacted 
and presenting a counter-narrative that 
could disrupt the public transcript that ra-
tionalized the closing of schools. 
 The reading helped everyone under-
stand the core dimensions of the issue of 
school closing, which were happening in 
cities around the country. At one team 
meeting discussion, one of the university 
students said in response to what she had 
read: 

“All neighborhoods need quality 
schools, but our society has strug-
gled to deliver on this promise. In 
some of the studies, schools are 
closing because of test scores. Since 
test scores are so closely linked with 
income, we know that school clo-
sures will happen in the poorest 
communities…. We have no evi-
dence that school closure is an ef-
fective strategy for improving 
schools, and it seems intuitive that 
closing a school would not improve 
it.” (Field notes, March 2, 2013)  

The group agreed with this insight that 
school closings were not a helpful strategy 
to improving schools. One of the BAP 
youth added in that same meeting:  

“Closing schools will get youth 
caught in the school to prison pipe-
line, there are no opportunities after 
that. It also takes away services in-
cluding free meals, counseling, and 
extracurricular activities which help 
us succeed in school. I think that we 
need to remember the idea that all 
communities have the right to quali-
ty schools, and should be held ac-

countable to the community that the 
school serves. Poor communities 
tend to be disenfranchised and deci-
sions are made without their input. 
So, we have to demand the right to a 
quality education.” (Field notes, 
March 18, 2013) 

Additionally, there was no denying the race 
and class implications of school closings. 
The team conducted research together to 
confirm suspicions about neighborhoods 
most affected by the school closings. They 
named racism and classism to explain why 
certain neighborhoods faced school closings 
and others did not. This analysis helped the 
team acknowledge “structural con-
straints” (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007).  
 Following these kinds of discus-
sions, the team developed ideas for address-
ing the problems they saw around them. It 
was done collectively, so that the solutions 
were agreed upon. This helped to “build a 
collective capacity to struggle for social jus-
tice” (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007, p. 
693). Armed with information and a collec-
tive vision, the team could strategize and 
advocate for resources to support that vi-
sion.  
 Together, they conducted interviews 
with parents, teachers, and students most 
impacted by the school closings. They 
wove those interviews together into a video 
that presented a counter-narrative that 
showed how communities viewed school 
closings in their neighborhoods. Following 
that, they screened the video in closing 
schools across the city and at the university 
to raise awareness of the issue. BAP used 
this as an opportunity to find people who 
were upset enough about the school clos-
ings to join them in a campaign to stop 
them.  
 Through the partnership, the univer-
sity and community partners had tools that 
they did not have prior to their work togeth-
er for resisting policies that may reproduce 
inequality. They studied current research 
and policy analysis on the issue of school 
closings, learned new tools of research, and 
developed a strategy for showcasing the 
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product of their research as a tool for advo-
cacy. In emails, the student participants ex-
plained the value of learning the history and 
context for the reform policies that get intu-
ited in urban communities. Youth partici-
pants were most excited about the commu-
nity-based research and video-making pro-
cesses. Typically, university partnerships do 
not take on issues of structural change, but 
this partnership gave the university stu-
dents, as well as community partner, the 
collective capacity to work against inequali-
ty. 
 
Challenges 
 There was no way to avoid chal-
lenges. Inherently, the university-
community partnership raises power imbal-
ances, as well as problems of racism and 
privilege, which needed to be worked 
through in order for there to be authentic 
collaboration. Even when the team was 
very aware of these problematic approach-
es, there were traps that were almost una-
voidable in the process.  
 Privilege checking. Going out on 
interviews together, university students 
were shocked to see some of the neighbor-
hood conditions and school conditions that 
Baltimore City students lived with daily. 
This was certainly troubling, as one univer-
sity student explained in an interview: 

“I know we talked a lot about rac-
ism and the history of Baltimore, but 
nothing we talked about completely 
prepared me for the level of poverty 
I saw. It was devastating. It was like 
a war, like some third world country 
out there” (Personal communica-
tion, April 12, 2013). 

Reflecting upon this kind of comment from 
her students, the university professor wrote 
in her reflective memo, “We may not have 
done enough anti-racist work before enter-
ing into the project, although another possi-
bility is that this was part of the develop-
ment process for the white students.” There 
is certainly a developmental process when 
people are embarking on the process of 
gaining cultural competence or developing 

their racial identity (Tatum, 1997). Conse-
quently, the university students may have 
needed more time and experience to under-
stand how their privilege impacted how 
they approached the project and the team. 
 BAP youth, on the other hand, were 
equally upset on occasion, and felt as if the 
university students could not escape their 
privilege to truly understand what they en-
countered every day. There was a point at 
which one young person said, 

“You think you can come in here 
and in a semester understand what 
it’s like to be black in Baltimore? 
This is not a school project for us. 
It’s life. It’s everyday. We can’t go 
home and call our mom to tell her 
how crazy it was out there in the 
city…Y’all don’t get it. Y’all need to 
go back to campus, go to some fra-
ternity party, and leave us 
alone” (Field notes, April 12, 2013). 

Following this critical moment, we talked 
as university representatives and then as a 
whole group. The university students were 
upset and wanted to continue because they 
were learning from the experience. They 
did not understand why the BAP youth 
were upset, and where the weight of their 
feelings was coming from. After many 
emails back and forth to decide how to han-
dle this situation, the group decided to have 
a meeting that resembled more of a media-
tion. The university professor and one of 
the BAP youth leaders facilitated a discus-
sion about allies and how we university 
folks could be allies in the project. The uni-
versity continued to provide research, ad-
vice on strategy, social media spaces, and 
physical meeting space to elevate the work 
of the community. While the conversation 
attempted to help the two groups under-
stand one another’s perspectives, it is un-
certain, and there was no way to know 
within the scope of this project, whether 
they truly developed empathy for one an-
other through this experience.  
 Representation. Another  chal-
lenge was in representing the counter-
narrative that the interviews presented. The 
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team edited the video together, but the dif-
ferences in perspectives emerged and 
caused disagreements over what should 
make it into the video. University students 
wanted to showcase some of the worst con-
ditions of the schools and neighborhoods. 
They wanted to showcase stories about the 
neighborhood residents’ struggles, as well 
as the teachers’ and students’ struggles to 
deal with the challenges of inequities. How-
ever, BAP youth wanted to showcase com-
munity expertise, to show the resilience of 
the communities most impacted by school 
closings. In the end, the team agreed that 
BAP had the right idea. After all, the goal 
of the video was to use it as an organizing 
tool for their advocacy work on school clos-
ings. Consequently, the video contained 
interviews with people who were filled with 
neighborhood expertise and the capacity for 
resistance to being excluded from decision-
making processes. Still, BAP youth were 
troubled that in the end the video did not 
reflect their desire for community control of 
schools. In a phone conversation, one of the 
youth said, “I like the video, but don’t think 
it is strong enough on community control. 
Black people need to control their own 
communities, their own schools” (Personal 
communication, December 12, 2014). The 
university researcher understood the pas-
sion that the BAP youth was expressing, but 
explained that the nature of the project was 
to present research in the form of interviews 
with people in the community. She suggest-
ed that BAP could explain their position at 
some of the screenings so that piece would 
not be left out. Also, at that point the video 
was near completion and the team lacked 
the resources to do more.  
 Following the creation of the video, 
questions came up among team members 
about who would present the video to audi-
ences. The video and the map that were cre-
ated are open source and anyone was able 
to access them, but who would be the face 
of the work? After a phone conversation 
with a BAP youth leader, the team decided 
when the video was presented in Baltimore 
as an organizing tool, BAP youth would 

present the project and the university part-
ners would be invited, but would not speak. 
In more academic settings, the university 
faculty would present. However, the team 
has tried to blur those lines more, so the 
youth can be invited to and present more in 
academic settings. BAP youth came to the 
university campus to present in the spring 
of 2015, and were also invited to talk at a 
national conference in 2016. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 University-community partnerships 
can be exciting but are fraught with diffi-
culties. It is important for the partnership to 
be mutually beneficial and for partners to 
have common understandings. Yet, even in 
the best-case scenarios, there are pitfalls 
around power imbalances and privilege, as 
well as questions about who owns the prod-
uct that comes out of the partnership. This 
particular example was successful, in large 
measure, because it focused on an issue that 
was important to both university and com-
munity members: school closings. Both uni-
versity and community partners shared de-
cision-making. There were disagreements, 
but there was a commitment to sharing 
power. Everyone had equal say in deciding 
how the research would be conducted and 
what the result would be. Lastly, the prod-
uct of the partnership was useful to the part-
ners in different ways. The video that was 
produced was clearly useful to the commu-
nity partner as an organizing tool. It was 
useful to the university partner as well to 
showcase the outcome of a positive partner-
ship, and all of the team members learned 
new skills of video-making and presenta-
tion. 
 In the end, many lessons learned 
from his project can inform and improve 
university-community partnerships going 
forward. The first is that university offices 
of civic engagement and community out-
reach need to think of their work as build-
ing mutually beneficial projects, ones that 
create opportunities for reciprocal collabo-
ration, and that acknowledge the intersec-
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tions of race and socioeconomic status and 
work to disentangle the role of each in uni-
versity-community partnerships. 
 Very specifically, one-time or short-
term collaborations do not lend themselves 
well to these relationships. Universities 
need to move away from the phenomenon 
of the White, middle class, university stu-
dents entering largely poor communities of 
color. This has created an encounter that 
some have described as “poverty tourism,” 
where privileged people enter an oppressed 
community and gaze upon the residents as 
if they were in a zoo (Sellinger & Outter-
son, 2009). They visit and then leave, vo-
yeurs feeling as if they have had an 
“authentic experience,” but this only con-
tributes to a lack of trust that low-income 
communities of color have for university 
researchers and students. 
 Rather, universities can foster long-
term projects with communities by having 
space inside the communities in which they 
would like to work. This can include com-
munity centers, school partnerships, com-
munity gardens, and/or art spaces. Students 
and faculty working in those spaces become 
a presence in the neighborhoods outside of 
the university and can develop relationships 
with the community members that use 
them. Regardless of the type of work they 
do, the projects need to develop capacity in 
the community such that the scales are not 
tipped in favor of the university.  
 Additionally, a second lesson is that 
a better and more systematic way is needed 
to help privileged university students under-
stand, and to move further along in their 
understanding and empathy for communi-
ties of color. In addition to coursework, 
White students need to spend time in com-
munities of color working side-by-side with 
residents. They need to see the full humani-
ty of people in their neighborhoods and 
communities before engaging in any part-
nership projects.  
 However, university faculty and 
staff need to also help their students process 
what they are experiencing, to provide his-
tory and context so they do not come away 

with reinforced stereotypes of communities 
of color and low-income communities. An-
yone going from a university into a commu-
nity needs to be self-aware, and 
acknowledge the power differences be-
tween the two groups so as not to simply 
reproduce the inequality of university as 
powerful/expert and community as recipient 
of knowledge/resources. 
 Lastly, much of the project reported 
about in this article hinged on a particular 
relationship that the university faculty 
member had with the community partner. 
She made outreach to community partners a 
part of her work that she did in addition to 
her role as a faculty member. Universities 
need to encourage and support the civic en-
gagement of their faculty. Faculty are not 
only at a university to teach courses in a 
particular subject area, but they are mem-
bers of a larger community, as are universi-
ties. Often, faculty do not feel like they are 
rewarded for such efforts, or that civic en-
gagement takes time away from more valu-
able endeavors. There is no more important 
endeavor for university faculty than to use 
the skills and knowledge they have for the 
engagement and improvement of the com-
munities surrounding them. Universities 
that want to commit to partnership with 
communities need to create a culture that 
supports it on their campuses, so projects 
like these are more commonplace.  
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BACKGROUND 
 
 Benefits of service learning have 
been reported for students, communities, 
and instructors (for a review, see Eyler, 
Giles, Stenson, & Gray, 2001; see also 
Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011, for a re-
view specifically pertaining to students). As 
a pedagogical strategy, service learning has 
the benefits of allowing for a diverse array 
of options (direct, indirect, and advocacy 
approaches) for instructors to encourage 
learning and positive development in their 
students. Many instructors share goals that 
can be achieved through the use of service 
learning. As a specific example, the Ameri-
can Psychological Association has provided 
guidelines for undergraduate psychology 
major programs (APA Guidelines 2.0, 
2013). These guidelines include the recom-
mendation for programs to adopt specific 
learning goals, one of which includes the 
goal of fostering social responsibility. This 
goal is, in part, described as promoting “the 
adoption of personal and professional val-
ues that can strengthen community relation-
ships and contributions (APA Guidelines 

2.0, 2013, p. 26). Volunteering and service 
learning are specifically mentioned as ex-
amples of how to foster development in this 
area and meet this goal.  
 In the current study, the focus was 
on benefits for students involved in service 
learning with an older adult population. 
Specifically, the current study investigated 
whether students who completed service-
learning assignments with an older adult 
population would display an increase in lev-
els of empathy, social responsibility, com-
munity and personal involvement, self-
efficacy, and prosocial tendencies. Over the 
course of a semester, those who consented 
to participate in the study and opted to com-
plete a service-learning project completed 
10 hours of service at community agencies 
that provide services to older adults. The 
remaining participants (control group) also 
consented to participate in the study, but 
instead opted to complete assignments that 
required them to read and summarize re-
search articles included in the course con-
tent. This research provides an investigation 
of the power of service learning to result in 
higher levels of important social constructs 

ABSTRACT 
 

Students in an undergraduate course opted to either complete a service-learning project or write 
article summary papers over the course of a semester. Analyses revealed a significant increase 
in aspects of empathy, social responsibility, and community and personal involvement in the 
service-learning group, but not in the control group. The findings are discussed in terms of the 
social and cognitive benefits of service learning and considerations for incorporating service 
learning into a gerontology-related course. 
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within the context of a course with a geron-
tology focus. The findings from this study 
advance knowledge about the impact ser-
vice learning can have on students when 
they engage with an older adult population 
and then relate their experiences to course 
content. The current study relates to student 
involvement theory (Astin, 1984) and social 
identity theory (Hogg, Terry, & White, 
1995) as it pertains to the potential for 
change in students as a result of involve-
ment (in the form of service learning), and 
to an opportunity for students to have expe-
riences outside of their social category (thus 
potentially advancing how they see them-
selves within their world). 
 Student involvement theory (Astin, 
1984) posits that with curricular engage-
ment comes student development, and con-
ceptualizes that this process is comprised of 
inputs, environments, and outcomes. En-
gagement in an educational setting involves 
students consistently committing their time 
and energy at varying levels, with higher 
levels resulting in greater development. The 
theory also posits that this involvement is 
positively related to academic performance 
and the goals of the educational institutions. 
Inputs are conceptualized as pre-existing 
characteristics of the students involved, 
while environments pertain to the array of 
experiences a student has, and outcomes are 
skills and characteristics students possess 
after their experiences. Similarly, social 
identity theory (Hogg et al., 1995) provides 
another standpoint from which to under-
stand how service learning (as a form of 
engagement/involvement) can result in pos-
itive development for students. This theory 
conceptualizes that how we see ourselves is 
a result of the social categories we identify 
with, thus our own self-concept is com-
prised of characteristics of the categories 
we belong to (i.e., if people identify in the 
social category of a particular political ori-
entation, then they would define themselves 
as either conservative or liberal). In the cur-
rent study, the student participants in the 
service-learning group interacted with older 
adults outside of many of their social cate-

gories. This opportunity for intergeneration-
al contact opens a window to seeing how 
social structures differ between the parties 
involved, thus potentially encouraging an 
understanding of diversity and inequalities 
that exist for older adults (Kruger & Pearl, 
2015). Also, engaging in service learning 
has the potential to create the perception of 
being in a social group as well, and when it 
specifically entails a gerontological focus 
and involvement with older adults, it may 
result in a social identity that includes a 
commitment to and empathy for under-
standing and working with older adult pop-
ulations.   
 
Service Learning with Older Adults 
 The term older adult is used to refer 
to individuals age 65 or older (A Profile of 
Older Americans, 2016). In the United 
States, we live in a country with an aging 
population, and this is also the case for the 
majority of other developed countries (He, 
Goodkind, & Kowal, 2016). Projections are 
that “from 2025 to 2050, the older popula-
tion is projected to almost double to 1.6 bil-
lion globally, whereas the total population 
will grow by just 34 percent over the same 
period” (He et al., 2016, p. 1). As the num-
ber of older adults increases, this will con-
tribute to the need for more and more edu-
cation and training in working with older 
adults in a variety of settings and the need 
for more support at these locations. One 
type of setting includes agencies that pro-
vide housing and services to frail older 
adults on either a long-term or short-term 
basis. These may include nursing homes, 
assisted living facilities, and hospice. The 
number of older adults receiving care and 
services at these locations will increase with 
the overall rise in the older adult population 
(Rechel, Doyle, Grundy, & McKee, 2009). 
Specifically, in Germany, Italy, Spain, and 
the United Kingdom, it is projected that be-
tween the years 2000 and 2050 there will be 
a 127, 81, 120, and 111 percentage in-
crease, respectively, in the “number of re-
cipients of institutional care” (Rechel et a., 
2009, p. 13). Thus, a growing need exists 
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for individuals to provide support at these 
locations, and some of this support could 
take the form of students engaged in service 
learning. 
 We face an increasing challenge to 
provide care and services for the segment of 
the older adult population that needs them. 
Service learning provides an opportunity to 
address this issue in a way that may benefit 
older adult residents, facility staff, and stu-
dents. The older adults may receive addi-
tional attention and interaction, the staff 
may receive additional help and subse-
quently less burden, and the students re-
ceive experiences that may bolster their 
learning about individuals, their communi-
ty, course content, and themselves. Re-
searchers have found benefits of service 
learning for older adults (Mitchell, Bacot, 
Cyr, Howard, Andreoletti, & June, 2015). 
In this study, college students and older 
adult residents of an assisted living facility 
met over the course of a semester to engage 
in discussions. At the conclusion of the 
study, the older adults displayed higher lev-
els of generativity and well-being (Mitchell 
et al., 2015). Greene and Diehm (1995) 
found service-learning experiences in a 
nursing home led to a decrease in stereotyp-
ical views of older adults for the students 
involved, and that the older adults involved 
rated their experiences as enjoyable and ed-
ucational as well. Multiple studies have re-
vealed that when college students engage in 
service learning with older adults, subse-
quent improvements occur in their attitudes 
toward older adults and an increase in their 
desire to pursue careers associated with 
working with older adults (Augustin & 
Freshman, 2016; Gutheil, Chernesky, & 
Sherratt, 2006; Penick, Fallshore, & Spen-
cer, 2014). Bringle and Kremer (1993) also 
found that service learning, in this case with 
homebound older adults, resulted in posi-
tive outcomes; specifically, at the end of a 
semester, students in a service-learning 
group rated their attitudes toward older 
adults as more positive compared to a group 
that did not engage in service. Research in-
vestigating potential benefits for staff is 

sorely lacking, though the assistance pro-
vided by students may, in some part, ease 
their burden.  
 Many instructors cover aging related 
issues in their courses as either a topic or 
the focus of the course, and gerontology-
focused courses are likely to increase in 
number in the future in response to our 
changing demographics. Training, educa-
tion, and experience in gerontology are 
likely to make students more marketable 
and prepare them to meet the changing de-
mands of our future employment market as 
it adjusts to fit with our aging population. 
For these reasons, it is important to under-
stand the nature of service learning when it 
is completed by providing service to older 
adults in institutional settings.  
 It is also important to note that the 
residents of these locations are often frail 
older adults and thus not representative of 
the majority of the older adult population. 
In 2015, only 3.1 percent (1.5 million) of 
older adults resided in an institutional set-
ting (A Profile of Older Americans, 2016). 
Also, the majority of older adults are not 
frail. To elaborate on this point, we should 
consider the number of older adults 
(individuals over age 65) who require assis-
tance with activities of daily living (ADLs) 
or instrumental activities of daily living 
(IADLs). ADLs include personal care and 
mobility requirements, such as brushing 
hair and teeth, bathing, and getting in and 
out of bed or a chair. IADLs include more 
cognitive skill and may occur outside the 
home, such as balancing a checkbook, pay-
ing bills, cooking, shopping, navigating, or 
driving. In 2013, only “30% of community-
resident Medicare beneficiaries age 65+ 
reported difficulty in performing one or 
more ADLs and an additional 12% reported 
difficulty with one or more IADLs” (A Pro-
file of Older Americans, 2016, p. 14). 
 Nonetheless, as the number of older 
adults increases, there will be a proportional 
increase in the number of older adults resid-
ing in institutional settings (e.g., nursing 
homes, assisted living facilities, and hos-
pice). Although the majority of older adults 
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are not frail or disabled, this still leaves mil-
lions of older adults who do reside in insti-
tutional settings. This will result in more 
community agencies like the institutional 
settings included in the current study. This 
also will result in an increasing number of 
individuals who could benefit from service 
learning occurring at similar locations.  
 
Social and Cognitive Benefits of Service 
Learning 
 Previous research has supported var-
ious benefits of service learning. In their 
2011 meta-analysis, Celio and colleagues 
reported that service learning was associat-
ed with “significant gains in five outcome 
areas: attitudes toward self, attitudes toward 
school and learning, civic engagement, so-
cial skills, and academic performance” (p. 
164). These benefits were demonstrated in 
studies that included control group compar-
isons, as was the case in the current study. 
These authors also note that these benefits 
were more likely to occur in cases where 
what was referred to as service learning en-
tailed linking the goals of the service learn-
ing with the curriculum and including activ-
ities that reflected those goals. The re-
searchers examined cases of service learn-
ing that displayed this characteristic and 
compared them to cases that did not, and 
subsequently found that those that did were 
more likely to result in the aforementioned 
benefits. In the current study, the partici-
pants in the service-learning group complet-
ed assignments that required them to con-
nect their service experiences to specific 
course content that had been exemplified. 
 Aspects of attitudes toward self 
have been assessed with measures of self-
efficacy (Kendrick, 1996) and prosocial 
tendencies (Batchelder & Root, 1994). Self-
efficacy has been defined generally as in 
Kendrick’s study, as well as how it pertains 
to feelings of efficacy within specific do-
mains that the service pertains to (e.g., feel-
ing effective at counseling within the con-
text of receiving training and completing 
service in counseling). Both of these con-
structs have been found to increase as a re-

sult of service learning. Specifically, 
Batchelder and Root (1994) controlled for 
pre-existing differences with pre-test 
scores, and found that those in a service-
learning course scored higher on measures 
of prosocial domains including reasoning 
and decision-making compared to students 
in courses that did not incorporate service 
learning. 
 Empathy, as measured with the 
Emotional Empathetic Tendency Scale, was 
also found to significantly increase as a re-
sult of service learning in Lundy’s (2007) 
study. This measure specifically focuses on 
how individuals may experience and be im-
pacted by the emotional states of others. 
Other measures of empathy, including the 
Interpersonal Reactivity Index, include both 
cognitive and emotional aspects of empa-
thy, both of which have been found to in-
crease as a result of service learning (Boyle
-Baise & Efiom, 2000).  
 Aspects of civic engagement have 
been defined previously as social responsi-
bility (Markus, Howard, & King, 1993) and 
involvement (Yamauchi, Billig, Meyer, & 
Hofschire, 2006), both of which have been 
found to increase as a result of service 
learning. Specifically, Markus et al. found 
three items from the Social Responsibility 
Scale to be significantly higher in students 
who completed service-learning courses 
compared to those in traditional courses. 
These items include: “Adults should give 
some time for the good of their community 
or country,” “I make quick judgments about 
homeless people,” and “People ought to 
help those in need as a ‘payback’ for their 
own opportunities, fortunes, and success-
es” (p. 414). Yamauchi et al. assessed both 
aspects of community and personal involve-
ment, and found both to be higher in a 
group of students who engaged in commu-
nity service learning compared to those 
from the same peer group who were not in 
this service-learning program. In addition to 
administering this survey measure, these 
researchers also conducted interviews with 
their participants, and these revealed that 
the service-learning participants attributed 
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the change in their civic attitudes to their 
service-learning experiences.  
 The aforementioned constructs of 
self-efficacy, prosocial tendencies, empa-
thy, social responsibility, and involvement 
all pertain to personal characteristics that 
may improve in students engaged in service 
learning. The aforementioned studies pro-
vide evidence that service-learning experi-
ences can foster the development of these 
constructs. In a global sense, one could as-
sume that being higher in levels of these 
constructs would result in students being 
more concerned for their communities and 
others in general, and more empowered 
(self-efficacy) to take action and strive to 
affect others in a positive way through ser-
vice or otherwise. If this were the case, then 
this would potentially benefit populations 
as a whole including older adults. For ex-
ample, there is strong empirical support for 
empathy being a major predictor of proso-
cial behavior (Davis, 2015). A common 
goal of those involved in gerontology edu-
cation is to encourage intergenerational 
contact, with the assumption that this will 
lead to positive outcomes for all involved. 
The current study pertains to such intergen-
erational contact and the exploration of the 
subsequent impact of potentially increasing 
levels of these constructs for the betterment 
of a variety of populations. 
 Though published research on out-
comes associated with service learning has 
often been positive, this is not always nec-
essarily the case. One of the goals of the 
current study was to support and encourage 
the use of service learning that adheres to 
best practices (see Howard, 2001) and is 
conducted in a fair and ethical way for all 
parties involved. Unfortunately, some in-
stances of service learning do not result in 
positive change, and may even result in 
negative outcomes. For example, Boyle-
Baise (1998) conducted a case study with 
preservice teachers and found some partici-
pants expressed that they perceived little 
connection between their service experienc-
es and the related multicultural teacher edu-
cation course content; similarly, some also 

reported that there was only exposure to 
problems during service with no education 
on how to resolve such problems or connec-
tion with teaching-related solutions. There 
were also reports of negative feelings asso-
ciated with the completion of the service 
experience, including feeling like they were 
abandoning those served and creating insta-
bility in their lives. However, it is important 
to note that this researcher also found sever-
al positive outcomes of community service 
learning as the participants reported more 
awareness, acceptance, and knowledge 
about diversity as a result of their commu-
nity service-learning experiences. 
 Also, Butin (2005) outlines potential 
challenges of service learning. An example 
of this is that it takes those involved in 
higher education outside of the traditional 
classroom, thus opening us up to an envi-
ronment that is more challenging to navi-
gate. Service learning is also political in 
nature, and so it may provide unique chal-
lenges for instructors who are under pres-
sure to excel in their teaching, research, and 
service as it is evaluated by individuals who 
may not be familiar with and/or not value 
service learning as a pedagogical and/or 
scholarly endeavor. Cruz (1990) makes the 
important point that what might be consid-
ered service learning has the potential to 
result in outcomes that might perpetuate 
sexist and/or racist notions. This author pro-
vides the example of students from the 
United States completing service learning 
in the Philippines and says this has the po-
tential to result in those students delivering 
a perhaps unintended “message of superior-
ity” and that this could “perpetuate a colo-
nial mentality among Filipinos” (Cruz, 
1990, p. 322). Cruz encourages us to take 
the necessary steps to check our assump-
tions and examine the impact of service 
learning, addressing both the good and the 
bad. This includes instructors covering 
these issues with their students and striving 
to address the delicate and complex issues 
of diversity education related to service 
learning. Similarly, Mitchell (2008) encour-
ages a distinction between critical service 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 3 

24 

 

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

learning and traditional service learning, 
such that a traditional approach involves 
service and reflection, while critical service 
learning also involves focusing on social 
change. This focus on social change entails 
incorporating assignments, discussions, and 
activities into service-learning programs so 
that the students are required to learn about, 
understand, and address the sources and 
challenges of social problems. If service 
learning lacks this focus, then negative out-
comes such as the perception of disconnect 
and/or the perpetuation of stereotypes might 
occur. This author points out that this ap-
proach is more challenging, but necessary 
for true community engagement and subse-
quent social change. 
 
The Current Study 
 The current study entailed compar-
ing a service-learning group to a control 
group in order to examine the impact of ser-
vice learning over the course of a semester. 
Based on the previous literature, the service
-learning group was hypothesized to display 
higher levels of empathy, social responsibil-
ity, community and personal involvement, 
self-efficacy, and prosocial tendencies at 
the end of the semester compared to the 
control group, when statistically controlling 
for the influence of pre-test scores from the 
beginning of the semester. Though various 
benefits of service learning have been well 
addressed, the current study sought to deter-
mine the impact on these investigated fac-
tors specifically in the context of long-term 
care facilities that provide services to frail 
older adults. This is an important addition 
to the service-learning literature due to the 
aforementioned impact of our aging popula-
tion. 

 
METHOD 

 
Participants 
 The initial sampling frame included 
50 students enrolled in an undergraduate 
psychology course at an institution in the 
southeastern United States. Only students 
who consented to participate and were pre-

sent for both the pre-test and post-test data 
collection sessions were included in the 
sample. This requirement and instances of 
missing data reduced the number of partici-
pants, and so the subsequent analyses com-
pare a total of 21 participants in the service-
learning group to a total of 14 participants 
in the control group. The course was an up-
per level psychology class and the majority 
of the participants were advanced in their 
class level, with 73% of the sample made 
up of juniors and seniors. Participants 
ranged in age from 18 to 46 with a mean 
age of 22.9 (SD = 5.29). The median age 
was 22 and the range was 28. The sample 
included 36 females and 14 males. Of these 
participants, only those who were present 
during both the pre- and post-data collec-
tion sessions were included in the subse-
quent analyses. The subsequent sample in-
cluded 35 participants who ranged in age 
from 18 to 46 with a mean age of 23.29 (SD 
= 6.1) and included 26 females and 9 males. 
Of these participants, 22 were European 
American, 10 were African American, and 
three rated themselves as other. 
 
Materials 
 Self-efficacy. The General Self-
efficacy Scale (Sherer et al., 1982) is a 17-
item measure that requires participants to 
rate each statement on a Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). Sample items include: “Failure 
makes me try harder” and “I am a self-
reliant person.” This scale is a widely used 
measure of self-efficacy (Sherer et al., 
1982; Imam, 2007). 
 Prosocial tendencies. The Proso-
cial Tendencies Measure (Carlo & Randall, 
2002) is a 25-item scale that requires partic-
ipants to rate each statement on a Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (does not describe me 
at all) to 5 (describes me greatly). Sample 
items include: “When people ask me to help 
them, I don’t hesitate” and “I think that 
helping others without them knowing is the 
best type of situation.” Scores on this meas-
ure may be calculated as an overall assess-
ment of prosocial tendencies and may also 
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be divided into six sub-scales, including 
public, anonymous, dire, emotional, com-
pliant, and altruism. 
 Empathy. The Interpersonal Re-
activity Index (IRI: Davis, 1983) is a 28-
item scale that requires participants to rate 
each statement on a Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (does not describe me well) to 5 
(describes me very well). Sample items in-
clude: “When I see someone who badly 
needs help in an emergency, I go to pieces” 
and “When I see someone being taken ad-
vantage of, I feel kind of protective towards 
them.” Scores on this measure may be cal-
culated as an overall assessment of empathy 
and may also be divided into four sub-
scales, including personal distress, empathic 
concern, fantasy, and perspective taking. 
 Social responsibility. The Social 
Responsibility Inventory is an 8-item scale 
that requires participants to rate each state-
ment on a Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Sample items include: “Adults should give 
some time for the good of their community 
or country” and “I feel that I can make a 
difference in the world.” This measure was 
first used by Markus, Howard, and King 
(1993). These researchers note in their pub-
lication that the items “were developed by 
Jeffrey Howard and Wilbert McKeach-
ie” (Markus et al., 1993, p. 418).  
 Involvement. The measure of in-
volvement included items that assessed 
both community and personal involvement. 
Yamauchi, Billig, Meyer, and Hofschire 
(2006) used this as a measure of how partic-
ipants view their roles in their community 
and the personal characteristics of the par-
ticipants in terms of how they rate them-
selves on their likelihood to take action that 
is civically minded. The community in-
volvement portion consisted of eight items 
rated on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot). Sample items in-
clude: “You have a responsibility for the 
welfare of the community” and “You would 
like to take action and make changes in 
your community.” The personal involve-
ment portion consisted of four items rated 

on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Sample items include: “I like to help oth-
ers” and “I am involved in activities that 
will make people’s lives better.”  
 
Procedure 
 Participants completed all of the 
aforementioned measures twice, once at the 
beginning of the academic semester, and 
again at the end of the semester. All 
measures were completed during regularly 
scheduled class time. The measures were 
administered by a graduate teaching assis-
tant in the same order (self-efficacy, social 
responsibility, empathy, involvement, and 
lastly, prosocial tendencies). The partici-
pants were given the opportunity to self-
select into either the service-learning group 
or the control group. Being a member of 
either group resulted in completing assign-
ments that were worth an equal amount of 
course credit.  
 Over the course of the semester, 
participants in the service-learning group 
completed 10 hours of community service 
at area agencies. Students in the service-
learning group were able to choose from a 
list of instructor-provided locations; these 
included area nursing homes, assisted living 
facilities, and a hospice location. Through-
out the semester, these students were re-
quired to complete three written assign-
ments where they described an experience 
they had during their service, and noted 
how that experience was an example of a 
specific concept covered in the course. 
They had the option of selecting from key 
terms listed at the end of each chapter that 
was covered. The chapters pertained to bi-
ology and health; sensation, perception, and 
attention; memory; intellectual functioning; 
cognition and problem solving; personality 
and coping; social interaction and ties; em-
ployment and living arrangements; and 
death and dying (Erber, 2010). They were 
required to select a key term from chapters 
that were covered during a specific unit for 
each of the written assignments in order to 
ensure that the course content they were 
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relating to their service experiences was 
recently covered (as opposed to covered 
much earlier in the semester or not covered 
yet). 
 The participants enrolled in the ser-
vice-learning group were prepared to com-
plete their service hours with in-class dis-
cussions, course materials, and written and 
oral feedback on their service reflections 
and assignments. The discussions covered 
basic expectations for behavior, such as 
how to dress and act in a professional man-
ner, and what to expect in terms of the envi-
ronments and service requirements common 
at the locations available to them. These 
requirements entailed staff directed activi-
ties of visiting with residents, reading to 
residents, helping during meal times, and 
helping during scheduled activities (games, 
exercise, etc.). The course materials includ-
ed syllabus content, handouts, and grading 
rubrics. The syllabus and handouts included 
all of the information presented in the dis-
cussions, in addition to instructions on how 
to complete the written assignments where 
they were required to reflect on their expe-
riences and relate them to course content. 
At the end of the semester, those who com-
pleted the service-learning requirements 
completed written assignments and partici-
pated in discussions that covered their over-
all experiences and impressions of their ser-
vice. Topics included what they learned 
about themselves, the locations where they 
served, the people at those locations, and 
their community, and how this related to 
course content and exemplified constructs 
covered over the course of the semester. 
 Students in the control group were 
required to complete two paper assignments 
that entailed finding and summarizing an 
empirical research article cited in the text-
book chapters covered in the course. They 
had the opportunity to turn in these two pa-
pers on any of three potential due dates that 
were spaced out over the course of the se-
mester. These assignments required finding 
publications that were cited in their text-
book (Erber, 2010) that met the criteria of 
being an empirical research study (the re-

searchers collected data with participants 
and conducted analyses at a level the stu-
dents could understand). Writing the sum-
mary entailed addressing, in their own 
words, key information from each of the 
major components of the article. They sum-
marized the main objectives of the study, 
hypotheses, variables of interest, participant 
characteristics, measures used, study proce-
dure, statistical tests and findings, and the 
researchers’ primary conclusions. The arti-
cles the participants summarized came from 
a variety of topics covered in the textbook 
chapters: biology and health; sensation, per-
ception, and attention; memory; intellectual 
functioning; cognition and problem solving; 
personality and coping; social interaction 
and ties; employment and living arrange-
ments; and death and dying (Erber, 2010). 
 

RESULTS 
 
 The main purpose of the current 
study was to determine if significantly high-
er levels of empathy, social responsibility, 
community and personal involvement, self-
efficacy, and prosocial tendencies existed in 
the service-learning group compared to the 
control group, while accounting for pre-
existing differences in the groups due to the 
lack of random assignment. A series of AN-
COVA analyses were conducted in order to 
examine if group differences between the 
service-learning group and the control 
group existed, while taking into account 
potential preexisting differences. Using this 
method allows for a group comparison of 
the post-scores while accounting for the po-
tential influence of differences in the pre-
scores. In the following analyses, pre-scores 
were entered as covariates and post-scores 
were entered as the dependent variables. 
This technique for assessing group differ-
ences when measures are administered pre-
post has been recommended by statisticians. 
Maxwell and Delaney (2004) outline the 
benefits of using ANCOVA analyses in this 
way. Specifically, they state that when “the 
question of interest is whether individuals 
in some groups change more than do indi-
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viduals in other groups” (Maxwell et al., 
2004, p. 428), then “ANCOVA almost al-
ways is superior to analyzing change 
scores” (p. 429). They go on to describe this 
approach as a way to “capitalize on the 
power and precision offered by ANCOVA”, 
and support this by stating that “ANCOVA 
properly controls both unconditional and 
conditional Type I error rates” (p. 430). 
 Due to the low sample size, some of 
the subsequent comments point out small, 
medium, or large effect size findings in ad-
dition to levels of statistical significance (p 
< .05). Cohen (1988) states the meaning of 
effect size as “the degree to which the phe-
nomenon is present in the population” (p. 
9). In reference to what is considered to be 
a small, medium, or large effect, he states 
that the specific values he provides are ap-
propriate for the behavioral sciences and 
determined such that “small effect sizes 
must not be so small that seeking them 
amidst the inevitable operation of measure-
ment and experimental bias and lack of fi-
delity is a bootless task, yet not so large as 
to make them fairly perceptible to the naked 
observation eye” (p. 13). Cohen (1988) also 
points out that in areas of the social scienc-
es, many effects “are likely to be small ef-
fects as here defined, both because of the 
attenuation in validity of the measures em-
ployed and the subtlety of the issues fre-

quently involved” (p. 13). Effect size statis-
tics for the following analyses are eta-
squared and, per values provided by Cohen 
(1988), are interpreted as a small effect 
equaling .01 or higher, a medium effect 
equaling .06 or higher, and a large effect 
equaling .14 or higher. As statistical power 
is weakened in cases of low sample size, 
the likelihood of nonsignificant findings is 
increased, and so the examination of effect 
size statistics can provide information about 
the potential likelihood of significant find-
ings assuming similar methods with a larger 
sample size (Cohen, 1988). 
 
Social Outcomes 
 Empathy. The ANCOVA compar -
ing the service-learning group and the con-
trol group on overall empathy scores re-
vealed a marginally significant difference 
and a medium effect size, F(1, 32) = 3.80, p 
= .06, eta-squared = .11. The service-
learning group (M = 99.71, SD = 6.72) dis-
played a higher level of empathy compared 
to the control group (M = 92.86, SD = 
12.71). The four empathy sub-scales were 
also compared. The analysis with the Per-
spective Taking sub-scale revealed a signif-
icant difference between the service-
learning group (M = 27.62, SD = 4.43) and 
the control group (M = 25.07, SD = 4.63), F
(1, 32) = 5.93, p = .021, eta-squared = .16. 

Table 1  
 
ANCOVA and Descriptive Statistics for Overall Empathy Scale and Sub-scales 
 

    S-L Group Control Group       

    M (SD) M (SD) F p η2 

Empathy   99.71 (6.72) 92.86 (12.71) 3.80 .060* .106 

  Perspective taking 27.62 (4.43) 25.07 (4.63) 5.93 .021** .156 

  Fantasy 24.90 (4.99) 24.36 (4.86) .014 .907 .000 

  Empathic concern 29.38 (3.73) 26.29 (5.03) 3.56 .068* .100 

  Personal distress 17.81 (4.63) 17.14 (3.40) .006 .941 .000 
*marginal significant difference 

**significant difference  
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Also, on the Empathic Concern sub-scale, 
there was a marginally significant differ-
ence with the service-learning group again 
scoring higher (M = 29.38, SD = 3.73) 
compared to the control group (M = 26.29, 
SD = 5.03), with a medium effect, F(1, 32) 
= 3.56, p = .068, eta-squared = .10. Analy-
sis with data from the other two sub-scales 
did not reveal any significant differences or 
effect sizes that reached a minimal level. 
Descriptive and inferential statistics for the 
ANCOVA analyses with the empathy scale 
and its sub-scales are displayed in Table 1.  
 Social responsibility. The AN-
COVA comparing the service-learning 
group (M = 30.67, SD = 3.12) and the con-
trol group (M = 28.57, SD = 2.77) on over-
all social responsibility scores did not re-
veal a significant difference, though a small 
effect size was present and the means were 
in the expected direction, F(1, 32) = .48, p 
= .49, eta-squared = .015. Of the eight items 
included in this scale, scores on the first 

item (“Adults should give some time for the 
good of their community or country”) were 
marginally significantly higher in the ser-
vice-learning group (M = 4.48, SD = .60) 
compared to the control group (M = 3.93, 
SD = .62), F(1, 32) = 4.16, p = .05, eta-
squared = .115. With the exception of item 
three, mean scores on all of the items in this 
measure were in the hypothesized direction 
and reached the criteria for a small effect 
size (with items one and four reaching a 
medium effect size). Descriptive and infer-
ential statistics for the ANCOVA analyses 
with the social responsibility scale and its 
individual items are displayed in Table 2. 
 Involvement. The ANCOVA com-
paring the service-learning group (M = 
41.71, SD = 4.60) and the control group (M 
= 36.93, SD = 5.82) on overall involvement 
scores revealed a marginally significant dif-
ference, F(1, 32) = 4.06, p = .05, eta-
squared = .113. This scale included the 
community involvement sub-scale and the 

Table 2 
 
ANCOVA and Descriptive Statistics for Overall Social Responsibility Scale and Items 

    S-L Group Control Group       

    M (SD) M (SD) F p η2 

Social Responsibility 30.67 (3.12) 28.57 (2.77) .48 .49 .015* 

  1. Give time 4.48 (.60) 3.93 (.62) 4.16 .05 .115** 

  2. Impact world 3.95 (.86) 3.71 (.83) .52 .48 .016* 

  3. Control circumstances 

 

3.24 (.89) 3.14 (.66) .04 .85 .001 

  4. Social justice 3.81 (.75) 3.29 (.73) 3.12 .09 .089** 

  5. Judging others 3.81 (1.12) 3.50 (1.02) .43 .52 .013* 

  6. Help those in need 4.10 (.54) 3.79 (.58) .80 .38 .024* 

  7. Pay back others 3.10 (1.22) 3.07 (.92) 1.26 .27 .038* 

  8. Make a difference 4.19 (.60) 4.14 (.53) 1.12 .30 .034* 

*marginal significant difference 
**significant difference  
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personal involvement sub-scale. Neither of 
the analyses with data from these sub-scales 
revealed a significant difference, though a 
medium effect was present for community 
involvement, and a small effect was present 
for personal involvement (see Table 3). 
Analysis of the data from item number six 
(“You understand issues that affect the well
-being of your community”) on the commu-
nity sub-scale did reveal a significant differ-
ence between the service-learning group (M 
= 3.62, SD = .50) and the control group (M 
= 3.00, SD = .68), F(1, 32) = 10.22, p 
= .003, eta-squared = .24. Also, analysis of 
the data from item number one (“I am will-
ing to take risks for the sake of doing what I 
think is right”) on the personal sub-scale 
revealed a significant difference between 
the service-learning group (M = 4.43, SD 
= .51) and the control group (M = 3.93, SD 

= .73), F(1, 32) = 6.74, p = .01, eta-squared 
= .174. With the exception of the last three 
items on the personal involvement sub-
scale, mean scores on all of the items were 
in the hypothesized direction and reached 
the criteria for a small effect size (with 
overall involvement and overall community 
involvement and item four on that sub-scale 
reaching a medium effect size, item six 
reaching a large effect size, and item one on 
the personal involvement sub-scale reach-
ing a large effect size). Descriptive and in-
ferential statistics for the ANCOVA anal-
yses with the involvement scale, sub-scales, 
and individual items are displayed in Table 
3. 
 Self-efficacy and prosocial tenden-
cies. Data from the overall scores on the 
self-efficacy scale and from the overall 
scores and sub-scales scores on the proso-

Table 3 
 
ANCOVA and Descriptive Statistics for Overall Involvement Scale, Community and Personal 
Involvement Sub-scales and Individual Items 

      S-L Group Control Group       

      M (SD) M (SD) F p η2 

Involvement 41.71 (4.60) 36.93 (5.82) 4.06 .05* .113 

  Community involvement 25.14 (3.71) 21.50 (4.43) 2.55 .12 .074 

    1. Belong 3.05 (.59) 2.86 (.86) .37 .55 .011 

    2. Control 3.10 (.70) 2.79 (.80) .72 .40 .022 

    3. Valued 2.86 (.85) 2.50 (1.09) .58 .45 .018 

    4. Welfare 2.76 (.77) 2.00 (.88) 2.51 .12 .073 

    5. Pride 3.48 (.60) 3.07 (.73) .36 .55 .011 

    6. Affect 3.62 (.50) 3.00 (.68) 10.22 .003** .24 

    7. Action 3.52 (.60) 3.14 (.86) .91 .35 .028 

    8. Changes 2.76 (.89) 2.14 (.86) 1.48 .23 .044 

  Personal involvement 16.57 (1.72) 15.43 (2.06) .95 .34 .029 

    1. Risks 4.43 (.51) 3.93 (.73) 6.74 .01** .174 

    2. Like 4.67 (.48) 4.36 (.74) .31 .59 .009 

    3. Help 3.71 (1.06) 3.50 (1.02) .07 .79 .002 

    4. Better 3.76 (.10) 3.64 (.93) .08 .78 .002 

*marginal significant difference 
**significant difference  
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cial tendencies scale were examined but 
yielded no significant differences nor effect 
sizes that met the criteria for a small effect. 
 
Cognitive Outcomes 
 All of the participants in the current 
study completed the same exams as part of 
their regularly scheduled class require-
ments. Three exams were administered over 
the course of the semester and scores on the 
third exam were used in this analysis. Using 
scores on the last exam of the semester al-
lowed for a comparison of the service-
learning group and the control group at a 
time in the semester when potential benefits 
of engaging in service learning would be 
apparent. The exams were a combination of 
multiple-choice and short answer items that 
were graded by a graduate teaching assis-
tant who was not aware of which group 
each student was in. The aforementioned 
demographic variables were included in the 
following analysis as covariates. The AN-
COVA was not significant, F(1, 39) = 3.25, 
p = .079, though a medium effect was pre-
sent (eta-squared = .077) with the service-
learning group (M = 88.70, SD = 5.95, n = 
25) performing better compared to the con-
trol group (M = 87.10, SD = 6.57, n = 24).  
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 The current study investigated po-
tential social and cognitive benefits of ser-
vice learning completed at long-term care 
facilities located in the participants’ local 
community. Data was collected at both the 
beginning and the end of the semester with 
participants in a service-learning group and 
a control group (participants who did not 
participate in service learning). ANCOVA 
analyses allowed for the comparison of the 
post-scores of these two groups while also 
accounting for the potential influence of 
preexisting differences by using their pre-
scores as a covariate in the analyses. These 
analyses revealed positive outcomes with 
increases in aspects of general empathy, 
social responsibility, and community and 
personal involvement, though not with gen-

eral self-efficacy or prosocial tendencies. 
Specifically, scores on the overall empathy 
measure and its emphatic concern sub-scale 
were significantly higher in the service-
learning group. Also, the affect and risk 
items included in the community and per-
sonal involvement scales of the involve-
ment measure were significantly higher in 
the service-learning group. The perspective 
taking sub-scale from the empathy measure, 
the time item in the social responsibility 
measure, and the scores on the overall in-
volvement measure were all marginally sig-
nificantly higher in the service-learning 
group.  
 Finding that a time and energy in-
tensive experience of involvement resulted 
in higher levels of these positive social con-
structs is congruent with student involve-
ment theory (Astin, 1984). As described 
previously, this theory posits that with 
greater levels of involvement come greater 
rewards in the form of outcomes, and in the 
current study support was found for the out-
comes of higher levels of aspects of social 
responsibility, empathy, and involvement. 
The current findings are also congruent 
with social identity theory (Hogg et al., 
1995) as previously described. The partici-
pants who took on the role of service subse-
quently rated themselves as more empathic 
and more willing to take risks for the sake 
of what is right. Perhaps seeing themselves 
as a person in this social role contributed to 
a shift in how they saw themselves in terms 
of these personal characteristics.  
 Casile, Hoover, and O’Neil (2011) 
randomly assigned students to either com-
plete research projects or service learning; 
they subsequently found at the end of the 
semester that those in the service-learning 
condition scored higher on a multiple-
choice test that covered overall course con-
tent. In the current study, exam scores did 
not significantly differ between the self-
selected service-learning and control 
groups, though a medium effect size was 
present when this comparison was made. 
Future studies should include similar exam-
inations of exam scores as a measure of 
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cognitive learning (as opposed to affective 
learning, i.e., feeling as though you have 
learned as evidenced by self-report items).  
 The participants in the current study 
were students in a course that spanned 
roughly four months and over the course of 
that brief amount of time the experience of 
engaging in service-learning was enough to 
produce the aforementioned results, and this 
was the case when statistically accounting 
for any preexisting differences in the ser-
vice and control groups with pre-test scores 
in the current statistical analyses. This study 
furthers our understanding of the impact of 
service learning as it pertains to students 
engaging with older adult populations and 
connecting their experiences with specific 
course content. Finding evidence of these 
positive outcomes in the current study helps 
to counter potential negative assumptions 
laypersons might make about requiring un-
dergraduate students to complete service 
hours with frail older adults. For example, 
laypersons might assume that students 
would find the experience off-putting and 
subsequently want to be less involved with 
older adults and/or in their local communi-
ty. 
 A major limitation of the current 
study was the low sample size due to the 
combination of students opting to not par-
ticipate in the study, participants not attend-
ing both pre- and post-data collection ses-
sions, missing data, and typical course en-
rollment numbers at the university where 
the study was conducted. With a larger 
sample size, one could reasonably expect to 
see more statistically significant differences 
on similar measures. Another major limita-
tion was that the participants were allowed 
to self-select which group they were in, thus 
there was not random assignment to a treat-
ment group. The lack of random assignment 
to the service-learning and control groups is 
a limitation, though collecting data at both 
the beginning and end of the semester and 
thus being able to account for any preexist-
ing differences does bolster confidence in 
the current findings. Preexisting differences 
may have included variations in personality 

traits, academic skill, meta-memory, social 
characteristics, and/or situational influ-
ences. 
 Another limitation was the use of 
self-report measures in assessing empathy, 
social responsibility, and involvement. Self-
report measures have the limitations of par-
ticipants potentially not being honest in 
their responses and/or being biased in their 
assessment of themselves. Future research 
concerning the impact of service learning 
on these constructs would be bolstered by 
the use of measures of behavioral indicators 
of these constructs and/or ratings provided 
by others (those served, those who staff 
agencies where service occurs, instructors, 
fellow students, etc.). In the current study 
the majority (73%) of the participants were 
either juniors or seniors, and this may bol-
ster confidence in the current findings as 
more advanced students may be more accu-
rate in their self-report ratings. 
 Another limitation of the current 
study is the sole focus on the impact of ser-
vice learning on the student participants. In 
similar studies in the future, data should 
also be collected from those served and the 
staff at the service locations. This could en-
tail both qualitative and quantitative 
measures to assess outcomes associated 
with various levels of involvement. This 
approach would also benefit from begin-
ning with a needs assessment that involves 
both the older adult residents and the staff. 
Doing so would establish more of a partner-
ship between all those involved. This would 
also inform researchers on constructs that 
should be assessed. In the current study, the 
participants were directed by staff to com-
plete the aforementioned regularly sched-
uled tasks. Incorporating this needs assess-
ment would involve all the major parties in 
the process of determining needs, activities, 
and desired outcomes, thus leading to more 
ownership of the process for everyone in-
volved and encouraging everyone to view 
the experience of community engagement 
from multiple perspectives. It is important 
to address the potential benefits of service 
learning for the older adults themselves. 
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Mitchell et al. (2015) found an increase in 
generativity and well-being for older adult 
residents who participated in a series of 
conversations with college students engag-
ing in service learning. Future research sim-
ilar to the current study should also assess 
the impact of the experience for the older 
adults served. This could range from 
measures associated with psychological in-
dicators of quality of life to physical and/or 
social indicators of improvement on the part 
of the older adult residents. 
 In the future, similar studies should 
also include measures of the impact of ser-
vice learning on student knowledge of and 
perceptions of older adults. This would im-
prove on merely discussing the potential 
benefits of intergenerational contact with 
the students, and directly address the bi-
directional learning and positive outcomes 
that can occur as a result of community en-
gagement. This would go beyond the cur-
rent examination of mainly outcomes spe-
cific to characteristics of the student partici-
pants and consider the impact of this type of 
intergenerational contact on how students 
may learn about and potentially come to 
change their attitudes about older adulthood 
and older adults themselves. This would 
allow for a richer understanding of the im-
pact of service learning. This would also 
better address one of the stated goals of this 
type of service learning, namely, to improve 
the education of students and prepare them 
to work with older adults. 
 There is also a need to investigate 
the potential social and cognitive benefits of 
service learning with active, healthy, com-
munity-dwelling older adults. In the current 
study, the older adult population was likely 
to be frail and made up of the old-old (75 to 
85 years of age) and oldest-old (85 and up) 
segments of the older adult (those 65 and 
up) population. All of the community agen-
cies were locations where students served a 
population in need of assistance due to poor 
physical and/or cognitive health (local nurs-
ing homes, assisted living facilities, etc.). 
Seeing a healthier and more active popula-
tion may have resulted in different findings. 

Future research should explore the impact 
of working with young-old (65 to 75 years 
of age) and also active older adults to inves-
tigate potentially unique aspects of working 
with those populations.  
 Service learning in higher education 
with older adult populations is increasingly 
important and needed given our aging pop-
ulation and subsequent demand for training, 
education, and experience in gerontology 
and working with older adults. Research 
addressing the positive impact of service 
learning on students, instructors, and com-
munities is very diverse and large in scope 
(see Celio et al., 2011; Eyler et al., 2001), 
and the current study pertains to a specific 
subset of this overall body of research about 
service learning. The current research en-
courages the further exploration of potential 
positive impacts as they pertain to pedagog-
ical approaches with a gerontological focus. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Service learning within the broader 
context of community engagement repre-
sents one of the largest innovations of the 
past three decades in higher education 
(O’Meara, Sandmann, Saltmarsh, & Giles, 
2011). Understanding faculty motivations 
to utilize service learning is critical for in-
stitutions that value this form of community 
engagement and wish to increase faculty 
involvement in the practice (Bringe, Reeb, 
Brown, & Ruiz, 2016). Faculty members 
have reported a plethora of motivations to 
utilize service learning as a teaching meth-
odology (O’Meara, 2013), and participation 
has been linked to faculty demographics, 
life experiences, personal goals, epistemo-
logical perspective, and institutional influ-
ences (O’Meara, et al., 2011). The purpose 
of this study is to specifically examine mo-
tivations of millennial generation faculty 
members who utilize service learning. Mil-
lennials represent a growing faculty demo-

graphic, and the findings from this project 
may provide an initial understanding of 
how this generation perceives and utilizes 
service learning based on institutional and 
personal variables.  
 
Motivation Factors 
 The utilization of service learning is 
more common when faculty members view 
the practice as supportive of student learn-
ing (Abes, Jones, & Jackson, 2002; Bringle 
& Hatcher, 2000; Hammond, 1994; McKay 
& Rozee, 2004; O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009; 
Parkins, 2008), are personally committed to 
community engagement (Jaeger & Thorton, 
2006), and/or identify as female, individu-
als of color, or early-career faculty (Astin et 
al., 2006; O’Meara, 2008; Parkins, 2008). 
Motivation has been linked to such factors, 
but Vogelgesang, Denson, and Jayakumar 
(2010) reported that, despite various per-
sonal or demographic influences, percep-
tions of institutional support in the promo-
tion and tenure process represented the pri-
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mary predictor of an engaged faculty mem-
ber.  
 
Changing Faculty Demographics 
 Higher education is currently under-
going a major demographic shift as an in-
creasing number of faculty from the millen-
nial generation (born between 1980-1994) 
begin replacing retiring faculty from earlier 
generations in patterns similar to other 
fields (Kilber, Barclay, & Ohmer, 2014; 
O’Meara, 2013). The population of millen-
nial faculty may currently be small, but they 
represent a population that holds multiple 
intrinsic motivators for service-learning in-
volvement (O’Meara, 2013; Vogelgesang et 
al., 2010). Defining a generation is not a 
simplistic endeavor; however, Howe and 
Strauss (2000) provided an explanation 
through generational, or life cycle, person-
ality definitions. Generation personalities, 
through this perspective, are defined by the 
events and trends within their time, and 
identified four generational archetypes: 
prophet, nomad, hero, and artist. Howe and 
Strauss (2000) situated millennials into the 
hero archetype that is similar to young 
adults during World War II who were his-
torically civically minded and optimistic. 
This iteration of the hero generation is de-
scribed as one of the most unique genera-
tions recorded, and the individuals identi-
fied within this generation are “beginning to 
manifest a wide array of positive social 
habits that older Americans no longer asso-
ciate with youth, including a new focus on 
teamwork, achievement, modesty, and good 
conduct” (p. 12). Additionally, a Pew Re-
search Center (2010) report stated that mil-
lennials are more comfortable advocating 
on their own behalf, have progressive be-
liefs around society, operate from a more 
hopeful life perspective, and are more inter-
nally defined.  
 
Millennial Generation Traits 
 Seven traits have been used to de-
fine the millennial generation: special, shel-
tered, confident, team-oriented, convention-
al, pressured, and achieving (Howe & 

Strauss, 2000). The authors claim that this 
generation has consistently been told that 
they are special and important for the com-
munity. In addition, millennials have also 
been sheltered from having to confront con-
flict and are not pushed to resolve conflict 
on their own. The high levels of confidence 
exhibited by millennials is, according to 
Howe and Strauss (2000), partially due to 
the fact that they are consistently told that 
their generation has an incredible amount of 
power and agency. Millennials are also gen-
erally team-oriented, focused on egalitarian 
practices, and interested in community en-
gagement. Furthermore, this generation is 
conventional, in that they believe in the 
positive impact that government may have 
on society.  
 
Millennials in College 
 In addition to generational charac-
teristics, millennials entered college be-
tween the years of approximately 1998 and 
2012, which represented a period of re-
newed civic interest among colleges and 
universities. This interest was evidenced in 
significant events, such as the creation of 
the Campus Compact in 1985, the National 
and Community Service Act in 1990, the 
National Service Bill in 2003, Boyer’s 
Scholarship Reconsidered (1990), Eyler and 
Giles’ “Where is the Service in Service-
Learning” (1999), and the initial Carnegie 
Community Engagement Classification in 
2006. Therefore, it is feasible to describe 
millennials as a generation categorized by 
an affinity for civic engagement and that 
entered college during a time categorized 
by a renewed emphasis on civic engage-
ment.  
 
Purpose  
 While there has been increasing at-
tention focused on the phenomenon of ser-
vice learning and faculty motivation to uti-
lize the practice in the literature, there is an 
absence of investigations that specifically 
address millennial faculty. The purpose of 
this phenomenological study is to explore 
motivations of millennial faculty members 
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who utilize service learning and their per-
ceptions of the practice. The results of this 
study will provide a mechanism to evaluate 
similarities between millennial and older 
generations reported in the existing body of 
literature as suggested in a recommendation 
for future research by O’Meara (2013).  
 
Theoretical Framework 
 This study emphasized the potential 
interactions between generational character-
istics and environmental influences on their 
development as engaged faculty members. 
Therefore, Astin’s Input-Environment-
Output Model (1993) served as the frame-
work for this study, as it supports the per-
spective that individual, institutional, and 
environmental influences serve as catalysts 
when applied to exploring faculty motiva-
tions (O’Meara, 2013). Originally devel-
oped to explain the manner in which stu-
dent outcomes are affected by individual 
characteristics and environmental factors, 
the IEO Model also provides a “useful tool 
for conceptualizing all of the potential in-
fluences on faculty motivation at different 
points in a process such as involvement 
with service-learning” (O’Meara, 2013, p. 
221-222). Generational Theory (Strauss & 
Howe, 1991) provided additional interpreta-
tion to the model by specifically contextual-
izing the individual input element of the 
IEO model.  
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
Study Design 
 This study used a phenomenological 
qualitative research design (Creswell, 2002, 
1998) and sought to understand the experi-
ences, motivations, and perspectives of mil-
lennial faculty members who utilized ser-
vice learning. Phenomenology aims to 
“identify and describe the subjective experi-
ences of respondents” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 
226), and the phenomenological qualitative 
design is recommended when the goals of 
the research are to understand the meaning 
of experiences of participants (Creswell, 
1998). Specifically, the purpose of this 

study was to explore the interaction of gen-
erational characteristics and institutional 
environments on millennial faculty mem-
bers’ commitment to service learning. This 
study was designed with semi-structured 
interviews and used qualitative procedures 
of Colbeck and Weaver (2008), which pro-
vided a qualitative investigation into the 
motivation patterns of 12 faculty members 
engaged in public scholarship.  
 
Participants 
 The eight participants were all mil-
lennial generation (born between 1980 and 
1994), full-time faculty members who self-
reported using service learning in their 
teaching. The group consisted of five fe-
males and three males from disciplines 
within art, natural sciences, education, man-
agement and leadership, and psychology. 
Six of the eight participants were at four-
year public institutions, and two were facul-
ty members at four-year private institutions.  
 Purposeful sampling was used in 
order to identify potential participants with 
a target sample of five to 10 individuals that 
met the identified criteria. Participants were 
initially invited through a mass email to a 
national civic engagement organization’s 
membership body, and two participants re-
sponded. In addition, to increase sample 
size, recent recipients of young professional 
awards for service learning and community 
engagement were identified on a national 
organization’s website and contacted 
through their university-listed email ad-
dresses, yielding three additional partici-
pants. Snowball sampling was then used to 
increase the initial group of participants 
from five to eight.  
 
Data Collection 
 Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted by the two researchers, virtually 
through Skype or through telephone when 
virtual connection was unavailable for the 
participant, and lasted an average of 30 to 
45 minutes each. Participants were asked to 
explain (a) their introduction and current 
use of service learning, (b) their motivation 
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to engage in service learning, (c) their per-
ceptions of institutional support of service 
learning, (d) the prevalence of civic engage-
ment programs and service learning at their 
undergraduate institutions, and (e) the influ-
ence of their undergraduate environment of 
their development as engaged faculty mem-
bers. In addition, probing questions were 
asked in order to prompt clarification and/or 
elaboration of participant responses.  
 
Data Analysis 
 Prior to thematic analysis, concepts 
were set a priori based on the research ques-
tions and included the following: (a) moti-
vation patterns, (b) undergraduate experi-
ences, (c) methodology introduction, and 
(d) perceptions of value. Divergent catego-
ries were also allowed to emerge based on 
participant responses. In order to improve 
trustworthiness of the study, member 
checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) was used 
as each interview was recorded, transcribed, 
and returned to participants for validation. 
Once validated, transcriptions and analytic 
memos were initially analyzed through sep-
arate cross-case analyses (Eisenhardt, 2002) 
in order to account for any potential re-
searcher biases. Following separate reviews 
of the transcriptions and discussion of po-
tential themes, overarching themes were 
identified through an open coding process. 
Axial coding was subsequently used to 
identify specific categories within the con-
cepts identified and to explore how the con-
cepts are or are not related. In addition to 
the separate analysis, the trustworthiness of 
the study was further increased through the-
ory triangulation as the findings were con-
textualized through Generational Theory, 
the IEO Model, and multiple perspectives 
of studies on service learning, faculty moti-
vation patterns, and institutional support of 
community engagement. 
 

FINDINGS 
 
 Three specific themes were evident 
across the interviews: (a) the role of the un-
dergraduate experience, (b) an alignment 

with intrinsic motivations, and (c) the per-
ception of organizational fit within institu-
tions that value service learning and com-
munity engagement.  
 
Undergraduate Experiences: A Key 
Point of Entry 
 A key finding from the interviews 
was that participants encountered one of 
two very different experiences in regard to 
the presence of service learning and com-
munity engagement during their time as un-
dergraduate students. These experiences, in 
turn, greatly contributed to the initial per-
spective of service-leaning implementation 
within their own teaching. Individuals who 
attended institutions that provided experi-
ences immersed in service learning and 
community engagement were motivated by 
these experiences to become faculty mem-
bers who engaged the community as well. 
However, those who reported undergradu-
ate experiences relatively void of service 
learning and community engagement did 
not become familiar with the practice until 
after they became faculty members.  
 Five of the eight participants de-
scribed undergraduate experiences that im-
mersed them in service learning through the 
undergraduate curriculum. When describing 
their undergraduate institution, one faculty 
member stated: 
 It was a Catholic/Jesuit institution. 
 That religiously affiliated value set 
 was very clearly communicated to 
 us. I remember some of the first in
 formation I got as an accepted stu
 dent was ‘these are the Service-
 Learning classes that fill the core 
 requirements in your first year.’ My 
 best friend and her husband were in 
 one of those classes; it was just part 
 of the culture, which is what you 
 did, from orientation, all through 
 commencement. It’s an obvious 
 thing.  
This sentiment was consistent among other 
participants reporting an undergraduate in-
stitution that emphasized engagement. Up-
on further questioning, these participants 
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identified these institutional environments 
as key aspects of their development into 
engaged faculty members.  

 I think if I wasn’t involved in the 
community engagement work I was 
as an undergraduate... I don’t think I 
would have ended up going to grad-
uate school, specifically trying to 
get engaged in community-engaged 
scholarships… It’s really been the 
whole entirety of my work. My re-
search plan when I went into gradu-
ate school was to become a commu-
nity engaged scholar, and [I] studied 
community engagement and, you 
know, ultimately try to transition 
higher education that is kind of the 
public purpose of the university. 

 I was a senior, and in my senior 
year, and aptly noted that I was 
spending all of my time in the com-
munity doing community service, 
doing student leadership, running 
programs to the institution, and was 
spending little time in the laborato-
ry…. I think maybe it’s at the root. 
We all draw from our own personal 
experiences. You can’t divorce that, 
for me. For me, that value-based 
education had come out. 

 However, three individuals de-
scribed their institutions as very disen-
gaged. These institutions were very differ-
ent than the environments described by the 
other five participants from engaged institu-
tions. One individual, when describing their 
undergraduate institution, stated, “there 
were clubs and student service organiza-
tions that do more service-oriented type 
work, but I don’t remember anything else 
that was course-specific.” A second faculty 
member also reported their involvement 
prior to becoming a faculty member as very 
minimal.  

 I was an undergrad from 2000 to 
2004 and I did zero service learning. 
I did no volunteer work, really, out-
side of what I did for athletics. I was 
on the field hockey team, and we 
did some community work, but 

nothing really related to my academ-
ics. I went to a small private liberal 
arts college; it just wasn’t on our 
radar. 

 As a result, these individuals report-
ed very little understanding or motivation to 
use service learning in their teaching initial-
ly. They admitted their courses were very 
basic and mirrored the course design they 
encountered as students. It was by accident 
that they later became involved with service 
learning.  
 I think maybe—unfortunately or 

fortunately, however you look at 
it—I fell into it accidentally. I taught 
for a year at the University X as a 
visiting professor before I got my 
tenure-track job. That was my first 
year of teaching full-time out of 
grad school, and a colleague of mine 
was teaching child development 
with a Service-Learning paradigm, 
and I had four new class preps, and 
he just gave me his child develop-
ment class. He handed the course 
over with a list of materials to help 
me with my prep load and it was 
Service Learning. 

 I got started in this back in graduate 
school with X State and the geogra-
phy department. They have a service
-learning cartography class they 
ended up doing for a few years. 
They needed somebody to teach it, 
and it was kind of a last- minute 
thing. 
 The director of the Experiential 
Learning Center came up to me and 
was, like, “given all of the work 
you’re doing with the community 
partners and your class, you should 
make this a designated course.” So I 
did that. This is when I really started 
incorporating projects into my class. 
This is when I started doing it more 
intentionally and doing it with con-
scious thought as opposed to just 
something that I was doing. 

 All participants affirmed that their 
undergraduate experiences affected their 
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initial development as faculty members. 
Those that came from engaged campuses 
became engaged faculty members, and 
those whose campuses were not engaged 
began their careers as less engaged faculty 
members. However, each individual ulti-
mately became involved with service learn-
ing through an institutional mechanism, in-
tentional or not. Each of the three faculty 
from under-engaged undergraduate institu-
tions stated that a service-learning coordi-
nating structure or support system was very 
important to their continued involvement 
and growth as engaged faculty members.  
 A faculty member’s overall sense of 
agency (i.e., confidence and self-efficacy) 
serves as a key determinant of their in-
volvement in civic engagement initiatives 
such as service learning (Baez, 2000; 
Hatcher, 2008; O’Meara, 2013). O’Meara 
(2013) indicated institutional interventions 
such as faculty learning communities were 
potential ways to support faculty agency 
and improve their confidence in their abili-
ties to make a tangible difference. This was 
evident as faculty development programs 
demonstrated a valuable support structure 
for faculty unfamiliar with service learning 
due to the nature of their undergraduate ex-
periences. One participant specifically de-
scribed an intentionally designed fellowship 
program as key in her sustained success im-
plementing service learning. Each of the 
faculty members who reported lower levels 
of engagement as students described some 
type of institutional support mechanism 
(i.e., fellowship program, service-learning 
clearinghouse) as very important to not only 
their initial involvement, but also their sus-
tained involvement in service learning as 
faculty members.  
 However, the individuals from very 
engaged undergraduate experiences demon-
strated levels of agency that clearly origi-
nated from their time as students. In addi-
tion, these individuals were often more ad-
vanced in the descriptions of their own 
work as they routinely discussed their 
teaching with aims of social change and 
reciprocity. Their experiences as undergrad-

uate students related to service learning al-
lowed them to frame how they delivered 
their service-learning courses as faculty 
members. Institutional support structures 
were mentioned in these interviews as well, 
but more in terms of the university’s 
demonstrated value placed on service learn-
ing and other community engagement prac-
tices than as an influence or cause for their 
own involvement in the practice. For these 
individuals, the largest institutional impetus 
for becoming an engaged faculty member 
was participating in service learning as stu-
dents.  
 
Motivations: Generation Exemplified 
 Intrinsic motivation. Intr insic mo-
tivation and improved student learning were 
the most evident sources of motivation fac-
ulty cited in using service learning. Each of 
the eight cited a deep intrinsic motivation to 
engage the community through their teach-
ing and referenced their beliefs in the role 
of higher education within a democracy. 
The connection between a personal com-
mitment to community engagement and the 
use of service learning is supported within 
the current body of literature across de-
mographics (Astin et al., 2006; Jaeger & 
Thorton, 2006). Furthermore, this intrinsic 
motivation also aligns with characteristics 
generally associated with millennials 
(Howe & Strauss, 2000). Sentiments such 
as “personal motivation really comes from a 
place that’s thinking above like equity, and 
justice, power,” and “service learning is a 
way to teach people the importance of giv-
ing back to their community in forms of 
being engaged” were prevalent throughout 
the interviews. Furthermore, one individual 
extrapolated an alignment with personal 
motivation and career purpose: “I just think 
that higher education has a role in address-
ing public problems, especially in democra-
cies. Higher education not only has a moral 
imperative to cultivate dispositions, atti-
tudes around democratic life—I think it’s 
just intrinsic motivation.” Personal values 
of altruism and community orientation posi-
tively influence a faculty member’s deci-
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sion to engage in service learning (Antonio, 
Astin, & Cress, 2000; Astin et al., 2006). 
Faculty participants in this project demon-
strated very similar values, and they articu-
lated a clear connection between their value 
set and their careers.  
 Improved teaching. Five faculty 
members described service learning as a 
supportive model for student learning. 
However, no evident connection was found 
between sources of motivation and the man-
ner in which the faculty member was intro-
duced to service learning. The aspect that 
differentiated the two groups was in how 
the impact on student learning was de-
scribed. Individuals with a highly engaged 
undergraduate experience tended to de-
scribe their sources of motivation with a 
sense that “this is how learning should oc-
cur,” and those that had a less engaged un-
dergraduate background described service 
learning by contrasting the strategy to tradi-
tional models (i.e., lecturing) and the posi-
tive effects of service learning.  
 Two participants who were highly 
engaged as undergraduates described their 
motivations in values-based terminology, 
articulating a desire to “teach people the 
importance of giving back to their commu-
nity in forms of being engaged.” 

Personally, to me, it’s the most en-
gaging pedagogy. The material real-
ly helps you to put theory into prac-
tice, to understand complex con-
ducts, to become change agents. I 
want my students to learn. I want 
[them] to learn that they’re not in a 
vacuum but in the context of the real 
world. That’s where the Service-
Learning part really comes through 
for me. They are not reading out of a 
book and trying to relate that to their 
life; they are actually doing what 
they have been taught. I think ser-
vice learning is such a great oppor-
tunity to make people be practition-
ers. 

 In contrast, two faculty members 
who were introduced to service learning 
after becoming faculty described service 

learning through a comparison to traditional 
teaching modalities.  

 My students were doing a ton of 
work, and the work was pretty fan-
tastic. I felt really good about the 
projects we were doing; but at the 
end of the semester, those projects 
just kind of sat on my shelf. Or they 
wrote papers for me, and then the 
paper was done and that was kind of 
it. I felt like that was a shame, so 
one of my biggest motivations was 
for their work to have more of a 
meaningful impact. Service-
Learning really allows that oppor-
tunity. 
 For the most part, it seems to get the 
students much more engaged; it gets 
them working with real world data, 
real world problems. They come out 
a lot better in a way than if they 
were just doing run-of-the-mill labs. 
 

Organizational Fit: The Ideal Employer  
 Millennials do not question if they 
are right for the job, but rather if the job is 
right for them (Caraher, 2014). This con-
cept was evident as participants discussed 
whether service learning and community 
engagement would continue to be a major 
component of their career aspirations mov-
ing forward. Each participant stated that 
service learning would not only be part of 
their contributions as faculty, but it was an 
expectation they had for their employing 
universities. The millennial faculty mem-
bers described their faculty roles in terms of 
their engagement, and they believed it was 
the responsibility of their institutions to 
support them through promotion and tenure. 
Stipends and grants were mentioned, but 
were seen as less essential. One individual 
left an institution because it was not tenure-
track and went to another because it was a 
tenure-track institution that valued service 
learning. A second will be leaving their cur-
rent institution and will be seeking an insti-
tution that values service learning. Another 
participant decided to leave their current 
institution because their position was not 
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tenure-track, and is only considering institu-
tions that value service learning in tenure 
and promotion. When asked if this was a 
significant aspect of their job search, the 
participant responded:  
 It is definitely very important to me. 

I’m applying now, and there is one 
job I really want because of that… 
Wherever I go, I’m looking for 
somewhere where faculty are really 
supportive of that. It’s a major factor 
for me. 

 Four of the participants interviewed 
stated that they were happy with their cur-
rent institutions, and they felt supported as 
engaged faculty members. One individual 
clearly asserted that sentiment. 
 I chose very intentionally to come to 

X because there’s a huge commit-
ment to civic engagement… So, if 
you do service-learning or commu-
nity-based research, that’s viewed 
very favorably in tenure and promo-
tion. And, frankly, I would not have 
taken a faculty position if the uni-
versity did not value that work 
[because] they know that’s how, if I 
were to become a faculty member, 
how I wanted to exist in academia, 
as through this work. 

 However, even the faculty members 
that feel supported have concerns about the 
transition between an institution’s value in 
rhetoric and its operation in regard to ten-
ure.  

 I can see this younger generation of 
faculty members who are doing this; 
however, when I have my conversa-
tions with them at conferences and 
things, we always inevitably talk 
about whether or not this work that 
we’re doing is going to help or hin-
der tenure in any way… Even 
though there’s these younger career 
people that are doing it, a lot of us 
were still kind of worried about 
making sure we’re making the mark 
for our research and scholarships 
standards. 
 

 Summary 
 The millennial faculty members par-
ticipating in this study demonstrated several 
characteristics reported in the current body 
of literature, as they were deeply motivated 
by an intrinsic commitment to engagement 
and social change, and they viewed service 
learning as supportive of student learning. 
These elements are characteristics of previ-
ous research on faculty motivation to use 
service learning as well as work on millen-
nial generation traits. The effect on student 
learning was also an evident source of moti-
vation for faculty participants. Furthermore, 
millennial generation faculty members 
share similar concerns over institutional 
value placed on community engagement 
and service learning to previous genera-
tions.  
  Intrinsic characteristics of motiva-
tion were consistent across all eight partici-
pants, despite two distinct sets of personal 
educational experiences. Individuals who 
encountered undergraduate experiences that 
were entrenched in service learning and 
community engagement sought paths that 
allowed them to grow as engaged faculty 
members. The traits of activism and en-
gagement often associated with millennials, 
however, emerged in those who did not ex-
perience engaged undergraduate experienc-
es only after they became faculty members 
who engaged in service learning. An insti-
tutional mechanism, intentional 
(participants enrolling in a service-learning 
development program) or not (participants 
being placed as an instructor of a service-
learning course with little preparation), was 
necessary for these faculty members to 
adopt an unfamiliar teaching methodology, 
despite intrinsic motivating factors to en-
gage in service learning. In either scenario, 
the participants held latent motivations sup-
portive of service learning, but an environ-
mental variable was necessary for the mani-
festation of the motivations to use service 
learning. Using the Input-Environment-
Outcome model, the role of the institution 
was critical in allowing the personal inputs 
to become outcomes.  
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IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE  

RESEARCH 
 
 Faculty members become involved 
in service learning in a variety of ways in-
ternal and external to the individuals 
(Bringle, Reeb, Brown, & Ruiz, 2016). The 
findings from the current study supported 
both generational research that characteriz-
es millennials as intrinsically motivated to 
be engaged citizens (Howe & Strauss, 
2000), and existing research on faculty mo-
tivations to use service learning (O’Meara, 
2013). The characteristics and motivations 
articulated by the individuals interviewed 
provide early inclinations that millennial 
faculty members possess attributes that may 
allow them to serve as early adopters in in-
stitutional efforts to advance service learn-
ing.  
 Astin’s Input-Environment-Output 
model served as the theoretical framework 
for this study as a faculty member’s deci-
sion to engage in service learning and even-
tual outcomes (outputs) is influenced by 
intrinsic characteristics and beliefs (inputs) 
and extrinsic systems and processes 
(environment). The model was originally 
developed to explain the effects of student 
characteristics and the college environment 
upon various student outcomes, but the 
model also provides an appropriate concep-
tual model for the study of faculty motiva-
tions due to an emphasis on values, process-
es, and outcomes (O’Meara, 2013). Each 
faculty member demonstrated a process that 
was congruent with the model as their in-
volvement in service learning and the part-
nerships developed was influenced by both 
intrinsic characteristics and environmental 
factors.  
 A key finding was the effect the par-
ticipants’ experience as undergraduate stu-
dents had upon participants’ pathways to 
becoming engaged faculty members. Those 
who were highly engaged as undergraduate 
students at universities with a prevalence of 
service learning and community became 
very engaged faculty members from the on-

set of their careers. They also sought out 
institutions supportive of these efforts. 
Those who were not engaged at their re-
spective universities began to use service 
learning inadvertently through environmen-
tal interventions. This finding aligns with 
existing research in which the institution is 
described as a critical factor in a faculty 
member’s decision to implement service 
learning (Jaeger & Thorton, 2006; O’Meara 
& Niehaus, 2009; Vogelgesang et al., 
2010). Regardless, each individual pos-
sessed personal motivations, encountered 
an environmental signal (as undergraduates 
or faculty) that engaged them with service 
learning, and then became engaged with 
service learning as professionals.  
 There are several implications of 
these findings, and the role of the institution 
in community-based faculty development 
should not be understated. In order for the 
intrinsic interests of the participants to man-
ifest in their teaching, the environment 
needs to be, at least, supportive at the de-
partmental level. The subgroup of partici-
pants with engaged undergraduate back-
grounds discussed overarching institutional 
support on service learning and community 
engagement, but faculty members with un-
dergraduate experiences void of service 
learning spoke more in terms of depart-
mental support and the presence of pre-
existing service-learning courses in which 
they were placed. Therefore, institutional 
leaders should view service learning as not 
only a high-impact practice that supports 
student learning (Kuh, 2008), but also an 
intentional platform that supports faculty 
engagement and development. This concept 
aligns with the “Next Generation Engage-
ment Project,” which emphasizes the devel-
opment of civic engagement initiatives 
geared toward the next generation of faculty 
and students in higher education 
(Saltmarsh, Zlotkowski, & Horowitz, 
2010). A primary element of the program 
highlights early career faculty as well as 
their theoretically higher levels of motiva-
tion to participate in community-based 
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teaching and scholarship, given their expe-
riences as engaged undergraduate students. 
 Furthermore, the findings supported 
a perception of service learning in terms of 
not only faculty development, but also fac-
ulty recruitment and retention. Support was 
necessary for intrinsic factors to manifest 
within the participants interviewed, but 
larger policies—such as the recognition of 
service learning and community engage-
ment within promotion and tenure deci-
sions—were essential for those faculty to 
remain with an institution. The state of 
higher education is currently in flux with 
large numbers of older faculty set to retire 
(O’Meara, 2013), and millennials will be 
needed to fill these voids. Institutions that 
value community engagement can advertise 
and promote the resources available to fac-
ulty, as values-based work is generally im-
portant to this generation (Caher, 2014). 
The participants identified institutional sup-
port as a key component of their ideal insti-
tution. Several faculty members discussed 
their desire to leave their current university 
or stated that they left their previous univer-
sity due to a perceived lack of institutional 
fit, in large part based on perceptions of too 
little value placed on service learning and 
community engagement. Faculty members 
who were engaged as undergraduates also 
expressed the importance of finding em-
ployment with engaged institutions, and 
they reported having accepted positions at 
their current institutions largely because of 
its expressed emphasis on community en-
gagement. Faculty members who were late-
adopters after under-engaged undergraduate 
experiences reported increased levels of 
overall enjoyment in their teaching in com-
parison to their earlier models of instruc-
tion. They stated that they were more ful-
filled and happier in their roles and with 
their institutions. Service learning, there-
fore, represents an intentional developmen-
tal opportunity for early-career faculty that 
also supports faculty retention.  
 Additional research is needed to de-
termine how to best structure developmen-
tal opportunities for millennials in regard to 

service learning and engaged scholarship. 
The current body of research includes vol-
umes of work investigating college learning 
environments that best engage general char-
acteristics and preferences of this group 
(Cavallero, 2013; Howard-Hamilton, Mar-
bley, & Bonner, 2011; Howe & Strauss, 
2007; Natali, 2015; Stasio, 2013; Suh & 
Hargis, 2016). However, little research ex-
ists on how these individuals learn as facul-
ty members, especially how their conceptu-
alizations of the practice may be affected by 
their previous levels of engagement. The 
faculty members who experienced very en-
gaged student backgrounds described their 
conceptualization of service learning 
through a predominantly political perspec-
tive, in which emphasis is placed upon ad-
dressing systemic issues (Butin, 2010). The 
faculty members from non-engaged back-
grounds, in contrast, described their use of 
service learning in a more technical concep-
tualization, in which emphasis is placed up-
on the structure, implementation, and pro-
cess of service learning (Butin, 2010). Fu-
ture research should attempt to investigate 
how these mitigating factors may present 
limitations in not only faculty development 
and understanding, but also their actual de-
livery of the strategy.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 The findings from this study depict 
millennials as a potential demographic of 
interest for administrators specifically seek-
ing to recruit, develop, and retain engaged 
faculty members due to their generational 
characteristics and experiences. Institutions 
that value service learning and community 
engagement appear to be at an advantage, 
as participants in the study described en-
gaged institutions as ideal employers, which 
provide organizational fit through a congru-
ence of values. Understanding motivations 
and values will become increasingly im-
portant as faculty from previous generations 
retire, and institutions transition from at-
tempting to appeal to millennials as poten-
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tial students to pursuing them as potential 
employees.  
 Findings also support the instrumen-
tal role of the institution in supporting the 
development of faculty as engaged practi-
tioners and scholars (Cooper, 2014). Each 
faculty member interviewed encountered an 
institutional intervention, either as students 
or after they joined the faculty, which 
served as a significant catalyst for their 
community engagement. However, these 
interventions were often haphazard or inad-
vertent. An increased emphasis should be 
placed on the intentionality of interventions 
(Chism, Palmer, & Price, 2013). 
 The implications also extend further 
into recruiting, maximizing, and retaining 
faculty. Higher education is in a period of 
great change (Selingo, 2013), and the man-
ner in which this generation is mentored 
may have significant effects on multiple 
aspects of the professoriate and academia in 
general. Generational Theory suggests a 
cyclical nature in which the archetypes re-
peat. Millennials represent the current hero/
civic generation, and this archetype consist-
ently demonstrates a strong rise in political 
power as a dominant generation (Howe & 
Strauss, 2000). The next generation, by 
contrast, will likely be a more recessive 
generation that builds upon the constructs 
of the previous generation. Therefore, if 
properly emphasized and supported, the 
possibilities for community engagement 
presented by the impending rise in millenni-
al faculty members could be greater than 
what has been, or will be, witnessed in dec-
ades.  
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SERVICE LEARNING PEDAGOGY 
 

 Service learning (SL) is a structured 
community-based learning experience in 
which faculty, students, and community 
organizations collaborate to provide com-
munity service opportunities for students 
(Woodruff & Sinelnikov, 2014). This peda-
gogical strategy integrates academic course 
content and objectives into community or 
voluntary service that extends learning be-
yond the traditional classroom setting 
(Miller & Nendel, 2010). SL is also de-
scribed as a “pedagogical technique for 
combining authentic community service 
with integrated academic out-
comes” (Erickson & Anderson, 1997, p. 1). 
Participating in SL activities also provides 
students with opportunities to foster social 
interactions between community members, 
develop empathy for others, and be more 
civically engaged (Domangue & Carson, 
2008). Kolb (1984) has provided an Experi-
ential Learning Model that uses a four-step 
cycle through which students learn. The 

first step is the concrete experience by the 
student at a community-based site. The sec-
ond step is reflection, followed by abstract 
conceptualization, and finally, active exper-
imentation. The cycle continues as the 
teacher encourages reflection, which serves 
as a catalyst in developing abstract concepts 
or hypotheses. This, in turn, provides the 
student with learning opportunities and ide-
as in order to return to the community site 
for further concrete experiences. This type 
of learning benefits both the student and the 
community partner. The student is provided 
opportunities for real world experience, and 
the community partner reaps the benefits of 
the students’ work. 
 Celio, Durlak and Dymnicki (2012) 
conducted a meta-analysis examining the 
impact of SL programs on pre-service 
teachers’ outcomes while participating in 
SL opportunities. The meta-analysis includ-
ed 62 studies involving 11,837 students. 
There were five statistically significant out-
comes including (1) attitudes toward school 
and learning, (2) attitude toward self, (3) 
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social skills, (4) civic engagement and (5) 
social learning. The mean effect size in all 
five areas ranged from (ES=.27-.43), which 
indicated that being involved in SL in-
creased self-efficacy, improved attitudes 
toward community involvement, developed 
empathy for others, and improved social 
skills.  
 Researchers in physical education 
also have investigated how SL impacted 
physical education teacher education 
(PETE) undergraduate students’ attitudes, 
perceptions, and motivation to work with 
various populations including youth from 
lower socioeconomic families (Galvan, 
2010), minority children (Domague & 
Carsen, 2008), and urban high school stu-
dents (LaMaster, 2001).  
 

SERVICE LEARNING IN ADAPTED 
PHYSICAL EDUCATION 

 
 Many PETE programs in the United 
States only offer one adapted physical edu-
cation (APE) course as a requirement to 
obtain a bachelor’s degree and teacher certi-
fication in physical education (Hardin, 
2005). In some of these APE courses, stu-
dents may also participate in an SL compo-
nent or practicum field experience working 
with students with disabilities. However, 
there is a difference between SL and practi-
cum experiences. An SL component inte-
grates academic course content while work-
ing within the community, and ongoing re-
flection is a regular practice throughout the 
experience. In a practicum experience, im-
plementation of academic course content 
occurs within a professional environment 
such as a school. However, there is not a 
community service component.  
 Furco’s Service Model (1996) states 
that SL is the collaboration between stu-
dents and community members in which all 
individuals benefit from opportunities to 
work together. Students have opportunities 
to apply their academic course content in 
real world settings to explore the “world of 
work” (p. 9) and build a sense of civic re-
sponsibility. Specifically, the PETE stu-

dents’ experience working with children 
and adults with disabilities, which may in-
fluence their future intentions to work with 
individuals with disabilities. The other com-
ponent of the model suggests that commu-
nity members directly benefit from the SL 
relationship. For example, the community 
members involved in this study were pro-
vided with movement and sport experiences 
that benefitted their psychomotor, cogni-
tive, and/or social skills. 
 
PRE-SERVICE TEACHER OUTCOMES 

IN PRACTICUMS AND INCLUSIVE 
CLASSROOMS 

 
 Regardless of the instructional tech-
nique selected, requiring PETE students 
who are learning how to teach APE to im-
plement skills introduced in the classroom 
in an authentic environment is essential. 
Currently, 12% of children with disabilities 
are placed in physical education classes 
with their non-disabled peers in an inclusive 
environment (Burke, 2013), and the number 
of students receiving federal funding for 
special education continues to rise (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2016). Inclusion 
is a philosophical approach in which stu-
dents with and without disabilities work 
together to foster meaningful social interac-
tions and experiences in an educationally 
beneficial environment (Depauw & Doll-
Tepper, 2000). However, one of the chal-
lenges for university PETE faculty is mak-
ing sure that pre-service teachers are ade-
quately prepared for teaching children with 
disabilities as they enter the profession. Un-
derstanding PETE students’ experiences in 
practicum and inclusive classrooms is criti-
cal to an exploration of the perceptions of 
PETE students completing SL as part of 
their APE class.  
 For example, Hodge, Davis, 
Woodard and Sherill (2002) analyzed 
whether the type of practicum experience 
influenced attitudes and perceived compe-
tence with 37 PETE undergraduate stu-
dents. The participants of this study chose 
to complete the 15-hour practicum at on- or 
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off-campus sites as part of the APE course 
requirements (n=22 off-campus, n=15 cam-
pus). The Physical Educators’ Intention to-
ward Teaching Individuals with Disabilities 
(PEITID-III) scale, which was a modified 
version of the original scale, was used to 
measure the PETE students’ attitudes and 
perceived competence prior to and after 
completing the practicum experience. The 
findings of the study indicated that per-
ceived competence increased significantly 
for both practicum experiences. However, 
no differences were found in attitude scores 
from the pre- and post-assessment. 
 Ellis, Lepore, and Lieberman (2012) 
investigated the effects of a practicum expe-
rience on students’ attitudes and perceived 
competence while working with children 
with disabilities. In this study, 596 PETE 
students enrolled at three major universities 
and completed the PEITID questionnaire 
over a three-year period (Rizzo, 2007). The 
ID measures students’ intentions to teach 
students with disabilities, opinions about 
inclusion, value of teaching inclusive clas-
ses, factors and conditions that affect teach-
ing students with disabilities in general 
physical education, and student perceptions 
about what will happen when teaching these 
children.  
 Participants were assigned to one of 
three groups: Group 1 (Pre-PE) consisted of 
physical education undergraduate students 
who were new to the program and had not 
taken any pedagogy courses yet; Group 2 
(PETE) consisted of students who were for-
mally accepted into their PETE programs 
and had completed at least one APE course 
with a practicum component; and Group 3 
(CAMP) consisted of students who were 
completing advanced APE courses to obtain 
a minor and/or take the Certified Adapted 
Physical Educator (CAPE) certification test.  
 The results of the study indicated 
significant increases among all of the 
groups for overall intentions to teach chil-
dren with disabilities. However, further 
analysis indicated the students in the CAMP 
and PETE groups had higher intention 
scores than the Pre-PETE group. Overall, 

the CAMP group, when compared to the 
Pre-PETE group, had higher mean scores 
when analyzing attitudes, perceptions, and 
competence mean scores. The findings of 
this study agreed with past research find-
ings that suggest educational background 
and experience positively influenced stu-
dents’ intentions and attitudes toward work-
ing with students with disabilities (Hodge & 
Jansma, 1999; Stewart, 1990). 
 Elliot (2008) analyzed the effects of 
teachers’ attitudes while working with chil-
dren with disabilities and the students’ lev-
els of success in inclusive physical educa-
tion classes. The Physical Educators’ Atti-
tude Toward Teaching Individuals with 
Disabilities (PEATID-III) scale was used to 
measure the physical educators’ attitudes. A 
second measure was student success and 
was evaluated by direct observation of a 
series of skill practice sessions. The re-
searchers found that teachers with higher 
attitude scores provided their students with 
more practice attempts at a higher level of 
success than teachers who were not as posi-
tive about working with children with disa-
bilities. Ammah and Hodge (December 
2005-January 2006) completed a similar 
study in which they investigated secondary 
physical education teachers’ beliefs and 
practices about working with students with 
profound disabilities in inclusive classes. 
Qualitative analyses suggested three major 
themes: (1) teachers reported that including 
students with profound disabilities with reg-
ular students was challenging; (2) their lev-
el of teacher efficacy varied; and (3) it was 
difficult to plan experiences that helped all 
students be successful. While research on 
the effects of practicum and inclusive class-
room experiences on PETE students’ atti-
tudes, intentions, and beliefs about working 
with students with disabilities has supported 
increases in pre-service teachers’ disposi-
tions, there is little research on the impact 
of SL on PETE students teaching APE in 
the field.  
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 

 The purpose of the study was to ex-
plore PETE undergraduate students’ per-
ceptions about working with children and 
adults with disabilities in two SL communi-
ty-based settings. A secondary focus of this 
study was to investigate if participating in 
an SL experience helped prepare PETE stu-
dents to teach students with disabilities up-
on entering the physical education profes-
sion.  
 

METHODS 
 

 Using a grounded theory research 
design with a constructivist approach, the 
researchers used a systemic procedure for 
collecting data, identifying categories, and 
connecting these two categories to theoreti-
cal conclusions (Charmaz, 2000; Educa-
tional Research, 2015). The constructivist 
approach is focused on the “views, values, 
beliefs, feelings, assumptions, and ideolo-
gies of individuals,” the meanings ascribed 
by the study’s participants (p. 432). The 
approach also values the role of researcher 
in the process and allows for the researcher 
to make decisions regarding categories in 
the data collection and analysis. Qualitative 
data was collected from researchers' obser-
vations, supervisor evaluations of the par-
ticipants and focus groups to address the 
following research questions:  
1. What were the participants’ perceptions 

about working with children and adults 
with disabilities during their SL experi-
ence? 

2. Did the participants feel more compe-
tent and prepared to teach individuals 
with disabilities in inclusive and self-
contained physical education classes 
after completing the SL experience? 

 
Participants of the Study 
 The participants in this study were 
17 undergraduate students (10 male, 7 fe-
male) from a 400-level Adapted Physical 
Education (APE) course at a mid-sized, re-
gional university in the Northeast region of 

the United States (18-27 years of age). Ten 
of the participants identified themselves as 
Caucasian, three Hispanic, two Asian 
American, and two African American stu-
dents. All of the students participating in 
the study had similar academic standing 
(juniors and seniors) and were pursuing a 
bachelor’s degree and teacher certification 
in physical education. 
 
The Service Learning Experience 
 The SL experience was developed 
by the primary researcher, who also served 
as the APE professor at the university. The 
APE professor formed a partnership with 
two community organizations that provide 
services for individuals with disabilities. 
Chapter 126 is a sport, fitness, and physical 
education facility for children and adults 
with disabilities, and CCARC is a non-
profit agency that provides services to 
adults with intellectual disabilities.  
 The participants in the study were 
required to complete 20 hours of communi-
ty service at the two facilities (10 hours at 
each site) as part of their APE course re-
quirements. At Chapter 126, the partici-
pants worked one-on-one with the individu-
als who signed up for sports clinics (e.g., 
tennis, wheelchair basketball) and assisted 
the APE teacher while teaching classes for 
individuals with profound disabilities. The 
individuals ranged in age from 5 to 18 years 
old and had conditions or impairments such 
as cerebral palsy, autism, Down syndrome, 
traumatic brain injuries, and profound be-
havioral issues. Due to the nature of their 
disabilities, the participants assisted the lead 
teacher rather than leading lessons for safe-
ty and liability reasons.  
 At CCARC, the participants were 
the lead teachers for the Wednesday 
“Exercise and Movement” and the “Sport 
Saturday” sessions. The participants were 
required to plan and teach two lessons dur-
ing the semester (one Wednesday and Sat-
urday session), and assist their classmates 
when they were not scheduled to teach. 
CCARC is a non-profit organization that 
provides day and residential services for 
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adults with intellectual disabilities. The 
adults in the exercise and sport sessions 
were a diverse group of males and females 
who had various disabilities such as Down 
syndrome, autism, traumatic brain injuries, 
cerebral palsy, or multiple disabilities.  
 
Data Collection 
 Qualitative data was collected for 
this study using the following: observation 
session field notes, on-site supervisor evalu-
ations, and focus groups. The data collec-
tion methods, description of the collection 
process, and frequency are described in Ta-
ble 1.  
 
Observation Session Field Notes 
 The researchers took field notes at 
the Exercise/Movement and Sports Satur-
day sessions at CCARC, and during the PE 
and Sport classes at Chapter 126. Saldan͂a 
(2016) describes that field notes written in 
the first person merit coding since “they 
both document the naturalistic action and 
include important interpretations…rich for 
analytic insights” (p. 17). The researchers 
completed 30 observation sessions. At each 
session, the researchers recorded text de-
scriptions that documented the activities, 
behaviors, interactions, and events that oc-
curred. The researchers rotated to both sites 
observing all of the PETE students weekly. 
Each student was observed two to three 
times.  
 

On-site Supervisor Evaluations  
 Both of the supervisors from Chap-
ter 126 and CCARC completed evaluations 
of the PETE students using an evaluation 
form (Table 2). The form was a rating sheet 
with five categories: Initiative/Proactive, 
Enthusiasm, Dependability, Improvement, 
and Professional Appearance/Demeanor. 
Each was rated using the following rating 
choices (Poor, Fair, Good, and Excellent) 
along with a comment section. 
 “Initiative/Proactive” assessed the 
student regarding his/her ability to take 
risks and make decisions on his/her own, to 
be assertive and have an assertive presence 
while leading the class. “Enthusiasm” re-
ferred to the student’s ability to be energetic 
and show positive energy while teaching. 
“Improvement” was determined after the 
first teaching experience in regard to how 
the student made the recommended changes 
in his/her teaching provided after each 
class. “Professional appearance and de-
meanor” referred to whether or not the stu-
dent was dressed in the required activity 
clothing with athletic footwear while also 
possessing a professional demeanor and 
positive communication skills related to the 
field of APE teaching. Completed evalua-
tions were e-mailed to the APE teacher and 
the student the following day. A short con-
versation occurred between the primary re-
searcher and the participant to promote re-
flection throughout this process. 
 

Table 1   

Data Collection Overview 

Method Description Frequency 

Observation Session 
Field Notes 

Text descriptions of the participants 
recorded by the researchers  

30 observation sessions 

On-site Supervisor 
Evaluations 

Text evaluations of participants con-
ducted by site supervisors using eval-
uation form 

Site Supervisor evaluations of 
each participant for each session 
in which he or she served as a 
lead teacher or assistant 

Focus Groups Group interviews conducted with 
guiding open-ended questions 

4 focus groups consisting of 3-4 
participants each 
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Focus Group Interviews 
 All 17 students participated in one 
of four focus group interview sessions after 
completing the 20-hour service require-
ment. Focus group attendance ranged from 
three to four participants in each. The inves-
tigators of the study asked a series of ques-
tions about the participants’ overall experi-
ence and perceptions about participating in 
the SL project (see Table 3). Other ques-
tions related to their thoughts about work-
ing with individuals with disabilities in ele-
mentary and secondary grade settings (i.e., 
preparedness, training, etc.). Each focus 
group session lasted approximately 20 
minutes and was audio-recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. 
 

Data Analysis 
 Three sets of qualitative data were 
gathered in this study: observation session 
field notes, on-site supervisor evaluations, 
and focus group transcripts. To analyze 
each of the three data sources, the research-
ers employed the same process. Each data 
source was coded independently by each 
researcher using the following steps. Each 
set of field notes, evaluations, and focus 
group transcripts was read through once. 
Next, each was read through in order to 
code the data. Each researcher manually 
coded each data source using inductive rea-
soning to create codes. In order to increase 
the reliability of this method, both research-
ers completed the coding process. By hav-
ing more than one researcher code the data, 
the researchers were better able to deter-

Table 2 

Evaluation Form 

Teacher Candidate 

On-site Supervisor 

Date 

School 

Email 

Phone 

Category Descriptors 

Please indicate the level of achievement in the following categories (Circle): 

Initiative/Proactive Excellent Good Fair Poor 

Enthusiastic Excellent Good Fair Poor 

Improvement Excellent Good Fair Poor 

Professional Excellent Good Fair Poor 

Appearance and  
Demeanor 

Excellent Good Fair Poor 

Comments: 

Table 3 

Focus Group Questions 

Open-ended Questions 
1. What are your thoughts about participating in the course? 

2. What are your thoughts about the practicum experience? 

3. Do you feel prepared to teach students with disabilities in a regular classroom? A separate class-

room? Explain. 

4. How would you rate your overall experience in the class? 

5. Does anyone have additional thoughts or suggestions about the practicum experience? 
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mine if the codes identified are similar, in-
creasing interrater reliability within the data 
analysis process (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & 
Sorensen, 2010). Additionally, trustworthi-
ness of the data was achieved by complet-
ing member checking, peer debriefing, and 
prolonged engagement with the data by the 
two researchers throughout (Marshall & 
Rossman, 1999).  
 Ary et al. (2010) describes codes as 
“units of meaning—words, phrases, sen-
tences, subjects’ ways of thinking, behavior 
patterns, and events that appear regularly 
and that seem important” (p. 483). In addi-
tion to coding relevant and salient words 
and phrases, the researchers also engaged in 
analytic memoing. According to Saldan͂a 
(2016), analytic memoing refers to a pro-
cess by which the researcher documents 
reflections on data gathered. Coding and 
memoing occur concurrently and allowed 
for the continued development and under-
standing of the phenomena while coding.  
 Once the coding cycle was com-
plete, all the codes were reviewed and 
merged into categories that were noted in 
the analytical memos or created as a result 

of code strength and similarities (see Table 
3). Then, the categories were continually 
refined as the process moved through multi-
ple iterations (Ary et al., 2010). Next, the 
codes were analyzed to find patterns and 
themes of the participant’s perceptions and 
level of competence after completing the 
SL experience as seen in Figure 1.  
 

RESULTS 
 

 The researchers identified a number 
of categories within the five themes of per-
ceptions and level of competence after com-
pleting the SL experience including social 
emotional climate, prior preparation, deliv-
ery of instruction, career readiness, and de-
veloping leadership characteristics. The cat-
egories within each theme are noted in Ta-
ble 4. Each theme is defined and the results 
for all three data sources, as they related to 
each theme, are discussed in this section. 
 
Social Emotional Climate 
 Social and Emotional Learning 
(SEL) is defined by the Collaborative for 
Academic Social and Emotional Learning 

Figure 1: Themes and Categories 
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(CASEL, 2017) as a process through which 
individuals learn and apply skills such as 
empathy, responsibility, maintaining posi-
tive relationships, setting goals, and making 
responsible decisions. CASEL states that 
these skills are necessary for students to 
learn effectively in school settings as well 
as outside of school. The researchers noted 
several different techniques, strategies, and 
skills that produced a positive social and 
emotional environment during the Wednes-
day Exercise/Movement and Sport Saturday 
SL sessions.  
 Observation Session Field Notes. 
The data showed that the pre-service teach-
ers used appropriate music, exhibited enthu-
siasm, and motivated the participants. A 
second finding was that student engagement 
and on-task behavior increased when the 
pre-service teachers provided one-on-one 
assistance. Finally, the data indicated that 

when participants helped each other, a sup-
portive environment was observed. 
 On-site Supervisor Evaluations. 
On-site evaluations written by the field-
based supervisors at both sites indicated 
that pre-service teachers were 
“enthusiastically encouraging,” being “very 
energetic,” “enjoying themselves,” and 
“participating fully” during the sessions. 
 Focus Group Transcripts. Evi-
dence from the focus group interviews 
showed that many of the pre-service teach-
ers felt that making individual accommoda-
tions aided learning. Mary said, “Seeing 
how you [the pre-service student] accom-
modate everyone is extremely im-
portant.” She also found it challenging to 
make the lesson fun and challenging for the 
individual students.  
 The only difficult thing about the 
 practicum is that you are around a 
 lot of different people, so you can’t 

Table 4 

Themes and Categories    

Social Emotional 
Climate 

Prior  
Preparation 

Delivery of  
Instruction 
  

Career Readiness Developing Lead-
ership Characteris-
tics 

  

Use of music Not set up Modeling/ 
leading 

Practicum guid-
ed me 

Jumped right in 

Teacher is moti-
vating 

Not prepared Feedback indi-
vidually 

Helped me be 
better able to 
adapt 

Taking initiative 

Teacher enthusi-
asm 

Not punctual Assisting others Fair Taking risks 

Teacher Enjoy-
ment 

  
Participants help-
ing each other 

Participant engage-
ment 

Teacher energy 

Teacher smiling 

Participant  
physical exertion 

Need to over-
plan 

  
Importance of 
lesson planning 

Accommodating 

  
  
Supporting 

  
  
Challenging 

Cognitive rigor 

  

Good mix of 
disabilities seen 

Able to model 
field instructors 

Hands-on expe-
rience 

Teacher Engagement 
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 really build a relationship. I think a 
 relationship makes a real difference. 
 I think having two or three progres-
 sive courses over time at CCSU 
 could help tremendously. And keep-
 ing us with the same people, we can 
 see development over time. (Mary, 
 focus group interview)  
 
Prior Preparation 
 It is expected that senior level stu-
dents in an undergraduate program would 
portray some characteristics of professional 
educators such as the ability to arrive on 
time with the necessary planning and equip-
ment needed to deliver an effective lesson. 
Prior preparation is a necessary task to meet 
the needs of all learners. Another theme that 
emerged was the lack of preparation that 
some of the participants displayed during 
their lessons at the community-based sites 
such as not setting up for lessons in a timely 
manner, being late, and inadequate lesson 
planning. 
 Observation Session Field Notes. 
Field notes data indicated that many of the 
participants did an excellent job planning 
and implementing their lessons. For in-
stance, it was noted that “John arrived a 
half-an-hour early for his lesson and did a 
great job planning developmentally appro-
priate lessons.” And, “Debbie was ready to 
go with all of her equipment spread out pri-
or to her lesson. Also, her transition time 
between activities was quick and efficient.” 
For several participants, a lack of prepara-
tion was evident. One researcher noted, two 
participants “could have come a bit earlier 
to set up the equipment.” Also, data indicat-
ed that during a Sport Saturday session, two 
participants did not spend time planning 
their lesson to include fun and engaging 
activities. They were not prepared. Field 
notes included suggestive points for follow-
up with the participants including, “Can we 
modify the activities to make a game out of 
it, instead of doing traditional drills?” as 
well as, “it seems like an old school PE les-
son. Need to be a bit more creative.”  

 During another Wednesday Exer-
cise/Movement session, field notes indicat-
ed participants arrived late for their lessons. 
One participant was late and “seemed to be 
a bit disoriented. He didn’t bring enough 
exercise bands. Struggled to get  the partici-
pants' attention. He should be better at this 
point.” Jenn showed up to her lesson right 
when the class was starting. The field notes 
indicated that,  
 She needs to plan more. I’m okay 
 [researcher] with providing some 
 tips and suggestions, but Jenn did 
 not spend enough time planning ac-
 tivities for the whole hour. I had to 
 give her activity ideas for her to 
 complete during the last 15 minutes 
 of the session. (Field notes) 
 On-site Supervisor Evaluations. A 
comment written by one of the on-site su-
pervisors indicated that John “arrived early 
for Saturday morning sports. He carried in 
all of the equipment he brought and offered 
to help [the on-site supervisor] and her 
group carry in their equipment as well.” 
Additionally, Amy “got in touch with [the 
on-site supervisor] several days before the 
event to ask how many individuals there 
might be so she would be sure to have 
enough equipment for everyone.” Chuck 
and Dave “arrived late to their session and 
seemed disoriented. It took several minutes 
for the two students to get acquainted with 
their group members and attempt to have a 
flow in their lesson.” 
 Focus Group Transcripts. Dur ing 
a Focus Group, Donna shared that her plan-
ning could have been easier had she had 
more background information regarding 
specific disabilities prior to arriving at 
Chapter 126.  
 I felt a little ill-equipped to work 
 with the students at Chapter 126 be
 cause I have had no experience 
 working with special education stu-
 dents before this class. The Chapter 
 126 students were a lot more low-
 functioning than CCARC. It may be 
 beneficial in the future to talk about 
 some specific strategies for working 
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 with this population so we can plan 
 better. (Donna, focus group tran-
 script) 
 
Delivery of Instruction 
 Delivery of instruction was an im-
portant aspect of teaching the individuals 
with disabilities. The researchers consid-
ered delivery of instruction as demonstrat-
ing Best Teaching Practices based on prior 
experiences and knowledge acquired in pre-
vious coursework and supervised practicum 
experiences (e.g., use of skill cues, demon-
strating motor skills, and corrective feed-
back). Participants had an opportunity to 
implement Best Teaching Practices that 
they have been learning during the past 
three years.  
 Observation Session Field Notes. 
Field note data indicated that the partici-
pants demonstrated effective modeling, 
leadership, the ability to provide feedback, 
and assist individuals when needed. The 
participants planned appropriate lessons 
based on level of rigor to make activities 
challenging, but appropriate to the level of 
the individuals.  
 On-site Supervisor Evaluations. 
The on-site supervisor at the CCARC site 
indicated that Amy “demonstrated some 
simple and easy-to-follow dance moves. 
She went through them with the class slow-
ly and had the participants do them several 
times until it seemed everyone knew them, 
and then the class did the moves to music.” 
Other data obtained from the same supervi-
sor praised John as he  
 demonstrated how to correctly hold 
 the ball for dribbling and had the 
 group dribble to a poly spot, hit the 
 spot, then go on to another. He be-
 gan with very simple drills and they 
 got progressively more complicated. 
 John paid attention to each and eve-
 ry individual, going over things as 
 many times as he needed to and 
 adapting the activity to each individ-
 ual’s level of ability. (Supervisor 
 evaluation) 

Chuck and Dave struggled with providing 
age-appropriate activities and seemed chal-
lenged by recognizing whether the individ-
uals could adequately perform the skills 
asked of them. The on-site supervisor at 
CCARC wrote, “The drills were very tradi-
tional and representative of an athletic prac-
tice with typical peers. The individuals 
were not skilled enough to complete the 
activities and you failed to adapt according-
ly.” 
 Focus Group Transcripts. The 
ability to accommodate for many different 
individuals with disabilities was challeng-
ing for some. Few had worked with individ-
uals with profound disabilities before. John 
stated,  
 Your technique has to be so much 
 better. You have to have that much 
 more understanding and that much 
 more empathy. The practicum hours 
 are the most significant thing we do 
 in this class, because it really takes 
 that much more focus to develop 
 and teach these lessons because 
 there is such a range of different im-
 pairments and disabilities that you 
 have to take into account. Individu-
 alistic instruction to differentiating 
 instruction. You have to be really on 
 your game. (John, focus group tran-
 script)  
 
Career Readiness 
 Career readiness was another theme 
that emerged from the data analysis. The 
researchers considered career readiness as 
demonstrating characteristics necessary of a 
future professional educator. Some of these 
characteristics include the ability to adapt 
instruction in the moment, be able to pro-
vide and receive advice from colleagues, 
and have a passion and drive to help all stu-
dents be successful.  
 Observation Session Field Notes. 
The field note data suggested that the PETE 
students felt the SL project gave them op-
portunities to adapt to different circum-
stances and be creative. Since there were 
two different sites in which pre-service stu-
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dents were expected to contribute hours, the 
students had exposure to both adults and 
children with various disabilities. This SL 
experience afforded students an opportunity 
to see varying degrees of the same type of 
disability, as well as how a disability can 
affect an individual differently. For in-
stance, several participants, both children 
and adults, had autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD). The characteristics of ASD also 
were evident at various ages and degrees 
from mild to severe.  
 On-site Supervisor Evaluations. 
The on-site supervisor at Chapter 126 de-
scribed attributes of Donna’s disposition to 
be qualities necessary for a professional ca-
reer in teaching adapted physical education. 
The supervisor noted,  
 Her soft, quiet personality changed 
 immediately when the students ar-
 rived. She became very bubbly and 
 hands-on with the students. Her 
 guidance and leadership helped the 
 students have a great class experi-
 ence. As she grows and develops, 
 she will need to become a little 
 more assertive with her instruction. 
 Her professionalism was off the 
 charts and I am really excited to 
 work with her going forward. 
 (Supervisor evaluation) 
 Focus Group Transcripts. The pre
-service students were expected to plan and 
implement lessons appropriate for all par-
ticipants by taking into consideration the 
ages and abilities of each individual. John 
shared in a focus group that “it was very 
eye opening to see the multiple disabilities 
across the course of the year.” He also 
thought, “It was very helpful to understand 
these symptoms, definitions, and being able 
to work with these students.” Field notes 
data also indicated that the PETE students 
enjoyed working with the individuals who 
had a variety of disabilities.  
 Many of the PETE students felt the 
Wednesday Exercise/Movement and Sport 
Saturday sessions provided “hands-on” ex-
periences that adequately prepared them for 
a future working with children with disabil-

ities in physical education. The PETE stu-
dents also felt grateful to be able to model 
their delivery of instruction after the field-
based supervisors by watching how they led 
and facilitated activities with the partici-
pants. Another category that emerged from 
the focus group interviews showed that the 
participants felt that there could be even 
more preparation to teach students with dis-
abilities in an inclusive and separate 
adapted PE setting. In response to the focus 
group question Do you feel prepared to 
teach students with disabilities in an inclu-
sive and separate adapted PE setting?, Deb-
bie offered, “I think there could be more for 
our program, another class. I feel prepared 
because I was placed at a school for autistic 
children so I feel more prepared. But, I 
think there could be more.”  
 Mary supported Debbie’s opinion 
and provided information specific to learn-
ing how to write accommodations on the 
lesson plan in the first two years of the pro-
gram. She said,  
 I agree that there could be more. Es-
 pecially earlier in the program. Even 
 in the part of the lesson plan where 
 there is an accommodations section. 
 For our first four semesters, I was 
 not taught how to accommodate les
 sons for a hearing or visually im-
 paired student. It was not until this 
 class that we started learning about 
 all these different disabilities and 
 how you can accommodate. I under
 stand that we’re learning about how 
 to write a lesson; however, the more 
 times it is touched upon the more 
 time we can get used to writing ac-
 commodations. (Mary, focus group 
 interview)  
One of the researchers added, “ It is my 
opinion that we need more practicum hours 
in APE and a bit less at the elementary lev-
el.” 
 
Developing Leadership Characteristics 
 Leadership, as described by Hart 
(1995) “entails the exercise of influence 
over the beliefs, values and actions of oth-



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 3 

59 

 

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

ers” (p. 104). This behavior may not look 
different when one is describing the leader-
ship of a teacher. Oftentimes, educators 
must show leadership by commanding a 
group, adjusting student behaviors, facilitat-
ing activities, and making appropriate ad-
justments in instruction to meet learning 
objectives. Many of the pre-service teachers 
demonstrated leadership characteristics 
while working with the individuals with 
disabilities.  
 Observation Session Field Notes. 
Field note data indicated categories such as 
the ability to be able to “jump right in,” take 
initiative and demonstrate teacher engage-
ment as qualities that exemplified leader-
ship characteristics. The PETE students 
showed enthusiasm, provided one-on-one 
assistance, and recognized when an activity 
needed to be modified or differentiated in 
the moment to keep a particular lesson 
flowing while still making it appropriate for 
all of the participants.  
 On-site Supervisor Evaluations. 
The on-site evaluation data included feed-
back about the participants such as prompt-
ness, being set up ahead of time, having a 
confident presence during instruction, and 
the developmental appropriateness of the 
activities. These on-site evaluations docu-
mented that a particular PETE student need-
ed to change the obstacle course several 
times to keep participants safe during the 
activity. In another on-site evaluation, the 
supervisor wrote that a different participant 
increased the level of difficulty gradually 
while keeping the activities easy to follow. 
Finally, one of the on-site evaluators noted 
that some pre-service teachers “need to be a 
little more assertive” and that “sometimes 
she was moving a little faster than the 
young man could handle,” and “she needs 
to balance having fun with the student with 
still being a firm coach.” 
 Focus Group Transcripts. In one 
of the focus group discussions Allen stated, 
“I ended up suggesting to Dan to spread 
everyone out a bit, which he did.” This is an 
example of leadership as Allen was not the 
lead teacher during that lesson and was as-

sisting Dan. Dan continued the conversation 
by claiming, “I welcomed the suggestion 
because I didn’t notice some people were 
crowded. I had a lot on my mind running 
the class.” 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 The purpose of the study was to ex-
plore PETE undergraduate students’ per-
ceptions about working with children and 
adults with disabilities in two community-
based settings. The results of this study 
showed some important findings about the 
value of SL for pre-service teachers. In gen-
eral, the PETE students applied many of the 
recommended teaching practices during the 
site visits including being a leader, making 
accommodations, modeling, and providing 
corrective feedback.  
 The participants also fostered a pos-
itive social emotional climate by displaying 
enthusiasm and supportiveness, and 
planned developmentally appropriate les-
sons. In addition, many of the participants 
took initiative and risks when planning and 
teaching lessons, and were able to diversify 
their lessons prior to and during their les-
sons. Comments made during the focus 
group interviews provided evidence that the 
PETE students believed they can work ef-
fectively with students with disabilities 
based on the SL experience, which is simi-
lar to other researchers’ findings (Ellis et 
al., 2012; Kowasiski & Rizzo, 1996). The 
primary researchers of this study found that 
many of the participants felt more prepared 
to work with student with disabilities, but 
expressed the desire to have additional 
training beyond the one adapted physical 
education class, which agrees with previous 
research findings (Hodge et al., 2002). 
While research studies have shown the 
PETE students’ attitudes and intentions to 
work with individuals with disabilities im-
proves when participating in SL opportuni-
ties, it is recommended that future research 
should continue to investigate how different 
types of community sites influence pre-
service teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, and pre-



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 3 

60 

 

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

paredness to work with students with disa-
bilities. A mixed method design may add to 
the existing literature about integrating SL 
in teacher trainee programs. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 As population continues to grow 
and concentrate in urban areas and natural 
resources come under increasing pressure, 
local governments and communities are 
progressively seen as an effective point of 
departure for addressing the most pressing 
problems facing the planet (Svara, 2011). 
Additionally, the role of higher education 
institutions in addressing these problems is 
a necessary and important one, particularly 
through community-based and engaged 
scholarship initiatives. Yet these initiatives 
face a number of challenges, both in estab-
lishment and operation, as they strive for 
greater reciprocity, participation, impact, 
and institutional support (Chase and Barlett, 
2013). Concurrently, local governments and 
communities are looking for ways to guide 
and track their work in sustainability. Com-
munity sustainability certification programs 
have emerged to meet the needs at the com-

munity level—but how might they also help 
guide the operation and impact of the en-
gaged scholarship initiatives that strive to 
make positive, sustainable change in their 
local communities?  
 This paper aims to address this 
question. We suggest that colleges and uni-
versities with community engagement pro-
grams can use these same sustainability in-
dicators and rating tools used by municipal-
ities and communities to improve the pro-
gramming process and ensure greater rele-
vance and reciprocity. In this paper we will 
introduce two tools, the Sustainable Penn-
sylvania Community Certification and the 
STAR Community Rating System, and ex-
amine how colleges and universities can use 
them to develop engaged scholarship op-
portunities for their students and faculty. 
We describe concrete examples of engaged 
scholarship projects from Penn State’s Uni-
versity Park campus in State College, Penn-
sylvania, that focus on the issues of human 
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resources, stormwater management, and 
traffic safety to illustrate the contributions 
of these frameworks to operation and reci-
procity within engaged scholarship pro-
gramming. 
 

ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP AND  
RECIPROCITY 

 
 The most commonly used definition 
of sustainable development comes from the 
United Nations: “meeting the needs of the 
present generation without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs” (1987). Many institutions 
of higher education have answered this call 
for sustainability. This is done not only 
through improvements in curriculum itself, 
but also by establishing administrative-level 
sustainability goals, supporting sustainabil-
ity-related extracurriculars, encouraging 
interdisciplinary research teams, improving 
the efficiency of physical operations, build-
ing staff and faculty sustainability engage-
ment programs, and more (Cortese, 2003; 
Chase & Barlett, 2013). But the responsibil-
ity of universities and colleges has not 
stopped at the borders of campus. There has 
also been a wider investment in various out-
reach and community engagement pro-
grams, and initiatives focused on promoting 
engaged scholarship activities for students 
and faculty (Fitzgerald et al., 2012).  
 The movement toward more en-
gaged, community-based ways of teaching, 
learning, and researching within universi-
ties and colleges began on a larger scale 
nearly 30 years ago, particularly with Boy-
er’s (1990) call for a redefinition of scholar-
ship that consists of discovery, integration, 
application, and teaching that incentivized a 
system in which teaching and application 
were on par with research activities. While 
many different interpretations exist, one 
commonly accepted definition of communi-
ty engagement was developed by the Carne-
gie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching, which defined it as the 
“collaboration between institutions of high-
er education and their larger communities 

(local, regional/state, national, global) for 
the mutually beneficial exchange of 
knowledge and resources in a context of 
partnership and reciprocity” (NERCHE, 
2015).  
 Modes of engaged scholarship prac-
tice and interpretations of reciprocity in this 
work both vary widely across higher educa-
tion institutions and programming. The lat-
ter is particularly important for ensuring 
meaningful and successful engaged scholar-
ship opportunities, as reciprocity is “a foun-
dational concept within service-learning 
and community engagement,” yet it lacks 
clear definition or mutual understanding 
between engagement partners (Dostilio et 
al., 2012, p. 18). The benefits of engaged 
scholarship programming for community 
partners is particularly lacking and difficult 
to measure, in both practice and research 
literature (Miron & Moely, 2006). To en-
sure the effectiveness of current and future 
engaged scholarship programming, it is im-
perative that practitioners and scholars inte-
grate reflection and methods for prioritizing 
community partners’ needs and characteris-
tics into their engagement work.  
 
Community Sustainability Certification 
Programs 
 Ensuring that engaged scholarship 
practice is relevant and responsive to com-
munity priorities requires the alignment of 
engaged scholarship initiatives with the sus-
tainable development needs of people and 
places. In the 1980s and 1990s, the concept 
of community sustainability certifications 
and indicators emerged as several commu-
nities in the United States started develop-
ing indicators that were holistic and multi-
dimensional measures of well-being (Dluhy 
& Swartz, 2006; Mitra, 2003). Today, many 
different sustainably indicator/certification 
programs exist in the United States at a va-
riety of governance levels (Mitra, 2003; 
Mori & Christodoulou, 2012; Tanguay et 
al., 2010). Banerjee (1996) noted that indi-
cators serve many purposes, among them to 
measure performance of policies and pro-
grams, examine trends, inform policy deci-
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sions and strategic investment decisions, 
raise public awareness, define targets, 
benchmark against other communities, 
track performance over time, raise warning 
flags, and challenge conventional wisdom. 
 Some of these indicator systems 
emerge from the local level; others are for-
mulated and organized at the state or na-
tional level. The first local-level sustainabil-
ity-related indicator system was established 
in 1985 in northern Florida by the Jackson-
ville Community Council Inc. (JCCI), a non
-profit organization. Considered to be the 
world’s first community quality-of-life indi-
cators project, the original development of 
this program resulted in nine quality-of-life 
target areas, each comprised of 10 indica-
tors (Powell, 2012). Another one of the ear-
liest and most well-known community sus-
tainability initiatives is Sustainable Seattle 
(Holden, 2006), launched in 1991 as a 
grassroots effort by a volunteer citizen’s 
network. Sustainable Seattle identified a set 
of 40 indicators that could be used to meas-
ure the extent to which Seattle balances so-
cial equity, ecological integrity, and eco-

nomic vitality for current residents while 
ensuring the ability of future generations to 
do the same. 
 More recently, a number of 
statewide programs aimed at municipal 
governments have been developed (Table 
1). One of the important differences be-
tween these certification programs and local 
or national sustainability indicator programs 
is that many state-based municipal certifica-
tion programs focus on actions instead of 
outcomes. For example, instead of measur-
ing energy consumption per capita or GHG 
emissions per dollar of GDP, these pro-
grams measure the extent to which munici-
palities adopt specific policies or offer par-
ticular services or programs such as 
curbside recycling, energy efficiency audits 
for low-income residents, or water conser-
vation programs (McDermott & Solomon, 
2016; Schlossberg & Zimmerman, 2003). 
In this paper, we will take a more in-depth 
look at two programs: Sustainable Pennsyl-
vania (state) and the STAR Community 
Rating System (national). 

State Program 
Year Es-
tablished 

# Participat-
ing Commu-

nities 

# Certified 
Communi-

ties 

Institutional 
Base 

CA Green Cities California 2007 14 -- Membership 

CT Clean Energy Communities 2002 147 -- State Gov’t 

FL Florida Green Building Coalition 2006 79 66 Membership 

MA MA Green Communities 2009 136 -- State Gov’t 

MD Sustainable Maryland 2011 67 35 NGO/
University 

MI Michigan Green Communities 2009 33 25 NGO/
University 

MN Minnesota GreenStep Cities 2007 91 57 Public-Private 

NC League of Municipalities Green 
Challenge 

2007 90+ -- NGO/
University 

NJ Sustainable Jersey 2009 444 198 NGO/
University 

NY NY Climate Smart Communities 2014 169 6 State Gov’t 

PA Sustainable Pennsylvania 2014 81 66 NGO/
University 

VA Go Green Virginia 2007 208 25+ NGO/
University 

WI Green Tier Legacy Communities 2010 12 12 Public-Private 

Table 1. Thirteen state-level sustainability certification programs1 
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 Sustainable Pennsylvania. 
Launched in June 2014, Sustainable Penn-
sylvania was modeled after the original 
Sustainable Pittsburgh program and adapted 
for the overall local government structure of 
Pennsylvania. This framework is a certifica-
tion program of the Pennsylvania Municipal 
League, and it consists of 131 specific sus-
tainability actions organized into 26 catego-
ries, ranging from air quality and affordable 
housing to recycling and renewable energy. 
The certification is largely based on munici-
pal actions taken, including the adoption of 
policies, codes, and ordinances, as well as 
the implementation of sustainability-related 
programs. There are no measurable out-
comes or statistics per se included in the 
certification process; instead, local govern-
ments check the yes/no box on the online 
application for a particular action and then 
provide evidence for the action, usually in 
the form of a web link to a policy or pro-
gram (Sustainable Pennsylvania, 2017a). 
 As of July 2017, 84 Pennsylvania 
communities have signed up, 71 of which 
have submitted enough evidence to be certi-
fied as associate, bronze, silver, gold, or 
platinum level (Sustainable Pennsylvania, 
2017a). By design, the administrative bur-
den of completing the certification and sub-
mitting evidence is not so overwhelming as 
to deter participation. The low threshold for 
participation means that more municipal 
governments can engage and with the hope 
that their certification may be a starting 
point for greater engagement around sus-
tainability.  
 STAR Community Rating Sys-
tem2. The Sustainable Tools for Assessing 
and Rating Communities (STAR) System 
was launched in October 2012. The rating 
system was developed over the course of 
four years from 2008 to 2012 by ICLEI – 
Local Governments for Sustainability USA, 
the U.S. Green Building Council, National 
League of Cities, and the Center for Ameri-
can Progress. The program is comprised of 
eight goal areas covering 49 objectives with 
over 500 measurable outcomes. The eight 
goal areas are the Built Environment; Cli-

mate and Energy; Economy and Jobs; Edu-
cation, Arts, and Community; Equity and 
Empowerment; Health and Safety; Natural 
Systems; and Innovation and Process. Com-
munities submit data and evidence to STAR 
for verification, and STAR evaluates 
whether outcomes meet standards set by 
local and/or national organizations. Com-
munity points are tallied to achieve a 3-, 4-, 
or 5-STAR rating (STAR Communities, 
2017; STAR Technical Guide, Version 1.1, 
2014). As of April 2017, STAR has certi-
fied 60 communities and hundreds more are 
using the framework to guide their develop-
ment work (STAR Steering Committee 
Minutes, April 11, 2017).  
 Participation in the STAR Commu-
nity Rating System allows communities to 
establish baselines; benchmark against oth-
er communities; set targets; align policies, 
programs, and infrastructure to meet tar-
gets; and track progress. The categories re-
veal that the rating depends on diverse com-
munity stakeholders including the local 
government, school district, health system, 
chamber of commerce, transportation au-
thority, and area non-profits. In this way, 
STAR emphasizes the cross-jurisdictional 
nature of sustainability and the need for 
boundary spanning approaches in order to 
achieve sustainable outcomes (STAR Com-
munities Technical Guide, Version 1.1, 
2014).  
 

ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP  
AND SUSTAINABILITY  

CERTIFICATION PROGRAMS 
 

 We propose that community sustain-
ability certifications, like Sustainable Penn-
sylvania and the STAR Community Rating 
System, can be useful for establishing en-
gaged scholarship opportunities in three 
distinct ways. The first is when a local gov-
ernment has completed the certification 
process by submitting data and information 
about current activities and achievements. 
In this case, the certification can be used to 
identify weaknesses or gaps that need to be 
addressed. Projects are then scoped to ad-
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dress these gaps. Second, the certification 
can also be used to identify relative 
strengths that can be further enhanced 
through engaged scholarship projects. In 
both these approaches, higher education 
institutions mine the data in the completed 
certification to develop projects that address 
community needs in an effort to enhance 
sustainable outcomes. The third approach is 
when the local government has not com-
pleted a particular national or state sustaina-
bility certification, but the certification 
frameworks are used by colleges and uni-
versities as an orienting tool that can be ap-
plied to engaged scholarship projects to il-
luminate objectives and approaches to the 
chosen issue and to show how they connect 
to promoting sustainable outcomes. If the 
local government has a written sustainabil-
ity or climate action plan, for example, the 
university partner can map elements of the 
plan onto the STAR Community framework 
and/or a state sustainability certification 
framework as a way of providing context 
and connecting local sustainability efforts 
to larger state and national efforts. 
 Drawing on the experiences of the 
Sustainable Communities Collaborative at 
Penn State, the next section of this paper 
will briefly discuss three examples in which 
two sustainability certification frameworks 
(Sustainable Pennsylvania and the STAR 
Community Rating System) were used to 
organize sustainability-focused engaged 
scholarship opportunities.  
 

PENN STATE’S SUSTAINABLE  
COMMUNITIES COLLABORATIVE 

 
 The Sustainable Communities Col-
laborative (SCC) is an initiative of the Penn 
State’s Sustainable Institute centered at the 
University Park campus. The SCC works 
on local sustainability priorities, challenges, 
and opportunities by connecting Penn State 
faculty and students to community partners 
(including local governments, businesses, 
and non-profit organizations) to address 
real-world problems. Between spring 2013 
and spring 2017, the SCC organized a total 

of 99 engaged scholarship projects, engag-
ing 1,185 students and 24 community-based 
partners. Projects are typically addressed in 
the time frame of one semester, although 
some projects may span multiple semesters 
and may involve more than one course, par-
ticularly if the project is multidimensional 
and would benefit from an interdisciplinary 
problem-solving approach. Projects are un-
dertaken by a wide range of academic disci-
plines, a sample of which may be viewed in 
the Appendix, Table 2. The following ex-
amples discuss three different SCC-
facilitated projects between University Park 
faculty and students and community-based 
partners from surrounding municipalities to 
demonstrate the usefulness of sustainability 
certification programs for guiding engaged 
scholarship opportunities (SCC, 2017). 
 
Example 1: Sustainability Training in the 
State College Borough 
 This first example demonstrates 
how an engaged scholarship program may 
use a completed community certification 
program to create engagement opportunities 
that address a municipality’s sustainability 
weakness. The State College Borough com-
pleted the Sustainable Pennsylvania certifi-
cation in 2015, achieving recognition as a 
Gold-level community, meaning they met at 
least 70 percent of Sustainable Pennsylva-
nia’s 131 policies, best practices, and/or 
specific actions (Sustainable Pennsylvania, 
2017b). One area that prevented the Bor-
ough from achieving Platinum status was 
the lack of any sort of sustainability training 
program for Borough employees as speci-
fied under Governance and Community En-
gagement: Sustainability 4-E (“There is on-
going training for municipal employees and 
officials and the HR function is closely en-
gaged in advancing objectives of the munic-
ipal sustainability program.”) (Sustainable 
Pennsylvania, 2017b).  
 When the State College Borough 
identified this gap as a potential need, the 
SCC identified a faculty member teaching a 
course in Labor and Employer Relations for 
students preparing for careers in human re-
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sources management. Working directly 
with the Borough’s HR Manager as the cli-
ent, the students in the course researched 
sustainability training programs in the pri-
vate sector and the public sector. Using in-
formation from the Borough’s sustainability 
plan and other municipal documents, the 
students created a short video training mod-
ule that Borough employees can complete 
at any time. When the Borough re-submits 
to the Sustainable Pennsylvania certifica-
tion program, they will be able to point to 
the training program and the completion 
rate by Borough employees as evidence to 
fulfill the requirement for Governance and 
Community Engagement: Sustainability 4-
E (Sustainable Pennsylvania, 2017b). 
 
Example 2: Stormwater Mitigation in 
Ferguson Township 
 In this second example, we aim to 
demonstrate how using a completed certifi-
cation program for projects may be used to 
improve an area of strength. Ferguson 
Township completed the Sustainable Penn-
sylvania certification in 2015, achieving 
recognition as a Gold-level community 
(Ferguson Township, 2017). Within Sus-
tainable Pennsylvania, water is addressed 
under two categories: Water Use, Conserva-
tion and Quality (16) and Green Infrastruc-
ture (18). Within the category of Water 
Use, Conservation and Quality, Ferguson 
received 13 points (out of 16 points possi-
ble) by addressing six of the seven sub-
categories. Within the Green Infrastructure 
category, the township provided evidence 
of policies and actions in all six subcatego-
ries and was awarded 11 points (out of 11 
points possible).  
 In spite of Ferguson Township’s 
high performance in the domain of water 
stewardship according to the Sustainable 
Pennsylvania certification, public officials 
used this process to identify an area of 
strength for continued improvement. Spe-
cifically, the township is home to several 
locations that experience perennial storm-
water flooding during periods of intense or 
prolonged rain. Students in biological and 

agricultural engineering, working with staff 
in the Public Works Department, were as-
signed the task of designing stormwater so-
lutions for three sites within the township. 
The student teams assessed each site, de-
signed environmentally sensitive solutions, 
analyzed the cost of alternative solutions, 
and delivered cost-effective plans for reme-
diation. Based on student designs, the town-
ship council subsequently authorized fund-
ing to construct the suggested remediation 
projects in its capital improvement plan 
(CIP) for 2018. This project also prompted 
additional projects related to community 
outreach around stormwater mitigation, 
green infrastructure, and sustainable design 
outside the scope of the original Sustainable 
Pennsylvania focus. 
 
Example 3: Pedestrian Safety in the State 
College Borough 
 In this third example, we aim to 
demonstrate how a municipal partner and 
engaged scholarship practitioners may use a 
sustainability certification framework not 
yet completed by the municipality to devel-
op collaboration opportunities. As of sum-
mer 2017, the State College Borough had 
not completed the STAR program. Howev-
er, the STAR certification was still used to 
demonstrate how proposed projects fit with-
in a sustainability framework, particularly 
when those projects were not exclusively 
environmentally focused.  
 Within a 12-month window in 2016-
17, there were three fatal crashes involving 
pedestrians on Borough streets adjacent to 
the university campus. While alternative 
transportation had been a focus of the Bor-
ough’s efforts to reduce greenhouse gases 
and improve their built environment, the 
Borough chief of police was, in addition, 
highly motivated to do something to also 
address pedestrian and bicycle safety in the 
community, spurring a number of engaged 
scholarship projects across multiple disci-
plines. These projects were guided and con-
nected to the sustainability interests of the 
Borough and the SCC using the STAR 
Community Rating System’s Health and 
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Safety (HS) category, which includes the 
subcategory Active Living (HS-1) that em-
phasizes active transportation choices as a 
way to enhance health outcomes, and inter-
sects with the Built Environment (BE) cate-
gory, particularly BE-7 Transportation 
Choices that specifies that communities 
“demonstrate that pedestrian and bicycle 
fatalities are making incremental progress 
towards zero fatalities by 2040” (STAR 
Technical Guide, Version 1.1, 2014, p. 69). 
 In fall 2015, civil engineering stu-
dents analyzed film footage to assess mo-
torist, bicyclist, and pedestrian behavior. 
They also addressed physical attributes and 
traffic patterns along the corridors with the 
most crashes. In fall 2015, fall 2016, and 
spring 2017, communication students con-
ducted an origin and destination study; sur-
veyed motorists, cyclists, and pedestrians 
about their perceptions of traffic safety and 
their attitudes toward various modes of 
transportation; developed and tested various 
messaging strategies; and developed and 
implemented innovative public relations 
campaigns related to traffic and pedestrian 
safety for area residents and student popula-
tions. 
 In this example, the STAR program 
helped to orient the Borough’s work to pro-
mote alternative transportation, not only 
from a Climate and Energy or Built Envi-
ronment perspective (other relevant STAR 
program categories used to guide this 
work), but from a Health and Safety per-
spective that was galvanized by a series of 
fatal accidents. By looking at Health and 
Safety HS-1 as the primary point of focus, 
students were able to craft a compelling 
public relations campaign to address multi-
ple goals (STAR Technical Guide, Version 
1.1, 2014). 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 These three examples of community
-university partnership demonstrate the use-
fulness of sustainability certification frame-
works in the formation and support of en-
gaged scholarship collaborations. Through 

the Sustainable Communities Collaborative, 
we have seen the use of community sustain-
ability certification frameworks benefit our 
engaged-scholarship practice in two main 
ways. First, the use of the frameworks has 
improved our program’s overall operation 
by helping us to identify both partners 
(community- and university-based) and po-
tential projects for collaboration; offering 
objectives for designing the projects them-
selves and tracking progress and impact at 
the municipality level; and more clearly in-
tegrating a holistic approach, beyond the 
environment, to sustainability into our and 
our partners’ practices. This practice has 
brought new disciplinary partners to the ta-
ble including the liberal arts and humani-
ties, expanding student engagement beyond 
the typical science and engineering disci-
plines (See Appendix, Table 2 for exam-
ples). Saha and Paterson (2008) found that 
many municipal sustainability efforts lack 
integration of equity and social sustainabil-
ity issues. But through the use of the Sus-
tainable Pennsylvania and STAR frame-
works, respectively, it became apparent not 
only how issues like municipal employee 
training (Example 1) and traffic/pedestrian 
safety (Example 3) fit the sustainability 
missions of the municipalities and SCC, but 
also from which academic departments to 
seek faculty skills and expertise to address 
the municipality-based issues. 
 Second, the use of these frameworks 
has also strengthened the reciprocity of our 
programming, particularly on the side of 
our community partners by improving rele-
vance and responsiveness of the projects by 
directly addressing community sustainabil-
ity weaknesses and strengths; providing a 
common language to bolster dialogue be-
tween community and university partners; 
and building long-term, multidisciplinary 
relationships between project partners. As 
Holden (2013) suggested, we have found 
these sustainability certification programs 
to be “boundary objects” or “tools which 
open up dialogue, information sharing, 
[and] learning and consensus building” par-
ticularly between university and community 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 3 

69 

 

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

partners (p. 89). Additionally, in Example 2 
and Example 3, each project has respective-
ly blossomed into collaborations that have 
stretched beyond one or even two semes-
ters—helping to address the ongoing prob-
lem of student turnover and inconsistency 
in engaged scholarship and service-learning 
activities (Wallace, 2000).  
 However, there are some important 
limitations to consider. First, these sustaina-
bility certification frameworks and pro-
grams are not perfect, whether they are de-
veloped through top-down or bottom-up 
approaches (Reed et al., 2006). Faculty and 
administrators should not only be aware of 
the programs for the sake of improved en-
gaged scholarship opportunities, but also 
the inherent weaknesses of the frameworks 
and the metrics they employ. Secondly, 
aligning projects solely with these frame-
works/programs risks creating engaged 
scholarship programming that is more re-
ductionist than intended, susceptible to 
‘green-washing’ like many other sustaina-
bility initiatives (Barlett & Chase, 2013). 
However, these frameworks need not func-
tion as a stopping point, an end-all. The use 
of these frameworks in guiding engaged 
scholarship work should function as a start-
ing place, encouraging future research, 
learning, and practice that continues to im-
prove the sustainability conditions of local 
communities and the certification programs 
themselves. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 This paper has explored the relation-
ship between engaged scholarship and com-
munity sustainability as well as provided an 
overview of sustainability certification pro-
grams as a bridging mechanism for promot-
ing better program process and community 
reciprocity in engaged scholarship practice. 
Through the use of case studies and discus-
sion, the paper further demonstrated how 
these frameworks might be important tools 
in furthering sustainability-focused, en-
gaged scholarship opportunities. This ap-
proach bridges the gap that currently exists 

between sustainability and engaged scholar-
ship, offering a road map for integrating the 
two more thoroughly in research, learning, 
and practice. From the perspective of the 
Sustainable Communities Collaborative at 
Penn State, both the STAR Community 
Rating System and the Sustainable Pennsyl-
vania program have been important tools in 
expanding the scope and impact of our pro-
gram. We encourage others in higher edu-
cation institutions to engage with these cer-
tification programs through their work with 
local communities to improve reciprocity 
through better relevance and overall out-
comes. Future research and practice in this 
area may include formal assessments and 
evaluations of engaged scholarship pro-
grams from the perspective of diverse pro-
gram stakeholders that draw upon sustaina-
bility certification programs so that we may 
continue to improve both the frameworks/
programs as well as our own approaches to 
working with community partners on im-
portant sustainability issues. 
_______________ 
 
1 Table adapted from Sustainable Jersey’s 
“Statewide Change, One Community at a Time: 
A Comparative Study of Collaborative State-
Local Sustainability Programs (McDermott & 
Solomon, 2016). 
2 The Green Business Certification Inc. (GBCI) 
announced in November 2017 that it will part-
ner with the STAR Community Rating System 
to integrate STAR into LEED for Communities 
and Cities to advance sustainable cities world-
wide (Shaver 2017). 
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