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 Anniversaries are special, espe-
cially those that end in a zero. The 
Journal of Community Engagement 
and Higher Education (JCEHE) is 
entering its second decade with this 
issue. What a special time for both 
reflection and planning. Please under-
stand that the initial documents about 
the creation of what has now become 
the JCEHE date back much further. I 
am grateful to the many individuals 
who initially conceived the idea, 
those who made that idea actionable, 
and those who have advanced the 
JCEHE’s growth and influence. In 
addition to advancing a body of 
scholarship focused on community 
engagement and community-based 
learning perspectives, research, and 
practice – they have provided me 
with an opportunity, later in my ca-
reer, to edit this important work.  

 Consistent with this focus of 
growth over the last decade, it is my 
great pleasure to announce that the 
JCEHE is partnering with Indiana 
Campus Compact (ICC) to bring you 
a special edition focused on critical 
service-learning. Laura Weaver, a 
long time JCEHE reviewer and Direc-
tor of Programs and Member Devel-
opment at the ICC, and J.R. Jamison, 
ICC Executive Director, posed the 

idea earlier this year and were effec-
tive in recruiting Dr. Tania Mitchell, 
Associate Professor at the University 
of Minnesota, to be the special edi-
tion’s guest editor. Dr. Mark Latta, 
Director of the Writing Center at 
Marian University and Senior Fellow 
with the ICC, will be serving as an 
editorial assistant. This group is com-
prised of distinguished and commit-
ted service engagement scholars and 
professionals. I continue to be de-
lighted by the focus and growth-
mindset that has been demonstrated 
by each of these individuals.  

 It was ten years ago when Dr. 
Mitchell published the initial work 
differentiating critical service-
learning from its more traditional va-
riety. With critical service-learning’s 
focus on social justice, change, au-
thentic relationships, and power redis-
tribution (2008), we envision that this 
special edition will demonstrate how 
the critical-service learning model has 
impacted our communities and con-
stituencies.  

  The deadline to submit manuscripts 
for the Critical Service-Learning Special 
Edition is November 30, 2018. When 
submitting to the journal, you will see a 
field called COMMENTS TO THE EDI-

ABSTRACT 
 

This article reflects on the tenth anniversary of publishing The Journal of Community Engage-
ment and Higher Education. It also describes an upcoming special edition in partnership with 
Indiana Campus Compact.    
 Keywords: tenth anniversary, special edition, growth mindset 
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TOR. Please include the phrase 
“Special Edition: Critical Service-
Learning” in this message. We look for-
ward to reading more about you and your 
colleague’s research and practice within 
this scholarly discipline.  
 The Journal of Community En-
gagement and Higher Education will 
continue publishing scholarly work in 
our regular editions. In our current 
edition, we have five manuscripts that 
speak directly to community engage-
ment and community-based learning 
within the perspectives of civic and 
community health, gaming, days of 
service, intergenerational efforts, and 
transmedia projects.  

 
 REFERENCES  
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 Public universities seek increasingly 
to demonstrate engagement with their com-
munities, in part by sponsoring activities 
such as those advocated by Campus Com-
pact, the organization representing a coali-
tion of over 1,000 institutions of higher ed-
ucation involved in campus-based civic en-
gagement. Beyond including community 
engagement and service in institutional mis-
sion statements, Campus Compact empha-
sizes “integrated and complementary com-
munity service activities” that “weave to-
gether student service, service-learning and 
other community engagement activities on 
campus” (Campus Compact, 2015). While 
the recent literature has explored outcomes 
of classroom-based engagement activities, 
less focus has been given to assessing out-
comes of extracurricular campus activities 
such as annual MLK Days of Service held 
on many campuses each January.  
 Service-learning pedagogies encour-
age college and university students to ex-
pand how they define and value education. 
Unique service-learning experiences can 

form the basis of a life-long appreciation 
for community and professional identity, as 
well as a commitment to social justice. Us-
ing the National Service-Learning Clearing-
house framework of service learning with 
emphases on service, instruction, and re-
flection (Seifer & Connors, 2007), com-
bined with an added dimension called 
“connection,” we explore the utility of 
quantitative measures for assessing effects 
of Day of Service participation on partici-
pants’ experiences of service, learning, and 
making community connections during one 
university’s 2016 MLK Day of Service 
event.  
 

BACKGROUND 
 
 In 1994, the United States Congress 
charged the Corporation for National and 
Community Service (CNCS) with spear-
heading the celebration of the Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. (MLK) federal holiday as a 
national Day of Service. The CNCS de-
scribes the annual event as an opportunity 

ABSTRACT 
 

This study pilots a survey tool for assessing participant experiences in the MLK Day of Service 
at a public university. Student, faculty, staff, community volunteer, and community partner par-
ticipants (N=344) reflected upon service, learning, and university-community connections as 
part of a multi-method evaluation process. Quantitative analysis of unidimensional and summed 
variables found significant variation by instructional site and participant affiliation. Such 
measures and instruments may clarify the role of Days of Service in advancing institutional ser-
vice-learning goals.  
 
  
 Keywords: extracurricular service, survey tool, connection, quantitative analysis  

Do “Days of Service” Meet  
Institutional Service-Learning Goals?  

A Case Study in Assessment of the MLK Day of Service  

Elizabeth B. Erbaugh and Jess Bonnan-White 
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to transform Rev. King’s principles of non-
violence and “the Beloved Community” 
into “community action that helps solve so-
cial problems,” primarily by carrying out 
collective service projects that address a 
range of community needs, both tangible 
and spiritual (CNCS, n.d.). Campuses 
across the country make use of MLK Day 
of Service events to cultivate linkages be-
tween campus constituencies—particularly 
students, but also faculty, staff, and alum-
ni—and surrounding communities. These 
events also are used to demonstrate, primar-
ily through enumeration of participants and 
service hours, campus commitment to com-
munity engagement. Finally, campus ad-
ministrations may use MLK Days of Ser-
vice to introduce the concept of service 
learning to students and faculty members 
without requiring enrollment in a semester-
long service-learning course, or as a supple-
ment to such enrollments.  
 Previous research examining inter-
sections of teaching, research, and service 
has concentrated on service learning as one 
mode of high-impact, collaborative learn-
ing, a category that also includes classroom 
volunteering, study abroad, and undergrad-
uate research (for a recent summary, see 
Kilgo, Sheets, & Pascarella, 2015). Recent 
reviews and project examples selected from 
the academic literature highlight the use of 
service learning to enhance disciplinary 
leadership skills (Foli, Braswell, Kirkpat-
rick, & Lim, 2014), encourage professional 
maturity (Beck, Chretien, & Kind, 2015; 
Foli et al., 2014; Van Winkle et al., 2013), 
retain students (Gutierrez, Reeves-
Gutierrez, & Helms, 2012), and develop 
cultural and intergenerational awareness 
(Cupelli, 2016; Ross, 2012; Roodin, Brown, 
& Shedlock, 2013).  
 Although a comprehensive literature 
review on classroom-based service-learning 
projects and empirical outcomes is beyond 
this paper’s scope, recent meta-analyses of 
interdisciplinary service-learning projects 
present several factors related to outcomes 
of service-learning pedagogy. Yorio and Ye 
(2012) report that the method of student 

evaluation moderates the impact of service 
learning on cognitive development. In their 
meta-analysis, objective measurement of 
learning outcomes was associated with larg-
er gains as compared to instances where 
only subjective, self-reported evaluations of 
learning were collected. Whereas no signifi-
cant differences in terms of development of 
personal insight or understanding social is-
sues were found between service-learning 
projects that were self-selected and those 
that were assigned, differences in learning 
and cognitive development were noted, 
with higher positive effects observed 
among students provided options for choos-
ing from multiple service-learning projects. 
Finally, higher impact on understanding of 
social issues was noted for projects that in-
cluded discussion opportunities for reflec-
tion, as compared to those including only 
written reflection.  
 A meta-analysis conducted by War-
ren (2012) also proposes that learning out-
comes are positively impacted by service 
learning. Unlike Yorio and Ye’s work 
(2012), Warren’s analysis suggests greater 
learning effects from projects that include 
self-reported measures of student learning, 
rather than objective measures, but the dif-
ference was non-significant. Findings from 
these meta-analyses highlight choice of ac-
tivities, discussion, and reflection as factors 
that contribute to learning from a service 
experience. They also point to the need for 
development and testing of theoretical 
propositions about the effects of service-
learning and engagement experiences on 
specific learning outcomes. The creation, 
testing, and refinement of both self-report 
and objective measures of engagement and 
learning are key steps in such a project. 
 The empirical literature on single-
day service experiences is far more limited 
than that on course-based service learning 
(Hahn, Hatcher, Norris, & Halford, 2015). 
Episodic volunteering among adults has 
been investigated (Dunn, Chambers, & 
Hyde, 2016; Hustinx, Haski-Leventhal, & 
Handy, 2008; Hyde, Dunn, Bax, & Cham-
bers, 2016) with an eye toward factors con-
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tributing to volunteer motivation, satisfac-
tion, and retention, but not explicitly in the 
university campus context. A study on short
-term community engagement (Reed, 
Jernstedt, Hawley, Reber, & DuBois, 2005) 
took place in the context of an undergradu-
ate course and over a somewhat more ex-
tended time frame (8-10 hours over the 
course of a week), but shared some features 
of the MLK Day of Service described be-
low, including an orientation meeting prior 
to the service-learning experience and fol-
low-up debriefing. It found increases in a 
sense of the meaning derived from the col-
lege experience and in likelihood of choos-
ing a nonprofit service occupation among 
engagement participants, as compared to 
non-participants.  
 Alongside course-based service 
learning, Days of Service are a potential 
point of entry for engagement-minded stu-
dents to experience short-term community 
and civic engagement. The NASPA Lead 
Initiative on Civic Learning and Democrat-
ic Engagement comprises 96 member cam-
puses dedicated to supporting “civic mind-
edness” by strengthening co-curricular stu-
dent engagement activities such as Days of 
Service (NASPA, 2017). In addition, the 
Council on the Advancement of Standards 
in Higher Education offers guidelines for 
quality implementation of co-curricular en-
gagement programs (CAS, 2017). Days of 
Service present a plausible basis of compar-
ison for future student participation in both 
classroom-based and extracurricular service
-learning opportunities. However, single-
day service events run the risk of constitut-
ing a singular “checklist” item demonstrat-
ing institutional engagement, rather than 
providing participants—students in particu-
lar—a holistic, comprehensive framework 
for longer-term social action and critical 
thinking.  
 Here we present preliminary quanti-
tative results from use of an exploratory 
survey instrument designed to collect self-
report participant reflection data on multi-
ple dimensions of Day of Service participa-
tion. The assessment tool, designed partly 

to assess learning outcomes related to social 
justice concepts, was piloted at the 2016 
MLK Day of Service event sponsored by a 
mid-size U.S. university serving a diverse 
population. We demonstrate that quantita-
tive measures can be designed effectively to 
reflect elements of an institutional service-
learning framework such as service, learn-
ing, connection, and reflection, and to cap-
ture variation in factors of interest across 
campus sites and participant roles. We en-
visage the development of similar measures 
and instruments to capture participant re-
flections on experience of community ser-
vice, opportunity for learning, and connec-
tion with community through increased un-
derstanding of social issues across instruc-
tional sites, higher education campuses, 
community organizations, and service pro-
jects.  
 
The University and Its Communities 
 A pilot participant survey and dis-
cussion-based reflection process were used 
to assess Day of Service participation at a 
mid-size public comprehensive university 
located in a partly urban, partly rural coastal 
area of the northeastern United States. The 
university’s 2016 MLK Day of Service was 
held at its Main Campus and at four addi-
tional instructional sites, here referred to as 
City Campus (to the east of Main Campus), 
West Campus, North Campus, and South 
Campus, with a conservative estimate of 
800 total participants including university 
students, faculty, staff, alumni, and mem-
bers of surrounding communities. In addi-
tion to a center for external community en-
gagement, the university supports a separate 
Office of Service-Learning previously 
granted a voluntary “Community Engage-
ment” classification by the Carnegie Foun-
dation (NERCHE, n.d.).  
 Through the coordination efforts of 
the Office of Service-Learning, the univer-
sity provides student, faculty, staff, and 
community members with two Days of Ser-
vice each year, including a Fall Day of Ser-
vice and the MLK Day of Service in Janu-
ary. Institutional goals pertaining to Days of 
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Service include preparing students and oth-
er members of the campus community for 
active citizenship, creating co-curricular 
experiences that reinforce classroom learn-
ing, and fostering interaction among mem-
ber communities on campus, as well as be-
tween the campus and surrounding commu-
nities. 
 Although each of the university’s 
five locations is a fully operational instruc-
tional site, each has unique characteristics 
shaped by its local community and by the 
students, faculty, and staff specific to its 
role in the university’s educational mission. 
Main Campus is located in a rural area 13 
miles west of the small but densely populat-
ed urban area where City Campus is locat-
ed. On-campus residency for students is 
currently available only on the Main Cam-
pus site. West Campus is 20 miles farther 
west of Main Campus in a more rural, more 
affluent, and less densely populated area 
than the areas surrounding Main and City 
Campuses. All three of these campus sites 
are within the same county, with a fourth 
instructional site located in the county to 
the north and a fifth site in the county to the 
south. All three counties’ poverty rates put 
them in the poorer half of counties in the 
state (U.S. Census). 
 Racial-ethnic demographics differ 
widely across areas served by the universi-
ty’s multiple sites. The central county’s 
population (served by Main, City, and West 
campuses) contains the lowest proportion of 
white, non-Latino residents of the three 
counties at about 56%, with great differ-
ences from one instructional site to another 
within the county (16% white, non-Latino 
in the city, vs. 67% and 74% white, non-
Latino in the towns around Main and West 
Campuses, respectively) (U.S. Census). 
Both the northern and southern counties’ 
white, non-Latino populations are consider-
ably higher at 85%. Socioeconomic and ra-
cial-ethnic differences represented in the 
communities served by each site, as well as 
in the organizations and projects associated 
with each site at the event, merited compar-
ison of Day of Service participants’ survey 

responses by location of their participation. 
Anticipated variation in participants’ per-
spectives and experiences according to their 
affiliations to the campus as students, alum-
ni, faculty, staff, community partners, and 
community volunteers merited comparison 
of responses by role. 
 

METHOD 
 

Service, Connection, Learning, and Re-
flection 
 The university formed a 25-member 
MLK Day of Service Planning Committee 
of administrative staff and faculty members, 
including representatives from Student Af-
fairs, the university’s Office of Service-
Learning, and its Center for Community 
Engagement. The Assessment Subcommit-
tee (“assessment team”) of the Planning 
Committee, including faculty, service-
learning staff, and administrative staff, 
tasked itself to develop and implement a 
multi-method design to assess participant 
experiences in the event. The current study 
uses only the quantitative data for the pur-
poses of scale development, but qualitative 
data collection procedures are summarized 
here in the interest of transparency regard-
ing study design. Qualitative data collection 
procedures served dual purposes of assess-
ment and participant reflection, and the lat-
ter might have affected the service-learning 
experience reported in the participant sur-
vey (as intended by the service-learning-
connection-reflection model).  
 The Office of Service-Learning had 
conducted participant surveys and reflection 
sessions for several Day of Service events 
in previous years. While the general themes 
of service, learning, and participant satis-
faction were consistent across these earlier 
assessments, less consistency was evident 
in specific survey items and in overall 
structure of the instruments used. In order 
to improve upon instruments and data from 
previous evaluations, the assessment team 
collaboratively designed a survey instru-
ment including quantitative and qualitative 
items and group-based reflection proce-
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dures to gather supplemental qualitative 
data. The team’s intent was to develop in-
struments that could be refined and ulti-
mately used consistently to assess partici-
pant experiences in Day of Service events 
from one year to the next. 
 Notably the assessment team includ-
ed social science faculty with expertise in 
survey development and quantitative and 
qualitative analysis, as well as faculty and 
administrative staff with expertise in ser-
vice learning, community engagement, stu-
dent services, and other specialties. This 
combination allowed for innovative collab-
oration among social scientists, community 
engagement specialists, and student ser-
vices experts directly involved in organiz-
ing university Days of Service.  
 The team developed and refined as-
sessment procedures and survey items over 
several meetings beginning eight months 
before the event. Initial discussion priori-
tized themes for assessment including ser-
vice, learning, reflection, university-
community connections, and social justice. 
Because individual and group reflection has 
been shown to enhance learning from ser-
vice experiences, the team spent some time 
discussing how to provide multiple oppor-
tunities for reflection that could simultane-
ously heighten participant learning and pro-
vide meaningful assessment data.  
 In subsequent meetings the team 
wrote, piloted, and revised items for each 
theme and section of the survey as well as 
for the reflection sessions that would be fa-
cilitated by project leaders—university stu-
dents, faculty, and staff who had volun-
teered to take on an enhanced role on each 
service project. The assessment team ob-
tained IRB approval for the study and its 
informed consent procedures. Project lead-
ers were offered a brief, optional orientation 
session in advance of MLK Day about co-
ordinating volunteer teams and facilitating 
reflection sessions and survey completion at 
the event. A minority of project leaders at-
tended the orientation, with most instead 
receiving a written set of instructions, com-
plemented for some by the experience of 

having served as Day of Service volunteers 
or project leaders in the past.  
 In line with institutional goals and 
team members’ scholarly and professional 
priorities, emergent objectives for assess-
ment included building connections be-
tween the university and local organizations 
and communities, and cultivating awareness 
of social justice issues, particularly among 
students. Essentially, in recognition that the 
assessment “tail” might have the capacity to 
“wag the dog” of the service-learning expe-
rience, the team sought to incorporate rudi-
mentary social justice concepts in the as-
sessment, with the aim of heightening par-
ticipant attention to this dimension of com-
munity engagement as part of their Day of 
Service. Particularly as compared to semes-
ter-long service-learning courses, the team 
was interested in whether a single-day event 
could increase participant awareness of so-
cial justice issues, and considered whether 
such awareness could be facilitated by the 
assessment process itself.  
 Methods for gathering data from 
participants included multiple components 
meant to address four key aspects of the 
experience of interest to the assessment 
team: service, learning, connection, and re-
flection. The survey combined quantitative 
and qualitative evaluation items, including 
items concerning satisfaction with multiple 
aspects of the overall experience such as 
registration procedures and logistics of ser-
vice placements, as well as demographic 
information. The university’s electronic 
registration system allowed those with uni-
versity identification cards to “swipe in” to 
the event, providing supplementary demo-
graphic data.  
 All respondents were asked to iden-
tify their role in the MLK Day of Service as 
either a university student, faculty or staff 
member, “at-large” community member 
volunteer (including university alumni), or 
representative of a service organization 
(“community partner”), as well as the cam-
pus site and organization where they spent 
their day, and the kinds of projects and 
tasks they worked on. Participants, who ei-
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ther had submitted volunteer applications 
ahead of time or were day-of “walk-ins,” 
were asked for their preferences of campus 
site and project type based on interest in ten 
subject areas categorizing 39 available 
community projects into broad topics in-
cluding hunger and homelessness, political 
and social issues, health and wellness, and 
literacy and learning. Participants at some 
sites had the option to participate in more 
than one project, depending on their sched-
uling availability and the design and time-
length of project activities. In the present 
study, comparisons were conducted based 
on each participant’s starting location and 
community role, due to the team’s expecta-
tion that participants’ experiences would 
vary due in part to the community contexts, 
structure, and types of service activities car-
ried out at each site, and in part to the na-
ture of participants’ affiliations with the 
university. This pilot assessment did not 
analyze effects of independent variables at 
the level of individual partner organizations 
or service projects, but this information 
could prove useful in future studies.  
 
Survey Instrument, Data Collection, and 
Analysis 
 Selected quantitative items assessed 
three key aspects of participation in the 
MLK Day of Service: providing service to 
the community; making or strengthening 
connections with community members, or-
ganizations, or the university; and learning 
about social issues, organizations, and com-
munities. The following ten items measured 
specific aspects of service learning at the 
Day of Service [variable names are bracket-
ed]: 
Service 
1. After today, how likely are you to par-

ticipate in future University Days of 
Service? [PARTICIPATE] 

2. In my service experience today, I en-
joyed myself. [ENJOY] 

3. In my service experience today, my 
tasks were challenging. 
[CHALLENGE] 

4. In my service experience today, my 
tasks were important. [IMPORTANT] 

5. In my service experience today, I made 
a real contribution. [CONTRIBUTE] 

Connection 
6. In my service experience today, I made 

a connection with the people I was serv-
ing. [CONNECTPPL] 

7. In my service experience today, I made 
a connection with the organization/
project I worked with. 
[CONNECTORG] 

Learning 
8. In my service experience today, I 

learned something about the people 
served by my community partner organ-
ization/project. [LEARNPPL] 

9. In my service experience today, I 
learned something about the organiza-
tion/project I worked with. 
[LEARNORG] 

10. As a result of participating today, I 
learned something about the root cause 
of a social issue that the organization/
project addresses. [LEARNISSUE] 

The survey instrument was accessed by par-
ticipants via URL using their personal cell 
phones, handheld devices, or laptop com-
puters provided by the university. If no de-
vice or Wi-Fi connection was available, es-
pecially at more remote and rural sites 
(such as a horse rescue facility or wildlife 
refuge, for example), participants were pro-
vided hard-copy versions of the survey and 
their responses were later entered electroni-
cally by trained research assistants.  
 Although not included in the current 
analyses, supplemental qualitative reflec-
tions included brief, informal follow-up dis-
cussions facilitated by volunteer project 
leaders who posed a short list of prepared 
questions to small groups of willing partici-
pants. Participants also recorded written 
responses on newsprint using markers and 
adhesive notes; project leaders then provid-
ed the written responses and their own writ-
ten summaries of group discussions to the 
assessment team. A brief orientation session 
and written guidelines for project leaders 
had included instructions for implementa-
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tion of reflection procedures (both written 
and discussion-based). As approved by the 
IRB, no personally identifying information 
was collected in surveys or reflection ses-
sions. Participation was voluntary; howev-
er, participants were asked (although not 
strictly required) to complete the survey and 
to participate in reflection sessions before 
collecting the “swag” to which they were 
entitled as volunteers (t-shirts and water 
bottles designed especially for the event).  
 Statistical comparisons were con-
ducted using SPSS 23 to identify differ-
ences in agreement with ten statements 
(dependent variables) concerning participa-
tion in the 2016 MLK Day of Service. Nine 
were measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 
= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree), 
with higher values indicating the highest 
self-reported agreement scores among par-
ticipants. The final item, likelihood of re-
peat participation, was measured on a dif-
ferent 5-point scale (1 = very unlikely, 5 = 
very likely). Respondent data (N=344) were 
categorized using two independent varia-
bles: starting location of the participant’s 
service activity for the day (“instructional 
site”) and the participant’s affiliation with 
the university (“role”). Due to statistical 
deviance from normality in all variables, 
statistical analyses were conducted using 
non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis tests and 
post-hoc comparisons (Dunn’s tests) to 
identify differences in responses to the ten 
items across four instructional sites and four 
categories of campus or community role: 
university student, faculty and/or staff 
member, at-large community member, or 
representative of a partner service organiza-
tion.  
 

RESULTS 
 
Overall Participation 
 A total of 389 participants initiated 
responses to the survey questions (either 
online or on paper) following the universi-
ty’s 2016 Day of Service. The majority of 
respondents (N=305, 79.4%) indicated that 
their day started at Main Campus, with the 

remainder starting at the City (N=28, 
7.3%), North (N=31, 8.1%), West (N=18, 
4.7%), and South (N=7, 0.5%) Campuses. 
For the purposes of analysis, 344 completed 
surveys (83.5%) were included in the final 
statistical comparisons. Surveys from the 
South Campus (N=7) were removed as the 
total number would not permit site-based 
comparisons, and another 38 surveys were 
removed due to incompleteness. The final 
dataset (N=344) for the study included par-
ticipants dispersed across four instructional 
sites, including 274 (79.7%) at Main Cam-
pus, 26 (7.6%) at City Campus, 29 (8.4%) 
at North Campus, and 15 (4.4%) at West 
Campus. Of these respondents, 215 (62.5%) 
identified as current students, 30 (8.7%) as 
faculty and/or staff members, 81 (23.5%) as 
“at-large” community members (including 
alumni), and 18 (5.2%) as service-learning 
community partners. Distribution of data 
within the location and role dataset was non
-normal, with a skewness of 2.089 (SE 
= .13) and kurtosis of 3.143 (SE = .26) for 
the former, and a skewness of .917 (SE 
= .13) and kurtosis of -.709 (SE = .26) for 
the latter. Given the non-normal distribution 
of data, non-parametric statistics were used 
for comparative analyses. 
 
Overall Attitudinal Results 
 General attitudinal results indicated 
respondents were positive in their attitudes 
toward the experience of the MLK Day of 
Service in terms of the importance and con-
tribution of their service, whether they had 
developed a connection to the community, 
and whether they had learned about a com-
munity issue or organization. About 90% 
(N=308) of respondents indicated agree-
ment with the statement that their service 
experience tasks were important, and al-
most 90% (N=301) of respondents felt that 
they had made a real contribution by partic-
ipating in the MLK Day of Service. Howev-
er, most participants (73%, N=250, includ-
ing “neutral” responses) did not find their 
tasks particularly challenging.  
 Most respondents either strongly 
agreed (36.3%, N=125) or agreed (36%, 
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N=124) that they had made a connection 
with the people they were serving. The vast 
majority also strongly agreed (N=45.6%, 
N=157) or agreed (37.5%, N=129) that they 
had made a connection with the organiza-
tion and/or project with which they volun-
teered. Although not incorporated into the 
current analyses, descriptive results indicate 
participants also made new connections 
with the university, with 61.6% (N=205) 
indicating that they learned more about uni-
versity programs and services. Over half 
(53.8%; N=179) felt more involved with 
campus activities, 40.5% (N=135) felt more 
informed about how to request information 
and assistance, and 37.8% (N=126) felt that 
they had more interaction with faculty and 
administration as a result of the MLK Day 
of Service. 
 In terms of learning about the com-
munities served, most respondents indicated 
agreement that they had learned something 
about the people served by the project: 78% 
(N=268) chose either “strongly agree” or 
“agree”. Over 83% of respondents (N=286) 
also strongly agreed or agreed that they had 
learned something about their service or-
ganization or project. Finally, over 70% of 
survey participants (N=242) indicated they 
had learned something about the root cause 

of a social issue that the organization with 
which they were working addressed in the 
community (41.1% “Strongly agree”; 
30.8% “Agree”).  
 
Statistical Comparison of Attitudinal Re-
sults 
 Comparisons were conducted 
among four instructional sites: Main, City, 
North, and West Campuses (see Table 1 
header row for numbers and percentages of 
total MLK Day of Service evaluation re-
spondents from each site).  
 Significant differences among loca-
tions were identified for four of the ten 
items using Kruskal-Wallis H tests. First, 
there was a statistically significant differ-
ence for the enjoyment [ENJOY] variable 
[H(3) = 7.897, p = .048], with a mean rank 
score of 166.88 for Main Campus, 203.15 
for City Campus, 201.48 for North Campus, 
and 166.00 for West Campus. A significant 
difference was also found for the connec-
tion with people [CONNECTPPL] variable 
[H(3) = 16.704, p = .001], with a mean rank 
of 170.67 for Main, 234.00 for City, 163.48 
for North, and 116.83 for West Campus. 
The learning about people [LEARNPPL] 
variable also demonstrated a significant dif-
ference [H(3) = 13.033, p = .005], with a 

  Main  
(N=274, 79.7%)  

City  
(N=26, 7.6%)  

North  
(N=29, 8.4%)  

West  
(N=15, 4.4%)  

PARTICIPATE  4.715 (.710)  4.769 (.587)  4.897 (.309)  4.928 (.267)  

ENJOY*  4.460 (.736)b  4.769 (.430)a  4.759 (.435)  4.533 (.516)  

CHALLENGE  2.938 (1.052)  2.615 (1.023)  2.517 (1.184)  2.867 (1.407)  

IMPORTANT  4.447 (.685)  4.769 (.430)  4.621 (.622)  4.600 (.632)  

CONTRIBUTE  4.354 (.762)  4.692 (.471)  4.379 (.775)  4.533 (.640)  

CONNECTPPL** 3.989 (.959)  4.615 (.496)a  3.931 (.961)  3.400 (1.121)b  

CONNECTORG  4.234 (.814)  4.615 (.571)  4.241 (.830)  4.067 (1.163)  

LEARNPPL**  4.118 (.803)  4.615 (.637)a  4.000 (.817)b  4.400 (.737)  

LEARNORG**  4.272 (.749)  4.692 (.618)a  4.035 (.731)  4.000 (1.038)b  

LEARNISSUE  4.077 (1.012)  4.154 (.925)  3.793 (.774)  3.714 (1.204)  

Table 1. Self-reported participant scores by MLK Day of Service campus instructional site.   

* p < .05; ** p < .01 in Kruskal-Wallis comparisons. The group reporting the highest agreement score for each 
significant item is noted by (a); groups reporting the lowest agreement scores are noted by (b).  
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mean rank of 165.57 for Main, 226.08 for 
City, 151.61 for North, and 198.57 for West 
Campus. Finally, a significant difference 
was detected for the variable representing 
learning about the organization 
[LEARNORG] [H(3) = 13.378, p = .004], 
with a mean rank of 170.29 for Main, 
225.81 for City, 138.81 for North, and 
149.74 for West Campus (Table 1).  
 Notably, City Campus participants 
indicated the highest level of agreement for 
each of these four variables. For level of 
enjoyment [ENJOY], Main and West cam-
pus participants ranked their experience the 
lowest, and for learning about people 
[LEARNPPL], participants on Main and 
North campuses indicated the lowest levels 
of agreement. West Campus participants 
agreed least with statements about connect-
ing with people being served by the projects 
[CONNECTPPL] and with learning about 
the organizations with which they volun-
teered [LEARNORG].  
 Post-hoc comparisons (Dunn’s tests) 
were used to further examine how the four 
locations differed in the key variables iden-
tified by Kruskal-Wallis analyses. Whereas 
significant differences in the ENJOY varia-
ble were detected in the overall Kruskal-

Wallis test, pairwise significant differences 
were not identified among the four loca-
tions. In the case of the CONNECTPPL 
variable, significant differences were dis-
covered between the Main and City cam-
puses [z = -63.334, p = .006], the City and 
North campuses [z = 70.517, p = .033], and 
the City and West [z= 117.167, p = .001] 
campuses. For LEARNPPL, post-hoc dif-
ferences were noted between the Main and 
City [z = -60.511, p = .008] and the City 
and North [z = 74.470, p = .017] campuses. 
Finally, for the ORGLEARN variable, sig-
nificant post-hoc differences were calculat-
ed between the Main and City [z = -55.515, 
p = .017] and City and North [z = 86.997, p 
= .002] campuses.   
 Statistical comparisons were also 
conducted to identify differences in re-
sponses to the ten selected statements 
across four categories of affiliation to the 
campus or community (“role”): university 
student, faculty or staff, at-large community 
member, and community partner (see Table 
2 header row for role numbers and percent-
ages).  
 Statistical differences were discov-
ered following Kruskal-Wallis nonparamet-
ric comparisons of participants by role for 

  Student  
(N=215, 62.5%)  

Faculty/Staff  
(N=30, 8.7%)  

Community Mem-
ber  
(N=81, 23.5%)  

Community Part-
ner  
(N=18, 5.2%)  

PARTICIPATE  4.712 (.704)  4.867 (.730)  4.788 (.520)  4.722 (.669)  

ENJOY  4.447 (.721)  4.667 (.547)  4.617 (.663)  4.556 (.705)  

CHALLENGE  2.823 (1.0169)  3.233 (1.223)  2.827 (1.126)  3.111 (1.323)  

IMPORTANT*  4.437 (.666)b  4.700 (.596)  4.513 (.693)  4.722 (.575)a 

CONTRIBUTE** 4.312 (.770)b  4.567 (.568)  4.432 (.724)  4.833 (.383)a  

CONNECTPPL  3.954 (1.004)  4.033 (.928)  4.037 (.887)  4.444 (.705)  

CONNECTORG  4.214 (.860)  4.233 (.898)  4.296 (.715)  4.611 (.608)  

LEARNPPL  4.145 (.818)  4.167 (.747)  4.138 (.775)  4.438 (.814)  

LEARNORG  4.271 (.764)  4.100 (.803)  4.313 (.756)  4.412 (.712)  

LEARNISSUE*  4.009 (1.035)  3.633 (1.066)b  4.250 (.894)a  4.235 (.831)  

* p < .05, ** p < .01 in Kruskal-Wallis comparisons. The group reporting the highest agreement score for each 
significant item is noted by (a); groups reporting the lowest agreement scores are noted by (b).  

Table 2: Self-reported scores by affiliation role of MLK Day of Service participant.  
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three items: importance of tasks 
[IMPORTANT], contribution of tasks 
[CONTRIBUTE], and learning about a so-
cial issue [LEARNISSUE]. First, percep-
tion of task importance differed by role [H
(3) = 8.651, p = .034], with a mean rank of 
163.34 for students, 202.43 for faculty 
members, 176.44 for community members, 
and 204.97 for community partners. Sec-
ond, perception of task contribution signifi-
cantly differed [H(3) = 11.615, p = .009], 
with a mean rank of 162.92 for students, 
191.33 for faculty members, 178.02 for 
community members, and 230.17 for com-
munity partners. Third, participants differed 
by role in their assessment of whether they 
had learned about a social issue [H(3),= 
8.513, p = .037], with a mean rank of 
168.74 for students, 132.38 for faculty 
members, 188.45 for community members, 
and 185.44 for community partners. For 
these items, community partners indicated 
the highest levels of agreement with the 
statements regarding the importance and 
contribution of tasks, whereas students were 
the least likely to express agreement with 
these statements. At-large community 
members agreed most with the statement 
that they had learned something new about 
a social issue facing their community, 
whereas faculty and staff indicated the low-
est level of agreement on this item.  
 Post-hoc Dunn’s tests were also 
conducted on the key variables noted in Ta-
ble 2. All initial significant differences ob-
served among different roles for IM-
PORTANT at the p = .05 level were lost. 
For the LEARNISSUE variable, a signifi-
cant difference was found between faculty 
members and community members [z = -
56.067, p = .029]. One post-hoc significant 
difference was also noted for the CON-
TRIBUTE variable, between students and 
community partners [z = -67.204, p = .013]. 
 
Statistical Comparison of Summed Vari-
ables 
 One goal of the study was to create 
summary variables to represent measures of 
self-reported reflection on service, learning, 

and community connection. Initially, a 
summary variable for Service [SUMSERV] 
was designed to include reflection on 
whether participants felt that: 1) tasks they 
completed during the MLK Day of Service 
project were important [IMPORTANT], 2) 
their participation made a real contribution 
[CONTRIBUTE], and 3) their tasks were 
challenging [CHALLENGE]. A reliability 
analysis indicated, however, that this initial 
summed variable was relatively weak, pro-
ducing a Cronbach’s Alpha value of on-
ly .572. Removal of one variable, CHAL-
LENGE, increased the Cronbach’s Alpha 
to .816. We therefore proceeded with ana-
lyzing the summed service variable by in-
cluding only two measurements, IM-
PORTANT and CONTRIBUTE.  
 To create a summed variable to 
measure reflection on Learning 
[SUMLEARN], three variables were com-
bined, including statements noting agree-
ment with whether participants: 1) learned 
something about people impacted by the 
MLK Day of Service project [LEARNPPL], 
2) learned something about the organization 
with whom they served [LEARNORG], and 
3) learned something about a pressing so-
cial issue [LEARNISSUE]. Like the initial 
service variable [SUMSERV], reliability 
analysis of the learning variable 
[SUMLEARN] indicated only moderate 
reliability with a Cronbach’s Alpha value 
of .724. However, removal of LEARNIS-
SUE increased the value to a stronger .841. 
Thus, as with the Service summed variable, 
the Learning summed variable used in the 
present study includes only the LEARNPPL 
and LEARNORG measures.  
 Finally, to compute a summed 
measure of Connection with community 
[SUMCONNECT], two variables were 
used. First, participants indicated their level 
of agreement with Statement 6, about mak-
ing a connection with people impacted by 
the MLK Day of Service project 
[CONNECTPPL]. Second, participants re-
ported their level of agreement with State-
ment 7, examining development of a con-
nection with the organization with whom 
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they served [CONNECTORG]. Moderate 
reliability was suggested by the Cronbach’s 
Alpha obtained, .797. The summed values 
for these three variables (SUMSERV, 
SUMLEARN, and SUMCONNECT) were 
used to further compare patterns of partici-
pant reflection across individual campus 
locations, as well as in a comparison of 
Main Campus to an aggregate sub-sample 
of non-Main Campuses (City, North, and 
West Campuses).  
 Among the four instructional sites 
(Main, City, North, and West Campuses), 
Kruskal-Wallis comparisons indicated sta-
tistically significant differences for the 
SUMLEARN [H(3) = 13.378, p = .004] and 
SUMCONNECT [H(3) = 12.325, p = .006] 
variables (Table 3). For both, values for 
City Campus were highest. No significant 
difference across the four campuses was 
noted for the SUMSERV variable. Howev-
er, comparing the Main campus to the ag-
gregate sub-sample created by combining 
the three non-Main campus locations, a sig-
nificant difference was noted only for the 
SUMSERV variable [H(1) = 5.313, p 
= .021] (Table 3). Post-hoc Dunn’s tests 
provided details regarding the nature of the 
differences in the summed variables be-
tween sites. For the SUMLEARN variable, 
statistical differences were found between 
the Main and City [z = -63.747, p = .005] 
and the City and North [z = 86.577, p 
= .004] campuses. In the case of the 
SUMCONNECT variable, statistical differ-
ences were noted between the Main and 
City [z = -61.769, p = .011] and the City 
and West [z = 95.447, p = .013] campuses.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
 Single-day service events such as 
the annual MLK Day of Service are intend-
ed to provide university students, faculty, 
staff, and community members with the op-
portunity to serve, learn, and connect with 
their campus and wider communities 
through service. According to the Corpora-
tion for National and Community Service, 
“the MLK Day of Service empowers indi-
viduals, strengthens communities, bridges 
barriers, creates solutions to social prob-
lems, and moves us closer to Dr. King’s 
vision of a beloved community” (CNCS, 
n.d.). In this description, participants are 
urged to move beyond mere acts of volun-
tary service, and instead to adopt a model of 
service learning that integrates service, 
learning and community building. The cur-
rent study aimed to create and pilot 
measures to assess participants’ Day of Ser-
vice experiences in relation to the goals of 
service learning and civic and community 
engagement in a public university context. 
 Our research team undertook the 
assessment process described above not on-
ly to provide participants with the oppor-
tunity to reflect on their service experiences 
and what they had learned, but for the uni-
versity’s MLK Day Planning Committee to 
gather data for purposes of reflecting on its 
own planning process and, accordingly, on 
the meaning and value of the event in the 
context of institutional goals, especially 
those pertaining to co-curricular service 
events. The team proceeded with prelimi-

Summed Variable  Main Campus  City    
Campus  

North Cam-
pus  

West Campus  Non-Main  
(Aggregate) 

SUMSERV  8.799  
(1.336)  

9.462  
(.811)  

9.000  
(1.225)  

9.133  
(1.187)  

9.200*  
(1.085)  

SUMLEARN**  8.382  
(1.440)  

9.310  
(1.192)  

8.071  
(1.412)  

8.357 (1.692)  8.603  
(1.488)  

SUMCONNECT**  8.222  
(1.619)  

9.231  
(.992)  

8.172  
(1.605)  

7.467  
(2.134)  

8.414  
(1.672)  

* p < .05; ** p < .01 in Kruskal-Wallis comparisons. Difference for SUMSERV is significant only in comparison 
of aggregate subsample of all non-Main campuses to Main Campus. 

Table 3. Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) by instructional campus site for summed service, learn-
ing, and connection variables. 
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nary quantitative and qualitative measures 
for assessing whether the Day of Service 
event advanced institutional goals and the 
vision of Dr. King as interpreted by the 
MLK Day of Service Planning Committee 
and its Assessment Subcommittee. The re-
sults were presented to the Committee and 
to the university’s board of trustees. The 
Committee and the assessment team in par-
ticular discussed the results in relation to 
institutional goals of cultivating student civ-
ic engagement, promoting critical thinking, 
creating meaningful co-curricular experi-
ences, and deepening university-community 
connections. 
 The current study provided an op-
portunity to test quantitative measures of 
service, learning, and connection as part of 
a multi-method assessment of participants’ 
experiences in the MLK Day of Service. 
These measures were moderately successful 
in capturing variation across instructional 
sites and participant affiliation roles using 
both unidimensional and summed variables. 
The high level of agreement in response to 
several of the prompts (with “agree” and 
“strongly agree” responses in the 70th to 
90th percentile ranges for several variables) 
indicates that future versions of the instru-
ment may benefit from more specific in-
quiries that enable finer distinction among 
participants’ experiences, and more precise 
explanation of variation across participant 
roles and characteristics, service sites, ser-
vice projects, and additional specific 
aspects of Day-of-Service participation. 
 The current study analyzed selected 
survey responses provided by 344 partici-
pants in various roles on four different in-
structional sites of a mid-size public univer-
sity. The majority of the participants were 
enrolled university students, and the majori-
ty of participants took part in service pro-
jects that were based on the Main Campus, 
as opposed to other instructional sites. Par-
ticipants generally indicated satisfaction 
and enjoyment of the day’s activities, with 
participants on the City Campus indicating 
a higher level of enjoyment than those on 
other campuses. Notably, City Campus par-

ticipants also scored connections with peo-
ple and their own learning about communi-
ties and partner organizations more highly 
than did participants at other sites. Signifi-
cant differences among campus sites were 
noted for the summed variables SUM-
LEARN and SUMCONNECT, with the 
highest agreement scores provided by City 
Campus participants. No significant differ-
ence among the four campuses was noted 
for the SUMSERV variable; however, with 
aggregation, non-Main participants in the 
aggregate indicated higher agreement than 
those on Main Campus.  
 In these preliminary results, size ef-
fects limit interpretation (particularly for 
non-Main Campus instructional sites), so 
more data would be required to strengthen 
interpretations presented here. In particular 
the number of participants at City Campus 
(N=26) was lower than at other campuses, 
and readers should refrain from drawing too 
strong a conclusion regarding location dif-
ferences based on data from only one Day 
of Service event.  
 That caveat aside, one factor in dif-
ferences across sites might be that partici-
pants who remained on the more familiar 
Main Campus (overwhelmingly undergrad-
uate students) were less likely to experience 
direct encounters with either community 
partners (individual representatives of or-
ganizations hosting service projects) or 
members of the communities served by the 
day’s efforts than were those who traveled 
to City Campus for the day. The sheer num-
ber of students and larger number and vari-
ety of projects on Main Campus than at oth-
er sites might simply have meant that a 
smaller proportion of Main Campus partici-
pants had opportunities for connection and 
learning about communities and organiza-
tions than participants at other sites. Anoth-
er possibility is that students who chose to 
remain on Main Campus (again, the majori-
ty of undergraduates who participated in the 
event) may share a lower level of inclina-
tion to engage directly with off-campus 
communities. In contrast, students and other 
volunteers seeking such interaction, and 
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therefore choosing to go to the campus site 
embedded in the most diverse community 
(City), might also be those most primed for 
awareness and appreciation of learning op-
portunities provided by community engage-
ment experiences that connect them with 
people from backgrounds different from 
their own. 
 Future research might examine dif-
ferences among campus participants by role 
and location in greater depth, and could ex-
pand comparison to the level of individual 
partner organizations and service projects, 
or to organizations and projects grouped by 
type. Such extensions of this work might 
explore what features of local communities, 
community partner organizations, service 
projects, or activities lend themselves to 
deeper engagement, critical thinking, and 
learning about social issues in the context 
of a short-term service experience. Level 
and depth of engagement may also vary by 
demographic characteristics of participants, 
or by the extent of their prior exposure to 
issues critically related to the experience, 
either through prior life experience or 
through additional service or engagement 
opportunities. Further, effects of longer-
term engagement such as semester-long ser-
vice-learning courses may be moderated by 
prior or subsequent short-term Day of Ser-
vice experiences, and this effect might be 
well worth investigating in light of institu-
tional service-learning goals. 
 In assessing the quality of measures 
developed for this pilot assessment, two 
findings stand out in preliminary analyses. 
First, students at four instructional sites rec-
orded the lowest scores among participant 
roles for an item rating their agreement with 
a statement affirming that they had “made a 
real contribution.” For this variable, the 
highest agreement score was recorded for 
community partners. This result may indi-
cate a difference in interpretation among 
survey respondents, with students assessing 
feelings about their own actions, whereas 
community partners may have been consid-
ering the importance or value of the contri-
butions made by other participants to bene-

fit their own organizations. Future revision 
of the assessment tool may wish to focus on 
creating additional questions regarding task 
importance or contribution to explore rea-
sons behind the differences among students, 
faculty/staff, community members, and 
community partners on these items, or pos-
sibly to tailor response choices to each re-
spective participant role.  
 Second, faculty and staff members 
at the four instructional sites expressed a 
lower level of agreement than other partici-
pants with the statement indicating that 
their service experience contributed to their 
learning about root causes of a social issue. 
Because faculty and staff volunteers may 
have prior background knowledge about a 
range of social issues, they might well not 
have learned much about social issues that 
was new to them from their MLK Day ser-
vice experience.  
 Alternatively, from the perspective 
of MLK Day organizers and evaluators, the 
extent to which this particular group learns 
about social issues may not be of great con-
cern. If lack of such learning contributed to 
lowered participation by faculty and staff, it 
may be worthy of attention. However, if 
learning something new about social issues 
is not a primary motivator of faculty and 
staff for Day of Service participation, other 
rewards that motivate them —possibly in-
cluding the opportunity to contribute to oth-
ers’ learning, namely students’ and commu-
nity volunteers’—may be worth identifying 
and evaluating. In contributing to the learn-
ing of students and community members 
through Day of Service, faculty may, for 
example, feel more invested in future cam-
pus service efforts; at the same time, the 
learning-related benefits of their efforts 
may be felt more among students and com-
munity members than among themselves. 
Methodologically, of course, only a design 
that uses pre- and post-test measures to cap-
ture change in participant knowledge can 
provide objective answers to such ques-
tions, beyond what is revealed by partici-
pants’ self-reported perceptions. 
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 Days of Service present opportuni-
ties for university students, faculty, staff, 
community members, and organizational 
community partners to share common 
learning and service space, and to build 
connections among one another, as well as 
among their respective organizations, high-
er education institutions, and communities. 
If institutions truly intend for Days of Ser-
vice to advance institutional service-
learning goals, and if such goals concern 
matters of social justice, then particular care 
and effort must be made to ensure not only 
a positive service experience, but effective 
means for participants to reflect upon that 
experience in ways that contribute both to 
their learning and to new knowledge about 
the effects of short-term service and en-
gagement on learning outcomes related to 
social justice on campus and in the commu-
nity. The current study contributes a first 
step toward developing meaningful 
measures of learning outcomes of short-
term experiences of service learning, civic, 
and community engagement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Adolescents and young adults are 
considered to be the least civically engaged 
populations, possibly because they feel they 
cannot meaningfully impact the political 
process or because they believe that the po-
litical sphere is disconnected from their in-
terests and ideals (Syvertsen, et al., 2011; 
Torney-Purta, Richardson, & Barber, 2004). 
Moreover, there is a “civic divide” in terms 
of which adolescents and young adults par-
ticipate in elections or in their communities, 
in that those with more education and those 
who come from more financially stable 
families are also more likely to have oppor-
tunities for and encouragement toward civic 
participation (Verba, Burns, & Schlozman, 
2003). In general, however, college students 
and other young adults have lower voting 
rates than other demographics. For instance, 
according to CIRCLE (Center for Infor-
mation & Research on Civic Learning & 
Engagement), around 50% of youth ages 18

-29 voted in the 2016 U.S. Presidential 
election (Circle, 2016). Moreover, youth 
aged 18-20 years old commonly have the 
lowest turnout of any age for elections for 
public office (Hall, 2008; Niemi & Hanmer, 
2010), as well as less participation in civic 
meetings or town hall events, and may not 
be as engaged in their local communities. 
This is highly problematic as youth are a 
significant portion of the United States and 
global population, with the U.S. Millennial 
population (those born between 1982 and 
2004) at about 24% of the U.S. population 
(Rogowski & Cohen, 2015). In addition, 
Millennials are the most diverse population 
in the United States, with about 40% identi-
fying as non-white, and 6.4% identifying as 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual or Transgendered 
(LGBT) (Rogowski & Cohen, 2015), as op-
posed to Generation X or Baby Boomers, 
which have less diversity in terms of race 
and sexual identity.   
 Civic engagement involves partici-
pation in communities, which includes 
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“formal political activities such as voting 
and informal civic activities such as volun-
teering, working with others on community 
issues, and contributing to charity” (Kahne, 
Middaugh, & Evans, et al., 2009, p. 4). Yet, 
around 58% of 15 to 25 year olds were 
“disengaged” civically (defined as not par-
ticipating in at least two electoral activities 
(voting in any election) or civic activities, 
such as signing petitions or attending a 
town hall) (Kahne, et al., 2009, citing re-
search from the CIRCLE website). This is 
problematic, in part, because a strong de-
mocracy (“rule by the people”) by defini-
tion needs its citizens to be active partici-
pants in political and civic life (Pateman, 
1970). Furthermore, connections have been 
suggested between one’s individual and 
communal well-being and the level of activ-
ity in one’s own community. Well-being 
has been found to be higher in locales 
where people are able to be more involved 
in civic society and the democratic process, 
and are more actively involved, as well-
being is related to belongingness (feeling 
like one belongs in a particular society or 
community) (e.g., Finley, 2011; Swaner, 
2005). Adolescence is also often a time 
when people question whether, how, and 
where they belong, making this aspect of 
well-being particularly relevant (Schall, 
Wallace & Chhuon, 2014). Moreover, ado-
lescence is often the time when people form 
their civic identity and begin to spur social 
and political change (Syvertsen, et al., 
2011; Lyons & Alexander, 2000).  
 One way to engage youth in civic 
and community action may be through 
games, particularly ones that invite problem 
solving and the crowdsourcing of solutions, 
perspectives, data, and decisions related to 
civic-related issues (crowdsourcing refers to 
the culling of information and activity from 
the public) (Schrier, 2016). These civic 
problem-solving games aim to solve real-
world civic issues through the game itself. 
In this paper, I explore these types of 
games, provide early insights, and propose 
an initial set of design elements for creating 
and implementing games to encourage civic 
engagement for late adolescents and young 

adults. Only a few of these types of games 
currently exist. Thus, this paper also serves 
as a call to action to create these types of 
games and to further study whether they 
can support participation in civic problem 
solving and inspire further civic engage-
ment and action.  
 
Crowdsourcing and Civic Action 
 Crowdsourcing was initially de-
scribed by Jeff Howe (2008) and while def-
initions differ, it typically relates to the pro-
cess of using “the collective intelligence of 
online communities to serve specific organ-
izational goals” (Brabham, 2013a  xv). 
Crowdsourcing definitions often include 
language about participation and mutual 
benefit; such as one that states that it is a 
“participative online activity in which an 
individual, an institution, a non-profit or-
ganization, or company proposes to a group 
of individuals of varying knowledge, heter-
ogeneity, and number, … the voluntary un-
dertaking of a task [that]… always entails 
mutual benefit” (Estellés-Arolas & Gonzá-
lez-Ladrón-de-Guevara, 2012, p. 197). 
Brabham describes four different types of 
crowdsourcing (knowledge discovery and 
management; broadcast search; peer-vetted 
creative production, and distributed-human-
intelligence tasking), but argues that Wik-
ipedia is not considered crowdsourcing be-
cause the crowd and the organizers do not 
have an equitable, mutually beneficial rela-
tionship (Brabham, 2012).  
 Crowdsourcing in practice does not 
always have an equitable relationship be-
tween organizer and crowd. For instance, 
some crowdsourcing projects may involve 
inviting contributions from people who do 
not fully comprehend the implications of 
the project, may not be involved in the pro-
ject’s conception, or may even be exploited 
by the organization to take on labor and off-
set costs (Eitzel, et al., 2017). However, 
some projects do benefit the participant and 
cultivate in them a deeper interest in a topic 
or further action beyond the project, such as 
citizen science projects that help to spur 
interest in a particular topic or further par-
ticipation in conservation or environmental 
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issues (Eveleigh et al., 2014; Eitzel, Jennett, 
Blandford, Brohan, & Cox, et al., 2017). 
(Citizen science is a type of research project 
or knowledge-making experience that in-
volves non-professional scientists (the gen-
eral public) in them, and sometimes uses 
activities such as the crowdsourcing of sci-
entific data (Eitzel, et al., 2017). 
 A number of projects related to civic 
and governmental issues have recently 
emerged in the U.S. and globally that also 
use crowdsourcing to help elicit public sup-
port, solve civic-related issues, and spur 
civic engagement and action (Ridge, 2013; 
Romeo & Blaser, 2011). For instance, the 
UK newspaper The Guardian’s encouraged 
its audience to conduct a large-scale analy-
sis of journalistic documents (specifically, 
expense declaration forms) by using 
crowdsourcing techniques and game ele-
ments (Handler & Conill, 2016). Likewise, 
Operation War Diary invites participants to 
annotate real diaries from World War I sol-
diers in an effort to tag and label with 
metadata the thousands of diaries and notes 
related to the war. Another project, 
SeeClickFix, involves public participation 
in urban planning and governmental issues, 
where users can post problems in their mu-
nicipality, like the presence of a pothole on 
a road (Brabham, 2009; Brabham, 2013a). 
23 Next Stop Design, which ran in 2009-
2010, invited users to participate in a transit 
planning contest, such as ones to design bus 
stop shelters on a bus stop at the University 
of Utah in Salt Lake City (Brabham, 2012). 
Crowdsourcing has also been used to ana-
lyze the assets of cultural heritage sites 
(McKinley, 2015). Other projects involve 
citizen participation in the funding of civic 
needs, which is similar to crowdfunding 
activities on websites like Indiegogo and 
Kickstarter, but for governmental or civic 
purposes (Davies, 2014). 
 An underlying question about 
crowdsourcing projects (and web-based civ-
ic action projects more specifically) is 
whether they are actually spurring civic en-
gagement and involvement in communities 
more generally, and beyond just a single 

project. In other words, are these projects 
also supporting civic engagement and inter-
action with ethical, political and democratic 
issues and values, as suggested by research 
on the civic potential of games (Kahne, et 
al., 2009)? Research on the effectiveness of 
projects to spur civic action typically points 
to how the application or project is de-
signed and how it is used in relation to the 
audience, community and its needs (in other 
words, the design, context, and content of 
the project). For instance, researchers have 
considered principles for the effective de-
sign of crowdsourced (1) civic action 
(Gordon, Baldwin-Philippi, & Balestra, 
2013; Gordon & Baldwin-Philippi, 2014; 
Gordon, D’Ignazio, Mugar, & Mihailidis, 
2017), (2) humanities-based research (Dunn 
& Hedges, 2012) and (3) cultural heritage 
(McKinley, 2015). However, beyond The 
Guardian case study (described earlier) 
(Handler & Conill, 2016), little research has 
considered the design of games related to 
civic action and civic problem solving, 
though research suggests that games could 
be effective at helping to solve problems or 
approach real-world issues (Schrier, 2016). 
The next section will explore this research 
further.  
 
Designing Games for Civic Problem-
Solving and Action 
 Can games help to inspire real-
world civic problem-solving? Increasingly, 
game-based learning has been used in class-
rooms and other educational settings to 
teach civic knowledge, engagement, action, 
and participation (Raphael, et al., 2010). 
Raphael, et al. (2010, p. 203) explain that, 
“Games foster civic learning when they 
help players to develop knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions that players then apply to 
public matters in the world outside the 
game.” A number of educational games 
have been designed to specifically support 
civic learning, such as the iCivics series of 
games, which are games created to teach 
middle and high school students about po-
litical processes and issues, such as elec-
tions, campaigns, passing laws, and branch-
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es of government. In addition, some COTS 
(Commercial off-the-shelf) games have 
been used or modified to meet educational 
objectives related to civic learning, such as 
the SimCity or Civilization series. These 
types of games are sometimes referred to as 
educational games or “serious games,” 
which are games that focus on purposes be-
yond just entertainment, such as health, ed-
ucation or military training. Games have 
also been used to teach about civic and so-
cial issues, such as Migrant Trail (which 
explores issues around migration) and Fake 
It To Make It (which examines how misin-
formation (or “fake news”) is created and 
spread). These types of games are some-
times called “games for change” or games 
that aim to inspire social, cultural, political 
and economic change (see 
www.gamesforchange.org).  
 The aforementioned games seek to 
teach about civic issues or enable the prac-
tice of civic skills; however, this paper 
questions the design and use of games that 
do not just teach about civic issues, but aim 
to solve real civic problems, spur civic ac-
tion, and create new civic knowledge 
through and within the game itself. For ex-
ample, civic problem-solving games could 
help us to better understand how citizens 
decide whether to vote, how they choose 
among candidates, and even how to inter-
vene to increase voter participation (such as 
in the case of U.S. college students and 
young adults). Or, these games could possi-
bly enable large-scale participation in real-
world problem solving of civic issues, such 
as what to do about motivating recycling, 
making family leave policies more equita-
ble, or connecting people with the 
healthcare coverage they need (Schrier, 
2016). These games could also encourage 
solving local and community-based issues, 
such as those in schools, community cen-
ters, or local parks (Schrier, 2016).  
 A number of current games support 
citizen science participation, or civic partic-
ipation in scientific and STEM (science, 
technology, engineering & mathematics) 
knowledge and problem solving (Lieberoth, 
Kock, Marin, Planke, & Sherson, 2014; 

Schrier, 2016). For instance, scientists at 
Stanford and Carnegie Mellon University 
developed EterRNA, a game that 
crowdsources designs for new RNA 
(ribonucleic acid) molecules, which can 
help scientists understand how to better 
fight certain diseases. Likewise, in Quan-
tum Moves, participants help to deepen un-
derstanding of quantum computing 
(computing using quantum mechanical 
properties, or processes that better approxi-
mates the complexity of the world) through 
a game (Lieberoth, et al., 2014).   
 However, during the research for 
this paper, no U.S.-based video games were 
found that primarily involve solving local 
or global civic issues (rather, these games 
typically seek to solve scientific and other 
types of issues, as described earlier). Two 
non-U.S. interactive experiences may be 
considered civic problem solving games. 
For instance, users of Mapatón (Mexico 
City) gained points and prizes by helping to 
map the bus routes (OECD, 2016). Like-
wise, Traffic Agent invites students to re-
port on issues and hazards while going to 
school in Oslo, Norway (EuroCities, 2016). 
(Note that the users of the Mapatón and 
Traffic Agent app may have been contrib-
uting data through the app or crowdsourc-
ing website, and then gaining rewards, but 
it is not clear if they were playing a fully-
formed game, or participating in a 
“gamified” crowdsourcing experience. 
Gamification involves the process of adding 
rewards, such as badges, points, or coins, to 
a non-game environment or process, such 
as school, a hospital setting, or crowdsourc-
ing website (Schrier, 2016). In other words, 
the line between game and gamified experi-
ence is ambiguous.) Moreover, some non-
digital games have been used to solve civic 
problems. Play the City, a firm out of Am-
sterdam and Istanbul, used a physical game 
to support the collaborative problem solv-
ing activity of around 100 participants who 
sought to remodel a market in Khayelitsha, 
Cape Town in South Africa (see 
www.PlaytheCity.nl).  
 Thus, there are few games that cur-
rently enable real-world civic problem solv-
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ing. However, prior research on games and 
learning suggests that games may be poten-
tially effective for inspiring real-world civic 
action and engagement, particularly for ad-
olescents and young adults. First, games 
can simulate and situate real-world prob-
lems and complex systems (Gee, 2003; 
Schrier, 2016; Shaffer, 2006). Shaffer de-
scribes a simulation as a real or virtual rep-
resentation of part of the world (Shaffer, 
2006). Experiencing and interacting with a 
simulation of a process, place, or problem 
allows the participant to more easily under-
stand its nuances, drivers, and dynamics 
over time. For instance, we could use a sim-
ulation to look at the conditions of a lake 
over time. Participants could to try out dif-
ferent parameters (such as adding pollu-
tants, changing weather conditions, or tak-
ing away predators of lake inhabitant popu-
lations), and then can then experience any 
consequences, without having to actually 
affect a real lake and cause possible dan-
gers. Second, games can enable team-
based, community-based, and/or collabo-
rative problem solving (Gee & Hayes, 
2012; Schrier, 2016; Steinkuehler, 2007; 
van der Meij, et al., 2011). Problem solving 
can be effective in teams, because the pro-
cess may require information, talents, and 
experiences beyond any one individual’s 
capabilities (Hung, 2013; Wuchty, et al., 
2007). Third, through games, computers 
and human beings can work together such 
that the capabilities of each are enhanced 
and even optimized, which relates to von 
Ahn’s notion of human computation, or the 
concept of human beings and computers 
working together to solve complex and 
large-scale problems that neither could indi-
vidually solve (von Ahn, 2005; von Ahn & 
Dabbish, 2008). Fourth, games can be high-
ly motivating, which can fur ther  encour-
age engagement in problem solving 
(Eseryel, Law, Ifenthaler, Ge, & Miller, 
2014). However, different types of play ex-
periences motivate different types of peo-
ple, and males and younger people may be 
more motivated by competition than fe-
males and people over-35 (Yee, 

Dicheneaut, & Quantic Foundry, 2016), and 
some people will be demotivated by compe-
tition and competitive elements (Becker & 
Nicholson, 2016). Finally, younger people 
(kids, adolescents, and young adults) are 
avid game players, with around 73% having 
played video games in the previous two 
months (Snider, 2014).  
 Although this research generally 
suggests the effectiveness of games in this 
area, more empirical testing is needed to 
tease out the specific ways civic-problem 
solving games may or may not support civ-
ic learning, engagement and action by 
younger people. We need more research 
that specifically asks: can game environ-
ments that integrate crowdsourcing tech-
niques and large-scale human participation 
help to spur civic action and solve civic 
problems, and, particularly, engage youth 
populations? Can games effectively solve 
real-world civic problems through the game 
itself, and also spur civic action outside of 
the game as well (Ridge, 2013). This paper 
serves to provide early insights into possi-
ble design principles for designing and us-
ing these civic problem-solving games. In 
the next section, I consider how the initial 
design principles were developed given the 
few relevant and available games.  
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 A challenge with creating an initial 
set of design principles is that there are few 
civic learning games and no U.S.-based civ-
ic problem-solving games that are currently 
available to play and use. Thus, I elicited 
possible design principles by looking at de-
sign elements culled from games and other 
media from related or intersecting domains. 
The reason for using a number of interrelat-
ed domains is that even though there are 
few civic problem-solving games, and little 
research on them or their design principles, 
we can investigate games from related 
fields. To determine the related domains, I 
reviewed the aforementioned literature and 
created a conceptual model of “civic prob-
lem solving games,” which includes general 
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domains such as problem solving, civic 
learning, games, citizen science, and 
crowdsourcing. I used the literature to con-
sider interactions and intersections among 
the domains, and came up with the resulting 
specific domains: (1) civic learning games; 
and (2) problem solving/crowdsourcing/
citizen science games. Thus, these two in-
tersecting domains were used to help identi-
fy a broad and inclusive series of games and 
other media that could be reviewed and 
studied further to help elicit initial design 
principles.  
 Next, I systemically identified 
games that fit these specific domains and 
are currently available and playable. To do 
this, I first looked at “civic learning games” 
by reviewing games on the iCivics plat-
form, the largest online collection of games 
that aim to teach adolescents and young 
adults about civic issues and processes, and 
support civic engagement and action 
(Blevins, LeCompte, & Wells, et al., 2016; 
LeCompte, et al, 2011). There were 19 
games on iCivics when the projects were 
reviewed in November 2016.  
 I also reviewed “problem solving/
crowdsourcing/citizen science games” by 
looking at SciStarter.org, a platform man-
aged by Darlene Cavalier through Arizona 
State University (ASU), which has 1600 
projects related to citizen science, including 
19 projects tagged as a “game” as of No-
vember 2016 (in November 2017 there 
were 25 projects tagged as a “game.”) As of 
November 2016, SciStarter.org is the larg-
est online database of citizen science pro-
jects from among the four main platforms 
identified by the Wilson Center (2015). 
Many of the citizen science projects use 
crowdsourcing, including the input of data 
and interpretation of data, as part of their 
project.  
 To elicit initial design principles, I 
randomly selected three games from each of 
the two platforms to analyze: three games 
from iCivics (Branches of Power, Win the 
White House, and Crisis of Nations) and 
three games from SciStarter.org (Phylo, 
Nanocrafter and Mozak) (see Table 1) I in-
vestigated each game by conducting a de-

sign, content, and textual analysis using 
three different types of frameworks:  
 (1) Design frameworks, to help 
reveal game design elements, including the: 
(1a) The MDA framework (Hunicke, Le-
Blanc, & Zubek, 2004), which describes an 
approach to game design that includes the 
mechanics, dynamics and aesthetics and 
(1b) Elemental Tetrad (Schell, 2008), which 
describes an approach to design that uses 
four components (mechanics, aesthetics, 
story, and technology).  
 (2) A pedagogical framework, 
proposed by Milhailidis and Gerodimis 
(2016), for “developing and exercising civic 
voice in global digital culture” (p. 417); and  
 (3) A social and civic analysis 
framework, the civic inclusion frame-
work (McDowell & Chinchilla, 2016), an 
approach that aims to bridge social divides 
(e.g., gender, social class, different abilities) 
to enhance “functional, cohesive, and inclu-
sive community engagement” or fully ac-
cessible and equitable civic engagement by 
all (p. 512).  
 I used a grounded theory approach 
(Corbin & Strauss, 1990), and inductively 
created a list of design principles by analyz-
ing the design, pedagogical, social, and civ-
ic elements present in the six games. Spe-
cifically, I reviewed the design features, 
game content, game context, player interac-
tions, possible choices, pedagogical, social 
and civic approaches, mechanics, storytell-
ing, tutorial, community, and artistic ele-
ments of the six games. Any terms, ele-
ments and principles were collected and 
iteratively labeled using both in vivo 
(labeling of significant terms) and thematic 
(labeling of general themes) (Saldana, 
2011). Redundant and overlapping terms 
were grouped together and iteratively orga-
nized until the principles were grouped into 
distinct clusters. These groupings became 
the initial list of design principle categories. 
The design principles were further validated 
by re-reviewing literature related to the gen-
eral conceptual domains (problem solving, 
civic learning, games, citizen science, and 
crowdsourcing), and identifying any gaps. 
Finally, an initial list of 20 design principles 
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was developed for creating and deploying 
games that address civic problems, opportu-
nities and spur civic action in youth, which 
should in the future be empirically investi-
gated and further validated.  
 
Design Principles  
 In this section, I discuss the initial 
design principles that emerged from my 
analysis (see Table 2). Many of them are 
more specific to civic education and prob-
lem solving (such as connecting to real-
world civic issues and problems), though 
some of them could also be applied to many 
other types of games (such as playing a 
role, interacting with others, or using audio 
appropriately). Although many of these 
principles could be applied to other types of 
games, I have included all the principles as 
they should each be further considered in 
light of the goals and context of a particular 
civic problem or project. Thus, although the 
word “games” may be used in many of the 
principles, they specifically refer to civic 
problem-solving games. 
 Games should provide connec-
tions to real-world civic issues. All games 
need to include clear and relevant goals, 
missions, and tasks. Civic problem solving 
games also need to connect to real-world 

problems and goals. The game goals should 
map to real-world pedagogical, civic, activ-
ist, knowledge production, and/or research 
goals. The games should also have in-game 
actions, stories, data, or views that map to 
real-world counterparts, such that the digital 
and analog parts are bridged (Mihailidis & 
Gerodimos, 2016; McDowell & Chinchilla, 
2016). For instance, Phylo’s goals map to 
real-world health issues. Other games have 
tools and activities that are modeled after 
real-world creations, such as the debates 
and “media” trend reports in Win the White 
House, or the genetic diagrams and bonding 
actions in Nanocrafter.In addition, players 
should be allowed to choose from among a 
number of goals, switch goals, or withdraw 
from a goal, such as by resigning or chang-
ing to a new goal, particularly if a goal is 
personally upsetting or particularly compel-
ling (for instance, if a particular health issue 
recently affected a family member). The 
games themselves may also function as 
calls-to-action and further volunteer support 
for real world problems.  
 Games should include authentic 
civic problem solving. Civic problem 
solving games should enable authentic 
problem solving processes—with an under-
standing that a game cannot necessarily rep-

Game Title (Designer/Developer) Brief Summary 

Phylo (created by Jérôme Waldispü hl, 
McGill University) 

Players move around and align a sequence of colorful 
blocks (which represent RNA sequences) to help re-
searchers trace genetic diseases. 

Nanocrafter (created by University of 
Washington/Center for Game Science) 

Players can craft new virtual synthetic DNA to help 
solve specific real-world problems. 

Mozak (created by University of Washing-
ton/Center for Game Science/ Allen Insti-
tute for Brain Science) 

Players trace images of neurons to help scientists learn 
more about the brain. 

Branches of Power (iCivics) Players take on the role of the three branches of gov-
ernment to pass bills and understand the system of 
checks and balances. 

Win the White House (iCivics) Players take on the role of a candidate for US president 
and respond to issues through debates and speeches to 
try to collect enough electoral votes to win. 

Crisis of Nations (iCivics) Players play as citizens of an imagined country and 
need to cooperate and compete with other countries on 
a variety of issues in real-time. 

Table 1. The Six Games Included in the Study 
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licate all real-world interactions and is al-
ways a designed version of a problem. Play-
ers should be able to work on problems that 
use real data, actions, tools, and methods 
(Shaffer, 2006). Moreover, players may 
need to first approach more simplified ver-
sions of complex problems until they get 
more knowledgeable and adept at solving 
them. Problems should be contextualized, 
structured, and broken down into their com-
ponents to enhance problem solving ability 
(Jonassen, 2000; Jonassen & Hung, 2008). 
For instance, Nanocrafter has a series of 
tutorial “levels” where players learn the 
rules step-by-step and solve smaller parts of 
a larger problem before approaching more 
complex real-world problems. 
 Games should properly constrain 
civic problems and also provide random-
ness and variety. Games typically pro-
vide enough structure, boundaries, con-
straints, and clear rules such that a player 
understands what to do in the game and 
how to do it, as well as what not to do 
(Fullerton, 2008). However, games should 
also provide some flexibility in the form of 
random actions or consequences and some 
variety as to what can be done in the game 
and how it can be accomplished. For exam-
ple, games may feature different modes of 
play (single player vs. multiplayer), distinct 
roles (Executive Branch or Legislative 
Branch), and/or different types of infor-
mation (such as differing game goals to fo-
cus on). Games may also vary the types of 
problems offered. In Phylo, players can 
choose from a menu of options of which 
problems to solve, such as heart and muscle 
diseases, cancers, or infectious diseases. 
 Players should experience com-
plex civic system dynamics. To suppor t 
problem solving, players should have the 
opportunity to see how different choices, 
actions, and possible solutions can affect 
not only the outcomes in the game, but the 
entire system (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004). 
In other words, the game should simulate a 
complex system to help players better un-
derstand and experience the problem, its 
consequences, and the dynamic forces af-
fecting it. For example, in Branches of 

Power, players experience the U.S. govern-
ment’s system of checks and balances while 
playing a game that enables the player to 
enact different checks and experience the 
results dynamically. 
 Games should enable iteration of 
civic solutions. Civic problem solving 
games should enable iteration, "trial and 
error," and experimentation with the data 
and solutions related to civic issues. Players 
should be able to revise and iterate through 
possibilities and solutions to see how differ-
ent choices can affect outcomes to further 
aid in their understanding of system dynam-
ics and possible problem solutions 
(Zimmerman, 2003). For example, players 
can rewind, repeat, and erase mistakes in 
Mozak.  
 Players should be able to compare 
and verify other civic solutions. Players 
should have the opportunity to compare ap-
proaches and verify which work and do not 
work. This type of verification is already 
taking place in many crowdsourcing and 
citizen science games, where players verify 
each other’s approaches, responses, and da-
ta (Prestopnik & Crowston, 2011; Guy, et 
al., 2011). Some of the games reviewed 
have competitive elements, such as head-to-
head (or direct) competition, and leader-
boards, which involve a comparison of 
scores and solutions found. The competitive 
and comparative elements may help players 
further learn about approaches to different 
problems, as well as help to further verify 
other’s solutions to open problems. For in-
stance, in Mozak, players get estimated 
scores until they are fully verified in com-
parison to other players’ actions. 
 Players should make meaningful 
civic-related choices and get meaningful 
feedback. Players should be able to make 
meaningful choices and/or take actions 
based on relevant community or political 
data, perspectives, or information. These 
choices should then have meaningful conse-
quences and feedback within the game, 
such as opening up certain ways of solving 
a problem, providing rewards or penalties 
(e.g., increases or decreases in score, col-
lectibles, or extra powers), as well as 
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changes in the gameplay or how NPCs re-
spond (Fullerton, 2014). For instance, in the 
game Win the White House, players can see 
an electoral map that shows which states 
they are “winning” and can see a meter that 
tells them how many electoral votes they 
have so far. 
 Players should experience and re-
lay different civic perspectives. Players 
should have the opportunity to express their 
perspectives, learn about others’ views, and 
also experience alternative views on topics 
or issues (Schrier, 2017). Players may even 
be encouraged to provide the point and 
counterpoint to a topic. For instance in Win 
the White House, players are encouraged to 
pick issues supported by a political party, as 
well as an issue supported by the opposing 
party, to choose as issues they are “running 
on” for their platform. The player then 
earns votes based on these issues. Research-
ers also recommend providing opportunities 
for players to share personal views, learn 
others’ views, and connect with those who 
do not agree with them to help in strength-
ening civic deliberation and discourse 
(Mihailidis & Gerodimos, 2016; McDowell 
& Chinchilla, 2016).  
 Players should be able to take on 
different civic roles. One of the key ways 
of learning new perspectives is to take on 
different roles, and even switch roles to see 
new and differing viewpoints (Schrier, et 
al., 2014). For instance, in Branches of 
Power, players can switch between U.S. 
branches of government, such as the execu-
tive or legislative branch, to experience the 
different perspectives on the process of 
passing a bill. In the legislative branch, 
players need to gain enough votes by 
choosing different parts of the bill; in the 
executive branch, players need to veto or 
sign (approve) the bill. Players may even 
have proprietary information, or infor-
mation only they have, which they can use 
to compete or collaborate with others. In 
Crisis of Nations, each player takes on the 
role of a fictional country that has to work 
with other countries to solve crises. Each 
country has a resource goal (economics, 

espionage, military or policy) that they need 
to complete, but they also have collabora-
tive goals of offering resources alongside 
other countries to solve crises.  
 Players should be able to manage 
civic-related resources. In the reviewed 
games, players were able to manipulate and 
manage relevant and useful resources, ob-
jects, and actions, which may help players 
better understand the complexities of the 
system or problem (Stefanska, et al., 2011). 
Game actions often included management 
of a resource (e.g., money, time), objects, 
and actions related to the real-world prob-
lem. For instance, in Win the White House, 
players must decide how to spend money to 
earn votes for their candidate—such as to 
use the money to poll for votes (which pro-
vides useful information, but does not earn 
votes) or to place media buys (which could 
earn votes, but is expensive).  
 Players should be able to work 
with realistic civic data. Players should 
be able to manipulate and analyze real-
world data, and use this information to 
make decisions and choices in the game or 
to support claims (Shaffer, 2006). Data 
could be directly connected to the real-
world, such as in the case of Mozak’s imag-
es of brain cells. Or, data could be based on 
real-world processes and topics, though fic-
tional, such as in the case of the state-by-
state polling statistics and electoral votes in 
Win the White House.   
 Civic information should be orga-
nized clearly. An organized, simplified 
visual display of information and data was 
an integral component of all of the games 
analyzed, including the use of relevant col-
ors, shapes, symbols, and icons (McCloud, 
1993). For instance, in Phylo, players can 
manipulate simple objects that represent 
more complex real-world counterparts, like 
colorful blocks standing in for genetic ma-
terial. In Win the White House, icons were 
used to represent concepts and issues; for 
instance, a heart with a rainbow to represent 
marriage equality.  
 Audio should be used meaningful-
ly to relay civic information. The games 
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reviewed use distinct sounds to cue mis-
takes, as well as to convey success, comple-
tion, rewards, hints and other actions. Au-
dio was used to denote errors as well as to 
provide feedback on any successes or the 
completion of the task. Sound was also 
sometimes used to provide hints or to regis-
ter that a clue was being offered or an event 
was happening.  
 Games should include real “time.” 
The use of time, including real-time events 
and time-based activities, adds further au-
thenticity and relevancy to the gameplay. 
For instance, in Crisis of Nations, a player 
cannot pause, but must make decisions in 
real-time and continue to play, otherwise 
they will automatically fail. Moreover, as 
the game proceeds, the designers of Phylo, 
Nanocrafter or Mozak, may add or unlock 
new real-world, as-yet unsolved problems 
that players can work on.  
 Games should include everyday 
and local civic issues. The games should 
involve everyday issues and citizen partici-
pation such that the stories and problems 
expressed not only revolve around candi-
dates, government officials or other estab-
lished representatives (Mihailidis & Gerodi-
mos, 2016; McDowell & Chinchilla, 2016), 

but also connect to one’s personal and local 
community’s needs (e.g., lack of affordable 
housing, need for improved playgrounds), 
to help further involve people in their own 
communities and personally relevant issues. 
In other words, these games could focus on 
local issues rather than just on national or 
international issues, helping to bridge the 
game (digital environment) with the local, 
face-to-face (analog or non-digital commu-
nity.  
 Players should be able to interact 
with others. Players should be able to in-
teract with other people, whether real peo-
ple (other players) in person or through the 
game (virtually); or, they should be able to 
interact with non-player characters (NPCs), 
which are game characters not controlled by 
other players, but by the computer game. 
This type of interaction could involve com-
petition, but it could also involve collabora-
tion (a process of shared interaction, crea-
tion and completion, which leads to mutual-
ly beneficial outcomes) or cooperation (the 
mutually beneficial sharing of goals and 
tasks, but not necessarily involving direct 
interaction) (Schrier, 2016). Some of the 
games analyzed provide incentives for play-
ers to cooperate with other players or even 

 

1. Games should provide connections to real-world civic issues. 
2. Games should include authentic civic problem solving.  
3. Games should properly constrain civic problems and also provide randomness and variety.  
4. Players should experience complex civic system dynamics. 
5. Games should enable iteration of civic solutions. 
6. Players should be able to compare and verify other civic solutions. 
7. Players should make meaningful civic-related choices and get meaningful feedback. 
8. Players should experience and relay different civic perspectives. 
9. Players should take on different civic roles. 
10. Players should be able to manage civic-related resources. 
11. Players should be able to work with realistic civic data. 
12. Civic information should be organized clearly. 
13. Audio should be used meaningfully to relay civic information.  
14. Games should include real “time.” 
15. Games should include everyday and local civic issues. 
16. Players should be able to interact with others.  
17. Games should be customizable and personalizable based on one’s community or civic interests. 
18. Games should support the accessibility of the community. 
19. Games should scaffold civic information and learning.  
20. Games should encourage community interactions. 

Table 2. Design Pr inciples for  Civic Problem-Solving Games. 
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non-player characters (NPCs). For instance, 
in Crisis of Nations, players earn bonuses if 
they cooperate with other players, even if 
they are also in competition. The crises in 
this game can only be solved through coop-
eration and sharing expertise, perspectives, 
and information among the four countries 
that are playing the game (countries can be 
controlled by other players in the multiplay-
er mode, or by the computer in the single-
player mode).  
 Games should be customizable 
and personalizable based on one’s com-
munity or civic interests. Components of 
a game should be customizable by the play-
er, such as one’s avatar (the character in a 
game that the player controls.) In all three 
of the civic learning games, players have 
the opportunity to customize different as-
pects of the game, such as by choosing their 
avatar from among multiple avatars (in the 
case of Win the White House) or by naming 
their country (in the case of Crisis of Na-
tions). Players of Phylo can also customize 
the language used in the game and have op-
tions for 11 different languages, including 
French, Hebrew, English, Spanish, and Jap-
anese. 
 Games should support the accessi-
bility of the community. The technologies 
and platforms used in these games seem to 
aim for greater accessibility. McDowell & 
Chincilla recommend making the games for 
those who are least likely to access it and 
are most marginalized, rather than the ma-
jority or mainstream user (2016). The six 
games investigated were browser-based 
with minimal graphical and processing 
speeds required. While not everyone has 
access to a computer that can connect to the 
Internet, designing free online games great-
ly enhances accessibility beyond platforms 
with less penetration, such as consoles or 
handheld devices, which are rarely used in 
schools and may be cost-prohibitive for ad-
olescents or young adults. Accessibility also 
involves access the designers and research-
ers related to the game. For instance, in 
Mozak and Nanocrafter, players were able 
to connect with the designers (through em-
bedded chats) to encourage feedback and 

improvements to the game, as well as to ask 
questions and learn game-playing tips and 
strategies. 
 Games should scaffold civic infor-
mation and learning. Games should in-
clude ongoing instruction through tutorials, 
embedded cues, and other nudges and mes-
saging (Melero, et al., 2011; Thaler & Sun-
stein, 2009). The analyzed games all of-
fered tutorials (some were optional) and 
provided contextual clues, additional infor-
mation on request, just-in-time cues, tips 
from the designers, and other types of scaf-
folding and support throughout the game-
play.  
 Games should encourage commu-
nity interactions. Researchers recom-
mend more opportunities for engaging in 
dialogue, particularly with those in one’s 
own community (Mihailidis & Gerodimos, 
2016; McDowell & Chinchilla, 2016). For 
instance, games should provide opportuni-
ties for players to share personal perspec-
tives, learn other views, and connect with 
those who do not agree with them. Using 
the game to help reveal and shift power dy-
namics in one’s community might be partic-
ularly relevant to finding new ways to solve 
problems and encourage greater access to 
the problem-solving process (McDowell & 
Chinchilla, 2016). 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 Increasingly, there have been web-
based projects that aim to engage youth and 
adults in solving real-world civic problems, 
such as using the crowdsourcing of civic 
data and information. However, there are 
few real-world civic problem-solving 
games that also have been designed to facil-
itate this. This paper serves as a call to ac-
tion to design and implement more of these 
types of civic problem-solving games, as 
well as evaluate them for their potential to 
engage youth in civic learning, action and 
participation. For instance, these games 
could be studied in terms of their ability to 
increase curiosity, interest and motivation 
for civic issues and engagement; for their 
short-term and long-term impact on civic 
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action and engagement; for their effective-
ness in solving real-world civic problems; 
and also for their ability to help students 
learn and practice civic-related skills. To 
aid in the creation and use of civic problem-
solving games, this paper generated an ini-
tial list of 20 possible design elements that 
could be incorporated into games for civic 
action, engagement and problem solving. 
To do this, I randomly selected and ana-
lyzed six games—three that are real-world 
problem solving games (from the SciStart-
er.org website), and three that are related to 
civic learning and education (from the iCiv-
ics website). These are preliminary design 
principles and should be further tested and 
validated to understand how each principle 
might help motivate problem solving, civic 
engagement, and action for youth; how ac-
curately and effectively they help people 
solve real-world problems through games; 
and how they each may support action in a 
number of domains that are currently under-
served, such as those related to solving civ-
ic issues and problems.   
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INTRODUCTION  
 
 This study was performed at Colum-
bus State University, a regional comprehen-
sive university located in the Chattahoochee 
Valley region of west-central Georgia. In 
the spring of 2013, the university’s Depart-
ment of Communication launched its Non-
Profit and Civic Engagement (NPACE) 
Center to a live radio broadcast and a press 
conference. In the four years since its 
launch, NPACE is seeing growth in notorie-
ty in the region for the work of its faculty 
and students to enhance the quality of civic 
life in the region. Partnerships with local 
non-profit organizations routinely include a 
dozen organizations each semester. In total, 
NPACE now enjoys over 100 different lo-
cal non-profit organization partnerships. 
These non-profit organizations make use of 
NPACE to improve communication, devel-
op content, or to launch strategic communi-
cation campaigns. 
 NPACE functions as an engine that 
cultivates these non-profit partnerships to 
support a growing service-learning curricu-

lum that constitutes the core of the Commu-
nication curriculum across its Communica-
tion Studies, Integrated Media, and Public 
Relations concentrations. This experience 
not only puts them on a competitive level 
with graduates from other programs, but 
also helps raise the salience of local issues 
their community is facing and requires them 
to personally invest in addressing the local 
issues.  
 The faculty’s choice to adopt a ser-
vice-learning curriculum is based on the 
composition of the community, the student 
body, and the local economic environment 
the students were entering at the time of the 
2007-08 Comprehensive Program Review 
(CPR). The university is a regional compre-
hensive with an enrollment of over 8,500 
students. It is situated in the third-largest 
city in the state, and the local chamber of 
commerce consists of more than 6,000 reg-
istered small businesses, of which 4,800 are 
classified as non-profit organizations. The 
department has an enrollment of over 400 
students. Per the 2015-16 CPR, the student 
enrollment is predominantly female (69%), 
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African-American (49.6%), and the depart-
ment has a strong base of first-generation 
college students (30%).  
 The economic downturn of 2008 
prompted the faculty to consider how to 
effectively assist students in finding degree-
relevant employment. At the time, the com-
munity was flooded with unemployed pro-
fessionals with five to 10 years of profes-
sional experience. The faculty knew stu-
dents would need a strong portfolio to com-
pete and earn opportunities not often afford-
ed to students emerging from degree pro-
grams with little exposure to internships or 
class projects that yielded portfolio-grade 
work. The choice to provide multiple ser-
vice-learning projects offered students the 
ability to cultivate portfolios consisting of 
multiple pieces of professional-grade work. 
Another motivation for expanding service-
learning offerings was the opportunity for 
students to engage in direct networking 
with many local employers commonly en-
gaged with non-profit organizations. 
 This paper discusses how the faculty 
and staff launched NPACE, how it works as 
an engine for developing productive service
-learning partnerships, and how recent and 
ongoing student projects embody the best 
principles of service learning. In the pro-
cess, the authors will explain how NPACE 
helps its university achieve its mission to 
serve the needs of its community and re-
gion, as well as the professional approach 
and civic-mindedness of the students. The 
paper begins with a review of pertinent lit-
erature on service learning and its relation-
ship with civic engagement. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
 

 Educators and the institutions they 
represent are faced with the challenge to 
take students who enter universities, train 
them with appropriate course content, and 
within a four-year framework, help place 
graduates into successful and self-sufficient 
employment so they can assume a role as a 
contributing member of society. Often, this 
challenge to educate and quickly matricu-

late generates more challenges such as 
workplace skills (e.g., effective listening, 
conflict resolution, working in teams, prob-
lem solving), commonly desired in all or-
ganizational settings if individuals had not 
had opportunities to practice them while in 
higher education. Added to this challenge is 
the fight to demonstrate the relevance of 
course material to the students. Educators 
seek students engaged in the learning pro-
cess, and students seek a way to make sense 
of and practice course content as a way to 
see whether or not the course is relevant. 
Often, the answers to these challenging 
questions comes through using a service-
learning pedagogy that will allow the stu-
dent a venue to practice those course con-
cepts while working to meet real-time needs 
in the community. Additionally, service 
learning provides universities with opportu-
nities to meet university missions in prac-
tice. 
 
Service Learning Defined  
 Bringle and Hatcher (1995) define 
service learning as a course-based, credit-
bearing educational experience in which 
students (a) participate in an organized ser-
vice activity that meets identified communi-
ty needs and (b) reflect on the service activ-
ity in such a way as to gain further under-
standing of the course content, a broader 
appreciation of the discipline, and an en-
hanced sense of civic responsibility (p. 
112). Often, service learning is identified as 
a process of development or for creating 
knowledge where students are given oppor-
tunities to transform the information they 
receive from their experience and make 
sense of it within the theoretical framework 
of their academic course material (Kuban, 
O’Malley, & Florea, 2014).  
 
Practical Value to Faculty, Students, and 
Community 
 Service-learning components, when 
embedded into curriculum, can add the lev-
el of relevance that students perceive as 
missing from curriculum. Research sug-
gests that incorporating service-learning 
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components into the curriculum increases 
levels of faculty satisfaction not only with 
course content, but also with student learn-
ing outcomes (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; 
Kahn, Westheimer, & Rogers, 2000). The 
service-learning model provides faculty a 
means of going beyond the basic instruction 
that provides a skeleton concept of the work 
to be performed with the agency; it also al-
lows faculty and students the opportunity to 
engage in deeper learning as they explore 
alternative applications for applying course 
content outside of the classroom (Bringle & 
Hatcher, 1995). 
 Adopting a service-learning model 
can help meet real needs of community 
agencies that include expanded capacities—
both human and resource—of local agen-
cies (Basinger, 2015; Fletcher et al., 2012); 
mitigate the dearth of resources in rural and 
otherwise underserved populations (Auld, 
2004; Basinger, 2015; Hall, Lasby, Ayer, & 
Gibbons, 2009; Miller, 1991); and build 
vital sustaining partnerships between facul-
ty, students, university, and the community 
(Fletcher et al., 2012). Research suggests 
that the reciprocity is one of the strongest 
predictors of successful partnerships result-
ing from service-learning opportunities, 
where each stakeholder gains from the ex-
perience with an equitable exchange of re-
sources (Cruz & Giles, 2000; Jacoby, 
1996). Effective service-learning partner-
ships encourage mutuality, shared re-
sources, and accountabilities, where each 
service-learning stakeholder contributes 
resources to help the others (Basinger, 
2015; Honadle & Kennealy, 2011). Addi-
tional research suggests that service learn-
ing helps build levels of confidence in con-
tent and practice (Basinger, 2015; Kahn et 
al., 2000).  
 One of the many positive outcomes 
of service learning is that faculty members 
can incorporate these opportunities to help 
students see the relevance of course content 
to meeting community needs (Bringle & 
Hatcher, 1995). Faculty can draw upon a 
growing body of literature that points to 
increased content knowledge and levels of 

awareness and engagement resulting from 
service-learning components (Honadle & 
Kennealy, 2011; Kahn et al., 2000; Kuban 
et al., 2014).  
 
Service Learning Pedagogy, Citizenship, 
and the University Mission 
 Many American research universi-
ties can trace their reason for existence to 
the need to prepare citizenry to participate 
in democratic life (Checkoway, 1999; Kahn 
et al., 2000). For many universities, incor-
porating service learning into the curricu-
lum not only helps some universities meet 
their mission, but also has the capacity to 
help them begin to mitigate the dialectical 
tensions between research and practice that 
exist in the academy. In his seminal re-
search, Barber (1995) establishes that ser-
vice learning can help move universities 
closer to their original mission of educating 
citizenry. Recent research suggests that, in 
addition to providing higher learning, aca-
demic institutions also are viewed as 
“institutions of community engage-
ment” (Schatterman, 2014, p. 17).  
 Moreover, research suggests that 
participation in “high-quality service learn-
ing leads to the values, knowledge, skills, 
efficacy, and commitment that underlie ef-
fective citizenship” (Eyler & Giles, 1999, p. 
164). Students in the new millennium prefer 
interactive learning and want the courses 
they take to provide answers to relevant 
questions being asked in society (Giroux, 
2010; Kuban et al., 2014; Twenge, 2013). 
Extant research suggests that the impact of 
service-learning experiences assist in these 
areas by promoting higher levels of (a) stu-
dent cognition, awareness, and problem-
solving skills (Schatterman, 2014); (b) self-
esteem and confidence (Jones & Abes, 
2004); (c) civic engagement (Schatterman, 
2014); and (d) post-graduation awareness of 
career and employability options (Auld, 
2004; Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Hall et al., 
2009; Schatterman, 2014). Additional re-
search suggests that not only can the posi-
tive effects of the service-learning experi-
ence supplement and enhance student 
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knowledge, but also can continue through-
out life (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Jones & 
Abes, 2004; Kuhn et al., 2000).  
 Literature suggests that service 
learning can increase awareness of social 
structures and can encourage their commit-
ment to work for social change 
(Westheimer, Kahn, & Rogers, 2000). Ad-
ditional research connects service-learning 
experiences of university students to height-
ened levels of compassion toward the disad-
vantaged, and a commitment to service in 
the community (Barber, 1994; Barber et al., 
1997). Longitudinal studies indicate that 
involving students in service learning not 
only may help in their developing under-
standing and appreciation of democracy, 
but it also aids in developing them into indi-
viduals committed to civic involvement that 
influences their thinking and actions two 
years after the experience (Gibboney, 
1996). Having established the potential of 
service learning to help enhance student 
learning and produce civic-minded gradu-
ates, the paper now moves forward and pro-
vides some context on the development 
NPACE Center. 
 
Justifying NPACE Through Service-
Learning Impact 
 The birth of the Department of 
Communication’s Non-Profit and Civic En-
gagement (NPACE) Center did not begin 
with a center at all, but rather with an idea 
that communication principles are best 
learned and most appreciated when students 
have opportunities to take theoretical con-
cepts taught in the classroom and apply 
them in the community where that 
knowledge and those skills are most need-
ed. As such, the growth of the NPACE Cen-
ter from an idea to a physical center can be 
seen as a chronological progression that be-
gan in 2001 with the Department of Com-
munication offering two courses—Political 
Communication and Group Communica-
tion—both of which contained service-
learning components. By 2003, those two 
courses were always at full enrollment and 
always had lengthy wait lists. During this 

time, students applied their communication 
skills to assist with political campaigns and 
local non-profit agencies (e.g., United Way, 
homeless shelters, agencies that assisted at-
risk populations, Boys and Girls Clubs, 
etc.). Additionally, during senior year cap-
stone presentations to faculty, students re-
peatedly identified these two courses as 
their most popular and yet most helpful 
courses that provided them real-life experi-
ence working with clients and offered them 
employment opportunities after graduation. 
At each capstone presentation, the faculty 
panel asked students to suggest future areas 
of growth they felt the department needed 
to consider, and the overwhelming response 
was a call for more courses that had service
-learning components.  
 In 2003, the Department of Commu-
nication was one of 13 departments housed 
in the College of Arts and Sciences. The 
department had 150 majors with an annual 
operational budget of $2,500. Housed in a 
building that offered little external appeal, 
the department had no recruiting budget, 
received little to no recognition within the 
college, and had no external support for de-
velopment. The department was challenged 
to become creative in the face of very real 
constraints. A significant challenge was 
how to raise the department profile in a way 
that would allow it to set itself apart as a 
department that prepared its students for 
employment or graduate school while it 
provided students hands-on experiences in 
real-life work environments.  
 The answer to this challenge came, 
in part, while the department was undergo-
ing its Comprehensive Program Review 
(CPR) in 2007. The 2007-08 CPR con-
firmed that the department was under-
recognized in almost all areas. Most im-
portantly, it revealed a valuable area the 
faculty had overlooked: No student graduat-
ed from the program without having at least 
one service-learning experience. Further, 
most of these experiences came from work-
ing with local non-profit agencies that also 
were beginning to take note of and promote 
the work the students were doing. With this 
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discovery in 2007, the department began 
leveraging service learning as something 
that set the department apart from any other 
unit in the college and as a way to recruit 
students and gain recognition in the com-
munity.  
 During the 2007-08 academic year, 
the department began to implement a narra-
tive that established the value of service 
learning to students, faculty, and the univer-
sity. During the senior capstone presenta-
tions, students began to speak of the value 
of their service-learning experiences in the 
following ways: (1) real-life workplace ex-
periences, that (2) offered connections with 
local non-profit agency leaders for employ-
ment opportunities, and (3) professional 
networking opportunities that could assist 
them with graduate school or professional 
recommendations. Faculty began producing 
manuscripts and conference presentations 
on the value of service-learning pedagogy, 
a practice that continues due to the wealth 
of research data each semester provides the 
faculty. The university benefitted from the 
attention drawn to the department’s majors, 
whose work was praised in the local media 
and by leaders in the community, and their 
thousands of hours of service-learning 
hours helped them achieve the prestigious 
Presidential Community Service Achieve-
ment of Excellence status. During the 2016-
17 academic year, for example, the students 
compiled more than 14,000 service-learning 
hours in community partnerships. 
 By the 2010-11 academic year, the 
department increased its service-learning 
course offerings and began to draw even 
more attention in the community. The De-
partment of Communication had grown in 
its service-learning reach to where not only 
did it lead the university in service-learning 
initiatives, but also its students were ex-
panding their reach of services into other 
areas of the community that included local 
government agencies. Going beyond the 
citywide numbers mentioned in the intro-
duction, of the 10,000 small businesses in 
the Chattahoochee Valley Workforce Re-
gion where the university is situated, 6,000 

of those businesses are non-profits. Fortu-
nately for the department, an increasing 
number of those non-profits were vying for 
the attention of the department, asking that 
they be considered for the next round of 
communication service-learning projects or 
internships. In addition, at this time the de-
partment left the College of Arts and Sci-
ences and became one of four units that 
made up the newly created College of the 
Arts. Part of this transition included a phys-
ical move to a new campus, a new building, 
and opened the door for new opportunities.  
 By the 2011-12 academic year, ser-
vice learning raised the profile of the pro-
gram and the department was beginning to 
notice an uptick in enrollment numbers as 
students wanted to be part of the hands-on 
engagement that allowed them to make a 
difference in the community as they built 
impressive resumes and portfolios during 
their course of study. Students were not the 
only ones requesting more courses that con-
tained service-learning opportunities. Given 
the community’s high concentration of non-
profit agencies, the department never was at 
a loss to offer enriching service-learning 
opportunities for their majors. Additionally, 
students began to demonstrate a desire to 
apply course concepts to make a difference 
in the community.  
 During the 2011-12 academic year, 
the faculty expanded beyond a traditional 
Communication Studies curriculum that 
better met the needs of its students and em-
ployers. In addition to the original Commu-
nication Studies concentration, the faculty 
also added professional tracks in Public Re-
lations and Integrated Media. The Integrat-
ed Media track reflected a contemporary 
shift in the discipline away from traditional 
Journalism or Mass Communication toward 
a cross-disciplinary skill set in shooting, 
writing, and editing that makes students 
employable in a wider sphere of media pro-
duction. The Public Relations track is a 
blend of the certified curriculum promoted 
by the Public Relations Society of America 
and Integrated Media coursework essential 
for practitioners entering the modern firm 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 1 

41 

 

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

or working independently on a for-contract 
basis. This approach to entrepreneurial me-
dia production for creative or strategic com-
munication is particularly useful for the stu-
dents interested in working in resource-light 
non-profit or public sector environments.  
 University and community leaders 
alike commented on the civic engagement 
of the students. Students saw their course 
work as relevant because they were practic-
ing their coursework principles and seeing 
those principles successfully meet real 
needs in community agencies. As such, it 
became obvious that with a massive number 
of student service-learning hours and the 
positive thumbprint the students’ service-
learning hours were making on the commu-
nity, the time was right to claim a physical 
space that could encapsulate the depart-
mental philosophy and practice under a sin-
gle name. This is how the practice of ser-
vice learning birthed the concept that be-
came known as NPACE.  
 The center is modeled after the 
Small Business Development Centers oper-
ated by the U.S. Small Business Admin-
istration. Given the increasing financial and 
operational pressures to operate more like 
businesses, community non-profit (501c3) 
organizations are in critical need of similar 
services afforded small business start-ups 
through SBA programs. The center was cre-
ated to serve as a bridge that could connect 
resources to meet the operational needs of 
community non-profits and the training 
needs of communication students. 
 The center’s initial outreach targeted 
agencies serving at-risk (e.g., adult, student, 
homeless) populations. NPACE began to 
offer professional development workshops 
for staff working in non-profit agencies. 
Because of the department’s track record in 
building effective partnerships, increased 
student engagement, and high volume of 
service-learning hours, the university gave 
the department a storefront space that 
opened up with the move to the new cam-
pus. The physical space provided the initial 
resource to help cultivate opportunities to 
expand service-learning opportunities. 

METHOD 
 

Launching and Sustaining NPACE 
 Aside from the new facility space, 
the initial funding for NPACE was obtained 
through departmental resources and grant 
writing that provided initial equipment and 
staffing to launch the center with the uni-
versity. The initial launch of the Integrated 
Media degree concentration yielded addi-
tional funding for purchasing minimal me-
dia production equipment ($27,000) and for 
the development of a recording studio 
($20,000). The department also earned a 
$10,000 grant for additional technological 
needs related to the center.  
 The center serves as an academic 
and applied think-tank environment, con-
sisting of a staffed facility that serves as an 
initial storefront point of entry where non-
profit agencies or their constituents can 
physically enter and find assistance. From 
strategic planning to interactive digital me-
dia resources, these collaborations with a 
variety of partners create more effective 
non-profit organizations by enhancing their 
operational practices.   
 Since its launch in the 2012-13 aca-
demic year, service-learning initiatives or-
ganized through the department’s NPACE 
Center have helped enhance student com-
munication, critical thinking, production, 
and adaptability skills with experiential 
learning through interaction with the non-
profits, and has expanded capacities of hun-
dreds of local non-profit agencies. NPACE 
now serves as a conduit through which stu-
dent service-learning hours can be chan-
neled to deserving local non-profit agencies 
in ways that encourage student and faculty 
collaboration with the agencies to design 
and implement communication campaigns; 
to provide training programs to assist with 
strategic planning, budgeting and finance; 
to assist with staff professional develop-
ment; to bolster grant development and 
fundraising; and to aid in negotiating legal 
issues facing non-profits.  
 Additionally, students have opportu-
nities to participate in initiatives that can 
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impact public policy through various forms 
of civic engagement. Building upon the ser-
vice delivery component of the center, fac-
ulty and student teams continue to conduct 
applied research projects related to the non-
profit organizations designed to create an 
exchange of intellectual capital for the ben-
efit of other non-profit entities. Mentioned 
earlier, many of these projects continue to 
yield publications and conference presenta-
tions that help elevate program visibility. 
For example, the two authors of this piece 
now have better than 30 publications and 
conference presentations at the state, re-
gional, and national level. 
 In the fall of 2013, the initiation of 
an advisory board helped bring in more re-
sources to support NPACE. The steady 
flow of major contributions demonstrates 
the value of the center to the community, 
and also enhances the departmental profile. 
The following gifts identified have en-
hanced the services and learning experienc-
es the center and department can provide; 
they are also giving rise to additional mar-
ketable fields of study for the students. The 
first major contribution to the program 
came in the form of an initial gift of a radio 
production board to facilitate the initial stu-
dent-run radio broadcasts with a community 
partner, PMB Broadcasting. This ultimately 
led to the gift of a dedicated radio frequen-
cy band, 88.5 WCUG FM, and current radio 
station equipment, facilitating a perpetual 
on-site broadcast outlet for an entirely stu-
dent-run radio station. The $350,000 gift is 
by far the largest contribution derived from 
the formation of NPACE, and prompted the 
university to provide an annual budget of 
$42,000 to maintain licensing and facilities, 
as well as a student activity fund allocation 
of $9,000 to facilitate the part-time employ-
ment of critical student workers maintain-
ing student operations. The result is a stu-
dent organization focused on non-profit live 
broadcasting that provides both entertain-
ment and public services. 
 The second major contribution came 
in the form of a healthy body of two to six 
available internships each semester with 

one of the local television stations, WTVM 
9, which grew into an ongoing partnership 
with their parent ownership company, Ray-
com Media. The partnership continues to 
facilitate the same internship pool, but has 
also led to the employment of six of the 
graduates since the 2012-13 academic year 
in the Raycom family. The WTVM partner-
ship ultimately led to a partnership with the 
other two local television stations, one of 
which, WLTZ 54, now routinely brings in 
one to two interns and has hired one of the 
graduates since 2012-13.  
 WRBL 3 is the latest, and one of the 
strongest, contributors. During the 2015-16 
academic year, their station director joined 
the advisory board and proceeded to offer a 
similar package of available internships to 
the students. Shortly after making an initial 
offer and learning about the department’s 
approach to teaching and philosophical ap-
proach to integrated media and public rela-
tions, he gifted the station’s recently re-
moved HD-TV studio set, worth $60,000, 
to the university for the express purpose of 
the department’s use in courses. This latest 
gift prompted additional budget allocations 
from the university to facilitate the renova-
tion of existing large lecture space into a 
flexible learning space that can facilitate 
studio production, media editing, and writ-
ing for broadcast and film, in addition to 
instructional space for up to 45 students. 
The department is currently working on an 
agreement to expand upon the gift that 
would spawn an on-site news bureau, two 
additional internships, and the guarantee of 
an annual hire of one of the graduates. It is 
also propelling a conversation about adding 
courses in newsgathering, reporting, and 
interviewing to the curriculum. By the 2015
-16 academic year, NPACE became a con-
duit for long-term community partnerships 
that began to produce valuable revenue 
streams that include long-term support 
through named internships and contract 
project coordination such as a student digi-
tal media bureau with Nexstar Media 
Group, the radio station, and ongoing video 
production and editing contracts.  
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 As the department begins its next 
strategic plan, the focus now lies on the 
next stages of NPACE’s growth around the 
skill sets of current and next-hire faculty. 
While NPACE continues to evolve into an 
innovation center, the department has seen 
many of the desired outcomes come to frui-
tion. As institutions of higher education 
find themselves living in a state of econom-
ic instability, NPACE offers income oppor-
tunities, can attract donors through its phil-
anthropic and civic outreach, and has in-
creased student enrollment and engage-
ment.  
 
Client Relations: Cultivating and Sus-
taining Faculty-Organizational Relation-
ships 
 When developing the NPACE Cen-
ter, the faculty adopted a model akin to 
many public relations firms, marketing 
agencies, or economic development centers. 
The non-profit organization interested in 
partnership will reach out to the center’s 
director, who will coordinate a meeting 
with faculty members and sit down with the 
organization. The purpose of the initial 
meeting is to assess the broad needs of each 
organization. Understanding that the com-
munity partner is limited on resources 
means that the level of work produced will 
be of use to the community partner, and 
represents something of value for both the 
students working on the project and the 
partner in need of assistance. 
 Once the needs of the non-profit are 
clarified, the department faculty review the 
courses offered over the coming academic 
year that present opportunities for partner-
ship. Many non-profit organizations require 
multiple areas of support, which the faculty 
can identify and then work with the organi-
zation to pair in multiple courses. In several 
cases, community partners work incremen-
tally over several semesters with faculty in 
order to effectively meet needs. In many 
cases, community partners have a diverse 
set of needs, or needs that span a calendar 
year and are best met in a different semester 
than the initial meeting. 

 Relationship maintenance requires a 
healthy dialogue between the community 
partner and the faculty members engaged. 
Once partnered with a course, the commu-
nity partner will maintain consistent com-
munication with each faculty member they 
work with. This ensures that the needs of 
the client are effectively managed and are 
within the realistic scope of the course 
learning objectives. It also provides faculty 
members with a mechanism for assessment 
of student professionalism in applied upper 
division courses like the department’s pub-
lic relations campaigns, media writing, or 
media production courses. Making effective 
use of communication for student assess-
ment works well to promote successful stu-
dent engagement with a client, and as a 
means for successfully managing client ex-
pectations of amateurs engaging in profes-
sional work for the first time. 
 At the end of each class, it is com-
mon for faculty to host the community part-
ner in a class presentation to demonstrate 
the work of the students and to solicit feed-
back from the partner on the students’ 
work. In the process, faculty members are 
able to perform both an assessment of stu-
dent course work and an evaluation of the 
relationship with community partners. Suc-
cessful partnerships will often lead to addi-
tional collaboration in future courses. In 
situations where the partnership proved 
problematic, the faculty member is able to 
assess areas of concern and provide feed-
back to colleagues in determining the via-
bility of future partnerships. While the goal 
of the department and the NPACE Center is 
to sustain partnerships, open invitation does 
mean that some partnerships prove to be a 
poor fit. 
 

RESULTS 
 

Examples of NPACE at Work 
 The Muscogee County Ferst Foun-
dation for Early Childhood Literacy ap-
proached the faculty through NPACE in the 
fall of 2012 after its initial launch the previ-
ous summer. At the time, the organization 
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needed to understand the region it was 
seeking donor support from, promotional 
literature, and public service announce-
ments to promote their new program. Ap-
propriately, faculty assigned that fall’s vid-
eo production, public relations campaigns, 
and integrated media design courses to ad-
dress the needs of the Ferst Foundation.  
 At this point, the partnership moved 
from the NPACE Center into each corre-
sponding course, and the non-profit partner 
began meeting with the faculty member 
teaching the course that was addressing 
their needs. It is up to each faculty member 
to maintain the desired level of communica-
tion and contact with the respective clients 
throughout the semester. At a minimum, 
this tends to come in the form of quarterly 
or end-of-semester email updates on team 
efforts on the organization’s behalf. On oc-
casion, organization contacts will maintain 
contact following each interaction with stu-
dents as a way of keeping the professor a 
part of the conversation. The choice in ap-
proach is often a blend of faculty and client 
prerogative. 
 The aim of the model is to establish 
enduring partnerships that promote a 
stronger quality of civic life, rather than one
-time projects. Going back to the previous 
discussion about the Muscogee County 
Ferst Foundation, the faculty and partner 
provide a strong example of how an endur-
ing partnership allows for continued suc-
cess, that reflection is an essential service-
learning tool in cultivating professional de-
velopment in applying course principles, 
and how service learning is a means of 
providing better resources in the communi-
ty problem-solving process.  
 The public relations campaigns class 
ultimately became a three-year process of 
strategically supporting the organization. 
The goals of the campaign shifted as stu-
dents refined their understanding of the 
problems the Ferst Foundation was facing 
through reflection on past class campaigns. 
During the third year, the student group re-
searched the previous efforts of past teams, 
as documented in the campaign report texts 

submitted at the end of the semester. These 
reports are a blend of evaluation of the cam-
paign using data collected and personal re-
flection of the student team members, the 
clients’ perspectives on their efforts, and 
faculty evaluation of their effectiveness in 
practice. Reflection on the past groups’ ef-
forts helped the team in the fall of 2014 
identify logistical errors; of note is the criti-
cal omission that the Ferst Foundation 
needed to raise its profile in the community 
before it could generate fundraising support 
from citizens. Combining this reflective ex-
perience with direct communication with 
the client permitted the third student group 
to put the strategic focus on developing a 
comprehensive Facebook strategy for the 
Ferst Foundation, as well as a permanent 
communication intern the department con-
tinues to maintain with the organization. 
 Other projects enable students to 
engage in independent research that builds 
their own knowledge about community is-
sues, promoting engagement in civic dia-
logue and community problem solving. In 
the fall of 2014, the qualitative research 
class researched the issue of community 
poverty, specifically its causes, the stigmas 
associated with it, and how poverty impacts 
traditional relationships. The project came 
through a new partnership faculty formed 
through NPACE with an organization 
called Enrichment Services Program (ESP). 
ESP provides counseling, temporary em-
ployment, job retraining, and access to shel-
ter and food for the unemployed and under-
employed in the region. ESP specifically 
asked the students to produce materials that 
would help them redefine poverty and its 
effects for members of the community and 
throughout the region. In response, students 
in the qualitative research methods class 
combined efforts with students in the intro-
duction to public relations courses and de-
veloped a video series and a model for a 
social media campaign dedicated to redefin-
ing poverty. 
 As was the case with the Ferst 
Foundation, the partnership with ESP en-
dured in subsequent academic terms, and 
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students in the fall of 2016 completed a so-
cial media campaign aimed at helping ESP 
raise more than $15,000 in community 
small donor support on a state-wide annual 
day of giving. The project also generated a 
set of strategic recommendations for pro-
moting key programs in education and job 
training that ESP simply does not discuss 
that have a strong impact on the counties in 
two states that ESP currently serves. 
 Student service-learning projects 
also provide a tremendous means for stu-
dents to identify problems on their own 
within the community and cultivate profes-
sional skills sets in the process. Students 
enrolled in a Group Communication class 
that had a service-learning component 
where students were to form a small group 
from among the members of the class, were 
to identify an agency with which they 
would like to partner to meet that agency’s 
communication needs during the semester-
long service learning project.  
 The nine-member group experi-
enced group phase interaction theory, 
taught in class, as they identified National 
Alliance for Mental Illness (NAMI) as the 
non-profit agency with whom they wished 
to work during the semester. NAMI is the 
largest grassroots non-profit mental health 
organization in America and its NAMI on 
Campus division specifically addresses the 
many forms of mental illness (e.g., ADHD, 
anxiety, depression) to which college stu-
dents are most vulnerable. The NAMI on 
Campus initiative has formed university 
chapters across the country; however, these 
students learned that the state had only one 
private institution chapter and no chapters 
at public universities. The students made 
their organizational goal to work with 
NAMI on Campus to launch the first cam-
pus chapter at a public university in the 
state. Two academic years after the semes-
ter, students in the department remain ac-
tive members and lead NAMI on Campus at 
the university. 
 
 
 

Measuring Value to Students 
 
 The benefit of NPACE to students 
becomes clear when considering the bene-
fits to students in adopting a service-
learning approach. First, most majors expe-
rience two service learning courses per se-
mester that include multiple facets of pro-
fessional-grade production on behalf of non
-profit clients. This translates to a student 
portfolio that often includes at least 10 pro-
jects that students may show to prospective 
employers upon graduation. Another bene-
fit of employing the NPACE model pertains 
to retention, progression, and graduation of 
students. In a university with an average 
retention of approximately 50%, the depart-
ment currently enjoys a 70.9% five-year 
average for retention, well above the uni-
versity average.  
 Another area of benefit to students 
is the value of a service-learning curriculum 
to the graduation rate. Prior to the incorpo-
ration of service learning, the 2000-01 de-
partmental Comprehensive Program Re-
view (CPR) demonstrated a graduation rate 
of 43.5%. As the program incrementally 
adopted a service-learning approach after 
2001, the 2007-08 CPR demonstrated an 
increase in graduation rate to 47.4%. In the 
most recent CPR report, including the peri-
od of NPACE’s launch and a strong service
-learning adoption in many of the courses, 
the graduation rate now sits at 53.8% 
among communication majors. While this is 
by no means the destination, it is a positive 
trend for a regional comprehensive univer-
sity encountering strong pressure from its 
state legislature and board of regents to en-
hance graduation rates. 
 In addition to degree-relevant work 
experience, the students are able to cultivate 
stronger professional social networks. Com-
munication majors are able to better culti-
vate broad, diverse networks of acquaint-
ances that open doors for better degree-
relevant employment opportunities. One 
such example is the local hospital. Two re-
cent graduates began networking with their 
employer through class assignments and 
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through student groups like Public Rela-
tions Student Society of America. Men-
tioned earlier, another example comes from 
the local television stations, who currently 
employ several communication majors part-
time, have more than a dozen internship 
slots open for majors, and have hired gradu-
ates to entry-level reporter jobs in recent 
years.  
 The department’s model translates 
to broader employment than news media. 
Since 2009, a review of the department’s 
student assessment reports of graduates of-
fer compelling evidence about the model’s 
ability to enhance student employability. 
Seventy-six of the authors’ advisees gradu-
ating with communication degrees maintain 
employment in degree-relevant positions in 
the region and locally. A review of Com-
prehensive Program Review data illustrated 
that the department is producing strong de-
gree-relevant employment (73%) among 
communication majors. A strong cross-
section of communication graduates also 
either began their careers with a local non-
profit organization, or currently serve on 
the board of a local non-profit outside of 
their work. While these findings will re-
quire continued observation and study, it 
does present another important considera-
tion of the potential benefits of not only ser-
vice learning, but also maintaining a system 
for facilitating high-quality service learning 
partnerships, akin to NPACE. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 Service learning is a form of high-
impact learning through which students 
work with external organizations by putting 
theory and principles into practice and en-
hancing that practice through reflection. 
The literature indicates potential benefits to 
students’ professional development, as well 
as civic knowledge and participation. It is 
these benefits outlined in research that were 
the foundation for the university’s Non-
Profit and Civic Engagement (NPACE) 
Center. 

 NPACE also created opportunities 
of a similar value for students. In terms of 
the learning environment, students are able 
to gain a much stronger grasp of principles 
and practice of communication through ser-
vice learning. In addition, the opportunity to 
connect with prominent local non-profits 
empowers students with a strong sense of 
personal investment in their community and 
in public affairs, reinforcing literature on 
the value of service learning to cultivating 
stronger citizens, at least at the participatory 
citizen level, if not the social reformer level 
(Auld, 2004; Basinger, 2015; Fletcher et al., 
2012; Westheimer & Kahn, 2000). Finally, 
the work that students complete on the be-
half of non-profit organizations is providing 
them with invaluable professional experi-
ence that is directly translating to degree-
relevant employment. While scholarship 
remains uncertain about the direct value of 
service learning to civic engagement and 
democratic participation (Cowan, 1997), it 
is very clear that service learning is a strong 
reflection of Dewey’s (1933; 1938) call for 
learning from doing. NPACE exists as a 
vehicle to promote service learning, and it 
exists to support the program, students, fac-
ulty, and community that support it. 
 While the scope of NPACE capacity 
is only beginning to be realized, it is im-
portant to note that while the opportunities 
grow, the building in which the center is 
housed remains less than impressive. The 
outreach done through the NPACE Center, 
however, has invigorated an academic pro-
gram and its community. In fact, the build-
ing could go away and the work of NPACE 
could continue; as students enroll and the 
academic program has grown, so too have 
the resources. The contributions of private 
partners and subsequent support of the uni-
versity provide evidence for this claim. 
 The authors have no doubt that 
NPACE is a viable model that can be repli-
cated by any university that embraces a ser-
vice-learning pedagogy and offers courses 
where meaningful opportunities are availa-
ble for students to learn the course content 
while they use those course concepts for 
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positive impact on clients. Just as with the 
evolving story of NPACE, the authors pro-
vide strong evidence that those programs 
also will notice an increase in civic aware-
ness where students desire to engage in 
their communities and make a difference, 
and in time, a growth in retention of stu-
dents, progression of students through the 
program of study, and graduation into de-
gree-relevant employment. 
 While the authors are confident that 
the NPACE success can be achieved else-
where, and in other disciplines than com-
munication, we recognize certain limita-
tions of the present study. First, we must 
acknowledge the positive impact the loca-
tion may have had on the success of 
NPACE. The university is located in an ur-
ban area where philanthropy is valued. Ad-
ditionally, the city is home to three Fortu-
nate 500 Companies, all of which value 
servant leadership and community service. 
Finally, we recognize the value of NPACE 
being located in an area rich in non-profit 
agencies that are eager to partner with the 
program, and that are open to offering stu-
dent service-learning projects and intern-
ships to students enrolled in the Public Re-
lations, Integrated Media, or Communica-
tion Studies concentrations. Without this 
sustainable community environment, cen-
ters like NPACE may experience limited 
opportunities. In spite of these limitations, 
however, we believe that with university, 
department, and faculty commitment of re-
sources and time to the process, civic en-
gagement centers can become a reality with 
very little financial investment.  
 As the civic reach of NPACE ex-
pands, so do the opportunities to engage in 
new areas of research. One obvious area of 
analysis is to explore the diverse areas in 
which class projects work to meet commu-
nity needs, in line with existing scholarship 
of service learning. While not necessarily a 
new form of research, the center does offer 
an opportunity to serve as an incubator for 
such forms of research on types of work, its 
impact on the community, and the impact of 
the project work on student learning about 

specific fields of work and community 
needs. 
 Although the physical storefront fa-
cility for NPACE has existed only since 
2012, preliminary graduate data seems to 
lend support to the long-term positive im-
pact of service learning suggested in extant 
service-learning literature. The faculty are 
finding increased numbers of students who 
are able to connect course content to the 
service-learning context and to respond to 
clients in the moment, and are able to artic-
ulate and apply content knowledge as they 
adapt to the context. Additionally, as re-
search suggests, preliminary data gathered 
post-graduation suggest student civic en-
gagement continues past semester’s end. 
Graduates from the program continue to 
value their NPACE experiences both in 
word and in practice as they remain civical-
ly engaged after they leave the program. 
Although the data is limited, it does suggest 
that higher-than-normal percentages gradu-
ate from the program and go on to careers 
in the non-profit area, or seek out civic op-
portunities to serve in the community as 
volunteers or leaders on non-profit advisory 
boards. 
 Future studies could collect data and 
stories of the role the NPACE Center 
played in this area. The next focus of study 
is the cultural impact of NPACE and the 
service-learning model on the civic-
mindedness of students and their ability to 
identify and resolve community problems. 
More specifically, a grounded theory ap-
proach could aide researchers in developing 
a basis for understanding the phenomenon 
through allowing informants’ understand-
ings to emerge from their accounts (Gibson 
& Webb, 2015). Grounded theory, long rec-
ognized for its theory-building methodolo-
gy (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), could provide 
preliminary themes and concepts that 
emerge from the data, to discover emerging 
models on the path to developing a theory 
of the Civically Engaged Communicator. 
Going further, research should examine the 
likelihood of majors, recent graduates (0-2 
years), and extended alumni (2-14 years) 
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who experienced the service-learning model 
to continue to engage in community prob-
lem solving, to participate in civic institu-
tions, and participate in the democratic pro-
cess. 
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 In 2015, the University of South 
Florida (USF) was approached by the exec-
utive director of the Tampa Museum of Art, 
who was seeking to create specialized pro-
gramming for museum patrons with Alzhei-
mer’s disease. The museum’s interest in 
developing such activities and services was, 
in part, responding to a great local need; 
among U.S. states, Florida has the highest 
percentage of residents over the age of 65, 
and nearly 12% of older adults in Florida 
have been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s dis-
ease (State of Florida, n.d.). As Baby 
Boomers age and life expectancy increases, 
Alzheimer’s is becoming more prevalent 
nationwide, with the Alzheimer’s Associa-
tion predicting that nearly 14 million Amer-
icans will be diagnosed with the condition 
by the year 2050 (Alzheimer’s Association, 
2017). This statistic suggests that communi-
ty institutions across the country should be 
preparing to serve the growing segment of 
the population diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, 
and their caregivers, whose lives are also 
impacted by the disease.  
 
 

BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 
METHODOLOGY 

 
 Research has demonstrated that in-
dividuals diagnosed with Alzheimer’s as 
well as their caregivers experience isola-
tion, anxiety in social settings, and in-
creased cognitive decline due to a lack of 
stimulating experiences (Camic, Baker, & 
Tischler, 2016). The ability to visit a wel-
coming “safe space” can combat these det-
rimental effects and provide opportunities 
for positive intellectual and social engage-
ment (Rhoads, 2009). Over the past decade, 
many museums around the country have 
demonstrated foresight and vision by insti-
tuting programming designed for individu-
als affected by Alzheimer’s disease, with 
subsequent research demonstrating the effi-
cacy of their efforts in terms of reducing 
stress and loneliness for patients and care-
givers (Lamar & Luke, 2016).  
 The pioneering program in this are-
na was “Meet Me,” the Museum of Modern 
Art (MoMA), New York’s Alzheimer’s 
Project, which adapted the museum’s tradi-
tional teaching methodologies and approach 
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to suit an audience with potential communi-
cation and cognition challenges (Museum 
of Modern Art, New York, 2009). “Meet 
Me” advocated for interactive, discussion-
based engagements with art, led by a muse-
um curator and accommodating up to eight 
individuals with Alzheimer’s disease and 
their caregivers. Deliberate questions posed 
by the curator allowed for structured con-
versation in these small groups to progress 
from observation to description, interpreta-
tion, and connection building around and 
about a work of art (Rosenberg, 2009). Re-
search conducted at New York University 
found that this approach promoted feelings 
of intellectual stimulation, information re-
call and retention, and positive emotional 
carryover among its participants (Mittleman 
& Epstein, 2009). Around the country, 
more than 60 cultural institutions now offer 
art appreciation programming for persons 
with Alzheimer’s disease similar to that de-
veloped by MoMA (Parsa, Humble, & Ger-
ber, 2010). Other museums have cultivated 
a more hands-on approach to Alzheimer’s-
related art therapy. The Walker Art Center 
in Minneapolis and the Tate Britain Gallery 
in London, for example, both incorporate 
the experience of making art in planned 
museum excursions for Alzheimer’s pa-
tients and their caregivers (Chancellor, 
Duncan, & Chatterjee, 2014). 
 As cultural cornerstones of the com-
munity and historically safe spaces for self-
expression (Salom, 2008), it is both logical 
and laudable that museums have stepped in 
to provide therapeutic experiences for Alz-
heimer’s patients and their caregivers. 
However, museums should not be expected 
to serve alone; institutions of higher educa-
tion also have the potential to play an im-
portant—and public—role in meeting the 
needs of these populations. Existing re-
search has illustrated several benefits of in-
tergenerational service-learning experiences 
for both college-aged students and older 
adults in the community (Roodin & Shed-
lock, 2013), from improving the emotional 
well-being of older adults (Requena Her-
nandez, 2008) to reducing the prevalence of 

negative stereotypes about aging (Hawkins, 
1996). Particularly in the case of older 
adults with Alzheimer’s disease, such a ser-
vice-learning experience can attune students 
to the existence and needs of a population 
group that often goes unnoticed in the larg-
er community, due to both the invisibility of 
the illness itself as well as self-imposed so-
cial isolation among patients and caregivers 
(Ortigara & Scher McLean, 2013). Intimate 
interactions with people suffering from Alz-
heimer’s disease provide students with the 
opportunity to see these individuals as more 
than a diagnosis; such encounters build em-
pathy and deepen students’ understanding 
not just of the disease itself, but also of the 
human condition in general (Zeisel, 2009). 
 USF was, therefore, pleased to re-
spond to the call for collaboration around 
the development of Alzheimer’s-specific 
programming for the Tampa Museum of 
Art, viewing this opportunity as not only a 
manifestation of the University’s sense of 
responsibility to the community, but as a 
partnership that would also be beneficial to 
students. The collaboration found a home in 
the Honors College at USF, which is dedi-
cated to providing unique educational op-
portunities to highly motivated and intellec-
tually curious students, while engaging with 
the community through service-learning 
endeavors and interdisciplinary collabora-
tive research. This article will reflect upon 
the creation of Connections, the resulting 
intergenerational service-learning partner-
ship between USF’s Honors College and 
the Tampa Museum of Art inspired by 
MoMA’s “Meet Me” Alzheimer’s Project, 
in the hopes of encouraging and enabling 
other universities to collaborate with art in-
stitutions in the community.  
 In Connections, Honors students 
learn about medical conditions including 
Alzheimer’s disease, depression, and post-
traumatic stress disorder, and are trained in 
the Visual Thinking Strategies method of 
art exploration, which allows participants to 
give their own personal interpretations of 
works of art without fear of judgment or 
failure. Particularly in people diagnosed 
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with Alzheimer’s disease, this method has 
been found to help participants access and 
express memories, practice or regain their 
communication skills, externalize emotions, 
relieve stress and anxiety, and promote pos-
itive feelings (Yenawine, 2013; Bennington 
et al., 2016). Students, meanwhile, master 
core competencies such as detailed observa-
tion, deep listening, critical thinking, and 
empathy. Through this immersive experi-
ence at the intersection of art, medicine, and 
mental health, students in Connections also 
have the opportunity to further the research 
in fields such as art therapy, museum edu-
cation, and service-learning pedagogy. In 
describing the logistics of the collaboration, 
instructional design for the course, and on-
going undergraduate research, this reflec-
tion seeks to encourage other educators to 
partner with museums in their communities 
to provide a service-learning experience 
that benefits students and those impacted by 
Alzheimer’s disease. 
 

PARTNERSHIP FORMATION 
 
 In fall of 2015, 18 Honors students 
from a range of majors including biomedi-
cal sciences, psychology, and art history 
volunteered to travel to the museum once 
per week to learn about the medical condi-
tions they would encounter in visitor 
groups. With the help of dedicated faculty 
and staff contributing their expertise on a 
voluntary basis, these students were trained 
to use the Visual Thinking Strategies meth-
od of art exploration to engage participants 
from the community in meaningful conver-
sation around a work of art.  
 
Selection of Visual Thinking Strategies 
Method 
 Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) is 
a method of engaging with art in which a 
trained facilitator stimulates and moderates 
discussion among viewer-participants. It is 
characterized by extended observation, crit-
ical thinking, discussion, careful listening, 
positive reinforcement, and the construction 
of connections among concepts (Yenawine, 

1999). VTS was developed in the early 
1990s by Abigail Housen, a cognitive psy-
chologist, and Philip Yenawine, former Di-
rector of Education at the Museum of Mod-
ern Art in New York, as part of an initiative 
to better engage, educate, and empower mu-
seum visitors to cultivate their viewing 
skills. Positive response to this method of 
engaging with a work of art has since led to 
VTS being used beyond the museum, in 
educational as well as clinical settings 
(Yenawine, 2013). In a VTS session, view-
er-participants are invited to closely exam-
ine a work of art as a group, before being 
asked a sequence of open-ended yet precise 
questions by a facilitator. The questions—
“What’s going on in this picture?,” “What 
do you see that makes you say that?,” and 
“What more can we find?”—are phrased in 
order to promote deep, patient observation, 
evidenced-based analysis, and narrative 
meaning-making. Following a response 
from members of the group, the facilitator 
provides feedback by paraphrasing the 
comments made by each viewer-participant 
and building links between such remarks, 
without judgment or evaluation of whether 
the comment is “correct.” Studies have 
shown that participating in this specific for-
mat of interaction and engagement with a 
work of art improves communication skills 
and builds a sense of mental clarity, confi-
dence, and curiosity through its emphasis 
on sustained looking, guided questioning 
and discussion, and positive reinforcement 
(Yenawine, 2013)—all benefits that are par-
ticularly relevant and helpful for Alzhei-
mer’s patients (Camic, Baker, & Tischler, 
2016). Research demonstrates that VTS can 
also be advantageous for college-aged stu-
dents, enhancing visual literacy, pattern 
recognition, verbal and listening facilities, 
tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty, 
and cultural openness (Childress & Chen, 
2015).  
 
Engaging with Participants 
 After learning about VTS and prac-
ticing with one another for the duration of a 
semester, the initial group of students began 
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working with patients recruited from local 
Alzheimer’s disease support groups and 
assisted living facilities. The museum was 
responsible for enlisting patients, and did so 
by reaching out to activity directors at the 
types of facilities described above with in-
formation about the program. Individuals 
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease and 
their caregivers were invited to attend what 
was billed as a “free mental healthcare and 
community art engagement program” on 
the second Wednesday of each month 
(Tampa Museum of Art, n.d.). Two-hour 
sessions were held in the morning so as to 
avoid “sundowning,” (Jakel, 2017) and fea-
tured a social mixer for the first 30 minutes 
of the meeting time, which allowed partici-
pants to become more comfortable inhabit-
ing the museum space and interacting with 
one another. Students worked in pairs to 
facilitate art interactions using VTS with 
groups of no more than 10 patients and 
caregivers, with the group size limited so as 
to ensure that all participants would have an 
opportunity to contribute to the conversa-
tion. Instructor observation and feedback 
from students indicated that student facilita-
tors were most comfortable and confident 
working together in teams, and were also 
better able to field comments from and 
manage the participant group if they had a 
partner.  
 These first sessions were so success-
ful that the museum soon began offering 
student-led VTS programming weekly, on 
regularly scheduled days and times, ex-
panding the scope to also include people 
struggling with depression and individuals 
diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disor-
der. These sessions quickly attracted the 
attention of dozens of community members 
in need of Alzheimer’s-friendly program-
ming, as well as businesses in the commu-
nity interested in supporting such a venture. 
In its first year, Connections received cor-
porate sponsorship as well as grants from 
two non-profit foundations that assisted in 
offsetting the museum’s costs and raising 
the public profile of this unique cross-
institutional partnership (Lake, 2016). Cul-

tivating relationships with external financial 
partners expanded the reach and more deep-
ly embedded Connections into the commu-
nity; it also assisted in alleviating any con-
cerns about the fiscal viability and sustaina-
bility of a free-to-the-public museum pro-
gram, and illustrated the willingness of 
community agencies to contribute to what 
they perceived to be a worthwhile cause. 
 Connections was equally popular in 
the academic setting; in the second semester 
offering the volunteering opportunity, twice 
the number of students applied to partici-
pate. In 2016, the first group of student re-
cruits continued to work with patients. In-
spired by research that demonstrates the 
efficacy of peer mentorship in advancing 
student learning, the initial trainees were 
also asked to serve as trainers for new vol-
unteers (Bichy & O’Brien, 2014). This sys-
tem of peer mentorship assisted in the 
onboarding process for new volunteers, and 
also helped promote increased consistency 
and stability in the Connections program. 
 

COURSE CREATION 
 

 The Honors College was compelled 
to convert the voluntary program to a credit
-earning, service-learning capstone course 
due to the increasing visibility of the Con-
nections program in the community, as well 
as high student demand for the type of in-
tergenerational service-learning and re-
search experience it provided. Doing so has 
allowed for the inclusion of much greater 
academic rigor as well as deeper engage-
ment with the topics of the course. This has 
been achieved via tested pedagogical meth-
ods including active learning, service-
learning reflection, and cooperative re-
search, which shaped the creation of read-
ing, writing, participatory, and research re-
quirements for the class. 
 
Learning Outcomes and Pedagogical De-
sign 
 Connections was developed as a 
special section of the pre-existing Honors 
capstone course (IDH 4970), which histori-
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cally has been interpreted as the culmina-
tion of the undergraduate learning experi-
ence in directed individual research. Exist-
ing learning outcomes for the course were: 

 Students will develop an original ques-
tion, problem or other project; forms 
include, but are not limited to, tradition-
al research, creative design/production, 
business plan, construction of an art-
work, or another approved format. 

 Students will draw on course content in 
conjunction with prior disciplinary 
training, and/or other undergraduate ex-
perience in developing an approach to 
inquiry. 

 Students will execute and complete a 
major project, documenting frame-
works, methods, analysis, findings, and 
conclusions as appropriate to the pro-
ject. 

 In Connections, the research compo-
nent was retained, but retooled to align with 
the theory of cooperative learning. Instead 
of requiring students to attain the learning 
outcomes described above as individuals, 
students in Connections instead were asked 
to work in teams to develop and pursue a 
research question, as a means of promoting 
positive interdependence, increased face-to-
face interactions, individual and group ac-
countability, improved interpersonal skills, 
and opportunities for group processing 
(Johnson, Johnson, & Holubec, 1990). Spe-
cifically, this course employed the model of 
group investigation (Sharan & Sharan, 
1992), wherein students were permitted to 
form their own two- to six-member groups, 
cultivate a unique research question (rather 
than being assigned a path of inquiry), and 
determine individual tasks that would con-
tribute to the completion of a major project. 
This particular methodology corresponds to 
the values of cooperative learning, but also 
requires the skills of individual responsibil-
ity, autonomy, and independent inquiry 
(Slavin, 1999) that the existing learning 
outcomes for the capstone course sought to 
promote. 
 Additional learning outcomes were 
added to Connections, in order to reflect the 

service-learning focus and the active learn-
ing approaches employed in the course. The 
new learning outcomes were, however, left 
general enough so that they might apply to 
any section of the capstone course that 
might in the future embrace an active ser-
vice-learning concentration. The new out-
comes were: 

 Students will actively create connec-
tions between theory, course content, 
and community engagement through 
reflective assignments, experiences, and 
research. 

 Students will participate in active learn-
ing approaches by focusing on activities 
in which the learner discovers meaning 
and acquires knowledge from experi-
ences, the development of questioning 
skills, synthesis of material, and/or 
through comparison and contrast. 

 Students will provide assistance to a 
community agency by contributing 
time, expertise, training, and/or research 
gained through the course content that is 
applicable to the needs of the communi-
ty. 

 The infusion of service-learning into 
a course that had traditionally possessed a 
research focus was justified by recent schol-
arship highlighting the ways in which com-
munity partnerships can provide students 
with unique opportunities to conduct ap-
plied research (Stark, 2013). Additional 
support was provided by pedagogical re-
search demonstrating how service learning, 
in general, makes learning more meaningful 
to students (National Survey of Student En-
gagement, 2008), while intergenerational 
service learning, in particular, can reinforce 
course content and make it more relevant to 
students (Hamon, 2002). Active learning 
strategies were embraced and embodied in 
these learning outcomes in part out of ne-
cessity; students required hands-on training 
and practice in VTS to prepare to work with 
patient groups. However, the pedagogical 
philosophy of active learning was also suf-
fused throughout other elements of the 
course—from discussion of readings to a 
final research project—as a means of pro-
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moting the acquisition of critical competen-
cies through experiences in the classroom 
and museum setting (Paulson & Faust, 
1998). 
 
Structure and Assignments 
 The class meets once per week at 
the museum, for a three-hour session that 
encourages extended engagement with the 
service-learning community partner, an es-
sential contributor to the efficacy of a ser-
vice-learning experience (Connor & Erick-
son, 2017). Generally, each meeting is com-
prised of two distinct components. The first 
half of each session convenes in the muse-
um’s educational space, and is modeled af-
ter an active classroom experience. Weekly 
reading responses due in advance of class 
help students prepare to debate and discuss 
readings and peer-reviewed research from 
fields including psychology, art history, 
medicine, and educational pedagogy. Dis-
cussion is guided and moderated by the fac-
ulty member teaching the course; guest 
speakers from organizations such as the 
Alzheimer’s Association and the U.S. De-
partment of Veterans Affairs are also invit-
ed, to enrich the students’ perspectives on 
the diseases they will encounter in patient 
populations. Since critical reflection is con-
sidered a crucial component to meaningful 
service learning (Molee, 2010; Karasik, 
2013), students are required to keep a learn-
ing journal in which they write weekly on 
the ways in which class activities and dis-
cussion connect to readings, guest lectures, 
their understanding of Alzheimer’s disease 
and other impairments, outside experiences, 
and their overall sense of self and commu-
nity.  
 During the second half of each 
weekly session, the class heads into the gal-
leries of the museum with their instructor 
and the museum’s education curator. Here, 
students practice VTS as well as other 
unique methods of engagement with art, 
such as a word association game. For this 
activity, facilitators shuffle a deck of cards, 
each imprinted with a word describing an 
emotion such as “joyous,” “frustrated,” or 

“loving.” Participants draw a card, and are 
tasked with finding a work of art in one 
room of the galleries that evokes that emo-
tion for them. Each participant then has the 
opportunity to share their selected artwork 
with the larger group and explain what they 
saw in the work that led to its selection, 
with facilitators directing the conversation 
and paraphrasing all responses. As with 
VTS, this activity asks participants to use 
evidenced-based thinking, access their emo-
tions, and practice communicating with oth-
ers, while having their interpretations and 
experiences validated by others.  
 Students are also encouraged to de-
velop their own activities in the gallery 
space that creatively elaborate on the funda-
mental principles of VTS. Open-ended dis-
cussion, support for multiple perspectives, 
and a demonstration of positive reinforce-
ment are always required, but students can 
otherwise design and implement unique in-
teractions with works of art. One of the 
most successful variations on VTS took 
place in Fall 2016, when a group of stu-
dents experimented with selecting musical 
accompaniments that might complicate or 
challenge a viewer’s initial understanding 
of a work of art. While viewing Goodbye 
My Love #7, a sculpture of a red fiberglass 
airplane with a heart-shaped body by Ester-
io Segura, participants first heard the Cuban 
national anthem played over a facilitator’s 
smartphone in the gallery. A VTS session 
was then held, Frank Sinatra’s “Fly Me to 
the Moon” was played, and another VTS 
session took place in which participants 
were asked to reflect upon the difference 
that the musical selections made in the way 
they interpreted the work of art. This activi-
ty generated such engagement and enthusi-
astic discussion among participants that 
variations of the “musical VTS” session 
have been included in student trainings 
since then. 
 In these weekly gallery sessions, 
students have the opportunity to learn about 
the art on view, design a tour, and practice 
VTS with each other. The class of 19 stu-
dents is divided into four groups; the small-



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 1 

57 

 

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

er numbers not only make movement in the 
galleries easier, but more importantly, it 
allows for every student to have the oppor-
tunity to practice as a facilitator. Because 
the class is divided in this manner and the 
groups are not confined to a single area of 
the museum, it is essential that at least two 
faculty/staff supervisors are available to 
shadow the groups and provide feedback 
and guidance. It is ideal for each group to 
have its own dedicated mentor; students 
who have completed Connections training 
in prior semesters often volunteer to return 
to assist with supervision and provide men-
torship to current students. Mentors take on 
various roles during each class, sometimes 
taking on the position of teacher by provid-
ing critical feedback and positive reinforce-
ment, and on other occasions playing the 
part of a participant and enacting challeng-
ing situations in which the student facilita-
tors will need to improvise or troubleshoot.  
 
Assessment 
 Before students are able to work 
with patient groups, each group’s mock tour 
is evaluated; students must pass with a 70% 
or higher to be allowed to return to the mu-
seum as a peer mentor and leader of facili-
tation sessions for patient groups. A rubric 
is generated and distributed in advance, 
which illustrates how students are assessed 
on factors including clarity of instructions 
and activities, positive body language, lis-
tening and paraphrasing well, and the abil-
ity to respond to unplanned variables. The 
successful mock tour provides a model for 
students to use when they then lead tours 
and interactions with patient groups in the 
museum. This end-of-semester mock tour is 
also an opportunity to invite community 
partners to the museum, along with friends 
and family, to witness the fruits of the stu-
dents’ labor. Students have expressed feel-
ing a sense of pride, ownership, and success 
in the work they have accomplished, while 
community partners gain valuable insight 
into the activities their patients experience 
and a higher degree of confidence in Con-
nections, having witnessed the level of pro-

fessionalism present among student facilita-
tors. The end-of-semester mock tours are an 
essential form of outreach that helps sustain 
enthusiasm for and interest in the program 
from year to year.  
 
Undergraduate Research 
 Another summative assignment is 
the final research presentation required of 
all students in the capstone course. 
Throughout the semester, assigned readings 
and classroom discussions introduced stu-
dents to key components, processes, and 
procedures connected to undergraduate re-
search. Students worked in small groups to 
brainstorm potential research topics related 
to Connections, and brought their ideas to 
life through a series of formative assign-
ments, such as the composition of a re-
search abstract, literature review, and meth-
odologies proposal. The students used on-
campus resources to prepare their research 
projects and learn more about proposal 
writing, research poster creation, and under-
graduate publishing opportunities. Students 
were required to participate in the Universi-
ty’s undergraduate research and arts collo-
quium, at which they made a poster presen-
tation of their research findings. Like the 
mock tours, this provided students with an 
opportunity to take pride in the work they 
had accomplished, as well as connect with a 
broader community (in this case, primarily 
academic) to build awareness around the 
topics of art and mental health.  
 Although no research with patient 
groups has been conducted to date, the stu-
dents who have participated in the course so 
far have formulated a range of meaningful 
research projects designed to improve the 
classroom experience and highlight direc-
tions for future study about VTS. Already 
in Connections, training practices have been 
adapted to respond to the findings of stu-
dent research. In one project, for example, a 
group of six Connections researchers con-
ducted a feasibility study investigating the 
benefits and possibility of bringing VTS to 
USF’s campus, so that students struggling 
with stress or depression could have access 
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to this program as participants. Through a 
comprehensive literature review, these un-
dergraduate researchers demonstrated that 
applicability of VTS for individuals coping 
with challenges to their mental health, with 
a particular focus on conditions that impact 
college-aged adults. These students com-
piled data from previous studies and pre-
sented it in a viewer-friendly format, 
demonstrating how VTS works and the 
ways in which it has been shown to im-
prove participants’ perceptions of stress and 
anxiety (Singh et al., 2017). The counseling 
center was persuaded of the value of VTS 
for the student population and, thanks to the 
important research of this team and the co-
operation of the University’s art institu-
tions, we will begin training students to fa-
cilitate VTS sessions on campus in Fall 
2017 through a separate section of the cap-
stone course. 
 
Course Outcomes 
 A metric is currently being devel-
oped to measure student achievement of the 
learning outcomes for the Connections cap-
stone course. In the meantime, the Student 
Assessment of Instruction survey adminis-
tered in every course at the university is the 
primary way in which the success of the 
course can be assessed. IRB exemption was 
granted to share results of this survey, 
which provide some quantitative and quali-
tative data indicating support for the poten-
tial impact of this class. For example, on a 
five-point Likert scale, 100% of students 
completing the survey indicated that there 
had been “excellent” (5.0) stimulation of 
interest in the course (University of South 
Florida, 2017). On average, students rated 
the facilitation of learning in Connections 
as a 4.9 on the same scale, compared to the 
College mean score of 4.4 (University of 
South Florida, 2017). Student comments on 
the survey included the following: 

 “This class specifically was wonderful. 
A valuable learning experience espe-
cially in that VTS can be used for other 
ideas and can be transferred to other 
aspects of education and self improve-

ment and community engage-
ment” (University of South Florida, 
2017). 

 “The class is one of the best classes …It 
allows us to apply what we learned in 
class to our classmates and eventually, 
with patients” (University of South 
Florida, 2017). 

 “This class was a unique opportunity 
that I really think benefited everyone 
involved” (University of South Florida, 
2017). 

 “I like the way these capstone classes 
are set up, they have a unique way of 
engaging students while still providing 
the opportunity to conduct and develop 
research. Specifically the Connections 
Program at the Tampa Museum of Art 
is a great course that can engage anyone 
while giving back to the communi-
ty” (University of South Florida, 2017). 

 “This class was so well thought out. The 
amount of work that was assigned was 
manageable and extremely relevant to 
what we did in class. I loved this class 
and recommend it to every-
one” (University of South Florida, 
2017). 

 Outcome data for patient groups is 
also somewhat limited at this time, given 
that no research with these subjects has 
been conducted to date. However, there are 
preliminary signs of the program’s success 
in the community, primarily in terms of its 
growth. Since the start of 2017, students 
have facilitated 50 Connections sessions, 
for more than 400 individuals (Bevel, 
2017). Fourteen organizations in the com-
munity, including the Alzheimer’s Associa-
tion, Wounded Warriors, and many assisted 
living facilities, have partnered with the 
museum to send patients and caregivers on 
a regular basis to participate in student-led 
programming (Bevel, 2017). Additional 
program growth is anticipated, as demand is 
present for more sessions, and students cur-
rently enrolled in the Connections course 
during the Fall 2017 semester will soon 
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complete their training and become availa-
ble to serve as facilitators in the museum.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 The initial success of the Connec-
tions program at inspiring meaningful out-
comes for students and the community, as 
described above, prompted the composition 
of this article as a preview of a promising 
program. As the University-Museum part-
nership matures and institutional approval 
to conduct research with human subjects is 
sought, additional manuscripts will be com-
posed to address future undergraduate re-
search projects that are expected to become 
more sophisticated, and outcome data that 
should be more abundant and quantifiable. 
In the interim, these reflections aim to 
demonstrate the rich potential of a course 
that combines traditional classroom practic-
es, off-site experiential learning, intergener-
ational service learning, and an undergradu-
ate research requirement. This article strives 
to make a case for the value of collabora-
tions between institutions of higher educa-
tion and museums in order to address the 
needs of a growing population of people 
with Alzheimer’s disease in a novel, inter-
disciplinary way. The sources, assignments, 
and methodologies of engagement suggest-
ed in this piece hopefully may assist in 
bringing similar partnerships to life else-
where, in order to benefit individuals with 
Alzheimer’s disease and students alike.  
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 Raising Spirit is a collaborative pro-
ject between a small university on the Ca-
nadian prairies and a local non-profit dedi-
cated to supporting Indigenous children and 
their families. Our work is based in Leth-
bridge, a small regional hub located in 
Treaty 7 territory in Alberta, an area de-
fined by settlers that includes the traditional 
lands of the Niitsitapi (Blackfoot), Nakoda 
(Stoney), and Tsuut’ina nations. It is also 
just over 60 kilometers away from the larg-
est Indigenous reserve in all of Canada.  
 From its beginning as a photo-
elicitation project on local childrearing val-
ues among Blackfoot families to its expan-

sion to include a digital storytelling library 
and arts-based education and exhibition, 
this project has evolved to become a trans-
media collaboration with significant impli-
cations for methods. Ultimately, we came to 
see that what we learned methodologically 
was as important as any of the project 
goals. We discovered that it was the mo-
ments of encounter requiring translation 
across difference that were central to the 
process of building relationships in our 
community-university partnership.  
 In the wake of the release of the fi-
nal report of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada (TRC, 2015) on the 

ABSTRACT 
 

This piece draws on multiple voices to reflect on a collaborative project between university-
based researchers and a local community organization devoted to Indigenous Black-
foot children and their families. The evolution of the project from one based on photo-
elicitation to one devoted to building a digital storytelling library meant a methodological shift 
to acknowledge the role of translation in encounters between university researchers and com-
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genocidal legacy of colonialism and resi-
dential schools, we describe a series of 
translating encounters that were produced 
by our methods. We argue that these some-
times unexpected moments of encounter 
have the potential to produce an ethical 
space of collaboration across difference. 
While difference in this context refers pri-
marily to differences between settler and 
Indigenous and between young and older, it 
also marks the difference produced by uni-
versity researchers at different levels inter-
acting with high school students and with 
young children attending an early childhood 
program. Some of our richest work hap-
pened when graduate students, undergradu-
ate students, high school students, teens and 
young children encountered one another 
and sought to translate between worlds. In 
this preliminary report, we provide a multi-
perspectival view of what we learned in the 
research process and the unsettling and 
transformative effects of translation be-
tween different subject positions. By detail-
ing this process from the perspective of dif-
ferent members of the research team, we 
hope to share lessons on the importance of 
these seemingly mundane moments in the 
research process in building effective uni-
versity and community collaboration.  
 We begin by briefly introducing the 
context of Truth and Reconciliation in Can-
ada before considering the implications of 
translating encounters. Next, individual 
team members describe the encounters that 
characterized each stage of the project. The 
sections unfold chronologically to demon-
strate the growing recognition that our most 
important results were in fact these encoun-
ters themselves, as they illustrate the critical 
pedagogical value of productive but uncom-
fortable translation across multiple sites of 
difference.  
 
TRUTH AND RECONCILIATION: WHY 
UNIVERSITIES AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

MATTER IN CANADA 
DR. KRISTINE ALEXANDER 

(HISTORY) AND DR. JAN NEWBERRY 
(ANTHROPOLOGY), 

INSTITUTE FOR CHILD AND YOUTH 
STUDIES 

 
 University of Lethbridge is the big-
gest employer in our city, and the majority 
of its faculty, students, and staff are non-
Indigenous—a fact that in many ways is a 
result of the persistent underfunding of edu-
cation for Indigenous children and youth in 
Alberta and across Canada. This underfund-
ing of education and services for Indige-
nous children, which the Canadian Human 
Rights Tribunal recently condemned as an 
example of racial discrimination, is one of 
the numerous ways that settler colonialism 
continues to shape the lives of Indigenous 
young people and families in 21st century 
Canada (Fontaine, 2016). Since its estab-
lishment in 1867, the Canadian settler na-
tion-state has sought to erase and displace 
Indigenous populations in order to control 
land and natural resources. Indigenous chil-
dren were—and continue to be—central to 
the Canadian government’s assimilatory 
vision, and like their counterparts in other 
settler societies, they have been targeted 
through child abduction, attempts at reli-
gious conversion, and what the late anthro-
pologist Patrick Wolfe called 
“resocialization in total institutions such as 
missions or boarding schools” (2006, p. 
388). The best-known Canadian example of 
Indigenous child removal is the network of 
government-funded and church-run residen-
tial schools that separated approximately 
150,000 Indigenous children from their 
families and communities between the late 
19th and late 20th centuries.  
 The traumatic and disruptive effects 
of colonialism in general and residential 
schooling in particular were explicitly ad-
dressed in 2015, with the release of the re-
port of the Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission of Canada (2015). The TRC’s com-
missioners spent six years listening to the 
testimony of survivors, and their final re-
port calls residential schooling an act of 
cultural genocide and insists that 
“colonialism remains an ongoing process” 
in Canada (p. 45). In addition to document-
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ing these institutions’ history of harm and 
injustice, the report also includes 94 Calls 
to Action “to redress the legacy of residen-
tial schools and advance the process of Ca-
nadian reconciliation” (p. 319). The TRC’s 
Calls to Action make it clear that Canadian 
governments, educators, health care provid-
ers, legal systems, and universities need to 
do better. Our project has been shaped by 
this political, social, and economic context. 
 

TRANSLATING ENCOUNTER  
AS METHOD  

JAN NEWBERRY  
AND KRISTINE ALEXANDER 

 
 As Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang 
(2012) have noted, media coverage and 
mainstream educational research tends to 
depict Indigenous communities in two main 
ways: As “at-risk” peoples (in crisis, on the 
verge of extinction, engaging in self-
destructive behaviours) or as “asterisk” 
peoples (“meaning they are represented by 
an asterisk in large and crucial data sets, 
many of which are conducted to inform 
public policy that affects their lives”; p. 22). 
Frustrated with this reductive, settler-
focused and often negative approach to de-
scribing Indigenous families and cultures, 
we decided to work together to investigate 
Indigenous (in this case, mostly Blackfoot) 
families and child-rearing practices to coun-
ter “asterisk” and “at-risk” discourses. In 
designing this project, we decided that un-
like conventional “extractive” academic 
research, which takes knowledge from com-
munities and repackages it for academic 
consumption, the work would instead be 
driven by the needs of University of Leth-
bridge’s community partner, Opokaa’sin 
Early Intervention Society.  
 The beginning of our project coin-
cided with the establishment of the Institute 
for Child and Youth Studies at University 
of Lethbridge, a multidisciplinary institute 
composed of faculty, students, and commu-
nity members with a shared interest in do-
ing interdisciplinary, curiosity-based, and 
policy-relevant research about young peo-

ple. It also meshed with the University’s 
mandate to provide its students with a liber-
al education emphasizing cross-disciplinary 
critical thinking, student involvement in 
research, and engaged, socially responsible 
citizenship. The evolution of our project has 
been an exercise in respectful relationship-
building through which all of us have had to 
mindfully negotiate power relationships and 
the history of the modern university as a 
colonial institution (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). 
This work, designed to meet the needs of an 
Indigenous community organization, has 
allowed knowledge and skills to flow in 
multiple directions. We soon discovered, 
however, that this required translation work 
on all sides. 
 The Raising Spirit team included 
students and faculty working in anthropolo-
gy, history, children’s literature, digital 
studies, and education. Project staff has in-
cluded professors, post-docs, graduate and 
undergraduate students, high school stu-
dents, agency staff, and members of local 
Indigenous communities, including Elders. 
Finding a way to work together required 
multiple moments of translation and con-
nection across difference, not just the trans-
lation of Blackfoot child-rearing values at 
the center of the project. For example, uni-
versity-based team members were trained in 
archival research, literary analysis, and eth-
nography. These differences alone can be 
obstacles to collaboration. Here they were 
compounded by the differences between 
those working inside the university and 
those working in a social service setting. 
We discovered early on the constraints of 
different reporting procedures, time frames, 
audiences, and legitimating authorities. 
Moreover, university team members are 
primarily settler researchers, while the so-
cial service agency is staffed primarily by 
Indigenous peoples and serves local First 
Nations, Métis, and Inuit (FNMI) commu-
nities. Their clients were mostly people 
who identify as Blackfoot, and yet the dif-
ferences between Kainai and Piikani peo-
ples of the Blackfoot Confederacy are sig-
nificant locally. Even further, the Indige-
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nous population served by this early child-
hood learning centre is predominantly ur-
ban, in some contrast to the rural population 
living on the nearby reserve. Finally, and 
perhaps most importantly for this work, as-
sociated with a university institute for child 
and youth studies were differences based on 
age: adult, youth, child, Elder.  
 As the project developed, the lack of 
clear boundaries around “the community” 
under study became a key reason for focus-
ing on the encounters themselves as part of 
our methodology. In other words, and as 
will be described below, we found that it 
was when the young and the older were 
brought together in an encounter that 
boundaries between these groups were rec-
ognized, made real, and bridged. Rather 
than any clear, “authentic” categorization of 
people or community, we found that identi-
fication took place during encounters that 
required translation in at least two direc-
tions. This was equally the case when In-
digenous and settler researchers worked to 
collect field data and identify important 
themes. And again, when high school stu-
dents worked alongside graduate students 
and Elders from the community, transla-
tions across differences were effected even 
as these differences were recognized in 
these encounters. 
 Recent work on translation in an-
thropology highlights its character as an 
“event-based, real-time practice” (Gal, 
2015, p. 229) that occurs across difference. 
Gal notes how such translational encounters 
require a double voice, one that is both for-
eign and domestic. In other words, these 
interactional accomplishments require that 
speakers “double voice their knowledge 
rather than simply inhabiting their profes-
sional role. They take on a different voice 
and role than they would with co-
experts” (p. 233). One principle of our work 
has been to recognize the expertise of not 
only local Indigenous people, but also the 
young; this approach to translation was 
quite productive. In other words, when 
young Indigenous people translated for set-
tler university students, they were demon-

strating a kind of double-voiced expertise, 
one that had them reflecting on their own 
lives and circumstances, but also reaching 
across to those in a different position in pur-
suit of a shared understanding. For exam-
ple, young high school students had to artic-
ulate an understanding of their own culture 
to settler university researchers to help ori-
ent them to the community they were enter-
ing, even as these young people sought to 
understand and explore their own relation-
ships to tradition and connection to land. 
 The space produced by this transla-
tion work resonates with the ethical space 
of engagement described by Ermine (2007), 
when two societies with different 
worldviews seek to engage one another. We 
elaborate this space by noting the multiple 
forms of difference at play here and by in-
cluding conceptual work as well as ethical 
and moral work. In the research described 
here, the translational encounter is under-
stood to produce a collaborative sphere of 
co-conceptualization (Rappaport, 2008). 
That is to say, the translation work pro-
duced in these encounters represented col-
laborative analysis as well. This resulted in 
the production of a kind of third space 
(Putnam, 2000; cf. Bhabha, 2004): a critical 
pedagogical and ethical space for recogni-
tion, renegotiation, and possible reconcilia-
tion of epistemic, ontological, and ethical 
worlds. The production of these kinds of 
spaces is particularly pressing in the context 
of ongoing settler colonialism and the Calls 
to Action of the TRC.  
 

PHOTO ENCOUNTERS 
TANYA PACE-CROSSCHILD 

(EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, 
OPOKAA’SIN EARLY INTERVENTION 

SOCIETY) AND JAN NEWBERRY 
 

 The origins of Raising Spirit predate 
the TRC by several years. The project be-
gan with shared questions about the effect 
of the global push to support Early Child-
hood Education and Care (ECEC) for Indig-
enous child-rearing values and the implica-
tion of renewed attention to young children 
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in this decolonizing moment (Newberry, 
2010; Newberry, 2012; Preston, Cottrell, 
Pelletier, & Pearce, 2012). Jan has conduct-
ed ethnographic research on early child-
hood in Indonesia, and Tanya is the execu-
tive director of an agency devoted to Indig-
enous children and their families. Based on 
our shared interest in articulating local child
-rearing values to aid early childhood pro-
grams and challenge globalized frameworks 
and continuing settler colonialism, we de-
signed a collaborative photo-elicitation pro-
ject. Briefly, photo-elicitation uses images 
to provoke responses from the viewer 
(Pauwel, 2015). The elicitation approach is 
based on the idea that values are generally 
not articulated and reproduced as a written 
corpus of organized ideas. Instead, they ex-
ist as everyday, mundane knowledge shared 
informally and anecdotally. Following 
Kärtner et al. (2007) who elicited parental 
“ethnotheories” through photographs, we 
used pictures of local Indigenous (primarily 
Blackfoot) families engaging in child-
rearing practices as a prompt for others to 
describe the values represented. 
 Eight parents and caregivers, includ-
ing several agency staff members, were 
asked to photograph everyday moments of 
child rearing. Choosing to work with partic-
ipant-photographers added a layer of data 
on local values (what did they choose to 
photograph and why), which expanded this 
collaborative project to include auto-
ethnographic, participatory action research. 
These photographs were then used as 
prompts about childhood and child-rearing 
values in semi-structured interviews. Two 
Indigenous undergraduate students inter-
viewed the participant photographers to 
draw out the implications of the choices 
they had made. They also took a subset of 
these photographs to powwows in the his-
toric Blackfoot Territory where they gath-
ered responses from self-selected passersby. 
Interviews were also conducted with Black-
foot Elders whose wisdom is recognized as 
authoritative. Indigenous agency staff con-
ducted these interviews because of their 

knowledge of Blackfoot language and the 
protocols necessary for speaking to Elders. 
 These encounters all required trans-
lation. Parents were asked to translate the 
meaning of the photographs they took. In a 
series of encounters at powwow, the stu-
dents asked passersby to use the same pho-
tographs to translate their own child-rearing 
experiences. In staff members’ interviews 
with Elders, translation in and across the 
Blackfoot language was necessary. At each 
stage, differences within the broader Black-
foot community were confronted and medi-
ated, which produced spaces for discussion 
about the unspoken child-rearing values 
disrupted by residential schooling and colo-
nial violence. By using the photographs as a 
prompt, young Blackfoot researchers asked 
family members, Elders, and strangers to 
articulate their own experience and exper-
tise as an act of translation and collabora-
tive analysis. These encounters were mo-
ments of recognition that were both heart-
breaking and empowering. We heard from 
Elders about pride, generosity, and the im-
portance of family in teaching values, even 
as we heard stories of institutional violence 
in residential schools aimed at “killing the 
Indian in the child.” 
 Beginning in 2014-15, the project 
gained momentum with new personnel, new 
funding, and a new focus: The production 
of a digital storytelling library for the use of 
our community partner in programming 
with young people. The library would in-
clude not just the photographs, but record-
ings of storytelling by Elders that would 
then be used in programming for children, 
teens, and other members of the larger In-
digenous community. This new work meant 
more personnel and a greater need for train-
ing across the university and agency set-
tings. These encounters through training 
became an important part of our work.  
 

FIELDWORK ENCOUNTERS 
TAYLOR LITTLE MUSTACHE 

(UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION 
STUDENT) AND  

AMY MACK (PHD STUDENT) 
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 One of the key components of this 
project is the emphasis on mentorship and 
training that occurred for all team members 
in the field. In June 2016, we headed into 
the field, taking with us the training we re-
ceived from Drs. Jan Newberry, Kristine 
Alexander, and Erin Spring, then a postdoc-
toral fellow at University of Lethbridge. 
Our goal was to gather stories from Indige-
nous young people and Elders for a digital 
library to be used in our partner organiza-
tion’s educational programing. The library 
was and is meant to be interactive, accessi-
ble, and child-friendly. To suit these needs, 
we selected the online platform ThingLink 
(https://www.thinglink.com), which allows 
users to annotate images with audio, video, 
links, and other images.  
 The staff at Opokaa’sin asked that 
we base the library on the idea of the Medi-
cine Wheel, a symbol that holds cultural 
significance throughout Indigenous North 
America and is used throughout the organi-
zation’s educational programming. The 
Medicine Wheel is divided into four quad-
rants: belonging, independence, mastery, 
and generosity. After a multi-day workshop 
with Elders, our team added a selection of 
Blackfoot values to each quadrant. After 
exploration and discussion in both English 
and Blackfoot, the Elders explained and 
explored what each of these quadrants 
meant to them. For example, independence 
is expressed through “iikaakimatt,” or “try 
hard,” and belonging can be achieved in 
part through “apomikit” or “transfer of 
knowledge.” These values became the 
words we used to code and understand the 
data and stories we were given during our 
time in the field.  
 This stage of fieldwork began when 
undergraduate researchers interviewed In-
digenous children using the photo elicita-
tion approach of Tanya and Jan’s original 
project. In these fieldwork encounters, 
where we learned about the rich history and 
stories of the Blackfoot, we found that 
training occurred both in research methods 
and in traditional teachings, which hold rel-

evance for higher education in the era of 
reconciliation. Amy, a graduate student, 
mentored Taylor, an undergraduate student, 
on anthropological methods, such as inter-
viewing and participant observation during 
the interview process, as well as after when 
writing field notes. Taylor, who is Black-
foot, along with the organization’s staff and 
Elders, mentored Amy, who is a settler, on 
traditional values, teaching her about proper 
protocol and contextualizing the stories. 
These reciprocal training experiences gave 
Indigenous and settler University research-
ers confidence in the field and provided a 
foundation for training Hudson and Tesla, 
two Blackfoot high school students who 
joined the project as youth researchers (see 
below).  
 Later in the summer, we went on 
field trips to cultural sites in Blackfoot terri-
tory. We listened to Elders share stories at 
historical sites; picked sweet grass, choke-
cherries, and wild mint; visited an im-
portant sacred site; and attended ceremo-
nies. The Elders we sat with told stories of 
the land and how it came to be; they also 
taught us how to look for the lessons within 
each story. Being out in the field gave us 
the opportunity to record these stories on a 
personal and interactive level, rather than 
the standard structured interview approach 
of question and answer. This allowed us to 
collect data while also creating a strong 
foundation of community and gaining new 
traditional teachers. On these trips, Tesla 
and Hudson were encouraged to put their 
academic training into practice with the 
guidance of the team. When other team 
members joined, our academic abilities and 
the young people’s connections with the 
university were further developed. 
 Once again, these encounters al-
lowed us to create a collective sphere 
(Rappaport, 2008) of shared experiences, 
vulnerability, and transformation through 
reciprocal mentorship and training. Every-
one had a role to play in training one anoth-
er. It was in those long car rides out into the 
prairies that these transformations took 
place, and true collaboration was achieved. 
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We brought these teachings and experienc-
es back to campus, and the process of shar-
ing and gifting knowledge continued into 
the following phases of our research pro-
cess as we worked towards completing the 
library.  
 

TRAINING ENCOUNTERS 
DR. ERIN SPRING AND TAYLOR LIT-

TLE MUSTACHE WITH  
TESLA HEAVY RUNNER AND HUD-

SON EAGLE BEAR  
(HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS) 

 
 As a postdoctoral fellow, my role in 
the Raising Spirit project was to provide 
research training for settler and Indigenous 
high school, undergraduate, and graduate 
students. This training took place over a 
series of encounters on the land, within the 
community, and at University of Leth-
bridge. Our communal office on campus 
was a safe space where all team members 
socialized, wrote, read, and discussed the 
project. The training that took place there 
was enriched by the disciplinary diversity 
of our research team, and by the involve-
ment—both on- and off-campus—of El-
ders, staff, and children from our partner 
organization and university staff and stu-
dents. 
 In the summer of 2016, the project 
team hired Indigenous high school students, 
Hudson and Tesla. They eventually became 
the youth leaders of our ethnographic sum-
mer fieldwork, where we collected stories 
on the land about Blackfoot culture, history, 
and language for the digital library. Prior to 
fieldwork, we spent time together on cam-
pus, where Tesla and Hudson received 
training in the research process including 
protocol, ethics, participant observation, 
interviewing, transcribing, coding, and 
analysis. Involvement in this project—and 
particularly in its land-based fieldwork—
allowed Hudson and Tesla to become more 
integrated in their own Blackfoot communi-
ty. It also allowed them to see University of 
Lethbridge as a place where they belong.  

 The research team kept extensive 
field notes through a project blog. The fol-
lowing excerpt from Tesla’s field notes 
highlights what she learned and reflects on 
how her involvement in the project has 
shaped her thinking about the future:  
 I got the chance to hang out with 

some anthropologists over the sum-
mer and got a look at what they use 
their knowledge to do including, 
field work, interviews, community 
participation, all of what I have 
been doing over the course of the 
summer. We started off with learn-
ing of what being in the field is like 
and how to observe everything and 
how observations are one of the im-
portant key things in field work so 
we got lots of practice with it then 
we started with interviews. Inter-
viewed small children, youth, 
adults, and elders, all which were 
important to collect info from […] I 
am so lucky to have got the chance 
to be a part of this project and use 
the skills that I have learnt for 
things I may want to achieve after 
high school. This summer has in-
spired me to think about Post-
secondary, something of which I 
had no clue about before and at least 
now I have some idea. I hope to 
come back to this project in the fu-
ture. 

Similarly, Hudson’s field notes highlight 
the skills he developed: 
 I went sweet grass picking for the 

first time this summer, and I was 
taught which is real sweet grass and 
which is fake sweet grass. When 
you are sweet grass picking, you 
have to sit there and be patient […] 
if you rush to pick then you could 
get tricked by Napi. I also had the 
honour to help out at the Sundance 
with a few of the society members 
and […] attended some sacred cere-
monies which was a great honor for 
me because it opened my eyes to be 
a part of something that my people 
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have been doing for hundreds of 
years […] Personally for me it was 
just a great and unbelievable experi-
ence because I learned way more 
about my culture then [sic] I thought 
I would have. If I have the oppor-
tunity to be a researcher ever again, 
I’d definitely take it up because you 
can meet a lot of interesting people. 
The only thing about it is that you 
have to pay very close attention to 
stories.  

In their field notes, Hudson and Tesla iden-
tify themselves as researchers and outline 
how their imagined future trajectories have 
developed through a series of encounters 
occurring across time and space, both on- 
and off-campus. Using the skills they had 
developed over the past two years, Tesla 
and Hudson also worked to build the digital 
library, thereby increasing their own sense 
of cultural belonging and research capacity, 
and ensuring a closing of the intergenera-
tional knowledge transmission circle.  
 Taylor’s field notes, which describe 
her experiences speaking about the project 
at academic conferences in Calgary and 
Vancouver, explain the importance of the 
project in similar terms:  
 This experience was profound and 

humbling; it felt as though I got to 
see a glimpse of my future by pre-
senting alongside great educators. I 
got to meet Cindy Blackstock [a 
prominent public critic of the treat-
ment of Indigenous children]…. 
This presentation changed my per-
spective completely and better clari-
fied and supported the reason why I 
too am trying to make a difference 
for F.N.M.I. people specifically 
youth. At some points I did feel 
overwhelmed by the high level of 
educated people and felt as though I 
was not yet supposed to be there. 
However that changed quickly when 
I made new friends like Erin and 
Amy who changed my whole way 
of thinking and encouraged me to 
continue on with my education. 

Taylor is now embarking on a Bachelor of 
Education degree, Hudson is enrolled in his 
first year of community college, and Tesla 
is entering her final year of high school. For 
them, the encounters facilitated by the pro-
ject have produced new forms of expertise 
within academia and the Blackfoot commu-
nity.  
 

ART AS ENCOUNTER 
ASHLEY HENRICKSON (MASTER’S 

STUDENT IN HISTORY) AND  
KAITLYNN WEAVER (MASTER’S STU-

DENT IN CULTURAL, SOCIAL AND 
POLITICAL THOUGHT) 

 
 We joined the Raising Spirit team in 
September 2016 to spearhead the final 
phase of the project: an art exhibit, “Elders 
of the Future,” which was held at a local 
community arts centre in September and 
October 2017. This aspect of the project 
was funded by a grant intended to com-
memorate the 150th anniversary of Canadi-
an confederation. However, for many Indig-
enous communities, the anniversary of a 
colonial act of Indigenous dispossession 
and settler nation-building was not an occa-
sion for celebration. Therefore, “Elders of 
the Future”—co-created by a multigenera-
tional and culturally diverse team of com-
munity members and University students—
marked the anniversary of Confederation 
not by celebrating nationalism, but by high-
lighting and celebrating the resiliency of 
Indigenous families and communities while 
looking forward to a future characterized by 
reconciliation and resurgence.  
 Young children under 5 also con-
tributed to the exhibition by creating collab-
orative canvases using diverse materials 
including shaving cream, glue, and assorted 
household items. The children clearly had 
motivation and vision for creating their art, 
and in order to capture this process, we 
tried to interview the children about their 
work. However, we faced challenges creat-
ing relationships with the children, because 
we were outsiders as infrequent visitors, 
settler university researchers, and adults. 
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The combination of these factors hindered 
our ability to translate our questions in a 
way that resonated with the children. In-
stead, children demonstrated acts of refusal 
by choosing not to tell us about their pro-
cess or personal motivation for their work. 
For example, when asked who was depicted 
in his art piece, one child promptly replied, 
“It’s pink.” This was quite obvious, as the 
only colours provided to the children were 
numerous shades of pink. This demonstrat-
ed to us that the children were not yet com-
fortable sharing personal information about 
their lives due to our outsider status. Alt-
hough many of the children refused to share 
their motivations, the process of collabora-
tive art-making provided a step towards fu-
ture positive encounters, which will further 
allow us to translate between cultures and 
generations. 
 Visitors to the exhibit, which also 
functioned as the official debut of the com-
pleted digital library, were first greeted by a 
large Medicine Wheel composed of the art 
by Indigenous youth and images from the 
photo-elicitation project. Much of the art 
showcased in “Elders of the Future” was 
created during a series of art workshops. 
These workshops included a tour of the 
University of Lethbridge Art Gallery, which 
at that time featured the work of Mi’kmaw 
artist Ursula Johnson. Touring the art gal-
lery and viewing Johnson’s art, which cri-
tiques the appropriation of Indigenous art-
work by museum curators, raised questions 
about how academic and cultural institu-
tions can be used to resist colonialism. To-
gether, our multigenerational settler and 
Indigenous curation team produced another 
ethical space facilitated by the translation of 
encounters across cultures and generations. 
“Elders of the Future” drew a broad audi-
ence, and opened to standing-room-only 
crowds.  
 

WHAT WE LEARNED 
 

 Data collection for Raising Spirit 
has just finished, and analysis will soon 
begin. Here we have contemplated the un-

expected effect of encounters in the re-
search process that required us to translate 
across and therefore at least temporarily 
bridge differences. This process has led us 
to take seriously how method as a process is 
as significant as the result of data analysis. 
Our experience provides lessons for univer-
sities working with local communities 
about the importance of slowing down to 
notice and be attentive to the moments 
when difference is encountered and trans-
lated in the research and community-
building process. 
 Across the Raising Spirit project, we 
observed that our ideas about the 
“Blackfoot” community dissolved as we 
came to recognize the differences within 
based on generation, geography, and posi-
tion within the project. This process was 
just as evident for the university team. As 
professors, post-docs, graduate, undergrad-
uate, and high school students, we engaged 
the very young and those who were older. 
Our work required translation across our 
own academic positions as we collaborated 
with one another but also across age-based 
experience as we worked with children and 
Elders. Our positions as producers and re-
ceivers of knowledge shifted with each en-
counter. We learned to acknowledge the 
power we were given because of our cate-
gory of identity in some situations and to 
cede authority and accept our vulnerability 
in others. When young people refuse to an-
swer researcher questions, when youth be-
come experts rather than university re-
searchers, when recognized categories of 
identity shatter in the face of discovered 
sameness, and when our values are chal-
lenged, we are unsettled. Many now call for 
unsettling the settler in post-TRC Canada 
(Regan, 2010; Manuel & Derrickson, 
2015). Our work on the Raising Spirit pro-
ject has done this as well, for settler and 
Indigenous, university and community, 
young and old alike. It was in the third 
space created through the various encoun-
ters that comprised this project that we each 
engaged in acts of translation that unsettled 
categories of identity, experience, and val-
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ues. We learned in this project to recognize 
and respect this ethical space where we not 
only collaborated on conceptualizing values 
but also reflected on our own values and the 
possibility for transforming them.  
 Ultimately, as universities pursue 
community partnerships, the possibility for 
transformation in their relationship requires 
accepting the unsettling aspects of their en-
counters and making space for the two-way 
translation necessitated by them. By ac-
knowledging the double-voicing in transla-
tion as part of productive pedagogy rather 
than something to be managed, the power 
of these encounters can transform both part-
ners in participatory research. 
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