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INTRODUCTION 

 
 Widener University is located in 
Chester, Pennsylvania, which lies just out-
side of Philadelphia. The median household 
income of Chester is $27,217, with 36.9% 
of residents living in poverty (U.S. Census). 
Graduate physical therapy (PT) students in 
the Widener University Institute for Physi-
cal Therapy Education (IPTE) are involved 
in extensive community engagement in 
Chester through service learning (SL) 
across the entire three-year PT curriculum 
(Figure 1). Community engagement is an 
intentional commitment on the part of aca-
demic programs to civic engagement and 
social responsibility, to positively impact 
both students and community (Watson, 
Hollister, Stroud, & Babcock, 2011). SL is 
a powerful educational tool that can be used 
to develop civic-mindedness in students 

that will carry forward into their profession-
al lives. Properly constructed SL develops 
clinical skills, and may also support ele-
ments of professionalism and civic engage-
ment (Seifer, 1998). It is important for 
graduate professional programs to consider 
the impact of community engagement on 
the development of professionalism. 
 
BACKGROUND/LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 Professional graduate education pro-
grams seek to move students toward the 
goals of their professions that extend be-
yond competency and toward professional 
practice. PT is one field that requires pro-
fessional graduate education. Physical ther-
apists evaluate and diagnose the human 
movement system across the lifespan to 
promote optimal development; physical 
therapists diagnose and provide interven-
tions to prevent or address physical impair-
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ments, activity limitations, and participation 
restrictions (APTA, 2013). The American 
Physical Therapy Association (APTA) has 
adopted core values that describe profes-
sionalism in the field of PT (APTA, 2010). 
These core values are accountability, altru-
ism, compassion/caring, excellence, integri-
ty, professional duty, and social responsibil-
ity (APTA, 2010). SL activities can assist in 
the development of the core values. SL pro-
jects cause increases in core values 
(Crandell, Wiegand, & Brosky, 2013; Wise 
& Yuen, 2010; Gazsi & Oriel, 2010), cul-
tural competency (Denton, Esparza, Fike, 
Gonzalez, & Denton, 2016), and foster cur-
ricular integration (Gazsi & Oriel, 2010).  
 SL programs should be meaningful 
to both students and community partners 
(Village, 2006). Meaningful SL includes 
community engagement, which can incor-
porate various elements including regular 
volunteering (Village, 2006). Well-
designed SL programs account for the im-
pact of the program on both student learn-
ing and community members, and include 
elements such as debriefing and reflection 
(Village, 2006; Kelly & Miller, 2008). 
Brosky, Deprey, Hopp, and Maher (2006) 
reported on a variety of PT community en-
gagement activities that were planned in 
concert with community partners. This re-
sulted in both community partners and stu-

dents valuing the interaction, with students 
feeling their learning needs were served and 
community partners feeling appreciated, 
and that the constituents’ needs were met 
(Brosky et al., 2006). 
 Entry-level PT education programs 
widely use a variety of experiential learning 
activities, including SL to practice their 
clinical skills (Smith & Crocker, 2017). As 
a result, much is known about the impact of 
SL related to learning outcomes. Students 
report that service in a PT pro bono clinic 
improves communication, clinical compe-
tence, and confidence on their first, full-
time clinical experience (Porretta, Black, 
Palombaro, & Erdman, 2017). SL can de-
crease students’ self-reported anxiety 
(Nordon-Craft et al., 2017), increase confi-
dence in performing skills (Nordon-Craft et 
al., 2017), and increase perceptions of re-
sponsibility and autonomy (Bostick, Hall, 
& Miciak, 2014). Clinical reasoning skills 
(Seif et al., 2014), as well as interprofes-
sional perceptions, attitudes, and learning 
(Seif et al., 2014; Buff et al., 2015), also 
improve. 
 SL fosters civic commitment 
through developing civic knowledge, skills, 
and identity. Civic knowledge is discipline-
specific knowledge that defines a good citi-
zen (Hatcher, 2011); physical therapists can 
view the APTA core values as guidelines 
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 for civic knowledge. Civic skills are the 
ability to organize, communicate, engage in 
collective decisions, and think critically—
all skills that can be found in graduate pro-
fessional programs (Kirlin, 2003). Civic 
identity occurs when people are fully en-
gaged community members using their 
skills collaboratively to better society 
(Hatcher, 2011). Graduate professional pro-
grams should develop alumni with strong 
civic identity. 
 Effective SL yields civically en-
gaged citizens (Village, 2006), thus civic-
mindedness may be one end result of the 
development of professionalism. Civic-
mindedness is one’s knowledge of and/or 
involvement in the community, and a com-
mitment to acting on responsibility toward 
that community (Bringle & Steinberg, 
2010). Hansen et al. (2007) argue that 
meaningful SL can connect students with a 
commitment to civic engagement and social 
responsibility throughout their professional 
lives. Civic-mindedness development and 
expression through SL have been described 
in undergraduate alumni (Hahn, 2016), bi-
ology (Sanders & Hirsch, 2014), and busi-
ness students (Snell, Chan, Ma, & Chan, 
2015). More relevant to graduate profes-
sional education is SL and service-oriented 
literature concerning physicians (Gruen, 
Campbell, & Blumenthal, 2006), occupa-
tional therapy (Hansen et al., 2007), a col-
lege of health professions (Ghaddar, Ron-
nau, Saladin, & Martinez, 2013), and PT 
(Palombaro et al., 2017). A lack of con-
sistency exists regarding measurement of 
civic-mindedness across these studies. 
Three papers used quantitative surveys. 
Hahn (2016) used the Civic Minded Gradu-
ate Survey, a quantitative survey developed 
for use in undergraduates, and Palombaro et 
al. (2017) used the Civic Minded Profes-
sional Survey (CMP), the counterpart to the 
Civic Minded Graduate Survey that is de-
signed for use in graduate students and pro-
fessionals, on a small pilot sample of gradu-
ate PT students. Gruen et al. (2006) used a 
survey specific to physicians. Qualitative 
analyses were used to assess growth in civic 

mindedness in two studies (Snell et al., 
2015; Sanders & Hirsch, 2014). Two arti-
cles could best be classified as position 
statements with respect to civic mindedness 
(Hansen et al., 2007; Ghaddar et al., 2013). 
It remains relatively unknown, however, 
whether consistent exposure to SL through-
out an academic graduate professional pro-
gram increases civic-mindedness. 
 The purposes of this study are to 1) 
determine if civic-mindedness and its com-
ponents increase throughout an intensive 
service-learning graduate PT education pro-
gram, 2) determine if any differences exist 
between males and females with respect to 
civic-mindedness, and 3) determine if stu-
dents who engage in leadership positions 
within civic engagement programming ex-
hibit greater increases in civic-mindedness.  
 

METHODS 
 
Setting 
 Students at the IPTE participate in 
consistent community engagement that is 
imbedded in the curriculum throughout the 
entire year. Engagement is comprised of 
both single-day and long-term program-
ming (Lattanzi, Campbell, Dole, & Pal-
ombaro, 2011; Palombaro, Black, & Camp-
bell, 2014; Pierce, Palombaro, & Black, 
2016; Pierce, Palombaro, & Black, 2014). 
All students provide pro bono PT services 
under the supervision of Pennsylvania-
licensed physical therapists at the Chester 
Community PT Clinic (Clinic) (Black, Pal-
ombaro, & Dole, 2013; Palombaro, Dole, & 
Lattanzi, 2011a, 2011b). All students begin 
serving in the Clinic within a month of 
starting the program. Students typically 
serve in the Clinic three or four nights each 
semester as well as in the summer; the Clin-
ic is only closed for two weeks in August 
and two weeks at Winter Break. Some stu-
dents interview and are selected for leader-
ship positions on the Student Board of the 
Clinic, which oversees all aspects of Clinic 
operations. Students not serving on the Stu-
dent Board are assigned to Community 
Health Practicum sites in Chester where 
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 they provide weekly physical activity pro-
gramming; all students attend their Com-
munity Health Practicum site three times 
each semester from the fall of their first 
year through the fall of their third year 
(Palombaro, Lattanzi, & Dole, 2010). There 
are several consistent single-day events in 
the IPTE curriculum. Geriatric community 
screens occur in the fall of the first year 
(Palombaro et al., 2014). The annual MLK 
Day of Service blood pressure screening 
and mobility device repair and cleaning is 
held in January of the first and second year 
of the curriculum (Lattanzi, Campbell, 
Dole, & Palombaro, 2011). Brain safety 
fairs, which culminate in the fitting and pro-
vision of bicycle helmets, occur in June of 
the second year (Pierce, Palombaro, & 
Black, 2016; Pierce, Palombaro, & Black, 
2014). Student Board members serve ap-
proximately 60 hours a year in the Clinic, 
30 hours a year of Student Board-related 
work outside of the Clinic, and an addition-
al five hours a year of single-day event 
time. Those students not serving on the Stu-
dent Board serve approximately 34 hours a 
year in the Clinic, six hours a year at their 
Community Health Practicum site, three 
hours a year in Community Health Practi-
cum site-related meetings, and an additional 
five hours of single-day event time. Be-
cause the IPTE curriculum is lockstep, all 
students take the same SL courses. Thus, 
the minimum number of hours of SL-
related activities is set at 45 hours per year 
for those who are not Student Board mem-
bers. 
 
Participants 
 Participants were members of three 
cohorts of graduate PT students at the IPTE. 
All were part of a three-year curriculum 
that graduated between the years 2016-2018 
and completed the didactic portion of the 
curriculum in fall 2015, 2016, or 2017. One 
hundred and fifty students were included in 
the initial sample; 20 students left the pro-
gram during the course of their studies, 16 
students had missing CMP survey data. 
There were 114 participants with complete 

data analyzed. One student did not provide 
demographic data. Forty-nine students iden-
tified as male and 64 identified as female. 
The majority of the participants included in 
the final analysis (102) identified as Cauca-
sian, four students were African American, 
five were Asian/Pacific Islander, and two 
were Hispanic/Latino. The mean age upon 
entering the program was 22.8 (3.1) years. 
Thirty-five students had served on the Stu-
dent Board of the pro bono clinic; of these 
students, 12 were males and 23 were fe-
males. 
 
Instrumentation 
 Students completed the civic-
minded professional scale (CMP), which is 
a survey that assesses three domains: 1) self
-identity; 2) work, career, and profession; 
and 3) civic attitudes, civic action, and pub-
lic purpose to measure the construct of civic
-mindedness (Hatcher, 2008; Richard, 
Keen, Hatcher, & Pease, 2016). The CMP 
is 23, 7-point Likert-scale survey questions; 
the survey is reported as reliable 
(Cronbach’s alpha = .74-.93) and having 
concurrent (Pillai’s Trace (10,358) = .30, p 
< .01; Pillai’s Trace (28,1444) = .29, p 
< .01) and convergent validity  
(r = .28-69, p ≤  .01) (Hatcher, 2008; Rich-
ard et al., 2016). Total scores range from 23 
to 161. The survey has five subscales: Vol-
untary Action, which relates to volunteer 
activity; Identity and Calling, which 
measures satisfaction and work identity; 
Citizenship, which measures participation 
in civic events; Social Trustee, which re-
lates to valuing of education and profes-
sional expertise; and Consensus Building, 
which measures working with individuals 
from diverse backgrounds (Hatcher, 2008; 
Richard et al., 2016). 
 
Survey Methodology 
 The Institutional Review Board at 
Widener University approved this research 
project. All students were provided with a 
letter of informed consent at each point in 
the data collection and reminded that they 
could opt out at any time. Students partici-
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 pating completed the CMP at the beginning 
of their first professional year of study and 
at the end of the first, second, and final 
years of the didactic portion of the PT cur-
riculum.  
 Students who opted in to the re-
search study were provided with a unique 
identifying code known only to one re-
searcher (JDB). This code was placed on 
the front of each survey at each data collec-
tion point. Surveys for each student were 
placed into an envelope with the student’s 
name on the envelope. Students removed 
their survey from the envelope and returned 
their survey only to another researcher 
(KMP) for input into a database. At the ini-
tial point of data collection, students also 
completed basic demographic information 
of age, sex, race, and year of graduation.  
 
Data Analysis 
 Data were analyzed using SPSS ver-
sion 23. The alpha level was set at .05. In-
complete cases were handled through list-
wise deletion. Descriptive statistics were 
performed on demographic data and on the 
CMP and subscale scores for each data col-
lection point. A chi-square analysis was 
performed to determine if the number of 
males versus females serving on the Student 
Board approximated the expected count. 
Friedman’s ANOVAs with Wilcoxon 

Signed Ranks post-hoc tests were per-
formed on the CMP and its subscales to de-
termine if there were within-group differ-
ences for each time point. Mann-Whitney U 
tests were performed on CMP data to deter-
mine if between-group differences existed 
for males versus females and Student Board 
versus non-Student Board members. Effect 
sizes were calculated for all statistically sig-
nificant results using the formula for Co-
hen’s d (d= X1-X2/sp) in order to interpret 
the importance of significant results 
(Cohen, 1988). Cohen’s d values ≤ .20 
should be interpreted as small effect sizes, 
values ≥  .30 and ≤  .70 are medium effect 
sizes, and values ≥ .80 are large effect sizes 
(Cohen, 1988). 
 

RESULTS 
 
 The sample experienced increases in 
their CMP scores throughout the curricu-
lum. A Friedman’s ANOVA with post-hoc 
testing revealed significant increases in the 
overall CMP score across the curriculum 
(Table 1). Friedman’s ANOVAs with post-
hoc testing also revealed significant in-
creases in all CMP subscales from the be-
ginning to the end of the curriculum (Table 
1). Effect sizes ranged from small to large; 
the majority of significant comparisons had 
medium effect sizes (Table 2).  

n=114 Pre-test Post-test Year 1 Post-test Year 2 Post-test Year 3 

CMP Total 121.3 (12.8) 120.6 (15.4) 125.8 (13.8)*# 130.7 (12.8)*#¡ 

Voluntary Action 24.7 (6.2) 24.8 (6.2) 25.5 (6.0) 27.4 (5.8)*# ¡ 

Identity and Calling 30.1 (3.3) 30.2 (3.3) 31.1 (3.1)*# 31.8 (2.6)*# ¡ 

Citizenship 15.7 (4.1) 16.1 (4.7) 17.2 (5.0)*# 18.6 (3.9)*# ¡ 

Social Trustee 24.0 (2.8)* 23.2 (3.8) 24.5 (3.2)# 25.0 (2.9)*# 

Consensus Building 23.1 (2.5) 22.9 (3.0) 23.7 (2.3)*# 24.0 (2.5)*# ¡ 

Table 1  
Pre- and Post-tests Means and Standard Deviations of the CMP Scale and Subscales  

*significantly different from pre-test p  .05 

# significantly different from post-test year 1 p  .05 

¡ significantly different from post-test year 2 p  .05 
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 Mann-Whitney U revealed some 
significant between-group differences in 
males versus females. Females had higher 
CMP scores and Voluntary Action and So-
cial Trustee subscale scores at each post-
test. Effect sizes ranged from small to medi-
um (Table 3).  
 There were some significant differ-
ences on the CMP and its subscales be-
tween those students who had served on the 
Student Board of the pro bono clinic and 
those who had not (Table 4). Chi-square 
analysis for sex distribution within the Stu-
dent Board was insignificant. Student board 
members had significantly higher scores on 
the CMP at the pre-test and post-test years 2 
and 3. Student Board members scored sig-
nificantly higher at all time points on the 

Voluntary Action subscale with medium 
effect sizes. At post-test year 1, Student 
Board members had significantly higher 
scores on the Social Trustee subscale with a 
medium effect size; non-Student Board 
members experienced a decrease in scores 
in this area. Student Board members had 
significantly higher scores on the Citizen-
ship subscale at post-test year 3, with a 
small effect size.  
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 The first purpose of this study was 
to determine if civic-mindedness and its 
components increase throughout an inten-
sive SL graduate PT education program. 
The results indicated significant overall in-

n=114 Pre-test to 
Post-test 
Year 1 

Pre-test to 
Post-test 
Year 2 

Pre-test to 
Post-test 
Year 3 

Post-test 
Years 1 
and 2 

Post-test 
Years 1 and 3 

Post-test 
Years 2 
and 3 

CMP Total - .33 .73 .36 .71 .37 

Voluntary Action - - .44 - .43 .32 

Identity and Calling - .31 .57 .28 .54 .24 

Citizenship - .33 .72 .23 .59 .31 

Social Trustee .24 - .35 .37 .53 - 

Consensus Building - .25 .35 .30 .40 .12 

Table 2 
Effect sizes for Pre-test Post-test Comparisons 

n=113 Pre-test Post-test Year 1 Post-test Year 2 Post-test Year 3 

  M F M F d M F d M F d 

CMP Total 120.5 
(12.6) 

121.6 
(13.0) 

116.6 
(16.4) 

123.4*
(13.8) 

.45 122.5 
(14.2) 

128.0* 
(13.1) 

.40 126.4 
(14.2) 

133.7*
(10.8) 

.58 

Voluntary 
Action 

23.8 
(6.5) 

25.2 
(5.9) 

23.1 
(6.2) 

25.9* 
(5.9) 

.46 24.1 
(6.3) 

26.3* 
(5.5) 

.37 25.9 
(6.5) 

28.4* 
(4.8) 

.44 

Identity 
and Calling 

30.1 
(3.5) 

30.2 
(3.1) 

29.8 
(3.9) 

30.4 
(2.9) 

- 30.6 
(3.4) 

31.5 
(2.8) 

- 31.2 
(2.8) 

32.1 
(2.4) 

- 

Citizen-
ship 

16.4 
(4.3) 

15.1 
(3.8) 

16.4 
(4.9) 

15.7 
(4.7) 

- 17.8 
(5.0) 

16.7 
(4.9) 

- 18.4 
(4.3) 

18.7 
(3.5) 

- 

Social 
Trustee 

23.9 
(3.0) 

24.1 
(2.8) 

22.1 
(4.7) 

24.1* 
(2.8) 

.52 23.7 
(3.8) 

25.1* 
(2.6) 

.43 24.1 
(3.5) 

25.6 * 
(2.1) 

.52 

Consensus 
Building 

23.1 
(2.1) 

23.0 
(2.9) 

22.3 
(3.3) 

23.3 
(2.5) 

- 23.4 
(2.0) 

23.8 
(2.4) 

- 23.6 
(2.6) 

24.3 
(2.4) 

- 

*significant between group difference p  .05 

Table 3 
Means, Standard Deviations, and Effect Sizes for Males Versus Females 
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creases across the curriculum on the CMP 
and its subscales, demonstrating the impact 
of consistent community engagement on 
civic-mindedness throughout the three-year 
curriculum. Consistent increases on all sub-
scales were responsible for the overall in-
creases in the CMP total score throughout 
the curriculum. The largest effect sizes seen 
between the pre-test and the year 3 post-test 
indicate a cumulative impact of a curricu-
lum centered on SL. While it is possible 
that students who are attracted to a graduate
-level curriculum with an intensive SL com-
ponent would experience increases in civic-
mindedness, research indicates that prior 
service experience and levels of civic-
mindedness at the beginning of a curricu-
lum do not influence increases in civic-
mindedness (Cruce & Moore, 2012). Ra-
ther, the SL experiences appear to be the 
driving force in increasing these scores and 
are evidence of an increase in professional-
ism. This is only the second study specifi-
cally examining the development of civic-
mindedness in students in any health care 
professional program, and could serve as a 
foundation for studies in other health care 
disciplines or across PT programs. 

 These results indicate that thought-
fully planned SL can increase measures of 
civic-mindedness in students. Courses with 
an SL component increase civic-
mindedness scores to a greater extent than 
identical courses without this component 
(Weiler et al., 2013). SL coursework posi-
tively impacts measures of civic responsi-
bility, (Fenzel & Peyrot, 2005; Moely & 
Ilustre, 2013) with consistently higher 
measures occurring years after course com-
pletion (Moely & Ilustre, 2013). Participa-
tion in SL or community engagement sig-
nificantly increases participation in commu-
nity organizations and attitudes toward so-
cial justice and political engagement, and 
results in a greater number of persons em-
ployed in service fields (Moely & Ilustre, 
2013). The consistent community engage-
ment imbedded in the IPTE curriculum—
which connect to the field of PT, carefully 
consider the needs of the community, and 
are at minimum 45 hours of direct ser-
vice—may explain the increases. High-
quality SL, with greater than 10 hours of 
service, is shown to result in greater in-
creases in civic-mindedness and civic en-
gagement post graduation (Moely & Ilustre, 
2013).  

n=114 Pre-test Post-test Year 1 Post-test Year 2 Post-test Year 3 

Student 
Board Sta-
tus 

Y N d Y N d Y N d Y    N    d 

CMP Total 124.9
* 
(11.2) 

119.7 
(13.2) 

.43 124.8* 
(12.2) 

118.8 
(16.3) 

- 129.7* 
(12.6) 

124.0 
(14.1) 

.43 134.9* 
(10.4) 

128.8 
(13.4) 

.51 

Voluntary 
Action 

26.9* 
(5.9) 

23.7 
(6.1) 

.53 27.0* 
(6.1) 

23.8 
(6.0) 

.53 27.9* 
(5.1) 

24.4 
(6.1) 

.62 29.9* 
(4.7) 

26.3 
(5.9) 

.67 

Identity 
and Call-
ing 

30.4 
(2.7) 

30.0 
(3.5) 

- 30.6 
(2.6) 

30.0 
(3.6) 

- 31.3 
(2.8) 

31.0 
(3.2) 

- 26.3 
(5.9) 

31.6 
(2.9) 

 - 

Citizen-
ship 

16.6 
(4.0) 

15.4 
(4.1) 

- 16.2 
(4.8) 

16.0 
(4.6) 

- 18.2 
(5.0) 

16.8 
(4.9) 

- 19.3* 
(4.2) 

18.3 
(3.8) 

.25 

Social 
Trustee 

24.7 
(2.1) 

23.7 
(3.1) 

- 24.5* 
(2.6) 

22.6 
(4.1) 

.55 25.3 
(2.4) 

24.1 
(3.5) 

- 25.7 
(1.8) 

24.6 
(3.2) 

   - 

Consensus 
Building 

23.0 
(2.5) 

23.1 
(2.6) 

- 23.3 
(2.4) 

22.8 
(3.1) 

- 23.5 
(2.2) 

23.7 
(2.3) 

- 24.0 
(2.7) 

24.0 
(2.4) 

- 

Table 4  
Means, Standard Deviations, and Effect Sizes of the CMP Scale and Subscales by Student Board Status 

*significantly different from non-student board members p  .05 
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  One can view the IPTE curriculum 
as working to move students from stages 
three through five of the civic-minded de-
velopment steps described by Johnson 
(2017). The extensive civic engagement in 
the curriculum may foster civic-mindedness 
through the deepening of PT-specific 
knowledge; improving self-efficacy through 
regular reflection; and upon reaching entry-
level competency at graduation, by integrat-
ing civic identity and reconciling this with 
their professional plans (Johnson, 2017). 
One key component of programs such as a 
doctorate in PT is the development of pro-
fessionalism, of which civic-mindedness is 
a component. As students build on their 
skill set while simultaneously engaging in 
regular SL, they experience growth in civic-
mindedness (Johnson, 2017). The construct 
of civic-mindedness is deeply imbedded 
within the core values of the PT profession. 
SL can influence the integration of these 
core values. SL simultaneously develops 
professional skills through connecting pro-
fessional education with hands-on practice 
and fosters professionalism and its compo-
nents such as civic-mindedness. 
 One key element to SL as well as to 
the PT profession is reflection (Jensen, 
Gwyer, & Shepard, 2000; Mitchell et al., 
2015; Shepard & Jensen, 1990; Smith & 
Trede, 2013). Indeed, the development of 
PT expert practice is moving from a space 
of “reflection on action” to “reflection in 
action” whereby practitioners are adjusting 
based on feedback in the moment (Jensen et 
al., 2000; Shepard & Jensen, 1990). One 
might view the truly civic-minded profes-
sional to be an individual who is able to in-
tegrate complex information from a com-
munity context and make appropriate ad-
justments to serve that community effec-
tively. This is a movement from honing 
professional skills and knowledge to being 
able to act on ethical and moral issues that 
these skills can address (Colby & Damon, 
2010). This reflection serves as a feed-
forward loop that increases motivation to 
support civic action (Mitchell et al., 2015). 
In other words, reflective practice that de-

velops knowledge for clinical decision 
making in PT parallels reflective practice in 
the development of civic-mindedness. The 
reflective practice developed through SL 
that fosters civic-mindedness may also pro-
vide an acceleration of the transition 
through the early portion of novice practice 
(Poretta et al., 2017). 
 The second purpose of this study 
was to determine if any differences exist 
between males and females with respect to 
civic-mindedness. While there were no sex-
based differences upon commencement of 
the IPTE curriculum, differences emerged 
at the year 1 post-test on the CMP total 
score, and the Voluntary Action and Social 
Trustee subscales. These differences per-
sisted through year 3 with medium effect 
sizes. The Voluntary Action subscale is re-
lated to volunteering and the Social Trustee 
subscale relates to valuing of education and 
professional expertise. The scores increased 
for both sexes throughout the curriculum, 
but females responded to a greater degree to 
consistent community engagement. Most 
research examining sex-based differences 
examine initial differences between males 
and females, whereas the present study’s 
findings demonstrate a greater impact in 
females in response to SL. Research 
demonstrates that females consistently have 
more positive attitudes related to SL than 
males and are more likely to engage in SL 
courses (Celio, Durlak, & Dymnicki, 2011; 
Moely, Mercer, Ilustre, Miron, & McFar-
land, 2002; Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000; 
Astin & Sax, 1998). In our study, chi-
square analysis demonstrated that males 
and females were represented on the Stu-
dent Board in a distribution that was ex-
pected given the number of males and fe-
males included in the study. This is an indi-
cation that the additional service hours re-
quired by Student Board service were simi-
larly valued by male and female students. 
PT is a helping profession, and this may 
lend itself to students beginning the pro-
gram with similar levels of civic-
mindedness regardless of gender. However, 
the SL coursework at the IPTE is contained 
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 in a lock-step curriculum; all students are 
required to take the courses. In the absence 
of requiring the SL courses, research sug-
gests that females would likely enroll in the 
SL coursework in greater numbers. It may 
be that the act of service itself influences 
sex-based differences and that SL enhances 
civic-mindedness in a greater degree to 
those who would be more receptive to this 
style of course. The female students may 
have valued the volunteer experience 
(Voluntary Action subscale), and made a 
greater connection between the SL courses 
and their professional development (Social 
Trustee subscale). However, the PT profes-
sion desires physical therapists that embody 
the core values, regardless of gender. Grad-
uate PT programs wish to graduate students 
with professionalism and the civic-
mindedness needed to advocate for patients 
and the health of society. Future research 
could examine male versus female SL 
course evaluations to determine if there are 
sex-based differences in course ratings and 
identify specific areas male students are 
consistently rating lower. Faculty members 
teaching SL courses could use this infor-
mation to develop classroom strategies that 
address these areas and see if this decreases 
or eliminates the civic-mindedness gap be-
tween male and female students.  
 The third purpose of this study was 
to determine if students who engage in 
leadership positions within civic engage-
ment programming exhibit greater increases 
in civic-mindedness. In this study, students 
who elected to serve on the Student Board 
began the program with higher scores on 
the CMP and on the Voluntary Action sub-
scale. These differences persisted through-
out the program, with Student Board mem-
bers demonstrating significantly higher 
scores at each time point. Given that civic-
mindedness is one aspect of professional-
ism and the Voluntary Action subscale re-
lates to volunteer activity, it may be that 
students electing to serve on the Student 
Board already exhibit higher levels of pro-
fessionalism and APTA core values. These 
students may also hold more positive views 

of volunteerism, which could factor into the 
decision to hold a position with a greater 
yearly commitment of community engage-
ment hours than is served by their non-
Student Board peers. At the year 3 post-test, 
Student Board members had significantly 
higher scores on the Citizenship subscale; 
however, the effect size was small. Examin-
ing the means and standard deviations at 
each time point, non-members’ standard 
deviations were smaller at the final post-
test, which could have impacted the signifi-
cant difference. The small effect size mini-
mizes the true significance of this finding. 
The results of this study add to the body of 
research on factors that impact electing into 
SL courses. Future research should focus on 
assessing civic-mindedness in general and 
the values of the profession for which the 
graduate students are preparing. In the case 
of PT students, the Professionalism in Phys-
ical Therapy: Core Values Self-Assessment 
Survey could be used to place CMP scores 
within the larger context of PT professional 
core values (APTA, 2009). 
 Leadership is one characteristic of 
professionalism. Students become civic-
minded leaders within the context of SL 
courses (Davis, Kliewer, & Nicolaides, 
2015). Developing civic-mindedness may 
have an impact upon leadership qualities; 
greater civic-mindedness may translate into 
being civic leaders. While students who 
served on the Student Board had signifi-
cantly higher CMP and Voluntary Action 
subscale scores from the outset, the differ-
ence between the scores increased between 
the pre-test and year 3 post-test. Those with 
higher initial civic-mindedness who select 
leadership positions within an SL context 
may have that leadership further developed 
as the result of the SL. Thus, students who 
assume leadership positions within SL may 
naturally move further along the civic-
mindedness continuum. Research demon-
strates that undergraduate SL courses are 
significantly associated with a civic-minded 
orientation in alumni; however, a stronger 
association exists between a civic-minded 
orientation and increasing leadership re-
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 sponsibilities throughout the undergraduate 
years (Richard et al., 2016). Student Board 
members also assume increasing responsi-
bility, and they have increasing opportuni-
ties to attend and present at local and na-
tional conferences. Future research examin-
ing the impact of various SL activities on 
leadership development in both members 
and non-members of the Student Board 
could create a better understanding of this 
relationship.  
 There are several limitations to this 
study. The first is that students may overes-
timate their abilities early on in their aca-
demic programs, and are more accurate in 
self-assessment as they move toward pro-
gram completion (Musolino, 2006; Pal-
ombaro & Lattanzi, 2012). It is possible 
that significant changes in civic-mindedness 
were missed, particularly between the pre-
test and post-test of year 1 as a result of 
this. Because the first full-time clinical ex-
perience occurred between the post-test of 
year 2 and the post-test of year 3 (Figure 1), 
it cannot be said with complete certainty 
that the didactic portion of the curriculum, 
which included continuous community en-
gagement was solely responsible for the 
increases on the CMP. Additionally, stu-
dents who experienced greater gains than 
others in their cohort may well have had 
experiences outside of the IPTE, which led 
to these changes. However, the authors be-
lieve that this is a step forward in measuring 
the connection between civic engagement 
in the context of a graduate PT program and 
the development of civic-mindedness. An-
other limitation is the relatively recent de-
velopment of the CMP tool. The CMP is 
only in early use and thus, published litera-
ture using this tool is limited (Richard et al., 
2016; Palombaro et al., 2017). A final limi-
tation is that this research includes only co-
horts from one graduate PT program. Fu-
ture research to determine if civic-
mindedness develops in students who are 
not engaged in SL, as well as investigating 
students at graduate PT programs in other 
institutions and geographic locations. 
 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 SL can develop civic-mindedness 
that supports students in their professional 
lives. Civic-mindedness is intimately tied to 
the values of professionalism. Graduate 
professional programs should seek to devel-
op SL opportunities that connect knowledge 
and skill acquisition with the development 
of professional values.  
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BACKGROUND OF STUDY  

 
 Because of the collapse of the U.S. 
housing loan bubble in the latter part of 
2008, the national recession rippled through 
all regions of the United States. In Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, this recession dramati-
cally decreased the median value of owner-
occupied housing from a 2010 high value of 
$122,000 down to $109,400 in 2013, a dra-
matic decline of -10.33% (Community De-
velopment Department, 2015). In effect, 
median home values fell below the value of 
the mortgages that homeowners owed, lead-
ing to the abandonment and foreclosure of 
many homes. While Michigan’s real estate 
market has recovered in the last few years 
(Reindl & Tanner, 2016), the southeast sec-
tion of Grand Rapids has not experienced a 
resurgence. This section of Grand Rapids 
faced a host of some of the highest poverty 
and crime rates. In response to these chal-
lenges, residents partnered with their local 
neighborhood organization, hoping to learn 

more about the housing and economic con-
ditions in their own neighborhood. The fol-
lowing case study documents the university
-community partnership that emerged from 
these challenges, offering a case about the 
value of using the tools of geographic infor-
mation systems (GIS) to assess housing 
conditions and advocate for context-
sensitive responses to neighborhood chal-
lenges. 
 A Geographic Information System 
(GIS) consists of the storage and display of 
various types of geographic information 
such as residential lot size, land use type, 
streets, toxic air emission sites, and zoning. 
GIS has been effectively used as a tool for 
environmental health assessment in a Mary-
land neighborhood. Choi, Afzal, and Sattler 
(2006) conducted a health survey question-
naire with 101 Maryland residents to check 
for risk factors such as environmental expo-
sures and the use of pesticides, smoking, 
and mold/mildew. They cross-referenced 
roads and hydrography data from Toxic Re-
lease Inventory Information (U.S. EPA, 
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2005), and also air emission sites from the 
Aerometric Information Retrieval System 
(U.S. EPA, 2002). Researchers obtained the 
residents’ addresses so they could geo-
locate the data, i.e., geographically match-
ing the address location of residents who 
suffered from asthma and lead poisoning 
against the precise locations of air emission 
and toxic release sources (Choi et al., 
2006).  
 Over the past two decades, there has 
been a recent surge in the use of Public GIS 
by local citizens hoping to play an active 
role in supporting their neighborhoods 
(Sieber, 2006). For example, Aronson, Wal-
lis, O’Campo, and Schafer (2007) used 
neighborhood mapping to examine the 
quality of their local community health pro-
grams. Community residents collected data 
during street-by-street neighborhood walk-
throughs, and they identified neighborhood 
features of legitimate daily usage, such as 
liquor stores, as well as non-daily usage, 
such as houses of worship. Neighborhood 
mapping has become a powerful tool that 
brings participants/residents into the re-
search process, and empowers them to in-
vest in their community (Aronson et al., 
2007).  
 Accurate neighborhood mapping 
has also been used internationally in Paki-
stan. The Lahore Development Authority 
(LDA) collaborated with local residents to 
develop a GIS system for capturing local 
knowledge of different housing types. By 
using this public Geographic Information 
System, residents used their database infor-
mation to accurately identify the variety of 
legal and illegal housing types within their 
own neighborhoods (Butt, Li, & Javed, 
2016). Past studies have verified the merit 
of working alongside neighborhood resi-
dents, showing that community members 
can more accurately identify local phenom-
ena. For instance, Brown’s (2012) study 
evaluated the spatial accuracy of public par-
ticipation GIS (PPGIS) data in southern 
New Zealand, and demonstrated that Otago 
and Southland residents who self-identified 
as having “good/excellent knowledge” of 

native plants had a 5.1% error rate in identi-
fying native vegetation, versus a 11.5% er-
ror rate for those who self-identified as hav-
ing “average/poor knowledge” of native 
plants. The results of this PPGIS study 
demonstrated that local, native knowledge 
of a person’s neighborhood will statistically 
decrease the error rate of identifying local 
phenomenon.  
 
Case Study of Grand Rapids Housing 
Assessment  
 This case study documents a com-
munity engagement (CE) housing assess-
ment in the Grand Rapids, Michigan, area 
that partnered a university faculty and stu-
dents with a neighborhood organization and 
its residents. As shown by Brown’s (2012) 
study, local residents who know their 
neighborhood deeply, and have the proper 
training, can be effective in assessing phe-
nomenon in their own neighborhood.  
 Grand Valley State University 
(GVSU) is a Midwestern regional universi-
ty of 25,049 students with several campus-
es, located in the western Michigan region 
including Allendale and the City of Grand 
Rapids. The GVSU Department of Geogra-
phy & Sustainable Planning (GSP) was se-
lected in a competitive April 2015 Engaged 
Department Initiative (EDI) grant that was 
funded through the Grand Rapids Commu-
nity Foundation, Michigan Campus Com-
pact, and the Michigan Nonprofit Associa-
tion (Lake et al., 2017). The EDI goals are 
to collaboratively design engaging curricu-
lum that better supports students and com-
munity partners, in order to generate deep-
er, longer-term engagement opportunities 
likely to yield better learning outcomes 
(Battistoni et al., 2003). GVSU’s Office of 
Community Engagement hosted the EDI 
grant. Prior to this initiative, the GSP de-
partment engaged in isolated community 
engagement projects led by individual fac-
ulty and conducted in singular courses 
(“one-off” engagement projects). The EDI 
provided funding, training, and project 
management in order for multiple faculty, 
students, and a strategic community partner 
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to collaborate more intentionally over the 
course of 18 months.  
 In December 2015, the GSP Depart-
ment collaborated with Seeds of Promise 
(Seeds), a grass-roots neighborhood organi-
zation, via a GVSU connection. Seeds is an 
urban community improvement initiative 
located in the southeast section of Grand 
Rapids, Michigan (Figure 1 map). The 
Seeds of Promise organization consists of 
residents who are dedicated to their mission 
“to equip and empower community resi-
dents to govern and direct continuously im-
proving, self-sustaining personal and neigh-
borhood prosperity” (Seeds of Promise, 
2016).  
 In order to better understand Grand 
Rapids and the Seeds neighborhood, a de-
mographic analysis of the region’s census 
data is provided. According to the U.S. 
Census 2013 estimate, the city of Grand 
Rapids is the second most populous city 
within the State of Michigan, having a pop-
ulation of 189,735 (Community Develop-
ment Department, 2015). From the 2013 
population estimate, 39,285 African Ameri-
cans lived in Grand Rapids (GR), represent-
ing 20.7% of this GR population. Within 
this southeast section of Grand Rapids, 
where the Seeds neighborhood is located, 
the percentage of African Americans is sig-
nificantly higher—close to 65-70% 
(Community Development Department, 
2015).  
 The Seeds neighborhood organiza-
tion had established the Housing Impact 
Team, which consisted of local residents 
and the Seeds of Promise staff. In the after-
math of the housing bubble, the Housing 
Impact Team was very interested in realiz-
ing their Team’s objectives: “1) develop a 
team to support Host Neighbors by per-
forming a block-based home occupancy 
status assessment—owned, rented, vacated; 
and 2) to determine home improvement 
needs by cosmetic, code compliance, and 
rehabilitation” (Housing Impact Team, 
2017).  
 The university-community collabo-
ration began with discussions about how to 

incorporate community engagement and 
university resources to understand the eco-
nomic impact of the Great Recession on the 
Seeds neighborhood. During the Winter 
2016 semester, three Geography students 
enrolled in independent study credits per-
formed analyses of United States Census 
demographic/economic data by using the 
ArcGIS Business Analyst geography/spatial 
software. The data from within this soft-
ware package provided the demographic/
housing characteristics of the Grand Rapids 
region. The Business Analyst program 
module has a large, nationwide 40-gigabyte 
dataset that includes the comprehensive 
2010 U.S. Census data with details down to 
the Census Block group level. The detailed 
dataset also included the locations and at-
tributes of every single street, highway, and 
avenue, and retail/business establishments 
in the entire country. In April 2016, these 
three students presented their research re-
sults at a Seeds neighborhood Board meet-
ing and discussed the specific steps neces-
sary to help the Housing Impact Team ful-
fill their neighborhood objective to assess 
housing conditions. The students recom-
mended using the Western Reserve Land 
Conservancy’s housing index model 
(Western Reserve Land Conservancy, 
2013), which was a nonprofit organization 
that created a parcel-level inventory of 
housing conditions for East Cleveland, 
Ohio, in 2014. The GVSU Geography and 
Sustainable Planning Department’s (GSP) 
faculty and students had the hardware, geo-
graphic software, and the research expertise 
to conduct the type of housing conditions 
assessment that the Seeds community want-
ed. The 2016 housing index performed by 
the GVSU GSP Department and the Seeds 
residents built a collaborative model be-
tween research students, faculty members, 
and local residents. The GSP Department 
became the training agent and technical 
support to help Seeds residents gather infor-
mation on their own neighborhoods in order 
to operationalize this community-based re-
search (CBR). This pilot study directly ad-
dressed the Seeds of Promise Housing Im-
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pact Team’s objectives to assess their 
neighborhood’s housing conditions 
(Housing Impact Team, 2017).  
 

RESEARCH METHODS 
  
 In April 2016, Andrea Hendrick, 
Kin Ma, and Judith Transue formed the uni-
versity research team. This research team 
designed the housing study assessment 
shaped by community-based learning 
(CBL) principles and in consultation with 
the Seeds of Promise neighborhood organi-
zation. We chose to use the Cleveland hous-
ing survey as a model (Western Reserve 
Land Conservancy, 2014). This survey was 
a detailed assessment rubric for evaluating 
housing quality in East Cleveland, Ohio. 
We collaboratively developed a detailed 
protocol for training observers suitable for 
the Seeds neighborhood by providing all 
training materials to the student researchers 
and community residents at their respective 
training sessions. More detailed contents 
will be shared below.  
 The Seeds of Promise neighborhood 
was within the southeastern section of 
Grand Rapids, Michigan, and consisted of 
15 U.S. Census Block groups. This area 
covered 5,448 land parcels. In May 2016, 
the research team met with the Seeds staff 
and reviewed the Cleveland housing survey 
scorecard by walking the neighborhood. 
After collaborative discussion, we adapted 
the scorecard to neighborhood-specific con-
ditions and needs. The following categories 
were retained for the final scorecard: 
“Vacant/Occupied,” “For Sale/Rent Signs,” 

“Broken Windows,” and “Boarded Win-
dows.” If the housing parcels were deter-
mined to have “Broken Windows,” 
“Boarded Windows,” or “Graffiti,” they 
were numerically weighted “2,” “3,” and 
“3,” respectively (see Table 1), since the 
presence of these adverse house conditions 
would indicate significantly lower levels of 
house quality.  
 For each of the Neighborhood Block 
Groups, a GIS spatial software program 
named ArcGIS 10.1 was used to export a 
spatial table of parcel numbers and street 
addresses to Microsoft Excel. Walking 
routes were generated by sorting out odd-/
even-numbered addresses onto separate 
sheets into a sizeable group of parcels, so 
student team members could walk sequen-
tially down one side of the street, and com-
plete their scorecard assessment within a 
two-and-a-half-hour timeframe.  
 Judith Transue, our housing special-
ist research team member, provided a train-
ing session by visiting each of the GIS sum-
mer classes and sharing her experiences 
about working with the community in order 
to provide a community-based learning 
(CBL) research context for the housing as-
sessment. She helped increase the cultural 
awareness of the study region and empha-
sized the importance of the research collab-
oration with the Seeds neighborhood organ-
ization. Students were also provided a se-
lect set of housing and community engage-
ment research articles to help them under-
stand the research topic and formulate rele-
vant research questions. Eighteen students 
were assigned to teams of two, and each 

Table 1: Exterior Housing Survey Scorecard  



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 3 

21 

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

team was assigned to one green-colored 
Census Block group (see Figure 1). Two 
separate field research days were scheduled 
for each class, and at the beginning of each 
of the first field research days, a Seeds of 
Promise staff member shared additional 
neighborhood knowledge and emphasized 
the importance of respecting the neighbor-
hood and its residents. During the field-
work, if residents questioned what the re-
search teams were doing, they stated that 
they were partners with the Seeds of Prom-
ise neighborhood organization, and also 
provided to them the business card of the 
Seeds executive director. Each team re-
ceived a packet that included 1) an over-
view map of their specific region, 2) a route 
map with addresses, 3) scorecard spread-
sheets (see Table 1), 4) a grading rubric, 5) 
an instruction sheet with photo samples of 
siding and roof conditions ranging from 1 
to 4 (1=excellent, and 4=bad condition) (see 
Figures 2, 3A, and 3B), and 6) a bright yel-
low “Seeds of Promise”-labeled vest. At the 
beginning of the initial field research ses-
sions, the research team visually trained the 
student teams by asking them to observe, 
discuss, and assess the roof and siding con-
ditions from the Table 1 scorecard above. 
This in-situ visual training enhanced the 
inter-observer reliability of the student re-
search teams’ housing assessments.  
 After the student teams returned 
from their fieldwork, they entered their 
team’s observed field data and combined 
their data to the larger GIS land parcel 
shapefile. Then Andrea Hendrick and Kin 
Ma verified each student team’s data for 
completeness by checking that each resi-
dential land parcel had a complete set of 
housing assessment graded rubrics. If there 
was missing data within the grading rubric 
of the scorecard sheets, Hendrick identified 
the specific addresses and followed up with 
additional field research to complete the 
data collection. In addition, Hendrick also 
performed stratified random sampling to 
validate the student research teams’ collect-
ed data. Student research teams also wrote 
comments and observations from their field 

research regarding some specific vacant 
lots, and homes with bank foreclosure no-
tices. The lessons learned from the student 
research teams’ data collection helped in-
form and revise the instruction sheet and 
training session documents that were pro-
vided to the Seeds of Promise Host Neigh-
bors. In addition to the field research, the 
student researcher teams formulated re-
search questions on the U.S. Census Block 
section they had collected, or on any section 
of the Seeds neighborhood research area. At 
the end of the summer session, the student 
research teams created GIS research posters 
from the Seeds housing assessment research 
data and also orally presented their research 
findings to the class.  
 In June of 2016, Judith Transue, our 
housing specialist research team member, 
provided a two-hour housing assessment 
training session to a group of six Seeds 
Host Neighbor residents. She distributed a 
revised instruction sheet, photos of siding 
and roof examples (see Figures 2, 3A, and 
3B), and a grading rubric with a list of ad-
dresses. During the month of July 2016, 
these residents assessed 1,000 land parcels 
within the blue-colored U.S. Census Blocks 
(see Figure 1 map).  
 After their field research collection 
was completed, Andrea Hendrick retrieved 
the Host Neighbors’ scorecard sheets and 
entered their data into an Excel spreadsheet, 
and then aggregated their assessment data 
into the GIS land parcel shapefiles. All of 
the assessment data was then aggregated 
with the housing assessment GIS data files 
from the research student teams.  
  

RESULTS 
 
 During four field research days in 
summer 2016, nine pairs of Geography GIS 
students, and the research team, walked the 
Seeds of Promise neighborhood and visual-
ly assessed 3,300 residential parcels in the 
green-colored U.S. Census Block groups 
(see Figure 1). In addition, Seeds residents 
assessed more than 1,000 parcels within 
their own neighborhood, as shown by the 
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blue-colored U.S. Census Block groups (see 
Figure 1). After aggregating all of the ob-
servations from the GIS student research 
teams, the Seeds residents research group, 
and the Geography Department research 
team, the scores for each of the 11 score-
card categories were summed together (see 
Table 1 sample) for every land parcel 
across the Seeds region. The final summa-
tion of all category scores yielded a range 
of values between 5 and 30 that represented 
housing conditions from “Great Condition” 
down to “Significant & Immediate Atten-
tion” (see Figure 4A). The four categories 
with their corresponding colors are 1) 
Green, “Great Condition (5-7),” 2) Yellow, 
“Minimal Work (8-12),” 3) Orange, 
“Moderate Work (13-17),” and 4) Red, 
“Significant & Immediate Attention (18-
30)” (see Figure 4A).  
 Homes that were assigned to the 
“Great Condition” category had excellent 
roofs, good siding, and had new or well-
sealed windows. For homes that were des-
ignated in the “Moderate Work” category, 
the roof was still structurally sound but had 
some peeling shingles, though the siding 
may have had some holes/cracks, and the 
window frames had peeling paint (see Fig-
ure 2). When homes were designated the 
“Significant & Needing Immediate Atten-
tion” category, their roofs had significant 
shingle damage, siding that was highly dis-
colored and cracked, and the front door 
steps had cracks (see Figures 3A and 3B).  
 Within the entire Seeds study area, 
there were 5,448 land parcels (Figure 4A). 
Since the study focused on residential hous-
ing assessment, the land parcels that were 
designated “Commercial,” “Industrial,” and 
“Tax-Exempt” land use categories were 
separately assigned different colors, such as 
blue, yellow striped, and green striped par-
cels, respectively, in order to show the 
neighborhood context of local businesses/
factories. The “Tax-Exempt” category in-
cluded land use for schools, churches, and a 
cemetery, which was located on the eastern 
section of Hall Street (see Figure 4A).  

 The number of parcel type varieties 
and the percentages of housing condition 
categories were displayed in the Figure 4A 
map and in the statistical summary charts in 
Figures 4B and 4C. Of the 4,363 residential 
parcels, 2,606 (60%) of these houses were 
assigned to the green-colored “Great Condi-
tion” category. There were 1,459 (34%) 
homes assigned to the yellow-colored 
“Minimal Work” category (see Figure 4C). 
Before the housing assessment, and because 
of the adverse effects of the housing finan-
cial crisis, the research team had assumed 
that there would be a larger percentage of 
homes that needed “Moderate Work” or 
“Significant Attention.” To our team’s sur-
prise, a relatively small number and per-
centage of houses needed “Moderate 
Work,” 219 (5.0%), and only 33 (0.8%) of 
all residential parcels were assigned to the 
“Significant & Immediate Attention” cate-
gory (see Figure 4C).  
 One of the Housing Impact Team’s 
objectives was to identify vacant land par-
cels, and the GIS program calculated 536 
vacant parcels within the study area. These 
were designated with purple stripes (see 
Figure 4A). There was some clustering of 
vacant properties on the northeast corner of 
the study area map. When looking at the 
parcel polygons in the entire neighborhood 
map in Figure 4A, they were relatively 
small, so the enlarged Block Group 1 por-
trays the residential parcels more clearly 
(see Figure 5). The GIS summary of the 
Block Group 1 parcels shows 312 residen-
tial parcels; of these, 161 parcels were as-
signed the “Great Condition” category 
(51.6%). On the other hand, there were only 
six (1.9%) residential parcels that needed 
“Significant/Immediate” Repair Work (see 
Figure 6). 
 By August 2016, the university-
community housing assessment collabora-
tive research effort was completed. The 
Seeds of Promise neighborhood organiza-
tion held a Board meeting, which included 
the Seeds staff, Housing Impact Team resi-
dents, Seeds Host resident research team 
members, and the Grand Valley Geography 
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research team members. The GV research 
team provided to Seeds a large, detailed, 
poster-sized map of exterior housing condi-
tions for the 5,448 land parcels (Figure 4A), 
along with detailed overview maps and 15 
separate detailed, close-up Census Block 
level maps (see Figure 5 as an example). A 
summary report of the findings was present-
ed at the meeting by the GVSU Geography 
& Sustainable Planning (GSP) department 
research team (Hendrick et al., 2016). There 
was a discussion of the mapping results re-
garding the number of homes in the catego-
ries labeled “Moderate Work” and needing 
“Significant/Immediate Attention,” and of 
potential grants/loans that could help fund 
house repairs and renovations. The results 
of this collaboration initiative fulfilled both 
of the Seeds Housing Impact Team’s top 
two objectives. The summer GIS students 
also learned significantly more about the 
Seeds neighborhood culture and its housing, 
and at least two of the students expressed 
interest in continuing this type of collabora-
tion with the Seeds neighborhood organiza-
tion.  

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
 Within this university-community 
collaboration, six Seeds residents invento-
ried 1,000 land parcels during summer 
2016. By having this housing inventory 
training, residents were empowered to use 
their community knowledge to effectively 
assess and understand the exterior housing 
conditions of their own neighborhood. 
Through this community-based learning 
(CBL) research approach, the Geography & 
Sustainable Planning (GSP) students per-
formed valuable field and geospatial re-
search, and increased their understanding of 
the neighborhood’s culture and residential 
housing. In addition, the faculty were able 
to develop a collaboration with the Seeds 
neighborhood organization and share their 
knowledge and university computer re-
sources in order to fulfill neighborhood 
housing objectives. 

 However, due to the time and re-
source constraints of the 18-month Engaged 
Department Initiative, a formal study of stu-
dent assessment data was not able to be col-
lected. Notwithstanding, there was anecdo-
tal evidence that a handful of students ex-
pressed interest in continuing the communi-
ty engagement work, and also expressed 
that the housing assessment project was val-
uable for their practical learning and future 
career opportunities.  
 Through this university-community 
joint collaboration, the Seeds residents were 
trained to identify houses that were vacant/
damaged/needed repair, as well as the high 
percentage of homes in excellent condition. 
The colorful choropleth map colors 
(green=Great Condition, and 
red=Significant/Immediate Attention) can 
effectively showcase the spatial distribution 
of the rankings of exterior housing condi-
tions, and quickly highlight land parcels 
with vacant lots, as well as houses in need 
of “Moderate Repair” work or “Significant 
Attention” and repair (Figures 4A and 5). 
The Seeds of Promise neighborhood organi-
zation has used this data to assist owner-
occupied residents in the repair or replace-
ment of roofs and siding by connecting 
them to local repair companies. Moreover, 
Seeds was provided with a parcel owner-
ship table of names and addresses, and 
therefore will be able to identify landlords 
and reach out to them to encourage them to 
invest and repair old, dilapidated homes, or 
assist both residents and landlords to apply 
for Neighborhood Improvement Program 
(NIP) federal grants or local bank loans.  
 Using the valuable housing assess-
ment information, the Seeds of Promise, in 
collaboration with the Federal Home Loan 
Bank of Indianapolis (FHLBI), have assist-
ed 24 and 25 homeowners in 2016 and 
2017, respectively, in applying for NIP 
grants. In the years 2016 and 2017, 13 
(54.1%) and 14 (56%) of the NIP grants, 
respectively, were approved. These grant 
investments totaled $97,500 (2016) and 
$105,000 (2017). The Seeds of Promise 
worked closely with the FHLBI bank, since 
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they donate 10% of their earnings to the 
communities for housing improvement pro-
grams (Jimmerson, 2017). As a result of 
this collaborative comprehensive housing 
assessment, all of these grant and loan ac-
tivities were realized, and a total of 
$202,500 was invested into this community 
over the past two years.  
 As a sign of the continuing partner-
ship, the Geography & Sustainable Plan-
ning Department invited the Seeds of Prom-
ise executive director, Ronald Jimmerson, 
to share his perspective on this partnership 
at a September 2016 Open House. He pas-
sionately shared his goals and values of his 
Seeds of Promise community. Our Grand 
Valley State University community heard 
directly from a community leader regarding 
the significant impact of this collaborative 
community engagement project. While 
hearing about his Seeds community, many 
faculty and students appreciated more deep-
ly the challenges of their neighborhood, and 
also inspired people to connect with the 
Seeds neighborhood organization. Jimmer-
son also appreciated the university’s help to 
complete their top two Housing Impact 
Team goals. Moreover, with the newly 
formed community relationships and les-
sons learned from this community-based 
research (CBR) experience, the authors 
continued to support this university-
community collaboration by engaging in a 
separate Fall 2016 Cottage Grove exterior 
housing assessment project funded by a lo-
cal foundation.  
 

FUTURE RESEARCH 
 
 The Geography & Sustainable Plan-
ning Department is committed to deepening 
their collaboration with Seeds of Promise. 
We are currently discussing a summer 2018 
project with Seeds of Promise that can po-
tentially help map environmental health 
hazards such as toxic chemical leakages and 
lead-based paint contamination. This case 
study fills a gap in the current research on 
engagement projects in higher education by 
confirming the concrete value communities’ 

can and do yield from such partnerships 
(Battistoni et al., 2003; Kecskes, 2015). 
Universities can use their knowledge, geo-
spatial analytical skills, and passion to pur-
posely engage, serve, and empower the lo-
cal communities that surround them as 
Grand Valley Geography has done.  
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Figure 1: Seeds of Promise Study Area within Grand Rapids, Michigan 
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1 

4 3 
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Siding should be even and complete. Paint 
may have very minor cracks or patches and 

still be ranked a 1. 

Holes or pieces of siding breaking off. 
Large patches of paint falling off and 

wood is exposed. This is a better exam-
ple for paint than for siding. 

Minor misplacement of siding. Small 
patches, discoloration, or cracks in paint. 

Small gaps in siding. Moderate peeling 
and buckling and significant cracks in the 

paint.  

Paint/Siding Scorecard Examples  

Figure 2: Photos of Siding Example Conditions  
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Figure 3A: Housing Sample, “Moderate Work” category 

Figure 3B: Housing Sample, “Significant/Immediate Attention” category  
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Figure 4A: Seeds of Promise Housing Condition Map  
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Figure 4B: Seeds of Promise Neighborhood Parcel Summary Chart  

Figure 4C: Seeds of Promise Residential Housing Condition Chart  
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Figure 5: Seeds of Promise, Census Block 1 Housing Condition Map 
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Figure 6: Census Block Group 1 Housing Condition Chart 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 The Family Story Project (FSP), 
2011-2015, formed a community-university 
partnership around health, writing, and pho-
tography. Pre-health undergraduates collab-
orated with families at the Ronald McDon-
ald House of Durham (RMHD) to co-create 
narratives and photographic portraits about 
family experiences. The Family Story Pro-
ject yielded benefits and ethical challenges. 
This case study situates the FSP within rele-
vant literature, describes FSP structure, and 
identifies lessons learned. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 Health-related community-universi-
ty partnerships have contributed positively 
to public health (Coulter et al., 2016) and 
have enhanced pre-health undergraduate 
experiences (Kayser, 2017). Many health-
related partnerships involve writing, such as 
community poetry healing workshops 
(Walker, 2016), written reflections about 
elderly nutrition service learning (Roofe, 

2012), and literature reviews informing 
public-health education of beauty-salon em-
ployees (Türk, Çiçeklioğlu, Mermer, & Du-
rusoy, 2014). Community-related writing 
empowers students and enhances critical-
thinking and cultural competencies 
(Schmidt & Brown, 2016).  
 The Family Story Project integrated 
writing as reflection, method, and product, 
as RMHD families and FSP undergraduates 
co-created illness narratives about family 
experiences. Illness narratives, though quite 
varied, involve narrative accounts of experi-
ences and facilitate increased awareness 
and sense-making (Kaplan-Myrth, 2007). 
Narrative helps construct the self in relation 
to the world (White, 1980; McAdams, 
1997). Composing illness narratives helps 
people create meaning around illness 
(Kleinman, 1988), and can improve symp-
toms and overall health (Pennebaker, 2000). 
Illness narratives confer agency (Frank, 
2004) and facilitate coping (Morris, Simp-
son, Sampson, & Beesley, 2015). They also 
forge human connections (Hydén & Brock-
meier, 2008), especially in isolating con-
texts such as chronic pain (Dysvik, Natvig, 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Family Story Project (FSP) brought together families at the Ronald McDonald House of 
Durham (RMHD) and pre-health undergraduates to co-construct narratives and visual portraits 
about family experiences. FSP shows that narratives can be rewarding for families and offer 
formative, skill-building experiences for pre-health undergraduates. FSP also demonstrates the 
ethical complexities surrounding community-university partnerships in health contexts, particu-
larly with vulnerable populations such as children. 
 Keywords: medical humanism, illness, writing partnerships, children 

The Family Story Project:  
Narrative, Ethics, and Community Collaboration Between  

Ronald McDonald House of Durham Families  
and Pre-Health Undergraduates 

Denise K. Comer 

Duke University 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 3 

35 

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

 & Fumes, 2013) and chronic pediatric care 
(Nutting, 2015). 
 Illness narratives not only benefit 
patients, but reflect and shape family cul-
tures (McIntosh, Stephens, & Lyons, 2013), 
and can positively influence family health 
promotion, family legacies about illness, 
and coping (Christensen, 2004; Toyama & 
Honda, 2016). Family illness adaptation can 
also be understood through children’s nar-
ratives (Popp, Robinson, Britner, & Blank, 
2014). Illness narratives authored or co-
constructed by children reveal children as 
active agents in their health care and offer 
health-care providers unique insights 
(Rindstedt, 2016; DasGupta, 2007). Learn-
ing about and with narratives also benefits 
health providers by cultivating skills central 
to patient-centered care such as listening, 
empathy, ethics, and self-reflection 
(Charon, 2006; Guillemin & Gillam, 2015). 
Accordingly, narrative epistemologies are 
being increasingly integrated in medical 
and pre-health curricula (Lam, Lechner, 
Chow, Chiu, & Chiu, 2015; Ousager & Jo-
hannessen, 2010).  
 While illness narratives offer many 
benefits, they also create risk. They can 
promote misinformation (Farkas, 2013), 
and reinforce deleterious, hegemonic ex-
pectations about how people should, or 
should not, respond to illness (Sontag, 
1978). When misused, illness narratives can 
broaden provider power over patients 
(Brody & Clark, 2014). Children’s health 
narratives carry particular risks around con-
sent, privacy, confidentiality, and agency 
(Honeyman, 2016). Most children rely on 
proxy consent for narrative participation, 
but researchers recommend children share 
consent provision with parents (Rose, 
2017).  
 

THE FAMILY STORY  
PROJECT STRUCTURE 

 
 Any community-university partner-
ship should be built around an ethical 
framework that includes effective prepara-
tion, shared benefits, mutual respect, and 

trust (Sadler et al., 2012). Such a frame-
work is particularly crucial with health-
related partnerships such as FSP.  
 The Family Story Project structure 
consisted of a primary partnership between 
Ronald McDonald House staff and a Writ-
ing Studies faculty member in the Duke 
University Thompson Writing Program. 
FSP partners also included the undergradu-
ate pre-health advising network and the 
Duke University Medical School, both of 
which helped advertise FSP opportunities. 
 Each August, five or six pre-health 
sophomores were selected through a com-
petitive application process based on over-
all GPA, performance in first-year writing, 
references, community-engagement experi-
ences, and a letter describing what they 
hoped to learn from the FSP. Preference 
went to those with Spanish fluency. Sopho-
mores were targeted because they declare 
majors during this pivotal year, often have 
more time than upper-division students, and 
have requisite writing capacities from first-
year writing. FSP also recruited four under-
graduates each year who were interested in 
and experienced with portrait photography.  
 Once selected, Family Story Project 
undergraduates visited RMHD in pairs (one 
FSP writer, one FSP photographer) each 
month across the academic year, co-
constructing narratives and photographs 
with families. Ronald McDonald House 
staff facilitated introductions. Families used 
informed consent and media releases (in 
English or Spanish) to decide about partici-
pation and whether to make narratives more 
public through the RMHD newsletter and/
or an annual FSP booklet given to partici-
pating families and the RMHD. Narratives 
focused on the child’s illness, the family’s 
experience, and the Ronald McDonald 
House of Durham. While FSP undergradu-
ates anticipated composing in Spanish ac-
cording to family preference, and then, if 
needed, translating more public narratives 
into English, all of the families preferred 
English narratives. More public narrative 
versions removed as much identifying in-
formation as possible and families could 
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 choose whether to include photographs. 
Narratives were provided, with family con-
sent, to the RMHD, who then decided 
which narratives to feature in their monthly 
newsletters. Across four FSP cycles, 72 
RMHD families collaborated with 26 pre-
health undergraduates and 10 undergradu-
ates interested in photography. 
 Preparatory training for Family Sto-
ry Project undergraduates consisted of 
Ronald McDonald House organizational 
information, cohort building, simulated 
family conversations, and an RMHD visit. 
Training also introduced illness-narrative 
scholarship and examples, addressing aims, 
as well as narrative ethics, power, privacy, 
and identity. Across the year, a co-
curricular seminar brought FSP undergradu-
ates and, as available, other FSP partners, 
together over dinner for two hours each 
month. The first hour consisted of a guest 
lecture or text discussion on such topics as 
hospice, pediatric oncology, health humani-
ties, and culture and medicine. The second 
hour included verbal debriefing, reflective 
writing, and facilitated peer writing work-
shops on narratives-in-progress. These 
workshops generated peer feedback on 
structure, tone, representation, word choice, 
perspective, organization, clarity, privacy, 
and audience. Productive workshops were 
feasible because FSP undergraduates al-
ready had strong writing and peer-feedback 
skills from first-year writing. Narratives 
went through multiple revisions, with feed-
back from peers, the FSP faculty director, 
and RMHD families, who collaborated 
through in-person meetings, phone conver-
sations, or email. RMHD families provided 
final approval on the narratives. 
 FSP also integrated near-peer men-
torship by pairing pre-health sophomores 
with third-year medical students at the 
Duke University School of Medicine (third-
year medical students were targeted be-
cause they have more curricular time). The 
mentor opportunity, which also broadened 
FSP’s potential spread of effect, was adver-
tised through a listserv, and interested med-
ical students sent a brief statement to the 

FSP director outlining their interests in 
mentorship and narrative. Mentor-mentee 
pairs met for coffee or lunch once or twice 
each semester to discuss medical conditions 
related to the narratives and the role of nar-
rative in medicine.  
 FSP assessment consisted of a 
mixed-methods approach and evolved 
across the four cycles. Assessment for the 
first two years included debriefing with 
RMHD staff and undergraduate partici-
pants, and written reflections by FSP under-
graduates. An anonymous family-
satisfaction survey was added in the third 
year, mailed with a stamped return enve-
lope to participating families from years 
three and four. Across all years, FSP under-
graduates could contribute through IRB-
approved informed consent their de-
identified written reflections and those in 
the latter three years could also complete an 
IRB-approved, end-of-year, anonymous 
survey. RMHD families were not part of the 
research, although family satisfaction sur-
veys were. Lessons learned emerge from 
the following data: two years of family-
satisfaction surveys (N=9; 24% return rate); 
written reflections by undergraduates who 
consented to participate in the research 
(N=17; 47% consent rate); and undergradu-
ate surveys (N=12; 33% consent/return 
rate).  
 

LESSONS LEARNED: BENEFITS 
 
 The FSP yielded several positive 
impacts: Gratitude, Narrative Benefits, and 
Writing Growth. 
 
Gratitude 
 Gratitude is a valuable contributor 
to subjective well-being, health, and quality 
of life (Tian & Huebner, 2015; Karns, 
Moore, & Mayr, 2017), and has positive 
impacts on people adjusting to illness 
(Toussaint et al., 2017). Gratitude emerged 
as the overriding affect from families and 
FSP undergraduates. Families expressed 
gratitude for sharing their stories, for the 
interactions, and for the stories themselves: 
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 “Please tell B--- and L--- how grateful we 
are. [They] were so kind and … patient and 
listened to his very long story. An event we 
will remember.”; “Thank you for every-
thing.” Gratitude also pervaded FSP under-
graduate comments: “The [FSP] has been 
such a blessing to me. I have enjoyed get-
ting to know the families … it has been 
such a privilege to be able to listen to their 
stories”; “I’m so thankful that I’m learning 
how to be a better listener and communica-
tor through this program, and that I’m help-
ing people share their stories that need to be 
heard.” That several families and FSP un-
dergraduates maintained contact beyond 
their collaborations (Comer & Hong, 2015) 
suggests that positive emotions such as 
gratitude can cultivate longer-term connec-
tions from community-university partner-
ships.  
 
Narrative Benefits 
 The benefits ascribed to illness nar-
ratives (see Literature Review) also mani-
fested for FSP participants. Suggesting that 
the narrative process was itself rewarding, 
families conveyed the highest satisfaction 
with the FSP collaborations as well as the 
narratives and portraits (Figure 1). They 
conveyed joy and happiness from the narra-
tive experience: “It was a really fun experi-
ence”; “I was very happy to have my son 
and I a part of this project.” Families indi-
cated that the narratives would contribute to 
family legacies: “Thank you so much for 
this awesome commemoration of my 
daughter and our family’s struggles.” Sev-
eral families lost children during or after the 
collaborations; one such parent described 

the narrative as “something I will cherish 
forever.”  
 FSP undergraduates found that their 
Family Story Project experiences increased 
their own resilience: “FSP has given me 
perspective. An Orgo test or a bad grade 
doesn’t seem so bad, since I haven’t been 
unfairly born with a defective heart or reti-
noblastoma.” Asked to identify areas of 
greatest improvement (Figure 2), the major-
ity of FSP undergraduates indicated under-
standing of patient experiences (11), listen-
ing (9), and empathy (7). FSP undergradu-
ates anticipated these skills would enhance 
their approach to health care: “[B]eing able 
to converse with families … is the most 
useful form of ‘research’ that will shape 
how I interact with patients in the future.” 
Listening emerged as especially valuable: 
“I’m also gaining experience as someone 
who is simply there to listen.” 

 FSP’s narrative dimension augment-
ed the pre-health curriculum: “Just as all 
premedical students must take organic 
chemistry … I believe experiences like the 
FSP should also be required … [O]ur pre-
medical courses … cannot teach us … 
about understanding the experience of ill-
ness—how the illness affects the patient’s 
and family’s lives.” Several undergraduates 
reconnected with fading passion: “It’s 
amazing how well timed my visits to the 
RMHD are. They always occur when I 
begin to feel particularly disenchanted with 
the pre-med way of life.” FSP’s narrative 
approach also sparked career reflection: “I 
was so certain I wanted to be a surgeon, but 
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 I wonder now how I would like a specialty 
that’s more interactive.”  
 
 
Writing Growth 
 The majority of FSP undergraduates 
identified strong improvement or some im-
provement in writing (N=9; Figures 2 and 
3). Writing growth seemed primarily to be 
meta-cognitive. Students discovered inter-
sections between writing and critical think-
ing: “[FSP] has improved the way I write 
because it causes me to focus on other peo-
ple’s opinions and perspectives rather than 
my own”; “[W]riting down thoughts paves 
the way for conceiving … deeper 
thoughts.” Students gained heightened con-
sideration of readers: “The main way my 
writing has benefitted from [FSP] is being 
more cognizant of my reader.” This student 
specified that awareness of reader impacted 
her approach to sentence length, organiza-
tion, and background information. Finally, 
FSP enabled students to discover joy in the 
writing process: “[FSP] has given me the 
chance to enjoy the writing process, as it 
combines a passion for a future I wish to 
obtain in medicine with a rewarding experi-
ence of capturing the details of the lives of 
people.”  

 
LESSONS LEARNED: CHALLENGES 

 
 FSP also surfaced ethical challeng-
es: Conflicting Aims; Emotional Dimen-
sions; Institutional Complexities; and Sensi-
tive Information. 

 
Conflicting Aims 
 Community-university partnerships 
involving writing often exhibit competing 
priorities with authorship, stakeholders, 
purpose, and audience (Rose & Weiser, 
2010; Taggart, 2007). For FSP, the time-
intensive nature of illness made collabora-
tions challenging to schedule and maintain. 
If families left RMHD, collaborations con-
tinued via email, which removed in-person 
interactions and caused delays. Across time, 
some families shifted priorities and narra-
tives-in-progress lapsed. FSP undergradu-
ates simultaneously honored family owner-
ship but used pronouns suggesting proprie-
torship: “I hope my story reflects the utter 
strength of this little girl and her mother.” 
These sorts of comments and the logistical 
fluctuations raised ethical questions about 
purpose: Who were FSP narratives serving 
and for what ends?  
 Even consistent collaborations en-
countered challenges because of RMHD 
newsletter commitments. The RMHD 
newsletter provides outreach (to families, 
volunteers, staff, board members, and pa-
trons), so newsletter versions integrated 
family impressions about the Ronald 
McDonald House of Durham. Coupled with 
newsletter word count restrictions, this fo-
cus impacted tone, structure, and content, 
morphing some narratives into what seemed 
a template instead of an individualized ac-
count.  
 
Emotional Dimensions 
 Emotions are an important but under
-researched aspect of community-university 
partnerships (Ross & Stoecker, 2016). Most 
FSP undergraduates identified empathy as a 
capacity where they saw strong or some 
improvement (Figures 2 and 3). The follow-
ing comment reflects this element:  

 We met a woman once who had giv-
en birth to three premature babies, 
and she was pretty much at the 
RMHD by herself … [She] proceed-
ed to tell her story for at least a full 
hour … This experience reminded 
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 me of the importance of just being 
there to listen, especially [when] 
circumstances can often feel isolat-
ing. 

Sometimes these emotional connections 
resulted in anxiety or mourning. While FSP 
undergraduates discussed emotions during 
the co-curricular seminar, this could not 
substitute for mental-health expertise. 
 
Institutional Complexities 
 The Ronald McDonald House posed 
unique challenges for a health-humanities 
collaboration because of its multi-faceted 
relationship with health. Founded in 1974, 
and now comprised of more than 360 loca-
tions in over 40 countries, RMH privileges 
family-centered care (Rubin & Franck, 
2017), mitigating psycho-social family 
stressors by providing affordable, comforta-
ble living spaces, home-cooked meals, and 
community interaction (Haski-Leventhal, 
Hustinx, & Handy, 2011; Duncan & Blugis, 
2011). Still, the McDonald’s brand is nega-
tively correlated with health (Alhéritière, 
Montois, Galinski, Tazarourte, & 
Lapostolle, 2013), and non-governmental 
organizations have in the past exploited im-
ages of vulnerable people (Fehrenbach & 
Rodogno, 2015). These institutional ten-
sions can impact perceptions about corpo-
rate social-responsibility (Brønn, 2006) and 
community-university partnerships. 
 Another institutional challenge in-
volved Duke University, which is an elite, 
private university comprised of many un-
dergraduates of privilege. Although socio-
economic status, race, and ethnicity varied 
across FSP undergraduates and RMHD 
families, FSP undergraduate reflections of-
ten demonstrated “othering language,” 
which emphasizes self-perceptions of dif-
ference (Seider & Hillman, 2011). Such 
language correlates with the binarism that 
often emerges around illness, such as 
healthy versus unhealthy (Frank, 2004). 
One can see this sort of othering and bi-
narism in the following FSP undergraduate 
reflection:  

 I’m so blessed to lead the easy, priv-
ileged life I do. I want to use my 
education and my passion to help 
girls like [the two I spoke with] re-
ceive the necessary care and com-
passion that enables them to keep on 
smiling. 

 
Sensitive Information 
 Foremost among the FSP’s ethical 
complexities, though, was the matter of sen-
sitive information about children: “Today’s 
visit was one of the harder ones that I’ve 
experienced, and it once again reminded me 
that what I learn from the families … is 
confidential and private information.” Par-
ents provided consent and decided whether 
to make narratives more public. While 
some collaborations included children in 
drafting or decision making, many did not 
because of a child’s age, capacities, or 
availability. Thus, the Family Story Project 
opened risk for children later disagreeing 
with parents’ proxy consent decisions.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 FSP had positive impacts with grati-
tude, narrative benefits, and writing growth. 
FSP participants also faced ethical chal-
lenges, including conflicting aims, emo-
tions, institutional contexts, and sensitive 
information. More research is needed into 
the emotional dimensions of community-
university partnerships and the longer-term 
impacts of undergraduate pre-health narra-
tive programs. The Family Story Project 
illustrates the importance of close mentor-
ing and ethical responsibility with health-
related community-university partnerships.  
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 Many university presidents, prov-
osts, and administrators recognize that high-
er education needs to engage students in 
local communities, and envision a service-
learning infrastructure as a powerful means 
to create this reality (Arum, 2010; Boyer, 
1990; Butin, 2010). Service-learning cours-
es give students opportunities to become 
actively engaged with community organiza-
tions whose actions and service efforts re-
new and change the landscape of their com-
munities. Both service-learning and institu-
tions of higher education strive to help stu-
dents become transformational citizens who 
question and try to change unjust and inef-
fective systems (Harkins, 2017). Service-
learning benefits not only students and 
communities, but also faculty who can en-
gage in meaningful research, teaching, and 
practice that contributes to a more just soci-
ety (Furco, 2016). 
 Service-learning is a pedagogy 
where students learn through a cycle of ex-
perience, reflection, and learning (Knapp, 
Bradley, & Fisher, 2010). While studies 
show this type of community engagement 
provides extensive benefits for students, 
faculty, universities, and the local commu-
nity (for a review, see Hollander, Salt-
marsh, & Zlotkowski, 2001), service-
learning is not easy to do or sustain. Alt-

hough there is strong support for this peda-
gogy with administrators of higher educa-
tion, unfortunately, service-learning is not 
growing as expected (Brukardt, Holland, 
Percey, & Simpher, 2004: Butin, 2006; 
Hartley, Harkavy, & Benson, 2005). This 
paper provides recommendations, based on 
our pilot faculty mentoring project, for ad-
vancing the growth of critical service-
learning with a goal of bringing about so-
cial change. 
 Researchers identify three keys to 
service-learning growth: open communica-
tion between all stakeholders (students, fac-
ulty, university administrators, and commu-
nity partners); institutional support; and 
thoughtful, structured reflection (Hollander 
et al., 2001). To address open communica-
tion, all stakeholders need to commit to: a) 
carefully structured academic courses, b) 
well-developed community partnerships, 
and c) ensuring institutional support for ser-
vice-learning-focused faculty. From the 
perspective of community organizations, it 
is important for institutions of higher educa-
tion to identify and respect the knowledge 
and needs of the community partner 
(Stoecker & Tryon, 2009). In addition, uni-
versities need to prepare students to be able 
to work in underserved communities by 
promoting understanding and reflection of 

ABSTRACT 
 

Service-learning that targets issues of injustice within a community shares the goal with institu-
tions of higher education of helping students become transformational citizens who deeply 
question and try to change unjust and ineffective social systems. Unfortunately, challenges to 
growing and sustaining service-learning pedagogy at institutions of higher education are many. 
This project discusses challenges and makes recommendations based on a pilot mentoring pro-
gram at an urban, four-year university in the Northeast for faculty interested in integrating ser-
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the socio-political, economic, and historical 
factors involved across privileged and op-
pressed groups in our society. Universities 
need to help students understand their own 
social identity and how their social identity 
impacts their ability to help those different 
from themselves. Finally, universities need 
to commit to recruiting a diverse pool of 
students to reflect, represent, and honor so-
cial-justice-focused helping (Harkins, 
2017). 
 To be responsible and effective part-
ners in service-learning, institutions of 
higher education must realign their focus. 
Instead of starting with how the community 
can help students learn, service-learning 
should begin with determining community 
need and evaluating what student learning 
could occur as community need is met 
(Stoecker, Tryon, & Loving, 2011). Stoeck-
er and colleagues’ argument suggests that a 
critical shift is needed to move service-
learning pedagogy toward its potential of 
promoting justice by being “centered on 
real community impact rather than only on 
student learning objectives” (p. 3). For uni-
versities, as institutions of social reproduc-
tion, this means continuous self-assessment 
of how the university may inadvertently 
replicate unjust social structures. For exam-
ple, Mitchell and colleagues write about 
how the whiteness of universities can serve 
to mirror current inequities in society. 
Without critical reflection on the race of the 
helper, we run the risk of paving the way to 
repeating unjust institutional structures 
(Mitchell, Donahue, & Young-Law, 2012). 
Another example of the need for institution-
al reflection is demonstrated by what hap-
pens when universities place students in 
schools. While college students generally 
leave school when their academic year ends 
in April, primary and secondary schools’ 
academic year usually ends in June and 
schools are left without needed support. 
There is little conversation or reflection in 
higher education on this gap in 
“helping” (Harkins, 2017). 
 The key catalyst for this institutional 
culture shift is faculty (O’Meara et al., 

2011). They build the curriculum and facili-
tate and shape the institution’s overall agen-
da. However, faculty do not operate inde-
pendently; this shift would require institu-
tional restructuring through cooperation be-
tween faculty and administration. In addi-
tion, sustaining and cultivating community 
change requires years and decades of uni-
versity-community partnerships that devel-
op and mature through a multitude of per-
sonal relationships between faculty mem-
bers and community leaders (Furco, 2016; 
Harkins, 2013; 2017). 
 

LITERATURE ON FACULTY  
AND SERVICE-LEARNING 

 
 The research on the role of faculty 
in service-learning focuses on how faculty 
time, resources, and professional develop-
ment impact faculty willingness and interest 
to engage in service-learning (Abes, Jack-
son, & Jones, 2002; Driscoll, 2000). Faculty 
represent the leverage point providing the 
means to create meaningful and lasting 
change at all levels of service-learning 
(Bloomgarden & O’Meara, 2007). If faculty 
engage in critical service-learning, their 
teaching, research, and service/practice 
shifts, creating more long-lasting change for 
students, communities, and colleges. The 
research on the role of faculty in service-
learning focuses on how faculty time, re-
sources, and professional development im-
pact faculty willingness and interest to en-
gage in service-learning (Abes, Jackson, & 
Jones, 2002; Driscoll, 2000). Missing from 
prior research is the role that faculty men-
toring plays in building high-functioning 
critical service-learning experiences. By 
faculty mentoring, we mean faculty sea-
soned in teaching service-learning courses 
mentoring faculty new to this pedagogy.  
 Unfortunately, the limited literature 
on mentoring within service-learning focus-
es on students rather than faculty. It shows 
that mentoring provides students with an 
academic, as well as an experiential under-
standing of a topic, and positively influ-
ences their civic attitudes and orientation 
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toward civic engagement (Banks, 2010; 
Haddock, Weiler, Krafchick et al., 2013).  
 Although many definitions of men-
toring exist, the following captures many of 
the elements this project considers im-
portant in a faculty mentoring relationship: 
Mentoring is “the process whereby an expe-
rienced, highly regarded, empathic individ-
ual (the mentor), by listening and talking in 
confidence, guides another individual...in 
the development and reexamination of the 
mentee’s own ideas, learning, personal and 
professional development...” (McKimm, 
Jollie, & Hatter, 2007). 
 This paper describes, based on the 
authors’ experiences, how to design and 
implement a faculty mentoring relationship, 
beginning with providing peer support for 
faculty with little or no experience with ser-
vice-learning. This paper reports specifical-
ly on a pilot mentoring program set up at an 
urban, four-year university in the Northeast 
United States for faculty with interest in 
integrating service-learning into their cur-
riculum. To help faculty navigate the com-
ponents and responsibilities of service-
learning, studies have found helpful ele-
ments include the presence of learning com-
munities, safe spaces, critical feedback, and 
opportunities to deepen relationships with 
community partners (Blanchard et al., 2009; 
Furco, 2016; Jordan et al., 2012). From our 
own research, we found that faculty men-
toring provided the elements suggested 
above and more. In this paper, we share the 
lessons learned through our faculty service-
learning mentoring process. 
 

METHOD 
 
 We (First Author as mentee and 
Second Author as mentor) engaged in a 
mentoring relationship for one year 
(September through August) by meeting for 
one hour each week in our offices discuss-
ing the challenges and opportunities of im-
plementing service-learning. There are sev-
eral evaluative tools available for recording 
and making sense of the mentoring process 
including learning log portfolios, SWOT 

(strength, weakness, opportunity, and 
threat) analyses, mind-mapping 
(Montgomery, 2017), logging, diary, and 
journaling. The learning log portfolio ap-
proach involves a set of 12 questions in-
cluding what happened and why, what led 
to the outcome and how it was planned, 
who was involved and their roles, feelings 
about incident, what was learned and how 
to deal in the future, strategies to develop, 
and actions to take in the future (McKimm, 
Jollie, & Hatter, 2007). Other approaches 
include keeping a log (to record basic infor-
mation), a diary (to identify feelings of inci-
dents), and/or a journal (to reflect on the 
meaning and importance of incidents) that 
can be used to help problem solve and set 
future goals (Holly & McLoughlin, 1989). 
 Building on previous work using 
SWOT analyses across university-
community partnerships (Harkins, 2013; 
2017), we used this tool to evaluate our 
own faculty relationship, as a means of data 
collection and as an analytic tool. A SWOT 
analysis is a structured business tool to as-
sess and evaluate progress of a group, or-
ganization, or project (Sarsby, 2016). We 
adapted the SWOT analyses to self-reflect 
on the internal strengths and weaknesses of 
our work and the potential external opportu-
nities and threats to our work together.  
 We finished each meeting by com-
pleting individual SWOT analyses and 
sharing our individual SWOTs with each 
other. These SWOTs were collected in a 
document stored on a Google drive. We pe-
riodically examined our SWOTs for themes 
related to mentoring style and process as 
well as service-learning support. Analyzing 
29 SWOTs, we discovered five important 
lessons: build an alliance, provide support, 
maintain structure, evaluate progress, and 
collaborate. Below we explain each of these 
lessons and reflect on why these lessons 
were important to our mentoring relation-
ship. 
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LESSONS LEARNED 

 
First Lesson: Build an Alliance 
 We found building an alliance to be 
the most important aspect of our mentoring 
relationship. As the mentee, I came to the 
first meeting of a faculty professional learn-
ing community on service-learning because 
it seemed to be a good fit with the work I 
had been doing of preparing teachers, and 
because I wanted to expand my collabora-
tions with schools and other community-
based organizations. However, I was hesi-
tant to sign up for another commitment 
when I had been told to focus on my schol-
arship in order to earn tenure. As the meet-
ing progressed, the mentor offered to men-
tor me. Initially I thought her mentoring 
would focus only on my service-learning 
course. As we became better acquainted 
and discussed my interests, research pro-
jects, and classes, I realized that with a 
mentor’s help I was able to make important 
connections between all of the different 
components of my job. I left that first meet-
ing with the feeling that I had just won the 
lottery. I was amazed that someone would 
offer to help me and that I could for the 
very first time see how all of the work I was 
involved in could support my professional 
growth and help me achieve my goals. 
 As the faculty mentor, when I think 
about how the mentee and I built an alli-
ance, I realized that the mentee’s open-
mindedness and eagerness to learn about 
service-learning was key. She was willing 
to make the commitment to meet weekly, to 
reflect on how service-learning was differ-
ent than other forms of community service, 
and to create a course curriculum that inte-
grated service-learning into all aspects of 
her course. My mentee was excited to learn 
the many ways that service-learning could 
serve not only her teaching goals, but also 
her research and practice. The greatest 
strength of my mentee that made this alli-
ance powerful was her willingness to take 
the leap of faith in trusting that our relation-

ship would benefit her, her students, and the 
community. 
 Hay (1995) describes how alliance-
building involves preparing the relationship 
(e.g., what do I want to accomplish, how 
much time do I have, when and where shall 
we meet, etc.) and bonding (occurs when 
voice, body, breathing, and gestures begin 
to align). In reflection, we found that we 
had all the elements of a mentoring alliance. 
We often laughed when we completed each 
other’s thoughts; when our SWOT analyses 
aligned; and when we came up with similar 
ideas for attending conferences, writing pa-
pers, and working with communities, not 
realizing at the time that this is what hap-
pens in great mentoring relationships. With-
in the alliance, Lewis (1996) adds the ele-
ment of ethos (consistency, integrity, hon-
esty, and credibility), genuine interest 
(empathy, positive regard, warmth, disclo-
sure, and rapport), and goals toward posi-
tive mentoring experiences. As we started 
to write these lessons and read the academic 
literature by Hay and Lewis on mentoring, 
we realized that perhaps our backgrounds as 
clinical psychologist (mentor) and educator 
(mentee) helped us naturally build ethos, 
interest, and goals toward a strong alliance. 
Most importantly, our mentoring was suc-
cessful because we were well matched on 
our shared motivations, interests, and goals. 
Lewis (1996) finds that matching mentors 
and mentees is an essential component of 
productive mentoring relationships. 
 We were open with each other about 
the professional struggles of doing the work 
we believe in, the work we think increases 
students’ critical thinking, the work we be-
lieve universities should provide to local 
communities. We began our weekly meet-
ings with personal check-ins discussing is-
sues that impacted us at the department, 
college, and national level before delving 
into the details of service-learning. These 
check-ins created a bond between us as we 
realized we each cared about the other per-
sonally and professionally, which led to 
deeper trust in sharing our vulnerabilities, 
fears, and challenges. We learned the im-
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portance of confidentiality, compatibility, 
commitment, cooperation, support, trust, 
and goal setting in the mentoring process. 
 
Second Lesson: Provide Support 
 Our collaborative mentoring rela-
tionship provided support, motivation, and 
scaffolded learning for teaching, research, 
and dealing with internal and external poli-
tics (Haddock et al., 2013). As a senior fac-
ulty member, the mentor was able to mentor 
me in all three components of faculty jobs: 
teaching, research, and service. In building 
a course syllabus for my service-learning 
course, her feedback helped me think more 
critically about important components of 
service-learning. For example, she remind-
ed me of the importance of reflection in my 
course assignments and the need for stu-
dents to give back to communities beyond 
just completing their hours. The mentor 
helped me to see how the work we were 
doing could be collected and analyzed and 
written up as conference presentations and 
research articles. 
 It was amazing how much we ac-
complished in one hour a week. We would 
check in, discuss how to integrate service-
learning into course curriculum, discuss 
how we would measure our success in men-
toring and service-learning, and how to ex-
pand service-learning among faculty across 
departments within our institution. The 
mentee valued service-learning as much as 
I, and that made our work stronger. 
 Building a faculty mentoring pro-
gram provided a valuable service to both 
our university and our partner community 
organizations. Our mentoring relationship 
provided support for facing challenges at 
many levels. Together we found we were 
able to navigate strategically the difficulties 
we faced in teaching, researching, and 
building a program in the midst of instabil-
ity in order to continue our work. 
 
Third Lesson: Maintain Structure 
 We found that structure protects and 
strengthens the mentoring relationship. The 
elements that we committed to each other in 

order to build our structure were time, 
space, and resources. Because of the value 
service-learning held for both of us, we 
were willing to commit to scheduling a 
weekly mentoring meeting. We met for one 
hour every Wednesday before teaching our 
classes. The consistency and frequency of 
this weekly meeting created a block of time 
we came to rely on to address the myriad 
things occurring in our lives. This meeting 
time was so important for both of us that 
when we were not able to meet on our uni-
versity campus we would meet at restau-
rants or coffee shops. In the summer when 
we didn’t have to travel to our university, 
we continued to meet by phone, Skype, or 
FaceTime and we worked collaboratively 
using Google Drive. The resources we 
shared with one another to sustain our 
structure were community contacts, reading 
material, and money. Together we sought 
support from administration (e.g., president 
and provost) presenting survey findings of 
university-wide faculty interest in commu-
nity engagement, and presenting a proposal 
for a university-wide faculty service-
learning mentoring program. Unfortunately, 
we were not successful with obtaining 
funds from higher administration. However, 
we obtained funds from our Community 
Engagement Office and the Center for 
Teaching and Scholarly Excellence through 
mini-grants and a Davis Foundation grant.  
 
Fourth Lesson: Evaluate Progress 
 SWOT analysis was a valuable ser-
vice-learning mentoring tool for us. We 
found using a SWOT analysis to be useful, 
quick, and easy for making sense of our 
mentoring process providing all of the 
above elements of the log, diary, and jour-
nal in one reflective tool. A SWOT pro-
vides an immediate reflection of the men-
toring process both internally and external-
ly. Additionally, we meta-reflected by cre-
ating monthly SWOTs based on our weekly 
SWOTs that we used to determine our pro-
gress and help in goal setting. 
 
 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 10, Number 3 

48 

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

 

 
Fifth Lesson: Collaborate 
 Mentoring allowed us to do expo-
nentially more than we would have without 
it! We both continually noticed that one of 
our consistent strengths as a mentoring pair 
was how much we were able to accomplish. 
For all the reasons elaborated on above, our 
relationship was an extremely positive one. 
We both looked forward to our collabora-
tions and felt a sense of accomplishment 
each week as we set goals and achieved 
them. Below is a list of the products of one 
year of our collaboration. 
 Through mentoring, the first author con-

ceptualized and proposed a TESOL 
Certification Program that was ap-
proved by the university to begin in the 
fall of 2017. 

 Through mentoring, the mentee created 
a new Intro to Teaching Service-
Learning Course to meet the requests of 
various departments and students for a 
class that would provide students with 
some experience in schools. 

 We presented at two conferences: 
“Building Mentoring into Service-
Learning” at the Gulf-South Summit on 
Service-Learning and Civic Engage-
ment in Charlotte, South Carolina, and 
“Addressing Service-Learning Chal-
lenges with Mentoring” at the New 
England Educational Research Organi-
zation in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. 

 We proposed our service-learning men-
toring program to the university presi-
dent and provost. 

 We began a Cross-University Collabo-
ration, a working group of faculty con-
ducting and researching service-
learning at different college campuses 
in Massachusetts. 

 We planned and ran a retreat for Service
-Learning Mentoring with students and 
faculty. 

 We have built a Service-Learning Men-
toring Pilot and Program. 

 We have written this journal article and 
are working on forthcoming publication
(s). 

 
 

IMPLICATIONS 
 
 University-community partnerships 
are usually considered critical for success-
ful service-learning (Enos & Morton, 2003; 
Hosman, 2014; Jentleson, 2011). Unfortu-
nately, research finds that few partnerships 
are mutually beneficial (Butin, 2010; 
Worrall, 2007). Reasons given for the lack 
of successful relationships point to the 
structures of higher education where meri-
tocracy often prevails. Value is given to in-
dividuals over groups through the process 
of promotion and tenure review. The focus 
is on encouraging and rewarding individual 
teaching, research, and service, and sup-
porting students. There is generally support 
for community at the student level but not 
at the faculty level. Historically, within the 
university structure, community building is 
less valued or supported than other faculty 
objectives (Hosman, 2014; Stoecker & 
Tryon, 2009). 
 We believe we must build commu-
nities within the university in order to be 
good community partners. The assumption 
seems to be that the university is already a 
community. However, most universities are 
structured as individual and departments 
silos. If universities are to uphold their mis-
sions to support local communities, com-
munity-building must happen within the 
university at the faculty level. If faculty 
model community-building, students can 
learn the importance and value of commu-
nity, and the community partners will have 
a prepared university partner that helps 
them achieve their mission. 
 Within the university community, it 
is fairly common practice for mentors to be 
assigned to new faculty. While research 
supports the value of this type of mentoring 
for the recipient or mentee (Kasworm, 
Rose, & Ross-Gordon, 2010) the benefits 
for those serving as mentors are not as well 
established or often not even considered. 
We believe it is important for both mentor 
and mentee to have a shared purpose and 
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individual benefits. In our relationship, de-
fining and crafting our collective purpose to 
help other faculty engage in service-
learning united us. Mentoring that is rele-
vant and valuable for both mentor and 
mentee may be the missing piece for suc-
cessful faculty mentoring programs. 
 Similar to faculty mentoring rela-
tionships, university-community partner-
ships must be equally valued and meaning-
ful for all participants. This means higher 
education needs to seriously consider 
Randy Stoecker’s (2016) provocative and 
challenging arguments to flip our academic 
and civic priorities regarding service-
learning. Instead of operating from a focus 
on student learning, we need to start our 
community-based pedagogy with the goal 
of social change, and then determine how to 
fit student learning and student service into 
that goal of social change.  
 Those of us in higher education 
need to look deeply at our mission (Arum, 
2010; Boyer, 1990). If our goal is to truly 
educate to create social change through ser-
vice-learning, we must begin with deter-
mining what needs to institutionally change 
and what resources are needed at the faculty 
level to create such a change. Faculty men-
toring offers a way we can deeply reflect on 
the challenge of accomplishing the mission 
of higher education within an institutional 
structure that often does not align with the 
goals and practice of service-learning. Our 
critical reflective practice within faculty 
mentoring provided the ideal opportunity to 
enhance our service-learning teaching, 
practice and research.   
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 The last decade has involved grow-
ing efforts to include youth as active re-
search participants rather than passive sub-
jects (Kennan, Fives, & Canavan, 2012). 
Vulnerable youth are characterized by in-
volvement in social service systems, lack of 
personal and financial resources, and risk of 
experiencing poor outcomes as they transi-
tion to adulthood (Tanner, 2007). The term 
“vulnerable” is used in the current paper to 
describe young people who are made vul-
nerable by social and environmental factors. 
While recognizing that this is not a unitary 
population, we use the term “youth” to refer 
to individuals in the broad stages of late ad-
olescence to early adulthood (i.e., age 16-
24). Although particularly difficult to en-
gage, there are benefits to engaging youth 
exposed to the greatest risks for poor educa-
tional, health, and social outcomes (e.g., 
due to trauma, mental health issues, expo-
sure to adversity), and/or who have needs 
that exceed those that can be addressed by a 
single service provider (Kennan et al., 
2012). Participatory research approaches 
with vulnerable youth, such as community-
based participatory research, are linked to 

enriched research processes and enhanced 
social action, but can involve significant 
costs in terms of an added, ongoing need 
for financial and human resources (Flicker, 
2008). Thus, there is a need for researchers 
and community partners to critically reflect 
on the processes, including potential risks 
and benefits, of engaging vulnerable youth 
in research.  
 This paper provides a discussion of 
the opportunities and challenges that can 
arise when conducting research with vul-
nerable youth. We draw on our experiences 
in a community-university (CU) partnership 
project that aimed to examine the impacts 
of a supportive housing model for teen par-
ents and their children. To provide context, 
this paper begins with an overview of our 
CU project. Next, our discussion of oppor-
tunities and challenges is structured accord-
ing to three main areas of the research pro-
cess: (1) participant recruitment, (2) data 
collection, and (3) data analysis and dis-
semination. Within each of these three are-
as, we share promising practices and ethical 
considerations in light of current literature 
and our experiences. Finally, we end with 
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conclusions that bring our learnings togeth-
er. This paper does not aim to provide an in
-depth description of our research methods 
or results. The purpose of this paper is to 
describe our reflections, processes, and les-
sons learned in an attempt to elevate aware-
ness and offer considerations regarding the 
complexities in conducting research with 
vulnerable youth. 
 

SUCCESSFUL FAMILIES PROGRAM 
 

 This CU project is an equitable part-
nership between two community organiza-
tions and researchers from the University of 
Alberta. The Terra Centre for Teen Parents 
(Terra) is a non-profit organization that has 
provided comprehensive support services to 
pregnant and parenting teens for over 45 
years. Brentwood Community Development 
Group (Brentwood) was formed in 1977 
with the vision of providing affordable fam-
ily housing. Terra and Brentwood partnered 
in 2014 to offer safe, secure, and affordable 
housing to teen parents and their children 
with wraparound supports in a neighbour-
hood located in Edmonton, Alberta, Cana-
da. The Successful Families (SF) program 
was initiated out of a recognition that teen 
parents and their children often struggle to 
attain safe, secure, and affordable housing, 
with significant implications for child-
rearing and child development (Graham & 
McDermott, 2006).  
 With respect to the SF program, 
Brentwood provides subsidized townhouse 
units for teen families based on income, and 
acts as the landlord for families by, for ex-
ample, collecting rent payments and con-
ducting unit inspections. Brentwood also 
provides a residence (the SF House) that 
has been converted to office space for SF 
staff members, and space for group pro-
gramming. The SF House is located across 
the street from participants’ homes. Terra 
trains, employs, and supports a staff team 
comprising one full-time manager and three 
full-time housing staff. Housing staff con-
duct home visits and provide group pro-
gramming to build participants’ capacity for 

success as tenants, parents, and contributing 
members of their community.  
 With the intent of investigating the 
impacts of the SF program on teen parents 
and their children, Terra and Brentwood 
contacted researchers at the University of 
Alberta to begin a collaborative research 
project. The project was guided by commu-
nity-based participatory research principles 
(CBPR; Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 
1998; Minkler & Wallerstein, 2003). Com-
munity-based participatory research 
(CBPR) brings researchers and community 
partners together to develop mutually bene-
ficial knowledge and meaningful social 
change by applying local knowledge and 
experience to data. Researchers and com-
munity partners from Terra and Brentwood 
formulated the research objectives as well 
as plans for participant recruitment, data 
collection, and dissemination together. At 
the time that this paper was written, the 
partnership between the researchers, Terra, 
and Brentwood was ongoing, and had been 
in place for three years. 
 To determine the impact of the SF 
program, we used photovoice (Wang & 
Burris, 1997), interviews, and focus groups 
with staff and participants. Additionally, a 
clinician conducted child development as-
sessments (i.e., assessments of children’s 
cognitive, language, motor, social-
emotional, and adaptive skills), and parents 
completed self-report questionnaires re-
garding the program, self-esteem, parenting 
attitudes, resilience, and parent-child rela-
tionship quality. To measure changes in 
parent and child outcomes, we aimed to 
complete assessments and self-report ques-
tionnaires three times over one year (at 
move-in, six months, and 12 months). In 
this article, rather than presenting results, 
we offer reflections upon ethical considera-
tions and promising practices for engaging 
vulnerable youth in research. 
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PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT 

 
Promising Practices   
 Community-university relation-
ship building. Connecting with youth for  
research recruitment is arguably the most 
challenging stage of the research process, 
particularly when youth are in vulnerable 
circumstances (Zayas, Hausmann-Stabile, 
& Pilat, 2009). For this reason, the most 
vulnerable populations are often left out of 
research (Curtis, Roberts, Copperman, 
Downie, & Liabo, 2003), which can silence 
their unique perspectives. In our work, we 
have learned that relationships are critical to 
recruitment for research. These relation-
ships are multi-directional between re-
searchers and program staff, researchers 
and participants, and program staff and par-
ticipants.  
 Importantly, the partnership be-
tween Terra, Brentwood, and the University 
of Alberta was first formed with agency 
Executive Directors. It was, therefore, criti-
cal for researchers to also establish relation-
ships with front-line staff who had direct 
contact with families. This initially took 
place through the researchers attending two 
to three staff meetings per month. Some SF 
participants reported negative experiences 
with service providers and varying levels of 
trauma, and SF staff needed to spend time 
with the researchers to trust that appropriate 
interactions with participants would take 
place. The research team built trust by 
demonstrating a willingness to learn from 
staff, openness about their perspectives and 
biases, and transparency regarding the ap-
proaches that they had experienced as suc-
cessful in engaging vulnerable youth in re-
search. 
 Community events. As relation-
ships between researchers and staff were 
built, staff began to invite the researchers to 
program events such as play groups at the 
park and community barbecues, which pro-
vided the opportunity for the research team 
to interact with staff and participants in 
more informal settings. At these events, the 

research team began to approach partici-
pants to introduce themselves and the re-
search project.  
 Research information sessions 
and program groups. To fur ther  enhance 
recruitment, a research information evening 
was held at the SF house where participants 
were invited to share a meal and learn about 
the project. In addition, one of the research 
team members began to attend weekly SF 
groups to meet participants and sign new 
participants up for the project, which was 
an effective recruitment method.  
 Front-line staff involvement. An 
additional recruitment method involved 
staff explaining the project to participants. 
A brief training session was held with staff 
members to describe how to explain the 
project and gather informed consent. Pack-
ages with instructions, consent forms, and 
self-report questionnaires were created for 
staff to distribute to new participants upon 
joining the SF program. We were able to 
recruit a small number of participants this 
way, but found that having the research 
team explain the project to potential partici-
pants in person was a more effective re-
cruitment method due to staff time con-
straints. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
 A number of ethical considerations 
arose when recruiting teen parents for re-
search participation, some of which related 
to informed consent. We approached in-
formed consent as a process requiring ongo-
ing negotiation at all stages of the research 
to uphold participants’ rights and autono-
my, and disrupt unequal power relations 
between researchers and participants 
(Brear, 2018). In the context of research, 
youth are typically viewed as more vulnera-
ble than adults, given their less advanced 
stages of cognitive and emotional develop-
ment, legal capacity, level of autonomy, 
and reliance on family influence (Hall, Ste-
vens, & Pletsch, 2001). Many research eth-
ics boards make consent-related decisions 
consistent with a protectionist framework, 
where youth are positioned as inherently 
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vulnerable subjects who require representa-
tion from adults (Chakraborty, Nansen, 
Gibbs, & MacDougall, 2012). In the current 
project, even when under the age of majori-
ty, teen parents provided consent for their 
own children to participate in research (i.e., 
to have child development assessments 
completed with their child). It, therefore, 
followed that teen parents could provide 
consent for their own participation, and our 
ethics board allowed for this. Contemplat-
ing these issues served as a reminder to crit-
ically consider how we obtain informed 
consent with other vulnerable populations.  
 SF staff members’ involvement in 
gathering consent was another recruitment 
issue that we considered. The literature 
highlights the need for caution when staff 
members are involved in research recruit-
ment, citing examples where agency staff 
may persuade youth to participate in re-
search in ways that constitute coercion 
(Curtis et al., 2003). In the case of this pro-
ject, SF staff were committed to a service 
delivery approach that involved walking 
alongside participants and upholding their 
individual autonomy, rather than persuad-
ing them toward any decision. Even so, fre-
quent check-ins between the research team 
and SF staff took place regarding the ethics 
and power dynamics involved in research 
recruitment, and the ethics training session 
with staff described above was important 
for ensuring staff members’ ethical recruit-
ment of participants. In all, SF staff in-
volvement was critical for recruitment. 
Even where SF staff members were not di-
rectly recruiting participants, they could 
follow up with participants and answer 
questions.  
 

DATA COLLECTION 
 
Promising Practices 
 Trust and relationship building. 
Facilitating trusting relationships between 
researchers and participants was not only 
important for recruitment, but was founda-
tional for data collection. When participants 
trust researchers, they are more likely to 

share information and engage meaningfully 
in data collection (Bryant, 2014). Research-
ers’ main strategy for relationship building 
with participants was to be present at the SF 
house and to attend program events. A meal 
was also shared with participants at the be-
ginning of photovoice focus groups, which 
provided a highly effective opportunity for 
relationship building. In addition, one of the 
research team members was pregnant for a 
portion of the project and later brought her 
newborn baby to groups, data collection 
points, and program events such as a field 
trip to a furniture store. This shifted power 
dynamics, as participants shared their 
knowledge about pregnancy and parenting 
with the researcher, thus expanding partici-
pants’ trust. Although this is not a replica-
ble strategy, researchers learned about the 
importance of participants experiencing re-
searchers as “human.” We will continue to 
build trust with participants by attending 
community events with them outside of the 
traditional office setting, as well as by shar-
ing meals together and engaging in activi-
ties that are often not part of the typical re-
search process, as appropriate. Increasing 
trust on the part of participants was demon-
strated when participants began sharing 
sensitive information with researchers and 
asking researchers for their perspectives on 
their children’s development. 
 In addition, building researcher-staff 
relationships was helpful for gaining partic-
ipants’ trust, and therefore enhancing data 
quality. Where the researchers and SF staff 
worked closely together through regular 
meetings, this opened spaces for conversa-
tions about how data was being collected in 
order to address challenges and make ad-
justments as the project unfolded.  
 Flexibility and accessibility. In 
line with a flexible approach, the research 
team collected data from participants at the 
SF house, across the street from partici-
pants’ homes, which consisted of the self-
report questionnaires and child develop-
ment assessments described earlier. This 
not only enhanced accessibility, but resulted 
in a different dynamic than may have been 
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present if data had been collected in univer-
sity-based spaces. Data collection spaces 
are important to consider in research with 
youth because their lives are variably influ-
enced and controlled by adults (Harris, 
Jackson, Mayblin, Piekut, & Valentine, 
2015). By collecting data in the SF house, 
the research team engaged participants in a 
space that represented participants’ territo-
ry, disrupting the traditional researcher-
participant hierarchy. As such, collecting 
data at the SF house was pivotal. This re-
quired a degree of humility on the part of 
the researchers in addition to flexibility and 
openness to learn from staff about effective 
ways to engage youth. 
 Also, it was imperative to keep flex-
ible schedules when arranging appoint-
ments for data collection and to provide 
childcare on site from trusted staff during 
data collection. It was also necessary to rec-
ognize that having the time and motivation 
to participate in research is generally a 
“luxury” for many participants, and there-
fore misaligned with the realities of some 
participants’ circumstances. As a result, 
making appointments with parents for data 
collection did not necessarily lead to partic-
ipation, meaning that participants would 
frequently not attend scheduled appoint-
ments, and this slowed project timelines 
considerably. We continued dedicating re-
sources to data collection in the interest of 
following through with partnership commit-
ments.  
 Multi-pronged approach. We 
made continual adjustments to data collec-
tion methods through an improved under-
standing of what did and did not work for 
participants. We made individual appoint-
ments for data collection, gave the option of 
completing data collection during regularly 
scheduled groups, and held an event at the 
SF house where participants baked cookies 
with staff members while their children 
were assessed. Participants also received 
grocery gift cards for participation, and 
were provided with feedback reports from 
assessments. In short, a multi-pronged ap-
proach to data collection was necessary. 

Similarly, using multiple methods over time 
was important to gain a complete under-
standing of participant experiences, which 
may have been difficult to access through 
reliance on a single method or time point.  
 Although these approaches resulted 
in collecting data from some participants, 
after continuous cancellations from partici-
pants for child development assessment ap-
pointments, the CU partnership needed to 
have difficult conversations about further 
resource and time investment in this form 
of data collection. This was difficult be-
cause we would not reach our goal of 20 
assessments at three time points. Thus, ra-
ther than measuring change in child devel-
opment over time, we began looking at oth-
er options for working with the data such as 
case studies and profile analyses. This was 
an important realization in terms of the 
need to be flexible in our research design. 
In addition, some of the same teen parents 
who failed to attend assessment appoint-
ments eagerly engaged in photovoice, and it 
was thus necessary to reflect on the 
measures we were using for assessments. 
Our CU partnership recognized that child 
development assessments inherently in-
volve judgment, which limited interest from 
participants who, as teen parents, face judg-
ment on a daily basis and who understanda-
bly may have a limited trust in clinicians. 
The photovoice groups, however, shifted 
power to the teen parents, who defined the 
topics and direction of discussions. The re-
searchers were deliberately nondirective 
during the focus groups in an effort to cre-
ate a setting in which the participants re-
tained control.  
 
Ethical Considerations 
 The research team recognized that, 
when gathering data from vulnerable youth 
through forming trusting relationships, it 
would be necessary to establish boundaries 
around their roles as researchers rather than 
friends or service providers (Taylor, 2009). 
Despite this recognition early on, the pro-
cess of navigating roles was complex. In 
particular, two members of the research 
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team (BK, MT) facilitated bi-weekly pho-
tovoice focus groups with participants for 
six months. In distinguishing themselves 
from service providers, it was not within the 
researchers’ role to strictly manage com-
ments or dynamics within the groups. In the 
interest of maintaining rapport and gather-
ing honest perspectives, groups were open 
and nondirective. For one researcher who 
was training to be a psychologist, this re-
quired conscious separation of the research-
er and practitioner role since the topics dis-
cussed in the photovoice focus groups were 
often sensitive (e.g., stigma, trauma, un-
healthy relationships). At the same time, 
part of the project involved conducting 
child development assessments and provid-
ing brief feedback reports to participants. In 
this way, this research team member did 
cross over into the practitioner realm by 
providing child development feedback and 
recommendations. Regarding this, Newbury 
and Hoskins (2008) take the position that 
research with youth should not simply in-
form practice; rather, research with youth is 
practice, and this assumption should form 
the foundation for participatory research. 
The researchers found this to be true in their 
experience with the SF program, and as a 
result, it was necessary to acknowledge that 
the research team became a part of the pro-
gram intervention by entering into the prac-
tice realm. At times, the researchers also 
felt as though they assumed an advocacy 
role by sharing knowledge regarding pro-
gram successes toward the program goal of 
establishing sustainable funding. Although 
the team set out to enact boundaries around 
researcher roles, traversing multiple roles 
was necessary.  
 Navigating multiple roles and ac-
cepting the personal aspect of the research 
project helped to enhance the meaningful-
ness of project participation. It is important 
to note that participatory approaches are not 
always genuine or ethical (Abebe, 2009). 
When using participatory methods such as 
photovoice, researchers must be cognizant 
of the potential to engage youth in activities 
and decisions that they are not prepared for, 

as this can overburden them (Beazley & 
Ennew, 2006). In keeping with a flexible 
approach, we conceptualized research par-
ticipation on a spectrum, with some young 
parents attending all bi-weekly photovoice 
focus groups and participating in every as-
pect of data collection and others with more 
limited participation. We left the level of 
participation open in order for participants 
to engage in ways that were feasible for 
their own circumstances, in turn allowing 
us to have confidence in meaningful partici-
pation.  
 

DATA ANALYSIS AND  
DISSEMINATION 

 
Promising Practices 
 Reflective processes. Recruiting 
and collecting data from teen parents were 
time and resource-intensive tasks; therefore, 
the prospect of holding formal data analysis 
sessions with participants was not feasible. 
However, through ongoing photovoice fo-
cus group sessions, participants were re-
peatedly invited to reflect on, summarize, 
and help the research team understand their 
experiences as well as the meanings they 
assigned to the data. We also engaged par-
ticipants in dissemination of findings and 
used iterative processes of data analysis and 
dissemination to explain interpretations to 
participants for their reflection and re-
sponse.  
 Participatory knowledge dissemi-
nation. Par ticipants have the oppor tunity 
to discuss sensitive topics, encourage 
change in their communities, and actively 
participate in the creation of locally relevant 
knowledge when participatory approaches 
to knowledge dissemination are employed 
(Yonas, Burke, & Miller, 2013). With the 
SF program, participants provided photos 
that reflected their experiences as teen par-
ents, and matched photos with quotes from 
transcribed focus groups that took place bi-
weekly. Photos and quotes were used to 
create photo books. In addition, an open 
house was held to showcase the photos, and 
participants took part in a panel presenta-
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tion at this event. Event attendees included 
community members, representatives from 
other agencies, researchers, and policymak-
ers. After this event, the photo exhibit was 
featured at the municipal city hall, and local 
and national news stations interviewed par-
ticipants, researchers, and program staff. 
Presentations also were delivered at aca-
demic and practice-based conferences, 
some of which involved teen parents as co-
presenters. Participants shared that taking 
part in knowledge dissemination was re-
warding and inspiring. From a research per-
spective, youth participation in knowledge 
dissemination was valuable for engage-
ment, and revealed information that partici-
pants did not think to share during data col-
lection. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
 In disseminating learnings from 
photovoice, we critically reflected on confi-
dentiality concerns. In line with university 
ethics board requirements, youth provided 
informed consent for their photos to be 
shown in public and needed to critically 
consider the potential long-term impacts of 
this decision. In this way, there was tension 
between the need to respect young people 
as agents in their own right with the need to 
protect participants from harm and exploita-
tion. It was important to clearly communi-
cate the limits to confidentiality as well as 
potential risks while gathering informed 
consent. One participant spoke about the 
difficulty she experienced in making her 
story public, although she decided to do so 
because she perceived a greater societal 
benefit. Ultimately, all participants chose 
for their photos to be publicly disseminated.  
 Overall, engaging participants was a 
personal exercise. It was critical to inten-
tionally use interpersonal skills such as em-
pathy, positive regard, respect, and sensitiv-
ity to establish and maintain researcher-
participant relationships. This resulted in 
the formation of strong, trusting connec-
tions, and the research team regularly re-
flected on how these relationships impacted 
their perspectives. On one hand, the re-

searchers were acutely aware that relation-
ships were instrumental to recruitment and 
data collection, and felt that a participatory 
approach enhanced the quality of the data. 
However, the researchers also maintained 
awareness that building these relationships 
could hinder the ability to critique the SF 
program. Practicing reflexivity and consult-
ing with colleagues was instrumental in 
navigating this terrain. We essentially rec-
ognized that it was not possible, nor desira-
ble, to separate ourselves from the human 
element of research.  
 

CONCLUSIONS  
 
 In the current paper, we used a com-
munity-university partnership project to de-
scribe promising practices and ethical con-
siderations in conducting research with vul-
nerable youth. Overall, recruiting and col-
lecting data required extensive time and re-
sources. In addition, trusting relationships 
between researchers, SF participants, and 
staff were critical and necessitated time and 
strong interpersonal skills. It was also im-
portant to use a multi-pronged approach to 
recruitment and data collection, including 
the research team attending participant 
groups and program events, spending time 
at the SF house, facilitating staff recruit-
ment of participants, taking measures to 
maximize accessibility, and providing com-
pensation. In addition, methods were con-
tinually adjusted. 
 Throughout the project, we navi-
gated emerging ethical challenges. Gather-
ing informed consent necessitated critical 
awareness of power differentials. In form-
ing relationships, the research team needed 
to reflect on their roles, consider their level 
of objectivity, and match participation lev-
els to youths’ circumstances. Although the 
research team maintained power in many 
ways, researchers worked together with 
staff and participants to contribute equitably 
to the project and to reflect on how we 
could use our relationships, trust, and hu-
mility to mitigate power differentials. We 
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also considered issues of confidentiality in 
the context of vulnerability.  
 Our participatory, relationship-
based approach within the context of a CU 
partnership resulted in rich and meaningful 
learnings that can inform approaches to re-
search with vulnerable youth moving for-
ward. Researchers seeking to engage vul-
nerable youth must be prepared to explore 
beyond the traditional boundaries of re-
search by thinking critically and creatively. 
Questioning and renegotiating the roles and 
participation of researchers, youth, and oth-
er stakeholders should be part of an ongo-
ing process influenced by shifts in relation-
ships and capacities. Our experiences high-
light the critical importance of relationships 
in conducting research with vulnerable 
youth, as well as the need for flexible, inno-
vative methods that allow for a full spec-
trum of participation, sensitivity to issues of 
power, and continual reflection.  
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