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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Considerable discussion has taken 
place over the past several decades about 
higher education reaffirming its commit-
ment to the greater community. In the 
1980s, observers of higher education con-
demned colleges and universities for pro-
ducing students who were narcissistic and 
disengaged from their communities and 
their responsibility to the democracy 
(Gearan, 2005). Community members de-
manded that colleges and universities return 
to their mission of developing the social 
consciousness of students, thereby prepar-
ing them to be active and engaged citizens 
(Fitzgerald, Bruns, Sonka, Furco, & Swan-
son, 2012; Holland, 1997; Moore, 2014; 
Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2009).  
 Many institutional leaders embrace 
community engagement as a viable strategy 
for connecting classroom, campus, and 
community. Connections like these have 
been identified as high-impact educational 

practices for student success (Kuh, 2012). 
Still, other administrators are at an impasse 
between their desire to nurture a culture of 
learning and service, and the realities of 
their resources and institutional infrastruc-
tures. Because institutional priorities guide 
the campus’s level of engagement, various 
researchers developed an array of assess-
ment tools ranging from simple checklists 
to the more complex Carnegie Community 
Engagement Classification framework for 
institution leaders to gauge the practical im-
plications of a community agenda (Furco & 
Miller, 2009). These tools assist institutions 
in making informed decisions about their 
strengths and improvement areas toward 
engagement (Furco & Miller, 2009) but do 
little to establish a baseline for effective 
institutionalized engagement efforts. Uni-
form metrics are needed to assist institu-
tions with identifying appropriate infra-
structural priorities such that institutional-
ized community engagement has consistent 
and standard meaning across institutions. 
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REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 
 
Defining Community Engagement 
 The term “community engagement” 
is often used interchangeably with other 
similar service-related terminologies. Thus, 
community engagement became widely ac-
cepted as an umbrella term to describe the 
many different agendas for higher educa-
tion’s campus-community endeavors. How-
ever, without consistency of message or 
outcomes, community engagement took 
many different meanings from campus to 
campus. Many campus administrators un-
derstood community engagement as a peda-
gogy initiated by faculty through classroom 
teaching and learning (Butin, 2010). Other 
campus administrators viewed community 
engagement as an economic strategy to de-
velop and prepare students to enter the 
workforce and maintain the economy 
(Moore, 2014). The Carnegie Foundation 
for the Advancement of Teaching took the 
lead in developing an accepted definition of 
community engagement through their en-
gaged campus classification (New England 
Resource Center for Higher Education, 
2015). This definition espouses many of the 
tenets of community engagement that are 
broadly recognized as best practices of 
community work, including the ideas of 
scholarship, mutuality and reciprocity, and 
transformation (Fitzgerald & Primavera, 
2013; Fitzgerald et al., 2012; Moore, 2014; 
Whiteford & Strom, 2013).  
 
Institutional Characteristics as Predic-
tors of Engagement  
  Limited data exist related to the ef-
fects of infrastructural attributes on commu-
nity engagement outcomes. However, as 
practitioners continue to collect empirical 
data on student and institutional outcomes 
undergirded by community engagement ini-
tiatives, there is increasing evidence and 
acknowledgement that some institutional 
structures may positively correlate with 
community engagement practices. Commu-
nity engagement has been cited as contrib-
uting to higher retention rates in higher edu-

cation (Butin, 2010; Buys & Bursnall, 
2007; Cress, Burack, Giles, Elkins & Ste-
vens, 2010; Kellogg Commission, 2001). 
Bureau, Cole, and McCormick (2014) 
found overwhelmingly that private institu-
tions provide greater opportunities for ser-
vice learning than do public institutions. 
Similarly, other studies showed that smaller 
faculty-student ratios that permit for in-
creased faculty-student interactions are crit-
ical to the successful incorporation of a 
community learning strategy (Furco et al., 
2009; Holland, 2009). Additionally, region-
al setting has a strong positive relationship 
with community engagement, specifically 
land-grant institutions, which were founded 
to directly engage with the community to 
teach, learn, and develop agricultural 
knowledge in their regional locations 
(Fitzgerald et al., 2012).  
 
Current State of Community Engage-
ment 
 The national community engage-
ment agenda continues to gain momentum 
through the work of associations that pro-
vide higher education institutions with 
guidance, research, and recognition for best 
strategies for implementing a community 
engagement framework. Organizations and 
associations such as the New England Re-
source Center for Higher Education 
(NERCHE), the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), the 
National Association of Student Personnel 
Administration (NASPA), and The Re-
search University Civic Engagement Net-
work (TRUCEN) have adopted missions to 
streamline community engagement practic-
es and share knowledge such that all institu-
tions can work toward scholarship, mission 
alignment, and the tenets of reciprocity and 
mutuality (Fitzgerald & Primavera, 2013).  
 In addition, the Carnegie Founda-
tion for the Advancement of Teaching and 
Corporation for National and Community 
Service (CNCS) offer opportunities for in-
stitutions to be recognized for their engage-
ment efforts. In 2006, The Carnegie Foun-
dation announced a new elective classifica-
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tion in community engagement in which it 
provided a framework for institutions to 
assess themselves for evidence of integrated 
engagement (NERCHE, 2015; Sandmann, 
Thornton, & Jaeger, 2009). The new elec-
tive classification was based on self-report 
and allowed institutions to document their 
impact in the community. The classification 
was intended to affirm that community 
learning and partnership had been infused 
in the institution’s identity, culture, and 
commitments and was aligned with institu-
tional priorities (Driscoll, 2009). Similarly, 
the CNCS established the Higher Education 
Community Service Honor Roll in 2006. 
The Honor Roll recognizes colleges and 
universities for their active role in finding 
meaningful solutions to community prob-
lems through student engagement and in-
volvement in the community (CNCS, 
2014). Since the inception of the award, 
CNCS has recognized over 600 institutions 
of higher education in one of three levels: 
Presidential Awardees, Honor Roll with 
Distinction, and Honor Roll (CNCS, 2014). 
 
Measuring Institutionalized Community 
Engagement 
 The research was grounded by Fur-
co, Weerts, Burton, and Kent’s (2009) as-
sessment rubric for institutionalizing com-
munity engagement in higher education, 
one of the most commonly used and accept-
ed tools to assess institutionalized commu-
nity engagement. The rubric identifies five 
major dimensions of community engage-
ment in higher education: (a) mission and 
philosophy, (b) faculty support, (c) student 
support, (d) community partnership, and (e) 
institutional support (Furco et al., 2009). 
Furco (2002) argues that all of the dimen-
sions do not have to be fully operational-
ized for a campus to institutionalize campus 
engagement. However, engagement priori-
ties must be identified, cultivated, and inte-
grated such that the entire campus is aware 
of the priority and works toward the effort 
of connecting engagement experiences in 
meaningful ways. 
 

METHODS 
 
 The purpose of this study was to 
explore patterns of community engagement 
among state higher education institutions. 
Although rubrics, checklists, and other 
frameworks outline existing practices that 
lead to sustained integration of community 
initiatives, there is a scarce amount of work 
that quantitatively studied the impact of 
unique institutional characteristics on en-
gagement infrastructural priorities. The fol-
lowing research questions were asked:  

1. Is there a pattern of engagement 
among colleges and universities? 

2. Is there a difference in the dimen-
sions of community engagement 
based on institution type and con-
trol? 

3. Are institutional characteristics pre-
dictors of institutionalized commu-
nity engagement? 

4. Are the dimensions of community 
engagement predictors of national 
recognition? 

 To answer the research questions, a 
quantitative research design was employed 
to correlate the institution’s current level of 
commitment to community engagement to 
institutional characteristic variables. Addi-
tional correlations were made between 
community engagement and national dis-
tinction. Participants completed a web-
based survey on community engagement at 
their respective college or university. Then, 
regression modeling was conducted to es-
tablish a relationship between survey re-
sponses and institutional data collected 
from the Integrated Postsecondary Educa-
tion Database System (IPEDS). 
 
Sample 
 A total of 84 institutions in a South-
eastern state were invited to participate in 
this study. This total represents the com-
plete listing of institutions in the researched 
state as identified the IPEDS Database of 
Institutions. Responses to the survey were 
collected from 48 institutions. This is an 
overall response rate of 57%. Of the survey 
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respondents, 32 institutions were public and 
16 were private; 37 institutions were bacca-
laureate degree-granting institutions, and 11 
were associate or technical degree-granting 
institutions. Personal identifiers about each 
respondent was neither requested nor col-
lected for this investigation. Institutional 
identifiers were not published in the find-
ings; all data collected were reported and 
disseminated in aggregate form to conceal 
the identity of the participating institutions 
and survey respondents. 
 
Instrumentation 
 A survey instrument adapted from 
Furco et al.’s (2009) rubric for institutional-
izing community engagement in higher ed-
ucation was employed for this research 
study. The rubric design was converted into 
an electronic survey platform using Qual-
trics survey software. The survey was tested 
for internal reliability and validity with two 
faculty members who had integrated com-
munity projects into their class curriculum 
and two staff members whose work is spe-
cifically to build community connections. 
Based on the feedback received, several 
adjustments were made to the final survey 
layout.  
 Institution respondents were asked 
to rate the current status of community en-
gagement at their institution in each of the 
five dimensions. Respondents rated the in-
stitution’s engagement efforts on 22 indi-
vidual items on a continuum ranging from 
critical mass building to sustained institu-
tionalization. Critical mass building is the 
stage in which a university develops cam-
pus and community support for establishing 
engagement as an institutional concern, and 
the lowest level of engagement. At the mid-
point of the rubric is quality building, pur-
poseful institutionalization of community 
engagement in which institution administra-
tors are intentional about developing quality 
opportunities for engagement initiatives to 
integrate into the campus community cul-
ture. Sustained institutionalization is suc-
cessful and full integration of community 
engagement into the structural framework 

of the institution as evidenced by full cam-
pus and community support, understanding, 
implementation, and leadership (2009).  
 In addition to Furco et al.’s (2009) 
three stages of development, two additional 
stages of development were created in re-
sponse to feedback provided during internal 
validity testing of the survey instrument. 
The development stage between critical 
mass building and quality building was ti-
tled awareness building. At this stage, insti-
tutions take inventory of current institution-
al practices and recognize opportunities to 
strengthen internal support mechanisms. 
The stage between quality building and sus-
tained institutionalization was labeled inte-
gration. At this stage, the institution devel-
ops an organization change strategy to insti-
tutionalize community engagement as a 
university priority. Therefore, the survey 
provided respondents with five stages of 
development instead of only three, as pre-
scribed by the original Furco et al. (2009) 
rubric. The additional options allowed for 
clearer and more pointed descriptions for 
each rating on the scale.  
 
Measures 
 The dependent variable for this 
study was institutionalized community en-
gagement on the college campus measured 
as five separate variables derived from the 
Furco et al.’s (2009) dimensions of commu-
nity engagement rubric. The independent 
variables for this study were 12 institutional 
characteristic variables that were included 
in the final regression model. These varia-
bles were compiled from the IPEDS dataset 
and included the following variables: Insti-
tution type (level of degree granted), con-
trol (public/private), and size; faculty ratio; 
retention rate; Pell Grant awards; campus 
settings of rural, town, and suburb; and stu-
dent demographics of male, nontraditional, 
and students of color. The variables are pre-
sented in Table 1.  
 Lastly, to determine a relationship 
between the dimensions of community en-
gagement and national recognition, the five 
dimensions of community engagement were 
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used as the independent variables and dis-
tinction (whether or not the institution re-
ceived the Carnegie Engaged Campus des-
ignation, the President’s Higher Education 
Honor Roll, or both distinctions) was the 
dependent variable in a logistic regression 
model. 
 
Analytic Procedure 
 Once data were cleaned, descriptive 
statistical analyses were conducted on each 

independent and dependent variable to sum-
marize the data. Next, an exploratory factor 
analysis (EFA) statistical procedure was 
conducted to test the hypothesis that the 
community engagement subcategories 
would load together on the appropriate di-
mension. EFA was further conducted to ex-
plore the factor structures of 21 of 22 
(faculty support: rewards and recognition 
was eliminated due to its high “unable to 
respond” rate) retained items in the model 

Table 1: Descriptions of Institutional Characteristics Variables  

Variable Label Description Measure Value 

Control Classification of the institution as either 
Public or Private 
  

Nominal 0 = Public; 1 = Private 

Campus Setting Classification of the institutional regional 
setting as either Rural, Town, Suburb, or 
City 

Nominal Dummy coded; City = 0 

Cost Published in-district tuition and fees Scale 1 = < 1500; 2 = 1501-4999; 
3 = 5000-9999; 4 = 10,000-
19,999; 5 = > 20,000 

 Pell Grant Percent of full-time first-time undergrad-
uates receiving Pell grants 

Scale Total percentage 

Selectivity Percent of students admitted Scale Total percentage 

 Size Undergraduate enrollment Scale 1 = < 1500; 2 = 1501-4999; 
3 = 5000-9999; 4 = 10,000-
19,999; 5 = > 20,000 

Institutional Type Classification of the institution as either 
a 2-year or 4-year institution 

Nominal 0 = 4-year; 1 = 2-year 

Faculty Ratio Percentage of Instructional staff on 9, 10, 
11 or 12 month contract per total under-
graduate enrollment 

Scale Total percentage 

Graduation Rate Percentage of full-time, first-time, de-
gree/certificate-seeking undergraduates 
within 150% of normal time to program 
completion, Fall 2013 

Scale Total percentage 

 Retention Rate Percentage of first to second year reten-
tion of first-time bachelor's degree-
seeking undergraduates, Fall 2013 

Scale Total percentage 

SAT Read/SAT Math SAT Critical Reading and Math 25th 
percentile score 

Scale Average score on Reading 
and Math sections 

Students of Color Percent of undergraduate enrollment 
whose ethnicity is non-White 

Scale Total percentage 

Male Percent of undergraduate enrollment that 
are male students 

Scale Total percentage 

Nontraditional Percent of undergraduate enrollment 
ages 25-64 

Scale Total percentage 
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across the dimensions of community en-
gagement, thereby identifying any latent 
constructs that may have existed related to 
community engagement. Principal compo-
nents analysis extraction method was cho-
sen to observe all sources of variance for 
each variable. Because there was not signif-
icant intercorrelation between the variables, 
a varimax orthogonal rotation was used to 
compute the loading matrix. Three criteria 
were used to determine retained factors: 
Kaiser’s criterion in which eigenvalues are 
greater than one, observation of the scree 
plot at the point of inflection, and at least 
70% variance explained by the factors. A 
multivariate analysis of variance 
(MANOVA) statistical procedure was used 
to test the difference in means among the 
five dimensions of community engagement 
based on institution type and control, and a 
logistic regression analysis was conducted 
to determine if the dimensions of communi-
ty engagement were predictors of national 
recognition.  
 

FINDINGS 
 
Factor Analysis 
 An EFA was conducted to identify 
patterns of engagement in the sample of 48 
institutions. All 21 items that were retained 
in the model produced positive loadings on 
the rotated component matrix. The results 
of the EFA generally confirmed the pattern 
of community engagement in higher educa-
tion as specified by the Furco et al. (2009) 
model. An unexpected construct titled lead-
ership was formed; however, with only two 
factor loadings, the leadership construct did 
not significantly explain the model. Compo-
nents with four or more loadings above |.60| 
are considered reliable (Habing, 2003; 
Mertler & Vannatta, 2010). The rotated 
components factor loadings are presented in 
Table 2. 
 
Analysis of Variance 
 A two-way MANOVA was con-
ducted to determine the effect of institution-
al type and institutional control on the de-

pendent variables of dimensions of commu-
nity engagement. MANOVA results indi-
cated a significant main effect for institu-
tional type, [Wilks’ Λ = .765, F(5, 40) = 
2.46, p ≤.05, η2 = .24] but did not reveal a 
main effect for institutional control, [Wilks’ 
Λ = .874, F(5, 40) = 1.15, p ≤ .05, η2 
= .13], meaning that there was a statistically 
significant difference in community en-
gagement based on institution type; howev-
er, this difference was not significant based 
on an institution being public or private. 
Multivariate effect sizes were small, and 
there were no significant interaction effects 
between the independent variables institu-
tion type and control. Given the signifi-
cance of the institution type effect, a uni-
variate analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 
conducted as a follow-up test. ANOVA re-
sults indicated that the dimensions of com-
munity engagement did not significantly 
differ for institutional type. While the insti-
tutional type variable had an effect on com-
munity engagement as a whole, there were 
no significant differences in the mean be-
tween institution type on each of the dimen-
sions of community engagement separately.  
 
Logistic Regression 
 A logistic regression analysis was 
conducted to determine which dimensions 
of community engagement were predictors 
of national recognition. The five factor 
scores for the dimensions of community 
engagement were entered into the model 
using the Enter method to predict the proba-
bility of an institution receiving national 
recognition (National Recognition = 1, No 
National Recognition = 0) for community 
engagement. The variables institution con-
trol and type were also entered into the 
model to determine if these characteristics 
had a relationship with receipt of awards 
and distinctions. The statistical significance 
of the model was reliable using the chi-
square criteria, x2=25.841, p ≤ .001, and 
model good fit was established with a small 
-2Log likelihood value (-2Log likeli-
hood=39.362). The model accurately pre-
dicted 85.4% of the cases correctly. Results 
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indicated that type (B=-2.487) had a moder-
ate predictive value (p ≤ .10), but whether 
or not the institution is public or private had 
no predictive significance. Faculty support 
(B=.624) was a significant (p ≤ .05) predic-
tor of national recognition and institutional 

support (B=.267) had moderate significance 
(p ≤ .10).  
 The model indicated that the likeli-
hood of an institution receiving national 
recognition for institutionalized faculty sup-
port and institutional support was increased 

  Loading 

Component 1: Mission and Philosophy   

Mission and Philosophy: Strategic Planning .775 

Mission and Philosophy: Educational Reform .757 

Mission and Philosophy: Mission Alignment .729 

Mission and Philosophy: Definition of CE .664 

Institutional Support: Evaluation and Assessment .606 

Institutional Support: Policy-Making Entity .587 

    

Component 2: Student Support   

Student Support: Awareness .830 

Student Support: Rewards and Incentives .784 

Student Support: Opportunities .724 

Student Support: Leadership .646 

Community Participation: Mutual Understanding .486 

  

Component 3: Faculty Support   

 Institutional Support: Department Support .741 

Faculty Support: Knowledge and Awareness .688 

Faculty Support: Leadership .687 

Faculty Support: Involvement and Support .607 

Community Participation: Voice and Leadership .541 

    

Component 4: Leadership   

 Institutional Support: Administrative Support .713 

Community Participation: Awareness .695 

    

Component 5: Institutional Support   

Institutional Support: Funding .872 

Institutional Support: Staffing .653 

Institutional Support: Coordinating Entity .553 

Table 2: Factor Loadings for Rotated Components Sorted by Loading Size  
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by 1.87 and 1.31 times respectively than 
those that did not prioritize engagement in 
these areas. However, the odds of receiving 
national recognition were decreased by 
8.3% if the institution was an associate or 
technical degree-granting institution. These 
findings suggest that the likelihood of an 
institution receiving the Carnegie Engaged 
Campus designation, the President’s Higher 
Education Honor Roll distinction, or both 
were increased when the institution opera-
tionalized the faculty and institutional sup-
port dimensions of community engagement. 
These odds were additionally increased 
when the institution was baccalaureate de-
gree-granting. The results of the full model 
are reported in Table 3. 
 

LIMITATIONS 
 

 Data collection for this research 
study was dependent upon the willingness 
of the respondent to complete and submit 
survey responses. The data collection peri-
od for this study was during the summer 
months, and many professionals at each in-
stitution who could have significantly con-
tributed to the survey responses, such as 
faculty, were difficult to reach due to vaca-
tion schedules. Additionally, this research 
study relied on the identification of appro-

priate institutional personnel to complete a 
survey on the institution’s current levels of 
community engagement. Each participant 
was asked to submit only one completed 
survey for the college or university. Several 
respondents were unable to rate items in the 
faculty support dimension, indicating that 
participants may not have connected with 
their division of academic affairs to provide 
an accurate response for their respective 
institution related to the work of faculty. 
This limitation may have resulted in faculty 
support items being underestimated.  
 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
 The findings of this study showed 
significant engagement efforts in public and 
private colleges and universities in the re-
searched state. The findings showed that 
institutions’ community engagement priori-
ties were fairly aligned with the Furco et al. 
(2009) model for institutionalized commu-
nity engagement. It could be argued that 
based on these results, many institutions 
have already evolved their community en-
gagement efforts into sustained institution-
alization; however, the interquartile ranges 
of the community engagement items hov-
ered between two and four. Rather, this 
range suggests that institutional respondents 

  B Wald Df P Odds Ratio 

Mission and Philosophy -.295 1.763 1 .184 .744 

Faculty Support .624 5.503 1 .019* 1.867 

Student Support -.193 .813 1 .367 .824 

Community Participation -.202 .329 1 .566 .817 

Institutional Support .267 3.041 1 .081** 1.306 

Type -2.487 3.194 1 .074** .083 

Control .053 .003 1 .957 1.054 

Constant -1.833 1.495 1 .221 .160 

*Significant at p ≤ .05 
**Significant at p ≤ .10 

Table 3: Results of Logistic Regression Predicting Receipt of National Recognition for Com-
munity Engagement with Control and Type Variables 
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to the survey perceived their institution’s 
engagement efforts as still progressing ra-
ther than institutionalized. A number of in-
stitutional challenges can contribute to this 
perception. 
 First, institutions are challenged to 
develop a community engagement model 
that is inclusive of all stakeholders: faculty, 
students, and community. Community en-
gagement among these constituents is often 
done in silos rather than together and coop-
eratively. This study found that all of the 
dimensions of community engagement 
emerged from the model except for the 
community participation dimension in 
which each item loaded with a different 
construct (student support, faculty support, 
and leadership). Often, student groups are 
conductors of community partnerships 
through their volunteer and philanthropic 
efforts (Sponsler & Hartley, 2013). Similar-
ly, faculty members are instrumental in de-
veloping community partnerships through 
research and publication (Dubb, 2007). Ad-
ministrative leaders, as the face and voice 
of the institution, develop partnerships with 
local businesses, organizations, and poten-
tial donors to the institution. As such, com-
munity participation efforts are often con-
ducted by disparate groups of institutional 
constituents. In order to institutionalize 
community engagement, community efforts 
must be coordinated with clear policies and 
procedures for establishing relationships 
and partnerships in the community, tracking 
and assessing those partnerships, and foster-
ing their continued development (Furco, 
2002; Holland, 1997). 
 Organizational change cannot be 
accomplished as the priority of a singular 
department or unit within the institution. 
Commitment to community engagement 
and the implementation of engagement 
practices must extend to all areas of the in-
stitution and include collaborative efforts 
from both academic affairs and student af-
fairs units (Sponsler & Hartley, 2013). Inte-
gration of community learning efforts on a 
campus should include a centralized com-
munity engagement department housed nei-

ther in the division of academic affairs nor 
student affairs that promotes institution-
wide commitment and engagement through 
both curricular and co-curricular experienc-
es (Holland, 1997; Harkavy, 2005). This 
unit would not only promote engagement 
efforts to internal and external constituents 
but would also advance community partner-
ship through sponsored programs that con-
nect students, faculty, and community 
members. These programs join all constitu-
encies together to address a community 
need and impact positive change through 
true collaboration and partnership. 
 Second, support from institutional 
administrative leaders is vital to institution-
al community commitment (Horgan & 
Scire, 2007; Holland, 1997; Brukardt, Hol-
land, Percy, & Zimpher, 2004). Support 
from administrative leaders is necessary to 
institutionalized community engagement as 
leadership drives the vision, mission, and 
goals of the organization (Moore & Men-
dez, 2014; Kezar, 2005). The findings of 
this study indicated that the institutional 
support dimension of community engage-
ment was the only significant dimension 
predicted by institutional characteristics. 
This dimension of engagement includes ad-
ministrative leadership, funding, staffing, 
and assessment (Furco et al., 2009). Thus, 
in order for organizational change to occur 
in a transformative way, institutional lead-
ers must be explicit in commitment to and 
communicating engagement priorities. This 
includes verbal support as well as providing 
tangible support through the allocation of 
resources, incentivizing faculty through ten-
ure and promotion considerations, incentiv-
izing students through rewards and recogni-
tion, and inviting community partners to 
have an active voice in decisions about in-
stitutional engagement efforts. Institutional 
leaders must be committed to ensuring that 
engagement occurs holistically and that sys-
tems are established to promote and encour-
age those efforts. This can be done through 
the funding of specific engagement projects 
or the establishment of a campus endow-
ment for engagement efforts that are includ-
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ed in the university’s advancement initia-
tives (Weerts & Hudson, 2009). Further, 
Long (2002) recommended that university 
administrators integrate service with aca-
demics through the creation of outreach 
themed dormitories, service scholarships, 
and opportunities for the student voice to be 
included in decisions about engagement and 
community involvement.  
 Institution leaders could advance 
community engagement as a higher educa-
tion priority through the establishment of a 
state Campus Compact coalition. Campus 
Compact was established in 1985 by the 
presidents of Brown, Georgetown, and 
Stanford universities in cooperation with 
the President of the Education Commission 
of the States. The mission of Campus Com-
pact is to advance the public purposes of 
colleges and universities by deepening their 
ability to improve community life and to 
educate students for civic and social respon-
sibility (Campus Compact, 2014). Since its 
founding, this body has grown to include 
over 1,100 college presidents in 34 states. 
Campus Compact colleges and universities 
range in size, type, and funding, but all 
share a common philosophy that communi-
ty engagement is an important strategy for 
student learning, community partnership, 
faculty engagement, and institutional suc-
cess (Gearan, 2005).  
 The Campus Compact coalition pro-
vides education and training, including 
grants for research on best practices in en-
gagement (Campus Compact, 2014; Heffer-
nan, 2001). The establishment of a Campus 
Compact would provide institutions with 
additional resources, strategies, and support 
for organizational change efforts to incor-
porate community engagement into the 
campus infrastructure. In addition, as a con-
sortium of university presidents, Campus 
Compact is uniquely positioned to promote 
engagement across the state and assist insti-
tutions with their engagement efforts. Such 
a consortium could possibly assist in the 
development of a metric for institutional-
ized community engagement that is gener-

alizable to institutions of similar qualities 
and characteristics.  
 Lastly, institution leaders are chal-
lenged with assessing their institution’s sus-
tained institutionalization of community 
engagement. There are many rubrics, 
checklists, and models for engaged infra-
structures; however, these tools are only 
suggested practices and are not generaliza-
ble to specific types of institutions. The 
tools do not provide concrete steps or 
guidelines for how institutionalized engage-
ment is to occur (Butin, 2010). Thus, using 
these tools can be an overwhelming experi-
ence for institutional leaders. This study 
found that significant differences existed 
between baccalaureate granting and associ-
ates or technical degree-granting institu-
tions’ overall community engagement 
scores.  
 Assessment of community engage-
ment efforts is beneficial for higher educa-
tion institutions for strategic reasons. The 
results of this research indicated that some 
of the dimensions of community engage-
ment presented a strong model for attaining 
distinction and recognition nationally. Alt-
hough over 40% of this study sample has 
already achieved the Carnegie Engaged 
Campus designation, the National Presi-
dent’s Honor Roll, or both distinctions, in-
stitution leaders should be cautioned that 
receipt of these designations does not nec-
essarily translate to infused engagement. 
Whiteford and Strom (2013) wrote that uni-
versity-wide engagement efforts at one uni-
versity commenced several years after the 
institution had achieved the Carnegie En-
gaged Campus designation. As such, stand-
ard and consistent metrics for engagement 
based broadly on institutional characteris-
tics support organizational change that will 
create a pervasive campus culture of com-
munity engagement that is systemic in na-
ture, understood, and recognizable across 
institutions. It would further provide institu-
tional leadership with clear evaluation 
guidelines in their pursuit of true institu-
tionalized engagement and recognition for 
their efforts. 
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 This study was a cross-sectional 
study, thus only the current and immediate 
levels of engagement of responding institu-
tions were considered in the findings. To 
better understand how each institution sus-
tains engagement priorities, a longitudinal 
study across a span of time would be bene-
ficial to observe how institutions progress 
from critical mass building to sustained in-
stitutionalization over time. Additionally, as 
this study did not find institutional charac-
teristics a determining factor in its level of 
engagement, further research on the topic 
could be beneficial, as a different sample 
could prove the counter to be true.  
 Moreover, it would be beneficial to 
observe institutional growth toward sus-
tained integration based on the length of 
time it takes an institution to completely 
infuse engagement into the campus culture; 
such data would provide institution leaders 
with realistic goals and expectations of their 
organization change model and engaged 
campus development.  
 Finally, a qualitative component 
consisting of interviews with staff, students, 
and community members of institutions that 
have reported sustained institutionalization 
of community engagement would increase 
our understanding of how strategies for or-
ganization change are cultivated and imple-
mented at different types of institutions. 
This could lead to the identification of spe-
cific community engagement practices for 
institutions based on their institutional char-
acteristics. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 Despite the abundance of research 
on best practices and strategies of engage-
ment, research remains limited on institu-
tionalized community engagement by insti-
tutional characteristics. Currently, the re-
search on engagement is broad and general 
such that institutions develop frameworks 
based on the individual campus. This gap in 
the research limits our ability to replicate 
the outcomes of community engagement in 
similarly placed institutions. The credibility 

of community engagement as a high-impact 
practice in teaching and learning is poten-
tially jeopardized when common standards 
of engagement are neither defined nor im-
plemented universally. While this research 
did not find that institutional characteristics 
had a significant impact on any of the di-
mensions of community engagement except 
for the institutional support dimension, a 
larger sample size may yield more variance 
among the variables. Additional research is 
necessary to assist higher education leaders 
with decisions about resources and priori-
ties when considering a community-based 
learning environment. Institutionalizing 
community engagement will continue to 
pose a challenge for campus leaders until a 
universal metric for defining, measuring, 
and assessing engagement is developed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 Beginning in 2015, Germany saw an 
unprecedented number of refugees and asy-
lum seekers arriving from war torn coun-
tries such as Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan. 
Tens of thousands of people were stranded 
in Hungary, facing a humanitarian disaster 
when Chancellor Angela Merkel decided to 
open German borders to allow entry into 
the country. This humanitarian gesture 
meant to alleviate imminent suffering 
quickly turned into further refugee flows 
and the country became host to more than 
one million displaced people. Though ini-
tially welcomed by the German people at 
large, it quickly became apparent that im-
mediate support for new arrivals was a 
mere first step to finding a longer-term so-
lution, especially for refugees who intended 
to remain in Germany. What ensued over 
the next several years is a highly politicized 
public and elite debate about Germany as a 
country of refugee destination not least be-

cause of Germany’s own troubled history 
dealing with minorities.  
 Operating in this volatile political 
environment, municipalities charged with 
caring for refugees and assisting them with 
basic adjustments to life in Germany were 
especially challenged. Among these, Mu-
nich stands out. Hundreds of thousands of 
displaced people had traveled through the 
Balkans, often on foot, before finally board-
ing trains that brought them to Munich as 
their first destination. The resulting de-
mands on public services were immense 
and non-governmental organizations be-
came critically involved in handling the cri-
sis. From caring for housing, cultural ac-
commodation, social services, and mental 
health, these NGOs play a vital role in all 
aspects of integrating refugees into German 
social life. 
 Against this background, two ser-
vice learning study abroad programs were 
developed. The first one in 2017, serving as 
a pilot program, involved New Mexico 
State University (NMSU), Las Cruces, New 
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Mexico, and Old Dominion University 
(ODU), Norfolk, Virginia; the second one 
in 2018 was conducted by NMSU alone. On 
both occasions, our goal was to expose stu-
dents to the refugee work done by NGOs 
and, by placing them with NGOs, to foster 
improved understanding and appreciation of 
the very real problems facing displaced 
people and the organizations dedicated to 
helping them. The expected service learning 
outcome was to educate students in global 
civic skills to become culturally more 
aware, better understand integration diffi-
culties, and become empathetic to the peo-
ple who seek help and to those who provide 
it. This daily exposure to real world refugee 
challenges offered students significant op-
portunities to develop their own reflexivity 
and the complexity of cultural, political, 
and social integration. “I want to thank all 
my friends who made this experience of 
service learning an experience of profound 
internal reflection,” wrote one of the stu-
dents after returning from Germany (July 
2018 Field Notes/Interviews Munich Folder 
III, 2018). 
 Decades of scholarship confirm the 
many benefits of experiential learning peda-
gogy (Robinson & Harkins, 2018, p. 43), 
but to a lesser degree empirically test and 
critically interrogate how programs could 
prepare students for the social justice de-
mands of today’s multi-and transcultural, 
interconnected world and global civil socie-
ty (Butin, 2015; National Task Force on 
Civic Learning and Democratic Engage-
ment, 2012; Sax, 2004). Current literature 
shows a growing, critical engagement with 
ethical contestations and moral dilemmas. 
This, for example, includes how service 
learning “reenacts and reinforces existing 
power differentials” (Bennett, 2018, p. 5), 
fails to precipitate balanced reciprocity, 
does not offer “a quality of an equitable re-
lationship” (Bennett, 2018, p. 3), falls short 
in improving the “deep and persistent real-
world inequities” (Butin, 2015, p. 5), and 
hence, often does not live up to its 
“potential of promoting justice” (Robinson 
& Harkins, 2018, p. 44). This article argues 

for more clearly defined learning objectives 
toward what it calls 21st century global civ-
ic skills, focusing on multi- and transcultur-
al adaptability, balanced reciprocity, and 
social justice through Dan Butin’s 2015 
grounded-theory-based, inductively work-
ing from practice-to-theory critical service-
learning approach (p.8). Such re-
conceptualization could counter and miti-
gate these dilemmas.  
 The 2018 course built on its inaugu-
ral 2017 service-learning program. Students 
were placed with a diverse range of refugee 
settlement and asylum nonprofit organiza-
tions. A 2018 course redesign expanded on 
the 2017 achievements. Both programs, 
however, were clear in their ambitions to-
ward multi- and transcultural adaptability, 
balanced reciprocity, and social justice. As 
such, the program tried to convey the learn-
ing experience to its students in its totality, 
especially how the study abroad’s every-
dayness, its “pedestrian realities” (Butin, 
2015, p. 9), related to the global intersec-
tionalities of privilege, class, race, gender, 
religion, politics, society, and culture. 
 This article’s two-year study’s main 
data sources in 2017 and 2018 consist of 
formal pre- and post-program surveys of a 
total of 32 students. The analysis of the sur-
veys found an increased statistical signifi-
cance in students’ academic knowledge and 
global, multi- and transcultural awareness 
in 2018 compared to 2017. However, simi-
lar to 2017, the post-program outcomes re-
lating to intra-group collaboration, cohe-
sion, and reflectivity, for example, lagged 
again behind students’ pre-program expec-
tations (Appendix). This article argues that 
this persistent lag is indicative of the lack of 
clearly defined learning objectives. Clearly 
articulated outcomes, such as learning ob-
jectives toward 21st century civic skills, 
would clarify students’ expected roles and 
tasks. The expected development of 21st 
century civic skills specifically would fore-
ground and draw attention to multi- and 
transcultural adaptability and balanced reci-
procity, for example, achievable through a 
dual “inside-out” externalities learning ap-
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proach. Balanced reciprocity here is defined 
as an even exchange of goods, services, and 
values (Sahlins, 1972), framed by social 
norms that “shape the value of that which is 
exchanged” (Bennett, 2018, p. 4). Building 
on Dan Butin’s innovative 2015 practice-to-
theory conceptualization (Butin, 2015), 
such inductively grounded approach would 
underscore how the intra-group and outside
-group everydayness of experiences—the 
constantly interactive, reciprocal, every 
day, pedestrian interactions between partici-
pating students, NGO partners, refugees, 
and the intra-group interactions such as the 
everyday practices of consensus building, 
communication, cooperation and negotia-
tions, collaboration and reflections—are all 
equal components of the experiential study 
abroad learning.  
 The daily interaction within the 
group acts just as much of a multi- and 
transcultural practice and requires just as 
much of an ever-shifting multi- and trans-
cultural adaptability on the part of the stu-
dents, for example, as their daily, exoge-
nous interaction with their German NGOs 
and the refugees. The conscious, deliberate 
folding of such everydayness, the mundane 
and the pedestrian, into specific learning 
objectives would then highlight not only the 
importance of these interlinkages, but could 
also mitigate negative reciprocity. Negative 
reciprocity is defined as a competitive, sole-
ly self-interest driven, zero-sum transaction, 
where the giving party would offer less than 
the receiving one (Bennett, 2018, p. 4). A 
21st century civic skill set would then re-
semble a progressive awareness toward di-
versity, social justice, global interaction, 
and global human relationships, and trans-
late into more authentic, mutually-
benefitting, inclusive exchanges with 
abroad partners and organizations.  
 This article proceeds as follows: 
First, it will situate global experiential 
learning within current literature, focusing 
on context, theory, and definitional distinc-
tions. Second, this article will analyze the 
2018 pre- and post-trip surveys, briefly 
compare the results to the 2017 outcomes 

(Appendix), and elaborate on the imple-
mentation of the 2017 recommendations. 
Third, it will discuss implications and next 
steps toward the development of 21st centu-
ry civic skills. 
 
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING: CONTEXT 
 
 Higher education has for decades 
progressed toward curricula internationali-
zation that incorporate various practices of 
multi-, trans-, and cross-cultural awareness 
and interaction for students and educators 
alike. It is an almost given by now that ex-
periential learning regardless of its geo-
graphical domestic or international locales 
are “a potentially powerful mode of engag-
ing students, supporting communities, and 
bridging the theory-practice divide” (Butin, 
2015, p. 5). Nevertheless, the experiential 
learning field finds itself progressively 
tasked with not only providing international 
in-the-field, empirical experiences, but 
broader skill sets focusing on 21st century 
citizenry and civic proficiency, including 
multi-, trans-, and cross-cultural problem 
solving and leadership skills (Kingston, 
2016, p. 22), for example. This article refers 
to “civic skills” as developing moral and 
reasoned leadership skills through an em-
phasis of group consensus building and ef-
fective communication (Levesque-Bristol & 
Cornelius-White, 2012). The “21st century, 
global” connotation qualifies these skills 
further through the international demands 
of an increasingly interconnected and inter-
dependent world. The gradual recognition 
toward cultural and international skill sets 
has also reached many professional fields 
beyond higher education, including speech-
language pathology (Krishnan, Richards, & 
Simpson, 2016), occupational therapy 
(Ossola, 2011), therapeutic recreation 
(Fisher, Sharp, & Bradley, 2017), nursing, 
mental health, and psychology (Smith, Jen-
nings, & Lakhan, 2014).  
 The higher education offerings of 
international immersion programs and 
abroad field experiences have over time ex-
ponentially increased, yet often delivered 
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mixed, if not subpar outcomes. Experiential 
learning efforts continue to struggle with a) 
connecting the actual “learning-by-doing” 
efforts with the theoretical aspects of the 
course and vice-versa; b) benefiting the tar-
geting communities; and/or c) maintaining 
a dialogue with the community partners 
(Hansen, 2012, p. 30). The 2017 and 2018 
Munich experiential learning migration pro-
ject equally grappled with these shortfalls, 
including with unbalanced reciprocity, a 
false social justice “dreaming” (Butin, 
2015, p. 6) and with “the actual impact that 
we make in and through the academy on the 
larger public sphere” (p. 7).  
 
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING: THEORY 

 
 This article’s argument builds in 
part on the Levesque-Bristol and Cornelius-
White civic learning definition (Levesque-
Bristol & Cornelius-White, 2012) and Dan 
Butin’s concept of working through the ex-
perienced, the mundane, and pedestrian to 
connect practice to theory (Butin, 2015)—
to achieve more authentic social justice 
goals. “Educating students for democracy 
and citizenship” (Chambers & Gopaul, 
2008, p. 82) through civic engagement or 
the development of civic skills are princi-
pally deemed as one of the key pillars of 
higher education (Dewey, 1916). Definition 
and content of what civic skills and civic 
learning exactly are or entail, however, 
vary. According to Tulane University’s 
Civic Attitudes and Skills Questionnaire 
(Moeley, Mercer, Ilustre, & McFarland, 
2002), civic skills are divided into six sub-
categories: social justice, civic action, polit-
ical awareness, diversity, problem solving, 
and leadership. Levesque-Bristol and Cor-
nelius-White identified in 2012 public af-
fairs engagement and civic learning through 
three interrelated dimensions: community 
engagement, cultural competence, and ethi-
cal leadership. This article’s 21st century 
civic skill interpretation specifically draws 
attention to the “ethical leadership” skill set 
as a key marker of successful learning. 
Levesque-Bristol and Cornelius-White 

found how communication, collaboration, 
and consensus building “are important tools 
of ethical leaders” (Levesque-Bristol & 
Cornelius-White, 2012, p. 697). Ethical 
leadership qualities are also informed by 
“continually developing ethical and moral 
reasoning while contributing to the com-
mon good” (Levesque-Bristol & Cornelius-
White, 2012, p. 698). In a global 21st centu-
ry setting, civic skills grounded and embed-
ded in these cooperative leadership qualities 
are centric in an increasingly interdepend-
ent and inter-connected global world, which 
presupposes, if not demands, a constant 
moving between cultures, hence, the con-
stant exercising and shaping of a coopera-
tive transcultural adaptability.  
 Furthermore, Butin in 2015 asserted 
how the everydayness of experience learn-
ing, how the “the pedestrian—of cell 
phones, schedules, calendars, assess-
ments” (Butin, 2015, p. 9) are part of creat-
ing a series of practices, which then induc-
tively inform, create, and shape theory 
(grounded theory) instead of theory deduc-
tively informing practice. This study’s in-
ferences—to reframe learning objectives—
build on this grounded-theory-based recon-
ceptualization. 
 

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING:  
DEFINITIONS 

 
 The very tangible benefits through 
international education by students working 
within and through cross-social and cross-
cultural frameworks are long recognized in 
the United States as instrumental to build-
ing generations of globally versed and 
adaptive citizenry (U.S. Commission Abra-
ham Lincoln Study Abroad Fellowship Pro-
gram, 2005, p. 34). The fusion of a study 
abroad and experiential learning in higher 
education, including the interaction with 
diverse civil society non-state actors such as 
NGOs, volunteer, church groups, and uni-
versities has additionally compounded the 
growth of the internationalism in higher ed-
ucation (McMullen, 2011, p. 424), specifi-
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cally of “undergraduate and professional 
programs” (Kolb, 1984/2015, p. 3).  
 The terms experiential and service 
learning are often used interchangeably 
with both generally defining forms of active 
learning that situates students in structural, 
geographical, social, and cultural environ-
ments that are different from their own. Ex-
periential learning is the general, overarch-
ing term currently used by many institutions 
as “learning that occurs as a result of per-
sonal experience during which students ap-
ply knowledge and conceptual understand-
ing to a real or simulated situation associat-
ed with an academic program and guided 
by a faculty member” (NMSU University 
Faculty, 2017). Service learning is then one 
form of experiential learning, with the term 
originating as early as in the 1930s (Dewey, 
1938). Generally, it is more recently de-
fined as a “teaching method to provide op-
portunities for students to learn by doing, 
servicing, and then reflecting on their expe-
riences” (Ward, Henschel Pellett, & Perez, 
2017, p. 71) or “an educational strategy that 
combines community service with academ-
ic learning objectives” (Sedlak, Doheny, 
Panthofer, & Anaya, 2003, p. 99).  
 However, what is significant is how 
international experiential learning pivoted, 
for one, from the purely “learning-by-
doing” notion toward a growing critical cul-
tural and social self-awareness. Such re-
framing includes a more critical attention 
toward students’ positionalities, biases, 
privileges to develop cultural empathy 
(Arthur & Achenbach, 2002), multi-, inter-, 
cross-, and transcultural competency, and 
21st century citizen (Kingston, 2016, p. 22) 
and civic skills. Migration curricula-
specific, definitional distinctions such as 
between multiculturalism and transcultural-
ism, for example, have also informed more 
complex understandings of global, cultural 
interactions. Multiculturalism, for example, 
is often defined in migration literature as 
the maintenance of one’s culture within oth-
er, multiple cultural environments, the 
“multiplicity of social roles or ‘subject posi-
tions’ which they occupy selectively, de-

pending on the interactional context in 
which they find themselves at the 
time” (Kramsch, 1998, p. 82). The term 
transculturalism, on the other hand, for ex-
ample, is defined as an evolving cultural 
adaptability, a reiterated in-and-out moving 
between cultures, which encourages a con-
tinuous learning from each other (Ates, 
2007, p. 20)—and living with each other.  
 Educators’ professional develop-
ment also increasingly seeks out ways for 
teachers to gain similar skill sets “and un-
derstandings to work across cul-
tures” (Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). Profes-
sional development programs increasingly 
use service learning to equip pre-service 
teachers, for example, with diverse, adap-
tive skill sets for the 21st century classroom 
(Ward, Henschel Pellett, & Perez, 2017, p. 
78). Pre-service teachers—educators in the 
beginning of their careers, for example—
have often been found to be culturally ho-
mogenous and mainly of white, middle-
class upbringings and Anglo-linguistic 
backgrounds (Zumwalt & Craig, 2005). 
Scholars have increasingly called for more 
“direct and scaffolded experiences of diver-
sity” for educators across disciplines and 
levels of education (Palpacuer-Lee, 2017, p. 
164).  
 

REDESIGN OF THE MIGRATION  
AND INTEGRATION SERVICE-

LEARNING PROGRAM 
 
 The migration course was rede-
signed in 2018 to build on its 2017 inaugu-
ral program (Hirschauer, Karp, Kekeh, & 
Akpinar-Elci, forthcoming). The experien-
tial learning part of the course allowed par-
ticipants to engage actively with the daily 
complexities of the political, social, and 
cultural context of global migration in the 
field. “In the field” here refers to students 
shadowing and assisting local nonprofit 
groups in working environments such as 
temporary camps, container villages, decen-
tralized housing or other formal or informal 
settings of interactions, including language 
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and integration courses, legal counseling 
sessions, and school and work placements.  
 
Participants’ Demographics and Prior 
International Experience 
 In 2018, the course was reduced 
from 21 to 13 participants. In 2018, the 
group was also divided into three teams. 
Each team consisted of an assigned student 
team leader and each team was placed with 
three different NGOs. Different from 2017, 
more than half of the 2018 students (almost 
70 percent) were graduate students. In 
2018, half of the students identified them-
selves as female, two-thirds as non-White, 
two-thirds were full-time and 25 percent 
part-time students. All 2018 participants 
except one were not first-generation college 
students, but of first-generation immigra-
tion background with wide-ranging, inter-
cultural experiences. More than half (55 
percent) reported that they had studied or 
traveled abroad very often (more than five 
times), in particular between the Mexican 
and U.S. borders to visits their immediate 
families. 
 In 2017, the demographical data dif-
fered slightly. From the 20 survey partici-
pants (one student was absent during the 
survey), 80 percent were female students 
and the entire student body was of a slightly 
less racially diverse background. Sixty per-
cent of the 2017 students identified them-
selves as non-White and 40 percent as 
White. Two-thirds of the 2017 students had 
for the most part prior study abroad and/or 
community service experiences. In 2017 
and 2018, one person reported to have nev-
er traveled outside of the United States.  
 
Project Site Descriptions 
 Due to the reduced number of stu-
dents in 2018, the 13 participants were 
placed within only three NGOs in and 
around Munich compared to seven organi-
zations in 2017. The 2018 organizations 
were all affiliated with Caritas, one of Ger-
many’s largest human services organiza-
tion. These three organizations were select-
ed because of their commitment to the 

NMSU project and excellent collaborative 
performance in 2017. Two of the three or-
ganizations solely managed either container 
villages, or single-family homes and apart-
ments. The third location, however, was 
operationally very different. It was one of 
Bavaria’s largest transitional camps located 
on the premises of a former WWII and later 
Cold War air force base. Due to its earlier 
militarized infrastructure, this camp visual-
ly reflected a deeply securitized, contained 
setting, including with security checkpoints, 
barbwire, and distinct parameters. Opera-
tionally, it served predominately newly ar-
riving refugees or asylum seekers, whose 
applications were often denied or on appeal, 
or migrants who were already in active de-
portation proceedings.  
 Since most refugee camps and con-
tainer villages in Germany are located out-
side of city centers, all three NGOs were 
placed far from the immediate geographical 
periphery of Munich. The constant navi-
gating of Munich’s complex transportation 
system, therefore, for example, provided 
students with additional daily inter- and 
transcultural opportunities of everyday ob-
servations and exchanges.  
 

2018 SURVEY FINDINGS 
 
 The pre- and post-trip 2018 surveys 
were administrated during the first day of 
arrival in Munich on June 26, and during 
the last full day of the program on July 6. 
The questions of the survey were designed 
to capture the benefits and challenges of 
international experiential learning. In order 
to improve the accuracy of the survey, some 
of the questions were redesigned. For ex-
ample, a more generalized question in 2017 
about “one’s understanding of diverse back-
grounds” (pre-test question 10 and post-test 
9a) was divided into two questions in 2018 
(pre- and post-test questions 10 a and b): 
“How has your level of knowledge, skills, 
and personal development improved in a) 
Understanding people of diverse back-
grounds?” and b) “Understanding how cul-
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tural background socio-economic status, 
gender, and language barriers, for example, 
can influence access to state resources and 
affect socio-economic outcomes?”  
 The content of the questions built in 
part on research into how international ex-
periential learning increases critical think-
ing, reflection, and self-awareness (Hansen, 
2012, p. 31), to encourage “greater civic 
responsibility […], global citizen-
ship” (McMullen, 2011, p. 426), “empathy, 
self-understanding, responsibility and cul-
tural awareness [….] a deepened under-
standing of globalization [….] and greater 
problem-solving skills” (McMullen, 2011, 
p. 427).  
 
Data Collection 
 Data were collected throughout the 
pre-planning phase of the program, during 
the program, and afterward during post-
reflective meetings and conversations in the 
United States. The primary quantitative data 
source, however, solely consisted of the pre
-and post-trip surveys.  
 
Methodology, Data Analysis, and Results 
 Due to the small sample size, the 
correlation of the samples of the surveys 
and its repeated measures (pre- and post-), 
the Wilcoxon Signed-Ranks Test as a non-
parametric test was found an appropriate 
tool of data analysis. The study’s null-
hypothesis asserted that the means of the 
two samples (pre- and post-samples) were 
identical. The analysis found in some in-
stances the rejecting of the null hypothesis 
as statistically significant. Inferences from 
these findings then broadly informed the 
reframing of the learning objectives for fu-
ture global student immersions: the devel-
opment of 21st century global civic skills 
through inter- and transcultural adaptability 
and everydayness.  
 
Rejection of Null Hypothesis 
 The 2018 survey found the rejection 
of the null hypothesis in reference to two 
questions of the survey. The analysis identi-
fied two questions performing at or below 

0.005 p-values. The rejection of the null 
hypothesis for questions 9a through 9c was 
expected. It was not surprising that most 
students’ knowledge generally about migra-
tion, and then specifically about the current 
migration and integration challenges in 
Germany, increased. Different from 2017, 
however, in 2018 the survey found an in-
creased statistical significance. Answering 
the question about how the experiential 
learning has improved one’s “understanding 
of current problems related to the integra-
tion of migrants in Germany,” all of the 12 
students except one (91.7 percent) answered 
with “very much.” One student wrote about 
her experience in Munich:  

Our friends at the Innere Mission 
München (IMM), in a facility where 
asylum-approved families with 
young children are assisted with in-
tegration, described their struggle to 
re-culture (can’t think of a more fit-
ting word) mothers and children. 
Children from war zones, they de-
scribe, are in survival mode; they do 
not trust the persistence of re-
sources, which they normally would 
need to steal or never see again. 
They learn desperate behavior. One 
IMM worker described seeing a 
child try to strangle another with a 
rope over a squabble for a toy. 
“That’s not the natural way kids 
play,” she said. “That’s something 
you learn through exposure to vio-
lence” (July 2018 Field Notes/
Interviews Munich Folder III, 
2018).  

In comparison, in 2017, for example, four 
students reported after the trip that they 
knew “some” or “very little.” As further 
elaborated in the discussion section, the 
study attributes the improved performance 
of the 2018 course to its successful rede-
sign. 
 What was surprising in 2018, how-
ever, was the rejection of the null hypothe-
sis in regard to the questions 12 c through e, 
which all related to the “collaboration 
among students, group cohesion, and the 
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reflective group experience of the study 
abroad.” As aforementioned, the group was 
divided into three teams. Each team was 
placed with different NGOs, but each also 
had an assigned student team leader. Unex-
pected was the statistical significance of the 
p-value (pre-test and post-test) for these 
questions. The question 12 c, for example, 
“how team leadership supported collabora-
tive and reflective student opportunities,“ 
found in the pre-trip survey that two-thirds 
(78 percent) of the students “strongly 
agreed” with this expectation. Nearly 23 
percent “agreed,” and no one “disagreed” or 
“strongly disagreed.”  
 In comparison, the post-trip survey 
found only one-third of the students for this 
to be true (33.3 percent; four students). Half 
(50 percent; six students) “agreed” and 17 
percent (two students) disagreed. The ques-
tion 12 d and e equally highlighted a gap 
between pre- and post-trip expectations. 
Question 12 d asked whether each team 
member “shared accountability for team 
decisions and outcomes.” Prior to the trip 
more than half (55.6 percent) “strongly 
agreed” and 44 percent “agreed” with this 
expectation. After the trip, the “strongly 
agreed” category fell to only 16.7 percent 
(two students), while 41.7 percent (five stu-
dents) agreed, 16.7 percent (two students) 
disagreed, and 25 percent (three) strongly 
disagreed. This again mirrors the 2017 find-
ings. While prior to the 2017 study abroad 
all students (100 percent) strongly agreed or 
agreed to expect increased accountability, 
after the trip only 70 percent actually found 
this to be the case. Three students (15 per-
cent) in 2017 actually found less accounta-
bility and two students (10 percent) strongly 
disagreed with the study abroad experience 
having advanced “shared accountability.”  
 A similar drop from 2018 pre- to 
post-survey was found in the last question 
12 e whether or not the “interactions with 
my peers enhanced my study abroad experi-
ence.” While the 2018 pre-survey indicated 
again a “strongly agree” or “agree” expecta-
tion, with none disagreeing or strongly disa-
greeing, after the trip one-third of the stu-

dents found this not to be true (25 percent, 
three students strongly disagreed; one stu-
dent disagreed). This question relates to a 
similar 2017 outcome where most of the 
students (95 percent) “strongly agreed” pri-
or to the study abroad with the benefits of 
such an experience. The post-trip 2017 sur-
vey indicated a drop in the number of 
“strongly agree” to 65 percent and a shift of 
the number of “agree” to 35 percent (seven 
students).  
 

LIMITATIONS 
 
 The relatively small number of par-
ticipating students limited the survey and 
case study. However, this is not atypical 
because study abroad courses in combina-
tion with experiential learning usually con-
sist of a small pool of students. The smaller 
group setting may have also positively tilted 
the overall performance of the 2018 experi-
ential learning. The robustness of the study 
was also constrained by some divergences 
between some of the 2017 and 2018 survey 
questions. The analysis was also limited by 
the questions’ focus on a priori learning ob-
jectives and goals, which then in turn creat-
ed a priori assumptions about the anticipat-
ed outcomes and findings. Also, the partici-
pants’ diversity in terms of academic level 
(second year undergraduate students and 
graduate level students) additionally may 
have also affected the outcomes. Due to 
these limitations, the findings cannot not be 
generalized and are necessarily applicable 
to other migration-specific service-learning 
case studies. These findings, however, pro-
vide a unique insight into the everyday stu-
dent interaction during intensely volatile, 
political environments and externalities 
such as the southern Germany’s post-
migration “crisis” setting. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 The following discussion is divided 
into two sections. Section one outlines 
briefly the implementation of the 2018 re-
design based on the 2017 recommendations 
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(Authors, forthcoming). Section two focus-
es more on the overall implications of the 
study to redefine learning objectives 
through the development of and emphasis 
on 21st century civic skills.  
 

2018 COURSE REDESIGN 
 
 In 2018, the course content im-
proved considerably from its initial 2017 
counterpart due to the implementation of 
the 2017 survey recommendations. The de-
sign changes included 1) improved pre- and 
post-reflection sessions, 2) improved bal-
anced reciprocal pre-trip project prepara-
tions between student and service learning 
abroad partners, 3) pre-trip group cohesion 
exercises, and 4) mandatory student presen-
tations in Germany and the United States to 
promote balanced reciprocity. The more 
positive outcomes in the overall experience 
of the 2018 study abroad attest to the suc-
cessful redesign. 
 
1) Improved Pre-Trip Contextual Prepa-
rations and Reflection Sessions 
 Seven pre-trip info sessions and 
three lecture sessions introduced the stu-
dents in April, May, and June 2018 to the 
overarching concepts and contents related 
to migration and integration in Europe more 
broadly, and Germany more specifically. 
Most important was, however, to familiar-
ize students with distinct EU migration and 
asylum policies and practices such as the 
Dublin regulations and Germany’s long his-
tory with parallel societies. The 2018 
course also increased the number of in-
country group reflections in Munich from 
three to five sessions, for example. These 
reflections were in particular very produc-
tive after the visit of the Dachau concentra-
tion camp outside of Munich. The 2018 re-
design also included more post-trip reflec-
tion sessions. 
 
2) Improved Balanced Reciprocal Pre-
Trip Project Preparations Between Stu-
dent and Service Learning Abroad Part-
ners 

 Different from 2017, students in 
2018 engaged early with their German 
NGOs. In spring 2018, each student was 
required to submit a personal statement and 
photo, which was then passed on to the stu-
dent’s NGO in Munich. The personal state-
ments included not only the student’s 
course expectations, objectives, goals, and 
prior nonprofit sector experience, but also 
aspects of one’s own migration background. 
This early, pre-trip interaction, in particular 
the students’ engagement with their own 
personal migration background, constructed 
a more intimate relationship with the NGOs 
in Munich. It also fostered in the students a 
stronger sense of agency and course owner-
ship.  
 
3) Pre-Trip Group Cohesion Exercises 
and Outings 
 In order to promote group cohesion 
early, the 2018 course also included a varie-
ty of “Getting-To-Know-Each-Other” out-
ing opportunities in May and June prior to 
the departure to Munich. These opportuni-
ties included a migration documentary 
screening followed by discussion and din-
ner and two meetings in the border city of 
El Paso, Texas, with immigration activists 
and NGOs such as the Border Network for 
Human Rights at the U.S.–Mexico border. 
These outings provided invaluable current 
political U.S. migration context for the stu-
dents. During spring 2018, the U.S. govern-
ment, for example, implemented a series of 
controversial immigration policies such as 
family separations.  
 
4) Mandatory Student Presentations in 
Germany and the United States 
 To promote the program’s recipro-
cal character, students were required to give 
presentations in Munich and, after their 
U.S. return, at NMSU. The in-country 
presentations at the NGOs in Munich, for 
example, did not only reflect on the stu-
dents’ experiences in Germany, but intro-
duced the NGOs to current U.S. migration 
policies and challenges such as in the New 
Mexican borderland. In post-trip feedback 
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meetings with the German NGOs, these 
presentations were found invaluable.  
 
IMPLICATIONS AND NEXT STEPS FOR 

A CONTINUATION OF THE COURSE 
IN THE FUTURE:  

21ST CENTURY GLOBAL CIVIC 
SKILLS AND BUILDING GLOBAL  

HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS 
 
 The overarching purpose of this 
comparative study was to analyze and draw 
inferences from the lived 2017 and 2018 
experiences of the total of 32 U.S. under-
graduate and graduate students. The 2018 
course redesign of the program expanded 
on the positive 2017 achievements. Both 
program designs, however, were clear in 
their ambitions to foster multi- and transcul-
tural adaptability, balanced reciprocity, and 
social justice. They were also clear in their 
goals to avoid or at least mitigate experien-
tial learning’s ethical dilemmas. Both pro-
grams were concerned with conveying the 
experiential learning study abroad to its stu-
dents in its totality, especially how the ex-
perience related to the global intersectional-
ities of privilege, class, race, gender, reli-
gion, politics, society, and culture. Both 
programs did only partially achieve these 
goals as indicated in the survey findings. 
The post-program outcomes linked to intra-
group collaboration and reflectivity lagged 
again behind students’ pre-program expec-
tations.  
 This final section outlines how a) 
the continued disconnect between expecta-
tions and outcomes is rooted in the lack of 
clearly defined learning objectives and b) 
could be mitigated by reframing and re-
conceptualizing these objectives to outline 
and clarify students’ roles and tasks. The 
focus on 21st century global civic skills 
could be developed through a more con-
scious and reiterated engagement with ex-
periential learning’s everydayness. This 
recommendation for future migration ser-
vice-learning programs spells out a critical-
ly important focus toward a dual “inside-
out” or externalities student learning ap-

proach: how the intra-group and outside-
group everydayness of experiences—the 
everyday, pedestrian interactions (Butin, 
2015) among participating students, includ-
ing the intra-group practices of consensus 
building, communication, cooperation and 
negotiations, collaboration and reflec-
tions—are all critical parts of a reciprocally 
balanced and social-justice-focused experi-
ential learning.  
 
21st Century Global Civic Skills Toward 
Balanced Reciprocity and Social Justice 
 The 2017 and 2018 migration and 
integration programs leaned very heavily 
not only on how the service-oriented part of 
the project (work with local NGOs and ref-
ugees) was the service/experiential learning 
experience, but how the group as well as its 
political, social, and cultural, contextual 
external “everydayness”—everyday context 
and reality—affected the experiential learn-
ing. This interactive everydayness included 
the students’ daily encounters with the un-
familiar, the mundane, the everydayness, 
the pedestrian.  
 The encounter with the unfamiliar 
or mundane then represented a combination 
of immersions that “required that people 
manage and adjust to dissonance and dis-
comfort over a period of time” and equally 
“to discard deficit thinking and create posi-
tive orientations to culturally different com-
munities and peoples” (Smolcic & Katu-
nich, 2017, p. 49). Case study specific, the 
unfamiliar or everydayness was found, for 
example, in the daily navigation of Mu-
nich’s metro system, the daily encounter 
with pro- and anti-refugee street protests, 
the casual conversations with regular citi-
zens such as a bus driver or a retail clerk, 
who revealed great compassion and empa-
thy, but equally often contemptuous, casual 
racism, sexism, and xenophobia. One stu-
dent wrote after his return from Germany:  

This political crisis makes me think 
deeply about some of the relation-
ships I was able to form with several 
refugees and how they are coming 
from really bad geopolitical envi-
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ronments, but are the nicest people 
you could ever meet. I wonder what 
will happen in the future (June 2018 
Field Notes/Interviews Munich - 
Folder II, 2018). 

 The post-trip survey found how the 
everydayness, however, also included the 
students’ interaction with each other, their 
everyday practices of consensus building, 
communication, cooperation and negotia-
tions, collaboration and reflections includ-
ing the diffusion of intra-group or team fric-
tions. The students’ understanding of the 
comprehensive value of this everydayness 
resembles a more authentic, inductive, 
grounded learning through practice—and a 
future course should articulate and reiterate 
this practice-to-theory learning to the stu-
dents. This kind of learning then becomes 
“the unity of insight and action, perception 
and conception, knowledge and valuation, 
theory and practice” (Kolb, 1984/2015, p. 
xxii). It represents an all-inclusive ap-
proach, one that then could also serve as an 
escape from the ethical downfalls of study 
abroad experiential learning. It could pro-
vide a progressive opening to a more au-
thentic, lived, pluralistic, real experience.  
 The development of 21st century 
global civic skills then needs to emerge 
from the experiential learning’s totality, in-
cluding specifically through ethical leader-
ship, promoting communication, collabora-
tion, and consensus building (Levesque-
Bristol & Cornelius-White, 2012, p. 697). 
As students daily encounter the unfamiliar, 
students’ examination of discomfort, hence, 
disequilibrium must be given its space dur-
ing the in-country experience. Frequent 
“debriefing circles” (Smolcic & Katunich, 
2017, p. 52), for example, would allow for 
discussions about the constant transcultural 
moving between cultures. It would allow 
students to process one’s uneasiness, biases 
and cultural, racial, and gendered stereo-
types “without judgment” (p. 52). Space to 
expect and allow for discomfort could help 
to develop “respect, curiosity, and apprecia-
tion” (p. 52) for each other inside the group 
and team settings—and outside. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 The 2018 experiential learning study 
abroad program was a unique opportunity 
for U.S. undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents to learn more about the complexities 
and challenges of migration and integration 
in Europe through the lens of Munich, Ger-
many. The program engaged students with 
the profound historical, social, and political 
context, policies, and practices related to 
migration and local integration in Germany. 
The 2018 course built on the inaugural ser-
vice-learning program to Munich in July 
2017 and a 2018 course redesign expanded 
on the 2017 successes. Findings indicate 
that such experiential learning study abroad 
programs can be an effective tool to ad-
vance empirical knowledge in particular 
about highly complex, global issues such as 
migration. To further ameliorate learning 
outcomes toward multi- and transcultural 
adaptability, balanced reciprocity, and so-
cial justice, this article explored the refram-
ing of learning objectives toward 21st cen-
tury global civic skills through Butin’s in-
novative 2015 practice-to-theory critical 
service learning. 
 More clearly articulated learning 
objectives toward the development of 21st 
century civic skills would conceptually re-
frame students’ expectations and clarify 
students’ roles and tasks. These a priori 
learning objectives would provide guiding 
markers to restate for the students how the 
purpose of the experiential learning cannot 
be just understood in its external vacuum 
such as through the interaction with NGOs 
and refugees, but needs to embrace its eve-
rydayness including the conscious coopera-
tive engagement with intra-group context 
and interaction, including communication, 
collaboration, and consensus building. Such 
reframing would improve students’ under-
standing of the broader and more authentic 
meaning of, for example, transcultural ex-
changes including their links to cultural 
adaptability, reciprocity, and social justice 
and at the same time ease frictions between 
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students and within student teams, for ex-
ample. Focusing on learning from every-
dayness practices to theory, including the 
program’s intra-group and student team dy-
namics, would enhance the reciprocal, in-
clusive, and more complete learning out-
comes. 
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Items Mean rank 
(2017) 

Mean rank 
(2018) 

Signifi-
cance (2-
tailed p-
value) 

1. Knowledge about the Europe migration crisis 
before the service-learning (pre-trip) 

15.33 14.28 .738 

2. Level of knowledge, skills, and personal devel-
opment in understanding people of diverse back-
ground before the service-learning (pre-trip) 

14.73 15.61 .777 

3. Level of knowledge, skills, and personal devel-
opment in understanding current problems related 
to the integration of migrants in Germany before 
the service-learning (pre-trip) 

15.13 14.72 .899 

4. Level of knowledge, skills, and personal devel-
opment in understanding how cultural back-
ground, socioeconomic status, and language barri-
ers can influence access to care and health out-
comes before the service learning* 

13.50 18.33 .139 

5. I believe this service learning abroad will be 
beneficial for me (pre-trip) 

15.78 13.23 .166 

6. My participation in this service learning abroad 
will influence my life decision, such as career 
choices, values, and community service (pre-trip) 

15.40 14.11 .662 

7. The service learning will help me develop my 
problem-solving skills (pre-trip) 

14.75 15.56 .785 

8. My participation in the study abroad will help 
me enhance my leadership skills (pre-trip) 

14.70 15.67 .752 

9. Our service learning abroad mission embodies 
an interprofessional collaborative approach to mi-
grant crisis (before the service-learning) (pre-trip) 

15.20 14.56 .825 

10. Respect among team members will improve 
with our ability to work together (pre-trip) 

15.33 14.28 .640 

11. Team leadership will support interprofessional 
development opportunities (pre-trip) 

15.10 14.78 .893 

12. Each team member will share accountability 
for team decisions and outcomes (pre-trip) 

15.43 14.06 .634 

13. My interactions with my peers will enhance 
my service-learning experience (pre-trip) 

15.43 14.06 .634 

APPENDIX: Table Comparison 2017-2018 
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Items Mean rank 
(2017) 

Mean rank 
(2018) 

Significance 
(2-tailed p-
value) 

14. Increased knowledge about migrant crisis 
(after the service learning) (post-trip) 

12.03 21.61 .002 

15. The service learning contributed to my under-
standing of people with diverse cultures (post-trip) 

14.98 15.06 .979 

16. The service learning contributed to my under-
standing of how cultural background, socioeco-
nomic status, and language barriers can influence 
access to care and health outcomes* 

11.25 23.33 .000 

17. This service learning abroad was beneficial for 
me (post-trip) 

13.93 17.39 .191 

18. Increased knowledge, skills, and personal de-
velopment in understanding people of diverse 
background after the service learning (post-trip) 

14.98 15.06 .979 

19. Level of knowledge, skills, and personal de-
velopment in understanding current problems re-
lated to the integration of migrants in Germany 
after the service learning (post-trip) 

13.43 18.50 .047 

20. My participation in this service learning 
abroad will influence my life decision, such as 
career choices, values, and community service 
(after the service learning) (post-trip) 

14.70 15.67 .756 

21. The service learning has improved my prob-
lem-solving skills (post-trip) 

14.13 16.94 .380 

22. My participation in the study abroad has im-
proved my leadership skills 

13.85 17.56 .247 

23. Our service learning abroad mission embodied 
a collaborative and reflective group experience of 
challenges and opportunities of global migration 
and integration (before the service learning) (post-
trip) 

12.90 19.67 .025 

24. Respect among team members improve with 
our ability to work together (post-trip) 

14.98 15.06 .979 

25. Team leadership supported collaborative and 
reflective opportunities (post-trip) 

15.03 14.94 .979 

26. Each team member shared accountability for 
team decisions and outcomes (post-trip) 

15.83 13.17 .411 

The Kruskal-Wallis Test was used to examine any pre-test and/or post-test differences in partic-
ipants’ perception of the impact of the service learning and collaboration based on the year of 
participation.  
*This question was eliminated in 2018.  
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 Service learning is defined as expe-
riential learning that involves both academ-
ic coursework and community engagement. 
Courses that include service learning typi-
cally involve identifying and meeting com-
munity needs and engaging students so they 
develop enhanced community understand-
ing and civic responsibility (Bringle & 
Hatcher, 1996; Jett & Delgado-Romero, 
2009; Servaty-Seib & Tedrick Parikh, 
2014). Service learning effectively increas-
es student understanding of certain popula-
tions through immersion (Midgett, 
Hausheer, & Doumas, 2016; O’Brien, 
Risco, Castro, & Goodman, 2014). 
 For graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents considering a helping profession, ser-
vice learning can increase understanding of 
current issues and provide an opportunity to 
apply content knowledge with real people 
in need (Jett & Delgado-Romero, 2009; 
O’Brien et al., 2014; Weiler et al., 2013). 
One under-researched topic for service 
learning is the understanding of loss and 
grief. Limited research examines grief edu-
cation (Doughty Horn, Crews, & Harra-
wood, 2013) even though loss and grief are 
universal experiences. The purpose of this 

study was to describe the impact of a ser-
vice-learning course focused on loss and 
grief on students’ learning, personal 
growth, and professional development. 
 

SERVICE LEARNING  
IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 
 Emerging research on service learn-
ing in higher education suggests it is a valu-
able way to learn about complex topics. 
Service-learning experiences that comple-
ment learning objectives set up increased 
social engagement, enhanced content 
knowledge, and greater community connec-
tion (Holland, 2001). Having the opportuni-
ty to expand knowledge while gaining 
hands-on experience gives students time to 
explore career options and space for in-
creased awareness of community needs 
(Jett & Delgado-Romero, 2009). 
 Service learning should connect to 
coursework and engage students in critical 
reflection (Bjornestad, Mims, & Mims, 
2016; Jett & Delgado-Romero, 2009; 
Weiler et al., 2013). Through critical reflec-
tion, students gain better understanding and 
experience personal development, greater 

ABSTRACT 
 

Limited research exists on the role service learning can play in helping students understand loss 
and grief. Through semi-structured interviews with students and instructors, online surveys, and 
course feedback, this qualitative case study examined the experiences of 15 university students 
in an outreach course working with grieving K-12 students. Students self-reported gaining 
greater intra- and interpersonal understanding and grief processing self-efficacy. Instructors em-
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making.   
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Graduate and Undergraduate Student Development  
as a Result of Participation in a  

Grief Education Service Learning Course 

Laura S. Wheat, Arden Szepe, Nathan B. West, Kertesha B. Riley, and Melinda M. Gibbons 

University of Tennessee 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 11, Number 2 

32 

 

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

self-awareness, and stronger interpersonal 
skills as well as professional growth 
(Bjornestad et al., 2016; Weiler et al., 
2013). Halx (2010) also acknowledged with 
increased reflection, undergraduate students 
in particular are better prepared for careers 
and leadership roles. Bringle and Hatcher 
(1996) asserted students participating in 
service learning gained enhanced under-
standing of course material, and deepened 
appreciation for their field of study and 
community engagement. 
 To support service-learning instruc-
tion, planning and coordination is needed, 
along with time and commitment from stu-
dents and faculty (Holland, 2001). Instruc-
tors plan to meet the needs of the identified 
community and also how they will evaluate 
the services provided. Students are evaluat-
ed on their reflections of their experiences 
in relation to course material. For the ser-
vice-learning project to be maintained, the 
community, institution, and students must 
recognize the benefits (Holland, 2001). An-
ecdotes from the past ten years suggest the 
course under focus in the current study 
meets these standards and demonstrates 
many benefits of service learning in a grief 
education course; however, a rigorous anal-
ysis of students’ experiences is needed to 
provide evidence.  
 Undergraduates engaging in service-
learning activities develop personally and 
professionally. In a mixed methods study, 
O’Brien et al. (2014) explored the influence 
of a two-course module about intimate part-
ner violence. Students who successfully 
completed the didactic first course were in-
vited to participate in a semester-long ser-
vice-learning activity at a domestic violence 
shelter. Students in this course demonstrat-
ed greater empathy, helpfulness, and re-
spect for the complexities of domestic vio-
lence as compared to those who only com-
pleted the didactic course. Similarly, Weiler 
et al.’s (2013) quantitative study explored 
the effects of a service-learning course on 
college student development. In this course, 
participants mentored at-risk youth. After-
wards, participants demonstrated higher 

civic attitudes, community service self-
efficacy, self-esteem, and problem-solving 
skills, as compared to a control group that 
did not participate in service learning. 
These studies suggest the multifaceted ways 
undergraduates may benefit from service-
learning courses. 
 Graduate students in helping profes-
sions also demonstrate professional and 
personal growth after service-learning par-
ticipation. Jett and Delgado-Romero (2009) 
conducted a qualitative case study of one 
counselor training program including 12 
participants who were instructors, students, 
and alumni. They explored perceived ef-
fects of pre-practicum service learning and 
noted greater knowledge of professional 
roles and overall increased professional de-
velopment among students and alumni. 
Midgett et al. (2016) explored the effects of 
service learning on group leadership self-
efficacy and cultural competence in counse-
lor trainees in a quantitative study. Partici-
pants facilitated debriefing groups for col-
lege students engaging in cultural aware-
ness training, completing pre- and post-test 
measures. They demonstrated significant 
increases in group leadership self-efficacy, 
but not cultural competence. Similarly, 
Bjornestad et al. (2016) also studied how 
leading a counseling group at a high school 
influenced counseling students’ personal 
and professional development. These 
groups served as a service-learning project 
in the group counseling course. Participants 
completed reflective journals after each ses-
sion. The qualitative study found partici-
pants enhanced their leadership skills, coun-
seling self-efficacy, and awareness of the 
complexities of group work. Clearly, both 
graduate and undergraduate students may 
benefit from service-learning courses. 
Much less is understood about how this 
kind of course may enhance student under-
standing and tolerance of grief, however. 
 

GRIEF EDUCATION 
 
 Although loss and grief are univer-
sal experiences, they have not constituted a 
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major portion of education in undergraduate 
studies or health and helping professions, 
the population represented by graduate stu-
dent participants in the current study. In re-
cent decades, professional health associa-
tions constructed initial standards and sug-
gestions for death education (Wass, 2004), 
but loss and grief issues remain greatly un-
deremphasized in health and helping pro-
fessions. Wass (2004) asserted that while 
the field of thanatology (the study of death, 
dying, and bereavement) has made major 
strides in research, this research has not 
been adequately translated into the class-
room. Further, the dearth of research on 
death education limits understanding of 
grief and death-centered training programs 
(Doughty Horn et al., 2013). Multiple au-
thors proposed reasons for these limitations. 
Doughty Horn et al. (2013) advocated for 
greater inclusion of grief education in grad-
uate counseling programs, suggesting that 
institutional support is often limited as fac-
ulty and administration may be uncomforta-
ble with the subject or consider it extrane-
ous. Echoing this assertion, Basu and Heu-
ser (2003) discussed such resistance in their 
report of integrating service learning into 
two undergraduate death-related courses, 
describing discomfort and intimidation as 
factors inhibiting administrative approval. 
 Death anxiety may also limit class-
room application of research. In a meta-
analysis of quantitative studies on death ed-
ucation, Maglio and Robinson (1994) found 
that death-related training can increase 
death anxiety, especially with didactic ap-
proaches. Increases in death anxiety are as-
sociated with decreases in the crucial skills 
of empathy and effective listening among 
graduate counseling students (Harrawood, 
Doughty, & Wilde, 2011). Therefore, the 
potential for negatively impacting students, 
whether graduate or undergraduate, in death 
and grief education courses adds to the 
complexity and high-stakes nature of teach-
ing these subjects. This increases the need 
to understand how students experience a 
loss- and grief-related service-learning 

course, in order to mitigate any negative 
effects. 
 Despite these challenges, Gamino 
and Ritter (2012), in their review of litera-
ture on competence in bereavement sup-
porters, asserted death-related training is an 
ethical necessity for those who provide ser-
vices to grieving individuals. Hannon and 
Hunt (2015) encouraged inclusion of grief-
related training in graduate counseling pro-
grams, saying counselors should understand 
models of grief, reactions to grief, and self-
care in the grieving process. They noted the 
importance of both didactic and experiential 
learning to cover these topics. Combining 
these two types of learning enables grief 
supporters to mobilize their knowledge for 
the support of grieving and dying people. 
 Some researchers have explored 
changes in student behavior, cognition, and 
affect after a course on loss and grief. Har-
rawood et al. (2011) conducted a qualitative 
content analysis of graduate counseling stu-
dents’ attitudes about death. They included 
11 participants, all enrolled in a death edu-
cation course in their program. The authors 
identified three major student outcomes: 1) 
greater willingness to discuss and explore 
death-related issues, 2) greater self-
awareness of personal beliefs about and at-
titudes toward death, and 3) lower negative 
responses to death-related subjects. Inclu-
sion of experiential learning and emotional 
processing enabled students to grow in cog-
nitive and emotional domains without expe-
riencing large increases in death anxiety or 
other negative responses.  
 In an anecdotal report, Pagano 
(2016) examined feedback and reflections 
from undergraduate communications stu-
dents in a service-learning course on death. 
In this course, students studied death-
related communication while volunteering 
at a hospice. This review indicated lessen-
ing of death anxiety and more openness to 
discussing death and offering support for 
death-related concerns. Servaty-Seib and 
Tedrick Parikh (2014) provided the only 
existing case example and mixed-methods 
program evaluation regarding a service-
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learning course in which graduate counsel-
ing students aided bereaved families. Based 
on their findings, the authors suggested ser-
vice learning may be an effective way to 
include experiential learning and emotional 
processing in grief education. They noted 
service-learning opportunities may help stu-
dents more effectively engage a daunting 
subject.  
  As outlined above, existing litera-
ture on service learning in death education 
suggests it may be an effective strategy for 
death- and grief-related education. Howev-
er, this body of literature is limited in multi-
ple ways. First, only two articles, Harra-
wood et al. (2011) and Servaty-Seib and 
Tedrick Parikh (2014), were empirical ra-
ther than conceptual, indicating a major 
lack of empirical evidence on the subject. 
Second, only one study examined service 
learning in death and grief education 
(Servaty-Seib & Tedrick Parikh, 2014). Fi-
nally, Harrawood et al.’s (2011) course fo-
cused solely on death losses. Few explored 
courses open to broader definitions of loss 
or the emotional impacts of such courses. 
 To add to current literature, we ex-
plored the professional and personal effects 
of a service-learning course for graduate 
and undergraduate students on death and 
non-death loss and grief. Although service-
learning research includes a variety of 
methodologies, the only study of service 
learning in grief education used mixed 
methods. Therefore, because of the explora-
tory nature of the study and the uniqueness 
of the course, we chose a qualitative case 
study approach (Hays & Singh, 2012). We 
sought to understand students’ perceptions 
of how the course impacted them, what they 
learned, ways they grew, and to uncover the 
processes facilitating those changes. The 
overarching research question guiding the 
study was: How do graduate and undergrad-
uate students experience a service-learning 
course on death and non-death loss and 
grief? Sub-questions included: (a) How did 
participation in the course enhance or de-
tract from students’ personal growth?, (b) 
How did participation in the course enhance 

or detract from students’ professional 
growth?, and (c) What underlying processes 
facilitated these changes? 
 

METHOD 
 
 Our case study approach focused on 
a single service-learning course at a major 
research university. Case studies involve 
use of multiple data sources and focus on 
exploring a case from multiple perspectives 
(Hays & Singh, 2012). They also offer the 
opportunity to gather rich and deep descrip-
tion related to a specific issue (Flyvbjerg, 
2011). We next detail the program and its 
context before describing participants and 
procedures of the study.  
 
The Case 
 The Grief Outreach Initiative (GOI) 
is housed in the College of Education at a 
major public research university. Estab-
lished in 2008, the GOI helps K-12 students 
grieving any death or non-death loss. To 
date, the GOI has trained 328 grief mentors 
and served 432 mentees. Local public 
school counselors or parents contact the 
doctoral student coordinator of the GOI 
with referrals, and undergraduate and grad-
uate students enrolled in the service-
learning course serve as grief mentors. 
Mentors travel to a mentee’s school and 
visit with them over the course of a semes-
ter; the GOI course serves to train and su-
pervise the mentors.  
 Beyond serving the local communi-
ty, a secondary goal of the GOI is to help 
university students learn about the com-
plexities of loss and grief. Currently, the 
faculty director teaches a graduate-only sec-
tion in the fall semester with assistance 
from the coordinator, who then teaches the 
undergraduate section in the spring as in-
structor of record.  
 Practicum in grief support. The 
content and objectives of the undergraduate 
and graduate sections are quite similar, with 
differences mostly in assignment complexi-
ty and readings. Paraphrased learning ob-
jectives include building an ethical mentor-
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ing relationship with a grieving child or ad-
olescent; discussing the concept of grief 
from both death and non-death losses, and 
the wide-ranging impacts of loss; differenti-
ating developmental responses to loss; ex-
ploring multicultural views of loss and 
mourning rituals; and describing the inter-
play of trauma and grief. Course topics al-
ternate from among two primary areas, the 
service component and content knowledge.  
 Topics in the service component 
include GOI history, differentiating mentor-
ship and counseling, and multimodal activi-
ties to aid rapport building. A crucial part of 
this component is “consultation time,” a 
recurring focus on students’ time with their 
mentees. During consultation time, students 
share their experiences thus far and consult 
with their peers and instructor regarding 
any difficulties. This helps instructors mon-
itor service delivery and empowers students 
to help each other.  
 The content, or didactic, component 
of the course includes topics such as defin-
ing loss, grief, and mourning; grief in chil-
dren and adolescents; complicated grief in 
these age groups; types of loss such as be-
reavement, divorce, foster care, and addic-
tion in the family; theories of grief; trauma 
and grief; and healing rituals. Assignments 
in both courses include a cultural presenta-
tion in which students teach their class-
mates about cultural mourning practices 
and a reflection paper at the beginning and 
end of the semester. Each reflection is open 
ended and guides students’ introspection on 
first what their expectations of themselves 
and the course are, and later on processing 
what they experienced. Finally, the under-
graduate section includes a “student choice” 
assignment to watch a movie or read a book 
from a list and write about its applications 
to the course. A third choice involves writ-
ing a letter to a personal mentor. The gradu-
ate section includes a research and applica-
tion paper. Students describe their mentee’s 
primary loss, discuss scholarly literature on 
the subject, and recommend a possible 
strategy for assisting the mentee based on 
their reading.  

 Service logistics. Near the second 
week of the semester, the GOI’s faculty di-
rector and coordinator “match” as many of 
the mentees on the referral list as possible 
with students in the course. Matching de-
pends on several factors including mentees’ 
type of loss, age, gender, any personality 
factors or preferences given by school 
counselors, and mentor factors such as per-
sonality, major or level of training in a 
helping profession, known reliability and 
stability, and occasionally loss history. For 
example, a mentee grieving a parent’s in-
carceration might be matched with a mentor 
who had a similar experience at that age, if 
the instructors are sure the mentor would be 
able to handle it and the loss match would 
be helpful for the mentee. This type of 
match is usually made with mentors already 
known to instructors to increase the chance 
of success.  
 Following matching, mentors coor-
dinate with school counselors to find a reg-
ular, once weekly time for mentors to visit 
with mentees at school. These visits typical-
ly last 30-45 minutes to reduce mentees’ 
out-of-class time; meetings can last up to 
1.5 hours, though this is less common. The 
amount of time spent is not strictly regulat-
ed by the course, though mentors must 
strive to meet for at least 30 minutes and 
make up time if possible if the mentee is 
absent. This is tracked through a time log 
and meeting notes mentors keep, which in-
structors view every two weeks.  
 Mentors meet with mentees for the 
duration of the semester. Activities are indi-
vidualized, tailored to each mentee’s need 
and the type of relationship mentors have 
with them. Ideas for activities come from in
-class exercises, readings, and consultation 
time. Mentors are encouraged to be creative 
and intentional, following a 
“companioning” model of walking along-
side a grieving mentee and allowing them 
to show mentors what they need through 
interaction, rather than a “treatment” model 
wherein the mentor responds as an expert 
and prescribes interventions (Wolfelt, 
2006). The only mandated activity is a clo-
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sure ritual at the last meeting, for the pur-
pose of honoring their time together and 
reinforcing coping strategies for the future, 
but mentors and mentees create the ritual 
together. Recent rituals have involved shar-
ing a favorite food or making items to ex-
change.  
 
Participants  
 Potential participants for this case 
study included 49 undergraduates and 54 
graduate students who recently completed 
or were currently enrolled in the GOI 
course, in addition to the five current and 
previous instructors. Only students still en-
rolled or working at the university were in-
vited due to lack of contact information for 
alumni. Of these, 15 students (seven under-
graduates, all female; eight graduate stu-
dents, one male and seven female) complet-
ed the interview. Among these, one of the 
undergraduates and all of the graduate stu-
dents had completed the course from one 
semester to four years prior, with the re-
maining undergraduates currently enrolled 
during the semester of data collection. 
 All five instructors, three current 
and two former, completed the interview; 
among this group, three are now tenure 
track assistant professors and two are doc-
toral candidates. Four of the five instructors 
identified as female and one as male. 
 Six current undergraduate students 
also consented to participate in the online 
survey. Four of these students (67.67%) 
completed the first administration; three 
(50%) completed the second. 
 
Instrumentation 
 Undergraduate and graduate stu-
dent interviews. The interview protocol 
was designed by the authors of the study to 
gain information about students’ experienc-
es in the GOI course. The semi-structured 
interviews included seven main questions: 
1) “Why did you choose to take the Grief 
Outreach course?”, 2) “What stands out to 
you the most regarding the Grief Outreach 
course?”, 3) “To what extent did the course 
meet your expectations?”, 4) “How did the 

course content enhance or detract from your 
professional development?”, 5) “How did 
the course content enhance or detract from 
your personal development?”, 6) “What 
recommendations would you make for im-
proving or changing the Grief Outreach 
course?”, and 7) “Anything else you would 
like to add?” Prompts such as “Can you tell 
me more about that?” and “Can you give 
me an example?” were used to elicit rich 
details.  
 Instructor interviews. Semi-
structured individual interviews were also 
conducted with current and previous course 
instructors in the same manner as with stu-
dents, mainly to provide context for the 
course structure, service learning, and in-
structor goals. Again, these semi-structured 
interviews were designed by the authors of 
this study to elicit information about the 
experience of teaching the GOI course. Five 
main questions included: 1) “What was 
your experience teaching the Grief Out-
reach course?”, 2) “How did you help your 
students learn from their experiences?”, 3) 
“What went well?”, 4) “What were the 
greatest challenges in teaching this 
course?”, and 5) a request for general feed-
back. Prompts similar to those used with the 
students helped elicit thick description. 
 Online questionnaire. An online 
survey was distributed to all currently en-
rolled students who agreed to participate. 
The survey consisted of four basic demo-
graphic questions and four open-response 
questions: 1) “How has the mentoring expe-
rience enhanced your learning so far?”, 2) 
“How has the mentoring experience detract-
ed from your learning so far?”, 3) “How 
have the other course activities and class 
meetings enhanced or detracted from your 
learning so far?”, and 4) “What has stood 
out to you the most related to the Grief Out-
reach service-learning course?” 
 End-of-course evaluations. End-of
-course evaluations, collected as part of the 
regular evaluation process at the university, 
give students the opportunity to offer feed-
back on courses and their instructors. For 
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this study, student evaluation data from the 
prior four semesters were included in our 
analysis. Questions on the evaluations, 
which are designed by the university, 
prompt students to consider the value of the 
course, the instruction quality, and the con-
tent delivery process.  
 
Procedures 
 Interviews. We received IRB ap-
proval for the study before conducting in-
terviews with students and instructors. Stu-
dents enrolled in the course at the time of 
the study were contacted during a class 
meeting. The instructor left the room and 
one of the authors introduced the study and 
distributed the informed consent document. 
Everyone completed the form and indicated 
either whether they would or would not par-
ticipate. The consent form included a line 
for participants to add their email address if 
they agreed to participate. We then contact-
ed participants to schedule interviews and 
sent the link for the online questionnaire. 
All former students still at the university 
and all instructors were also contacted by 
email and invited to participate in face-to-
face interviews. We interviewed current 
students only after the semester was com-
pleted and grades were submitted. Partici-
pants scheduled time with one of the re-
search team members and the interview 
took place in a team member’s office. Each 
team member audio recorded interviews on 
a computer or mobile device and files were 
encrypted or password protected. Students 
were offered a $10 Amazon gift card as an 
incentive. Interviews ranged from 18 to 47 
minutes in length. 
 Other data. The online survey was 
administered twice during the semester, 
once at midterm and once at the end of the 
semester. The review of this data did not 
occur until after grades were submitted at 
the end of the semester. Review of the four 
semesters of end-of-course evaluations also 
occurred after the end of the semester. The 
first author collected these as she had direct 
access to the data. 
 

Data Analysis  
 We used the constant comparative 
method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to analyze 
the data. The research team broke into pairs 
and immersed themselves in the interview 
transcripts. Every transcript was coded in-
dependently; then the pairs met to gain con-
sensus. A shared codebook was created and 
edited as partners recoded transcripts be-
tween meetings; codes were added or modi-
fied as needed. The team also met as a 
whole with the fifth author, who provided 
an unbiased perspective and helped with 
triangulation of the data. Three themes were 
also identified from course evaluations. 
These were triangulated with emerging 
themes from the transcript data to provide 
multiple perspectives and a fuller view of 
students’ experiences. Meetings continued 
until consensus was achieved. The addition-
al data (online surveys, end-of-course eval-
uations) were reviewed to help in triangula-
tion of the overall themes and minimize bi-
as in the data analysis activities.  
 
Trustworthiness  
 Tracy (2010) suggested a series of 
steps to increase rigor in qualitative studies 
and we followed these for this study. Tracy 
specified the research topic should be wor-
thy of study. Our topic, the impact of a grief 
outreach service learning course, is one that 
is needed in the literature, particularly re-
garding how students learn about loss and 
grief. Tracy also recommended a rigorous 
data collection and analysis process; there-
fore, we attempted to include a diverse sam-
ple and an appropriately complex semi-
structured interview process. Triangulation 
among team members and sources of data, 
team member reflexivity, and thick descrip-
tion help increase the credibility of our re-
search. We also followed Tracy’s recom-
mendation for ethical research by gaining 
IRB approval and maintaining ethical con-
duct throughout our process. Finally, we 
worked to connect our current findings with 
research already in the field. 
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FINDINGS 
 

 For this study, we wondered wheth-
er service learning could serve as a mean-
ingful model for students to learn about 
grief given the dearth of research in this ar-
ea. Our analysis suggested themes within 
two intertwined, iterative processes which 
helped students make meaning of their ex-

periences, leading to greater understanding 
of self and others and increased comfort 
and self-efficacy relative to grief and help-
ing grieving people (see Figure 1). One pro-
cess centered on the interplay of experienc-
es inside and outside the classroom; the sec-
ond process mediated an integration of per-
sonal with professional focus. 
 

Figure 1. Model of student development in a grief-focused service-learning course. 
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Process 1: Inside and Outside the Class-
room 
 Experiential learning and practi-
cal application. For many student partici-
pants, experiences they had as part of class 
time connected with experiences they had 
with their mentees and others outside the 
classroom; those in turn informed future 
classroom experiences. Repeated mentions 
in end-of-course evaluations about the help-
ful organization of the course and its overall 
format supported these themes. One of the 
most common experiences participants 
highlighted, in interviews and the online 
survey, was experiential learning through 
practical applications of strategies for help-
ing their mentees explore and express their 
stories. One student participant noted, “I 
really liked that we did activities in class 
that we could do with our mentees and I 
think going through that experience myself 
helped me understand what benefits could 
come out of doing the activities…” The in-
class experiential activities often helped 
students think how they might relate with a 
child or adolescent on their level. Another 
student participant stated, “It was nice to 
have that offered as a part of the course and 
kinda built into it.” 
 For many student participants, some 
aspect of mentorship pushed them outside 
their comfort zone, whether it was the de-
velopmental level of their mentee, being in 
a school setting, broaching an uncomforta-
ble topic with a child, or using tactile strate-
gies. Two of the four students responding to 
the online survey described anxiety in 
working with people outside the classroom. 
Class experiences often mitigated students’ 
anxiety, however. One online survey partic-
ipant, recalling the relationship between in-
class activities and her work with her 
mentee, stated the “mentoring experience 
enhanced knowledge of grief, cultural dif-
ferences, and age differences in the pro-
cess.” Another expressed, “If my mentee 
was an artsy person, I had options. But it 
was mostly learning new ways to express 
and teach and help.” 

 Instructor intentionality played a 
role in fostering students’ experiential 
learning and reduction of anxiety about 
meeting with mentees. For instance, one 
instructor participant noted using more ac-
tivities toward the beginning of the semes-
ter for a double purpose. One purpose was 
to help students introspect and apply course 
concepts to their own loss history, and the 
other was to give students ideas for how to 
relate with their mentees. Another instructor 
participant, who himself served as a grief 
mentor as a graduate student, commented, 
“Being aware of that anxiety made interact-
ing with students unique in that answering 
questions about the experience, what could 
they expect, how could they could be pre-
paring” helped structure the learning expe-
riences offered in class. 
 Holding environment. The con-
crete activities student participants complet-
ed in class included time to reflect internal-
ly and externally as a class. Many student 
participants, in both the interviews and 
course evaluations, alluded to a “space that 
was really open and really safe.” One in-
structor participant referred to this as 
“setting the stage.” This safety gave tacit 
permission for students to risk vulnerability 
but allowed them to control the risk. One 
participant noted, “…our class didn’t really 
feel like a class, it was like family and we 
were just wading through these waters to-
gether… our class was just really open…” 
Another participant saw this safety as a nec-
essary connector between in-class learning 
and application with mentees when she stat-
ed the class was “very confidential and eve-
ryone in the class trusted each other even 
though we didn’t know each other.” 
 The safety of the classroom created 
a holding environment for students to con-
nect with themselves, each other, the in-
structors, and the material in such a way 
that they were then free to connect with 
their mentees and offer the same space to 
them. One participant described their men-
tor-mentee relationship as a “safe, open re-
lationship for a student to talk about their 
experiences and me to talk about mine 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                  Volume 11, Number 2 

40 

 

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

when it was appropriate…” Another stu-
dent, who struggled a bit to connect with 
her mentee because of his age, felt some-
times he was “in it for the Legos.” One day, 
however: 

…We talked about how it’s okay to 
be sad and really upset about your 
stepdad dying… And it’s also okay 
to be really excited and happy 
around your biological dad… So 
that was the moment in which I felt 
as though I was really making a dif-
ference…   

 Challenges to connection. Though 
student participants strove to connect with 
their mentees in supportive ways, recreating 
the same safe space they experienced in the 
classroom, the process was not always easy 
or smooth. Sometimes adults in mentees’ 
lives overstepped. A participant who had 
two boys in eighth grade surmised, “I feel 
like they would not have said that they 
would have needed this… and their mom 
had been the one who was like, ‘I want my 
kids to do this and experience this pro-
cess.’” Frequently, logistical challenges got 
in the way when mentees were absent on 
their meeting day, when mentees changed 
schools without notice, or when illness, 
weather, or holidays closed schools. Some-
times these challenges kept participants 
from saying goodbye properly: “I came for 
our final session and they weren’t there, so 
that was kind of sad… We had been prepar-
ing for the end but I didn’t get that 
[closure].” 
 Learning from multiple perspec-
tives. Nearly every student participant not-
ed the mentoring relationship as a pivotal or 
satisfying experience. One stated, “…That 
service learning, mentor-mentee element 
was… meaningful. Like, it wasn’t just work 
for the sake of there being work… it’s 
something that means something to the stu-
dents.” Another participant declared, “I re-
ally enjoyed… getting to know a student… 
[in] a safe, open relationship… It was a 
good experience I think on his part and 
mine.” 

 The direct service component of this 
course was influenced by course material 
and the safety of the class environment. 
However, mentoring experiences found 
their way into the classroom as well. Course 
instructors created intentional space in class 
for consultation time, and participants 
viewed this time in different ways. One stu-
dent participant said, “…If I had trouble or 
felt like something wasn’t going right, then 
I can talk to a group of other people who 
were also maybe experiencing something 
similar in a very relaxed and comfortable 
setting.” Another participant described this 
time as the “ability to work as a team… to 
really collaborate on different ideas on how 
to help the kids open up, to kind of talk 
about what things worked and what things 
didn’t.” Finally, a fourth participant noted 
classmates’ multiple disciplines as a factor 
in the helpfulness of this time: “I enjoyed 
the other students. There was a diverse 
group of students from School Counseling 
and Counseling Psych and Social Work… 
just an understanding for what some other 
folks in the helping profession will be doing 
is helpful.” 
 
Process 2: Personal and Professional Fo-
cus 
 Personal growth in reflection. 
Many student participants spoke about how 
engagement with course material and some-
times with mentees brought up their person-
al loss history. Instructors did not focus on 
personal therapeutic gains as a goal for the 
course; rather, they viewed this as a byprod-
uct of meaningfully engaging with the 
course content. As one instructor participant 
described it, “Learning is most significant 
when it’s self-discovered and when it’s con-
nected to something that’s personal and 
meaningful to the individual student.” 
Course activities helped students view their 
losses in a new light or challenged them to 
process these losses differently. For in-
stance, one participant said she “became 
more aware” of how she grieves, and “it 
kind of helped me I guess kind of reflect on 
‘Oh, this is why I act the way I do’ or ‘this 
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is why I interact in this way.’” Another par-
ticipant focused on one specific loss for 
many of the in-class activities. She had nev-
er had a “label” for the kind of loss she ex-
perienced before, and hearing it named 
“ambiguous loss,” recognizing it, was pow-
erful for her: “Being able to, like, label 
what I went through… was just, like, ‘Oh 
my gosh.’ Everything just made sense and I 
just felt this… kind of a sense of peace…” 
Others took a more expanded view of their 
losses: ”Just learning more about it helps 
me look at grief through the lens of not just 
being death… but in all these different 
things that we grieve all the time…” 
 For other participants, working with 
mentees or anticipating it brought up mem-
ories of prior losses and spurred personal 
and professional growth. One participant 
stated: “…As a person who lost a parent 
and a grandparent while I was in school, I 
think it helped me heal and helped me relate 
back to what I experienced and what I felt 
during those times.” Another participant 
similarly expressed: “…I wanted to… un-
derstand what I was going through, but al-
so, like, see how somebody younger than 
me was dealing with it.” 
 Mentee-centeredness and pur-
poseful connection. While many student 
participants naturally used coursework to 
process or re-process their losses, they also 
reflected on mentees’ losses and how they 
might be most helpful. One student partici-
pant worked with an 11th grader whose 
most significant loss was similar to some of 
her own losses. She described relating to 
the mentee on some aspects but not others, 
so she focused on the commonalities and 
normalizing her mentee’s experience: “So 
she felt like everything she was going 
through was abnormal, [and] I was kind of 
able to help her… You know, ‘What you’re 
going through is okay.’” 
 Another participant noticed her 
mentee, likely because of his cognitive de-
velopmental level, misattributed his stepfa-
ther’s death. She worried her mentee would 
develop “fears about eating” as a result and 
wondered about correcting his understand-

ing of the cause of the heart attack. Via con-
sultation, however, she realized her desire 
to rescue her mentee kept her from seeing 
what troubled him and that the mentee was 
not actually bothered by his explanation. 
The participant chose to refocus her support 
on what he really needed from her rather 
than what she thought he needed: “If he is 
content with what he knows and how he’s 
conceptualizing his stepdad’s death, if he 
has questions, then that’s something I can 
address… It’s not my place to say, ‘This is 
not actually how he died.’” 
 Most student participants described 
variations of “mentee-centeredness” in their 
interactions, despite what they expected or 
planned for the meeting. One participant 
noted an assignment required them to select 
a book to read with mentees: “…Although I 
thought that that was gonna be a great activ-
ity and a way to open up… [laugh] she just 
was not into it at all.” Instead, the partici-
pant played a version of the board game 
“Sorry” in which she used prompts tailored 
to the mentee’s needs and interests, and 
“that actually was the first time [she] 
opened up to me about her mom.” Another 
participant, whose mentee’s loss was very 
public, needed a break from continually fo-
cusing on it: “I think my time with him was 
his way of getting away from it 
[Interviewer: His private time.], yeah, so we 
didn’t talk about it… I think that’s what he 
needed in that moment.” 
 Finally, one participant summed up 
the interplay of personal and professional as 
she described what she learned: 

I was taking home what was going 
on with my little kindergartner a lot. 
The finality of it, that I was never 
gonna see her again, was very hard 
for me. But that was also the good 
thing because I realized maybe 
that’s not the best career path for 
me. 

Putting It All Together: Increased Grief 
Processing Self-Efficacy and Outward 
Impact 
  The two processes described above, 
one involving the dynamics inside and out-
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side the classroom and the other involving 
simultaneous personal and professional fo-
cus, contributed to students’ meaning mak-
ing throughout the course. This resulted in 
themes of greater grief processing self-
efficacy in student and professional roles 
and a sense of the greater impact of what 
they gleaned from the course and their ser-
vice-learning work. 
 Grief processing self-efficacy. Stu-
dent participants described feeling more 
comfortable with and able to handle their 
own and others’ grief and better preparation 
for future roles as a result of participating in 
the course. One participant stated, “I will of 
course still [be] uncomfortable if I’m work-
ing with a grieving student, [but] I think 
that I’ll feel much more prepared.” Another 
noted she had a better sense “of what grief 
is and how different developmental areas 
react differently and how they express 
grief.” Additionally, one participant in the 
online survey noted the course helped with 
“conceptualization of future occupational 
aspirations.” Finally, end-of-course evalua-
tions indicated it “provide[d] a learning ex-
perience that helps guide individuals to be 
better practitioners.” 
 Broad impact. Many student partic-
ipants felt the course had a broader impact 
than simply their personal growth and in-
creased knowledge. One participant stated: 

I have a workplace where I’m man-
aging 27 people and it’s a minis-
try… [the course] helped me be bet-
ter for my staff [and] also helped 
them be better for their kids. And so 
I think this one connection I got to 
have with this little girl helped me 
help them, and then in turn thou-
sands of kids got to be impacted by 
that ‘cause I got the privilege of 
leading. 

Another participant used what she learned 
to design and lead a small group for middle 
schoolers grieving a loss as part of her in-
ternship. She stated, “It was definitely suc-
cessful [and] I could definitely see… a lot 
of the skills I learned from the Grief Out-
reach class in that.”  

 Finally, several participants dis-
cussed impacts on their relationships with 
others. One told of growing up in a military 
family and the changes in self-awareness 
and relational behaviors she saw: “I noticed 
this pattern of, okay, I kind of hold myself 
back from my friends. So I noticed that and 
so now I’m trying not to do that [laugh] but 
really fully invest in my friendships.” The 
same participant also told a story of talking 
with a friend whose father died and how the 
course helped her be a better friend while 
he grieved. 
 Overall, participating in the grief-
focused service-learning course benefited 
students in multiple ways. In-class activities 
impacted their work with mentees, which in 
turn affected discussions in class; they grew 
personally and professionally as they 
learned to navigate their own losses and 
change the way they responded to mentees; 
and the two processes together helped stu-
dents build self-efficacy in helping grieving 
people and see a ripple effect of impact in 
the community. 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
 This study focused on the impact of 
a service-learning approach in a course on 
grief for graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents. Emergent themes indicated two itera-
tive processes: a process of learning and 
reflection in the classroom as well as out-
side it, and a process of developing in-
trapersonally as well as professionally. As 
students made meaning of their experienc-
es, their grief processing self-efficacy in-
creased, and they saw a broader impact on 
their workplaces, their relationships with 
others, and their communities. 
 Consistent with prior research on 
service learning, students in the GOI course 
expressed gains in self-awareness and grief 
processing self-efficacy through direct en-
gagement with their mentees, experiential 
learning in the classroom, and frequent re-
flection (Bjornestad et al., 2016; Holland, 
2001; Weiler et al., 2013). These experienc-
es happened simultaneously and each pro-
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cess informed the other. As students en-
gaged with the academic material and the 
hands-on activities in class, they reflected 
on their personal losses, shifting how they 
thought about them, learning to cope in new 
ways, or integrating new language to de-
scribe these losses. Students took these 
shifting perspectives with them as they met 
with their mentees, using them to inform 
how they saw mentees’ responses to loss 
and their approaches to being responsive to 
mentees. They then reflected on their work 
with mentees and learned from consultation 
with each other. This iterative process gen-
erated continuous learning in personal and 
professional areas (Holland, 2001). These 
findings also align with prior studies related 
to grief education in that the course provid-
ed a balance of academic learning with per-
sonal reflection, and students perceived dif-
ferences not only in what they knew at the 
end of the course but also believed them-
selves better able to support others or train 
others to serve in supportive roles with 
grieving people (Basu & Heuser, 2003; 
Gamino & Ritter, 2012; Pagano, 2016). 
 This study has several limitations. 
We focused on one course at one university, 
limiting our population size. Our sample 
was not gender diverse, with only one stu-
dent and one instructor participant identify-
ing as male. Though this course often at-
tracts a disproportionate number of female-
identifying students, the ratio of female to 
male in the population is lower than in our 
sample. We also did not collect other demo-
graphic information from interview partici-
pants, limiting the possible conclusions we 
may make. The amount of time since the 
experience also varied among participants. 
Finally, though several students agreed to 
complete two rounds of the online survey, 
few did. We attempted to increase the rich-
ness of our data and triangulate it by includ-
ing other sources such as interviews and 
course evaluations; however, greater partic-
ipation in online surveys would have added 
to this richness. 
 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 
 Findings indicate support for service 
learning as a modality for grief educa-
tion. Though Servaty-Seib and Tedrick 
Parikh (2014) evaluated this modality for 
use in graduate curricula, our model sug-
gests its applicability to undergraduates as 
well. Our study provides additional qualita-
tive data supporting similar conclusions 
about the usefulness of service learning in 
grief education in a standalone course rather 
than as infused into another course. Addi-
tionally, there may be applications to a vari-
ety of perspectives on the topic, from a 
death-and-dying focused course to one in-
cluding consideration of non-death losses. 
For existing clinical courses in helping pro-
fessions, this model may be modified to in-
tegrate with work students perform onsite. 
Finally, this model could be adapted to pop-
ulations other than children and adolescents 
in school systems. For example, students 
may visit grieving residents of nursing 
homes or patients in hospitals while learn-
ing about the needs of these special popula-
tions. Because a key element of our course 
is providing mentoring rather than counsel-
ing, anyone from any field can participate 
with oversight from instructors with quali-
fied training and credentials. 
 Participants in this study confirmed 
growth in personal and professional roles, 
as stated in literature as one projected out-
come of service learning (Holland, 2001). 
The current study expands on this, showing 
that although engagement in service learn-
ing is important, reflection, a safe environ-
ment, and the ability to learn from multiple 
perspectives also affects student develop-
ment. Further research is needed to learn 
what aspects of this environment contribute 
to greater integration of grief knowledge 
and efficacy in processing loss. Future re-
search should also focus on mentee out-
comes, whether and how a mentor helped 
with emotional and behavioral symptoms of 
grief in the short and long term, and how 
mentors apply their enhanced understanding 
of grief in their future work. 
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 This study sought to understand the 
impact of a service-learning course centered 
on grief on graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents’ personal and professional develop-
ment. Courses and research studies focused 
on or infusing grief education in the helping 
professions are still scant, despite the high 
likelihood professionals will encounter cli-
ents and patients whose concerns relate to 
loss. The results of this study show the 
compatibility of using a service-learning 
model for grief education and the multifac-
eted gains students experience as a result of 
participation. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
 Critical service learning, in Tania 
Mitchell’s (2008) description, focuses on 
creating social change by challenging struc-
tural causes of social inequality and encour-
aging students to become transformative 
agents for greater social justice in their so-
ciety. The author sought to incorporate this 
approach in her own classroom and, as the 
faculty fellow of civic engagement, encour-
aged others to do so. However, critical ser-
vice learning is easier to incorporate in 
some disciplines, such as public policy, 
than others. This is because ensuring such 
service learning to produce systematic con-
crete effects involves devoting substantial 
class time to understanding not only struc-
tural causes of injustice but also the practi-
cal know-hows needed to create systematic 
changes. This aspect of critical service 
learning limits its applications in a wide 
range of courses.  
 This article then introduces a differ-
ent route to overcoming two problems of 
“traditional” service learning: paternalism 
and perpetuation of hierarchy between the 
“server” and the “served” (Henry & 
Breyfogle, 2006; Mitchell, 2008) via a 
“deficit” model that views marginalized 
communities as lacking something and 

needing assistance (Sin, 2009). This article 
suggests shifting the locus of the problem 
from the marginalized community that sup-
posedly needs fixing to the mainstream so-
ciety that marginalizes such communities. 
That is, rather than working with the mar-
ginalized community, students work with 
the dominant mainstream society to change 
the status quo. While critical service learn-
ing shifts the locus of the problem (i.e., the 
area students work on) from the marginal-
ized to macro-level social structures, here 
this article proposes a compromise between 
class time and creating concrete systemic 
changes and shifts the focus of the problem 
to the mainstream society that may support 
such structures. This proposed adjustment 
resembles the way discussions of equity and 
diversity have shifted from working on 
problems minority groups may have to 
challenging the privilege of the dominant 
groups (Frankenberg, 1997; Nenga, 2011). 
Given its focus on challenging and subvert-
ing mainstream perspectives and norms, 
this article calls this kind of service learning 
“subversive service learning.”  
 Introduced below is the theoretical 
background of this approach, which is built 
on critiques of “traditional” service learning 
and incorporates Whiteness studies and dis-
cussions on indigenous politics. These theo-
retical concerns in the literature on service, 
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volunteer work, and humanitarian practices 
will be reviewed. To illustrate what subver-
sive service learning can look like, three 
cases in a class the author taught about in-
digenous peoples around the world in Fall 
2016 will be introduced, after the method 
used of doing so is described.  
 
Going Beyond “Traditional” Service 
Learning and Humanitarian Works  
 Service work is currently framed by 
four discourses (Doerr, 2017). The first dis-
course, that of charity, is often critiqued as 
paternalistic and based on hierarchical rela-
tionships that it perpetuates between the 
server and the served, where the former 
controls the resources and decisions needed 
to provide services. Fragmentary and tem-
porary delivery of services often limits their 
impact on people’s lives, as do low engage-
ment with the structural causes of problems 
and an emphasis on the deficits rather than 
the strengths of those being served. Among 
the served, these limitations tend to create 
long-term dependency on those with the 
resources (Morton, 1995). This discourse is 
often devalued in the service-learning con-
text. For instance, Benjamin Barber (1994) 
describes it as the “rich helping the poor” as 
opposed to a duty of free citizens. Nonethe-
less, it often is manifest in service-learning 
practice. 
 The second discourse is that of lei-
sure, where wealthy consumers help com-
modified “needy” locals while traveling, as 
in “voluntourism”—offered as an alterna-
tive to mass-packaged holidays centered on 
the “three Ss” of sun, sand, and sea (Munt, 
1994)—which provides a “more authentic, 
genuine, reflexive” experience (McKintosh 
& Zahra, 2007, p. 553). Some praise volun-
tourism for raising tourists’ awareness of 
social injustice (McGehee & Santos, 2005) 
and creating a strong global civil society 
(Sherraden, Stringham, & Sow, 2006). Oth-
ers critique it as neocolonialist and exploita-
tive because it commodifies poverty (Munt, 
1994; Simpson, 2004), imposes viewpoints 
about what constitutes an ideal state of soci-
ety on the community being helped (Gray 

& Campbell, 2007; Munt, 1994; Sinervo, 
2011), and is driven by the self-serving 
aims of its volunteers. This model is some-
times seen in college alternative spring 
break trips, which in turn offer a model for 
study abroad trips that incorporate volun-
teer works. 
 The third discourse, that of citizen-
ship, views service as a duty of citizens. 
This discourse is more common in service 
learning, which often aims to nurture in stu-
dents a sense of empathy and personal re-
sponsibility for the larger community as 
well as an ethic of care (Barber, 1994; 
Rhoads & Neururer, 1998; Saltmarsh, 1996; 
Taylor, 2002). Although it assumes that the 
service learners are White middle-class stu-
dents and the served are members of under-
privileged, often ethnic minority communi-
ties (Butin, 2006; Philipsen, 2003), it also 
views the two parties as fellow citizens with 
equal standing (Barber, 1994; Taylor, 
2002). This premise resonates with the ide-
ology of the nation-state, in which a nation 
consists of interchangeable citizens hori-
zontally bound by common fraternity 
(Anderson, 1991), while cultural/linguistic 
differences, if there are any, are to be erased 
through forced assimilation (Morris-Suzuki, 
1998). This discourse, however, fails to ex-
plain the structural causes of the unequal 
resource distribution that necessitates ser-
vice and thus offers no suggestions on how 
to change them.  
 The fourth discourse is that of bor-
der crossing, which assumes that White 
middle-class students are serving underpriv-
ileged minority communities (Jones, Rob-
bins, & LePeau, 2011; Taylor, 2002), hence 
border crossing. It draws on (though does 
not strictly adhere to) the border pedagogy 
of Henry Giroux (1992), inspired by Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s (1987) notion of borderlands: 
places of struggle and new social refor-
mations. Border pedagogy suggests that stu-
dents cross borders physically, by entering 
communities; socially, by interacting with 
those of different race and class; and episte-
mologically, by learning different ways of 
knowing (Taylor 2002). It encourages stu-
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dents to mitigate social divides by learning 
to empathize with those different from them 
(Rhoads & Neururer, 1998). Problematical-
ly, this discourse assumes that a border sep-
arates the students and the community, per-
petuating stereotypes of the server and the 
served (Doerr, 2017). 
 All these discourses share a clear 
distinction between the server and the 
served. The former is positioned as the ne-
oliberal subject with the desire for social 
justice and empathy for the unfortunate 
(Vrasti, 2013), morally superior humanitari-
an subject (Angod, 2015; Tiessen & Huish, 
2013). The source of the problem is placed 
in the latter: as the community that lacks 
something.  
 This deficit model goes against 
some research on equity and social justice. 
First, researchers on humanitarian and ser-
vice works have critiqued the binary of the 
server vs. the served. Paulo Freire (1977) 
argues that humanitarian work must be 
done with, not for, the marginalized. Harry 
Boyte (2003) and Sue Ellen Henry and M. 
Lynn Breyfogle (2006) urge all stakehold-
ers to work together to solve a problem in-
stead of one group serving the other; other-
wise, service work only maintains the status 
quo. Similarly, Joseph Kahne and Joel Wes-
theimer (2003) argue for involving students 
in collective efforts to improve policies and 
institutions instead of developing individu-
als’ character traits (e.g., compassion, kind-
ness) through volunteerism. Some further 
argue that such encouragement of empa-
thizing with the unfortunate, though a com-
monly stated “benefit” of service work, 
risks dehumanizing the unfortunate because 
it would “steal the pain” from them 
(Razack, 2007) and distract students from 
engagement with structural causes of global 
inequality (Mostafanezhad, 2013). Also, 
even working together in the form of trans-
national solidarity activism, in which indi-
viduals are for example present in conflict 
zones “as protective accompaniers, witness-
observers…or ‘human shields’ for the vul-
nerable and marginalized,” relies on and 
perpetuates white privilege because it sug-

gests white individuals’ presence matters 
more than non-whites’ (Mahrouse, 2014, p. 
4). 
 Second, in researches on race rela-
tions, Whiteness studies suggest that the 
locus of social problems is not the margin-
alized but the marginalizing groups. It starts 
with the understanding that dominant 
groups’ practices are often considered 
merely “regular” and “normal,” which ren-
ders them culturally invisible, whereas mi-
nority groups’ practices are often viewed as 
“different,” if not “abnormal.” However, 
experiences of the dominant groups are 
shaped not only by their cultural beliefs and 
practices but also by their position of privi-
lege in the society, advocates of Whiteness 
studies point out (Frankenberg, 1997; 
hooks, 1992; Roediger, 1991).  
 From this viewpoint, when minority 
practices are considered aberrant from the 
“norm” or “deficient,” the blame should not 
be placed on the minority group but the 
mainstream structure that disadvantages the 
minority group because the mainstream 
“norm” is not universal but based on the 
dominant group’s worldview. It is similar to 
explaining “minority group academic under
-achievement” not as the group being defi-
cient of what it takes to succeed in schools 
but as the schools unreasonably requiring 
all students to already know what dominant 
group students learn at home, which disad-
vantage minority students (Bourdieu & Pas-
seron, 1977; McIntyre, 1997). In this view, 
the locus of the problem is the school, not 
the minority students.  
 The notion of subversive service 
learning proposed in this article is built on 
these theoretical frameworks. Its objective 
is less to work on minority communities’ 
practices than to critically examine how 
dominant groups are situated in ways that 
marginalize the minority community. It is 
subversive because the students’ work is 
intended to subvert the status quo by chal-
lenging mainstream practices—an aspect of 
social-change-oriented critical service 
learning—such as the deficit model of ser-
vice work, which portrays the helped as 
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helpless victims without agency to solve 
their own problems and the helper as an 
agent of change, if not a “savior” (Sin, 
2009). This approach helps resolve the par-
adox of humanitarianism that creates de-
pendency among those helped and perpetu-
ates hierarchical relations. In the cases in-
troduced in this article, this approach was 
used in a course on indigenous peoples. 
Therefore, its main concern—self-
determination—was also incorporated in 
the practice of service learning, as will be 
discussed. 
 

METHOD 
 
 The cases discussed in this article 
derive from a course the author taught in 
Fall 2016 on indigenous peoples around the 
world, in which she incorporated service-
learning work. The students’ final project 
was to work outside class for approximately 
eight hours with any indigenous people’s 
community. Most students chose the local 
Native American community or Maya Mum 
people from Guatemala, mainly because the 
author had established close relationships 
with them since Spring 2010 and introduced 
their history and current contexts in detail 
in class. Students were then to write a final 
paper (five double-spaced pages) about 
their service-learning experience, drawing 
on two class readings.  
 Early on in the semester, a lecture 
on humanitarianism based on Paulo Freire’s 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed was presented 
and discussed, with specific emphasis on 
students working with indigenous commu-
nities, not for them. Students were also told 
that the topic of their work should come 
from the community. All the cases intro-
duced below concern students’ work with 
the local Native American community, so 
this article presents only the parts of the 
class that related to them.  
 Students first learned about the his-
tory of Native Americans in general and 
then more specifically about the local Na-
tive American community through watch-
ing two films about them—one about a law-

suit against an automobile corporation that 
dumped toxic waste near their community, 
and the other about the community’s strug-
gle to gain federal recognition as a Native 
American Nation, struggle derived partly 
due to past controversial scholarly publica-
tion that argued they are not Native Ameri-
can and partly due to a challenge by nearby 
casino businesses that feared a competition. 
Students also had the opportunity to attend 
their powwow. The chief of this Native 
American community gave a lecture in 
class where students could ask questions.  
 The author invites the chief to class 
every year and students ask the chief what 
they can do to support the community’s 
work. His answer varies each year depend-
ing on what is happening in the community. 
Some years, he just wanted students to do 
manual labor like cleaning up the grave-
yard. Other years, he told students to pro-
mote awareness of the community’s fight to 
stop the expansion of gas pipelines in the 
area, or raise funds to send to Taino victims 
of Hurricane Maria in Puerto Rico. This 
article focuses on Fall 2016, when the chief 
suggested students raise awareness of nega-
tive actions inflicted upon the community 
and rectify historical descriptions that ig-
nore this Native American community’s 
contribution to United States history.  
 The students’ works were first pre-
sented at the closing banquet of the Native 
American Heritage Month on campus, 
which the students organized themselves 
with funding and sponsorship from the col-
lege’s Office of Equity and Diversity. The 
chief worked with the students, guiding 
them and going over their drafts before ap-
proving their presentations. As the guest of 
honor at the closing banquet, he delivered a 
speech, also commenting on the student 
presentations. Students later publicized 
their work on the Internet as part of a blog 
one of them had created.  
 The projects guided by the chief had 
theoretical backing besides Paulo Freire’s 
work. The class learned the aforementioned 
Whiteness studies. The importance of indig-
enous peoples’ self-determination in vari-
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ous spheres, representation being one, was 
emphasized throughout the semester, im-
plying a need to ask the community (here, 
the chief) for guidance regarding what stu-
dents could do for their projects and how 
they should present them. Three projects by 
students are introduced and analyzed below 
regarding how they constitute subversive 
service learning. 
 

DATA: THREE CASES OF  
SUBVERSIVE SERVICE LEARNING 

 
Witnessing and Reporting Toxic Waste 
and Garbage Dumping 
 The first project focused on current 
issues facing this local Native American 
community: toxic waste dumping that creat-
ed health hazards and garbage brought in 
from outside. The chief told the class that 
this problem needs to be widely publicized, 
with the emphasis that it was done by out-
siders. Five students decided to take part in 
the efforts of the local environmental organ-
ization that cleans up the garbage and also 
raise awareness about the issue. The im-
portant focus was not to “help” the affected 
Native American community but to lessen 
problems originating from outsiders by ac-

tually cleaning up and publicizing prob-
lems. This new kind of service-learning 
work, subversive service learning, focused 
on the outsiders who cause harm. 
 After working with the environmen-
tal organization, these students created a 
three-sided, informational poster board for 
display at the Native American Heritage 
Month closing banquet. Upon the author’s 
request to publicize the information more 
widely via Internet, they photographed the 
poster board and posted the images on the 
aforementioned blog website. The first part 
of the post (images 1-7) shows the photos 
of the poster board that provide background 
information: that of the town in the form of 
two maps (image 3) and the history of the 
Native American group there (image 2). 
The second part (images 8-25) shows pho-
tos of garbage the students saw dumped in 
the wooded public area of the town where 
the community resides, providing vivid im-
agery of the extent of dumping (see Table 
1). In moving the focus away from the mar-
ginalized, the focus of the post is more on 
the perpetrators, with the extensive number 
of photos providing the evidence of garbage 
dumping.  

Slides   

1 Zoomed-in picture of the entire poster board 

2 Zoomed-in picture of the panel 1: a list of dumped garbage 
Zoomed-in picture of the panel 2: history of the Native American community taken from their web-
site 

3 Zoomed-in picture of the panel: two maps of the town 

4 Zoomed-in picture of the panel on the impact of the toxic paint sludge 

5-7 Zoomed-in picture of the panel on works of a local environmental organization 

8-9 Photos of a big blue bucket 

10 Photos of a big metal barrel, mattress frame, and a window frame 

11 A photo of an entire stove 

15 A photo of scattered small pieces of garbage 

17, 24 Photos of car tires 

22 A photo of piled-up cinder blocks 

24-25 Photos of a large chest with drawers piled on top 

Table 1: List of Slides and Their Content of the Project 1  
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 There are two kinds of garbage 
dumping presented in the blog. The first is 
the toxic paint sludge that a large automo-
bile company dumped in the vicinity of 
community residences in the late 20th cen-
tury. The contamination was so severe that 
the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) twice designated the area as a Super-
fund site. The EPA had lifted its Superfund 
site status after its initial cleanup efforts, 
but the area was still contaminated and had 
to be declared a Superfund site again, after 
the local community and researchers pro-
vided evidence of contamination. A com-
munity group sued the offending automo-
bile company, but the company declared 
bankruptcy, leaving the community to settle 
for what was considered a dismal amount of 
money. The issue was made into a docu-
mentary, which the students watched in 
class. One of the poster board panels de-
scribes the impact on health as well as psy-
chological and religious effects of the con-
tamination. There are things that could have 
done more, which can be projects for stu-
dents in this class in future years. For exam-
ple, the students could have focused more 
on this issue, such as the follow-up on the 

cleaning efforts of the toxic waste, which 
still is found in the area and is the object of 
continued investigation by local Native 
American community members, a college 
professor, and his students and colleagues. 
The presentation could have provided more 
information about how students can partici-
pate in reducing the paint sludge and call 
for the EPA and other related organizations 
to be accountable for the cleanup.  
 The second kind of garbage is that 
dumped by anonymous individuals. One of 
the poster boards (image 2) lists 17 kinds of 
garbage, and the photos (images 8-25) show 
the pictures of some of them. Some are 
quite shocking—an entire stove, an over-
turned chest with drawers strewn on top, 
and tires (see Photos 1-2)—urging the 
viewer to be outraged. One of the panels 
(image 7) also describes what the nonprofit 
organization (NPO) volunteers found in 
summer 2016:  

180 major dump sites [in the area], 
approximately 25 complete cars, and 
16 sites with single environmental 
toxins (such as a 50-gallon oil drum 
resting in a Stag Brook stream). We 
estimate upward of 50 more un-

Photo 1: Project 1, Slide 11 
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charged dump sites, and less than 
3% of the plotted dump sites show 
evidence of previous [NPO] clean-
up efforts. New dump sites appear 
every week, compounding the 
dumping problem exponentially.  

 Here, because the perpetrators—
especially those who dump the second kind 
of garbage—cannot be identified, all they 
can show about them is the trace of their 
atrocity: dumped garbage. This has several 
effects. It creates an anonymous enemy 
who brings in problems to the Native 
American community against whom we can 
all unite and fight back, welcoming all in 
the activism. The anonymity also suggests 
the impossibility of naming the perpetrator 
in race or class or any other terms, creating 
suspicion that it could be anybody. That we 
can only show the trace of the evil acts also 
has some effects. Carey and Torres (2010) 
argue that the act of viewing the atrocity is 
to commit one final act of violation of the 
victim. If the act ends there—as just an act 
of re-viewing—the observer becomes a by-
stander, participating in the act of social 
complicity, unwilling to oppose it. That is, 
if the viewer of the poster board does not 
act to stop this, they become accomplice. 

This push to action is what the presentation 
intended. Information of the local environ-
mental organization (images 5-7) then be-
comes important. In sum, the overall focus 
is on the atrocity, not the victimhood. And 
the call for the viewer is to participate in 
reducing the effects of the atrocity.  
 
Publicizing the Fights Against Gas Pipe-
lines and Hate Crime 
 The second project looked at two 
issues that the same local Native American 
community faced in Fall 2016. Four stu-
dents collaborated on a slideshow and pre-
sented it at the Native American Heritage 
Month closing banquet. They also posted 
the slides used in the presentation in the 
aforementioned blog; details are shown in 
Table 2 below.  
 The students learned about the gas 
pipelines and the hate crime against the 
community from the chief’s guest lecture 
and discussions in class. The chief request-
ed that students report on the problems in-
flicted on his people and publicize them. 
The students working on this talked further 
with the chief outside the class at the cere-
monial grounds and did some research on 
local newspaper coverage. Upon the com-

Photo 2: Project 1, Slide 24 
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pletion of the draft slides, the author in-
structed the students to ask the chief to 
check them before presenting them at the 
banquet.  
 The presentation slides now posted 
on the aforementioned blog first cover the 
expansion of gas pipelines, though briefly, 
in slides 1 and 2. The presentation more 
extensively covers the issue of harassment 
of the Native American community. After 
introducing the information about (slides 3- 
4) and photos (slides 7-11, 16; Photo 3 
above) of the ceremonial ground, the 
presentation explains about the hate 
crime—warning message of hate crime fol-
lowed by three logs being stolen from the 
long house in the community’s ceremonial 
grounds and Nazi swastika scratched onto 
ceremonial site structures—with two news-
paper articles that covered it (slides 5-6), a 
photo (slide 9), and quotes from the chief 
about it and its effects. One slide (4) also 
talks about the city evicting the Native 
American community from their own cere-
monial site, an issue among others that has 
been going on for several years since the 
community began putting up a tipi in sup-
port of Standing Rock protest against gas 
pipelines in the Dakotas. 
 Although the city’s effort to evict 
them—a more serious issue that involves a 

public office against which the community 
has been working legally—is only men-
tioned briefly, the issue of hate crime is re-
ported from various angles. The newspaper 
articles (slide 3) give legitimacy to the de-
scription as something described from the 
third party, whereas the quotes from the 
chief provide personal and in-depth effects 
from the victim’s viewpoint. 
 Photos of the chief in a blue jacket 
and a black pair of pants praying by a low 
stonewall of the ceremonial ground (slide 
18) and two other members of the commu-
nity dancing at a powwow wearing full cer-
emonial clothes (slides 13-14) are also in-
troduced, the presentation ending with a 
photo of a sunset over their ceremonial 
ground (slide 20) and the reference cited 
(slide 21). These photos give peaceful and 
“cultural” impression of the Native Ameri-
can community that does not deserve to be 
the target of hate crime. The photo of the 
chief wearing “regular” clothes encourages 
relatability, whereas the photos of two other 
members in Native American ceremonial 
clothes enhance their being “authentic” Na-
tive Americans, something the community 
has been forced to “prove” in order to be 
recognized at the state as well as the federal 
level, which itself the chief views as the 

Slide 
number 

  

1 Information on the pipeline’s location, length, and its potential effects on health 

2 A map of where gas pipelines were to go 

3 Ceremonial grounds’ location, appearance, and meaning to the community; hate crime message, 
swastika, newspaper reporting of it 

4 A map and description of the ceremonial site 

5-6, 9 Newspaper articles about the hate crime and a photo 

7-8, 9-11, 
16 

Photos of the ceremonial grounds 

12, 15, 
17, 19 

Quotes of the Native American chief regarding the sense of threat they felt 

13-14 Photos of Native American community members at a powwow from a website 

18 A photo of the Native American chief 

20 A photo of a sunset 

21 Reference cited 

Table 2: List of Slides and Their Content of the Project 2  
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violation of sovereignty (personal commu-
nication). 
 Here, the “enemy” is intentionally 
and explicitly targeting the Native Ameri-
can community, compared to the garbage 
dumping that the project 1 dealt with. How-
ever, like in the case in the project 1, the 
“enemy” here that is causing the social 
problem is anonymous, except for the city 
trying to evict the community. For this rea-
son, all the presentation can do is to show 
the evidence of the crime and its effects. 
The Native American community itself is 
mentioned, but with dignity and as innocent 
target without dramatizing its victimhood in 
need for help.  
 In short, the students did not work 
with members of this Native American 
community as is done in conventional ser-
vice learning. Instead, under the chief’s 
guidance, they publicized the aggressions 
that outsiders perpetrated against the Native 
American community, clearly positioning 
the outsiders as the locus of the problem.  
 
Publicizing Silenced History  
 In the third project, three students 
worked together to publicize this same Na-
tive American community’s contributions 

to U.S. history, which had largely been ig-
nored—a fact the chief regarded as evi-
dence of their continuing marginalization. 
Following his suggestion, each of these 
three students did some research and creat-
ed a set of slides on the history that in-
volved this Native American community—
a historical passage, the land on which a 
college currently stands, and a local mine. 
Approved by the chief and presented at the 
same banquet mentioned above, the slides 
are now posted on the aforementioned blog. 
 The slides in the first post about a 
historical passage, as introduced below in 
detail in Table 3, reveal quotes from various 
sources. In this post, the students published 
the quotes without interpretation, placing 
the focus on fidelity to their original form. 
These quotes (slides 1-3, 5-6, 9-11) de-
scribe the historical passage and its im-
portance in the Revolutionary War, and af-
firm that the ancestors of the local Native 
American community worked there. The 
current Native American chief is quoted 
(slide 4), saying how his ancestors showed 
the American Rebels where the iron depos-
its were and allowed George Washington to 
use this historic passage. Despite this im-
portant role his ancestors played, he is quot-

Photo 3: Project 2, Slide 10 
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ed, “we have not yet to this moment been 
afforded the dignity of human beings…This 
federal government has refused to 
acknowledge the very people that made this 
union possible.”  
 Using direct quotes instead of posi-
tioning their content as universal fact, the 
students presented historical information 
(slides 1-3, 5-6 and 9-11) side by side with 
the chief’s viewpoint (slide 4). This direct 
quote format reflects the class discussion, in 
which the author emphasized not to assume 
that there is universal “fact” or that trained 
historians’ legitimacy allows them to claim 
that a particular narrative is the only truth. 
The documentary film about this local Na-
tive American community highlights how a 
historian’s publication about the community 
was not only inaccurate—according to the 
oral history of the Native American com-
munity as well as to an archaeologist quot-
ed in the film—but also considered arrogant 
and hurtful by the community itself. In 
class, these differing views of history were 
also highlighted by watching and discussing 
the film Who Owns the Past? about the 
clash between Native American groups and 
archaeologists who treated Native Ameri-
cans’ sacred ancestral legacy—their fore-
bears’ skeletons—as objects of research in 
the name of “finding the truth” about the 
past, ignoring the Native Americans’ oral 
history.  
 Although the historical documents 
and the chief’s viewpoint did not contradict 

one another, it was still important to differ-
entiate and clarify sources of information. 
The chief’s viewpoint included what was 
lacking in the historical document quoted—
that this history is not widely known to pub-
lic. Because Native Americans tend to be 
positioned as the cultural Other, as the ob-
stacle in the development of the United 
States, as representing what the Anglo 
Americans are not—e.g., having spiritual 
connections to nature—or as something that 
is vanishing (Starn, 2011), it is all the more 
important to show how Native Americans 
were part of the history of “us” as the Unit-
ed States.  
 The post ends with slides (12-13) 
suggesting “things we can do,” including 
spreading awareness and attending town 
meetings about the toxic paint sludge dis-
cussed above. That is, the student encour-
aged other students to be informed and en-
courage other students to do so as well. 
Here, like the first two projects, the student 
posits the problem to be in the non-Native 
Americans, whose ignorance of the histori-
cal contribution of a Native American com-
munity is due to a paucity of well-
publicized historical records. The student 
did not work directly with the Native Amer-
ican community by helping them do things, 
as is common in conventional service-
learning practices; rather, she informed the 
mainstream public and spread awareness of 
this Native American community’s hidden 
contribution to U.S. history. 

Slide num-
ber 

  

Title slide The logo of the Native American community 

1-3 A quote of a description of the historical passage on a map from 1710 from the Native American 
community’s website 
A quote that confirms the existence of this historical passage 

4 A quote from the current Native American chief on the historical passage 

5-6, 9-11 Quotes from a local history book about the passage 

7-8 Maps of the area from 1706-1876 

12 “Things we can do” 

13 Web address of the Native American group 

Table 3: List of Slides and Their Content of the Project 3, Post 1  
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 The last slide lists the Native Ameri-
can group’s web address and encourages 
viewers to “visit their website!” This was 
also in line with what the class empha-
sized—indigenous peoples’ self-
determination of their representation: Ulti-
mately, indigenous people should be the 
ones to describe themselves (Maurer, 
2000). To present something about them, 
students at least need to get approval from 
the group they are describing, as when the 
chief of the Native American group ap-
proved their slides.  
 The second set of slides (Project 3, 
post 2) publicizing the silenced history of 
this Native American community tracks the 
community’s relationship with the college 
the student attended. This post consists of 
many maps of the area where the college 
currently stands, showing the changes in 
who owned or resided on that land (see Ta-
ble 4 for details). 
 Comparison of who is mentioned on 
these maps reveals ambiguity about the lo-
cal Native American community’s land-
ownership. First, they are mentioned as 
“inhabiting” the area but not specified as 
“owners” of the land. This Native American 
community oral history suggests their chief 
lived in the area (slide 2). An unspecified 
Native American group (most likely the 

current resident Native American communi-
ty, given that they are the only group men-
tioned in other records) was said to inhabit 
the area in the 1710 map drawn by settlers 
(slide 4). But unlike European land owners, 
they were not said to “own” land but in-
stead to “inhabit” it as if they did not own 
it, reflecting differences between European 
settlers’ relationship to land and the Native 
American community on the one hand, and, 
on the other, the settlers’ acknowledgement 
of the native peoples’ existence but not 
their possession of the land. Second, the 
Native American group’s name disappeared 
with no mention of ceding their land rights. 
For example, it was no longer mentioned on 
the 1778 survey map showing the various 
owners of the land.  
 This slide series then hones in on 
possible land grabs on Native American 
territory suggesting that the land on which 
the college stands has a murky ownership 
history. The maps suggest that ancestors of 
the current local Native American commu-
nity inhabited the area previously, but they 
did not share Europeans’ concept of land-
owning, and somehow their claim to it dis-
appeared. The student mentioned that she 
was appalled to discover this and wanted to 
raise awareness. The last photo (8) is that of 
a campus building that presently houses the 

Slide 
number 

  

1 A map from 1710 of the area where the college currently stands 

2 A zoomed-in part of the slide 1 map with a description of a Dutch settler in the area and the Native 
American group’s oral history about one chief 

3 A map of a Dutch land purchase where the college currently stands 

4 A picture of the area the Native American group “inhabited” in 1710 

5 A map from 1781 that depicts a family buying the land where the college currently stands 

6 A survey of land from 1778 alongside the names of various owners (no mention of the Native Amer-
ican group as owners or residents) 

7 Narratives describing the late 19th century resale of the land to another family, then to another person 
in 1912, who then sold the land to the college in 1970 

8 A photo of a campus building named after the landowner who sold the land to the college 

9 “Challenges they face today” summarizing the issue 

10 “How can we help?” 

Table 4: List of Slides and Their Content of the Project 3, Post 2  
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college president’s office and is named after 
the person who sold the land to the college 
in 1970 without any mention of the local 
Native American community. It is a visual 
yet subdued protest to the lack of acknowl-
edgement about the Native American rela-
tionship to the college’s land. 
 The post ends with the summary of 
“Challenges they face today” (slide 9) and 
“How can we help?” (slide 10). Challenges 
to the accuracy of their oral history about 
the land are raised as one discrimination the 
local Native American community endures, 
the slide explains. The list of how others 
can help includes understanding and ac-
knowledging the importance of Native 
Americans in U.S. history, ending discrimi-
nation against and myths about them, and 
recording their oral history for future gener-
ations. The message is, it is non-Native 
Americans who need to change by learning 
and understanding Native American history 
from a Native American perspective. Here 
service learning acted not on marginalized 
but on the marginalizing groups.  
 The third set of slides (Project 3, 
post 3) is about an iron mine in the area 
where the Native American group lives (see 
Table 5).  
 The slides describe the history of the 
mine. It was established in 1807 and was 
sold in 1853 to a major supplier of the Un-
ion’s gunmetal during the Civil War. After 
closing once, it re-opened in 1942, soon to 
be abandoned (slides 1-3). After changing 
hands several times, it was bought by the 
aforementioned automobile company, 
which then dumped toxic waste directly in-

to the shafts, poisoning nearby residents, 
most of whom were members of the Native 
American community (slide 4).  
 With a more critical tone, slide 5 
covers “Things that history books don’t 
tell,” explaining that the Native Americans 
worked in the mines and that the automo-
bile company did not consider they lived 
near the mine, causing them to suffer from 
the toxic waste it dumped there. A Native 
American woman who had lived there for 
65 years, whom the student interviewed, 
remarked that the community is seeing a 
higher death rate due to the toxic waste: She 
had lost 11 family members in the past 
three months and each of the community’s 
28 households currently had someone with 
cancer (slide 6).  
 This post portrays the Native Amer-
ican community’s contribution of iron to 
the U.S. Civil War as well as their suffering 
from the effects of toxic waste dumped in 
the mine. It is a tragic irony that the mine 
that helped the United States unite resulted 
in poisoning those who helped it; and the 
poisoning was done by something very 
American—an iconic American automobile 
brand. Again, service-learning work acted 
on mainstream Americans who are unaware 
of the Native American group’s contribu-
tion to history as well as its current suffer-
ing.  
 

SUBVERSIVE SERVICE LEARNING 
 
 These students’ projects were unlike 
conventional service-learning work, where 
students work directly with community 

Slide 
number 

  

1-3 Background of the mine from its establishment in 1807 to its sale in 1853 

2 The town’s location in a strategically important area 

3 Description of the mine’s closure and reopening in 1942 

4 List of ownership and its changes 

5 “Things that history books don’t tell” 

6 An interview with a member of the Native American group 

Table 5: List of Slides and Their Content of the Project 3, Post 3  
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members to “help” them. Instead, they 
worked on mainstream Americans—
outsiders who were unaware of the prob-
lems non-Native Americans had brought to 
this Native American community. The stu-
dents kept in touch with the chief of the Na-
tive American community, not to “help” 
him and his community but to ask him for 
guidance about what needs to be done. 
 The cause of the problem that need-
ed to be worked on was clearly located out-
side the Native American community. This 
shift in the designated source of the prob-
lem is important, for it is not the marginal-
ized but rather those who (unwittingly) 
marginalize others who need exposure to 
the problems of marginalized groups in a 
structure of domination. The solution lies in 
focusing on those who marginalize them 
(i.e., the beneficiaries of structures of domi-
nation, who support the status quo). By in-
corporating this tenet of Whiteness studies 
in service learning, the subversive service 
learning proposed here can challenge the 
status quo and thwart the problem of hierar-
chies perpetuated between the server and 
the served. 
 Another theoretical concern is the 
importance of self-determination, especially 
for indigenous peoples. It implies that any 
work a student does with them should de-
rive from what the community wants, not 
what the instructor wants students to learn 
nor what the students want. This has in-
volved a collaborative process of discussing 
new theoretical concerns with the chief be-
fore the start of each semester. The chief 
positioned problems as coming from out-
side, not from within the Native American 
community. This practice fits well with the 
author’s theoretical concerns above, allow-
ing students to do service-learning work 
connected to theoretical discussions in class 
as well as the chief’s practical wishes for 
his community. And in due course, students 
learned the most significant point the author 
wanted to teach: the importance of self-
determination for indigenous peoples and 
other marginalized communities. 

 As mentioned, these projects were 
publicized at the closing banquet of the Na-
tive American Heritage Month at the col-
lege, which was open to the local communi-
ties. The chief was the guest of honor and 
the invitation extended to the Native Ameri-
can community members, though the chief 
was the only one present. Some professors 
and students of the college also attended the 
event. The slides of all the projects are 
online and available to public, as men-
tioned, for all to browse at any time even 
after the class is over.  
 Although there was a sure effect on 
students who became exposed to this differ-
ent way of doing service learning, it is diffi-
cult to measure the effects of these projects 
on the Native American community mem-
bers as well as those of other communities 
that the message targeted at this stage be-
cause the project is still small-scale. How-
ever, the author recently started working 
with this Native American community and 
two history professors (one, an expert on 
digital humanities) to do more intensive 
work on documenting the issues mentioned 
in the third project discussed above and pre-
senting it as a digital archive online for the 
public, involving students by assigning 
some of the work as class projects. The au-
thor is hoping that it will have a bigger im-
pact on both Native American and non-
Native American communities and will 
document their responses upon the comple-
tion of the project. In the meantime, the 
chief told the students that they did a good 
job and further communicated in an email 
to the author: 

…it’s a great project, which may 
challenge the cultural ethics of those 
involved as subliminally falsehoods 
have been conditioned into all of 
us. If the students can push through 
the fog of the historically condi-
tioned. I would think their work to 
bring integrity forward should be 
regarded as an inclusion into many 
text and the students should be 
awarded with the fruits of their labor 
(personal communication). 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 This article introduced “subversive 
service learning,” a new type of critical ser-
vice learning that shifts the focus of stu-
dents’ work from marginalized groups to 
the groups that marginalize them. It is de-
signed to subvert mainstream perspectives 
such as the deficit model of service, and to 
challenge the status quo so as to create so-
cial change.  
 Subversive service learning also of-
fers a flexible framework that is applicable 
in various contexts, reflecting local situa-
tions. Challenging mainstream perspectives 
through projects like the ones discussed in 
this article can give students good opportu-
nities to reflect on their own roles in struc-
tures of domination that they may not think 
about in daily life, creating more ripple ef-
fects for further reflection and actions. 
 For example, students can apply this 
approach to understanding and seeking to 
reduce poverty in Third World countries, 
such as struggles of garment factory work-
ers in Bangladesh. Instead of doing volun-
teer work in Bangladesh, they can learn 
about exploitative supply chain mechanisms 
and fast fashion industry in the United 
States to which they participate as consum-
ers. They can then promote Fair Trade 
clothes (while also raising awareness about 
problematic aspects of Fair Trade in order 
to improve them) and learn about and work 
to transform international trade regulations, 
corporate business practices and regulations 
that allow them, and even the capitalist sys-
tem itself. This was done in the author’s 
international studies class with various 
commodities used in daily life (Doerr publi-
cation work in progress), inspired by the 
model developed by Balmurli Natrajan 
(Johnson, 2011).  
 In a similar way, subversive service 
learning can be done on issues affecting 
local communities as well as communities 
around the world. In order to further famil-
iarize the students with, as well as measure 
their understanding and the efficacy of, sub-

versive service learning, we can have as-
signments and discussions on various social 
issues where students are asked to suggest 
solutions that work on the setup (and those 
who support it intentionally or unintention-
ally) that create the problems, not the vic-
tims. It is important to carry out subversive 
service learning, but it is also important to 
think subversively in a similar way. 
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 While there are many pathways for 
student success, this article provides a clear 
road map for secondary schools interested 
in creating multi-tiered partnership grants 
by sharing the best practices and evidence 
of a California Career Pathways Trust 
(CCPT) grant, the South Bay Digital Media 
Arts Consortium (SBDMAC), which 
brought together an urban Southern Califor-
nian high school district’s pathway acade-
mies with local post-secondary institutions 
and related community industry partners. 
 According to the California Depart-
ment of Education, since the California Ca-
reer Pathways Trust was created in 2013, 
more than $500 million has been awarded 
in one-time competitive state grants to dis-
tricts developing or expanding career path-
way programs intended to prepare students 
for high-skill, high-wage jobs in emerging 
industry sectors of local or regional econo-
mies. Among these CCPT grants was the 
SBDMAC, a three-year, multi-tiered part-
nership grant pairing the Academy of Me-
dia Arts at Lawndale High School and the 
Multimedia Careers Academy at Leuzinger 
High School—both of these from the di-
verse and socioeconomically disadvantaged 

Centinela Valley Union High School Dis-
trict (CVUHSD)— with the two-year com-
munity college, El Camino College (ECC); 
the four-year university, California State 
University, Dominguez Hills (CSUDH); 
and local community and industry partners, 
the South Bay Workforce Investment Board 
(SBWIB) and Career Ladders Project. 
 The primary aim of the grant was to 
establish a regional infrastructure for build-
ing collaborative relationships between 
these high schools and their post-secondary 
academic and industry partners. However, 
the fundamental objectives of the grant 
work included improving college- and ca-
reer-ready pathways, industry engagement, 
and work-based learning opportunities for 
the 470 media arts academy students inter-
ested in developing skills and pursuing ca-
reers related to digital animation, design, 
photography, audio/video production, video 
game production, special effects, and digital 
filmmaking, to name just a few. 
 The pathway academies of the 
SBDMAC also prioritize high-impact 
teaching practices in their classrooms, in-
cluding having students actively and collab-
oratively using emerging technologies to 
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produce studio television shows, commer-
cials, video games, movies, and other multi-
media productions. The curricula for these 
media arts academies were developed in 
alignment with the state’s Career Tech Ed 
(CTE) standards and framework for the 
Arts, Media and Entertainment Industry 
Sector. The classes were taught by creden-
tialed CTE teachers and these career path-
ways were selected based upon an analysis 
of labor market data, existing academy cur-
ricula, CTE career listings, a broad survey 
of interests from district parents, and the 
potential linkages with local post-secondary 
programs to develop articulation and dual-
enrollment agreements. 
 This CCPT grant, which was award-
ed in 2014, received $578,968 in funding 
over three years and two collaboration com-
ponents were implemented to build capacity 
for the project. The first component was to 
develop and implement annual regional 
pathway advisory board meetings that in-
cluded secondary, postsecondary, and in-
dustry partners. The second key component 
focused on institutionalizing the interac-
tions of the advisory partners through the 
development of multiple work-based learn-
ing opportunities (e.g., high school students 
showing their art at a college art event, pro-
ducing multimedia content for and interning 
with local business partners). The consorti-
um partners also agreed to collaborate 
around curriculum development and, even-
tually, identify opportunities for dual enroll-
ment or articulation agreements for high 
school students attending credit-bearing 
college courses. The majority of grant funds 
was used to provide the resources necessary 
to initiate cooperation between the second-
ary and postsecondary institutions around 
developing these collaborative events, work
-based opportunities, and credit-bearing op-
tions. 
 In the first year, the primary focus 
of the SBDMAC grant work was to build 
relationships between the secondary, post-
secondary, and industry partners, including 
establishing a matrix of industry competen-
cies and collaborative faculty partnerships 

based on research and teaching specialties. 
In the second year, the goal post was moved 
to create more guidance for students to nav-
igate dual-enrollment opportunities and 
course articulations. Another accomplish-
ment included establishing a tangible, col-
laborative activity that became the 
SBDMAC Showcase Event, a juried art 
show and awards ceremony where high 
school students’ artwork was given critical 
feedback and subsequently selected by uni-
versity professors for a variety of award 
categories, as well as students becoming 
eligible for job shadowing and internship 
opportunities with industry partners. The 
final year of the grant saw a strong focus on 
expanding relationships between partner 
institutions, collaborative presentations at 
regional educational conferences, and the 
formulation of pathway maps to guide stu-
dents as they pursue a variety of academic 
and career paths.  
 This article further charts the les-
sons that were learned from this multi-year 
collaboration in an effort to model for other 
schools interested in establishing similar 
grants. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 While much has been written about 
the essential components and strategies of 
service learning, career academies, career 
pathways, and career technical education 
(CTEs), or their effectiveness from the 
standpoint of student outcomes, there is a 
gap in the literature of what sorts of learn-
ing outcomes can be gained from the per-
spective of multi-tiered partnership grant 
administrators and stakeholders. This case 
study hopes to fill this gap by providing 
clear reflections, assessment of experience, 
and learning outcomes from the participat-
ing stakeholders of a multi-tiered CCPT 
partnership grant. 
 It has been shown that the integra-
tion of collaborative learning, new technol-
ogies, and high-impact practices has a pro-
found effect on student engagement, gradu-
ation rates, and overall success (Beldarrain, 
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2006; Kilgo, Sheets, & Pascarella, 2015; 
Price & Tovar, 2014). Hands-on, experien-
tial learning strategies and related learning 
communities, when taught by faculty spe-
cializing in the professional requirements of 
specific fields, have also shown themselves 
to be particularly effective in creating learn-
ing environments that enhance student en-
gagement and learning outcomes (O’Meara, 
Sandmann, Saltmarsh, & Giles, 2011; Pike, 
Kuh, & McCormick, 2011; Zepke & Leach, 
2010). 
 In particular, service learning, expe-
riential learning, and learning communities 
have been credited with positive student 
outcomes (Butin, 2003; Eyler, 2002; Zhao 
& Kuh, 2004). In their own meta-analysis, 
Celio, Durlak, and Dymnicki (2011) de-
scribe service learning as integrating aca-
demic curricula with community service, 
which they argue provides marked im-
provements in student attitudes toward self, 
learning, civic engagement, social skills, 
and academic performance. Other areas of 
student improvement shown through ser-
vice learning include problem-solving 
skills, planning, civic knowledge, self-
efficacy and strengthening community ties 
(Billig, Root, & Jesse, 2005; Morgan & 
Streb, 2001; Perry & Katula, 2001; Simons 
& Cleary, 2006).  
 But there is a growing body of evi-
dence that career academies, career tech-
nical education (CTEs), and career path-
ways are equally providing students the ac-
ademic, technical, and occupational 
knowledge they need to increase graduation 
rates and attain employment in specialized 
careers (Alssid et al., 2002; Brand, Valent, 
& Browning, 2013; Lewis, 2008; Passarel-
la, 2018). Brand, Board, and Work (2009) 
define career academies as learning com-
munities comprised of a cohort of students 
taking classes together, which are taught by 
interdisciplinary faculty, provide college 
preparatory curricula for specific career 
pathways, and typically include a variety of 
internships and service- and work-based 
learning opportunities. They also argue that 
among the benefits of this shared learning 

approach are improvements in student at-
tendance, earned credits, grade point aver-
ages, graduation rates, college attendance 
rates, and also on labor market outcomes. 
 There is also a growing consensus 
that CTEs offer students higher probabili-
ties of academic success and careers in high
-skill, high-demand labor markets 
(Dougherty, 2018; Dougherty, Brunner, & 
Ross, 2018; Dubois, Portillo, Rhodes, Sil-
verthorn, & Valentine, 2011; Holzer, Linn, 
& Monthey, 2013; Kelly & Price, 2009; 
Neumark & Rothstein, 2006; Reed, 
Dougherty, Kurlaender, & Mathias, 2018). 
Similarly, career pathways programs have 
shown students to be more college- and ca-
reer-ready when there is more alignment 
and collaboration through cluster skill de-
velopment, classroom-based learning, and 
work-based learning (Clagett & Uhalde, 
2012; Gandhi, Nandikolla, Youssef, & 
Bishay, 2016; Hamilton, 2012; Petersen, 
2016; Symonds, Schwartz, & Ferguson, 
2011). According to Jurmo (2011), key 
components of the career pathway system 
include the promise of rewarding careers, 
relevant credentials, accelerated learning, 
support systems, clear benchmarks, and col-
laboration among secondary and postsec-
ondary stakeholders.  
 Combined, these high-impact educa-
tional strategies have been shown to be par-
ticularly effective in transitioning under-
represented, low-income, and minority stu-
dents from high school to college and be-
yond (Bragg, Kim, & Rubin, 2005; Finley 
& McNair, 2013; Hall & O’Neil, 2016; 
Haycock & Huang, 2001), which demon-
strates an essential element for the student 
demographic served by the SBDMAC. Ad-
ditionally, the consortium partnership and 
career academy coursework made available 
through the SBDMAC incorporates 
measures of all these elements: collabora-
tive learning, new technologies, high-
impact practices, service learning, learning 
communities, experiential learning, career 
academies, career technical education, and 
career pathways. That is why the SBDMAC 
provides a comprehensive window into the 
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lessons that can be learned from such a case 
study for other school districts interested in 
pursuing similar multi-tiered partnership 
grants. 
 

LESSONS LEARNED:  
ASSESSING PROGRAM OUTCOMES 

 
 We used a variety of metrics to as-
sess the overall program outcomes of the 
SBDMAC grant. One of the initial program 
outcomes came during the first year of the 
grant, when the collaboration resulted in the 
development of an industry competencies 
matrix for high school students in the digi-
tal media arts academies. The purpose of 
this matrix was to develop a hierarchy of 
values and skills that should be instilled in 
academy students as they develop their own 
creative processes through domain acquisi-
tion, reflection, and re-visitation. This in-
dustry competency matrix highlights the 
specific needs for students to demonstrate 
proficiency in foundational theory, funda-
mental/pathway-specific skills, technical 
programs, formal/performative expressions 
of technique, and professional applications, 
which are gradually integrated into the 
classroom experience as they progress 
through the curriculum. Thus, as academy 
students proceed through their individual 
pathways, they can use this matrix to bal-
ance knowledge with practice on their way 
to mastery and professional application. 
 Another program outcome measure 
was the development of academic and pro-
fessional pathways maps for media arts 
academy high school students. The pathway 
maps were designed collaboratively by par-
ticipating administrators, faculty members, 
and business leaders from the local South 
Bay Workforce Investment Board and Ca-
reer Ladders Project. Identified were differ-
ent routes students could take to pursue dif-
ferent college and university majors, trade 
certifications, and professional career op-
portunities. The pathway maps help to en-
sure academics and curricula are integrated 
throughout the pathway, as well as provide 
clear guidance for the specific route stu-

dents could take as they pursue their own 
individual paths to success. 
 These industry competency matrices 
and pathway maps were important on two 
fronts. First, during the quarterly SBDMAC 
meetings, collaboratively working on these 
deliverables was an action item with the 
intent of helping to bring stakeholders from 
every institution together. Second, the de-
liverables helped to create more structure to 
the grant work, allowing greater likelihood 
of sustainability by focusing the work of the 
academies on agreed-upon skills, as well as 
how to proceed in providing specific skills 
for multi-directional career pathways.  
 Another essential component to the 
success of the grant was the opportunity for 
students to bridge the gap between their ac-
ademic knowledge and “real world” prac-
tice through opportunities provided by in-
dustry partnerships. For example, the in-
volvement of the South Bay Workforce In-
vestment Board (SBWIB) and local busi-
ness partners allowed students to gain ac-
cess to more than 50 internships (some 
paid) and job shadowing opportunities with 
a variety of local media and non-media 
companies to give them authentic, hands-
on, industry experience in their fields of 
interest. In addition, eight students were 
also able to apply for union membership 
into the Screen Actors Guild (SAG). 
 Attracting new industry partners and 
creating robust advisory boards for each 
pathway was also a continuing goal to 
broaden the scope and quality of work-
based learning opportunities for students. 
Interestingly, one important lesson learned 
in developing such partnerships is that 
sometimes seemingly unaligned industry 
partners can yield unexpectedly rich con-
nections and work-based learning opportu-
nities. For example, media arts academy 
students ended up producing a strong port-
folio of professional-quality multimedia and 
video content for a non-media partner, Ki-
necta Federal Credit Union.  
 Another outcome measure involved 
aspirational development by providing high 
school students with college and university 
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tours, as well as guest lectures and portfolio 
reviews by California State University, 
Dominguez Hills professors from the de-
partments of Communications, Art and De-
sign, and Digital Media Arts. In fact, 
CSUDH hosted more than 83 students in 
2016 alone, where these high school stu-
dents had the opportunity to visit the uni-
versity campus, meet with faculty profes-
sors, look at the rigor of student work at the 
university level, and witness the defenses of 
university students’ capstone art projects 
and portfolio reviews. In these cases, high 
school students were given a glimpse of 
what going to college would be like so they 
could envision themselves going down sim-
ilar academic paths. 
 Another point that proved telling 
was how important collaborative pairing 
and partnerships were between faculty 
members of each partner institution. What 
this means is that one successful formula 
was having faculty who had particular re-
search specialties and qualifications work-
ing together collaboratively on specific pro-
jects or in providing guidance to students in 
specific areas of graphic design, game de-
sign, photography, video production, etc. 
Not only was it found to be an essential 
component of pairing likeminded faculty 
together, but it was equally important to 
identify and recruit faculty from each insti-
tution that brought specific skills and re-
search specialties to the table.  
 These collaborative efforts also 
translated into multi-institutional education-
al presentations at the California Career 
Pathways Trust Grantee Network Institute 
Conference in San Diego and Educating for 
Careers Conference in Sacramento for two 
consecutive years. During these conference 
presentations, faculty representing each of 
the institutions of the multi-tiered partner-
ship grant shared their reflections, best 
practices, and evidence of collaborative 
events, and created action plans for 
roundtable participants from other second-
ary and post-secondary schools interested in 
creating similar grant partnerships. A panel 
of students also attended these conferences 

to provide their own reflections and answer 
questions from other organizations and in-
stitutions about what they got out of the 
pathway academy experience. 
 Similarly, developing proactive 
partnerships with institutions that share the 
same core values is fundamental to success. 
Some of the qualities that should be shared 
include a strong focus on student achieve-
ment, transformative scholarship, commit-
ment to diversity, excellence in practice, 
and dedication to community engagement. 
The partner institutions should also offer 
related academic programs and similar 
course offerings that create clear pathways, 
dual enrollment opportunities, course artic-
ulations, and specialized training for high 
school students as they proceed throughout 
their academic and professional careers. 
 Perhaps one of the most significant 
lessons learned in terms of program out-
come measures was creating meaningful 
interaction between students and faculty at 
the partner high school academies, commu-
nity college, and university levels. The es-
tablishment of collaborative events proved 
key to the success of this grant, particularly 
the establishment of the Showcase Event, 
which was held in the last two years of the 
SBDMAC grant period. In this event, digi-
tal media arts academy students had their 
art and portfolios judged by college and 
university faculty in a juried art show. Not 
only did students get invaluable feedback 
on their work by ECC college instructors 
and CSUDH university professors, they al-
so had their work displayed for their com-
munity, participated in a juried art show, 
earned awards and, in some cases, received 
internship/career opportunities with partner 
community organizations and local busi-
nesses. These annual collaborative events, 
which were held in the ballrooms of El 
Camino College, provided students with a 
formal experience in venues beyond the 
confines of their own high schools that also 
involved invaluable interaction with the 
broader public.  
 Among the limitations that were 
found, one of the primary challenges was 
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how to pave new pathways for high school 
students interested in taking college-level 
courses and seeking higher educational de-
grees at the university level. While there are 
courses that more easily articulate between 
high schools and community colleges, it 
becomes more difficult to clear pathways of 
course articulation at the four-year universi-
ty level so that credit-bearing options can 
be given for units taken. Developing dual 
and concurrent enrollment opportunities 
and agreements that articulate at the higher 
level is an optimum goal but requires a 
great deal of coordination between partner 
institutions that also takes more time than 
was allowed during this three-year grant 
period. 
 In addition to the ongoing challeng-
es of maintaining partner cohesion and col-
laboration, another area that required con-
stant attention and supervision by grant ad-
ministrators was increasing student enroll-
ment, outreach, and advising support 
throughout the grant duration. It was found 
that working with site counselors to build 
awareness of the pathway for incoming 
freshmen and among local industry circles 
eventually assisted in the recruiting efforts 
of the pathway and increased the strength of 
the programs. Additionally, both high 
school and college counselors gave input 
into the student supports section of the 
pathway maps to help ensure that there was 
a clear and comprehensive support plan un-
dergoing ongoing maintenance and revi-
sion. Linking high school counselors with 
the counseling staff of El Camino College 
and CSUDH ultimately provided additional 
assurance that the academy students’ transi-
tion to post-secondary would be smooth. 
 Another particular challenge was 
developing protocols for tracking data when 
high school students are not always choos-
ing direct pathways after graduation. Many 
of the students who participated in the 
SBDMAC were “at-risk” students who 
were in search of non-traditional curricula 
or who did not take a traditional or straight 
path in their post-secondary career. As a 
result, additional plans are needed to con-

tinue beyond this three-year grant period to 
evolve the infrastructure and protocols for 
data collecting with post-secondary partners 
to better identify students in the pathway 
and track them after they graduate. It was 
also found that additional planning is need-
ed to continue to improve the existing sys-
tem for collecting data to help the pathway 
leadership make informed decisions about 
the quality and equity of their work-based 
learning experiences, ensuring that neces-
sary data is consistently being inputted 
when work-based learning experiences oc-
cur.  
 Finally, over the course of the three-
year grant period, faculty and staff turnover 
made for certain inconsistencies. During 
each year of the grant period, faculty turno-
ver meant that valuable experience was lost 
or new participants had to buy into the 
grant’s goals or be brought up to speed. The 
important lesson learned here was that 
strong relationships between organizations 
and clear structural goals ensure that when-
ever personnel turnover at individual insti-
tutions occurs, the cross-sector work will 
continue undisrupted.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 Ultimately, the shared vision and 
purpose of the grant has outlived its fund-
ing, as many of the consortium relation-
ships have extended beyond the conclusion 
of the grant period and continue to this day. 
The strategy of SBDMAC placing so much 
importance on building relationships and 
creating action-based activities has also 
moved the multi-tiered partnership grant 
toward remaining sustainable in the future.  
 The SBDMAC Showcase Event was 
expanded in scope to now include the de-
velopment of professional portfolios and 
involve more student contributions, awards, 
and opportunities for work-based experi-
ence via job shadowing and internships. 
There continues to be stakeholder engage-
ment through joint advisory board meetings 
and academic/business involvement events 
(e.g., partner recognition ceremonies). Ex-
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pansion of dual enrollment college credit 
and certification also continues unabated 
with targeted intervention supports from 
ongoing collaboration between high school/
college counselors, post-secondary faculty, 
and partner advisory boards so students 
have a higher likelihood of completing dual 
enrollment, graduation, and professional 
certificate programs. 
 Overall, this multi-tiered partnership 
grant provided high school media arts acad-
emy students with early college experience 
(including dual and concurrent enrollment 
opportunities); high-quality transitional pro-
gramming (including early matriculation 
and enrollment for pathway students); 
alignment of work-based learning and cur-
ricula; and opportunities to strengthen the 
digital and media arts pathway transition to 
post-secondary institutions and beyond. The 
collaborative grant also assisted in the liai-
son work with industry partners to help 
identify critical needs for developing a local 
workforce with relevant competencies in 
the media arts. Lastly, the CCPT grant con-
sortium fostered exchanges with other sites 
to share lessons and instructional strategies, 
build networks, and further develop a com-
munity of practice. Combined, all of these 
factors show clear alignment with both the 
aim and fundamental objectives of the grant 
work. 
 The result of the SBDMAC has also 
been a model for building partnerships. 
Among the many lessons learned, these 
sorts of multi-tiered grant partnerships can 
only work if there is an effective pairing of 
faculty and institutions in terms of similar 
specialties, values, goals, and shared com-
mitment to engagement. Finding the right 
combination of partners can yield impres-
sive results in professional collaborative 
opportunities, camaraderie, and purpose, 
while continuously investing in these rela-
tionships ensures that whenever personnel 
turnover at individual institutions occurs, 
the cross-sector work will continue.  
 Most important, this grant has given 
academy students a glimpse of what comes 
after high school. It cannot be overstated 

how important it is for high school students 
to get the opportunity to aspire to life after 
graduation by envisioning themselves in 
community college, a four-year university, 
or in specific careers. The SBDMAC grant 
did this by allowing academy students to 
visit college and university campuses, meet 
with guidance counselors, work with col-
lege instructors/university professors, re-
ceive critical feedback about their work, 
participate in juried art shows, develop 
portfolios, get job shadowing/internship 
opportunities, and be provided with such 
clear guideposts as industry competencies 
and career pathway maps. 
 In summary, the route to success in 
creating a multi-tiered partnership grant is 
to be thoughtful and precise in institutional 
and faculty pairings, as well as giving stu-
dents aspirational goals and multiple oppor-
tunities to experience life beyond the high 
school campus at post-secondary institu-
tions and within specific industries. Com-
bined, addressing what has been learned in 
creating and managing this interdiscipli-
nary, multi-institutional California Career 
Pathways Trust Grant should prove useful 
to other secondary and post-secondary insti-
tutions interested in establishing similar 
partnerships. 
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