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INTRODUCTION 
 

 Currently, U.S. political climates 
continue to push citizens through more di-
vided times. With these divisive environ-
ments, it is particularly important to teach 
students to participate in our democracy in 
meaningful ways. In 2012, the National 
Task Force on Civic Learning and Demo-
cratic Engagement [National Task Force] 
called for massive investment in higher ed-
ucation’s democratic capacities. The need 
for postsecondary institutions to prepare 
students for engagement in democracy and 
civil discourse was emphasized in the report 
(National Task Force, 2012). Interpersonal 
relationship building, leadership, problem-
solving, and a value orientation toward so-
cial justice and community engagement are 
all important democratic outcomes of col-
lege (Moely, Mercer, Ilustre, Miron, & 
McFarland, 2002). College students often 
define their education through majors and 
career goals but do not always consider 
their role in civility and citizenship (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2012), leaving an 
opportunity to explore their civic roles. 

 Service-learning is one way to teach 
civic engagement and responsibility that 
contributes to a variety of collegiate out-
comes, including students’ attitudes and 
skills (Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, 
Seifert, & Wolniak, 2016; Stokamer & 
Clayton, 2017). The likelihood of achieving 
positive outcomes through well-structured 
experiential education is enriched by oppor-
tunities such as service-learning (Eyler & 
Giles, 1999; Jacoby, 2015; Mitchell, Gillon, 
Reason, & Ryder, 2016). This paper utilizes 
multiple data points, including students’ 
reflective journals and survey data, to ex-
plore how a semester-long leadership 
course employed service-learning to posi-
tively influence first-year students’ civic 
attitudes and skills. 
 

RESEARCH PURPOSE 
 
 This study aims to examine the stu-
dent learning outcomes associated with the 
use of service-learning in a first-year lead-
ership course. We hope to shed light on the 
benefits of students participating in service-
learning in their first semester of college 

ABSTRACT 
 

Service-learning contributes to a variety of learning outcomes. This study aims to examine the 
student learning outcomes associated with service-learning in a first-year leadership course. 
With this broad focus, we hope to shed light on the benefits of students participating in civic 
engagement in their first semester of college. Findings suggest student learning outcomes in-
clude interpersonal skills, leadership capacity, and social justice perspectives. We conclude by 
offering considerations for designing future courses.  
 Keywords: community engagement, student learning outcomes, leadership education, 
 high-impact practice 
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and provide a purposeful lens into how stu-
dents narrate their reflections of service and 
leadership approaches. Moreover, this study 
adds to the existing literature on student 
learning as it relates to leadership course-
work employing service-learning pedagogy 
for first-year students. With this purpose in 
mind, this study will highlight the following 
research questions: 
1. What are student learning outcomes as-

sociated with an introductory leadership 
service-learning course? 

2. What civic engagement skills do stu-
dents develop from enrolling in a lead-
ership service-learning course in their 
first year of college? 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 This study examines the role of ser-
vice-learning in a first-year leadership 
course. As such, we situate this study in 
three bodies of literature. First, we review 
service-learning, a key pedagogical strategy 
employed in this course. Next, we examine 
literature related to leadership. Finally, we 
provide an overview of the importance and 
success of the first year of college while 
connecting service and leadership as high-
impact practice.  
 
Service-learning 
 Collegiate service-learning is a cred-
it-bearing educational experience in which 
students participate and reflect on mutually 
beneficial service within communities to 
gain greater understanding of course con-
tent (Bringle & Clayton, 2012). Service-
learning instructional design incorporates 
three key domains—service, academic ac-
tivities, and reflection—in order to achieve 
desired learning outcomes (e.g. academic 
learning, civic learning, and personal 
growth). Service-learning is different from 
community service because service-
learning incorporates academic learning and 
includes critical reflection (Jacoby, 2015; 
Jones, Gilbride-Brown, & Gasiorski, 2005). 
Furthermore, service-learning provides stu-
dents with an outlet for experience and op-

portunities to reflect on larger social issues, 
thus developing civic attitudes toward par-
ticular social issues, groups of people, or 
complex social systems (Erickson & 
O’Connor, 2000; Dugan & Komives, 2010).  
 Researchers have examined the ben-
efits of service-learning in multi-
dimensional ways, finding positive results 
such as higher-order thinking, life skills, 
and civic attitudes (Bernacki & Jaeger, 
2008; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Moely & Ilus-
tre, 2013; Moely & Ilustre, 2016). Other 
researchers have found service-learning cul-
tivates academic performance, social val-
ues, self-efficacy, knowledge, leadership, 
interpersonal skills, moral development, 
and continued commitment to service 
(Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000; 
Goodell, Cooke, & Ash, 2016; Vogelgesang 
& Astin, 2000). 
 Beyond these wide-ranging benefits, 
service-learning has been identified as hav-
ing specific value to help students’ aware-
ness and value of social justice (Bickford & 
Reynolds, 2002; Moely et al., 2002). While 
these outcomes are not uniform across all 
service-learning experiences, if well de-
signed, service-learning courses serve as a 
space for students to work toward reciproci-
ty and activism in the community (Tilley-
Lubbs, 2009). Moreover, Mitchell (2014) 
found service-learning can support social 
justice sensemaking by developing and val-
uing relationships. Other scholars have 
found that after exposure to empowering 
marginalized communities, students are 
more likely to commit to engage in commu-
nity action and activism (Buch & Harden, 
2011; Koch, Ross, Wendell, & Aleksan-
drova-Howell, 2014).  
 
Leadership 
 Our study occurs in the context of a 
leadership course focused on educating first
-year students; therefore, we consider what 
the term leadership means. We centralize a 
post-industrial paradigm of leadership 
(Rost, 1993) and specifically the social-
change model of leadership (Komives, 
Wagner, & Associates, 2017) as part of this 
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study’s course pedagogy. Built on the pow-
er of relationships, the social-change model 
consists of seven values organized into 
three dimensions: (a) individual, (b) group, 
and (c) community (Komives et al., 2017). 
Within these domains are seven values—(a) 
consciousness of self, (b) congruence, (c) 
commitment, (d) collaboration, (e) common 
purpose, (f) controversy with civility, and 
(g) citizenship—with a goal of all interact-
ing and developing multidimensional 
growth across values (Komives et al., 
2017).  
 Leadership education and service-
learning are complementary and share simi-
lar learning outcomes. Leadership educa-
tion is particularly effective when compli-
mented with experiential education tech-
niques, such as service-learning (Guthrie & 
Bertrand Jones, 2012). Dugan and Komives 
(2010) also found that community service 
participation was a significant, positive pre-
dictor for group and community domains of 
the social-change model of leadership. Fi-
nally, like service-learning, reflection is a 
vital component of leadership course design 
to ensure maximum learning (Guthrie & 
Bertrand Jones, 2012). White and Guthrie 
(2016) identified that reflection allowed 
students to develop greater self-awareness 
and creates a reflective environment that 
places a positive impact on leadership 
learning.  
 
First-Year Experience, Service-learning, 
and Leadership 
 Over the past 20 years, there has 
been a growing body of research that exam-
ines student success, persistence, and reten-
tion, specifically in the first year of college 
(Barefoot, 1992; Barefoot, Gardner, Cu-
tright, Morris, Schroeder, Schwartz, Siegel, 
& Swing, 2005). One method of student 
engagement is instituting high-impact prac-
tices such as first-year seminar courses and 
experiences for incoming students 
(AAC&U, 2007; Kuh, 2008). The overarch-
ing goals of the first-year experience and 
seminars are highly documented and high-
light some of the following objectives: a) 

retention to the second year of college 
(Barefoot et al., 2005), b) high student en-
gagement (Kuh, 2005; NSSE, 2002), c) a 
sense of belonging and community (Krause 
& Coates, 2008), and d) academic and so-
cial integration (Kuh, 1995; Pascarella & 
Terenzini, 2005).  
 A great deal of attention has been 
focused on strategies for student success in 
the first year of college. Successfully inte-
grating students to college is important for 
retention and student success (Mayhew et 
al., 2016). During students’ first year of col-
lege, their classes and programming are 
unique opportunities to present new mes-
sages about the institution and institutional 
values, and set norms for how students 
should behave in college (Mayhew & Eng-
berg, 2011). Service-learning and leader-
ship education serve as critical conduits to 
enhance student learning, increase success, 
and engage young adults in civility and 
community-based partnerships (Astin et al., 
2000; Madsen & Turnbull, 2006). Employ-
ing service-learning with first-year students 
represents an important opportunity because 
the educational benefits align well with re-
tention initiatives. Subsequently, when in-
structors infuse service-learning into first-
year coursework, it increases first-year stu-
dents’ encounters with difference (Reason, 
Cox, Lutovsky Quaye, & Terenzini, 2010). 
Further, several leadership skills develop 
across teaching service-learning in the first 
year, such as higher order thinking, inter-
personal communication, and civic attitudes 
(Astin & Sax, 1998). Understanding the 
benefits of leadership education and service
-learning with first-year students is of par-
ticular importance and helps justify the pur-
pose of our study.  
 

LEADERSHIP COURSE CONTEXT 
 
 This study draws upon the reflec-
tions and experiences of first-year students 
in an introductory leadership course at a 
large, four-year, public university in the 
Midwest. This study’s course was offered 
by a leadership studies program as a gate-
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way into the leadership studies program and 
was defined as a large-scale service-
learning project partnering with local non-
profit agencies while integrating critical 
reflection and social change pedagogy. 
 The selected course actively recruit-
ed undecided first-year students through 
campus advisors. At the start of the semes-
ter, the course enrolled over 110 students 
across three university learning communi-
ties focused on leadership and service. This 
number was capped in order to accommo-
date the community partners’ space limita-
tions. The course was designed similar to a 
first-year seminar course—one that is inten-
tionally designed to aid in the social and 
academic development and integration of 
first-year college students (Barefoot, 1992).  
 Additionally, the course met for 16-
weeks (one day a week as a lecture and in 
smaller groups of 12-15 students on the sec-
ond course meeting day). The smaller 
groups were facilitated by peer mentors, 
who also transported the students to and 
from the service-learning sites, every other 
week. Finally, the course used the Komives 
et al. (2017) text, Leadership for a Better 
World: Understanding the Social Change 
Model of Leadership Development, and 
centered the following objectives: 1) under-
stand and apply the social change model of 
leadership, 2) engage and reflect on a se-
mester-long service-learning project with a 
community organization, and 3) understand 
personal, team, and societal values and how 
they relate.  
 The study’s course integrated ser-
vice-learning in partnership with four local 
nonprofit organizations. Community part-
ners were selected by the faculty member 
based on their mission, values, and ability 
to accommodate the number of students and 
scheduled course times for the semester. 
These partners included 1) an after-school 
academic support program for underprivi-
leged children, 2) an organization that coor-
dinates and mobilizes volunteer opportuni-
ties across a rural county, 3) a retirement 
facility, and 4) a county historical society.  
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 This study is a mixed research de-
sign using both qualitative and quantitative 
forms of data in analyses. Mixed methods 
designs are designed to provide a richer evi-
dence base. This base increases the poten-
tial for generating new insights about effec-
tive educational practice (Nilsen & Bran-
nen, 2010). More specifically, this study is 
classified as a “QUAL + quan” design, in 
which the qualitative and quantitative meth-
ods were collected concurrently and greater 
emphasis in analysis was placed on qualita-
tive data (Creswell, 2010). By centering 
qualitative methods, we focus on coding 
student assignments to ensure deeper under-
standings of descriptive data sets such as 
student learning achievement. In particular, 
we instituted a directed content analysis ap-
proach to analyzing student coursework in 
order to identify specific patterns from nar-
rative data for descriptive evidence (Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005; Potter & Levine-
Donnerstein, 1999). This study’s quantita-
tive data supports and validates the findings 
from identified themes of the student data 
sets. In the preceding sections, we will out-
line the mixed methods approach to collect-
ing and analyzing the student data.  
 
Data Collection 
 The researchers used purposeful 
random sampling to recruit students that 
were previously and recently enrolled in the 
leadership service-learning course 
(Merriam, 2009). Purposeful random sam-
pling creates opportunities for more credi-
bility in data collection and analysis due to 
existing purpose in participants’ experienc-
es (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 1990). After ap-
proval from the institutional review board, 
researchers maintained access to student 
class lists and solicited participation from 
the 110 students that enrolled in the course 
through email and verbal announcements. 
To avoid coercion, course teaching assis-
tants communicated with students to inquire 
about their participation in the study. 
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 The researchers successfully recruit-
ed 95 students enrolled in an introductory 
service-learning leadership course at a large 
Midwestern research university. As another 
measure of minimizing coercion, a teaching 
assistant administered the informed consent 
forms. Students consented to have their 
course assignments coded and to take the 
Civic Attitudes and Skills Questionnaire 
(CASQ) pre- and post-assessment. Upon 
culmination of the course, student reflection 
assignments and final papers (appendix A) 
were downloaded and collected for analysis 
from the university learning management 
system by a research assistant. The re-
searchers selected student reflection jour-
nals and papers in order to capture more in-
depth analysis of student learning outcomes 
across the course and service-learning pro-
ject. 
 
Data Analysis 
 Qualitative inquiry. Through 
qualitative inquiry, we analyzed students’ 
descriptive reflections from service-
learning reflection journals and final reflec-
tion papers. The researchers used NVivo, a 
qualitative coding system, to analyze and 
code data sets. The two areas of thematic 
coding executed were an initial coding 
phase and focused phased coding 
(Charmaz, 2006). Using NVivo coding soft-
ware, initial coding involved executing the 
word frequency function, which led to bet-
ter narrowing and conceptualization of 
themes. This method allowed us to view 
which predominant words students used in 
their reflections. Subsequently, the next 
step of coding was the focused phase, in 
which we finalized themes and supportive 
claims through NVivo software. Charmaz 
(2006) describes the focused phase of cod-
ing as contributing to the advancement and 
involvement of the data analysis. In NVivo, 
the focused phase included using themes in 
initial coding to design strategies to find 
illustrative quotes from student descriptive 
data sets and aligning claims to support the 
main areas of learning growth. Due to space 
limitations, we centered our coding strate-

gies around the three most predominant 
themes across the data. 
 Quantitative inquiry. Although 
qualitative inquiry was given greater priori-
ty in analyses, quantitative methods were 
employed to examine broad trends across 
all students in the class and to support the 
findings of the qualitative methods. Schol-
ars have noted a lack of civic measures em-
ployed in assessment of civic outcomes of 
coursework (Keen, 2009). To address this 
limitation, this study employed the CASQ 
in assessing student change from the begin-
ning of the course to the end. The CASQ 
was “designed to measure attitudes, skills, 
and behavioral intentions that might be af-
fected by service-learning participa-
tion” (Moely et al., 2002, p. 15) and has 
been a common tool in the assessment of 
civic learning (Reason & Hemer, 2015). 
The CASQ consists of six subscales: (a) 
civic action, (b) interpersonal and problem-
solving skills, (c) political awareness, (d) 
leadership skills, (e) social justice attitudes, 
and (f) diversity attitudes (Moely et al., 
2002). These subscales were designed to 
assess components of self-enhancement, 
understanding of self and world, and value 
expression (Moely et al., 2002), three con-
cepts common to service-learning and con-
sistent with the outcomes of this course.  
 Students were asked to complete a 
paper version of the CASQ during class 
time at the beginning and end of the semes-
ter-long course. Ninety-five students were 
asked to complete the pre- and post-version 
of the survey, with 75 students completing 
both the pre- and post-test assessments 
(response rate of 79%). Forty-seven of the 
respondents were female (63%) and 28 
were male (37%). Sixty-four (85%) of the 
respondents were White; six (8%) were 
Asian/Asian-American; three (4%) were 
Latino/a; and two did not indicate their 
race. To compare students’ scores on the 
CASQ at the beginning and end of the se-
mester, paired t-tests were conducted 
(Howell, 2013). Our hypotheses were that 
student scores on respective constructs 
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would increase between the pre-test and the 
post-test.  
 

RESULTS 
 
Qualitative Findings 
 Cultivating interpersonal skills. 
First-year students enter postsecondary edu-
cation, working to solidify identities and 
find their voice. During the course and ser-
vice-learning project, students critically re-
flected on their work within their small 
groups and how that intersected with the 
community organization. The most com-
mon skill set students achieved was inter-
personal learning. We found key areas of 
interpersonal skills represented in the de-
scriptive data sets including communica-
tion, cognition, and relationships, which 
align with many previous studies (Astin et 
al., 2000; Goodell et al., 2016; Sessa et al., 
2010). Over 75% of students used words 
associated with interpersonal skills—such 
as “relationships,” “communication,” and 
“personality”—in their work. For example, 
“Meredith” discussed the ongoing develop-
ment of relationships with her community 
organization participants and classmates as 
an ongoing process of civic engagement 
and leadership. She notes:  

You may make your assumptions 
about how people look or what they 
wear when most of the time that has 
nothing to do with their personality 
and how they identify themselves. If 
you assume wrong than [sic] you 
might say something that is offen-
sive to them even though you didn’t 
mean to be rude at all. Once a situa-
tion like this happens it ruins any 
kind of trust and relationship that 
was there which makes it very hard 
to get people to listen to you or to 
talk to you. 

Meredith works to cultivate an understand-
ing of how relationships with others center 
on a civic mind and attitude to build trust.  
 Building leadership capacity. An 
obvious objective of the course is for stu-
dents to foster leadership skills and capaci-

ties. Over 96% of the first-year students in 
this study cited words associated with lead-
ership capacity that the service-learning 
project supported their development. The 
participants’ leadership reflections varied 
from strong self-reflection, identifying val-
ues to lead, and building trust among their 
group members. “Brenden” noted part of 
his leadership journey through collaboration 
and teamwork: 

Another aspect of leadership I prac-
ticed with the service-learning pro-
ject was teamwork. This is a skill in 
which I have always tried to give 
my all. I know that great work is not 
done alone, and I have worked on 
fostering collaboration among my 
cluster. In order to be a strong team 
member, I have also learned the im-
portance of being “grounded in self-
knowledge,” so that I may be clear 
in what I communicate to group 
members and act more authentically. 
I achieve this self-awareness 
through personal reflection of what I 
stand for and what I deem as valua-
ble and act accordingly. 

Brenden helps communicate his reflection 
of taking on a leadership role in the group 
in order to achieve positive outcomes of 
their service-learning project. He is reflect-
ing on how he managed to navigate service-
learning with his group members and create 
self-knowledge as a leader. 
 Developing social justice perspec-
tives. Through engagement in the service
-learning project, students interacted with 
several community agencies that serve un-
derprivileged populations. The project 
served as a method to expose the misrepre-
sentations of these populations that the par-
ticipants upheld through limited perspec-
tives. For example, students engaged in 
work with residential support programs for 
persons who identify as homeless noted the 
shift in understanding of larger systemic 
issues around homelessness. This conscious
-raising created an opportunity to compli-
cate first-year student assumptions of spe-
cific underprivileged populations. Over 
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70% of the participants in the course cited 
awareness of social justice perspectives sur-
rounding social identities awareness, decon-
structing stereotypes, and overall movement 
toward an equitable society. “Marcus” re-
flects on his new perspectives from the ser-
vice-learning project: 

Stereotypes are a norm, and trying 
to break a norm requires endless 
dedication, courage, and commit-
ment. You can enable others to act 
by showing them ways they can 
help you make a difference, one 
thing that could be effective is mak-
ing an organization devoted to stere-
otype awareness. 

Marcus centers the problematic and norma-
tive behaviors that stereotypes reinforce 
across communities of people. He works to 
reflect and deconstruct the ways stereotypes 
are embedded in society and begins to place 
this as a solution-focused perspective. To 
enhance these socially just perspectives, the 
participants engaged further thought around 
politically charged action as well. This out-
come is not a surprise as it aligns with the 
work of Koch et al. (2014) and the in-
creased social activism work as a result of 
service-learning with counseling students. 
 
Quantitative Findings 
 The CASQ was administered to stu-
dents at the beginning and end of the 
course. Encouragingly, students’ mean post
-test score was higher than the pre-test on 
all six scales. However, the results can only 

suggest meaningful improvement on four of 
the six scales. Construct reliabilities were 
assessed on pre- and post-test scores using 
Cronbach’s alpha. One subscale, social jus-
tice attitudes, was removed from analyses 
due to low reliability. Reliabilities on the 
other five constructs were acceptable. 
Based on our findings, as well as previous 
validation of the CASQ (Moely et al., 
2002), we proceeded with five pair-wise 
comparisons. We found statistically signifi-
cant improvements on four scales. There 
was a significant difference in the scores for 
interpersonal problem-solving skills (t(74) 
= 5.31, p < .001), political awareness (t(74) 
= 5.50, p < 0.01), leadership skills (t(74) = 
2.63, p < .01), and diversity attitudes (t(74) 
= 3.10, p < 0.01). There was not a signifi-
cant difference in the scores for civic action 
(t(74) = -1.30, p = 0.20). 
 
Integrating Qualitative and Quantitative 
Findings 
 A key to mixed methods is integrat-
ing findings between multiple methods for 
greater understanding (Creswell, 2010). We 
employed a concurrent “QUAL + quan” 
design, in which the primary emphasis of 
our findings were associated with qualita-
tive data and analysis. Qualitative findings 
indicated that service-learning in this lead-
ership course resulted in greater interper-
sonal skills, building leadership capacity, 
and developing social justice perspectives. 
These major findings are reflected in the 
quantitative portion of the study. While so-

Table 1: Pre- and Post-Test CSAQ Scores 

Scale Pre-Test Mean (SD) Post-Test Mean (SD) 

Civic Action 4.07 (0.52) 4.14 (0.64) 

Interpersonal and Problem Solving Skills 4.24 (0.38) 4.42 (0.32)*** 

Political Awareness 3.34 (0.69) 3.67 (0.68)** 

Leadership Skills 3.85 (0.62) 3.96 (0.52)** 

Social Justice Attitudes 3.85 (0.41) 3.92 (0.46) 

Diversity Attitudes 3.70 (0.61) 3.86 (0.61)** 

 
t-test results: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001 
n=75 
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cial justice attitudes were not statistically 
significantly greater at the end of the 
course, diversity attitudes were—lending 
support to the qualitative findings in this 
area as well. The use of multiple forms of 
data increases the robustness of findings 
and allows us to consider the implications 
of findings with greater confidence. 
 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
 When drawing from the literature on 
the impact of service-learning and first-year 
students, our results validate the positive 
influence on many learning outcomes 
among college students enrolled in the 
course. It is apparent that students involved 
in high-impact practice courses develop 
several skills that their counterparts may not 
experience or become conscious of in the 
first year of college. While service-learning 
has a large impact on student learning out-
comes, we center those of first-year stu-
dents in an introductory leadership course.  
 Reflecting on the course outcomes 
and findings, it is evident that designing 
course curriculum, projects, and reflection 
around strong course objectives helps to 
draw stronger learning outcomes. The re-
sults of our quantitative findings validate 
the qualitative work we initially set out to 
study. Further, considering the critical nar-
rative reflections helps to expand upon 
learning outcomes such as critical thinking 
skills, self-efficacy, and civic responsibly. 
Our findings help to provide more context 
for how students learn these outcomes. 
 First, overall, students in the course 
were persuaded to reflect individually and 
embrace learning about themselves through 
peer interactions, community engagement, 
and personal values. Students learned to 
hone their self-efficacy through individual 
tasks and working with others toward a 
greater goal. They were challenged with 
working in a marginalized community and 
navigated the societal issues that they may 
not have been familiar with prior to the 
course and service-learning project. Our 
findings validate much of the literature 

across skill development with an emphasis 
on interpersonal skills (Astin et al., 2000; 
Goodell et al., 2016; Keen & Hall, 2009).  
 Secondly, the course pushed stu-
dents to process leadership capacities and 
define what leadership might look like in 
contexts such as local communities and 
how these apply to global engagement. 
With this, students were able to reflect and 
operationalize how they define leadership 
for themselves and within social responsi-
bility. Furthermore, students noted the im-
portance and critical nature of self-
awareness in leadership and in communities 
in which they reside, complicating their re-
lationships and shared influence on others. 
There have been several works on leader-
ship education and social responsibly 
(Dugan & Komives, 2010; Komives, 2011; 
Komives et al., 2017), our study supports 
the resounding alignment of leadership out-
comes and engaging civic action.  
 Additionally, students engaging in 
service-learning find greater awareness 
around social issues (Erickson & O’Connor, 
2000; Koch et al., 2014). Our study’s find-
ings were no different; both qualitative and 
quantitative results helped support this ob-
servation within the literature. In our study, 
students were able to deconstruct previous-
ly held misconceptions of vulnerable popu-
lations, identify systemic social issues in 
our society, and see their work as a conduit 
for change. Students were able to consider 
solution-focused plans of civic engagement 
and how they might influence a system of 
change. This included their work in socially 
just practice and with political awareness. 
They were able to connect larger social is-
sues with legislation and political leaders’ 
decision-making, both critical for under-
standing how they may engage in social 
change and activism. 
 
Implications for Practice 
 Finally, based on the study’s find-
ings, we hope to offer implications for prac-
tice including future curriculum considera-
tions and the importance of scaffolding stu-
dent reflection in service-learning. This 
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study focuses on student learning outcomes 
which stem from building a solid curricu-
lum that integrates service-learning 
throughout coursework versus adding in the 
project to an already established course 
(Jacoby, 2015). Developing strong course 
objectives and aligning these with the goals 
of the community organizations in the ser-
vice-learning project help facilitate inten-
tional learning and the content students 
work on mastering throughout the course. 
Additionally, considering the cognitive lev-
el of students is critical to developing high-
er order thinking skills and meaningful en-
gagement throughout the course. For exam-
ple, our study centered first-year students 
entering college in the first semester, thus 
requiring their cognitive and developmental 
levels to be considered in constructing cur-
riculum and reflection questions.  
 Furthermore, designing frequent 
critical reflection at key points in the se-
mester is of foundational importance in fos-
tering positive student learning outcomes. 
Our reflection prompts (appendix A)—
which can be aligned with first-year student 
cognitive development and with the target-
ed outcomes of the course—are something 
we consider to be of paramount importance 
in assignment construction. It is also im-
portant to connect course readings and ma-
terials to course discussions and experienc-
es in prompting reflection. Students will 
learn to synthesize content and apply it for 
higher-order thinking skills. Moreover, 
leadership education requires a deeper level 
of self-awareness that requires students to 
have structured self-reflection (Guthrie & 
Bertrand Jones, 2012). In tandem, these 
strategies offer opportunity for greater stu-
dent learning outcomes with service-
learning and leadership education. 
 Considering first-year experiences 
in our implications is an important piece 
moving forward. First-year experience pro-
grams should consider integration of inten-
tional service-learning courses or programs 
that instill critical reflection and connec-
tions to skills development. Students are 
able to provide language around the types 

of skills they are developing when they 
have an understanding of course content. 
Incorporating leadership education and ser-
vice into the first year helps guide these 
skills and builds stronger levels of relation-
ships to the community and campus 
(Bringle & Clayton, 2012; Mitchell, 2014), 
thus improving retention initiatives. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 This study illuminates the power of 
teaching and aligning leadership education 
and civic engagement in the first year of 
college. Provided the existing research on 
high-impact practice courses such as those 
that incorporate service-learning and the 
positive influence on retention (Mayhew & 
Engberg, 2011; Mayhew et al., 2016), it is 
evident that our study builds upon this re-
search and adds to the importance of fram-
ing leadership education as another method 
of high-impact practice. Our work serves as 
evidence to continue research and work on 
high-impact practices for first-year students 
in order to increase their likelihood of suc-
cess in the future. 
 Furthermore, the findings of this 
study assist in developing more interdisci-
plinary approaches during postsecondary 
education. Manning-Ouellette (2018) notes, 
“as society continues to face challenges that 
require cross-disciplinary approaches, lead-
ership education and democratic learning 
offer innovative approaches to addressing 
larger systemic problems” (p. 76). In other 
words, the marriage of leadership education 
and civic engagement projects aides in de-
veloping leaders who work on positive so-
cial change in our world. Instilling commit-
ments to social justice and communities in 
the first year of college can help students 
approach issues with interdisciplinary per-
spectives and leadership capacities, thus 
strengthening the goals of higher education. 
 
Limitations and Future Research 
 This section will include specific 
limitations to the study and the potential for 
future research. One initial limitation of the 



14 

Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 11, Number 3 

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

study is that the student population studied 
were students enrolled in an introductory 
leadership course, recruited from leadership
-interest learning communities. It can be 
assumed that students who opt into the 
course already have a predisposed interest 
in leadership and service or already identify 
as a “leader.” This effect could influence 
their understandings and reflections on civ-
ic engagement due to pre-exposure of con-
cepts and community engagement opportu-
nities prior to college. 
 Additionally, the sample size is 
from one course at a predominantly White, 
large, public, four-year institution. The 
course participants and institution lack di-
versity in gender, race, and other social 
identity indicators. This study’s results are 
not generalizable to larger first-year student 
populations; however, the study can serve 
as an indicator of how leadership education 
can enhance the first-year experience 
through positive learning outcomes. In ad-
dition, learning does not occur in silos and 
is often cocurricular, which limits the abil-
ity to understand which part of the course 
had the greatest impact on learning out-
comes for this study. Future studies would 
benefit from examining the experiences of 
marginalized identities in first-year and ser-
vice-learning courses to explore how mean-
ing-making of leadership education and ser-
vice-learning can serve as a contributor to 
first-year learning outcomes, persistence, 
and retention. 
 Finally, this data was collected dur-
ing the fall of 2016, during the semester of 
a highly publicized and controversial presi-
dential election. Therefore, findings related 
to political awareness might be confounded 
by national events beyond the scope of the 
course and we suggest caution in associat-
ing greater political awareness with enroll-
ment in this course. Future research may 
consider heightened and increased aware-
ness in politically charged times and how 
this might impact undergraduates, leader-
ship, and civic engagement. 
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APPENDIX A 
 

Final paper prompt 

The final service-learning paper is a crit-
ical reflection of what you have 
learned through work with the 
community organization, how 
you have grown as a person, and 
how your position as a leader in 
our society has shifted during the 
course of the semester.  

 

Here are some prompting questions to 
help guide your reflection. Your 
paper should not list or just an-
swer the following, however use 
them as a way to begin thinking 
about your reflection. 

 

 What have you learned about 
work with a community organi-
zation? 

 How do you view the importance 
of community work/service-
learning? 

 How has it helped you grow? 

 Do you view society or issues 
differently? 

 What sticks out to you the most 
from your experience? 

 How do you define service? 

 How has your position as a lead-
er shifted during the semester? 

 What did you learn about your-
self? 

 How does awareness change our 
perspectives on society and life? 

 
Journal Reflection Prompts 

Journal Journal Reflection Prompt 

1 Think about someone in your life 
that you consider to be a leader. 
What makes this person a leader? 
Discuss your experiences with this 
person. How does this person make 
you feel when you are involved with 
this person? What leadership attrib-
utes does this person exhibit? Which 
of the 5 Exemplary Practices of 
Leadership do they most exhibit? 
How? Be as detailed and specific as 
possible. 

2 1) What was your first site visit ex-
perience like? 2) How does the ex-
perience connect with a chapter 
you’ve read in the text or a discus-
sion we’ve had in class? 3) What are 
your expectations for the next visit? 

3 Reflect on the service-learning pro-
ject site visits so far this semester: 
How has your role as a leader shift-
ed? Does the work influence your 
own leadership philosophies? How 
have you connected the theories 
discussed in the class to your expe-
riences? 

4 What are the big takeaways from 
your service-learning experience 
this semester? How has it influenced 
your college experience? How does 
it relate to your identity as a leader? 
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“Leadership for me in this project comes in 
when the students come to me for advice 
and help on a homework or a question on a 
project or even a question on a day to day 
topic and me being able to be a role model 
for them to look up to and lead them in a 
safe and successful direction.” (Student A) 
“[I show]the students a mature adult and 
[show] them how to be respectful to adults. 
If I look like a leader hopefully they will 
want to become one too.” (Student B) 
“We are essentially the ‘cool kids’ coming 
into their school. I hope at the very least I 
am a good role model for these kids. Also, 
we are there to guide and teach the kids 
through their programs.” (Student C) 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 Research on the outcomes of service 
learning often focus on either content-based 
learning outcomes, or a set of skills that in-
cludes critical thinking, development of em-
pathy, consideration of social justice con-
cerns, and interpersonal skills (Celio, Dur-
lak, & Dymnicki, 2011; Keen & Hall, 2009; 
Moely, Furco, & Reed, 2008; Prentice & 
Robinson, 2010; Simons & Cleary, 2006; 
Warren, 2012; Yorio & Ye, 2012). The cur-
rent paper augments this literature by turn-
ing attention to students’ perception of lead-

ership skill development. This paper pre-
sents the results of a qualitative examina-
tion of responses by undergraduate Crimi-
nal Justice students (hereafter referred to as 
“student volunteers”) to questions probing 
their potential for demonstration of leader-
ship in a pilot “community policing” ser-
vice-learning project. A focus on student 
reflection on professional skills develop-
ment through service learning provides em-
pirical support for further expansion of 
campus service-learning initiatives.  
 
Service Learning as a Pedagogical Tool 
Service-learning initiatives combine aca-
demic objectives with social activism 
(Scharff, 2009) and facilitate application of 
curriculum concepts to community needs 
(Davis, 2015). Service learning has been 
previously defined as: 

a method of teaching, learning and 
reflecting broadly defined as a credit
-bearing educational experience in 
which students link the academic 
with the practical through participat-
ing in an organized service activity 
that meets identified academic and 
community needs. (Davidson, 
Jimenez, Onifade, & Hankins, 2010, 
p.443)  
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 As such, service learning simultane-
ously allows students to complete learning 
objectives, build knowledge comprehen-
sion, develop competency skill sets, and 
create community relationships (Clevenger-
Bright et al., 2017; Degelman, Doggett, & 
Medina, 2006). One hallmark of service-
learning pedagogy is the creation of linkag-
es between pressing social issues and 
course content through self- and guided re-
flection. This reflection process distin-
guishes service learning from other styles of 
community engagement or volunteering 
opportunities. Service learning thus not on-
ly serves as a pedagogical tool, but is in-
tended to foster empathy and compassion 
through problem solving and critical think-
ing (Barnes, 2016; Degelman et al., 2006).  
 Beyond its impact on academic pro-
gram success, service learning has been 
shown to have positive impact on the devel-
opment of practical skill sets and profes-
sional competencies. For example, nursing 
students who participated in service learn-
ing with an agency serving vulnerable pop-
ulations reported an increase in the sense of 
responsibility to serve, feelings in the abil-
ity to make a difference, community aware-
ness, and bias awareness (Barnes, 2016). In 
another case, students similarly felt greater 
capacity for making a difference and prob-
lem solving after completing a project with 
an environmental law agency (Situ, 1997). 
These individual project results are mir-
rored in a meta-analysis of 62 studies on the 
effectiveness of service learning, with docu-
mented significant increases in social 
skills—particularly those related to empa-
thy, problem solving, and leadership (Celio 
et al., 2011). 
 
Community-based Criminal Justice 
Learning and Leadership 
 Effective preparation of criminal 
justice professionals to exercise leadership 
remains a key issue in criminal justice edu-
cation literature (Roberts, Herrington, 
Jones, White, & Day, 2016). Designated 
service-learning projects have been used to 
supplement criminal justice course material, 

support skill development, and immerse 
students in field practice. For instance, the 
Michigan State University Adolescent Di-
version Program (ADP) used student volun-
teers in an attempt to reduce juvenile recidi-
vism and divert juveniles from formal court 
processing. Student volunteers were trained 
to practice intervention techniques that fo-
cus on skill building, goal building, and self
-advocacy among the youth participants 
(Davidson et al., 2010; Davidson, Redner, 
Blakely, & Mitchell, 1987). As a result of 
the multi-decade program, youth partici-
pants remained in school at higher rates 
than before the program was implemented 
and in control groups, and recidivism de-
creased compared to those who received 
traditional court processing. Additionally, 
annual expenditures on probation costs de-
creased over the 30 years of program imple-
mentation (Davidson et al., 2010). The ser-
vice-learning student volunteers reported 
learning about themselves, their world, the 
multiplicity of community perspectives, 
problems with social services, social ine-
quality, and the direction of their career 
paths. Davidson et al. (2010) also reported 
students gained an appreciation of a variety 
of learning tools, including intensive train-
ing, learning through directing a social in-
tervention, and learning from student col-
leagues through small-group discussion.  
 Other examples of service learning 
in a criminal justice context largely repre-
sent a focus on juvenile offenders (e.g., 
Hirschinger-Blank & Markowitz, 2006; 
Swanson, King, & Wolbert, 1997; Vigorita, 
2002), elderly prison populations (Davis, 
2015), or the diversity of community organ-
izations that provide services related to 
criminal justice procedures (e.g., Lersch, 
1997; Penn, 2003). In one recent prison-
based project, students volunteering with an 
elderly population reported an increase both 
in knowledge of the target community, as 
well as comfort interacting with prisoners 
(Davis, 2015). In another prison-based pro-
ject, students spent two hours weekly par-
ticipating in recreational activities or tutor-
ing juvenile offenders (Hirschinger-Blank 
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& Markowitz, 2006). Post-project analyses 
generally revealed positive attitudinal 
changes, with students reporting feeling 
they learned more through the experience 
than they would have in the classroom 
alone (Hirschinger-Blank & Markowitz, 
2006).  
 
Community Policing and Homeland Se-
curity 
 As discussed by Lewis (2004), ser-
vice-learning pedagogy moves toward a 
goal of community empowerment through 
community partnerships and emphasis on 
social justice, rather than charitable volun-
teerism. Although not intended to provide a 
thorough analysis, a short review of com-
munity policing as policing practice is pro-
vided here to contextualize the service-
learning project presented herein. The mod-
el of community policing (alternatively 
known as community problem solving) was 
introduced in the 1980s as an alternative to 
the earlier professionalized model empha-
sizing a paramilitary-style centralized com-
mand (Jones & Supinski, 2010). Communi-
ty policing was developed to encourage 
flexibility and integration of community 
perspectives into decision making (Murray, 
2005). Following the events of September 
11, 2001, however, criminal justice scholars 
recognize the rise of what some have 
termed homeland security policing 
(Chappell & Gibson, 2009; Ortiz, Hen-
dricks, & Sugie, 2007). The adoption of 
paramilitary tactics, training, and equipment 
as a part of this latter style poses operation-
al and public pressure on departments con-
tinuing to use more traditional community 
policing as a primary approach (Murray, 
2005; Jones & Supinski, 2010; Schafer, 
Burruss, & Giblin, 2009). Today’s criminal 
justice students are thus challenged to bal-
ance a mission of community service with a 
fear of extremism and influence of Depart-
ment of Homeland Security priorities on 
law enforcement policy and practice. Pres-
sures to balance these priority areas are also 
observed to differ between large and small 
policing agencies (Chappell & Gibson, 

2009; Schafer et al., 2009). The community 
policing model has also been revisited in 
the post-September 11, 2001, context to ex-
plore how core aspects of the model 
(community partnerships, organizational 
transformation, and problem solving) align 
with the goals of violence prevention 
(particularly terrorism) (Murray, 2005). To 
these ends, law enforcement agencies con-
tinue to participate in youth engagement 
programs rooted in the traditional commu-
nity policing model (Subhas & Chandra, 
2004; Anderson, Sabatelli, & Trachtenberg, 
2007; Bustad & Andrews, 2017). In re-
sponse to school violence, however, youth 
also increasingly engage with police agen-
cies through School Resource Officers 
(Coon & Travis, 2012). The service-
learning project described herein was de-
vised as an opportunity for students in a 
homeland security course who envision a 
career in law enforcement to experience 
engagement with community youth, as well 
as a relatively small-sized municipal police 
force. 
 
Building Leadership 
 Along with the development of criti-
cal thinking, connection with community, 
and academic success, the role of leadership 
as a service-learning outcome has previous-
ly been examined. For example, Scharff 
(2009) reported students participating in a 
bullying prevention instruction program at a 
local school indicated having an improved 
understanding of their own personality and 
leadership style. According to Barnes 
(2016), specific aspects of leadership in-
creased as a result of service-learning par-
ticipation including openness to change, 
listening abilities, empathy, awareness, per-
suasive abilities, commitment to others’ 
growth, and community building. In anoth-
er example, 52% of nursing students tasked 
with designing and implementing a public 
health fair reported improvements in their 
ability to delegate responsibility and ena-
bling others to act (Foli, Braswell, Kirkpat-
rick, & Lim, 2014). Given the public ser-
vice role of criminal justice practitioners, 
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leadership was integrated into the current 
project through allowing students to reflect 
on ways they could practice leadership as 
volunteers in the after-school program. The 
emphasis on leadership was also inspired by 
comments in the Bureau of Justice Assis-
tance (1994) guidance document, 
“Understanding Community Policing: A 
Framework for Action,” that emphasized 
changing policing culture to integrate com-
munity perspectives and priorities would 
require substantial leadership on the part of 
policing actors. Leadership was therefore a 
concept introduced to the student volunteers 
in the present study through an online train-
ing module, and emphasized in reflection 
documents to guide students to consider 
interpersonal leadership skills as a profes-
sional competency. 
 
PROJECT BACKGROUND AND COM-

MUNITY PARTNERSHIP HISTORY 
 
Research Question 
 The focal research question of the 
present analysis queries how student volun-
teers conceptualized their leadership poten-
tial as volunteers at an after-school pro-
gram. The research team therefore focused 
on how students described their approach to 
practicing leadership at their service-
learning site and who might be impacted by 
those leadership behaviors. 
 
Participants 
 The service-learning project 
emerged from observations that, in contrast 
to larger departments with community po-
licing units, small police departments may 
be limited in the number of additional on-
duty or volunteer hours available for com-
munity policing programs like after-school 
tutoring programs (Liederbach & Frank, 
2003; McCarty & Skogan, 2012). In re-
sponse, the project was designed as poten-
tial bridging opportunity between a large 
university program in Criminal Justice and 
a small municipal department already en-
gaged in a community safety coalition with 
an after-school program. In this sense, uni-

versity student volunteers could meet as a 
class with school program staff, school ad-
ministrators, and police officers, and re-
ceive briefings about recent events or chal-
lenges in the community that may impact 
school-aged children. In turn, the university 
student volunteers would be clearly identi-
fied as student volunteers studying criminal 
justice and gain experience engaging with 
an age-cohort often targeted by community 
policing programs. With regular visits to 
the program site by local police officers, it 
was anticipated after-school students might 
identify the working relationship between 
the university student volunteers and the 
municipal police department. In fact, the 
project was also designed with the idea that 
the after-school students might more deeply 
connect with student volunteers than with 
adult police officers. 
 The pilot project included 35 stu-
dents enrolled in a homeland security class 
in a criminal justice program at a Mid-
Atlantic comprehensive university in the 
fall academic semester of 2016. As a requi-
site of enrollment in the homeland security 
course, students were simultaneously en-
rolled in a pass/fail service-learning course 
section. This latter course section was facil-
itated by the university’s administrative of-
fice overseeing service learning throughout 
the university. Participation in the service-
learning project was advertised as a compo-
nent of the homeland security course during 
the class registration period. Throughout the 
semester, a number of students failed to 
complete qualitative assessment instru-
ments; therefore, the final dataset included 
a total of 28 students (19 males, 9 females). 
Institutional Review Board approval was 
sought and granted prior to data collection. 
 Student participants in the pilot 
study were paired with a local grade 4-8 
school located approximately 10 miles from 
the main university campus. Administrators 
at the school had previously chosen to par-
ticipate in a county-level community safety 
coalition that included area law enforce-
ment and service organizations. In 2015, the 
town’s population numbered a little over 
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4,000 people, with 52.5% of the population 
male and approximately 55% identifying as 
White, 20.9% Black, 4.9% Asian, and 15% 
as “other” (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). At 
the time the community safety coalition was 
initiated in the municipality, the police de-
partment was undergoing reorganization 
following investigation by the county pros-
ecutor’s office. The university’s partnership 
with both the school and the police depart-
ment was originally intended to explore the 
potential to augment the department’s ca-
pacity for participating in the after-school 
tutoring program as a safety coalition initia-
tive.  
 With a community policing frame-
work in mind, students acted as volunteers 
at the school’s after-school program. Stu-
dent volunteer activities included supervis-
ing students, participating in recreational 
activities, and educational tutoring. Each 
student volunteer visited the after-school 
program a minimum of four times (for ap-
proximately 10 total hours) over the course 
of the semester. As discussed by Burke and 
Bush (2013) time commitment to the pro-
ject presents a complicating issue, with em-
ployment schedules and other personal 
commitments (sports, for example) acting 
as barriers to participation. When at the 
community school, volunteers wore shirts 
with “Community Policing Volunteer” 
printed on the front, and logos for the safe 
community coalition and the university on 
the back. Throughout the semester, police 
officers visited the after-school program 
during the after-school hours to demon-
strate a connection between the volunteers 
and police department for the school stu-
dents. 
 Leadership as a professional skill 
was emphasized in the class material to 
support the classroom stress on policy de-
velopment and implementation in the field 
of homeland security. As a supplemental 
activity, students completed an online learn-
ing module administered by the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), 
an agency nested within the Department of 
Homeland Security. The module, Leader-

ship and Influence (IS-240.b), introduced 
students to lenses of leadership—telescopic, 
mid-distance, and microscopic (as devel-
oped by Robert Quinn in his book, Deep 
Change: Discovering the Leader Within)—
and underscored self-reflection in develop-
ing leadership and trust building. As a part 
of the module, students completed a self-
evaluation on 15 leadership behaviors that 
were incorporated into the coding strategy.  
 
Data Collection and Analysis Procedures 
 Data presented herein were collect-
ed as a part of a larger assessment plan of 
the service-learning project. Students com-
pleted pre- and post-service instruments 
that referenced different aspects of the ser-
vice-learning project. Open-ended questions 
focused on how the students understood 
community context and needs, as well as 
the overall goals of the project. Additional-
ly, the instructor administered a third ver-
sion of the questionnaire approximately 
halfway through the project. Students com-
pleted the Leadership and Influence (IS-
240.b) module prior to the distribution of 
the mid-semester survey. The survey in-
cluded the same questions as the pre- and 
post-survey with an additional question ad-
dressing leadership. For this question, stu-
dents were asked, “What opportunities do 
you see for you to exercise leadership in 
this project?” The survey question did not 
define aspects of leadership so that partici-
pants were able to construct their own idea 
of the term and provide their responses in 
reference to their own definition. At the 
time of this mid-term semester (October 
2016) survey, students were primed for 
considering their leadership role with the 
after-school students in two ways: 1) the 
Leadership and Influence (IS-240.b) train-
ing module, and 2) in-class reflection ses-
sions during which community partners 
(representing the municipal police depart-
ment, school administration, and after-
school program staff) shared feedback on 
the student contributions to the after-school 
program.  
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Coding Procedure 
 Emergent theme (inductive) cod-
ing. Shor t-answer written responses to the 
question, “What opportunities do you see 
for you to exercise leadership in this pro-
ject?” were analyzed by the instructor of 
record (first author) and a graduate-level 
research assistant (second author). The cod-
ing exercise was assigned as part of a pro-
ject aimed at introducing qualitative data 
analysis to the latter. Student volunteer an-
swers reflected how they understood and 
felt they demonstrated the concept of lead-
ership. To answer the research question, a 
grounded theory framework was employed 
to identify emergent concepts used by the 
student volunteers in their own description 
of their experience with engaging with the 
service-learning project (Bowen, 2008; 
Brod, Tesler, & Christensen, 2009). Codes 
were established using a comparative ap-
proach, meaning responses were continual-
ly reviewed for codes that emerged through 
analysis of individual responses. As new 
codes emerged from an individual student 
response, all other responses were reviewed 
for evidence of that code. Data were ob-
tained through collection of the required 
survey assignment completed by all stu-
dents enrolled in the course—therefore, the 
sample was considered appropriate to the 
research question (Bowen, 2008). Students 
were removed from the sample only if they 
failed to complete the survey assignment. 
The second author devised the coding 
scheme to theoretical saturation (no new 
codes emerged from the data) and reviewed 
the coding scheme with the first author. Af-
ter the second author confirmed no addi-
tional codes were needed, codes were 
grouped into major themes of leadership 
capacity. Given the small number of stu-
dents enrolled in the course, care was taken 
to create broad thematic categories so that 
trends could be used to describe multiple 
members of the class. Within these broad 
thematic categories, sub-themes were also 
defined to understand how different stu-
dents conceptualized the major thematic 
subject. The themes that emerged demon-

strated how student volunteers felt they 
could practice leadership to benefit either 1) 
the administration of the after-school pro-
gram, or 2) the students in the after-school 
program.  
 Pre-determined (deductive) item 
coding. In addition to the emergent 
themes, a deductive coding scheme was ap-
plied to the dataset using the 15 leadership 
behaviors included in the online independ-
ent study Leadership and Influence (IS-
240.b) training module. Each individual 
sentence or phrase in the student answers 
that described one distinct behavior was 
coded as a single data point. A final dataset 
of 47 data points was included in the coding 
process. The first and second authors were 
joined by a third graduate student to code 
the dataset using the training module behav-
iors. Each coder assigned a number reflect-
ing one of the 15 leadership behaviors in 
the training module (see Table 1). The first 
round of coding was conducted based upon 
the coders’ individual understanding of the 
description of leadership behaviors. Follow-
ing the first round of coding, the first author 
distributed preliminary results and clarifica-
tion on the behaviors described in the mod-
ule. Following this, the coding team re-
viewed the student statements again in a 
second round of coding. The findings pre-
sented below are the result of the second 
round of coding wherein codes were as-
signed only after consensus of at least two 
of the three coders.  
 

FINDINGS 
 
Emergent Theme Coding 
 Overall, student volunteers an-
swered the prompt in ways that broadly de-
scribed how their leadership could benefit 
both 1) individual students enrolled in the 
program, and 2) the general after-school 
program. Although students did mention 
their impact on the structure of the after-
school program, the majority of the com-
ments were geared toward the students in 
the after-school program. Notably, student 
responses did not refer to leadership behav-
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iors that might impact the efficacy of class 
members as a team of service-learning vol-
unteers. 
 After-school students. Student vol-
unteers concentrated the majority of their 
comments on the impact their leadership 
skills could make on the students enrolled 
in the after-school program. Specifically, 
themes of comments focused on the follow-
ing concepts: assisting behaviors, student 
guidance, and performing as a mentor. 
 Assistance. Many of the leadership 
opportunities student volunteers noted high-
lighted assistance they provided to the after-
school program students. The theme of as-
sistance was further divided into assistance 
with lessons, assistance with activities, and 
assistance with behavior regulation. Often 
student volunteers reported using their lead-
ership skills to help the students with home-
work or in grasping hard-to-understand 
concepts. About one-third of the responses 
that mentioned helping students specifically 
referenced homework. The response of one 
student volunteer indicated leadership could 
be employed through direct support of the 
students and serving as a mentor: 
“Leadership for me in this project comes in 
when the students come to me for advice 
and help on homework or a question on a 
project or even a question on a day to day 
topic” (Student A). 
 In addition to educational assis-
tance, six student volunteers reported using 
their skills to assist in non-educational after
-school activities such as facilitating games, 
clubs, and physical activities. For example, 
student volunteers reported using leadership 
skills to organize activities and team sports 
for the students. One participant thought he 
could motivate the students to develop a 
growth area in collective play:  

The opportunities that I see for my-
self to exercise leadership in this 
project is starting up sports games 
during recess. The kids all want me 
to play with them individually, but 
not together. I want to get them to 
all play a game of something with-

out having instructions to do so 
from an adult. (Student D). 

 Student volunteers also believed 
they could use their leadership skills to help 
regulate the behavior of students. They re-
ported taking control [“being the final deci-
sion in an argument” (Student E)], acting as 
a playground mediator, or identifying unac-
ceptable behavior and, “making sure they 
are behaving” (Student F). To do so, one 
student mentioned it was, “necessary to 
make sure they trust you enough to deal 
with any problems” (Student G).  
 Guidance. Some responses refer -
enced influencing the after-school students 
beyond direct interaction. Student volun-
teers cited motivating and guiding students 
in their endeavors. Some student volunteers 
reported using their skills to gain trust from 
the students and help lead them on a “safe 
and successful direction” (Student A). Oth-
ers stated they could show leadership by 
forming strong connections and building 
relationships in the community. One student 
volunteer mentioned she could use her 
skills to encourage young women and cre-
ate a positive perception of law enforce-
ment: “I can exercise leadership by creating 
a positive role of women in law enforce-
ment and encourage female students to fol-
low a path of education and self-
sufficiency” (Student H).  
 Role Modeling. Several student 
volunteers reported they sought to be a 
good role model for the students. Five of 
the 11 student volunteers who mentioned 
roles specifically referenced being a role 
model to the students. Although most did 
not specify what they meant by a “role 
model,” a few explained the importance of 
being a role model as a college student or 
an adult. For example, one respondent re-
ported using leadership by “showing…a 
mature adult” (Student B). The same stu-
dent volunteer sought to use leadership in 
“showing [students] how to be respectful to 
adults” (Student B). Another noted he 
would learn from his experience as a role 
model: “One of [the students] called me 
‘Mr. Sir,’ therefore already a type of leader-
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ship role. The children see us as older role 
models…this will help us fulfill leadership 
positions in the future” (Student I). 
 The after-school program. In com-
ments about the after-school program, stu-
dent volunteers focused their comments 
about their leadership potential in relation 
to ways that could potentially improve the 
program. This approach, however, was less 
frequently mentioned (N=2) than benefits 
student volunteers could provide to the after
-school program students. For example, one 
student volunteer noted how they could use 
leadership to improve the budget of the pro-
gram. In another case, a student volunteer 
reported using leadership skills to obtain 
supplies they thought the program needed: 
“I also see the possibility of getting grants 
for supplies. Also fundraisers could be set 
up to possibly get supplies that 
way” (Student J). 
 
Pre-determined Item Coding 

 In addition to using emergent 
themes, behaviors included in the FEMA 
Leadership and Influence (IS-240.b) were 
utilized as pre-determined codes to examine 
how student volunteers’ responses reflected 
their leadership training module. Table 1 
presents the frequencies of code assign-
ment. Following two rounds of coding, the 
team assigned 72 codes to the student da-
taset. Solving problems (Behavior #14) was 
most frequently coded (12/72, 16.67%), fol-
lowed by Inspire people to take action 
(Behavior #8) (10/47, 13.89%). Solving 
problems was demonstrated in statements 
such as, “help control students if assistance 
is needed,” “being a mediator on the play-
ground,” and “helping out with homework.” 
Inspire people to take action was noted in 
comments such as, “motivating students 
and volunteers” and “teach the kids how to 
better interact with each other.”  
 Foster commitment (Behavior #4) 
(9/47, 12.5%) was the third most-frequently 

Telescopic Leadership Behaviors # of Assignments by Coding 
Team Consensus 

1. Plan for the future 4 

2. Remain up to date with emerging issues and trends 4 

3. Communicate a sense of where the organization will be over the long term 0 

4. Foster commitment 9 

5. Emphasize organizational values 8 

6. Challenge people with new goals and aspirations 3 

7. Create a sense of excitement or urgency 1 

Mid-Distance / Microscopic Behaviors 
  

  

9. Manage the efficiency of operations 6 

10. Evaluate proposed projects 0 

11. Integrate conflicting perspectives and needs 1 

12. Manage performance 6 

13. Focus on results 8 

14. Solve problems 12 

15. Influence operational decisions 0 

Table 1: Frequency of code assignments (N=72) derived from the FEMA Leadership and Influence (IS-
240.b) curriculum on the dataset of 47 statements. Final codes were only assigned if a consensus was 
found between at least two of the three coding team members. 
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cited behavior. One student noted a desire 
to “make sure [students] trust you enough 
to deal with any problems they may face.” 
Another wanted to engage in “urging others 
to join our efforts at the [community 
school].” Two behaviors were coded eight 
times each (11.11% of 72 codes): Focus on 
results (Behavior #13) and Emphasize or-
ganizational values (Behavior #5). Notably, 
one theme of the former focused on percep-
tion of police. In addition to the earlier cited 
comment regarding women in policing, an-
other student communicated the goal of de-
veloping “better communication with kids 
who may have a negative view on police.” 
Three behaviors—Communicate a sense of 
where the organization will be over the long 
term (Behavior #3), Evaluate proposed pro-
jects (Behavior #10), and Influence opera-
tional decisions (Behavior #15)—were not 
identified by the coding team. Both coding 
procedures demonstrate the focus student 
volunteers put on their potential impact on 
individual students in the after-school pro-
gram, rather than on the organization itself. 
 
Overall Trends in Responses 
 Collectively, student volunteers 
most frequently identified assistance as a 
leadership theme and method of solving 
problems. Student volunteers referenced 
how they could aid the students, including 
educational help, facilitating recreational 
activities, and regulating behavior. In doing 
so, responses echoed two aspects of leader-
ship mentioned by Barnes (2016)—
persuasive abilities and commitment to oth-
ers’ growth. For example, one student 
touched on the relationship between power 
and persuasive abilities stating, “as a male 
figure that is much older…I am already 
seen as a person of power. I can…use it to 
my advantage” (Student K). Persuasion was 
noted by another student who stated they 
felt they could influence behavior by 
“identifying student behavior as acceptable 
or unacceptable” (Student L). Commitment 
to students’ growth focused on provision of 
assistance and mentoring. One student ad-
dressed their role in academic growth, not-

ing, “If a child is struggling with math, I 
can teach them a different technique that 
may be easier to grasp” (Student M). In ad-
dition to their value in serving as role mod-
els, student volunteers identified their po-
tential impact on providing connection with 
after-school students. For instance, one stu-
dent noted, “there are opportunities to…
find out why [students] feel so disconnected 
at such early ages…and to really impact the 
community” (Student N). This disconnec-
tion was also noted by a student who felt 
that “bonding” with disillusioned youth 
would be a motivating factor in students’ 
lives (Student O).  
 Taken as a whole, findings from 
both coding procedures suggest the service-
learning experience assisted university stu-
dent volunteers in identifying skills to de-
velop leadership capacity. As mentioned, 
themes that emerged from the inductive 
coding process highlighted perceived im-
pact through delivering assistance, guid-
ance, and role modeling. Deductive coding 
of student volunteer responses most fre-
quently represented three leadership behav-
iors that were part of previous training. Two 
of these, foster commitment and inspire 
people to take action were presented in the 
FEMA training module as “telescopic” be-
haviors. Telescopic behaviors were de-
scribed as transformational and have the 
greatest capacity for inspiring change. The 
third, solve problems, is considered 
“technical,” and is more reflective of detail-
oriented tasks that are completed by an in-
dividual. Similar to the recognition of lead-
ership styles reported by the participants in 
Scharff’s (2009) study, the student volun-
teers connected components taught in the 
classroom material to their impact on stu-
dents with whom they worked and with the 
larger community they were serving. Stu-
dents did not appear to connect their activi-
ties with how they could practice leadership 
within the after-school program by partici-
pating in organizational decisions or evalu-
ation processes.  
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DISCUSSION AND LIMITATIONS 

 
 The pilot project described herein 
illustrates linkages between criminal justice 
pedagogy, development of professional 
skill sets, and community engagement. 
More specifically, criminal justice students 
enrolled in a homeland security course were 
given the opportunity to reflect on leader-
ship skills discussed in a curriculum unit in 
a school setting also used in community 
policing initiatives. As emphasized by Bir-
zer and Palmiotto (2002), criminal justice 
student volunteers were challenged to ex-
amine their own capacity for critical reflec-
tion on social problems and issues as 
emerging professionals. Reflection has been 
noted by several researchers as the corner-
stone of student success using a service-
learning pedagogy (Celio et al., 2011; Keen 
& Hall, 2009; Penn, 2003). In fact, Keen 
and Hall (2009) note, “the core experience 
of service is not the service itself but the 
sustained dialogue across boundaries of 
perceived difference” (p. 77). Reflection 
also provides students pause to deliberate 
on how their actions serve to build relation-
ships in the community—a skill noted as 
essential by researchers examining commu-
nity policing tactics in relation to homeland 
security concerns (Chappell & Gibson, 
2009; Jones & Supinski, 2010; Lee, 2010; 
Murray 2005; Schafer et al., 2009). 
 Although tentative, we propose po-
tential implications for service-learning 
partnerships between policing agencies and 
university faculty with an emphasis on the 
role of reflection across professional and 
learning boundaries. Understaffed and un-
derfunded police departments can partner 
with criminal justice faculty to identify are-
as where a service-learning project might 
assist policing agencies and community 
partners in meeting objectives for sustained 
community building (Davidson et al., 
2010). Service-learning pedagogy, in con-
trast to a traditional volunteering model, is 
uniquely positioned to support this collabo-
ration, as well as reflective dialogue about 

complex challenges to building community-
police relationships. Future research should 
further examine areas of impact of triangu-
lar service-learning partnerships between 
policing agencies, universities, and commu-
nity schools on all stakeholders (including 
school-aged children). Attention could also 
be given to how municipal police officers 
respond to and learn leadership from oppor-
tunities presented by community engage-
ment partnerships with university students 
in criminal justice (Roberts et al., 2016). 
Given the student volunteers described here 
most frequently commented on their poten-
tial for role modeling and inspiring students 
to solve problems (academic and social), 
future projects can highlight how leadership 
develops from interactive experiences. 
 The present study was limited by a 
small sample of student volunteers from 
one university course partnering with one 
after-school program. Results presented 
here represent only a pilot investigation 
over one semester, and cannot therefore ac-
count for longitudinal developments in 
leadership skills. Additionally, males were 
over-represented in the student volunteer 
sample. The university student volunteers 
did not have an option to enroll in a non-
service-learning section of the course. As a 
result, students who would have chosen a 
non-service-learning section may have ap-
proached the project with less investment 
than those who would have voluntarily cho-
sen a service-learning section. Our findings 
suggest service-learning collaborations may 
be particularly useful in demonstrating the 
variety of leadership skills necessary for 
proactive community engagement in crimi-
nal justice fields. Future research areas 
might focus on demonstration of leadership 
skills (moving beyond ideas about how stu-
dent participants believed they might 
demonstrate leadership), whether leadership 
is associated with project and class satisfac-
tion (Moely et al., 2008), and previously 
utilized quantitative instruments with a 
leadership subscale (Moely et al., 2002). 
Student perception could also be triangulat-
ed with data collected from community 
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partner staff to illustrate how leadership 
might be assessed in a real-life community-
building scenario. This latter focus could be 
valuable in demonstrating differences be-
tween how students believe they practice 
leadership in comparison with how agency 
supervisors measure and evaluate such ac-
tions. Certainly, leadership as a focused 
outcome of service-learning pedagogy in 
criminal justice has the potential for several 
fruitful lines of future study and service-
learning specific theoretical development 
(Warren,2012). 
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ABSTRACT 

The Special Olympics (SO) FUNfitness Program involves a comprehensive screening for flexibility, 
strength, balance, and aerobic fitness for individuals with intellectual disability (ID). Doctor of 
Physical Therapy students at Indiana State University administer the program yearly as part of the 
Indiana SO Summer Games. Thematic analysis of student reflections revealed increased awareness 
of individuals with ID, both beneficial and challenging aspects of the experience, and increased 
likelihood of working with underserved populations in the future. 

Keywords: community engagement, underserved populations, intellectual disability,  
pro bono 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Indiana State University (ISU) has 
demonstrated a strong commitment to 
community engagement. The university 
recently has ranked highly in community 
engagement by Washington Monthly College 
Guide (Washington Monthly, 2019). The 
Doctor of Physical Therapy (DPT) Program at 
ISU attempts to mirror this philosophy and its 
mission states, “The program will emphasize 
ways in which future physical therapists can 
contribute to the health equity of all, including 
rural and/or underserved populations.”  

Each year, the Indiana Special 
Olympics (SO) Summer Games are held on 
the campus of ISU. For the past four years, 
ISU DPT students have volunteered at this 
event. Students frequently comment that this 
is one of the highlights of their time in the 
program. Anecdotally, it became apparent that 
the program’s emphasis on community 
engagement through organized service-

learning activities was valued greatly by 
students. Many students have commented that 
the program’s focus on experiential learning 
was their reason for attending this program 
versus others. Though the program provides 
numerous opportunities for community 
engagement throughout the three-year 
curriculum, the SO event is the largest and 
impacts the greatest number of community 
members.  

In 1997, SO began offering free health 
screens to SO athletes in an effort to reduce 
health disparities commonly seen in 
individuals with intellectual disability (ID). 
Currently, services are offered in the following 
areas: (a) audiology, (b) dentistry, (c) 
emotional well-being, (d) health promotion, 
(e) podiatry, (f) physical therapy, (g) sports 
physical exam, and (h) vision. The FUNfitness 
Program was developed in collaboration with 
the American Physical Therapy Association 
and it includes measures of flexibility, 
strength, balance, and aerobic fitness (Special 
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Olympics, 2019). The program is designed to 
be delivered by physical therapists, physical 
therapy assistants, and students of these 
respective disciplines. The participating SO 
athletes and their coaches and families are 
made aware of any physical limitations 
identified during the screen, and both 
educational and therapeutic interventions are 
provided. Athletes who are identified as 
having significant limitations may receive a 
referral for formal physical therapy services or 
physician visit if indicated. 
 In an effort to better understand the 
student experience of participating in 
community engagement activities, faculty 
within the DPT program required students to 
provide a written reflection after the SO event 
in the summer of 2018. In grading these 
reflections, it became apparent that the 
experience had a tremendous emotional and 
intellectual effect on students. The decision 
then was made to perform a retrospective 
study using thematic analysis to further 
explore the meaning of this influential event. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Intellectual Disability and Health 
Disparities 

Individuals with ID are reported to 
have greater health challenges than the 
average population. These differences have 
been attributed to: 1) the way society views 
people with ID, 2) poor health behaviors, 3) 
environmental factors, 4) health-related 
mobility, and 5) inadequate access to health 
care services (Ouellette-Kuntz et al., 2005). A 
recent study of 1,424,378 Scottish adults, 
including over 8,000 individuals with ID, 
found morbidity to be higher in individuals 
with ID and that these conditions arise at an 
earlier age compared to the general 
population. Specifically, individuals with ID 
presented with significantly higher prevalence 
in 14 physical conditions (Cooper et al., 2015). 
Similarly, data from the United States’ 
Behavior Risk Factor Surveillance Survey and 
the National Core Indicators Consumer 

Survey found that adults with ID reported 
being in poor health more often than 
individuals with no disability, and these same 
individuals were more likely to be obese and 
to have physical inactivity (Havercamp & 
Scott, 2015). 
 The relationship between ID and 
health outcomes also has been studied using 
qualitative research methods. A study of 
multiple stakeholders including 
parents/guardians, self-advocates, community 
support professionals, and health care 
professionals revealed similar findings 
through the use of focus groups and key 
informant interviews. Individuals with ID 
experience health care disparities and 
inequities in access, knowledge, 
communication, and quality (Ward, Nichols, 
& Freedman, 2010).  
 Additional research has found that 
these disparities may be even worse for 
individuals with ID who also belong to 
racial/ethnic minority groups. One study 
analyzed U.S. national data including the 
National Health Interview Survey and the 
Medical Expenditure Panel Survey. Findings 
indicated that Latino and Black adults with ID 
had worse health outcomes than White adults 
with ID (Magana, Parish, Morales, Li, & 
Fujiura, 2016). Similarly, it has been reported 
that individuals with ID who also identify with 
a racial/ethnic minority group, especially 
Hispanic Americans, have disadvantages 
related to health care utilization (Scott & 
Havercamp, 2014). 
 Pitetti and colleagues reviewed the 
literature for fitness in individuals with Down 
syndrome and found they have limited 
cardiovascular and muscular fitness, greater 
prevalence of overweight and obesity, and 
reduced participation in daily aerobic activity, 
and that physical activity level decreases from 
childhood into adolescence (Pitetti, Baynard, 
& Agiovlasitis, 2013). Another study collected 
grip strength data from 1,526 adults with ID 
for comparison with normative data from the 
general population. The results indicated that 
people with ID have very low levels of grip 
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strength throughout their adult lives. For 
example, subjects with ID who were aged 20-
30 years had comparable strength to 75-year-
olds in the general population (Cuesta-Vargas 
& Hilgenkamp, 2015). A related study of 100 
adolescents with ID and comparable controls 
found that measures of balance and lower 
extremity/trunk strength and endurance were 
significantly lower in the ID group 
(Blomqvist, Olsson, Wallin, Wester, & Rehn, 
2013). The authors called for future measures 
to enhance balance and strength in this 
population. 
 
Service Learning and DPT Professional 
Education 

Service learning is “a teaching and 
learning strategy that integrates meaningful 
community service with instruction and 
reflection to enrich the learning experience, 
teach civic responsibility, and strengthen 
communities” (Seifer & Connors, 2014, p. 5). 
The physical therapy profession has evolved 
to value service learning in professional 
education. It has been stated that these 
experiences are invaluable and should include 
exposure to diverse populations, opportunities 
for leadership, and interaction with clients 
who have issues that may challenge the 
student’s problem-solving skills (Hoppes, 
Bender, & DeGrace, 2005). Service learning 
allows for provision of physical therapy 
services to individuals who would otherwise 
go unserved. For example, PT students have 
provided fall risk assessment for elderly 
Hispanic populations resulting in increased 
client awareness of their limitations, while at 
the same time students received real-world 
experience in practicing American Physical 
Therapy Association (APTA) Core Values 
including altruism, caring, and compassion 
(Gazsi & Oriel, 2010). Students’ provision of 
service to older adults has demonstrated 
improved attitudes toward working with older 
people, in addition to increased knowledge of 
the aging process (Beling, 2003). 
 It has been suggested that service 
learning may aide in the development of DPT 

student development in the area of 
professionalism. Crandell and others studied 
the student experience of working in a student-
run pro bono physical therapy clinic. The 
authors conducted student interviews, 
collected APTA Core Values Self-Assessment 
Forms, and analyzed student reflections. 
Conclusions indicated that use of service 
learning appeared to make a positive 
contribution to the professional education of 
students by supporting patient management 
skills, and enhancing growth of 
professionalism and core value expressions, 
especially compassion/caring (Crandell, 
Wiegand, & Brosky, 2013). 
 Service learning in physical therapy 
professional education has been shown to 
influence students’ perceptions and future 
desire and willingness to work with 
underserved populations. A study of 45 DPT 
students completed pre-/post-surveys as part 
of coursework in health promotion and 
wellness. Students performed extensive 
interventions with multiple underserved 
populations; analysis of student surveys 
indicated that students showed improved 
interest, confidence, and willingness to 
participate in future community interventions 
after graduation (Tapley & Patel, 2016). The 
authors conclude, “Entry-level student PTs, 
under faculty supervision, are well positioned 
to address the preventive health needs of 
populations, especially those lacking in health 
equity. The need is great and the call is to 
serve” (Tapley & Patel, 2016, p. 56). 

METHODS 
 
The Community Engagement Experience 

The annual Indiana Special Olympics 
Summer Games are held each summer in 
Indiana on the campus of ISU. For the last two 
years, the DPT program has administered the 
FUNfitness Program as part of the 
multidisciplinary Healthy Athletes event. 
During the summer of 2018, 100% of first year 
DPT students were required to participate in 
the event as part of a class assignment in 
PHTH 600 Introduction to Physical Therapy. 
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Students were required to watch training 
videos prepared by Special Olympics, then 
participated in a mandatory, two-hour hands-
on training session to assure skills with 
administration of the tests and measures. All 
DPT students complete a criminal background 
check prior to enrollment in the program, and 
receive training in professional behaviors 
before participation in the event. 
 During the day of the event, first year 
DPT students were paired with second year 
students to ease their anxiety and also to 
provide an extra layer of supervision. Each 
major testing area was supervised by a 
licensed physical therapist. DPT staff also 
participated in the event and assisted with 
client check-in, though students were allowed 
this opportunity as well since it provided 
meaningful practice in taking medical 
histories. Students were rotated through 
various testing areas such as flexibility, 
strength, and aerobic function, to prevent 
boredom and to offer more opportunities for 
learning. The event lasted approximately eight 
hours.  
 
Students Reflect on Experience 

Using the Blackboard online learning 
platform, DPT students were asked to reflect 
on their experience of the event, and to 
indicate if this participation influenced their 
likelihood of working with underserved 
populations in the future. The authors 
performed thematic analysis using the method 
described by Braun and Clarke (2006). 
According to this method, thematic analysis is 
used for identifying, analyzing, and reporting 
patterns or “themes” within a cluster of 
comments/commentary. The procedure is 
described as flexible, with many 
interpretations and applicability to a variety of 
data types and disciplines. There are two 
primary approaches to performing thematic 
analysis: inductive or “bottom up,” and 
deductive or “top down.” Our study utilized 
the inductive method, since we posed no 
hypothesis and offered no theoretical rationale 
for any anticipated results. Thus, our analysis 

led to development of themes which were data 
driven without the influence of preconceived 
expectations. 

 
The Process of Thematic Analysis  

Thematic analysis can be approached 
from a semantic or latent level. We chose the 
former due to its focus on the explicit meaning 
of data or surface meanings, versus the latent 
approach, which attempts to identify 
underlying ideas or ideologies that might be 
gleaned from the data. Our approach is more 
straightforward and accepts comments at face 
value as opposed to trying to decipher “what 
did the student REALLY mean?” This 
approach still allows for inferences to be made 
based on the clear and pointed statements from 
students. However, the authors acknowledge 
this is a subjective process, and the line is 
sometimes blurred between a direct statement 
and its interpretation by a third party. 
 The method of thematic analysis can 
further be divided into essentialist/realist 
versus constructionist variations. We chose 
the former since it allows for the determination 
of motivations, experience, and meaning in a 
more straightforward manner, linking 
meaning and experience in a simplified, linear 
fashion. In contrast, the constructionist 
approach posits a complicated relationship 
between social and cultural norms, which lead 
to individual experiences without 
consideration of individual psychological 
influences. Our goal was to study the 
individual student and his/her interpretations 
of this clinical experience rather than a 
broader, more comprehensive analysis of 
society and environmental factors. This 
decision was made due to limitations from the 
retrospective nature of the study in which only 
student personal reflections were available. A 
more comprehensive study of how individuals 
with ID are perceived would have required a 
more robust research design with inclusions of 
multiple variables outside of the student 
physical therapist. Indeed, it has been 
purported that “Any personal or private truth 
cannot replace public truth for scientific 
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purposes” (Anastasiou & Kaufmann, 2011, p. 
369). 
 The purpose of thematic analysis is to 
find repeated patterns of meaning in verbal or 
written communications, usually in the form 
of recorded focus groups, interviews, etc. 
Braun and Clarke (2006) described a six-
phase, step-by-step process, outlined in Table 
1, and the authors followed this procedure 
precisely. Phase 1 involves “familiarizing 
yourself with your data.” In our study, the 
course instructor and study author copied 
student reflections from Blackboard and 
inserted them into a Microsoft Word file. 
Student names were redacted prior to data 
analysis. Student reflections then were read 
and re-read multiple times to immerse the 
authors into the thought processes of our 
students. We next proceeded to Phase 2: 
generating initial codes. Codes, within the 
method of our thematic analysis, were 
individual student comments, phrases, or full 
statements related to a focused idea or concept. 
For example, if a student stated, “I loved the 
experience of FUNfitness but felt challenged 
and overwhelmed by the event,” the phrase “I 
loved the experience” would be a separate 
code from “felt challenged and 
overwhelmed.” Though these comments may 
have been made within the same sentence, 
they could have ended up in different and 
unrelated “themes.” We created these codes in 
a very tedious and time-intensive process 
using the cut and paste function of Microsoft 
Word.  
 Phase 3 of thematic analysis is termed 
“searching for themes.” The cut and paste 
function of Microsoft Word was again used to 
cluster and sort individual codes into related 
ideas. This was performed initially with a 
“rough draft.” Then the authors proceeded to 
Phase 4: reviewing themes. This phase 
involves refinement of themes and developing 
clear distinctions between them. The authors 
were looking for clear patterns in the data. 
There were some codes that fit within multiple 
themes, and this is considered acceptable 
practice in thematic analysis. Finally, 

subthemes were identified within each theme 
to further differentiate codes and to provide a 
more detailed analysis.  

Phase 5 of thematic analysis is referred 
to as “defining and naming themes.” In this 
step, the authors refined previously named 
themes to provide more clarity and 
conciseness to each theme. This step involved 
deep reflection on the part of the authors to 
consider what the theme really means. A 
description of each theme was written 
including sample codes and the authors’ 
interpretation of what the students were trying 
to convey. Phase 6, the last and final phase of 
the process, is “producing the report.” The 
authors then proceeded to write the results and 
discussion of the thematic analysis in a concise 
yet complete manner, offering potential 
interpretations of student comments when 
warranted. 
 This study was reviewed and approved 
by the ISU IRB and categorized as Exempt. 
The authors have indicated no conflict of 
interests in the completion and publication of 
this study. 

RESULTS 

 
Overview of Event 

During a one-day event in June of 
2018, students from all three cohorts of the 
DPT program at ISU administered the SO 
FUNfitness Program under the direction of 
faculty and local clinicians. A total of 50 DPT 
students participated in the event (30 who 
were first year students), in addition to two 
staff members, six core DPT faculty members, 
and 10 local clinicians. A total of 265 athletes 
completed the screening process, the majority 
of whom also received tailored interventions 
such as home exercise programs and general 
patient education related to the findings of 
their evaluation. A total of 31 individuals were 
identified as requiring further PT services. 
 
Thematic Analysis of Student Reflections 

As part of a reflection assignment in 
PHTH 600 Introduction to Physical Therapy, 
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Phase  Description of the Process 

1. Become Familiar with Data Transcribe recordings, read and re-read, make 

 note of initial ideas 

2. Generate Initial Codes Systematically code interesting features of data 

 Collate related data 

3. Search for Themes Collate codes into potential themes 

4. Review Themes Consider if themes make sense  

 Generate a thematic map 

5. Define/Name Themes An ongoing analysis to determine final themes 

 Name and define themes 

6. Produce the Report Final analysis of data 

 Include good examples to include in report 

 Relate findings to research question and  

 literature 

*Adapted from Braun & Clarke, 2006 

Table 1. The Six Phases of Thematic Analysis 
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a total of 30 first year DPT students were 
asked to reflect on the experience using the 
Blackboard online course management 
system. Students were provided with a list of 
questions to consider as part of their reflection:  

1. What did you enjoy about the 
Special Olympics FUNfitness 
experience from a student 
perspective? 

2. Did participating in the FUNfitness 
Program teach you anything about 
underserved populations? If so, 
what? 

3. From your perspective, what 
challenges did you experience in 
working with Special Olympics 
athletes? 

Additionally, within this reflection they also 
were asked to answer the question, “Did 
FUNfitness make you more or less likely to 
work with underserved populations in your 
future practice?” Analysis of student 
responses yielded the following results: More 
Likely N=20, Less Likely N=0, Neutral N=8, 
Didn’t Answer Question N=2. Therefore, 
66.6% or two-thirds of students reported they 
were more likely to work with underserved 
population after this experience. 

Thematic analysis was performed on 
all student reflections using the procedure 
outlined in the methods section of this paper. 
One theme that emerged during the analysis 
represented student thoughts on characteristics 
of the target population, namely the Indiana 
SO Summer Games Olympic Athletes. We 
titled this theme “Understanding the 
Underserved.” General comments within this 
theme pointed to the population’s positive 
attitude, willingness to improve their lives, 
and that they were “absolutely inspiring.” 
Within this general theme, two subthemes 
emerged: Strong Need for Therapy and 
Awareness of the Population. 

Students were struck by the fact that 
this underserved population appeared to need 

physical therapy services more than the typical 
person. Comments like “they rarely get 
therapy” and “they need more help than they 
currently get” describe an awareness of the 
limited provision of care these individuals 
receive. Students seem to think they could 
make a difference and “change their lives,” 
perhaps by helping to “eliminate health 
disparities.”  

The experience of participating in the 
SO FUNfitness Program raised awareness in 
the students’ minds of a potential future 
patient population. Some students appeared to 
have never considered working with 
individuals with intellectual disabilities. One 
student stated, “I had never really even 
considered it previously,” and another stated, 
“There are groups that need PT that I have 
never thought of.” There seemed to be the 
element of surprise in their comments as the 
experience was without doubt novel and new 
for most. Students reflected that this volunteer 
activity “opened my mind” and “opened my 
eyes to a whole patient population.” Sample 
student reflections are provided in Table 2. 

A second theme emerged within the 
student reflections that we termed “Effect on 
Therapist.” It was clear from these statements 
that students perceived a clear benefit from 
working with this particular underserved 
population. At the same time, students 
expressed concern that interacting with this 
group of individuals can be especially 
demanding and challenging for the therapist. 
These two demarcations arose in the data; 
therefore, we placed comments in one of two 
subthemes: Beneficial and Challenging. 
 Comments describing how working 

with this population can be beneficial to 

physical therapists were numerous throughout 

student reflections, outnumbering any other 

theme/subtheme. It became apparent that 

students viewed the experience overall in a 

positive light, and that they anticipate both 

tangible and intangible rewards for future 

work with these populations. Comments like
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Table 2. Understanding the Underserved (Theme 1): Sample Student Comments 

General Comments 

“Have the most positive attitude”  

“Many athletes were absolutely inspiring” 

“They were so willing to improve their lives” 

“How much joy I saw it brought these athletes” 

 

Subtheme: Strong Need for Therapy 

“Need care more than most” 

“I could really change their lives” 

“Made me aware that this group exists in our society and has needs that should be addressed” 

“People who really needed it and really deserved it” 

“Liked the feeling of helping a pop[ulation] of people that are often overlooked or 

underserved” 

 

Subtheme: Awareness of the Population 

“Opened my eyes to a whole patient population I may not have thought too much about” 

“Opened my mind to working with underserved populations” 

“I had never really even considered it previously” 

“Opened my eyes to the benefits of working with underserved populations” 

“There are groups that need PT I have never thought of” 

 

“extremely rewarding” and “made my heart 
full” point to how working with this 
underserved population may create job 
satisfaction. There were indeed many 
reflections that reinforced the rewarding 
aspect of this experience. One student 
comment perhaps summarized this point: 
“You can’t help but have a smile on your face 
the whole time you are working with them!” 
Finally, students recognized this experience is 
“unique” and how working with this 
population in the future may offer a good 
change from the daily routine of the typical 
physical therapist. 
 Within the main theme, “Effect on 
Therapist,” some students recognized that 
work with underserved populations could 
offer special challenges. One concern seemed 
to be the amount of energy required to sustain 
this type of work and how this might affect the 
physical therapist. One student stated, “I was 

worn out that evening,” and another, “Not sure 
I have the energy to do this regularly.” This 
may be related to the fact that individuals with 
intellectual disabilities may “require constant 
stimulation or supervision,” as one student 
described the process. The idea that working 
with this population is challenging may not, 
however, be totally a negative perception since 
some students seemed to embrace the idea. 
One student described it as a “fun challenge,” 
another as a “greater challenge for myself,” 
and an additional student stated it “challenged 
me to be creative.” Yet another student pointed 
to the need to be “innovative” due to the 
challenge of motivating the client. It seems 
clear from these reflections that students 
clearly recognize there could be obstacles 
along the way, but seem to also embrace these 
obstacles as a personal challenge that could 
enrich their professional lives. Sample student 
reflections are provided in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Effect on Therapist (Theme 2) Sample Student Comments 

Subtheme: Beneficial 

“I would find it more gratifying”  

“Overall a great and unique experience” 

“Really rewarding” 

“It can help myself with my personal weaknesses with professionalism” 

“They are so caring and loving which can be a good change from some of your normal 

patients” 

 

Subtheme: Challenging 

“Challenged me to be creative” 

“I was worn out that evening” 

“Some individuals with disabilities require constant stimulation or supervision” 

“Not sure I have the energy to do regularly” 

“It would be challenging due to need to be innovative treating and motivating client” 

“Communication was difficult” 

 

A third major theme was identified that 
related to students’ perceptions of their desire 
to work with underserved populations after 
graduation. We termed this theme “Future 
Disposition.” Within this major theme we 
identified three Subthemes: Likely, Limited, 
and Guarded. 

A large group of students’ reflections 
seemed to indicate they were likely to 
participate in future opportunities to work with 
underserved populations. Some indicated the 
event made them even more motivated. 
Students commented “I am now more 
comfortable and willing” and “I wanted to 
work with underserved populations even 
before I came here, and am encouraged even 
more!” One student mentioned being more 
likely to participate now since the event 
improved his or her awareness of the barriers 
preventing them from getting care. One 
student believed the event “expanded my 
horizons” for opportunities within the PT 
profession. 

Though some students expressed great 
eagerness to participate in future opportunities 
to work with underserved populations, others 
made it clear they wished to do this on a 

limited or part-time basis. These individuals 
seemed to be interested in “a variety of 
populations” and didn’t “want to solely focus 
on that population.” These comments were 
nonetheless positive and affirmative in their 
intention to include these groups in future 
work, which is depicted in this student 
comment: “I definitely want to work with 
them in the future alongside other 
populations.” 

The final subtheme within the main 
theme “Future Disposition” was “Guarded.” 
These individuals expressed some 
ambivalence such as “I am on the fence” and 
“I saw the positive and negatives.” Comments 
clustered within this subtheme expressed some 
level of uncertainty yet feelings of plausibility 
for future possibilities. One student stated he 
or she was “trying to keep an open mind.” An 
interesting finding of this thematic analysis is 
that not a single student comment indicated 
being less willing to participate in future work 
with underserved populations as a result of this 
event. In fact, no students stated they had no 
intention of future participation. Sample 
student comments are provided in Table 4. The 
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overall thematic map is demonstrated in 
Figure 1.  

 

Table 4. Future Disposition (Theme 3): Sample Student Comments 

Subtheme: Likely 

“I am now more comfortable and willing”  

“Made me want to get out there more to better my community” 

“I wanted to work with us pop[ulation] even before I came here, and am encouraged me even 

more!” 

“This will allow me to expand my horizons for possibilities within PT” 

“More likely because I have a better understanding of the barriers preventing specific 

pop[ulation] from getting treatment they deserve” 

 

 

Subtheme: Limited 

“I am not sure if I want to focus my practice on underserved populations but I do want to 

include this sector of people”  

“Open to working with them at different times throughout my career” 

“I would very much enjoy working with this population but want to work with a variety of 

populations” 

“I still don’t want to solely focus on that pop[ulation]” 

“I definitely want to work with them in the future alongside other pop[ulations]” 

 

 

Subtheme: Guarded 

“Not more or less likely” 

“Saw positive and negatives of working with us pop[ulation]” 

“Trying to keep an open mind” 

“I am on the fence about working with this pop[ulation]” 

“Definitely wouldn’t avoid working with them”  
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Figure 1. Thematic Map 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
 Thematic analysis of student 
reflections related to the SO event revealed an 
enhanced awareness of this particular 
underserved population, namely individuals 
with intellectual disabilities. Given that this 
population is less visible in health care settings 
(Ouellette-Kuntz et al., 2005), it is possible 
that students rarely encounter them in clinical 
experiences. Many of the clients presented 
with physical impairments, which numerous 
students commented on as being an eye-
opening experience. As previously mentioned, 
research has suggested that individuals with 
ID present with impaired balance, strength, 
and endurance (Blomqvist et al., 2013). 
During the SO screening event, it was the 
norm rather than the exception for students to 

find physical limitations, certainly more than 
they would see in the usual healthy adult 
population.  

An element of students’ increased 
awareness of this population was the 
impression that they truly needed physical 
therapy services. There is research indicating 
the need for and efficacy of physical therapy 
services for individuals with ID. For example, 
a meta-analysis of 27 articles addressing 
physical therapy services in patients with 
Down syndrome indicated that interventions 
have potential benefit, specifically when 
addressing strength and balance deficits (Ruiz-
Gonzalez et al., 2019). Another study of adults 
with ID demonstrated that with successful 
completion of a 12-week physical therapy 
program featuring therapeutic exercise, there 
were significant improvements in gait and 
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balance and a reduction in falls (Crockett, 
2015). 
 Theme 2 from this analysis suggests 
that working with underserved populations has 
an effect on the student therapist. In the related 
field of nursing, one author has suggested that 
service learning can develop compassion, 
which “helps students learn to care for others 
who may not be like them” (Brown, 2013, p. 
7). In DPT students, it has been shown that 
service learning directs students to reflect on 
professionalism and core values, especially 
caring/compassion (Crandell, Wiegand, & 
Brosky, 2013).  
 Related to Theme 2, Effect on 
Therapist, published research suggests that 
working with underserved populations can be 
challenging. It also has been suggested that 
working with challenging populations can be 
beneficial for DPT student professional 
development (Hoppes, Bender, & DeGrace, 
2005). Similarly, in a study that included 12 
physicians, 3 physician assistants, 8 nurse 
practitioners, and a dentist, investigators found 
that these providers “had a strong sense that 
they were serving humanity and took pride in 
making a difference. Each appeared to thrive 
on the challenge of creatively dealing with 
their patients’ complex human needs with 
limited health care resources” (Li, Williams, 
& Scammon, 1995). Both the current study 
and other research support the idea that 
working with underserved populations can be 
challenging, but that some practitioners 
choose to embrace this challenge. Barriers of 
providing physical therapy services for 
individuals with lifelong disabilities have been 
identified as: 1) extra time required to work 
with patients having complex conditions, 2) 
lack of insurance reimbursement, and 3) lack 
of practitioner experience with these 
populations (Orlin, Cicirello, O’Donnell, & 
Doty, 2014). It has also been reported that in 
administration of exercise and balance training 
for adults with ID, inability to follow 
directions and patient compliance with home 
programs sometimes pose special challenges 

(Crockett et al., 2015). This seems to be 
consistent with our student reflections related 
to communication problems during the SO 
event. 
 The finding that 66% of students 
reported they were more likely to work with 
underserved populations in future practice as a 
result of the SO event is unique to this study. 
However, this finding is consistent with 
published research using health care students 
in service learning in general. For example, it 
has been reported that medical students 
participating in service learning activities with 
older adults reported an increased interest in 
working in geriatrics as a career (Laks et al., 
2016). Tapley and Patel reported increased 
willingness to work with underserved 
populations in the future after participation in 
DPT service learning projects for health 
promotion in low-income elderly and 
homeless women (Tapley & Patel, 2013). A 
study of Canadian physical therapy students 
found that 64.9% of students were “very 
willing” to deliver rehabilitation to adults with 
ID, and 31.1% were “quite willing.” Only 4% 
reported feeling “a little willing” 
(Vermeltfoort et al., 2014). Follow-up 
questioning indicated that predictors for 
participation were past “adequate positive 
experience” and “adequate education or 
knowledge.” Students in the “a little willing” 
category cited “inadequate knowledge” as a 
common explanation for their reservations.  
 In a study of U.S. physicians providing 
health care to underserved populations, four 
predictors of participation were identified: 1) 
practitioner is a member of an underserved 
ethnic or minority group, 2) past participation 
in the National Health Service Corps, 3) strong 
interest in practicing in an underserved area 
before attending professional school, and 4) 
growing up in an underserved area 
(Rabinowitz & Paynter, 2000). It is interesting 
to note that exposure to underserved 
populations in medical school did not predict 
future service, which is in contrast to the 
findings of this study. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

The current study has limitations 
which reduce the strength of inferences that 
can be made from these results. One major 
limitation is that the retrospective nature of the 
study only allowed for analysis of student 
reflections based on the few prodding 
questions that were posed as part of the service 
learning assignment. No attempt was made to 
evaluate the SO athletes’ experience, or other 
societal perspectives related to individuals 
with ID who receive care. The study was also 
limited in that no objective data was collected 
and analyzed; the study focused on the 
individual subjective experience of the student 
physical therapist. 

There is a social responsibility for 
physical therapists to contribute to health and 
wellness at a societal level (American Physical 
Therapy Association, 2019). This includes 
efforts to meet the health needs of underserved 
or disadvantaged populations. Imparting this 
responsibility and monitoring growth in 
professionalism is a challenge in physical 
therapy education. Opportunities in which 
students can provide both preventative 
screening and referral for care in underserved 
populations may help decrease health 
disparities and improve the students’ empathy 
and desire to engage with the population.  

This study contributes to a growing 
body of work demonstrating student physical 
therapist participation in service learning. As 
the students were able to identify, the 
individuals with ID that underwent screening 
are particularly in need of therapy services. 
This experience provided student physical 
therapists an opportunity to increase their 
awareness of this population and increased the 
likelihood of working with similar 
underserved populations in their future 
practice. Future research should explore the 
education entry-level DPT students receive 
related to working with individuals who have  

ID. Students in this study expressed surprise at 
how this population is in such great need of 
physical therapy services. The authors surmise 
that curricular change in DPT educational 
programs may be indicated to include 
additional training in ID-related information. 
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 During 2013, the U.S. Department 
of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
announced the release of a rule designed to 
equip HUD-funded communities with the 
data and tools necessary to meet long-
standing fair housing obligations in their 
use of programmatic funds (U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban Development, 
2015). This final rule on Affirmatively Fur-
thering Fair Housing (AFFH) aimed to pre-
sent all HUD grantees with clear guidelines 
and data to assist them in achieving fair-
housing priorities and goals. To support 
these communities, HUD proposed the pro-
vision of more comprehensive data to grant-
ees focusing on topics such as integration 
and segregation patterns, racially and ethni-
cally concentrated areas of poverty, incon-
sistent housing needs, and opportunity dis-
parities. Salient objectives of the rule in-
cluded: 

1. Providing a balanced approach to 
fair housing. The final rule assisted 
communities that rely on local 

knowledge and local decision-
making to determine best strategies 
for meeting their fair housing obli-
gations at the local level—including 
making place-based investments to 
revitalize distressed areas, or ex-
panding access to quality affordable 
housing throughout a community.  

2. Enhanced collaboration. Many fair 
housing priorities transcend a grant-
ee’s boundaries. Actions to advance 
these priorities involve coordination 
by multiple jurisdictions. The final 
rule encouraged grantees to collabo-
rate on fair housing assessments to 
advance regional fair housing priori-
ties and goals.  

3. Community voice. The rule facilitat-
ed community participation in the 
local process to analyze fair housing 
conditions and set local priorities 
and goals.  

4. A phased-in approach. The final 
rule provided additional time for 
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communities to adopt this improved 
process for setting local fair housing 
priorities than was originally pro-
posed (HUD, 2015). 

 With the anticipated implementation 
of the AFFH ruling, the California Depart-
ment of Housing and Community Develop-
ment (HCD) sought to take a proactive ap-
proach to integrate this ruling into their pro-
grams and practices. Recognizing their 
leadership role within the state, HCD decid-
ed to initiate a transdisciplinary civic-
university partnership with the Center for 
Regional Change (CRC) at University of 
California, Davis (UC Davis) and the Com-
munity Innovation Lab (CIL) at the Univer-
sity of Kentucky to design a training pro-
gram that prepared organizational leader-
ship with the knowledge and skills neces-
sary to implement the AFFH ruling in their 
work. The program was novel in that it was 
transdisciplinary (Stokols, 2006), utilized 
participatory design through community 
engagement (Sanoff, 2008), and personified 
Boyer’s (1990) model of scholarship.  
 The program began as a desire to 
focus solely on diversity in the context of 
AFFH, but eventually developed into a staff
-tailored training centered on the personal 
and professional application of fair housing 
and social inclusion. Recognizing that 
AFFH would compel a more stringent ap-
proach to state assessments of fair housing, 
it was important to develop a curriculum 
that was multifaceted in its approach to fair 
housing, and forward thinking when consid-
ering staff needs and HCD’s capacity as a 
fair housing leader. As such, the focus of 
this case study was to examine the civic-
university collaboration and provide lessons 
learned from the experience. 
 

CIVIC-UNIVERSITY PARTNERSHIPS 
 
 Researchers have long studied the 
delicate subtleties associated with civic-
university partnerships (Baum, 2000; Buys 
& Bursnall, 2007; Stoecker, 2008). Such 
subtleties can exist even prior to partnering, 
as each collaborating body may express dif-

fering expectations. Often community or-
ganizations see themselves as distinct from 
the university academy, such as having 
shorter timetables and expecting the results 
of the partnership to directly enhance the 
organization and their constituents (Elfreich 
& Helfenbein, 2018; Sandy & Holland, 
2006).  
 In contrast, university faculty often 
convey broader time frames, taking a more 
theoretical approach that focuses on the the-
ory and science behind the collaboration. 
This cultural dissonance is often referred to 
as the “ivory tower” syndrome, in which the 
production of knowledge does not neces-
sarily respond to immediate social problems 
(Brown-Luthango, 2013). As a result, well-
intended collaborations can become com-
plex and unwieldy. Differing expectations 
and power imbalances caused by conflict-
ing organizational cultures and norms often 
leave one or both parties feeling jaded and 
uneasy when exploring future collabora-
tions (Dumalo & Janke, 2012; Elfreich & 
Helfenbein, 2018). 
 Similar to other types of collabora-
tion, community-university partnerships can 
take significant effort to begin and sustain; 
as such, there are few examples of this type 
of collaboration, particularly within the 
context of housing. In Tremblay, Kingsley, 
Gokiert, and Benthem (2018), a community
-university partnership between a housing 
organization, university, and non-profit or-
ganization serving teen families collaborat-
ed to engage vulnerable teens in active 
community research. In a collaboration be-
tween Grand Valley State University’s ge-
ography faculty and students and the Seeds 
of Promise organization, Geographic Infor-
mation Systems (GIS) technology was uti-
lized to assess vacancy and housing condi-
tions (Ma, Hendrick, & Transue, 2018). Not 
surprisingly, there is much to be gained 
from this type of engagement. In ideal col-
laborations, partners share decision-making, 
balance power, consider diverse perspec-
tives, and produce mutually beneficial out-
comes (Levkoe & Stack-Cutler, 2018). 
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 Clifford and Petrescu (2012) suggest 
university faculty should ask two questions 
when collaborating with community part-
ners: “Are we giving our clients or partners 
something useful? Are we enhancing their 
capacity in some way?” (p. 83). Shiller 
(2017) explains the necessity of university 
faculty evaluating whether or not they are 
providing skills to their partner that will be 
useful for their future growth with reduced 
assistance. Clifford and Petrescu (2012) al-
so posited questions for community part-
ners considering working with university 
faculty: “Are we giving the faculty an op-
portunity to learn something? Do the facul-
ty members further their research agendas 
in some way?” (p. 83). Ideally, the collabo-
ration should be beneficial for both part-
ners.  
 

PROGRAM PURPOSE AND  
DESIGN PROCESS 

 
 In 2016, a collaborative team of civ-
ic leaders and university faculty began a 
two-year partnership to design and imple-
ment a Fair Housing and Social Inclusion 
Fellowship program. With the anticipated 
implementation of AFFH and HCD’s desire 
to advance fair housing practices in Califor-
nia, a multi-disciplinary team of educators 
from the University of California, Davis 
and the University of Kentucky’s Commu-
nity Innovation Lab developed an engaging, 
experiential learning program for HCD staff 
to advance their knowledge of fair housing 
practices and strengthen HCD’s leadership 
moving forward. The team consisted of di-
verse academic expertise including commu-
nity development, leadership, curriculum 
and instruction, urban planning, human 
ecology, architecture, and public scholar-
ship and engagement. Through their collab-
oration emerged a community of practice 
where they shared educational research, 
professional practices, resources, and com-
munity engagement techniques focusing on 
community learning and development. Fur-
thermore, the academic team collaborated 
with diverse executive professionals from 

HCD to formalize their community engaged 
collective scholarship. 
 The program was designed to build 
greater understanding of the intersection 
between fair housing, social inclusion, and 
HCD’s policies and practices. The curricu-
lum focused on the application of fair hous-
ing policies through the lens of implicit bi-
as, cultural intelligence, and group dynam-
ics. Fellows participated in an intensive five
-month program where instruc-
tors facilitated workshops and coached 
HCD staff to apply participatory design 
concepts. Upon completion, fellows used 
newly developed skills and knowledge to 
propose fair housing projects supporting the 
new contexts. Recognizing HCD’s wide 
range of roles and responsibilities regarding 
housing and public service, the instructional 
team designed the curriculum to: 

 Create awareness of individual bias 
in personal and interpersonal set-
tings; 

 Advance individual understanding 
and respect for social and cultural 
differences; 

 Develop the capacity to assess per-
sonal, interpersonal, and group dy-
namics in culturally diverse settings; 

 Teach effective cross-cultural com-
munication and facilitation tech-
niques to be used in diverse social 
and cultural settings; 

 Increase collaboration across agency 
divisions to more effectively ad-
vance HCD’s fair housing goals and 
shift their approach to addressing 
fair housing issues; 

 Identify opportunities to apply con-
cepts of equity and inclusion to dai-
ly HCD work, and design action 
plans for policy and program inter-
ventions; 

 Expand HCD staff knowledge of the 
AFFH rule; 

 Provide analytical tools and map-
ping resources for conducting com-
munity assessments; and  

 Incorporate the intent of the AFFH 
ruling into ongoing HCD policies 
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and practices (e.g., housing place-
ment; constituent support for cities, 
counties, nonprofit organizations 
(NPOs), council of governments 
(COGs), and developers; HCD pro-
gram implementation; funding ap-
plications; and interactions with 
state agencies). 

 
PROGRAM DESIGN AND  

IMPLEMENTATION 
 
 The multidisciplinary team devel-
oped the curriculum for the Fair Housing 
and Social Inclusion Fellowship program 
with a focus on learner-centered instruction 
and participant engagement. The curricu-
lum was intended to be flexible and tailored 
to the needs of the cohort. While develop-
ing the curriculum, the instructional team 
completed an extensive literature review, 
conducted key informant interviews with 
HCD staff, engaged in ongoing dialogue 
with executive leadership at HCD, and held 
multiple planning meetings to design the 
content of the training sessions. The follow-
ing sections provide an overview of this 
civic-university collaborative process.  
 Organizational interviews. To 
gain a better understanding of HCD’s 
needs, the instructional team conducted in-
terviews with organizational leadership and 
staff to inform the curriculum. A stratified 
purposeful sampling was used to identify a 
cross-section of agency representation giv-
en the hierarchical nature of public agencies 
and the need to capture diverse perspectives 
on perceptions of HCD, the AFFH, partici-
pation in past staff development curricula, 
and learning interests. These included 12 
individuals representing: 1) executive, mid-
level, and lower-level employees, 2) HCD’s 
different divisions, 3) years of employment 
between 6 months to 26 years; average 8.8. 
years, median 9 years. The informants an-
swered questions regarding HCD, AFFH, 
and the proposed curriculum, which provid-
ed a more complete picture of the organiza-
tional aspects of HCD and base knowledge 
of staff regarding fair housing. This infor-

mation largely informed the curriculum de-
velopment to ensure the training was tai-
lored specifically to staff’s needs.  
 Collaborative curriculum devel-
opment. Upon completion of the inter -
views, the instructional team conducted a 
two-day colloquium to develop and finalize 
the proposed curriculum. In advance, each 
member of the instructional team was as-
signed a section of the curriculum and 
asked to develop a proposal for the content 
and delivery of those workshops. The two-
day meeting created an opportunity to pre-
sent these ideas to the team, receive feed-
back, and develop cohesion between each 
session. As part of this process, members of 
the instructional team presented a summary 
of the literature and previous organizational 
interviews. In coordination with the curricu-
lum development, the session was used to 
discuss the evaluation process for the pro-
gram, including the methods and frequency 
of assessment.  
 In preparation for the rollout of the 
program, the team developed an application 
process for the program, created an agenda 
for the information session to be offered at 
HCD, produced materials to distribute to 
potential applicants, and brainstormed in-
centives for the fellowship participants. 
These deliverables were discussed with 
members of the executive leadership team 
to receive input and approval before recruit-
ing participants for the program.  
 Executive leadership perspectives. 
The instructional team also collaborated 
with the executive leadership at HCD to 
further inform the curriculum development 
process. This provided important insight 
about the vision and expectations for the 
training program, as well as greater under-
standing of inner-agency dynamics. HCD 
leadership was receptive to the expertise of 
the instructional team, while also providing 
suggestions to the instructors to build upon 
their work both prior to and during the pro-
gram. This process aligned with Levkoe 
and Stack-Cutler’s (2018) characteristics of 
positive collaborations.  
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 HCD leadership suggested extend-
ing the program invitation to other agencies 
and making it a goal to have a cross-section 
of participants from various divisions. In 
discussing the curriculum, the executive 
leadership also recommended that the in-
structional team keep in mind the various 
approaches to housing that fall under 
HCD’s work to ensure that the program was 
applicable to their programs and policies. 
For the project-specific work, the leadership 
expressed skepticism regarding staff’s abil-
ity to be creative and innovate, pointing to 
the prescribed and structured nature of 
staff’s current responsibilities. As such, 
they suggested that participants receive sup-
port and guidance throughout the project 
development phase. Overall, most of the 
executive leadership were invested in the 
program and willing to support the instruc-
tional team as needed, with the ultimate 
goal of producing something useful for 
HCD that would be implementable with 
limited resources. Additionally, they effec-
tively articulated potential cultural nuances 
that could impede program implementation, 
which helped strengthen the civic-
university partnership (Elfreich & Helfen-
bein, 2018; Sandy & Holland, 2006). 
 Cohort selection. Par ticipants 
were recruited at an agency-wide event 
where the instructional team described the 
fellowship program and answered questions 
related to the curriculum, its goals, and an-
ticipated outcomes. Interested individuals 
were encouraged to submit applications to 
be considered for participation in the fel-
lowship program. The selection team 
sought to recruit a diverse pool of partici-
pants; however, demographic information 
was not collected on the gender, age, or 
race/ethnicity of individuals when they ap-
plied. Rather, the instructional team asked 
applicants to provide their years of employ-
ment at HCD, division, and staff level in 
order to select a cohort with a range of 
skills and responsibilities related to housing 
policy. Based on the stated interest of appli-
cants and their role within the agency, the 
instructional team determined the final list 

of program participants in consultation with 
HCD executive leadership.  
 The program participants included 
22 individuals that were selected from 
HCD’s departmental divisions. One fellow 
also participated from the California Busi-
ness, Consumer Services, and Housing 
Agency. The cohort was 55% female and 
45% male, with experience at HCD ranging 
from 8 months to 15 years. Although the 
instructional team aimed to have a mix of 
staff in supervisorial roles, only two partici-
pants were in management positions. Dur-
ing the program, four fellows left the cohort 
due to personal and professional circum-
stances that prevented them from complet-
ing the curriculum.  
 Due to group dynamics and the na-
ture of learning processes, the instructional 
team adapted the curriculum multiple times 
throughout the program. The transitions that 
took place were largely related to incorpo-
rating more time for team development and 
adjusting the project development phase to 
more effectively scaffold the work. This 
work was guided by the following objec-
tives:  

 Integration of an action research 
methodology with participatory en-
gagement methods in the develop-
ment and application of a curriculum 
that integrates policy education with 
cultural development, and 

 Evaluate community engaged learn-
ing in an atypical “community” envi-
ronment. 

 
RESULTS 

 
Participant Retrospective Program Eval-
uation  
 At the end of the five-month curric-
ulum, participants completed a retrospec-
tive evaluation for the Fair Housing and 
Social Inclusion Fellowship program. Over-
all, 100% of participants ranked the fellow-
ship program as ‘good’ or ‘excellent.’ In 
order to assess the effectiveness of the cur-
riculum, numerous learning objectives were 
identified, including the ability to: 
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 Identify individual bias(es) in per-
sonal and interpersonal settings; 

 Recognize and appreciate social and 
cultural differences; 

 Effectively communicate and facili-
tate cross-division collaborations; 

 Effectively communicate to Califor-
nia stakeholders in diverse cultural 
settings; 

 Incorporate the intent of the AFFH 
ruling into one’s professional work; 

 Effectively work within a group in 
culturally diverse settings; and 

 Design action plans/projects for pol-
icy and practice interventions. 

 When participants assessed their 
abilities prior to the program, most indicat-
ed a ‘neutral,’ ‘fair,’ or ‘poor’ response to 
each of the learning objectives. At the end 
of the program, zero participants ranked 
their abilities across the learning objectives 
as ‘poor,’ and only one participant provided 
a response of ‘fair’ when assessing their 
ability to incorporate the intent of the 
AFFH ruling into their professional work. 
However, 80% of participants assessed their 
ability in this category as ‘good’ or 
‘excellent,’ which suggests that the outlying 
participant is not representative of the expe-
rience. The greatest improvement was 
demonstrated in participants’ ability to 
identify individual bias(es) in personal and 
interpersonal settings, with an 80 percent-
age point increase under the combined cate-
gories of ‘good’ and ‘excellent.’ Partici-
pants demonstrated the least improvement 
in their ability to effectively communicate 
to California stakeholders in diverse cultur-
al settings, with 53.3% of participants re-
maining ‘neutral’ in their assessment of this 
skill. The other learning objectives general-
ly saw improvement, with most participants 
ranking their abilities as ‘good’ at the end 
of the curriculum program. 
 Ultimately, one-third of the fellows 
reported being ‘very satisfied’ with the pro-
gram and 53.3% reported being ‘satisfied.’ 
More importantly, 26.7% of participants 
indicated that they could use the ideas and 
skills gained through this program ‘to a 

moderate extent,’ and 53.3% of participants 
indicated that they could use these ideas 
and skills ‘to a great extent.’ Thinking be-
yond the current program, almost half of the 
participants reported being ‘very confident’ 
that this program would positively affect 
HCD culture and the future of fair housing, 
and one-third reported being ‘confident’ 
that this program would have a positive im-
pact on HCD and the future of fair housing.  
 
Instructional Team Reflections: What 
We Learned 
 The Fair Housing and Social Inclu-
sion Fellowship program was designed to 
strengthen HCD’s capacity to further fair 
housing, and in doing so, provided insight 
into the process of using a collaborative and 
participatory approach to positively impact 
institutional culture. From this process, the 
instructional team made the following key 
observations: 
 The learning process is as critical 
as the product itself. Although a wide 
range of understanding still exists among 
HCD staff regarding fair housing and social 
inclusion, the fellows’ participation in this 
program demonstrates a desire to pursue 
this work more extensively and integrate 
this knowledge into their roles and respon-
sibilities at HCD. Many fellows expressed a 
desire for a longer fellowship program and 
greater skill development, and it was evi-
dent that more time and depth were needed 
to fully explore the topics of fair housing 
and social inclusion. However, the 
knowledge gained in this program is trans-
ferable to future efforts, which contributes 
to HCD’s leadership and potential impact. 
With this commitment to learn, HCD holds 
great capacity to advance their fair housing 
efforts and infuse participatory practices 
into their programs and policies.  
 Trust-building is a foundational 
piece of the collaborative process. Alt-
hough developing relationships is time in-
tensive, this process is critical for establish-
ing rapport between partners, especially 
when different entities have not previously 
worked together. At the onset of the fellow-
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ship program, trust issues emerged between 
the participants and instructors regarding 
the evaluation of the program. When fel-
lows were informed about the collection of 
data for evaluative purposes, many raised 
concerns about anonymity and the eventual 
use of this information. As such, several 
participants initially chose to limit their in-
clusion in the evaluation process. This dis-
trust seemed to reflect the inner-agency dy-
namics taking place at the time and a gen-
eral perception of mistrust between staff 
and executive leadership. As the curriculum 
progressed, the instructors worked to build 
greater trust and engage all participants in a 
meaningful way. These relationships are 
important to note since they largely influ-
ence the cohesion and effectiveness of part-
nerships. Trust-building can also provide 
opportunities for future collaboration. As 
such, the Fair Housing and Social Inclusion 
Fellowship program could ideally extend 
beyond a singular project and serve as a 
jumping off point for continued engage-
ment and additional fair housing efforts.  
 The instructional team faced or-
ganizational and participant constraints. 
When implementing the training, these lim-
itations primarily arose due to the short 
time frame of the program and participants’ 
competing workloads. This was coupled 
with a perceived lack of support from su-
pervisors for employee participation, as 
well as a lack of incentive for HCD staff to 
participate. It also became apparent 
throughout the program that a wide varia-
tion of skill sets and experience existed 
among participants. This made it challeng-
ing to explore the concepts at an accelerated 
pace, and more time was certainly needed 
to dive into complex topics such as individ-
ual bias, organizational culture, micro-
aggressions, and the AFFH ruling. When it 
came to project development, participants 
remained generally risk-averse with little 
incentive to be novel, and were initially un-
motivated to complete their projects. This 
was nominally countered with visible sup-
port from executive leadership.  

 The fair housing projects hold 
great potential. The fellows developed 
quality project proposals that provide an 
opportunity to address barriers to fair hous-
ing and incorporate the intent of AFFH into 
HCD’s policies and practices. The value of 
these projects was strengthened by the cross
-divisional and collaborative nature of the 
fellowship teams, which allowed for an ex-
change of ideas and expertise. Working be-
yond the agency silos helped facilitate new 
solutions to existing problems. The staff 
who attended the presentations were also 
receptive to the project proposals, demon-
strating an interest in these ideas and a 
recognition that this work is needed. How-
ever, a general lack of confidence existed 
among the participants about the implemen-
tation of the projects following the fellow-
ship program. This uncertainty was a barri-
er to motivation throughout the program, 
and many fellows expressed concern about 
the lack of commitment from the executive 
leadership to move this work forward. Yet, 
these projects stand to be further developed 
and implemented as a potential way for 
HCD to advance their fair housing practic-
es.  
 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
 As previously discussed, civic-
university partnerships are often strained 
due to differing cultural and institutional 
norms between the organizations and col-
laborating universities (Baum, 2000; Buys 
& Bursnall, 2007; Stoecker, 2008). Our 
specific partnership facilitated a civic-
university collaboration with the California 
Department of Housing and Community 
Development, that was further supported by 
a joint university collaboration between UC 
Davis and the University of Kentucky. Our 
case highlights effective approaches to nav-
igating these complex partnerships in a way 
that minimizes common stumbling blocks 
when collaborating.  
 First, while it may be perceived as 
time consuming, building relationships 
among the collaborating organizations and 
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leadership is critical. In order to accomplish 
this, we spent a substantial amount of time 
getting to know leadership personnel within 
the civic organization while also conducting 
in-depth interviews with staff across the 
organization. This not only provided great 
insight about the knowledge associated with 
the initiative, but also gave a voice and en-
couraged buy-in to the overall process by 
the employees. Moreover, this provided an 
awareness of the perceived social and cul-
tural dynamics within the organization. Our 
process supports Levkoe and Stack-Cutler’s 
(2018) characteristics of effective partner-
ships. 
 Next, university instructors came 
together to design an informed curriculum 
and evaluation for the fellowship program. 
During this time, instructors followed 
Clifford and Petrescu’s (2012) recommen-
dation to reflect on questions associated 
with the program’s usefulness to the com-
munity client. The diverse perspectives 
from instructors from different fields pro-
vided a type of synergy; it allowed for ideas 
to be brainstormed and built upon, resulting 
in a more robust program. Additionally, the 
multidisciplinary team of educators created 
a safe and inclusive environment for idea 
generation, exchange, and critique while 
clarifying disciplinary terms and language.  
 Also, during the final draft stages of 
the curriculum development, executive 
leadership from the civic organization were 
consulted to create awareness and clarify 
any cultural or organizational nuances that 
would potentially impede program success. 
This stage was critical as the transparency 
and open discussion substantially strength-
ened the fellows’ program and its delivery. 
This also substantiates Levkoe and Stack-
Cutler’s (2018) assertion that partners share 
decision-making, balance power, consider 
diverse perspectives, and produce mutually 
beneficial outcomes.  
 Finally, maintaining programmatic 
flexibility while intentionally creating op-
portunities to check in with collaborators, 
participants, and university instructors were 
key factors to programmatic success. This 

helped to quell potential conflicts associat-
ed with such a complex collaboration. Ad-
ditionally, it assisted in developing rapport 
and trust among all collaborators, strength-
ening the relationship and possibility for 
future collaborations.  
 While the program highlighted 
through this case study had many associated 
successes, the value of this case study with-
in the current context is how it can inform 
future civic-university collaborations. Rec-
ognizing the value of multidisciplinary col-
laborations within the academic setting, it 
should also be mentioned there is inherent 
value in collaborations that bridge academ-
ics and outside entities. Civic-university 
partnerships assist in truly breaking down 
the “ivory tower” mentality; they bring re-
search-based knowledge from the academic 
setting out into the community, while also 
encouraging practical application to what 
could be considered “too theoreti-
cal” (Brown-Luthango, 2013). What’s 
more, collaborations across fields encour-
age clarification of disciplinary terms and 
language, which can lead to a shared lan-
guage and understanding. In addition, multi
-university and civic collaborations are an 
important way to encourage synergy and, 
with expertise from multiple universities, 
can now be effectively engaged across mul-
tiple regions. Undoubtedly, collaboration is 
something that continues to be valuable as 
we move into the future.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Over the past 20 years, colleges and universities have committed to providing students with a wide 
range of civic and community engagement experiences, but little is known about campus climate for 
political learning and engagement at higher education institutions. This article examines the key 
opportunities and challenges associated with planning, recruiting, and conducting focus groups as 
part of a national project focused on political learning and engagement in democracy at one public 
Midwestern metropolitan university. 

Keywords: focus groups, political engagement, civic engagement 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Over the past 20 years, colleges and 

universities have committed to providing 
students with a wide range of civic 
experiences. Research has focused on the need 
for curricular and co-curricular civically 
focused, high-impact practices that are 
beneficial for college students from all 
backgrounds, such as collaborative 
assignments, learning communities, and 
internships (Ehrlich, 2000; Kilgo, Ezell 
Sheets, & Pascarella, 2015; Kuh, 2008). These 
practices—when structured in meaningful 
ways—have been shown to have a positive 
impact on outcomes such as academic 
achievement, attitudes, civic engagement, 
critical thinking and problem-solving skills, 
and a sense of social responsibility (Brownell 
& Swaner, 2009; Myers, Myers, & Peters, 
2019). 

While many of these civic experiences 
exclusively focus on community engagement 
and service learning, there are also 
opportunities to increase political engagement 
in classrooms and educate for democracy. 
According to Thomas and Brower (2017), 
democracy not only refers to a form of 
government, but also a culture, a set of 
principles, and practices that provide the 
context for shared governance in the United 
States. Viewing these practices within the 
context of higher education provides a space 
to extend community and civic engagement 
conversations toward political learning and 
engagement. Political engagement can be 
defined as both engagement with formal 
government structures or processes (e.g., 
running for office, voting) and more 
alternative, participatory, and citizen-driven 
action with or without government 
involvement (e.g., deliberative democracy, 
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activism) (Thomas & Brower, 2018). Political 
learning refers to classroom and co-curricular 
experiences that increase student knowledge 
of the history, principles, and practices of 
democratic governance and the ability to 
navigate and shape communities and systems 
for policymaking and resource distribution 
(Thomas & Brower, 2018). 

Campus climate—the underlying 
environment for learning—has historically 
been used as a framework to understand 
various problems on college campuses (e.g., 
sexual misconduct, alcohol use) or to learn 
about social identities of students (e.g., 
historically marginalized groups) (Hurtado, 
Griffin, Arellano, & Cuellar, 2008; Kuh, 
Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2005). Campus 
climate has also been used to examine civic 
values and activities. For example, Billings 
and Terkla (2014) found that student self-
efficacy, leadership ability, and community 
connectedness are positively related to student 
civic engagement activities. As a result of this 
research, the Association of American 
Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) 
introduced a set of learning outcomes for 
personal and social responsibility, and 
researchers then created a survey instrument to 
assess the general climate for each outcome 
(Reason, 2013).  

Most recently, the Institute for 
Democracy and Higher Education (IDHE) at 
Tufts University visited nine colleges and 
universities nationwide for an initial study of 
campus climates for political learning and 
engagement in democracy. The purpose of this 
work was to assess trends in political learning 
and engagement on college campuses, and 
identify strategies to improve and increase 
student learning for democracy. A research 
team conducted a series of interviews and 
focus groups at each institution to develop a 
set of recommendations for how colleges and 
universities can improve their campus 
climates for political learning and 
engagement. These recommendations 
included strengthening social cohesion; 
incorporating diversity, equity, and inclusion 
as a realized practice; institutionalizing 

pervasive, high-quality political discussions; 
inviting student agency and voice; and 
embedding active political engagement on 
campus (Thomas & Brower, 2017, 2018).  

Because these recommendations were 
preliminary, IDHE—in partnership with the 
American Association of State Colleges and 
Universities (AASCU) and the American 
Democracy Project (ADP)—sought to 
replicate this study to test these findings 
through a large-scale study. To do so, they 
invited 12 additional colleges and universities 
in the United States to conduct their own self-
study to assess campus climates for political 
learning and engagement. The goal of this 
study was to: 1) understand whether the use of 
focus groups was a reliable method for 
assessing campus climate for political learning 
and engagement, and 2) use outcomes 
associated with this assessment to create a set 
of interventions that could be adopted by 
institutions to improve political learning and 
engagement. This article examines the process 
of conducting focus groups to uncover these 
findings at one participating institution. The 
questions we explore in this article include: 
What are the benefits of using focus groups to 
understand the campus climate around 
political learning and engagement on a college 
campus? What should other institutions 
consider when moving forward with this type 
of research model? 

 

Why Focus Groups? 
The merits of focus groups are well 

documented for conducting needs assessments 
of civic cultures (Kellogg, O’Brien, & Toth, 
2006; Kern & Just, 1995; Mihailidis, Fincham, 
& Cohen, 2014; Nisbett & Childs Dewalt, 
2016). Though originating in market research 
in the 1920s, focus groups have been used 
expansively in social science research since 
the 1940s (Merton & Kendall, 1946) to gain 
in-depth understandings of social issues 
(Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick, & Mukherjee, 
2018). By creating atmospheres that solicit 
group interaction, focus groups collect data 
surrounding group opinions and attitudes on a 
particular issue (Tonkiss, 2018). Because the 
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unit of analysis is the group (rather than the 
individual), focus groups deliver data of 
interaction, specifically how people articulate 
and justify issues (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017). 
Data can showcase group formations and 
negotiations since opinions, attitudes, and 
accounts are socially produced (Lunt & 
Livingston, 1996). 

Focus groups serve as contexts for 
sensemaking and public deliberation. Because 
focus groups “involve a stronger 
methodological assertion that the group 
context is important,” they are useful in 
creating forms of deliberative democracy 
(Tonkiss, 2018, p. 238). Group interaction can 
allow participants to make connections to 
discussion topics through each other, which 
may not necessarily occur in individual 
interviews (Nagle & Williams, 2013). When 
trying to assess campus climate for political 
learning and engagement, the use of focus 
groups presents a unique context due to their 
open but defined space on campus for the 
collaborative, synergetic, and spontaneous 
pursuit of sensemaking (Johnson, 1996; 
Southwell, Blake, & Torres, 2005). Because 
valuable insights and outcomes may emerge 
from focus groups as a form of deliberative 
engagement, focus group discussions offer a 
unique format for deliberative engagement 
that can be used as a tool for teaching and 
learning within a university setting (Drury, 
Andrew, Goddard, & Wentzel, 2016; Longo, 
2013). Collaborative, discursive engagement 
through focus groups provides a defined space 
to share perspectives and opinions around 
campus climates for political learning and 
engagement. More specifically, these group 
interactions can help explore meaning-making 
processes behind democratic participation 
through participants’ own accounts of events 
and terminology. 

Largely utilizing convenience 
sampling, focus groups are composed of 
participants who share characteristics with a 
larger population, such as students, faculty, 
and staff at higher education institutions 
(Nagle & Williams, 2013). These groups are 

key stakeholders—both on campus and in 
their surrounding communities. Focus groups 
with these study populations can garner local 
understandings of political learning by 
reproducing the interactive nature of 
democratic participation. Collecting group 
attitudes from these stakeholders is certainly 
useful at a national level considering the 
polarized political climate surrounding the 
2016 presidential election. But these insights 
are also necessary for implementing internal 
university communication efforts to improve 
civic culture in classrooms and on campus 
generally. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

 
In this study, focus groups took place 

between May and October 2018 at the 
University of Nebraska Omaha (UNO). UNO 
is a public metropolitan university located in 
Omaha, Nebraska. According to Fall 2018 
enrollment data from the institution’s Office 
of Institutional Effectiveness, 12,430 
undergraduate students and 3,001 graduate 
students were enrolled at UNO, totaling 
15,431 students (University of Nebraska 
Omaha, 2019). The UNO study body is 
notable in the percentage of students who are 
the first in their family to attend college. 
Thirty-seven percent of students are first 
generation students. The average age of 
students is 24, a factor that reflects the mix of 
traditional and non-traditional college 
students.  

A total of 10 focus groups were 
conducted with faculty, students, staff, and 
administrators, totaling 79 participants. Each 
focus group lasted 90 minutes and began with 
an overview of definitions of four core terms: 
campus climate, political engagement, 
political learning, and democracy. Focus 
group facilitators also discussed the concept of 
democratic learning and engagement in 
democracy, making it clear that while 
educating for democracy has no partisan 
leaning or ideology, the process and goals are 
clearly political.  
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A focus group protocol was designed 
by IDHE based on a conceptual model for how 
campus climate affects political learning and 
engagement in democracy. The model, 
outlined in Thomas and Brower (2018), is 
influenced by Bolman and Deal’s 1991 
influential work, which suggests that an 
environment for working or learning should be 
gauged and/or improved through an 
examination of organizational conditions in 
four frames and that all individuals within an 
organization (e.g., students, faculty, staff) 
shape each frame. The frames for this study 
include structural (e.g., formal roles, 
organizational charts and hierarchies, policies, 
physical spaces), human (e.g., needs, feelings, 
skills, limitations, attitudes, and beliefs), 
political (e.g., resource allocation, power 
sharing and decision-making), and symbolic 
(e.g., norms, symbols, history) (Bolman & 
Deal, 1991).  

For the purposes of this study, the 
framework guiding the focus group questions 
included sub-dimensions for each frame that 
reflect the complexity of higher education 
institutions. For the structural frame, IDHE 
included four sub-dimensions: 1) 
organizational, 2) curricular, 3) co-curricular, 
and 4) spatial. The interview protocol explored 
structures such as mission statement, fields of 
study, the existence of political organizations 
on campus, and formal and informal spaces for 
political discussions and actions. The human 
frame focused on the relationship between the 
needs of the organization and those of the 
individuals operating within it. The human 
frame was organized into four core 
dimensions: compositional (social identity and 
lived experiences), competencies (knowledge 
and skills), attitudinal (beliefs and opinions), 
and behavioral (individual behaviors and how 
people interact with others). The political 
frame focused on two sub-dimensions: how 
internal decisions are made (e.g., who has 
power, voice, authority) and external 
influences (e.g., state legislators, electoral 
conditions) and questions were included about 
how decisions are made, perceptions of shared 
governance, town-gown relations, and 

electoral activities. The protocol adjusted 
Bolman and Deal’s (1991) symbolic frame by 
renaming it cultural, focusing on institutional 
features such as widely accepted norms 
stemming from the institution’s history, 
symbols, and traditions. The facets of the 
historic, symbolic, and normative sub-
dimensions are therefore explored through 
questions about rituals, stories, and shared 
values.  

The focus groups were conducted by a 
small research team of eight people. Two 
individuals were designated facilitators and 
six as notetakers. At the end of each focus 
group, members of the research team 
completed a rubric that examined researchers’ 
perceptions about the institution’s structures, 
norms and culture, decision-making and 
leadership practices, and attitudes and 
behaviors that collectively shape the 
environment for political learning and 
engagement in democracy. The project also 
included a team of 17 coalition members made 
up of administrators, faculty, and staff who are 
key leaders in civic and community 
engagement initiatives at the university.  

 

LESSONS LEARNED:  

OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES 
 
Below, we outline four key lessons 

learned from conducting the focus groups. 
Specifically, we highlight key opportunities 
and challenges associated with planning, 
recruitment, and conducting focus groups as 
part of a large-scale project focused on 
political learning and engagement.  

 

Lesson 1: Planning the Focus Groups 
Scheduling and timing are key to 

success of any focus group research, and this 
project was no exception. The initial launch of 
the nationwide project was February 2018 
with the goal of completing focus groups by 
May 2018. It became apparent early on that 
this goal would not be viable, and upon 
receiving approval by UNO’s Institutional 
Review Board (IRB), our group set the goal to 
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complete focus groups by Fall 2018. Because 
the campus is a mixed residential/commuter 
campus, the coalition team recognized the 
need to strategically schedule the groups. For 
instance, faculty groups were conducted in late 
April, early May, and in September and 
October once faculty had returned to campus. 
Students also posed a similar challenge, and 
targeting specific student groups (e.g., 
residence hall assistants, campus 
ambassadors) who were available during the 
summer allowed us to complete one focus 
group in early summer. Similarly, student 
government groups who were active 
beginning in Fall 2018 agreed to participate in 
focus groups to round out our student 
participation. An additional student group, 
identified through the Office of Institutional 
Effectiveness and personal outreach, 
participated in a focus group in August. 
Overall, in planning an initiative based on 
university campus participation, recognizing 
the role that the academic calendar plays in 
carrying out focus groups on a compacted 
timeline is an important consideration.  

In addition to overall timing, the group 
recognized the need to accommodate groups 
based on the time of day participants were 
available. For example, the staff focus groups 
and residence hall groups were successful by 
scheduling them over the lunch hour. For 
student government, a similar situation 
presented itself. Student government meetings 
are held in the evening, and the group agreed 
to participate following their monthly evening 
meeting.  

A final consideration in planning was 
the availability of campus facilities and space 
configuration. UNO is split into two 
campuses, which are close together but 
separated by a public park. In order to attract 
students and faculty from across campus, we 
used buildings on both parts of campus. As has 
been suggested (Nyumba et al., 2018), the 
comfort of the focus group setting is important 
both for participant comfort and ease of 
facilitation. In all but one focus group, the 
rooms had movable desks and chairs, which 
helped create a comfortable and accessible 

focus group environment. We would 
recommend previewing the room arrangement 
of the focus group, as the space configuration 
can have implications for focus group 
dynamics and ultimate research outcomes. 

 

Lesson 2: Focus Group Recruitment 
Members of the research team 

strategized how to best recruit participants for 
the 10 focus groups. The categories of focus 
groups included campus coalition team, 
faculty, students, student leaders, and staff. 
UNO has a history of leadership commitment 
to issues it deems mission-relevant (Dodge, 
Starke, Smith-Howell, & Woods, 2019). 
Campus leaders, including the senior vice 
chancellor, associate and assistant vice 
chancellors, deans, and other campus 
administrators were members of the coalition 
of campus stakeholders supervising the 
project. Leadership’s support of the campus 
climate assessment both legitimized the study 
as an institutional priority and assured the 
necessary resources were made available to 
successfully plan and implement the project. 
Funding for graduate assistant hours were 
dedicated to overseeing logistics such as 
scheduling rooms, ordering food and beverage 
for focus groups, coordinating participant 
recruitment, managing data collection, and 
assisting with data analysis. Additionally, an 
administrative faculty fellow oversaw campus 
work and served as the campus liaison to the 
national coordinating institutions, 
participating in discussions of the project’s 
progress and planning. Projects such as this are 
successful when they have financial and 
human capital to support them. These 
resources are often under the purview of 
campus leaders. Thus, it is imperative that 
leadership is committed to the ideals and work 
of the campus climate assessment.  

Leveraging existing institutional 
resources, systems, and structures became a 
very useful practice for successful 
implementation of the project. As noted 
earlier, the institution’s Office of Institutional 
Effectiveness helped recruit student 
participants. Their staff played a vital role in 
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considering sampling methods, identifying 
potential focus group participants that met the 
study’s criteria, and disseminating recruitment 
materials. Likewise, the Center for Faculty 
Excellence and the Service Learning Academy 
supported faculty recruitment efforts.  

Partnering with units that had access to 
potential participants served as a launchpad 
for recruitment, but a more direct strategy 
using snowball sampling proved to be the most 
effective method. The team reached out to 
colleagues and campus leaders who could 
connect us to interested student groups and 
used word of mouth with students in classes to 
garner interest in the project. While we 
recognize the inherent selection bias in this 
strategy, this was our most effective 
mechanism for obtaining the established 
number of groups/participants requested by 
the coordinating institutions. Casting a wide 
net to gather as many participants as possible 
is advisable; however, because the initial 
interest in participating was marginal, most of 
the focus groups consisted of individuals who 
were personally invited by the project team or 
other participants. 

Recruiting for the focus groups is 
equally as telling as the study findings. In 
recruiting, we discovered that there are 
disparate levels of interest in political learning 
and engagement. While faculty and staff 
whose work is centered on civic/political 
engagement and service learning were most 
interested in participation, this interest was not 
shared across all academic units, which 
created a selection bias in our results. The 
aforementioned challenges with timing of the 
project and the focus groups also influenced 
recruitment challenges. Future project designs 
should consider a mixture of recruitment 
methods, those that seek to inform as many 
individuals as possible about the study and 
those that build on existing relationships and 
connections.  

 

 

 

Lesson 3: Conducting Focus Groups and 

Analyses 
The facilitator and observing 

notetakers (2) arrived to rooms early to ensure 
the set-up of catering, audio recorders, and 
informed consent documents were in place. 
Tables and chairs were arranged to bring the 
group into a circular shape adjacent to food 
and drink. The facilitator briefly reviewed the 
protocol (i.e. a student, faculty, or 
administrator protocol) with observing 
notetakers who received a copy to aid their 
notes. Observing notetakers sat near the back 
and sides of the room with laptops to capture 
main topics, commonalities, events, and 
language used by participants. Observation 
notes varied in specificity but having two 
notetakers strengthened the validity of the 
discussion and provided a “thick[er] 
description” of each unique group (Geertz, 
1973). 

Upon arrival, participants were 
welcomed, thanked for their participation, and 
invited to share refreshments. The facilitator 
presented the introductory script provided by 
the coordinating institutions that included 
introductions of those in the room, AASCU, 
IDHE, and ADP, as well as the purpose of the 
focus group and what would be done with the 
data. At that time, the facilitator proceeded 
through the four-page protocol and 
participants answered questions and interacted 
with their peers’ insights. Throughout, the 
facilitator used probing questions to confirm 
points of view and elicit the necessary data for 
each section of the protocol. Focus groups 
concluded with two final questions asking if 
any topics had been missed and to grade their 
campus experience with political issues, 
learning, and participation on a scale of A to 
F. 

As participants answered anticipated 
questions located later in the protocol, the 
facilitator remained nimble moving from 
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question to question as needed. Yet, we 
realized upon reflection that the protocol was 
too long for a 90-minute interview as 
advertised in our recruitment. Because we 
were sensitive to participant fatigue which sets 
in between one and two hours (Nyumba et al., 
2018), facilitators, at times, skipped questions, 
combined questions, and/or asked questions 
out of order to capture the data. The protocol 
also included a wide range of questions which 
felt ambitious, leaving facilitators to make off-
the-cuff decisions about which questions 
would elicit the richest data. This may have 
implications for the findings of the study. 
Since focus groups can help operationalize 
core concepts (Tonkiss, 2018) and ought to ask 
a maximum of approximately five questions 
(Nagle & Williams, 2013), perhaps this first 
round of focus groups in the project can 
tighten key aims for future ones. 

After thanking participants and 
answering follow-up questions about the 
larger study, the facilitator and notetakers 
completed a debriefing rubric provided by the 
coordinating institutions before leaving the 
room. The rubric consisted of five categories 
of 54 Likert-scale prompts about the 
participants’ consensus on political learning 
and civic engagement and took approximately 
30 minutes to complete. The rubric, audio 
recording, and observation notes were then 
uploaded to a secure university cloud server to 
be shared with the coordinating institutions. 

Upon completing the first focus group, 
the facilitator and observing notetakers 
determined during the debriefing that some of 
the measurement tools provided by the 
coordinating institutions were misaligned with 
each other. The interview protocol and 
debriefing rubric measured different variables, 
which may have implications for the findings 
of the study. For example, the debriefing 
rubric assessed climate with prompts about 
faculty-student advising, an understanding of 
academic freedom, and candidate visits on 
campus, none of which were questions on the 
student interview protocol. Since there were 
three interview protocols (student, faculty, and 
administration), we recommend having three 

debriefing rubrics so that all tools measure the 
same variables. 

After all 10 focus groups were 
concluded, coding of 20 observation notes 
began by two additional graduate students 
using a three-page codebook provided by the 
coordinating institutions. Analysis of the 
observation notes was done by broadly 
categorizing the strengths and challenges of 
the campus’ political climate. Doing so 
provided an overview of the context, 
resources, and areas for improvement for a 
wider campus discussion and local action plan 
of next steps. 

 

Lesson 4: Managing Changes and 

Expectations 
Several changes were made by the lead 

institutions over time during the duration of 
the study. As noted in Lesson 1, we extended 
the timeline to allow time to plan, recruit, 
conduct, and analyze the focus groups. 
Additionally, regular turnover occurred at the 
institutions leading this initiative, which 
influenced project capacity and, ultimately, 
timeline and ownership of different tasks. 
While our institution did not experience 
turnover, it is important to recognize that such 
transitions do occur regularly at higher 
education institutions, and we recommend 
having a plan for staffing transitions at all 
levels of the project.  

Because this was a national project, the 
research teams across the country had varying 
backgrounds and responsibilities within their 
universities. At some institutions, project leads 
were staff members or held administrative 
roles within a civic engagement or service-
learning center. At other institutions, project 
leads were faculty members housed in a range 
of departments, including communication, 
public administration, and education. Such 
variance influenced the amount of time that 
staff, faculty, and other project leads at each 
institution were able to commit to the project. 
At UNO, the project was housed within 
Academic Affairs, and two project leads were 
faculty members on a nine-month contract, 
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which had implications for working on this 
project during the summer months.  

To manage expectations, it is 
important for larger institutions leading these 
initiatives to be clear and upfront about all 
project expectations and the resources that can 
be provided to a university implementing the 
project. Factors such as built-in time for 
training, ensuring financial and human 
resources align with an institution’s needs, 
and, importantly, understanding threshold 
capacities are important and must be 
considered when inviting institutions to 
participate in these types of large-scale 
projects. The systematic nature of this project 
and its focus on political learning and 
engagement will provide great value to 
colleges and universities across the country, 
and keeping processes uniform across 
institutions is necessary for the study’s 
validity.  

However, it is also important for 
individuals and groups leading large-scale 
efforts to consider the resource constraints, 
variation, and uniqueness of institutions across 
the country and to build this into the initial 
research design. For example, for some 
institutions, including ours, the initial timeline 
was not feasible. In addition, while we were 
fortunate to have members of the research 
team who were trained in qualitative research 
methods and had experience conducting and 
analyzing focus groups, such was not the case 
at all institutions. The lead institutions held 
regular check-in calls and trainings to support 
each institution’s project leads, which served 
as a helpful space to answer questions and 
create a community focused on this work. 
When moving forward with this kind of 
project, we recommend a consistent point of 
contact (at both the lead institution level and at 
each institution) and that expectations are 
realistic and clear. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
This article explored a national 

research-to-practice initiative supported by 
AASCU’s American Democracy Project and 

the Institute for Democracy and Higher 
Education at Tufts University. The goal of the 
initiative was to assess and improve campus 
climates for political learning and 
participation in democracy. Campuses 
nationwide are struggling to find ways to 
improve political learning, civil dialogue, and 
participation in divisive and polarized political 
contexts. The 2016 election season and its 
aftermath reflected extreme polarization, 
divisive rhetoric, disagreement about what 
constitutes facts and truth, and has led to 
frustration within American society. 
Universities are ideally situated to identify and 
model a better approach to educating for 
robust political learning and democratic 
engagement, and cultivating more 
sophisticated forms of political discourse, 
dialogue, and deliberation can provide greater 
civic benefits to students, faculty, staff, and 
communities.  

Taking part in this nationwide project 
was an exciting but challenging feat. We 
gathered important data from our institution 
about its campus climate for political learning 
and engagement, but experienced a variety of 
hurdles in executing the 10 focus groups. But 
contributing to the grander AASCU aim to 
better understand how campus climate affects 
student nonpartisan political engagement was 
meaningful and deeply important work. 
Speaking with students, faculty, and 
administrators throughout the focus groups 
was vital in understanding how the five 
preliminary findings entering the project 
intersected, whether they applied to all student 
populations, whether one characteristic was 
more significant than others, and whether they 
could work independently. With our local 
campus findings, we helped hone an 
assessment tool for colleges and universities to 
test and strengthen their own campus climate. 
On our own campus, we have since shared the 
findings with our civic engagement coalition 
and will be creating further campus dialogues 
in the coming semesters.  

For campuses interested in partici-
pating in similar nationwide collaborations, 
we stress the importance of ensuring that 
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realistic expectations are set both on campus 
but also between the campus and coordinating 
institutions. This helps with executing the 
logistics of a large-scope project but also aids 
the usefulness of the study results and its 
expansion to other colleges and universities in 
the future. Considering the rise of social media 
platforms serving as prominent spaces for 
civic learning and engagement (Milhailidis, 
Fincham, & Cohen, 2014), it is vital that 
universities return to their mission statements 
as institutions invested in the education and 
socialization of the next generation of leaders 
locally, nationally, and globally. 
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