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Cultivating a Civic Mindset:  
Assessing Public Relations Student Perceptions of  

Service Learning and Community Involvement Beyond the Course 
 

Christopher J. McCollough 

Columbus State University 

ABSTRACT 

 

Literature in service learning offers examples of professional, social, and civic value to students, 

faculty, and community. The literature has not fully examined the impact of student participation on 

their levels of civic involvement among graduates several years removed from the coursework. This 

study is a case analysis of seven years of graduates with public relations course experience to 

examine graduates’ perceptions of the value of service-learning projects, and how this translates to 

community engagement. 

 Keywords: community engagement, volunteerism, longitudinal outcomes, leadership 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 In the fall of 2008, the Department of 

Communication at Columbus State University 

made the strategic choice to adopt a service-

learning curriculum, including its public 

relations curriculum. The faculty’s choice to 

adopt a service-learning curriculum was based 

on the composition of the community, students 

enrolled in the communication program, and 

the local economic environment graduates 

were entering at the time of the 2007-08 

Comprehensive Program Review (CPR). The 

university is a regional comprehensive with an 

enrollment of over 8,500 students. The 

university is situated in the third-largest city in 

the state, and the local chamber of commerce 

consists of more than 10,000 registered small 

businesses, of which 6,800 are classified as 

nonprofit organizations. For communication 

students, a curriculum focused on the needs of 

their community that offers opportunities to 

apply what they were learning would prove 

essential to student retention, content 

reinforcement, and professional development 

that empowered them to develop a strong 

portfolio and industry contacts prior to 

graduation.  

Literature indicates that students 

engaged in service-learning coursework are 

more likely to sustain community engagement 

beyond their college education in inter-

disciplinary literature (Ryan, 2017; Schat-

terman, 2014), as well as within literature on 

teaching and learning in public relations 

education (Farmer, Perry, & Ha, 2016). With 

a majority of communication program 

graduates taking coursework in public 

relations, the researcher is interested in 

assessing communication graduates’ 

community engagement post-graduation. 

Communication majors currently engage in 

more than 10 service-learning projects with 

nonprofit organizations addressing 

community problems. The public relations 

courses in the curriculum use service-learning 

projects in each course. Thus, it is worth 

identifying what kind of long-term impact this 

involvement with addressing the needs of 
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local organizations and communities has on 

students participating in public relations 

service-learning courses. The paper will 

discuss service learning and its value to 

students on professional, personal, and 

community engagement dimensions. Through 

an analysis of exit assessment records and an 

open-ended survey of recent alumni, the paper 

will assess graduates’ employment, com-

munity engagement, and perceived course-

work value. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Service learning is now an accepted 

approach to public relations education 

(Bourland-Davis & Fall, 1997; Daugherty, 

2003), specifically within capstone courses 

(Fraustino, Pressgrove, & Colistra, 2019; 

McCollough, 2018, 2019). The researcher will 

address the benefits of service learning to 

students pedagogically and professionally 

across disciplines, before exploring its 

potential for impact on students’ community 

engagement and leadership.  

 

Value of Service Learning to Students 

Service learning adds real-world 

relevance that students perceive as missing 

from curriculum. Foundational research shows 

service learning can increase student learning 

outcomes achievement (Bringle & Hatcher, 

1995; Kahn, Westheimer, & Rogers, 2000), 

and allow students to process course content, 

apply course concepts to real-life situations, 

and retain more knowledge of and confidence 

in the application of theory in practice (Bringle 

& Hatcher, 1995).  

Recent scholarship shows students 

also articulate a personal appreciation for 

project-based learning. Reflection prompts 

often lead to student responses like, “When 

working with the community we are able to 

make a difference and see our work in affect.” 

Students also express personal responsibility 

(Cress, Collier, Reitenauer, & Associates, 

2013) and report “Feeling great to be at a 

university that produces professionals who 

will go out to the world and use their 

knowledge and skills to help treat people” 

(Kerns & Shelton, 2014). Ryan (2017) 

discovered in a comparative analysis of 

students surveyed that students who adopted a 

service-learning project over a final essay 

demonstrated heightened levels in aspects of 

empathy, social responsibility, and 

community and personal involvement, while 

those who completed the essay did not. 

Students born in the new millennium prefer 

interactive learning and want the courses they 

take to provide answers to relevant questions 

being asked in society (Giroux, 2010, Kuban 

et al., 2014; Twenge, 2013). 

Public relations literature offers 

additional insight into the perceived 

preference for and perceived benefits of 

service learning among students. Wandel 

(2005) found that students reported a strong 

preference for service-learning courses to 

traditional lecture learning (84%), and that 

90% of those responding believed they had 

learned more from the service-learning course 

than a traditional course design. Bollinger 

(2004) identified increased student 

understanding and successful application of 

communication and public speaking acumen. 

Wilson (2012) found value in service learning 

for public relations students’ critical-thinking 

and problem-solving skills. Rentner (2012) 

demonstrated the potential for community-

oriented service learning to create real-world 

experience that better prepared students for the 

job market, which has been supported in 

subsequent scholarship (McCollough, 2018). 

 

Value of Service Learning to Community 

Scholars note the value of service 

learning to the regional communities and 

economy around them (Creighton, Sweeney, 

& Cauley, 2010), particularly when insti-
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tutions make it a point of strategic emphasis 

for the institution in scholarship and 

pedagogy. Service-learning models help meet 

real human and resource needs of community 

agencies (Basinger, 2015; Fletcher, Rousell, 

Worrell, McLean, & Baydala, 2012); put 

resources in underserved communities and 

with underserved populations (Auld, 2004; 

Basinger, 2015; Hall, Lasby, Ayer, & 

Gibbons, 2009; Miller, 1991); while building 

vital, sustainable partnerships between 

faculty, students, university, and the 

community (Fletcher et al., 2012). In turn, 

students leverage experience and professional 

networking opportunities as they enter the job 

search, while building student confidence in 

content and practice (Basinger, 2015; Kahn, 

Westheimer, & Rogers, 2000).  

 

Service Learning’s Impact on Community 

Engagement  

Early literature suggests that service 

learning can increase awareness of social 

structures, and strengthen student commitment 

to work for change (Kahn, Westheimer, & 

Rogers, 2000), heightened compassion and a 

commitment to community service (Barber, 

1994; Barber, Higgens, Smith, Ballou, 

Dedrick, & Downing, 1997), and commitment 

to civic involvement that influences thought 

and action two years later (Gibboney, 1996). 

Recent research suggests that, in addition to 

providing higher learning, academic 

institutions also are viewed as “institutions of 

community engagement” (Schatterman, 2014, 

p. 17). As such, colleges and universities are 

called upon to educate, graduate, and 

transition into society self-reflective, 

informed, and civic-minded citizens who are 

effective decision-makers (Giroux, 2010; 

Kuban, O’Malley, & Florea, 2014). There is 

evidence of cross-institutional embrace of the 

value of promoting community engagement 

through high-impact practices, including 

service learning. Hutson, York, Kim, Fiester, 

and Workman (2019) found a pattern of 

engagement among 48 participating insti-

tutions in a southeastern state, suggesting that 

either institutions have made engagement part 

of their institution, or administrators recognize 

the value of it and perceive of its presence at 

their respective institutions. In short, service 

learning can be an engine for community 

engagement for universities and a means of 

developing a civic mindset among students 

and alumni. 

Lindenfeld (2010) found evidence of a 

“virtuous cycle of improvement” between 

universities and communities where students 

engaged in community improvement when the 

professor provided a flexible syllabus, 

strategic classroom management, and strong 

community partnerships. Other scholars have 

shown service learning’s value in 

strengthening students’ community ties and 

civic engagement (Bee & Guerrina, 2014) and 

discipline-specific self-efficacy (Goodell, 

Cooke, & Ash, 2016). Jacoby (2009) notes that 

civic engagement is “acting upon a heightened 

sense of responsibility to one’s communities.” 

Markham (2013) argues that high-impact 

courses from a critical pedagogical pers-

pective helps promote community engag-

ement and leads to improved civic engag-

ement among graduates. 

Public relations education literature 

also supports this in the context of service 

learning and capstone courses. Wandel (2005) 

found that among students surveyed about 

service learning, 37% indicated an increase in 

social and civic efficacy. Farmer, Perry, and 

Ha (2016) provide one of the rare examples of 

a study that connects public relations 

curriculum to Werder and Strand’s (2011) 

model of analysis, and found that students 

indicated a desire to engage in volunteerism to 

impress employers and an interest in career 

choices on the basis of potential for 

community impact. 
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On the basis of the aforementioned literature 

on service learning and its civic value to the 

community and students, the researcher poses 

the following research questions: 

 

RQ1: What perceptions of value do 

students express about their experience in 

the service-learning curriculum? 

 

RQ2: How are graduates of the program 

actively engaged in nonprofit and civic 

organizations within their community? 

 

RQ3: How many graduates of the program 

are professionally committed to addressing 

civic and social issues in their community? 
 

METHOD 

  

This study is a mixed methods case 

study analysis (Patton, 1980; Yin, 2009) that 

answered each of the established research 

questions. In order to assess the perceived 

value among graduates of the program, the 

researcher utilized data collected as part of the 

department’s graduate assessment interviews. 

In order to graduate, each student must 

compile a portfolio of the work completed in 

the course of their study, present a 3-minute 

synopsis of their experience, and be prepared 

to answer any questions a panel of two to three 

faculty members have regarding the students’ 

work over a 15-minute period.  

 The researcher pulled data compiled 

from 2010 to 2016. In total, this included a 

sample of 260 exit assessment interviews. The 

researcher stopped at 2016 in order to permit 

for two years of separation from the program 

in order to determine if values centered on 

civic and community improvement and 

engagement still resonated after students 

entered the workforce. From the data 

collected, the researcher adopted qualitative 

content analysis (Patton, 1980) of the 

portfolios to identify any key themes that 

emerged from the student perceptions offered 

in the assessment, and to establish a greater 

depth of understanding of their educational 

experience and the impact of the coursework.  

 In order to assess the second and third 

research question, the researcher distributed 

anonymous open-ended electronic surveys to 

graduates from the total sample to investigate 

current employment, as well as community 

engagement in the region. To assess 

community engagement, alumni were asked 

about (1) participation in organizations and (2) 

leadership in those organizations. The 

decision to use an open-ended survey was a 

desire for a richer data set from which the 

researcher could collect motivations for 

engagement for future quantitative and 

qualitative analyses, which could be collected 

and analyzed efficiently. To analyze the 

survey responses, the researcher began with a 

simple count of those who confirmed active 

community engagement beyond coursework 

to get a sense of the net impact of the 

curriculum on communities. The research 

again adopted a qualitative content analysis 

(Patton, 1980) to develop depth of under-

standing behind graduates’ motivations for 

and the types of engagement.  

 To build a sample, the researcher first 

attempted to gather contact information for 

students who completed public relations 

coursework among the 260 graduating seniors 

assessed from the university’s alumni 

association (n = 200). After limited success 

with the university’s alumni association, the 

researcher then performed snowball sampling 

of alumni interviewed in order to connect with 

additional alumni (n = 92). The researcher 

analyzed student survey answers for (1) 

absence or presence of involvement with 

community organizations. As a recurrent 

theme around community organization 

leadership emerged, the researcher explored 

(2) alumni choice to embrace a leadership role 

within the community organizations.  
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FINDINGS 

 

Student Perceptions of the Value of Service-

Learning Curriculum 

 In the researcher’s review of the seven 

years of data, three large themes stand out 

among the program’s graduates in discussing 

the value of service-learning coursework: (1) 

Community, (2) professional development, 

and (3) employment. Within each theme, we 

see elements of personal, professional, and 

civic engagement come through as points of 

emphasis and value to the products of the 

program and its philosophy. 

 Graduates’ discussion of community 

was a consistent point of conversation on 

many of the graduation interview responses 

reviewed in analysis. The most commonly 

referenced is the curriculum’s ability to help 

cultivate a sense of community for students 

and the department within the community. 

There was a clear discussion of the concept of 

building community and an appreciation for 

philanthropy in students in the program.  

 This discussion took the form of two 

sub-themes discussing community deve-

lopment (1) in the public and (2) within the 

program. Graduates defined the community 

connection around the value of the coursework 

in going beyond reinforcement of theory and 

principles. For many of those who responded, 

they characterized the coursework as (1) a 

means of community education, helping 

students to see and understand existing 

community problems, to (2) then understand 

that communication principles and practice 

can provide solutions for those problems, and 

(3) the applied approach of working with 

client partners then empowered them to act 

within the class and independently to help 

solve community problems post-graduation. 

As one student commented in her remarks, 

“The emphasis on community engagement 

helps us connect with the content, network in 

the community, and to engage in professional 

development before our first job.” 

An interesting sub-theme that 

consistently grew beyond the first couple of 

years of assessments among graduates was 

that the curriculum not only helped students 

build a connection with the community, it also 

permitted them to build a sense of community 

within the department. Several students 

commented on feeling as if they were a part of 

a community of students, and that the 

curriculum created stronger opportunities for 

students and faculty to engage with each other 

in ways that other departments did not provide. 

In short, the service-learning courses were 

cultivating opportunities for students to build 

classroom community in addition to engaging 

with the surrounding community. One student 

suggested a strength of the program was its 

“family culture among students” where they 

routinely spend time together both inside and 

out of class. She added in her remarks, “what 

begins with long hours working together in the 

labs or in class sessions turns into time spent 

together at events on the weekend or personal 

get togethers. You are never alone as a part of 

this program.” 

 The second common theme identified 

among graduating seniors’ comments was that 

students felt that they were able to engage in 

substantive professional development that 

other learning styles do not permit. One 

common sub-theme addressed was the 

opportunity to gain real-world experience. 

Another common sub-theme was an 

appreciation of the opportunity to cultivate a 

solid portfolio for the job search upon 

graduation. An interesting sub-theme was a 

discussion among graduating seniors about the 

value of cultivating professional adaptability, 

and how that strengthened individuals’ client 

relations acumen. While not specific to all 

three-degree concentrations, this does offer 

great value to aspiring public relations 

practitioners. One student captured these 
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elements in their remarks when they said, “the 

ability to practice client relations and produce 

actual work in service-learning courses that 

required adaptation and flexibility are 

exceptional experience builders that make me 

feel prepared for the industry.” 

 The third common theme among 

graduating seniors was the potential for the 

program to serve as an engine for employment 

opportunities among graduates by developing 

networks with potential employers. The 

departmental comprehensive data reporting 

supports these final two themes. From 2012 – 

2015, graduating seniors attained degree-

relevant employment 73% of the time. Among 

the 27% who do not go directly into the work 

force, 65% have gone on to degree-relevant 

graduate coursework. One student commented 

that they see students involved with 

community partners in junior- and senior-level 

courses now working for those partners after 

graduation.  

 

Civic and Community Engagement Among 

Alumni 

 The data on alumni engagement in 

civic organizations and nonprofit 

organizations in the community reflects the 

literature asserting the potential of service 

learning to promote civic and community 

engagement among students. Over the seven-

year tally of 260 graduates of the program, the 

researcher identified 64 alumni (24.6%) 

currently involved with a local nonprofit 

organization in some capacity. Looking at the 

years individually, the weakest years for 

engagement among graduates are 2014 at five 

of 33 students involved (15.2%) and 2016 at 

10 of 65 graduates (15.4%). The strongest year 

yielding engagement was 2013 with 14 of 34 

students engaged in local nonprofits, volun-

teering, or civic employment (41.2%). Other-

wise, 2010 (27.6%), 2011 (29.6%), 2012 

(24%), and 2015 (27.7%) are consistent with 

the average graduate engagement. 

 An emergent theme from the analysis 

is a consideration of whether or not alumni 

currently hold leadership roles in community 

service organizations; the researcher dis-

covered limited returns among recent 

graduates. Assessing leadership in terms of 

nonprofit board members, establishing 

nonprofits, or directing a nonprofit organ-

ization, the researcher found that only 21 of 

260 graduates (8.1%) had taken civic 

engagement to a leadership role. The strongest 

year for establishing leadership was 2010, 

where five of 29 graduates (17.2%) have 

established leadership roles. The weakest 

years thus far are 2014 (1 of 33; 3%) and 2016 

(3 of 65; 4.6%) to date. In this regard, it is 

possible and not surprising that there may be a 

higher emergence of leadership roles among 

alumni with the benefit of time as graduates 

better establish themselves within the 

community. This suggests value in furt-

her longitudinal study of alumni. 

 The interviews did, however, provide 

some remarkable examples of leadership in 

community problem-solving of note. One 

graduate quickly moved from private sector 

work and graduate study to founding her own 

nonprofit that provides counseling and 

professional development training to aid 

victims of human trafficking in leaving the sex 

work industry and reintegrating with society.  

 Another example of a self-starter in 

nonprofit management and messaging is a 

2013 graduate who found a way to marry his 

personal passion for accessibility advocacy 

with his work. For this graduate, managing 

disabilities was personal when in the fall of 

2009, he was struck by a drunk driver in a 

crosswalk and had to rehabilitate from both 

physical injuries and a traumatic brain injury. 

He serves as the executive director of the 

community’s disability resource center where 

he manages the center, coordinates programs 

for youth and citizens coping with disabilities, 

and provides a strong media relations, 
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lobbying, and promotional role in advancing 

the center’s mission. 

 One final example of a former student 

making the most of their skills in the nonprofit 

sector is a 2016 graduate of our program who 

now leads an initiative from coursework to 

earn grant funding to open a training facility in 

Charleston, South Carolina, where they now 

help transition veterans suffering from post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) from 

treatment to gainful employment. 

 Other examples demonstrate the 

potential for successful young professionals to 

bridge the gap between corporate public 

relations work and community relations work. 

A 2012 graduate works as the public relations 

specialist for a management company 

responsible for over 40 privately owned and 

operated restaurants and service-sector 

businesses in the region. In addition to 

traditional public relations work for the 

holding company and its individual units, the 

graduate also provides a strong community 

relations presence for their employer. The 

graduate sits on 15 separate nonprofit boards 

in the region, including personal passion 

projects with the local American Cancer 

Society Leadership Council, Junior League, 

and Chamber of Commerce’s Young Prof-

essionals. 

 A 2013 graduate professionally posi-

tioned themself between the public and private 

sector solving local economic development 

issues. They are the former Vice President of 

the local chapter of Young Professionals, 

where they worked to help local employees 

and citizens seeking employment to refine 

skills, acquire resources, and better themselves 

to strengthen their opportunities and the local 

economy. They took that work with Young 

Professionals to a role working on public 

relations work on behalf of the local Chamber 

of Commerce, as well as a role as a social 

media marketing position with a public 

relations firm in town. 

 One final example of a graduate 

demonstrating strong civic and community 

engagement is a 2014 graduate who began 

their career as a public relations writer with the 

local hospital system. After six months, they 

were given the opportunity to move from a 

private organization to managing social media 

and media relations functions for the local 

community foundation, an organization 

committed to supporting local nonprofit and 

civic organizations in enhancing the quality of 

life in the region. They moved from a 

technician’s role to a comprehensive 

management role that now encompasses all 

messaging, event programming, and liaison 

work with the local government and 

community organizations throughout the 

region. While the examples of strong 

leadership are not on par with the net 

demonstration of community engagement 

among graduates, it is clear that early 

examples offer encouraging examples of the 

potential of the curriculum to help develop 

aspiring community leaders. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
 The data presented above provides 

some interesting points of support and 

consideration about the relative value of using 

a service-learning curriculum in public 

relations and in a broader sense across an 

entire communication curriculum. It is clear 

that assessing leadership in civic, community, 

and nonprofit organizations well within 10 

years of graduation might not provide a fair 

assessment of the depth of involvement or 

commitment of graduates to civic engagement 

and community problem-solving. It will be 

worth revisiting these graduates and other 

graduates in the future to see if leadership 

levels increase among our graduates with the 

benefit of time and involvement. Further, the 

researcher is unable to gauge student or alumni 
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involvement with volunteering or civic 

engagement levels going into the program of  

study, which could inform the literature on the 

efficacy of individuals who gravitate towards 

service-learning programs. Finally, while this 

qualitative analysis is not generalizable to a 

broader set of contexts, it does offer a deeper 

understanding of the level of community 

engagement among the communication 

program alumni taking public relations 

coursework, as well as alumni perspectives on 

the value of a service-learning curriculum to 

their personal and professional development, 

as well as to the community of which they are 

now a part. It also offers a foundational 

perspective for further qualitative and 

quantitative analysis of service-learning 

coursework on post-graduation community 

engagement. On the basis of these findings, 

this researcher sees the findings as 

justification for further adoption of service 

learning in contemporary public relations 

programs.  

 Within this study’s scope, the researc-

her sees clear evidence of the value of a 

service-learning curriculum to students on 

professional and personal fronts, as well as a 

means to cultivate engaged citizens and 

community members. Student perceptions of 

the professional value of the service-learning 

curriculum reify past service-learning 

scholarship on its value to aspiring profes-

sionals (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Schat-

terman, 2014), as well as scholarship in public 

relations education identifying the same trends 

(Bollinger, 2004; McCollough, 2018, 2019; 

Rentner, 2012; Wandel, 2005; Wilson, 2012). 

Student perceptions of the value of service-

learning in connecting them with the 

community is also well documented in the 

literature (Barber et. al, 1997; Bringle & 

Hatcher, 1995; Cress et al., 2013; Eyler & 

Giles, 1999; Giroux, 2010; Kerns & Shelton, 

2014; Kuban, O’Malley, & Florea, 2014), but 

a hidden item worth further exploration is the 

discussion around the ability of service-

learning courses and projects to be engines for 

community development among students and 

faculty. With a growing emphasis on retention 

of students and cultivating learning com-

munities, this data point offers another area for 

additional inquiry in time. 

 The solid presence of students 

participating in civic, community, and non-

profit organizations after graduation is 

encouraging, and has precedent in the 

literature (Farmer, Perry, & Ha, 2016; 
Gibboney, 1996; Werder & Strand, 2011). 

With further exploration and a more 

exhaustive examination of the sample, it will 

be interesting to see if the numbers improve on 

total yield of those involved in civic and 

community entities. As mentioned above, the 

recency of the shift to a service-learning 

curriculum and need for additional time 

involved in civic and community organ-

izations may yield a stronger return on 

leadership roles in civic organizations.  

Another avenue worth considering is 

recent scholarship on leadership training in 

public relations courses (Meng, 2015) and its 

value in developing leaders in both private and 

public sectors. With existing emphasis on 

leadership development in some public 

relations programs, additional studies should 

explore the student and community value in a 

discipline-wide adoption of leadership 

development in public relations programs. 
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ABSTRACT 

Over the course of the past three decades, service learning has become a major component in higher 

education. Heretofore, however, there has been limited published research that focuses on the 

community partner or that assesses the role of the community partner within the community-service- 

learning (CSL) model. This paper fills that gap by focusing on the community partner relationship 

as delineated by Mitchell (2008), the community partner’s position in CSL, and the authentic 

relationships between the community partner, class, and instructor. Specifically, we address the 

following question: How do community partners articulate their voices within the CSL framework? 

This paper argues that community partners may articulate their own voices and concerns through the 

use of autoethnography, as well as through involvement in all stages of the CSL process, including 

course-planning and subsequent collaborative scholarship. 
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learning, collaborative research 
 

VOICES OF PARTNERSHIPS WITHIN 

THE CRITICAL SERVICE-LEARNING 

FRAMEWORK 

 

Over the course of the past three 

decades, service learning, as a teaching 

pedagogy, has become a major component in 

higher education. Faculty in higher education 

recognize the value of partnering with 

community organizations outside of university 

structures to facilitate learning and to provide 

valuable service to the community (Bringle & 

Hatcher, 1996; Ostrander, 2004; Sandy & 

Holland, 2006). In the field of service learning, 

there are three established components that 

when present create a transformative 

experience for students and provide valuable 

service to the community (Eyler & Giles, 

2014). These three components are: (1) 

intentional service acts designed to enrich 

communities, (2) making a clear connection 

between the learning and the experience, and 

(3) ensuring that all participants engage in 

opportunities to reflect (Buckley, 2016). These 

three components effectively reinforce the 

“relationship between service and learning” 

(Jacoby, 2015, p. 2). Although the above have 

consistently been recognized as essential 

components to designing service-learning 

experiences for decades (e.g., Bringle & 

Hatcher, 1996; Campus Compact, 2003; Eyler 

& Giles, 1999; Heffernan, 2001; Howard, 
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2001; Jacoby, 1996), the process and approach 

to service learning has also been met with 

challenges and critiques (e.g., Butin, 2005; 

Butin, 2006; Cruz, 1990; Mitchell, 2008; 

Stoecker, 2016; Tonkin & Quiroga, 2004). 

In 2008, Tania D. Mitchell published 

the important article “Traditional vs. Critical 

Service-Learning: Engaging the Literature to 

Differentiate Two Models.” In the article, 

Mitchell provides a model of service learning 

that allows for a democratized social-justice 

approach to educating students within the 

service-learning process. Mitchell (2008) 

labels the pedagogical approach as “Critical 

Service Learning” (CSL), differentiating it 

from traditional service learning with the 

inclusion of three additional components, all 

necessary in promoting a democratized 

approach to service learning. These are: (1) the 

redistribution of power so as to allow for the 

community partner to have a voice in the 

process, (2) the incorporation of a social 

change component, and (3) developing 

authentic relationships. According to Mitchell, 

when these three components are in place, 

students will experience the service 

component of the course more profoundly and 

often report it to be life changing (Mitchell, 

2008, p. 62). This pedagogical approach also 

allows for a deepening relationship between 

the community partner, the class, and the 

instructor. The deepening of this relationship 

will then lead to ensuring that the partner’s 

needs are met by the sharing of long-range 

goals, having an active role in the development 

of the course as it relates to the service- 

learning component to make clear that the 

service-learning aspect meets the needs of the 

community, and that community values are 

transmitted throughout the service-learning 

project (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, 

& Donohue, 2003). Research has found that 

CSL offers a transformative experience for 

students, and therefore the effect of such 

projects can offer lasting change for 

communities in addressing social-justice 

issues. However, there has been no published 

research that focuses on the community 

partner or that assesses the role of the 

community partner within the CSL model. 

This paper fills that gap by focusing on the 

community partner relationship as delineated 

by Mitchell (2008), the community partner’s 

position in CSL, and the authentic 

relationships between the community partner, 

class, and instructor. Specifically, we address 

the following question: How do community 

partners articulate their voices within the CSL 

framework? 

 

Community Partnerships Within the CSL 

Framework 

Within    CSL,  the    community 

partnership is built around the idea of 

authentic  relationship-building.  Mitchell 

(2008) defines an authentic relationship as 

being one that centers the community partner 

by cultivating long-term relationships that are 

sustained by “good communication” (p. 59), 

which allows for “on-going dialogue” (p. 60). 

This provides opportunities for two-way 

communication  between   the   community 

partner and the faculty or campus that builds 

trust and mutual understanding (Strand et al., 

2003). This    authentic relationship also 

provides  a    commitment   to   community 

development. Mitchell (2008) suggests that 

the commitment to community development 

should include financial resources to address 

community  issues, as the   faculty  and 

university  become stakeholders  in   the 

community. Mitchell’s suggestion that the 

community   partner  and    faculty/campus 

relationship within the CSL model is one that 

is rooted in a deep commitment to a common 

goal to address root causes of problems that 

exist within the community is also inherently 

tied to her idea of the redistribution of power. 

Mitchell’s  redistribution  of  power sugg-

ests that community partners are at the 
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center of the relationship in the service- 

learning experience. Although Mitchell does 

not clearly outline the extent of the role of the 

community partner, she ascertains that the 

community partner should be central to the 

service-learning experience and suggests that 

this centralizing should also extend to the 

production of artifacts and research that stems 

from the service-learning experience. It is our 

belief that the community partner’s voice and 

story should always be articulated in ways that 

the community partner finds appropriate. 

Allowing the community partner(s) to 

articulate their voice(s) within the reporting of 

the outcomes of the project should be seen as 

a normative aspect of CSL. Shifting power 

should not just occur during the project but 

also when reporting findings, sharing artifacts, 

and discussing other tangentials of a CSL 

project. The degree to which community 

partners decide to participate in the output of 

research that stems from a CSL project should 

be left open for them to decide. In some cases, 

that may include co-authoring research that 

articulates the various aspects of the service- 

learning process. Two of the co-authors of this 

paper are community partners who have 

worked with the faculty member for the past 

three years utilizing the CSL model. It was 

important to all three authors that the voices of 

the community partner be articulated without 

interruption or alteration to allow for them to 

have the power to speak their truth using their 

own voices. As a result, having the community 

partners serve as co-authors becomes a natural 

part of CSL. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Although the benefits of CSL for 

student learning have been documented 

(Mitchell, 2007; Mitchell, Donahue, & 

Young-Law, 2012; Warren-Gordon & 

Santamaría Graff, 2018), there have been few 

studies that have given opportunities to the 

community partners to articulate their voices 

regarding the service-learning (for example, 

Dorado & Giles, 2004). Existing studies focus 

on methodological techniques that provide a 

summative analysis of the community 

partners’ voices via quantitative and quali- 

tative methods (Bringle, Clayton, & Price, 

2012; Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; Cruz & Giles, 

2000). These methods have emphasized few if 

any of the voices of the community partners 

and do not operate within the framework of the 

CSL model, because the power of framing the 

narrative thus remains with the writer and not 

the community partner. Using an autoethno- 

graphic method allows for the community 

partners and faculty to articulate their lived 

experiences in their authentic voices. 

Autoethnography combines characteristics of 

ethnography and autobiography, and this 

approach allows for the researcher(s) to 

become participants in the research and for 

individuals to explore cultural understanding 

through self-observation, which results in 

individual narratives (Chang, 2008; Ellis, 

Adams, & Bochner, 2011; Ngunjiri, 

Hernandez, & Chang, 2010; Warren-Gordon 

& Mayes, 2017; Waymer, 2008). Based on the 

above, we concluded that autoethnography is 

an appropriate tool for community partners 

and faculty to articulate their lived experiences 

within the CSL context. 

The community partner for this 

service-learning initiative is the Whitely 

Community Council. Whitely is a comm- 

unity made up of over 1,500 residents in the 

city of [masked]. The community has been 

overwhelmed with crime, unemployment, 

and a lack of trust in social service agency 

support. Working with the Whitely 

Community Council allows students to 

develop a hands-on understanding of the 

relationship between individual problems 

and social issues and how social service 

agencies can help people who are at risk of 

committing crimes, as well as those who 
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have committed crimes and are under the 

supervision of the criminal-justice system. 

As a member of the Security Community of 

the Whitely Community Council, the faculty 

member has worked closely with members of 

the community and the executive council to 

develop an understanding of the needs of the 

community, their goals within the specific 

service-learning course, and the ways in 

which they seek to make their voices heard 

in the subsequent research. When deter- 

mining the thematic concepts for the 

following sections of this study, we sat down 

together and discussed some of the themes 

that had developed from our previous 

conversations that could be used to construct 

this text. It was around those themes that we 

created the subsequent subheadings in this 

paper. 

 

IN OUR VOICES: THE COMMUNITY 

PARTNER AND FACULTY PERSPECTIVE 

 
Frank’s Story 

I serve as the President of the Whitely 

Community Council and have lived and 

worked for [masked] all my adult life. My 

work overlaps with my service in the 

community. The President of the Community 

Council is an elected position that requires I 

carryout many tasks often simultaneously. I 

work with the many organizations that support 

Whitely. My work with Dr. Warren-Gordon’s 

class was seamless due to our working 

together on the Safety Committee. Dr. 

Warren-Gordon has a long history of part- 

nering with Whitely, and we have always 

recognized the value of the relationship. We 

recognize that Whitely offers the community a 

unique opportunity to take advantage of 

resources that many communities don’t have, 

but we also recognize that we offer the 

University a unique opportunity to develop 

hands-on experiences for its students. Dr. 

Warren-Gordon’s course is unique in that it is 

the first class that allows for us to have a voice 

in exactly what the project will be and how it 

will be implemented. 

 
Engagement with the Instructor 

The process that is used in this class 

allows for us to have more of a voice in the 

course and to engage with the students 

differently. Dr. Warren-Gordon has provided 

me with an opportunity to have a voice in the 

class. All readings and assignments are 

developed, and we are given the opportunity to 

review them prior to the start of the course. We 

go into the classroom, talk to the students 

about our community, and answer their 

questions. We give the tour of Whitely, which 

allows for the students to hear from us the 

history of our community and the problems 

that we face day-to-day. I enjoy having the role 

within the class. Having a say in how the 

course is developed allows for me to feel as 

though we are 100% part of the process. 

 
Engagement with Students 

The students have direct access to me 

via email and my cell number, and, when they 

have questions, they can reach out to me 

directly, which allows for me to develop 

relationships with the students without the 

instructor serving as an intermediary. For 

many of the students, having that one-on-one 

interaction with me offers them the 

opportunity to engage with an African 

American man in a way that they have never 

had before. They also get to know me and my 

community members as people, not just 

stereotypes. I enjoy working one-on-one with 

the students and having the opportunity to 

change someone’s ideas regarding living and 

working in predominately Black communities. 

 
Ken’s Story 

As the Executive Director of the 

Whitely Community Council, I’m the only 

paid member of the council. My work involves 
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overseeing programs within Whitely, which 

includes service-learning courses that seek to 

partner with our community. During a given 

semester, we may have one to two service- 

learning courses working within our 

community. Some courses work within our 

neighborhood school, while others may work 

with one of our subcommittees of the 

Community Council. I enjoy watching the 

community grow and develop while working 

with instructors and students from Ball State 

University. 

 
Engagement with the Instructor 

Having the opportunity to work with 

the instructor prior to the class starts allows for 

logistical concerns to be addressed before the 

implementation of the service-learning course. 

It also allows us to make sure that we are all in 

agreement regarding the goals of the course. 

Being able to discuss the community needs 

with the instructor and discuss how we can 

work together to create a course to address the 

community needs is very beneficial. Our 

meetings during the spring and summer allow 

us to plan accordingly. 

 
Engagement with Students 

Working with the students gives me 

the opportunity to discuss community issues 

that they may not recognize as barriers to 

creating a thriving community. Students often 

don’t understand the role their work can play 

in changing a community. I like working with 

students and seeing their attitudes change 

through the course of the semester regarding 

their work with community members. In Dr. 

Warren-Gordon’s course, students often start 

off very uncertain of me and the community. 

However, as time progresses, they begin to 

become more comfortable with me, and they 

become more honest regarding their attitude 

toward the community. 

 

Dr. Warren-Gordon’s Story 

As a woman of color, I have been 

intentionally integrating CSL into my 

university course curriculum over the past two 

academic years to provide students with 

meaningful community-engaged experiences 

aimed at disrupting deficit-driven perceptions 

of the community members with whom we 

collaborate. As an engaged Criminology 

scholar-practitioner, I have specific foci 

centered on enacting social justice in the 

settings in which I engage. My focus is on 

changing the mindsets of future law enfor-

cement officers who may carry negative 

understandings of Black community members. 

 
Engagement with Community Partner(s) 

Working with community partners was 

a natural transition, as I had been volunteering 

with the community in various forms for three 

years prior to the start of our service-learning 

project. During the course of my volunteering 

with the community, I was able to develop 

relationships with my community partners, so 

that I inherently knew that they would make 

great community partners using the CSL 

model. From my volunteer work, I also was 

aware of the needs of the community, which 

positioned me to have a better understanding 

of the service-learning project when discussed 

with the community partners. Working with 

the community partners has been a very 

meaningful experience. Over the years of 

working with them, I have come to see them 

as co-teachers, in that we discuss not only the 

service-learning component but also the 

reading assignments and syllabus develop- 

ment (which includes the course schedule and 

reflection projects). My work with my 

community partners has evolved into rich 

relationships of authenticity and trust. 

 
Engagement with Students 

My focus with students is to educate 

them in the ways in which crime has been 

associated with historically minoritized 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 12, Number 2 

22 

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

 

 

populations. The course emphasizes the 

importance of reconceptualizing crime as a 

concept and practice, focusing on changing 

students’ negative dispositional attitudes 

toward minoritized groups in the local area, 

specifically African Americans who reside 

near the university. I teach this course with the 

awareness that this population is dispro- 

portionately represented in the local criminal- 

justice system in arrests and incarcerations, 

and with the recognition of the need for 

students to understand the role structural 

racism and inequitable local policies play in 

criminalizing these residents. As Venus E. 

Evans-Winters points out, through various 

agents such as schools, church, peers, teachers, 

and friends, White youth are often socialized 

to believe that Black people are a deficit to 

White people in every comparable way 

(Evans-Winters, 2019). For students who 

maintain the socialized ideology, working in 

positions of power over Black people can lead 

to quick uneducated, illogical decision- 

making, which can in turn lead to unjust 

arrests, lack of appropriate use of discretion, 

and even the murder of innocent men and 

women. By having students work in a 

predominately Black community, and having 

the community partners, two Black men, 

centered within the service-learning 

component, we able to address long-held false 

notions of superiority that many White 

students possess. In foregrounding the 

connections between structural racism and 

inequitable local policies, students begin to 

understand the social problems that exist 

within communities. Working with 

community partners who identify as Black and 

in a primarily Black community allows for the 

disruption of stereotypes held by students and 

allows for them to see Black people in 

positions of authority, which is something that 

many of my students previously have not had 

an opportunity to engage. 

CONCLUSION 

 

The community partners expressed 

that they value the goals of CSL within the 

partnership. The redistribution of power 

(following Mitchell, 2008) allows for the 

community partner to have a role in the 

development of the course, as well as to 

articulate what type of service project will take 

place during the semester. This is something 

that both community partners were very 

comfortable with in being part of developing 

the goals of the course. Working with the 

community partner to establish the service- 

learning project ensures that the community 

partner will have a full “buy-in” of the project. 

It also will ensure that the project will be 

beneficial to the community and that, upon 

completion, it will remain a thing of lasting 

value to the community. This also means that 

the project is something that will create social 

change (another important part of Mitchell’s 

CSL model). It is important to recognize that 

if the community partner does not feel as 

though they are part of the planning and 

implementing of the project, it will not offer 

lasting change. Having students and faculty 

develop authentic relationships builds trust 

and offers students the opportunity to unpack 

biases that they may have of others. In criminal 

justice and criminology, this is very important 

because many of these students aspire to 

become law-enforcement officers or to 

embark upon a career that will place them in 

positions of power and authority over others. 

Allowing these students to work one- on-one 

with people from diverse communities 

challenges them to address their biases and to 

create meaningful relationships. We believe 

that the success of one-on-one relationships 

between the community partners and students 

is due to the established trusted relationship 

between the instructor and the community 

partner as the example. Giving the community 

partners the opportunity to co-teach the course 
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allows for the students to understand the 

trusted and important role that they have in its 

success. We recognize that this type of 

partnership is unique and requires “partner 

synergy” (Jacoby, 2015) that is built on open 

communication to ensure that the community 

partner never feels overburdened by taking on 

the role of co-teacher. This collaborative 

relationship also allows for the instructor to 

support the community partners with projects 

that go beyond the scope of the class whether 

that is assisting with filing papers, writing 

grants, or working at the local food bank. This 

type of reciprocity is vital in ensuring the 

longevity of the relationship between the 

community partners and the instructor. 

CSL provided students in this course 

the opportunity to have a transformative 

experience that will stay with them far beyond 

the close of the semester. For the community 

partner, the CSL model addresses many of the 

concerns that community partners express in 

the traditional service-learning model. For 

example, one criticism of the traditional model 

is that the instructor and students are not 

invested in the community, and as a result they 

will work with a partner once and never 

provide the outcome results of the project 

(Mitchell, 2008). Establishing authentic 

relationships takes time, and it is incumbent 

upon the faculty member to understand that 

establishing those trusted relationships falls 

upon them. Taking part in the activities of the 

organization that are separate from the service- 

learning class will allow for the partner to see 

that the faculty member’s commitment goes 

beyond just the course and will allow for trust 

to develop. Finding ways to work alongside 

the community partner prior to developing a 

service-learning project will allow for faculty 

members to imbed themselves within the 

community and to gain an understanding of the 

ethical and logical considerations that will 

need to be taken into consideration with 

working with the community partner to 

develop the service-learning project. 

It is important to recognize that asking 

community partners to take on roles that go 

beyond what a traditional service-learning 

model usually entails requires a different 

frame of thinking for both the community 

partner and the faculty member. This will also 

require faculty members and community 

partners to have discussions beyond those that 

focus just on the service-learning component. 

Discussing research protocols, research 

agendas, and writing plans may also have to be 

part of the conversation, and at the same time 

this requires the faculty member to adjust 

various aspects of how they have traditionally 

conducted research in order to ensure that the 

community partner is an equal contributor to 

the research process, even while they may not 

have the same research skills as the 

community partner. Ultimately, the autoethno- 

graphic voices of the community partners 

centralized in this study testify to the practical 

value of Mitchell’s CSL model. Further, it 

demonstrates that bringing them into the 

process on an equal footing can have 

beneficial—even transformative—results for 

everyone involved in the particular service- 

learning project. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
This paper presents a comparative case study of the alumni of two multi-term civic learning programs 
that combine academic service-learning with a series of other student experiences such as the creation 
of online portfolios and capstone experiences over at least four semesters of an undergraduate 
education. Findings of this study suggest that alumni perceive substantial impact on their civic and 
professional experiences after graduation because of their participation in such programs while 
undergraduates. 
 Keywords: undergraduate, service, civic learning, alumni, reflection 
 
 

Growing interest in high-impact 
practices in higher education (Finley & 
McNair, 2013; Kilgo, Sheets, & Pascarella, 
2015; Kuh, 2008) is encouraging researchers 
and practitioners alike to consider how various 
experiences associated with these practices 
intersect with and build upon one another. 
Bringle (2017) explored how service-learning 
could be combined with other pedagogies to 
create hybrid high-impact pedagogies that 
would enhance learning outcomes associated 
with service-learning, and challenged 
researchers to more fully investigate the 
learning and outcomes resulting from different 
combinations of experiences. This paper 
presents a comparative case study of the 
alumni of two civic learning programs that 
combine academic service-learning with a 
series of other experiences over at least four 
semesters of an undergraduate education, 
including those deemed high-impact such as 

the creation of online portfolios and capstone 
projects. The study analyzes quantitative data 
generated by alumni of the civic learning 
programs related to the impact of the program, 
post-graduate civic and community 
engagement experiences, alumni current civic-
mindedness, and their practices of reflection 
during the program and in their current lives. 
The study intends to extend the literature on 
civic learning and civic identity in college 
(Hatcher, Bringle, & Hahn, 2017; Weerts & 
Cabrera, 2015; Weerts, Cabrera, & Perez, 
2014) and also on models for combining 
service-learning with other high-impact 
experiences (Bringle, 2017; Metcalf, 2010). 
The study design and analysis were guided by 
the following two research questions: 1) How 
do alumni describe their post-graduate civic 
and community engagement experiences, the 
impact of the program, their current civic-
mindedness, and their practice of reflection in 
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both the program and their current lives?, and 
2) How do alumni responses differ between 
the two programs? 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
From the founding of Campus 

Compact in 1985 to Ernest Boyer’s (1994) call 
for higher education to “contribute to national 
renewal” (p. A48), American higher education 
has for some decades been struggling with its 
public purposes and the role it plays in 
educating the American population to be ready 
for healthy, full participation in a modern 
democracy. The National Task Force on Civic 
Learning and Democratic Engagement (2012) 
argued in A Crucible Moment: College 
Learning and Democracy’s Future that:  

 

A socially cohesive and econom-
ically vibrant US democracy ... re-
quire[s] informed, engaged, open-
minded, and socially responsible 
people committed to the common 
good and practiced in ‘doing’ 
democracy. ... Civic learning needs to 
be an integral component of every 
level of education, from grade school 
through graduate school, across all 
fields of study. (2012, p. 13-14) 

 
Service-learning was designed and has 

grown as a practice and field largely as a 
response to these calls for more opportunities 
for civic learning and practice. Service-
learning can be defined as “a form of 
experiential education in which students 
engage in activities that address human and 
community needs together with structured 
opportunities intentionally designed to 
promote student learning and development” 
(Jacoby, 1996, p. 5). Along with community-
based learning, service-learning was identified 
as one of 10 high-impact educational practices 
associated with increases in a variety of 
educational outcomes that should be further 
studied and promoted by the Association of 
American Colleges and Universities (Kuh, 

2008). It has been found to contribute to a wide 
variety of skills and outcomes related to civic 
learning and participation, such as critical 
thinking (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 
2000), civic leadership (Warchal & Ruiz, 
2004), political participation after college 
(Perrin & Gillis, 2019), and the decision to 
pursue careers related to public service (Astin 
et al., 2000; Eyler & Giles, 1999; Mitchell & 
Rost-Banik, 2019). Bringle (2017) argued that 
many of these outcomes might be enhanced by 
creating hybrid high-impact pedagogies 
through combining service-learning with other 
high-impact practices. 

One major and persistent challenge for 
the field, however, has proven to be the 
difficulty of precisely defining and evaluating 
civic learning. In her introduction to a special 
issue of the Journal of College & Character 
on the topic, Keen (2009) surveyed the various 
challenges with assessing civic outcomes in 
higher education—including the problem of 
the diversity of definitions of civic 
engagement and corresponding assessment 
tools—and existing efforts to address them. 
Around that time, a number of attempts had 
emerged to articulate approaches for 
measuring civic outcomes or civic learning, 
such as the Civic Learning Spiral (Musil, 
2009) and the Civic Engagement VALUE 
Rubrics (AAC&U, 2009). Steinberg, Hatcher, 
and Bringle (2011) built on some of this earlier 
work and offered the Civic-Minded Graduate 
Model shortly thereafter as a “north star” for 
research and practice in identifying and 
measuring undergraduate civic learning that 
would lead to alumni civic-mindedness and 
engagement. It is based on their earlier 
research (Bringle & Steinberg, 2010) on 
measuring civic growth in students through 
service-learning courses and in connection to 
the Civic-Minded Professional scale (Hatcher, 
2008), which was developed to measure how 
civic-mindedness can be documented in the 
lives and professional identities of adults well 
into their careers. Mitchell, Battistoni, Keene, 
and Reiff (2013) found that the civic identity 
students develop while in college has a strong 
impact on alumni civic identities. 
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In addition to developing models to 
measure civic learning in college and its 
connection to alumni civic-mindedness and 
participation, researchers have also explored 
the specific elements or models of 
programming over multiple terms that may be 
associated with specific outcomes. In their 
study of three multi-term civic learning 
programs at Stanford, University of 
Massachusetts Amherst, and Providence 
College, Mitchell et al. (2013) found that the 
cohort model used in these programs 
reportedly played a substantial role in student 
learning and experiences. Mitchell et al. 
(2015) found that programs providing 
structures for continuous critical reflection are 
likely to produce alumni who continue their 
reflective practices well after graduation, 
aiding in the continued development of their 
civic and professional identities. Similarly, 
Keen and Hall (2008) found that students who 
participate in a four-year program of co-
curricular service and reflection through the 
Bonner Scholars Program are more likely to 
continue to perform service and be more 
civically engaged as alumni than comparison 
groups. The authors also determined in a 
second study that it was not the service itself 
but specifically the opportunities for sustained 
dialogue across perceived differences that 
made the strongest impact in the lives of 
Bonner Scholars Program alumni (Keen & 
Hall, 2009). Building upon these findings, 
Richard, Keen, Hatcher, and Pease (2016) 
provided more evidence that dialogue across 
difference, as well as both structured and 
informal reflection, contributed most 
significantly to civic outcomes in Bonner 
alumni. They developed the Pathways to Adult 
Civic Engagement model to describe how 
integrated elements of a program can 
contribute to alumni civic engagement. 

While the positive long-term impact of 
civic learning programs on alumni is well 
documented, most of the research on multi-
term civic learning programs has focused on 
highly structured, intensive programs (Keen & 
Hall, 2008; Keen & Hall, 2009; Mitchell et al., 
2013; Mitchell et al., 2015; Mitchell & Rost-

Banik, 2019; Richard et al., 2016). Few studies 
have explored multi-term civic learning 
programs that do not include such elements as 
a strong cohort, structures for continuous 
reflection, or sustained dialogue across 
difference. In this paper, we present a 
comparative case study of civic learning 
programs at two large public research 
universities. Both programs are larger in size 
than cohort-based programs such as those 
described by Mitchell et al. (2013). These two 
programs also combine credit bearing and 
non-credit bearing training and experiences in 
service, including academic service-learning 
and other high-impact practices such as 
capstone projects and online portfolios. 
Opportunities for reflection are provided in 
different forms and with varying degrees of 
emphasis. The study of the long-term impact 
of these two programs on alumni civic 
engagement experiences sheds light on 
alternative formats of such programs and ways 
to engage in collaborative research across 
campuses. This exploratory study not only 
provides further data to support the efficacy of 
these types of multi-term programs, but also 
points to key questions to guide future 
research.  

 
PROGRAM CONTEXTS 

 
This study focuses on two well-

established, multi-term civic learning 
programs at public research universities: the 
Buckley Public Service Scholars program 
(BPSS) at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill (UNC) and the Community 
Engagement Scholars program (CESP) at the 
University of Minnesota Twin Cities (UMN). 
Kuh (2008) recommends that every college 
student should participate in at least two high-
impact practices, and the structures of each 
program ensure that participants who 
complete either will have engaged in at least 
two of these high-impact practices before 
graduating. Both programs combine academic 
service-learning coursework with, among 
other components, at least one other high-
impact practice (online portfolios for BPSS 
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and capstone projects for CESP) and could be 
considered hybrid high-impact practices 
(Bringle, 2017). In this section, we provide an 
overview of both programs. Table 1 provides 
a comparison of program components across 
the two programs.  

 
BPSS Program at UNC 

Launched in 2003, BPSS provides a 
framework for undergraduate students 
committed to making a positive impact 
through service in their state, the nation, and 
throughout the world. The goal of BPSS as 
articulated by the Carolina Center for Public 
Service is to strengthen the culture of service 
and engagement at UNC by (1) challenging 
students to increase the breadth and depth of 
their involvement in North Carolina 
communities and beyond; (2) fostering 
connections between the university, its 

students, and the community; (3) promoting 
student participation in varying dimensions of 
public service: direct, organizational, and 
policy; and (4) developing students’ capacity 
for engaging in their communities in 
meaningful ways. To achieve this, students 
participating in BPSS pursue a number of 
required program components over at least 
four semesters and also have access to non-
required opportunities that may enhance their 
learning and experiences.  

After enrolling in the program, 
participants begin to build online portfolios 
that document their gradual completion of 
program components and reflection on their 
unique experiences. To complete the program, 
a graduate’s portfolio must include an 
orientation session, at least 300 service hours, 
one academic service-learning course, at least 

 
 

Table 1: Comparison of Program Components 

 BPSS at UNC CESP at UMN 

Enrollment 
Open to all undergraduates 

with four semesters left 

Open to all undergraduates 

with four semesters left 

Length of program At least four semesters At least four semesters 

Service or Community Work 300 hours 400 hours 

Academic service-learning 
One course (at least one 

credit) 
Eight credits  

Reflection  Senior reflection  Six themed assignments 

Trainings 

New participation Orientation 

and four non-academic skills 

trainings 

Workshop for New Scholars 

and, in most cases, pre-

service training through a 

service-learning class 

Capstone experience Not applicable 

Integrative Community 

Engagement Project and one-

credit seminar 

Final cumulative GPA 

3.0 (or 2.5 for “Special 

Recognition in Public 

Service”) 

Not applicable 

Online tracking system Online portfolio system Online hour-logging system 

Graduating class size 
216 (2015-2016) and 

226 (2016-2017) 

16 (2015-2016) and  

37 (2016-2017) 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 12, Number 2 

 

                                                                                  30 

 
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 
 

four non-academic skills trainings, a senior 
reflection, and a final cumulative Grade Point 
Average of at least 3.0 (or 2.5 for “Special 
Recognition in Public Service”). Students who 
successfully complete the program 
components receive a notation on their 
academic transcript and wear a cord that 
identifies them as graduates of the program at 
commencement. Additional opportunities 
associated with the program include a first-
year service group experience; scholarships to 
participate in outdoor expeditionary courses; 
and more structured experiences in the arts, 
philanthropy, and mentoring youth.  

BPSS is open-enrollment for all UNC 
undergraduates with at least four semesters 
left on campus. Since the program’s inception, 
more than 2,700 students have graduated with 
the distinction. During the 2015-2016 
academic year, 226 students graduated from 
the program, and 299 graduated in the 2016-
2017 academic year. 
 

CESP at UMN 
CESP offers structure and formal 

recognition to students who make significant 
commitments to community engagement 
during their undergraduate careers. UMN’s 
Center for Community-Engaged Learning 
describes its goals as providing students with 
a structured approach to making a difference 
in the community; opportunities to connect 
with other students, community organizations, 
faculty, and staff; quality skills development 
including critical thinking, decision making, 
flexibility, and intercultural competency; 
opportunities to design and actively participate 
in their undergraduate course work; and career 
exploration and development. 

The program encompasses curricular 
and co-curricular engagement. Through 
structured reflection themes, participants 
articulate their ethic of service and sense of 
self; address issues of diversity, power, and 
privilege; consider their own agency to effect 
change as well as the importance of 
collaboration and community building; and 
create digital stories that integrate and 
contextualize their academic and community 

experiences. In order to complete the program, 
students must attend a Workshop for New 
Scholars, perform at least 400 hours of 
community work, complete eight credits of 
academic service-learning courses and six 
reflections on community-engaged 
experiences, take a one-credit capstone 
seminar, and implement an Integrative 
Community Engagement Project. 

CESP is open to all UMN 
undergraduates with at least four semesters 
left on campus. The CESP launched in 2005, 
and more than 370 students have graduated 
since that time. Sixteen students graduated 
from CESP in the 2015-2016 academic year, 
and 37 graduated in the 2016-2017 academic 
year.  

 
METHODS 

 
The research team decided to 

undertake a comparative case study 
(Campbell, 2012) to explore the long-term 
impact of these two programs with the 
expectation that differences between their 
alumni populations might point to 
programmatic differences that should be 
further studied. The collaboration between 
staff from UNC and UMN started in 2004, 
when BPSS was in its first year of 
implementation and CESP was being 
developed, as program leadership at UMN 
were interested in learning how a similar 
program model was approached at a large, 
public research university in another part of 
the country. Over the years, staff from both 
programs have exchanged ideas and insights, 
and staff from the two institutions have 
occasionally collaborated on conference 
presentations. Program staff initiated this 
project to explore the long-term impact of 
these two multi-term civic learning programs 
in summer 2016. Through an iterative process 
of separately defining and then comparing 
goals, potential methods, and specific items of 
interest, the team from the two universities 
decided to employ a descriptive, comparative 
design for this study to explore alumni 
perception using an online survey. This study 
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was submitted for review by the Institutional 
Review Boards separately at UNC and UMN 
and was determined to be exempt by both 
institutions. 
 

Survey Instrument 
The jointly designed survey included a 

large number of shared as well as campus-
specific questions and utilized both 
quantitative and qualitative items. The 
analyses reported in this paper are limited to 
the quantitative data. Specific items included 
demographics, current and previous 
postgraduate occupations and other pursuits, 
current and previous postgraduate civic 
engagement, measures of current civic-
mindedness, experiences in the programs, and 
the perceived personal and professional 
impacts of participating in the program.  

The survey was developed with 
reference to items from the Civic-Minded 
Professional Scale (Hatcher, 2008) and from 
the surveys used in existing studies of other 
multi-term civic learning programs (Mitchell 
et al., 2015). The Civic-Minded Professional 
Scale is composed of five factors: voluntary 
action, citizenship, social trustee, identity and 
calling, and consensus building. In addition, 
the survey utilized the Helpfulness of Program 
Reflection Scale discussed in Mitchell and 
colleagues’ (2015) study on alumni reflective 
practice. The items of the Helpfulness of 
Program Reflection subscale were combined 
into a single scale where higher scores indicate 
greater helpfulness of program reflection 
activities. Helpfulness of Program Reflection 
should be viewed as an indication not just of 
the number of reflection activities, but the 
quality and helpfulness of those activities to 
provide a context for framing and 
understanding community and civic 
engagement activities within the program 
(Mitchell et al., 2015). The survey was piloted 
in summer 2016 by a few selected alumni from 
each program and subsequently refined based 
on their feedback.  

In an effort to establish the internal 
consistency of the instrument, reliability 
estimates were computed using Cronbach’s 

alpha. Internal consistency describes the 
extent to which all the items in a survey 
measure the same concept. The overall 
reliability of the instrument as measured by 
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.95, suggesting an 
adequate internal consistency (Cortina, 1993). 
The subscale developed from the Civic-
Minded Professional Scale had an alpha of 
0.89, and subscales related to Impact of Public 
Service Engagement and Impact of Reflection 
had alphas of 0.88 and 0.93, respectively.  
 

Data Collection and Analysis 
The survey was sent to all program 

alumni who had graduated before spring 2016 
for whom contact information was available. 
The BPSS survey was sent in Qualtrics over 
email, first in the name of two alumni of the 
program, with two follow-up emails sent by 
staff who support the program. An update on 
the response rate of the graduating year of the 
recipient and the response rate of the class with 
the highest response rate was included in both 
follow-up emails with an invitation to compete 
for the highest response rate. The Carolina 
Center for Public Service at UNC 
independently maintains its alumni records 
and contact information and was able to cross-
reference and update some records with 
another, larger UNC alumni database system. 
The CESP survey was also sent through 
Qualtrics but was administered by the UMN 
Alumni Association, the department that 
maintains alumni records and contact 
information at UMN. The CESP survey was 
implemented later in part because the 
researchers did not have direct access to 
contact information for all program alumni. 
CESP alumni received two email reminders 
from the program’s official email address, and 
the UMN Center for Community-Engaged 
Learning staff also sent a personal message to 
alumni whose contact information they had. 
For the purposes of this program case study, 
CESP staff counted as “alumni” all students 
who completed the capstone seminar and 
project requirements, even if they did not 
fulfill other program requirements and thus 
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did not receive the transcript notation of 
program completion. 

Out of the 1,947 BPSS alumni who had 
graduated before spring 2016, we sent the 
survey to the 1,749 alumni for whom contact 
information was available. Of the 471 CESP 
alumni, we sent the survey to the 397 alumni 
for whom contact information was available. 
The survey was sent to BPSS alumni in the fall 
of 2016 and to CESP alumni in the spring of 
2017. Response rates were 32.2% (N=563) 
and 24.9% (N=99), respectively. BPSS alumni 
respondents were 79.93% female and 68.2% 
White compared to the alumni population’s 
makeup of 82.4% female and 58.8% White. 
CESP alumni respondents were 79.8% female 
and 76.8% White. 

Quantitative data were analyzed using 
SPSS to address the two research questions. 
Descriptive analyses were conducted to 
summarize responses based on the survey 
data. Comparison across respondents from 
two universities was conducted using t-tests.  

 
RESULTS 

 
In this section, we report survey results 

to address the two research questions based on 
survey subscales. For each of the constructs 
reviewed, we provide a summary of the alumni 
responses and discuss comparisons across the 
two programs. 

 
Service, Civic Action, and Occupation 

Sixty-six percent of BPSS and 58% of 
CESP alumni respondents indicated that they 
are “regularly involved with service today.” 
Among those regularly involved with service, 
most (80% BPSS, 76% CESP) were involved 
in the same areas of focus as when they were 
students. 

When asked about their civic action in 
the past 12 months, nearly all indicated that 
they discussed social or political problems 
with friends (98.8% BPSS, 98.5% CESP). 

Alumni of both programs were also likely to 
have volunteered or participated in some kind 
of community service (75.2% BPSS, 86.4% 
CESP) and bought a certain product or service 
because they liked the social or political values 
of the company that provided it or the 
conditions under which it was produced 
(61.1% BPSS, 78.8% CESP). Respondents 
were least likely to have organized a petition 
online or in-person (2.02% BPSS, 3% CESP). 
Results are shown in Table 2. 

In terms of employment since 
graduation, three sectors were the most 
commonly reported by respondents from both 
programs: nonprofit/social service 
(BPSS=23.1%, CESP=27%), health care 
(BPSS=20.9%, CESP=20.1%), and/or 
education (BPSS=19.9%, CESP=23.3%). 

 
Impact of Public Service Engagement and 

Program
Alumni of both programs reported that 

their service engagement while in college had 
a high impact on a variety of areas, with 
“Current community and civic engagement” 
being the highest rated category on average 
(MBPSS=4.0, MCESP=4.1) and “Educational 
decision” being the lowest (MBPSS=3.2, 
MCESP=3.9) for both programs. Alumni of 
CESP reported significantly higher impact for 
four of the six items: “Depth of knowledge or 
understanding in an issue area” (p=0.006), 
“Career trajectory” (p=0.002), “Formation of 
values or political views” (p=0.001), and 
“Educational decisions” (p=0.000). Results 
are shown in Table 3. 

In terms of opportunities provided by 
the programs, alumni of both institutions rated 
“Build my résumé” (MBPSS=6.2, MCESP=6.3), 
“Learn new skills” (MBPSS=6.0, MCESP=6.0), 
and “Think about social and ethical 
responsibilities involved in my chosen 
profession” (MBPSS=6.0, MCESP=6.3) as their 
top three, although the order differed for the 
two groups. Results are shown in Table 4. 
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Table 2: Civic Action in Past 12 Months [Click on link to return to text.] 

 BPSS CESP 

 N % N % 

Discussed social or political problems with friends 315 98.75 65 98.48 

Volunteered or participated in some kind of community service 261 75.22 57 86.36 

Bought a certain product or service because you like the social or 

political values of the company that produces or provides it, or the 

conditions under which it was produced 

212 61.10 52 78.79 

Tried to change a friend’s or acquaintance’s mind about a social or 

political issue 

209 60.23 43 65.15 

Posted on social media concerning a social or political issue that you 

care about 

174 50.14 43 65.15 

Confronted jokes, statements, or innuendoes that opposed a particular 

group’s cause 

173 49.86 50 75.76 

Expressed your views in front of a group of people 170 48.99 45 68.18 

Not bought something or boycotted it because of conditions under 

which the product is made, or because you dislike the conduct of the 

company that produces it 

169 48.70 50 75.76 

Tried to change a relative’s mind about a social or political issue 166 47.84 29 43.94 

Engaged in some kind of civic or community activity as a part of your 

work 

164 47.26 42 63.64 

Worked together with someone or some group to solve a problem in 

the community where you live 

154 44.38 38 57.58 

Organized and ran a meeting 121 34.87 24 36.36 

Worn a button or t-shirt, put a sign or sticker on your backpack, car, or 

other property, with a political or social message 

108 31.12 41 62.12 

Fundraised for a charitable organization 103 29.68 20 30.30 

Attended a public meeting where people discussed community issues 101 29.11 27 40.91 

Contacted someone you had never met before to get their help with a 

problem 

98 28.24 17 25.76 

Given money to a political candidate or cause 98 28.24 30 45.45 

Contacted or visited a public official—at any level of government—to 

inquire about or to express your opinion about a public issue 

84 24.21 40 60.61 

Taken part in a protest, march, or demonstration 53 15.27 35 53.03 

Sent a letter or email to the media to express your opinion about an 

issue 

41 11.82 9 13.64 

Volunteered to work on a political issue or campaign 40 11.53 12 18.18 

Organized a petition (online or in-person) 7 2.02 2 3.03 
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Table 3: Public Service Engagement Impact [Click on link to return to text.]  

 BPSS  CESP  
 

 Mean SD Mean SD Sig 

Current community and civic engagement 3.99 0.904 4.11 0.960 0.305 

Leadership ability/skills 3.92 0.944 4.00 0.960 0.516 

Depth of knowledge or understanding in an issue area 3.78 0.970 4.11 0.960 0.006** 

Career trajectory 3.61 1.228 4.09 1.105 0.002** 

Formation of values or political views 3.6 1.118 4.07 0.960 0.001** 

Educational decisions (major, course selection, 

research) 

3.23 1.256 3.87 1.166 0.000*** 

Note. 5-point Likert scale, 1=“Not at all” to 5=“Very much” 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
 
 

Table 4: Program Opportunities [Click on link to return to text.] 
 

BPSS  CESP  
 

 Mean SD Mean SD Sig 

Build my résumé 6.21 0.937 6.29 1.013 0.515 

Learn new skills 6.01 0.905 6.00 1.101 0.960 

Think about social and ethical responsibilities 

involved in my chosen profession 

5.95 1.116 6.31 1.146 0.017* 

Gain relevant experience in my area of interest 5.35 1.297 5.92 1.219 0.001** 

Explore career options 4.94 1.482 5.55 1.422 0.002* 

Network and meet potential employers 3.66 1.629 4.71 1.665 0.000*** 

Note. 7-point Likert scale, 1=Strongly Disagree to 7=Strongly Agree 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .00 
 
The lowest categories rated for both 

programs were “Network and meet potential 
employers” (MBPSS=3.7, MCESP=4.7) and 
“Explore career options” (MBPSS=4.9, 
MCESP=5.6). Other than “Build my résumé” 
and “Learn new skills,” CESP alumni rated 
each item significantly higher than BPSS 
alumni (0.000 < p < 0.017). 
 

Reflection in Program and Current Life 
Asked about the helpfulness of 

reflection in the programs, the highest rated 
item for alumni of both programs was “Clarify 
your sense of civic responsibility” (MBPSS=5.5, 
MCESP=6.0), with “Challenge you to think 

more critically” (MBPSS=5.3, MCESP=5.9) and 
“Clarify your personal values” (MBPSS=5.27, 
MCESP=5.75) second and third, while the 
lowest was “Understand course content” 
(MBPSS=4.2, MCESP=4.9). CESP alumni 
indicated that reflection was significantly 
more helpful in every area than did BPSS 
alumni. Results are shown in Table 5. 

Alumni of both programs were most 
likely to reflect in their current lives through 
dialogue with a partner or close friend 
(MBPSS=6.5, MCESP=6.6) and private reflection 
(MBPSS=6.1, MCESP=6.1), and the least likely to 
reflect through writing in a journal 
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(MBPSS=4.1, MCESP=4.9) or online tools or 
social media (MBPSS=4.3, MCESP=4.3). 

Although there was a trend that CESP 
alumni indicated that reflection was more 
helpful in all of the areas, the only significant 
differences between groups were “Discussions 
with community partner or community 
mentor” (MBPSS=5.2, MCESP=5.7; p=0.025) and 
“Writing in a journal” (MBPSS=4.1, MCESP=4.9; 
p=0.012). Results are shown in Table 6. 

Analyzing by the Reported Help-
fulness of Program Reflection Activities and 
Reported Benefits of Current Life Reflection 
subscales (Mitchell et al., 2015) reveals 
statistical significance in the reported 
helpfulness of program reflection activities but 
not in the reported benefits of current life 
reflection. Results are shown in Table 7. 

 
 

Alumni Civic-Mindedness 
On average, alumni of both programs 

rated items from the Civic-Minded 
Professional Scale (Hatcher, 2008) with 
notable similarity. All items were rated with 
high scores on average (5.13<MBPSS<6.00; 
5.33<MCESP<6.07). Analyzing by subscale 
produced no statistically significant result in 
the responses between BPSS and CESP 
alumni. [See Table 8.] 

Of the 21 items used in the survey, 
there was statistical significance in the 
difference between BPSS and CESP alumni 
response on only one item: “I am well 
connected to a number of people who are 
active in their communities” (MCESP=5.7,  
MBPSS=5.3; p=0.020). 

  
 

Table 5: Helpfulness of Program Reflection [Click on link to return to text.]  
BPSS  CESP  

 

 Mean SD Mean SD Sig 

Clarify your sense of civic responsibility 5.53 1.432 6.00 1.035 0.009** 

Challenge you to think more critically 5.26 1.479 5.90 1.365 0.001*** 

Clarify your personal values 5.27 1.447 5.75 1.297 0.010** 

Understand the foundations of social 

problems 

5.20 1.46 5.71 1.080 0.005** 

Raise new questions for you to explore 5.20 1.424 5.76 1.250 0.002** 

Improve your skills and/or competencies 4.92 1.412 5.31 1.411 0.037* 

Clarify your career goals and/or 

professional identity 

4.85 1.675 5.38 1.587 0.017* 

Understand your own social identities (such 

as your race, ethnicity, gender, social class, 

etc.) 

4.89 1.678 5.61 1.262 0.001*** 

Make decisions about taking new action 

and/or changing your practices 

4.79 1.466 5.31 1.296 0.006** 

Gain feedback from others about your 

experience 

4.59 1.595 5.22 1.416 0.002** 

Understand course content 4.15 1.581 4.90 1.611 0.000*** 

Note. 7-point Likert scale, 1=“Not all helpful” to 7=“Very helpful” 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 6: Forms of Reflection in Current Life [Click on link to return to text.] 
 

BPSS  CESP 
 

 Mean SD Mean SD Sig. 

Dialogue with a partner or close 

friend 

6.47 0.819 6.61 0.630 0.198 

Private reflection 6.05 1.119 6.06 1.355 0.929 

Dialogue with colleague(s) at work 5.77 1.225 6.03 1.222 0.116 

Discussions with community 

partner or community mentor 

5.19 1.504 5.68 1.378 0.025* 

Dialogue with work supervisor 5.10 1.587 5.22 1.818 0.601 

Retreats or other structured 

reflection activities at work (or 

school, if enrolled) 

4.87 1.661 5.09 1.822 0.376 

Online tools or social media 4.26 1.774 4.29 1.759 0.908 

Writing in a journal 4.11 2.154 4.92 1.979 0.012* 

Note. 7-point Likert scale, 1=“Not all helpful” to 7=“Very helpful” 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 

 
 
 
 
 

Table 7: Analysis by Subscales [Click on link to return to text.] 
 

   BPSS      CESP   

 Mean SD Mean SD Sig 
Reported Helpfulness of 
Program Reflection 
Activities 

5.28 0.8711 5.511 0.8118 0.044* 

Reported Benefits of 
Current Life Reflection 

5.80 0.886 5.67 0.963 0.291 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Table 8: Comparison of CMP Subscales [Click on link to return to text.] 

  

       BPSS      CESP 

 

 

Mean SD Mean SD Sig 

Voluntary Action  5.13 1.048 5.33 0.885 128 

Identity and Calling  5.90 1.072 6.00 1.1464 482 

Citizenship  5.55 1.044 5.49 1.296 647 

Social Trustee  6.17 0.706 6.07 0.991 328 

Consensus Building  6.00 0.720 5.82 0.906 071 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
 

DISCUSSION 

 
This study was undertaken as a 

collaborative effort to explore 1) how alumni 
of multi-term civic learning programs describe 
their post-graduate civic and community 
engagement experiences, the impact of the 
program, their current civic-mindedness and 
reflection in both the program and in their 
current lives, as well as 2) how alumni 
responses differ between two programs. The 
literature suggests that simply offering multi-
term programs that connect and structure 
student participation in two or more high-
impact practices would be expected to have a 
significant impact on student outcomes 
(Bringle, 2017; Kuh, 2008). Findings of this 
study suggest that alumni perceive their 
participation in such programs while 
undergraduates as having a substantial impact 
on their civic and professional experiences 
after graduation, and this study thus 
contributes to a growing body of evidence 
about the effectiveness of these programs. 
While previous research has pointed to the 
importance of the cohort to student 
experiences in similar multi-term programs 
(Mitchell et al., 2013), these findings suggest 
that attention should also be paid to programs 
that do not rely on a cohort model. 

 
Service, Civic Action, and Program Impact 

The data from these surveys generally 
suggest that the majority of alumni from both 
of these programs remain regularly involved 
with service, work in service-related fields, 
and participated in some form of civic activity 
in the past year. While a lower percentage of 
CESP alumni than BPSS alumni reported 
being regularly involved with service today, 
higher percentages reported that they both 
“Volunteered or participated in some kind of 
community service” and “Engaged in some 
kind of civic or community activity as part of 
[their] work” in the past year. CESP alumni 
were also more likely to report that in the past 
year they had “Confronted jokes, statements, 
or innuendoes that opposed a particular 
group’s cause;” “Worn a button or t-shirt, put 
a sign or sticker on [their] backpack, car, or 
other property, with a political or social 
message;” “Given money to a political 
candidate or cause;” “Contacted or visited a 
public official—at any level of government—
to inquire about or to express your opinion 
about a public issue;” and “Taken part in a 
protest, march, or demonstration.” However, 
while BPSS alumni received the survey during 
the 2016 election season, CESP alumni did not 
receive it until spring 2017, which complicates 
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any effort to connect these activities to 
program participation. Researchers have 
studied how political and civic engagement 
can change during election years (Kligler-
Vilenchik & Literat, 2018; Levy, Solomon, & 
Collet-Gildard, 2016; Powers, Moeller, & 
Yuan, 2016), and the divisive 2016 
presidential election may have actually 
increased civic and political engagement (Liu, 
2017). In an effort to account for this, CESP 
staff added a question to the survey directly 
asking alumni if their participation in these 
activities was influenced by the election, and 
80% responded that their activity had 
increased “a little” (37.1%) or “a lot” (42.9%). 

Alumni of both programs generally 
ascribe a high degree of impact to their public 
service activities in college, especially on their 
current community and civic engagement, and 
they suggest that these programs provided 
them with valuable opportunities. Both sets of 
alumni indicate a high degree of civic-
mindedness and suggest that reflection played 
a notable role in both of the programs and in 
their current lives. 

The many points of agreement in 
respondents’ ranking and prioritization of 
certain items on the survey may provide 
valuable insight into the commonalities 
between the experiences of participants and 
later alumni in similarly structured, multi-term 
civic-learning programs. Alumni of both 
BPSS and CESP, for instance, agree that the 
programs provided opportunities for résumé 
building, learning new skills, and thinking 
about social and ethical responsibilities in a 
chosen profession, but offered less 
opportunities to network and meet potential 
employers, explore career options, or even 
gain relevant experience in their area of 
interest. This may suggest that many students 
see the experiences offered through these 
programs as generally beneficial to their 
professional development or building 
transferrable skills, but sense that the 
programs less often provide experiences in the 
field or direct engagement with the type of 
employment they planned to pursue. This 
could have significant programmatic 

implications for recruitment and the 
articulation of program goals. However, it is 
important to note that these responses are 
indications of what alumni perceive 
retrospectively as the impact of the program 
and not necessarily what motivated them as 
participants.  

 
Reflection and Civic-Mindedness 

The fact that both alumni groups 
indicated that reflection in the program helped 
least in understanding course content and 
gaining feedback from others while indicating 
it was most helpful in items related to their 
own self-understanding or ability to think 
critically may reflect what type of reflection is 
most prevalent in these programs and also 
highlight areas for improvement. While 
Mitchell et al. (2015) found that programs 
providing structures for continuous critical 
reflection are likely to produce alumni who 
continue their reflective practices well after 
graduation, these data reflect the importance 
of critical reflection also in the experiences of 
alumni of programs such as CESP and BPSS 
that don’t rely on a cohort model for 
continuous critical reflection. The finding that 
the reflection was most beneficial in 
developing students’ own self-understanding 
may point to the more individual nature of 
programs that do not involve cohorts. Further, 
because these programs extend past and 
beyond the scope of any particular academic 
course, it may also make sense that students 
saw reflections as contributing least to their 
understanding of course content. If these civic 
learning programs have the priority of 
integrating academic course content, 
structures may need to be put in place to more 
explicitly ask that of students, outside of the 
context of reflection within their academic 
service-learning courses. Similarly, if gaining 
feedback from others through reflection is a 
priority, programs that do not involve cohorts 
or regular critical reflection with the same 
people may need to create both other 
structures to build relationships necessary for 
such feedback to be given and also explicit 
prompts for doing so. Prior research (Keen & 
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Hall, 2009; Richard et al., 2016) would 
suggest that structures that focus on creating 
opportunities for reflective dialogue across 
perceived differences may create the most 
lasting impact. 

The cases where statistically 
significant differences can be observed 
between the responses of CESP and BPSS 
alumni raise questions that may point to 
important differences between the programs. 
CESP emphasizes structured reflection 
throughout the program more explicitly and 
strongly than BPSS, and CESP alumni 
consistently indicated a significantly higher 
degree of usefulness of reflection in the 
program on each item rated. While more 
research would be required to make a causal 
statement about the effect of CESP’s emphasis 
on reflection, this observation suggests that a 
program’s explicit emphasis may have a high 
degree of impact on alumni perceptions of 
usefulness of program components; a program 
that more consistently and explicitly 
emphasizes reflection (such as CESP) may be 
more likely to produce alumni who understand 
reflection as having been more significant or 
useful in the context of the program than a 
program that doesn’t (such as BPSS). The 
CESP alumni group also indicated 
significantly higher averages than the BPSS 
alumni in the majority of items related to the 
opportunities the program provided and the 
impact of public service activities in college, 
potentially pointing to differences in the 
program population, size, and/or component 
emphasis to explore.  

The alumni groups’ current practices 
in reflection, however, reveal less significant 
differences (two out of eight items), and there 
is no statistical significance between alumni 
groups in their average indication of the 
usefulness of reflection in any of the items 
used; in fact, the BPSS alumni on average 
indicated a higher degree of usefulness of 
reflection on nine out of the eleven items. The 
fact that there is no statistically significant 
difference in civic-mindedness as indicated in 
the Civic-Minded Professional subscales may 
suggest that the differences between these 

programs have little impact in creating 
different attitudes toward civic engagement in 
their alumni. 

If there are differences in consistency 
and emphasis of reflection that substantially 
alter the impact of the program, it appears that 
this impact may show up more on the alumni 
perceptions of the impact of the program on 
their experiences as participants (impact of 
public service engagement while in college, 
opportunities provided by program, 
helpfulness of reflection in program) and less 
on their current civic-mindedness, their 
current reflective practices, or their perceived 
helpfulness of reflection in their current lives. 
Since analyzing these data, staff of both 
programs have undertaken careful reviews of 
the opportunities provided by each program 
and the role of reflection. BPSS, for instance, 
has been actively experimenting with models 
for creating optional, smaller, issues-based 
learning communities within the larger 
structure of BPSS that would provide some 
participants with more opportunities for 
focused critical reflection with the same group 
of people over time. 
 
The Collaborative Research Process 

Undertaking this collaborative study 
presented both benefits and challenges, some 
expected and others not. While BPSS and 
CESP are notably similar in their structures, 
they ultimately differ in both their goals and 
components as well as their institutional and 
cultural contexts. The fact that the instrument 
was developed in conversation not only with 
the literature but also between staff of both 
programs shaped what items were included 
and what items were proposed but left out. 
Because BPSS does not emphasize reflection 
as explicitly and strongly as CESP, a survey of 
BPSS alumni alone would have included less 
of an emphasis on reflection. Had this been an 
evaluation focused specifically on BPSS 
alumni, a stronger emphasis may have been 
placed instead on assessing the perceived 
impact of skills training in the program, for 
instance.  
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As practitioner-scholars ultimately 
charged not only with studying programs but 
also running them at the same time, scheduling 
times to meet and discuss progress on a project 
like this is always a challenge. This challenge 
is more exaggerated when collaborating with 
colleagues on a different campus located in a 
different time zone. The most notable timing 
challenge that may have influenced the data 
relates to variance in the timing and form of 
survey distribution. In retrospect, we see that 
sending a survey dealing with civic 
engagement to one group during a campaign 
season and another after the election likely 
impacted the results and should have either 
been avoided or considered as a more specific 
focus of the study.  

From the practitioner perspective, the 
opportunity to collaborate with colleagues 
doing similar work on another campus always 
provides opportunity to see the work from a 
new and fresh perspective and ask questions 
that might not otherwise have been 
considered. The deepened and nuanced 
understandings of the particularity of each 
program’s design and perceived impact on 
alumni through this study being approached in 
collaboration will likely continue to show up 
and inform the future of each program in key 
and sometimes subtle ways and clearly 
outweighs the challenges posed in undertaking 
such an effort. 

 
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH 
 
As with any study, there are limitations 

to what can be concluded. Although 
comparisons can be made within and between 
the two programs, there is no comparison 
group of students who did not participate in the 
programs. Although a study that involved a 
comparison group would be ideal for 
providing evidence of impact, it would also 
involve changing the nature of the survey 
utilized here for purposes of this study, as 
many of the items are program-specific and 
designed to provide important information for 
programmatic review and enhancement. These 

likely would not be relevant to a comparison 
group. Additionally, alumni who responded 
may differ from those who did not in important 
ways, including potentially being more likely 
to be involved in service or being employed in 
service sectors. The fact that the two surveys 
were administered almost six months apart 
during a time of significant change in the 
political environment may also have had an 
effect on who responded and made a 
difference in their responses. The 
retrospective nature of the self-reporting also 
adds to its limitations; the findings would be 
strengthened by comparing this data with 
other data gathered before or during program 
participation.  

In addition to future research 
addressing some of the above limitations, 
analyses of the qualitative data from these 
surveys may provide further insight into these 
findings and identify additional areas of 
exploration to pursue. Additional topics to 
investigate include the relationship between 
civic learning programs and career choices, 
the significance of a program’s scale on its 
impact, the role of service-learning courses 
and skills trainings, relationships between 
reflection in-program and after graduation, 
and the role of election cycles on alumni civic 
engagement. Understanding these programs as 
hybrid high-impact practices (Bringle, 2017) 
also offers new avenues of research in 
considering the literature and outcomes 
associated with the other embedded high-
impact practices (online portfolios and 
capstone projects) and potential other avenues 
for experimenting with the integration of other 
high-impact practices. More investigation is 
warranted regarding the impact of these 
programs on outcomes typically associated 
more closely to the creation of online 
portfolios and capstone projects in addition to 
those associated more with the service-
learning outcomes considered in this study. 

The qualitative data gathered through 
this survey may also provide important and 
guiding insight into possible programmatic 
enhancement, such as development of more 
explicit career planning and networking 
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components to the programs. The staff leading 
both BPSS and CESP are actively exploring 
this data from a perspective of program 
evaluation and improvement, inspiriting, for 
instance, the BPSS inviting postgraduate 
service corps recruiters to attend and provide 
information about their programs in a senior 
dinner and also developing joint programming 
with the university’s career services office. 
CESP is more closely investigating its 
curriculum and structures for reflection. Each 
programmatic tweak that occurs as a result of 
this comparative case study offers new 
opportunities for further inquiry and 
evaluation. 

Despite its limitations, the overall 
similarities of findings between the two 
groups of alumni is striking and indicate that 
programs such as those studied can be 
effective in large public research universities 
and likely other institutions of higher 
education and that these programs can be 
tailored in a variety of ways. The findings 
provide a strong indication of the potential of 
variously structured multi-term civic learning 
programs that do not rely on a cohort model 
having a strong impact on alumni experiences. 
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Abstract 

 

In order to build connections with the community, the authors of this study undertook a participatory 

process for developing a comprehensive service-learning initiative within a teacher education 

program. This case study examines the impact of the service-learning initiative on building social 

capital for the community and preservice teachers. The results show that using participatory 

processes that seek to provide reciprocal benefits for the university and community can build 

bridging social capital.  

 Keywords: preservice teachers, community partnerships, participatory process, reciprocal 

learning, pedagogical practices  

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Purpose of the Study 

When teacher educators talk about 

community connections, they are typically 

referring to their relationships with K-12 

schools. This is understandable given the need 

to build partnerships to support field place-

ments and student teaching. By focusing on 

relationships with K-12 schools, however, 

teacher education programs sometimes neg-

lect the broader community in which schools 

are located, which has led some researchers to 

conclude that there is a disconnect between the 

local public schools and the community (Noel, 

2010). This disconnect can adversely impact 

the potential for schools and families to work 

together to support K-12 youth. Furthermore, 

this disconnect can exacerbate inequality 

since, as Duncan and Murnane (2011) note, 

“social contexts may in turn affect children’s 

skill acquisition and educational attainments” 

(p. 7). By nurturing placements across the 

community, teacher education programs can 

augment an understanding of the complex 

community in which teachers work to advance 

learning experiences for students that develop 

their capabilities in a manner that magnifies 

post-secondary opportunities. 

Some teacher education programs 

have used community-based service-learning 

as a means to connect preservice teachers to 

communities. Research on community-based 

service-learning has shown that expanding 

sites of practice into the community can 

increase teacher candidates’ awareness of 

community needs (Hildenbrand & Schultz, 

2015), support collaborative engagement with 

community stakeholders (Simpson & Pat-

terson, 2018), expand field experiences bey-

ond traditional K-12 classrooms to target 

experiences that can enhance teaching skills 

(Barnes, 2016), support improved cultural 

understanding and practice (Lund & Lee, 

2015), and prepare future teachers to work 

with families (Hampshire, Havercroft, Luy, & 

Call, 2015).  

To establish bridges with the 

community, the teacher education program in 

this study launched a comprehensive service-

learning initiative through a participatory 

process. The goal of the community-based 
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initiative was to integrate service-learning 

across the teacher education program course 

sequence in a way that allowed the program to 

target experiences with specific populations of 

learners while at the same time maintaining a 

commitment to a full complement of school-

based practica. To examine the impact of this 

work, the authors developed a comprehensive 

qualitative case study. When examining the 

outcomes, the results demonstrated that the 

collaborative experience helped build social 

capital for all the parties involved. This study 

explores these outcomes through the lens of 

social capital.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

According to Putnam (2000), the first 

known use of the term “social capital” was by 

a West Virginia educator, L. J. Hanifan, in 

1916. Hanifan used the term when describing 

an effective parent engagement strategy. He 

wrote, “The more the people do for themselves 

the larger will community social capital 

become, and the greater will be the dividends 

upon the social investment” (Hanifan, 1916, p. 

138). Though this is the first noted use of the 

term, as Farr (2004) points out, John Dewey’s 

philosophy on civic education “was the 

seedbed for the concept of social capital in this 

era” (p. 14). Dewey’s work emphasized the 

social interactions inherent in shared expe-

riences that undergird democracy. Since then, 

others have contributed to defining the 

construct, including Bourdieu (1986) and 

Coleman (1988). According to Bourdieu 

(1986), social capital is the “aggregate of the 

actual or potential resources which are linked 

to possession of a durable network of more or 

less institutionalized relationships of mutual 

acquaintance and recognition” (p. 251). 

Bourdieu notes that membership in one of 

these networks creates “collectively-owned 

capital” (p. 251) and that the amount of social 

capital an individual has depends on the “size 

of networks of connections” (p. 251) that the 

individual can draw from.  

Some authors writing about social 

capital define the term through comparison. 

As noted by Coleman (1988), “Unlike other 

forms of capital, social capital inheres in the 

structure of relations between actors and 

among actors” (p. 98). In describing social 

capital, Kahne, Chi, and Middaugh (2006) 

made a similar comparison:  

Unlike physical capital such as plant 

and equipment or human capital such 

as an individual’s knowledge and 

skills, social capital is embedded in the 

structure of relations between actors in 

a given setting. It exists neither within 

a given individual nor apart from a set 

of social relations. (p. 389)  

Some forms of capital (e.g. economic capital) 

have a fixed amount. The interesting thing 

about social capital is that everyone can 

increase their amount of social capital through 

strengthening their social networks; it does not 

require one group to give over social capital in 

order for the other to gain (Ferlazzo, 2011). In 

fact, as noted by Pedler and Attwood (2011), 

“unlike financial capital, social capital is 

depleted not by use but by nonuse – the more 

it is used, the more is generated” (p. 315).  

Putnam (2000) popularized the notion 

of social capital in his book Bowling Alone: 

The Collapse and Revival of American 

Community, where he described declining 

social capital because of decreased civic 

engagement. Putnam (2000) made an im-

portant distinction between bonding and 

bridging social capital. As stated by Coleman 

and Danks (2016): “Bonding social capital 

refers to that which forms between members 

of a group. Bridging social capital refers to 

that which develops between individuals 

inside a group with individuals outside that 

group” (p. 471). Putnam (2000) identifies 

bonding social capital as exclusive while 

bridging social capital is inclusive. Bridging 
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social capital has the potential to support 

social change; however, as Putnam (2000) 

notes, “for our biggest collective problems we 

need precisely the sort of bridging social 

capital that is the toughest to create” (p. 363). 

With this in mind, researchers like Randy 

Stoecker (2005) remind us that “a lack of 

social networks [may be] a consequence, not a 

cause” (p. 74) of social inequality, so careful 

attention needs to be paid to the context and 

desired outcomes. 

 

Service-learning and Social Capital 

There is a small body of research that 

explores the connection between service-

learning and social capital in education. Some 

studies focused on the development of social 

capital for participants. A study by Koliba 

(2003) found that service-learning increased 

social capital for students in rural schools by 

expanding and deepening social networks. In 

fact, he argued that expanding social capital 

should be an intentional outcome of service-

learning programs. Howard (2006) found a 

similar impact for urban middle school 

students. His study found that service-learning 

increased social capital that in turn had a 

positive impact on academic achievement. 

D’Agostino (2010) conducted a quantitative 

study examining the impact of service-

learning on college students. She found that 

service-learning increased social capital, 

which was reflected in an increase in civic 

engagement. Hoffman (2011) found similar 

impacts for nontraditional college students 

who participated in interethnic community 

service activities, specifically that social 

capital “can be significantly enhanced through 

the development of community service work 

opportunities” (p. 6). Finally, Yeh (2010) con-

ducted research on the impact of service-

learning on low-income, first generation 

college students. Yeh’s findings demonstrated 

that the service-learning experience helped 

build knowledge and skills for the participants 

that Yeh equated with social capital. Other 

research has focused on the impact of service-

learning for community partners in regard to 

social capital. Vernon and Foster (2002) con-

ducted research with community partners and 

found that “higher education service-learning 

and volunteer programs are conduits for 

building social capital in a community” (p. 

170).  

When examining the research on 

teacher education and social capital, most 

studies focused on bonding social capital 

between preservice teachers, such as Man-

dzuk, Hasinoff, and Seifert’s (2005) study of 

social capital in a cohort, or bonding social 

capital between in-service teachers, such as 

Penuel, Riel, Krause, and Frank’s (2009) study 

of social capital in a professional learning 

community. Only a few studies examined 

social capital between teacher education and 

the community. One such study (Reed, 2004) 

found that schools of education can build 

bridging social capital in under-resourced 

communities.  

This comprehensive case study seeks 

to add to the limited body of research that 

examines how service-learning between teac-

her education and the community impacts 

social capital. It is important for teacher 

education programs to better understand the 

role they can play in building social capital. 

Through experience with and in the com-

munity, teacher educators and future teachers 

can build bridges between families and 

schools. 

 

METHOD 

 

The authors designed this study using 

a case study approach because “case study 

offers a means of investigating complex social 

units consisting of multiple variables of 

potential importance in understanding the phe-

nomenon” (Merriam, 2009, p. 50). Using case 

study allows researchers to delve deeply into 
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the case in order to unearth the meaning that 

can be taken away from that particular 

phenomenon. According to Miles (2015), 

“case study methodology provides an account 

of practice through which to explore, con-

textualise and theorise practice” (p. 309).  

The purpose of this case study is to 

illuminate practices that build bridging social 

capital. The next section includes a brief case 

description followed by a delineation of the 

participants, data collection, and data analysis.  

 

CASE DESCRIPTION 

 

 In seeking to better prepare our pre-

service teachers to be effective teachers of all 

students, our teacher education program 

decided to integrate service-learning expe-

riences across the secondary preparation 

program. These experiences were designed to 

supplement the traditional school-based prac-

tical within the program and to provide 

targeted experiences with English learners. 

Given that the community in which the 

university is located is a center for refugee 

resettlement, there is a regular influx of 

English learners. Since a goal of the service-

learning initiative was to better prepare 

preservice teachers to be effective teachers of 

all students, including English learners, the 

authors developed partnerships that were 

community-based or community-focused. 

While the initial impulse to partner with 

community agencies was based on the limited 

capacity of local schools to support additional 

classroom-based placements, the authors dis-

covered the benefits of working in par-

tnership with community organizations. 

Partnerships were developed through a 

participatory lens (Tinkler, Tinkler, Gerstl-

Pepin, & Mugisha, 2014) with extensive 

dialogue at the outset of the initiative. This 

included individual meetings with potential 

community partners as well as the deve-

lopment of a Community Partner Advisory 

Committee (CPAC) that brought together var-

ious service and advocacy organizations that 

work with resettled refugees. Each advisory 

committee meeting provided the opportunity 

for open dialogue in order to allow community 

voice to guide the work.  

Through this collaborative work, the 

authors identified partners who could sustain 

ongoing service-learning placements and sub-

sequently integrated experiences in three 

courses in the secondary education course 

sequence. In other words, this collaborative 

process allowed the authors to identify, 

integrate, and value community assets as 

integral to the design process, which supported 

the activation of student learning in line with 

community resources. Through the dialogues 

that were foundational for this collaborative 

process, the authors developed networks and 

frameworks for thinking about this com-

munity-based work.  

 

PARTICIPANTS AND DATA 

COLLECTION 

 

Data were collected to attend to both 

community partner and student perspectives. 

The following sections detail the data specific 

to each group. 

 

Community Perspectives  

When working with the community, 

the authors generated a range of data sources 

typically used in case study research, 

including observations, interviews, and docu-

ments (Merriam, 2009). Observational data 

were collected using a participant observation 

approach (Patton, 2015) since we engaged in 

dialogue while also observing and recording 

notes. The authors used an observation 

protocol that focused on both “descriptive and 

reflective notes” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 

169) and that sought to capture dialogue, 

actions, and the physical environment.  
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Data sources included observation 

notes from nine one-on-one initial meetings 

with community members generated by the 

first author. The meetings included a range of 

potential community partners providing edu-

cational support to resettled refugee youth 

within the community, including non-profit 

organizations, advocacy groups, education 

services organizations, and K-12 school 

affiliates. These initial conversations focused 

on organizational capacity and mission to 

determine whether the organizations could 

support service-learning partnerships. These 

nine participants were invited to contribute to 

Community Partner Advisory Committee 

(CPAC) meetings to help guide the work of the 

initiative, and they identified other community 

organizations to include in the meetings. At 

the CPAC meetings, the authors collected 

meeting minutes and participant observation 

notes.  

In addition, the authors conducted 

semi-structured interviews (Patton, 2015) with 

four community partners that hosted service-

learning placements. The interviews included 

questions about organizational strengths and 

needs as well as identifying placement op-

tions. These interviews were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. The authors also en-

gaged in more intensive dialogues (Con-

stantino, 2008) with two of these community 

partners about what makes for effective 

service-learning partnerships (Tinkler, Tink-

ler, Hausman, & Tufo-Strouse, 2014). These 

interviews were not structured through a 

specific protocol, but were instead conver-

sations that allowed the community partners to 

direct the dialogue as it related to effective 

partnerships. Finally, the authors collected a 

range of documents generated during the 

development of the initiative, including email 

communication.  

 

Preservice Teachers  

In order to understand the experiences 

of our preservice teachers, during one seme-

ster the authors administered qualitative ques-

tionnaires (Johnson & Christensen, 2010), 

with open-ended questions, in the three 

courses that included a community-based or 

community-focused service-learning compo-

nent. Students were asked to examine what 

they learned through the experience and 

analyze whether the experience supported 

course content. The questionnaires included 

some common questions for all of the courses 

as well as questions that were specific to the 

content and service-learning experiences of 

each particular course. 

In the introduction to education course, 

which is the first course in the secondary 

education course sequence completed during 

freshman year, students partnered with a local 

school district to survey parents (primarily 

English learners) about a school reform 

initiative. Regarding student participants, 57 

students in this class (out of 73) chose to 

participate in the study. The other two courses, 

an adolescent development course, which is 

generally a sophomore level course, and a 

content literacy course, which is generally a 

junior level course, included a service-

learning component where preservice teachers 

provided weekly academic support across one 

semester for youth (primarily English lear-

ners) at three different local community 

centers. For the adolescent development 

course, 18 (out of 19) chose to participate, and 

24 (out of 25) chose to participate from the 

content literacy course. In total, there was an 

84% response rate (99 participants). The 

participants of the study reflect the student 

demographics of the program: predominantly 

White (86%), middle-class (only 22% eligible 

for Pell grants), and female (80%).  

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 

The authors’ bias as researchers is  
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toward viewing service-learning as a positive 

pedagogy that has benefits for students and 

community partners. During data analysis, we 

sought to bracket our bias (Creswell & Miller, 

2000) so that it did not influence our findings. 

We were systematic in exploring both the limi-

tations as well as the benefits of the service-

learning experiences. Through a variety of 

procedures—triangulation of data, member-

checking, comparative data analysis—we 

established validity for the findings (Creswell 

& Miller, 2000). 

Data analysis was managed in stages. 

Using an open-coding process (Benaquisto, 

2008), the authors initially coded the data 

collected in the work with community 

partners. Each author coded all data sources 

(within text documents) including the 

observation notes, interviews, and documents 

(including email communication). The authors 

then examined the coding from a comparative 

stance to determine points of convergence and 

difference in our analysis. We then sorted 

codes into categories (Creswell & Poth, 2018) 

and identified themes that emerged across the 

data. To confirm or disconfirm our emergent 

findings (Creswell & Miller, 2000), we shared 

the findings with two of our community par-

tners for input.  

The data from the 99 student question-

naires were analyzed separately. Using 

HyperRESEARCH as a coding tool, the au-

thors used descriptive coding to assign “labels 

to data to summarize in a word or short phrase 

the basic topic of a passage of qualitative data” 

(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014, p. 74). 

Twenty-six codes emerged across the data 

from the three courses. Working together, with 

a focus on interpretive convergence (Harry, 

Sturges, & Klingner, 2005), codes were 

grouped into eight categories. Finally, using a 

process of axial coding (Charmaz, 2006), 

broad themes were identified that spanned the 

data sets. 

Social capital emerged as a theme 

during our initial analysis of both sets of data; 

we found that participants across stakeholder 

groups (community partners and students) 

identified gains that aligned with increased 

social capital. We then used a deductive ap-

proach (Gilgun, 2005) to more closely exa-

mine the coding categories specific to social 

capital. Through an iterative process of coding 

and recoding, we illuminated the themes 

presented in the following section.  

Regarding our partnerships with 

community agencies, this study articulates the 

formative stages of our partnerships as well as 

ongoing work. Partnerships have continued to 

move forward using the core attributes of our 

aforementioned participatory process. The 

participatory process, in other words, has been 

the foundational ethos for our partnerships 

with community organizations. This atten-

tiveness to a participatory process has fostered 

the development of bridges across the 

community, which is one of the primary 

findings presented in the following section. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

The primary finding of this case study 

is that the service-learning initiative built 

bridging social capital for all participants. In 

addition to finding that teacher educators built 

bridging social capital with the community 

and between preservice teachers and the 

community, the findings show that new 

connections were made between community 

partners through the participatory process. The 

following findings represent broad thematic 

representations of the findings along with 

specific elements examined under each of 

those themes.  

 

TEACHER EDUCATORS BRIDGE WITH 

THE COMMUNITY 

  

This theme explores how we built  
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bridging social capital between the teacher 

education program and the community th-

rough 1) focusing on the process, 2) respon-

ding to community needs, and 3) supporting 

ongoing partnerships. 

  

Foundational Process 

One important outcome of the 

participatory process we used when initiating 

the comprehensive service-learning project 

was the construction of bridging social capital 

between our teacher education program and 

community organizations that extended bey-

ond our partnerships with K-12 schools. By 

intentionally engaging in dialogue at the outset 

of the work, we set up a framework to support 

reciprocal relationships, a point that was 

explicit in the invitation we sent to community 

partners: “Through dialogue, we hope to 

develop a better understanding of organ-

izational needs in order to align community 

needs with course-based service-learning op-

portunities.” By focusing on reciprocity, we 

were seeking to develop what Enos and 

Morton (2003) call transformational rela-

tionships. These relationships, built through 

dialogue and reflection, are ongoing, 

sustainable partnerships that lead to important 

changes for both parties. The conversations 

and ongoing dialogue we had with community 

partners led one community partner to note: 

“[First author] has shown us that a partnership 

can be win-win. We have a mutual agreement 

to help students grow.” Affirming mutual 

agreement through enduring conversations is 

central to the participatory process and 

bridging social capital. 

 

Responding to Needs 

Community partners recognized that 

the consistent dialogue led to changes in 

structure and process that led to better out-

comes for all involved. An example of this 

relates to the scheduling structure of the 

academic support offered in the adolescent 

development course and the content literacy 

course. Two of the community partners noted 

from the outset that they wanted the university 

students to make a weekly commitment for a 

specific time and day rather than completing 

hours when convenient.  

The community partners made this 

request for several reasons, including the 

concern about college students seeking to 

condense hours at the end of the semester, but 

the primary consideration was around the 

potential to build relationships. If the college 

students were available at the same time each 

week, the adolescents using the services of the 

center would know when that individual tutor 

was available for support. This structure was 

subsequently enacted, and the community 

partner’s predictions about relationship buil-

ding came to fruition for many of the college 

students. One community partner noted, “we 

found that when we pair with a class, an 

education class where they either need the 

hours to fulfill a requirement or they need to 

teach a certain number of lessons that we get 

more consistency which the kids really come 

to rely on.” Another community partner 

acknowledged our responsiveness to feedback 

and thanked us for “always thinking of us and 

the community perspective.” By recognizing 

the community partners and allowing their 

imperatives to have voice, community part-

ners understood that their voices mattered. 

 

Ongoing Partnerships  

As the partnerships continued, the first 

author met regularly with community partners 

to make changes to the structure of pro-

gramming to meet the shifting needs of the 

community organizations. This included pay-

ing attention to the ebbs and flows of youth 

seeking assistance on particular days of the 

week or particular times within the window of 

support. Our responsiveness to these shifts led 

one community partner to note, “We would 

like more partnerships like the one with [first 
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author] where there is an ongoing commitment 

and a cycle of feedback.” This ongoing cycle 

of feedback leading to program innovation and 

change has led to strong partnerships where 

each side of the partnership consistently seeks 

to support the other. The first author consis-

tently directs university students looking for 

volunteer opportunities to the community 

partners, and these volunteers support the 

organizational capacity of the centers. One 

community partner wrote: “Thanks for send-

ing those two wonderful students!” He also 

publicizes education related job openings at 

the centers to our graduates, and the centers 

frequently hire our graduates to support their 

programming. These ongoing relationships 

have led to programmatic social capital that 

extends beyond one person. Through building 

foundational relationships, other faculty with-

in the program have stepped forward to work 

with these community partners.  

 

PRESERVICE TEACHERS BRIDGE WITH 

THE COMMUNITY 

 

This theme explores the networks that 

were developed between preservice teachers 

and the community through the service-

learning experience. In particular, we examine 

how the preservice teachers 1) developed 

knowledge and understanding of the 

community, 2) recognized the reciprocity of 

learning through the experience, and 3) used 

their new knowledge and understanding to 

support bridging social capital with schools.  

 

Understanding the Community  

The findings demonstrate that presser-

vice teachers built bridging social capital with 

the community through an improved under-

standing of the local community. On the 

questionnaire, 43 of the participants noted an 

increased awareness of the diversity of the 

community. One wrote, “I learned that there 

was a very diverse community right in my 

backyard!” Another participant wrote, “By 

doing this service-learning project, I learned 

more about the [local] community.” This is 

important since research has begun to 

demonstrate that understanding community 

context supports teachers in becoming more 

effective teachers of diverse learners (Gim-

bert, 2010). One of our community partners 

recognized this need. He stated, “[preservice 

teachers] will want to be prepared for the 

future and figure out how to work in a diverse 

community.” This awareness and under-

standing of the community is an important 

precursor to forming relationships that in-

crease social capital.  

 

Reciprocity of Learning  

The participants in the two classes 

providing academic support built relationships 

with the students at the centers that allowed for 

reciprocal learning growth. Many of the 

participants explicitly referenced the impor-

tance of building relationships as an essential 

characteristic of supporting student growth 

and development. For instance, one participant 

wrote, “I really benefited from this experience 

because it reinforced the necessity of building 

relationships with students.” Another wrote, “I 

was able to have 1-on-1 time to work and 

create a personal connection.” Participants 

recognized the learning they gained through 

these relationships in regard to understanding 

language acquisition, learning effective 

strategies for communicating with and teach-

ing English learners (ELs), and understanding 

the differences between learners. One par-

ticipant noted, the “service-learning experi-

ence showed me that students really do learn 

in so many different ways, and what works for 

one student may not work for another.” Some 

of the participants returned to tutor at the 

centers after the requirements of the course 

were met in order to continue to learn and 

grow. One of these university students in 

particular became an ongoing resource for the 
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community center, even providing an 

orientation to incoming tutors in subsequent 

semesters. As noted by the community 

partner, “[this tutor] is especially great with 

the teens and interacts with them a lot, even 

when there is no tutoring to be done.” This 

ongoing commitment demonstrates a recog-

nition of the role that community centers play 

in educating community youth. 

  

Bridging to the Community 

Through the service-learning exper-

iences, the preservice teachers built social 

capital with community organizations and 

community youth. In addition, some of them 

also created bridging capital between 

community members or organizations and the 

local schools. For example, the preservice 

teachers in the first year introduction to 

education course partnered with a local school 

district to survey parents about a school reform 

initiative. Since many of the parents surveyed 

are resettled refugees who are English 

learners, the school district provided inter-

preters to assist. Through this process, the 

university students were able to collect 

feedback that the school district could use to 

better shape the initiative and to consider how 

to better communicate the work to parents. As 

noted by a school district employee who 

participated in the community partner meet-

ings,  

So a lot of this work is about helping 

our different communities learn more 

about what American education is. 

And so when you enter the pipeline, 

what are the rules formally and 

informally. So parent education is a 

facet of the work, sometimes not seen 

as core, but I see as core, in working 

with refugees and supporting them. 

In return, the university students learned more 

about parent engagement and effective stra-

tegies for communication. As one participant 

noted, “I learned that schools are changing 

every day, making new policies. Schools need 

to get parents’ opinions on these policies.” 

Another example of bridging social 

capital relates to a student who provided aca-

demic support at one of the community 

centers. When this student entered student 

teaching in a subsequent semester, he wrote in 

his licensure portfolio about an important 

interaction that happened at the beginning of 

the school year. The student teacher met with 

his mentor teacher who was going through his 

roster of high school students for the year. He 

wrote:  

During in-service [prior to the start of 

school] my mentor teacher and I were  

reviewing our roster of students and I 

heard him mutter to himself, “I do not 

know most of them.” Many of the 

students that I tutored at the [com-

munity center] are in the class I am 

working in. Tutoring them at the 

[community center] has given me an 

understanding about who they are as a 

learner, and how they process the 

material they are given by their 

teachers. I instantly communicated to 

my mentor that I have worked with 

these students before and we bounced 

ideas back and forth about how to 

accommodate the challenges they may 

face.  

This particular mentor teacher is very invested 

in building relationships with his students. 

Through the insight provided from the student 

teacher, he was better able to support student 

learning and to form relationships. This 

student teacher acknowledged the value of 

schools and community centers working in 

partnership. He noted, “it is important for 

teachers to be aware of after school programs 

like [the community center] because they can 

reach out and learn more about their students.” 

If teachers are to become advocates for their 

students, they need to understand the social 
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networks and resources available to support 

students and families.  

 

NEW BRIDGES ACROSS THE 

COMMUNITY 

 

 This theme explores how the service-

learning initiative built bridging social capital 

between community organizations and then 

examines the role of teacher educators as 

bridge builders.  

 

Bridges Between Agencies  

One unexpected finding from the study 

was that the initiative was a catalyst for 

building bridging social capital between 

community agencies. The advisory committee 

meetings brought together organizations from 

across the community that work with resettled 

refugees. Since these meetings were held at 

community partner sites, they allowed a view 

into the work of those organizations. As noted 

by one partner: “Thank you for organizing the 

grant partner advisory committee meeting that 

was held here a couple of weeks ago. We are 

glad to have been able to attend and grateful 

for the opportunity to introduce folks to our 

programs.” During these meetings, comm-

unity partners began to have dialogue about 

how they could work together as well as 

working with the university. One community 

partner stated, “we’d like to partner with other 

agencies. If [our center] can’t meet their needs, 

where can we send them?” One of the 

community partners noted, “I think the 

collaboration between [the university] and the 

community provides all of us with an 

opportunity to share experiences, make 

professional connections, and improve the 

services we offer our students.” For many 

organizations, finding the time and capacity to 

collaborate with other community organ-

izations is challenging. As teacher educators 

working to prepare future teachers to work in 

schools that are situated within communities, 

we have a responsibility to help build those 

connections.  

 

Teacher Educators as Bridge Builders  

The data provide evidence that the 

teacher educators in this study helped build 

connections that formed bridging social 

capital. One example relates to the first 

author’s work with one of the community 

centers that hosts preservice teachers com-

pleting the service-learning for the content 

literacy course. During initial conversations 

with the director of youth programming at the 

center, the director noted that he wanted the 

programming to be more “teen led” with the 

goal to “empower the teens who attend to take 

more leadership, have more of a sense of 

ownership of the teen center.” The first author 

worked with the center to develop academic 

support since this was requested by some of 

the youth at the site. Prior to the 

implementation of the experience, the director 

wrote: “I am excited and appreciative that 

tutoring will be a bigger part of the [teen 

center] program this year. Looking forward to 

making it happen.” This new programming led 

to greater gender diversity of student 

participation. The director wrote that “there 

are a handful of girls who show up specifically 

for homework help.” Later that semester, the 

director noted, “One of the consequences of 

our success with the tutoring program is that 

[local high school] students are now showing 

up every day, afternoons and evenings, for 

tutoring.” 

As the new programming at the center 

began, the first author was contacted by an 

English Language Learner (ELL) teacher at 

the local high school who had many students 

using the services of the center. The ELL 

teacher was happy that students had access to 

additional academic support at the community 

center. He noted, “Most ELL students find it 

difficult or impossible to do schoolwork at 

home because of the needs of their families 
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(childcare, cooking, cleaning, and shopping). 

Many students have a second job when they go 

home, which involves babysitting their 

siblings or preparing meals for other family 

members.” The first author helped initiate a 

conversation between the director of the center 

and the ELL teacher. In an email to the director 

of the community center, the first author 

wrote: “I visited with [the high school ELL 

teacher], and he’s excited about what’s 

happening, and he’s glad that you’ve got some 

tutoring scheduled for the teen center. He’s 

also looking for ways to involve more parents, 

so we may be trying to coordinate a meeting 

between the three of us.” By facilitating this 

communication, a symbiotic relationship 

developed where the community center 

updated the ELL teacher on the tutoring work 

being done with his students. This included 

information provided by the university 

students about what they worked on with the 

student and areas for continued growth. In 

return, the ELL teacher developed tutoring 

materials for the university students to use to 

better support effective tutoring. 

Another example of bridging social 

capital relates to a school reform effort that 

was launched in 2014 when the state passed a 

law (Act 77) that requires schools to develop 

personalized learning plans for students in 

grades 7-12. As part of these plans, students 

are allowed alternative pathways to meeting 

graduation requirements (that are based on 

proficiencies), and these pathways can include 

community-based work. In order to support 

the possibility of alternative pathways, the first 

author coordinated a meeting between the 

university Upward Bound program and two 

long-term community partners to discuss how 

they could support schools in expanding 

learning opportunities across the community. 

They identified a number of ways that they 

could collaborate across programs to support 

middle and high school youth who were 

seeking engaged learning opportunities in the 

community. As noted by one community 

partner, “we would like to form relationships 

with professors who will be our voices.” Our 

goal has been to try to ensure that community 

partner voice is heard in collaborative 

planning.  

The first author also became a bridge 

for other professors seeking to form service-

learning partnerships. As the first author 

continued to meet with community partners, 

he became aware of an organization seeking 

help with analyzing a quantitative data set. He 

was able to connect the organization with a 

professor in another department seeking to 

find a real data set to use in his statistics 

course. In addition, the first author has 

connected organizations seeking assistance 

with communications projects to a degree 

program at the university that supports 

community-based communications projects as 

part of a service-learning capstone experience. 

As noted by Putnam (2000), “bridging social 

capital can generate broader identities and 

reciprocity” (p. 23). As teacher educators, we 

have stepped beyond our typical identities to 

become community-engaged leaders and 

scholars.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

This study provides evidence that 

teacher education programs can build bridging 

social capital with the community through 

service-learning initiatives. Importantly, the 

participatory process allowed this bridging 

capital to be developed and amplified across 

multiple spheres. In other words, bridging 

social capital gains are not limited to the 

service-learning activities when they are 

supported through a dynamic participatory 

process. The gains are across the entire 

interconnected system, which has the potential 

to improve learning outcomes for community 

youth. As noted by Bloomgarden, Bom-

bardier, Breitbart, Nagel, and Smith (2006), 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 12, Number 2 

 

                                                                                      55 

 
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  

Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 
 

“As representatives of academic institutions, 

we must recognize that our fate is intrinsically 

tied to that of our neighboring communities, 

and that we share a responsibility for each 

other” (p. 117). Using service-learning 

partnerships that build social capital can have 

benefits for communities and teacher 

education programs alike that can lead to 

stronger, more resilient and connected 

communities. 

For our preservice teachers, we hope 

that they work to build social capital between 

their schools and the community in their future 

teaching positions. To support this, we 

continue to be explicit about the importance of 

bridging capital and ways to amplify bridging 

capital through meaningful partnerships. We 

think this approach aligns with what Olson and 

Brennan (2017) describe as “development in 

community” (p. 14) that leads to an 

enhancement of human and social capital. We 

also hope that our preservice teachers will 

engage with the participatory process, either 

by initiating conversations or being part of 

conversations, allowing for even more robust 

connections across the community. This will 

require teachers to think beyond their school’s 

grounds and to put themselves out into the 

community, a community which may be very 

different from their own lived experiences. 

After all, as Putnam (2000) notes, “To build 

bridging social capital requires that we 

transcend our social and political and 

professional identities to connect with people 

unlike ourselves” (p. 411).  

In order to better prepare our 

preservice teachers to connect with others and 

build relationships, we have begun to concept-

tualize our work through the lens of cultural 

humility. Cultural humility is a “stance where 

critically-minded individuals are persistently 

self-aware and self-reflective when interacting 

with others in order to be attentive to culture,

power, and privilege” (Tinkler & Tinkler, 

2016). Since the strength of the bridges that 

are built is dependent on how relationships are 

formed, it is important that our future teachers 

approach their interactions with a culturally 

humble stance. This stance will support the 

expansion of social capital for all stakeholders 

across the community.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study has implications for teacher 

educators as they consider pedagogical 

practices that extend learning into the 

community. As the results demonstrate, using 

participatory processes that seek to provide 

reciprocal benefits for the university and 

community can build social capital. Through 

bridging with the community, the local context 

became a central part of the curriculum in 

preparing our future teachers. To examine the 

long-term impacts of the service-learning 

experiences on these future teachers, we are 

exploring opportunities to conduct long-

itudinal research because we want to examine 

whether these community-engaged exper-

iences have influenced their thinking about 

how they engage with their communities in 

their current teaching positions. 

As our work continues with the 

community partners described in this study, 

we strive to be responsive to community 

needs. In order to be more responsive, we 

intend to systematically revisit the foundations 

of our partnerships to further explore how we 

can continue to create social capital because 

our partnerships illustrate the importance of 

context. Our partnerships allow us to more 

fully recognize and understand community 

needs, and our partnerships empower us to 

amplify social capital to advance the public 

good. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

The Hungry Heartland project integrates service learning, media literacy, and multidisciplinary col-

laboration. It engages students from three disciplines to produce multimedia communication and 

raise public awareness about the lack of healthy food access in Kansas. Interviews and surveys were 

used to gather student feedback. Overall, students found the project a challenging learning experi-

ence, gained a sense of social responsibility, but remained conflicted about multidisciplinary collab-

oration. Lessons were drawn to inform future iterations of the project.  

Keywords: community, food access, field trip, social media, film, photography 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Kansas is an agricultural state, the na-

tion’s seventh largest state for total agricul-

tural production, and a leader in wheat, corn, 

and beef productions (“Kansas Economy,” 

2017). By all appearances, this is a state where 

putting food on the table should not be a con-

cern. Yet ironically, inside this state are 

patches of food deserts, defined by the United 

States Department of Agriculture as regions 

that have “large proportions of households 

with low incomes, inadequate access to trans-

portation, and a limited number of food retail-

ers providing fresh produce and healthy gro-

ceries for affordable prices” (Dutko, Ver 

Ploeg, & Farrigan, 2012). 

Food deserts are particularly common 

in small, rural Kansas communities where gro-

cery stores and other food retailers are few and 

far between. Small neighborhood stores may 

exist, but their selection of nutritious food is 

limited and their prices tend to be higher than 

those of larger retailers, which create barriers 

for low-income residents and residents who 

lack means of transportation (Ver Ploeg, 

2010). 

One example of regions in Kansas af-

fected by food deserts is Riley County. Riley 

County has a population of 75,000, with 21% 

of this population living under the poverty 

line. Although the county has about 500 farms 

totaling over 200,000 acres of land, the vast 

majority of the farming focuses on grain crops, 

hay, and beef cattle, while fruit and vegetable 

production accounts for less than 5% (LaClair 

& Flint Hills Wellness Coalition, 2017). In 

2015, six census tracts within Riley County 

met the definition of a food desert (LaClair & 

Flint Hills Wellness Coalition, 2017).  

Although food deserts often develop in 

small, rural communities that have difficulty 

sustaining grocery stores, urban areas are not 

immune. A recent study shows that Topeka, 
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Kansas, the state capital, contains multiple 

low-income neighborhoods that lack access to 

healthy food (Miller, Middendorf, & Wood, 

2015). Similarly, across the United States, ar-

eas of low-income and higher proportions of 

Black and Latino populations are more likely 

to lack access to healthy food (Beaulac, Kris-

tjansson, & Cummins, 2009). These findings 

make it evident that food deserts are more than 

a geographical concept; rather, they are em-

blematic of social-economic, class, and racial 

disparities. Food deserts force low-income 

families to spend more on healthy food and 

lead to unhealthy dietary habits that contribute 

to health problems such as cardiovascular dis-

eases and obesity (Beaulac et al., 2009).  

Very little of this situation is known to 

Kansans residing in wealthier communities or 

to college-bound, middle-class young Kan-

sans, let alone to people outside the state who 

take it for granted that Kansas is a food pro-

duction center. To raise public awareness, ed-

ucate Kansas’s own students about food de-

serts, and promote institutional and grass-root 

changes, we launched a multidisciplinary, 

multimedia, service-learning class project ti-

tled Hungry Heartland. In this project, stu-

dents from three disciplines worked together 

to produce social media, videos, and photo-

graphs about food deserts, their impact on 

Kansas communities, and potential solutions 

to increase healthy food access. In this article, 

we detail the implementation of this project, its 

pedagogical backgrounds, its outcomes and 

impact, and our lessons learned based on find-

ings from a student survey and a focus group 

interview.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The Hungry Heartland project builds 

upon the concept of authentic learning, which 

originates from workplace apprenticeship 

learning. According to this concept, produc-

tive learning happens when students work on 

tasks that resemble real-world activities, when 

their products are used outside the classroom, 

when projects have meaning to personal lives 

or needs, and when students actively construct 

knowledge by integrating previous and current 

experiences (Roach, Tilley, & Mitchell, 2018). 

Authentic learning, however, is more of a phi-

losophy than a specific theory, and how it is 

implemented in different curricula will differ 

depending on intended learning outcomes 

(Roach et al., 2018). Given our curricular fo-

cus on media production, we draw upon the 

following theories that allow students to create 

media products for real people and exigencies 

and engage in tasks that resemble real-world 

processes.  

 

Service Learning 

Service learning is “a form of exp-

eriential education that gives students the op-

portunity to reflect on and use their academic 

training and hands-on learning experiences to 

meet real-world needs and develop their skills, 

attitudes and knowledge” (Shackelford & 

Griffis, 2006, p. 16). Studies in both secondary 

and postsecondary education and in various 

disciplines have found service learning to be 

an effective pedagogical approach. It enhances 

student engagement with course content, in-

fuses in them a sense of civic and social re-

sponsibility, encourages critical reflection and 

self- discovery, and allows students to develop  

skillsets applicable to real-world and work-

place needs (Whitfield & Coins, 2006; Blithe, 

Carrera, & Medaille, 2015; Sha ckelford & 

Griffis, 2006; Yu, 2011; Clark, 2013). These 

benefits are heightened when students produce 

multimedia communication products where 

the written, visual, and audio components 

work together to add to the depth of students’ 

reflections and prompt them to consider the 

connection between their work and the lives of 

their community partners (Blithe et al., 2015).  

In addition to benefiting learners, ser-

vice learning is designed to benefit community 
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partners. “In service, students actively work to 

meet the identified needs of the local or ex-

tended community” (Shackelford & Griffis, 

2006, p. 17). In previous service-learning pro-

jects similar to ours and involving students in 

creating multimedia products, students pro-

vided service by curating historical records for 

community partners, creating promotional ma-

terials for nonprofit organizations, and devel-

oping social awareness and fundraising oppor-

tunities for these partners and organizations 

(Blithe et al., 2015; Messner, Medina-Mess-

ner, & Guidry, 2016).  

 

Media Literacy 

In today’s technological and multime-

dia environment, media literacy is a crucial 

component of education. Students need to un-

derstand how media representation constructs 

our world and our understanding of the world 

and how media production perpetuates or 

challenges race, class, and other social ine-

qualities and discrimination (Kellner & Share, 

2005). To obtain this knowledge, students may 

be assigned to study the aesthetic qualities of 

media, to critically analyze media representa-

tions as social products, and to discuss media’s 

underlying connotations in addition to their 

apparent messages (Kellner & Share, 2005). 

Equally important, students may be given the 

means and opportunities to construct their own 

media products as “modes of self-expression 

and social activism” (Kellner & Share, 2005, 

p. 372). As Rheingold (2008) wrote, through 

the use of participatory media such as blogs, 

photo-video production, podcasts, and digital 

storytelling, students can engage in civic dis-

courses through online dialogue. By studying, 

sharing, and distributing media over the Inter-

net, students can bring the world into their 

classroom and vice versa. Depending on their 

desired learning outcomes, instructors can de-

sign class assignments that guide students to 

gain content knowledge, realize personal 

growth, develop career readiness, enhance 

public knowledge, or incite the public to re-

spond to media messages produced by stu-

dents.  

In previous studies, educators and 

scholars have experimented with media for-

mats similar to those implemented in our pro-

ject. For example, in Delello, McWhorter, and 

Camp (2015), students across disciplines (ed-

ucation, human resources, and marketing) 

used social media as a learning and reflection 

tool: creating Pinterest pinboards to curate 

pedagogical resources, analyzing companies’ 

Facebook media strategies, or using LinkedIn 

to create professional networks. Students from 

all three disciplines developed a heightened 

engagement with class content and formed 

communities within and beyond classrooms. 

Norton and Hathaway (2010) also found posi-

tive results in the use of video production as a 

classroom assignment and instructional strat-

egy: video production motivated student learn-

ing and aided students in connecting with 

course content. While the use of video tech-

nology is not new to classroom learning, the 

development of digital media production tools 

such as smartphones has made its use much 

more accessible and affordable to students. 

Last, DeJean (2008) used photography to 

guide students to conceptualize social justice 

and its role in education. More so than words, 

photography allowed students to speak in met-

aphorical terms, which facilitated—and em-

powered—students to broach complex and 

difficult concepts (DeJean, 2008).  

 

Multidisciplinary Collaboration  

The ability to communicate and work 

with people from different backgrounds and 

disciplines is a desirable asset in the profes-

sional workplace, not to mention an important 

life skill in today’s closely integrated society. 

To cultivate this ability, teachers and program 

administrators have invested in developing 

multidisciplinary education. Such education 

can be described as “trading zones” where a 
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convergence of knowledge occurs (Scharoun, 

Peng, & Turner, 2016). Through these trading 

opportunities, scholars and students alike can 

seek advice, learn, and fill in their disciplinary 

short-comings with the help of their peers. 

Scharoun et al. (2016) designed a cross-na-

tional, multidisciplinary honors program 

based on these principles to increase students’ 

employability while keeping them within the 

nurturing environment of the educational insti-

tution.  

While formal programs such as that 

developed by Scharoun et al. (2016) are not 

practical at all educational institutions, the 

same transformational experience may be in-

tegrated into individual classes to help stu-

dents realize personal growth and career de-

velopment. For example, Norman and Freder-

ick (2000) integrated English students into an 

engineering design course to work on an ex-

tended engineering project. Through this pro-

ject, English students gained experience 

copyediting technical reports and working 

with subject matter experts, while engineering 

students had the opportunity to work with 

communication specialists and develop pol-

ished project documentation. Students from 

both disciplines applied classroom learning to 

solving practical problems and encountered 

challenges they will face in the workplace. To-

ward a similar goal, our project integrated stu-

dents from English, Journalism and Mass 

Communications, and Art into one Hungry 

Heartland project. 

 

The Hungry Heartland Project  

           The Hungry Heartland project involves 

three undergraduate classes from three de-

partments: English, Journalism and Mass 

Communications, and Art. The classes were 

taught respectively by the three authors of this 

article. The classes and their basic information 

are as follows: 

• English 510 Professional Writing: This 

class focuses on teaching professional 

writing genres such as correspondence, 

proposals, blogs, and social media. Seven-

teen students were enrolled. About half 

were English majors, and half were Jour-

nalism and Mass Communications majors. 

Almost all students were either juniors or 

seniors.  

• Mass Communication 471 Advanced Au-

dio/Video Production: This class empha-

sizes aesthetics of audio and video writing, 

producing, directing, sound recording, 

lighting, camera work, editing, mixing, 

and distribution. Nine students were en-

rolled. Except for one English major, all 

were Journalism and Mass Communica-

tions juniors or seniors.  

• Art 563 Intermediate Photography: This is 

an advanced course in photography in 

which students practice techniques in-

cluding using medium and large-format 

camera systems and black-and-white film. 

Students apply these techniques to both 

studio-based and documentary subject 

matters. Six students were enrolled. Three 

were Architecture majors, and the others 

were Art majors. 

While the three classes have respective 

learning outcomes and individual assign-

ments, all of them engaged students in the 

Hungry Heartland project. In the professional 

writing class, students created blog posts and 

social media (Facebook and Twitter) posts 

based on the project topic; in the audio/video 

production class, students produced short, 

mini-documentaries based on the project 

topic; in the photography class, students pro-

duced gallery-quality photographs based on 

the project topic.  

To prepare students for these project 

requirements, the three faculty members in-

volved students in a series of learning activi-

ties. Students conducted secondary research 

about food deserts and healthy food access, lis-

tened to a panel of experts discussing the cause 

and effect of food deserts, wrote short research 
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papers on the topic, wrote proposals and plan-

ning documents for their media production, 

and, as the highlight of the project, partici-

pated in a 2-day field trip to gather first-hand 

materials. 

For the field trip, students, led by the 

three faculty members, travelled to three coun-

ties in North-central Kansas that face food de-

sert concerns: Republic County, Jewel 

County, and Cloud County. During the trip, 

students visited local grocery stores, farmers’ 

markets, community gardens, family farms, 

area schools, and community centers that the 

faculty had previously contacted. At these 

venues, students interviewed and interacted 

with a range of community members: grocery 

store owners, farmers, school principals, 

Meals-on-Wheels volunteers, other commu-

nity leaders, and local residents. Students 

made notes of their observations and inter-

views, took photographs, and shot video foot-

age.  

After the field trip, writing and au-

dio/video students focused on creating mean-

ingful stories out of the materials collected 

during the trip and from earlier research; pho-

tography students continued to make photo-

graphs by metaphorically relating their field 

experience or interpolating their research strat-

egies to local subject matters. 

At the end of the semester, the three 

faculty members organized a campus-wide 

premiere for students to present their respec-

tive media products. Students, faculty, and ad-

ministrators from the three departments and 

across campus as well as community members 

attended the event. In addition, the Volland 

Store, an art gallery located in Alma, Kansas, 

exhibited the photography students’ work and 

screened the video documentaries. 

Throughout the project, students 

worked in teams both within and across clas-

ses. Each team focused on food deserts’ im-

pact on one of the following demographic 

groups: the elderly, college students, women 

and children, farmers, and grocers. These 

teams were created to help students focus their 

media production and to promote collabora-

tion at multiple levels. Within class, students 

on the same team worked together to create 

their media products, for example, a documen-

tary on food deserts’ impact on the elderly. 

Across classes, students who focused on the 

same demographic group brainstormed and 

discussed their common themes. Prior to the 

field trip, two co-located class sessions were 

held to facilitate these cross-class discussions. 

The field trip itself was an intensive collabora-

tive effort where students worked together to 

gather project materials. For example, profes-

sional writing students helped audio/video 

production students during video shoots by 

conducting interviews or operating production 

equipment. Afterwards, collaboration contin-

ued in both virtual and physical environments. 

The video footage and photographs produced 

by the audio/video and photography students 

were uploaded to a media server accessible to 

students from all classes so they could cross 

reference and use each other’s materials in 

their media production. Another co-located 

meeting was held to facilitate cross-class dis-

cussions on how to create meaningful stories 

out of the gathered materials. Student groups 

also met outside of class as their schedules per-

mitted.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 

A survey and a focus group interview 

were used to gather student feedback on the 

Hungry Heartland project. The IRB committee 

at the authors’ institution approved both re-

search methods.  

Toward the end of the semester during 

which the project was implemented and after 

all three classes had completed their respective 

media production for the project, a Qualtrics 

online survey was used to gather students’ per-

spectives on the project and its impact on their 
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learning. To promote candid feedback, we 

made the survey anonymous; no data can be 

connected to any individual student. A total of 

27 students across the three classes completed 

the survey. The survey primarily used Likert-

scale questions (see Appendix I) to solicit a 

broad range of quantitative information. Data 

were exported into Micro-soft Excel and ana-

lyzed both in Qualtrics and Excel.  

In addition, after the semester ended, a 

focus group interview with a total of five stu-

dents from the three classes was conducted to 

solicit richer and more in-depth student feed-

back. The five student interviewees are as fol-

lows (all names are pseudonyms): 

• Sarah: professional writing class, senior 

in English 

• Aaron: professional writing class, senior 

in English 

• Denise: audio/video production class, 

junior in English 

• Brandon: audio/video production class, 

senior in Journalism and Mass Communi-

cations 

• Jan: photography class, senior in Art  

 

All three faculty members were pre-

sent at the interview and took turns asking a 

pre-designed set of questions (see Appendix 

II). At the same time, the interviewers re-

mained flexible during the interview and 

asked follow-up questions when students’ re-

sponses pointed to productive lines of in-

quiry. 

The interview was audio-recorded, 

transcribed, and then analyzed using the con-

stant comparative method (Merriam, 2007); 

that is, notes were made on the transcript and 

compared to establish tentative common 

themes. These themes were then modified 

based on continuous comparisons of notes. 

The interview analysis is thus inductive and 

based on the authors’ reflective interpretations 

of the data (Merriam, 2007). 

Before reporting our findings, we also 

want to comment on our role in this study. In 

this study, we played the role of teacher re-

searchers. Teacher research is a well estab-

lished research approach but is not without 

limitations: namely, it is difficult, if not impos-

sible, to investigate the events one is involved 

in free of presumptions and biases (Huberman, 

1996). Most practically, there is the concern of 

students not willing to share honest feedback 

with teacher researchers because of the power 

imbalance between them.  

While being aware of these limitations, 

we decided on this approach because teacher 

research has distinct advantages, especially in 

projects such as ours that aim to improve stu-

dent learning. Namely, teachers have inside 

and intimate knowledge of students and class-

room contexts and are best positioned to en-

gage in critical reflections of their own prac-

tices that in turn generate new knowledge and 

enact change (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; 

Blakeslee, 2001). This inside knowledge is 

difficult, if not impossible, for an outsider to 

obtain. For example, we considered using an 

outsider to conduct the focus group interview 

but, after deliberation, decided against it. 

While an outsider can ask the prescribed ques-

tions we develop, he or she does not have the 

context (for example, the actual experience of 

the field trip) to ask meaningful follow-up 

questions where important data can emerge.  

Having adopted the teacher research 

approach, we were mindful of our obligations 

to employ reliable methods, safeguard against 

obvious biases, and provide evidence. To do 

so, we designed the survey, as mentioned 

above, to be anonymous. With interview par-

ticipants, we made it clear that their participa-

tion is voluntary and has no bearing on their 

performance in any classes they may take with 

us (Incidentally, three of the five participants 

were graduating that semester.). In data analy-

sis, we stayed vigilant of our own presump-
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tions and questioned each other’s interpreta-

tion, and the following findings, we hope, 

demonstrate our effort to provide relevant ev-

idence.  

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

A Challenging Learning Experience 

Learning about and then immediately 

applying different media production tech-

niques in a high-stake project proved “chal-

lenging” and at times “overwhelming” for stu-

dents. This was especially so for photography 

students who had to learn new camera systems 

and a hybrid photo production process. Time 

constraints also contributed to the challenge. 

Students found the project more time consum-

ing than anticipated. The field trip itself took 

two days, which is a significant commitment 

to busy college students, many of whom study 

full time and work part time. Given the open-

ended and complicated nature of the project, 

the post-trip media production was also more 

complicated and time consuming than students 

anticipated. As Denise commented, she and 

her team procured hours of footage while on 

the trip, and it was difficult to decide, later on, 

what they were going to use and how they 

were going to create a few minutes of mean-

ingful stories out of the materials. This same 

challenge is echoed in previous reports of ser-

vice-learning and media production projects 

(Whitfield & Conis, 2006; Blithe et al., 2015; 

Norton & Hathaway, 2010).  

Students also found interacting with 

local residents during the field trip challeng-

ing. As Sarah said, “we were very much just 

dropped off at Cuba, Kansas…. And we had to 

really quickly make contacts with these peo-

ple. I think that’s one of the biggest things I 

learned… to approach people and take the ini-

tiative and let them talk… make connections 

in a polite and respectful way.” As Sarah re-

flected, this kind of ability, “just thinking on 

your feet right then and there,” is not some-

thing a traditional class prepared her for. 

Despite, or probably because of, these 

challenges, most students found the project a 

productive learning experience. Overall, 74% 

of the survey respondents indicated that the 

project allowed them to develop or refine use-

ful skills (Figure 1), which echoed findings 

from previous service-learning and media pro-

duction projects (Yu, 2011; Blithe et al., 

2015).  

Students indicated in the survey that 

they learned to “write effectively in different 

platforms in order to catch the reader’s atten-

tion,” create persuasive and relatable audiovis-

ual stories, represent human subjects consci-

entiously, “make seemingly unimportant top-

ics more visible and relatable,” and “craft mes-

sages that would target specific groups of peo-

ple.” The survey showed that the learning ex-

perience in this project was multi-faceted and 

strengthened students’ ability to think criti-

cally, conceptualize complex problems, and 

communicate effectively (Table 1). 

As an example of their critical thinking and 

communication skills, students developed a 

keener and more critical rhetorical aware-ness. 

As interview participants recalled, very soon 

into the field trip, they realized that the term 

“food deserts” did not register with local resi-

dents. Despite students explaining the concept, 

residents found it unfamiliar and perhaps 

overly negative. Sensing the audience’s re-

sistance, students, on their own account, 

started to use the term “healthy food access” 

or “affordable food access,” which the resi-

dents responded to much more warmly and 

readily. Similarly, in the survey, students indi-

cated that the project taught them how to Por-

tray food deserts and food insecurity “without 

showing your subject in a negative light.” 

  On the whole, the project, as student 

interviewees summed up, was “an uncomfort-

able growing experience.
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Figure 1. Overall, this project allowed me to develop or refine useful skills. 

 

Table 1. This project strengthened my ability to think critically, conceptualize problems, and com-

municate. 

 highly agree agree neutral disagree highly disagree 

           

think criti-

cally 
16.67% 5 22.03% 13 18.42% 7 25.00% 2 0.00% 0 

conceptual-

ize ideas for 

complex 

problems 

13.33% 4 22.03% 13 21.05% 8 25.00% 2 0.00% 0 

communi-

cate/present 

information 

20.00% 6 22.03% 13 18.42% 7 12.50% 1 0.00% 0 

 

” It felt “uncomfortable” because stu-

dents were “thrust out of [their] comfort zone.” 

For that same reason, they experienced valua-

ble growth; growth, as students came to 

acknowledge, is often uncomfortable.  
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Development of Social Responsibility  

Aside from enhancing students’ media 

production and related skills, the project in-

creased students’ knowledge of the world and 

sense of social responsibility (Figure 2).  

Students remarked in the survey that the Pro-

ject and especially the field trip was an “eye 

opening” experience. As one wrote, “I never 

realized how serious of an issue this [healthy 

food access] was and that it impacted so many 

people throughout the state of Kansas.” An-

other wrote that it “made me realize how for-

tunate I’ve grown up so I have decided to start 

volunteering at the bread-basket serving food 

for families in need.” Interview participants 

also commented that the field trip and interac-

tions with rural residents were personally 

transformative and convinced them that their 

work is “real and necessary,” “incredibly re-

warding,” and “inspiring and motivating.” 

 

 
 

Figure 2. This project enhanced my knowledge of the world and sense of social responsibility. 

 

The Hungry Heartland project, by hav-

ing students produce media products as part of 

service learning, “opened the possibility for 

students to see their work in the media as a 

form of media activism” (Clark, 2013, p. 887). 

Our students found that they could relate to ru-

ral Kansans because they had grown up in such 

communities or have families and friends who 

live in those communities. They found it em-

powering that they were doing something to 

raise social awareness about life in isolated, 

economically disadvantaged small towns. In 

particular, as students conducted research into 

food access, understood the scope of the issue 

in Kansas, and started creating content to raise 

public awareness, many realized the efficacy 

and power of media products. As one student 

remarked in the survey, “I did not quite realize 

the scope that social media could play when it 

comes to social issues. I think learning about 

the impact social media can have is one of the 

more valuable experiences of this project.” In 

the words of Kellner and Share (2005), our 

project allowed students to recognize that me-

dia products not only inform or entertain, they 
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can also be used to gain profit and power 

(Kellner & Share, 2005). 

 

Collaboration as a Product and a Process 

Not surprisingly, students voiced some 

typical complaints about the collaborative na-

ture of the project. Several mentioned during 

the interview that, given students’ different 

schedules, it was difficult for groups to find 

time to meet outside of class. Similarly, given 

students’ different work habits and levels of 

motivation, working together on an extended 

project can be trying at times. Finally, given 

the creative nature of media production, stu-

dents also struggled with compromising their 

own visions while working with others.  

At the same time, students acknow-

ledged that collaboration is a reality of the pro-

fessional workplace and media production 

work and agreed that the project prepared 

them for that reality. The field trip, in particu-

lar, felt like a concerted effort where everyone 

was helping out with collecting materials. Sa-

rah, for example, recounted that on the field 

trip, she interviewed several local residents. 

The interviews not only gave inspiration to her 

own blog posts for her writing class but were 

shot by the audio/video students and cut into 

their documentary. “The interview that ap-

peared a lot [in the documentary] was Steve, 

and that’s the one conducted by myself…. So 

that’s the moment I really appreciated [collab-

oration] and where I can see I actively made a 

way into this documentary.” 

Not all students had this appreciation. 

In fact, some were confused about the nature 

and purpose of cross-class, multidisciplinary 

collaboration. Since the three classes worked 

on different media products, some students 

struggled to see the “point” of cross-class col-

laboration. To them, collaboration should cen-

ter around creating tangible products. Meeting 

and discussing thought processes, inspirations, 

and research findings do not directly lead to 

products and, as such, do not warrant collabo-

ration to some students.  

To us as faculty, this feedback was 

pedagogically enlightening. While students 

were well aware that media production is a 

process that involves planning, producing, and 

editing, they did not fully see collaboration as 

a process, a work habit, or a mindset that goes 

beyond the final product. Students from each 

discipline bring to the project their tacit 

knowledge about planning, producing, and ed-

iting (for example, what counts as effective 

storytelling and appropriate aesthetics); col-

laborating throughout the process would allow 

them to see beyond their disciplinary horizon 

and engage in trading opportunities (Scharoun 

et al., 2016). This had been our vision as we 

designed this multidisciplinary project, but 

looking back, we did not adequately em-

phasize this process-oriented concept of col-

laboration to students. Reflective of this situa-

tion, in the survey, the majority of the students 

agreed that the project strengthened their abil-

ity to work with diverse groups of people and 

within a team (Table 2), but still, many were 

ambivalent about whether the collaborative 

nature of the project enhanced their personal 

learning (Figure 3). 

The student interviewee who came the 

closest to seeing collaboration as a process is 

Jan from the photography class. As she ex-

plained, while on the field trip, she took pho-

tographs not only of the local environment and 

residents, but of students from other classes in-

teracting with the local environment and resi-

dents. And not only did she take photographs 

of those interactions, she gained artistic inspi-

rations from those interactions. In her words, 

“[students from other classes] deserve a lot of 

credits for my work because a lot of the pho-

tographs came from following along their pro-

jects. With the interviews, that’s where I 

learned the most about food insecurity.  And 

the stories that people were going through…. 

they were really important to my work.” 
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Table 2. This project strengthened my ability to interact with people and work within a team. 
 

 highly agree Agree Neutral disagree highly disagree 

interact with diverse 

groups of people 

20.00% 6 15.25% 9 26.32% 10 25.00% 2 0.00% 0 

work within a team 30.00% 9 18.64% 11 15.79% 6 12.50% 1 0.00% 0 

 

 

Figure 3. The collaborative nature of the project enriched my personal learning. 

 

Scaffolded Learning 

While service learning has an explicit 

focus on field experience and learning, class 

preparation, according to the focus group in-

terview, was essential for students’ success on 

the Hungry Heartland project. Audio/video 

production students commented that learning 

the basics of documentaries, watching docu-

mentary examples, and developing a planning 

packet allowed them to understand how to de-

velop video stories and what footage to shoot 

while on the field trip. Professional writing 

students commented that learning about differ-

ent social media platforms, deliberating their 

do’s and don’ts, and listening to industry pro-

fessionals discuss the strategies of social me-

dia marketing helped them to fine-tune their 

media creation. Photography students spent 

the majority of their classwork in the begin-

ning of the semester learning new camera sys-

tems and hybrid processes to make images, 

which they then applied to the project. Stu-

dents from all classes also commented on the 

benefits of participating in the food desert 
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panel and conducting secondary research, 

which gave them the necessary perspectives to 

create media products.  

 

Technology Infrastructure 

As described earlier, a shared-file 

server was made available where all photo-

graphs and video footage students gathered on 

the field trip were stored for use by all three 

classes. This technology allowed post-field-

trip collaboration and information sharing 

where, for example, professional writing stu-

dents could use art students’ photographs to 

create social media posts.  

At the same time, the server technol-

ogy did not work nearly as smoothly as we en-

visioned. As students reported, when used 

over the Internet, the server ran very slowly: 

Downloading a single high-resolution photo-

graph, let alone a few minutes’ worth of foot-

age, took “forever.” This slow speed essen-

tially rendered the server impossible to use re-

motely. While students do have physical ac-

cess to the server through a media lab, it is not 

realistic or convenient for them to stay for long 

hours in the lab (where other classes would be 

held) to work on their projects. Technically, 

students can also transfer the media files to a 

mobile drive and take the files with them, but 

English and Art students are not used to carry-

ing external hard drives and the files are too 

large for most of their USB drives.  

 

LESSONS LEARNED FOR FUTURE PRO-

JECT IMPLEMENTATION 

 

Limit Points of Focus 

Designed to integrate multidisciplinary 

learning, multimedia production, and service 

learning, the Hungry Heartland project is am-

bitious in scope and goals. However, some stu-

dents found it overwhelming to have to learn 

new media production equipment and produc-

tion methods while participating in the project. 

In future iterations of the project, we will con-

sciously limit our points of focus without sac-

rificing the intended learning outcomes. For 

example, photography students will be en-

gaged in the project using the tools they have 

already mastered. 

 

Teach Collaboration as a Process  

In future iterations of the Hungry 

Heartland project, we plan to teach students 

that collaboration, as media production itself, 

is a process. It involves not only group mem-

bers working on the same physical product but 

brainstorming about the same communication 

context and exigency, reflecting on the needs 

of shared audiences, and exchanging research 

findings and raw materials. Modeling after 

positive student collaboration experiences, we 

will purpose-fully foster opportunities where 

students’ creative paths cross. For example, 

each professional writing student will be re-

quired to conduct at least one interview during 

the field trip while their group members from 

the audio/video production class shoot the in-

terview. The interview footage may or may not 

make it into the final documentary but repre-

sents a concrete instance of collaboration dur-

ing the process of media production. In addi-

tion, to help students appreciate the cross-talks 

between their work, we will host a website 

where different media products—the textual, 

the visual, and the audio—are curated to-

gether. This central location would not only re-

inforce the notion of collaboration among stu-

dents but help attract more viewers and serve 

the project’s goal to raise social awareness 

about food deserts in Kansas. With these 

changes, we hope to see improvement in stu-

dents’ understanding of and competency in 

multidisciplinary teamwork in future itera-

tions of the project.  

 

Consider Low-Tech Infrastructure 

In future iterations of the project, in 
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addition to a remote server, we plan to issue 

each student team, for the duration of the pro-

ject, a high-capacity USB drive or external 

hard drive in case students don’t already own 

such a device. This device would allow stu-

dents to transfer photographs and footage from 

the server for off-site use. In addition, students 

will be encouraged to use their own mobile de-

vices or cameras to capture lower-resolution 

images and footage on the trip. At times, these 

low-tech arrangements may be more practi-

cally useful than high-tech infrastructures for 

multimedia collaboration 

projects, especially for students who are less 

familiar with shared-file technologies.  

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The Hungry Heartland project was a 

challenge for our students; designing and im-

plementing it was equally challenging for us 

as faculty. Compared with traditional assign-

ments, it is significantly more time consuming 

and pedagogically complicated. We spent con-

siderable time and effort conceptualizing the 

project, planning cross-class collaboration, 

making contacts with local communities, and 

arranging travel and lodging. We were pleased 

with the impact this project had on our stu-

dents and the local community and are com-

mitted to refining it. The lessons learned 

through this iteration will be invaluable in our 

future implementation of the project.  
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APPENDIX I SURVEY QUESTIONS 

 

1. Which class are you in? 

2. What is your major? 

3. Please indicate your level of agreement (highly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, highly disagree) 

with the following statements regarding the Hungry Heartland project.  

• Overall, this project is a productive learning experience for me.  

• Overall, this project allowed me to develop or refine useful skills.  

• This project strengthened my ability to think critically. 

• This project strengthened my ability to conceptualize ideas for complex problems. 

• This project strengthened my ability to communicate/present information. 

• This project enhanced my knowledge of the world. 

• This project enhanced my sense of social responsibility. 

• This project strengthened my ability to interact with diverse groups of people. 

• This project strengthened my ability to work within a team. 

• The collaborative nature of the project enriched my personal learning. 

4. What did you learn about the impact of food deserts? 

5. What did you learn about the influence of media production? 

6. What are some of the ways we can modify the project in future semesters to improve student 

learning?  
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APPENDIX II FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

1. Overall, how do you feel about the Hungry Heartland project? 

2. What aspects of this project and/or its instruction would you identify as most helpful to your 

learning? How did these aspects help you to learn? 

3. What were some of the best moments you experienced during this project? Why? 

4. What were some of the worst moments you experienced? Why? 

5. Do you feel the challenges presented in this project were appropriate for the course level? How 

so? 

6. How do you feel about the collaborative nature of the project? 

7. What are some of the ways we can modify the project in future semesters to improve student 

learning? Why do you believe these changes would improve your learning? 
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