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Unfurling Your Community-Engaged Work into Multiple
Scholarly Products
Diane M. Doberneck
Michigan State University
Christine Carmichael
Castleton University
ABSTRACT
Navigating academic publishing challenges community-engaged scholars and practitioners, many
of whom have mastered disciplinary writing but are unsure of how to write about community engagement experiences. The Unfurling Tool helps authors co-envision products with community
partners, identify scholarly products for both academic and public audiences, and consider how to
disseminate multiple products from a single community-engaged project. By unfurling a project,
authors may communicate the rich complexity of their community engagement experiences to
multiple audiences.
Keywords: academic and public products, academic publishing, research tool, scholarly
success, writing habits
Rosenzweig, and Schmidt (2010) recommend ways to organize and structure a community-engaged research article. Bordeaux,
Wiley, Tandon, and Horowitz (2007) offer
counsel on appropriate titles, section names,
and conclusions for publishing communityengaged research. Franz (2011) discusses
how to present community-engaged research,
including scholarly academic and public
products, for reappointment, promotion, and
tenure review. These authors focus on the
mechanics of research article writing or on
positioning research articles with other scholarly products after they have been written.
However, none explicitly prompt authors to
think through what and where and how to disseminate multiple products that represent the
breadth and complexity of their community
engagement experiences. The Unfurling Tool
was developed to meet that need; that is, to
provide a framework for strategically planning multiple scholarly products for both academic and public audiences from a single
community-engagement project.

INTRODUCTION
Despite pressures and incentives, faculty, academic staff, and graduate students struggle
to turn their outreach and engagement work
into scholarly publications. Even academics
who have mastered disciplinary writing find
themselves unsure about how to publish
about their community engagement experiences. The Unfurling Tool was developed as
a framework to think through publishing
choices and strategies, and, ultimately, to
support the habits of craftsmanship and care
required for successful academic writing and
dissemination (Sword, 2017).
Advice about publishing communityengaged scholarship (CES) has focused exclusively on community-engaged research.
Ahmed and Palermo (2010) advise about
how to convey the rigors of research and incorporate community partner voice in journal
articles. Based on their review of communitybased participatory research articles, Smith,
5
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The Unfurling Tool’s guiding image
is of an early spring fern emerging from the
earth in a tight coil to unfurl itself into a fully
stretched out fern frond. Similarly, what
might first appear to be a single journal article about a project can be unfurled into multiple articles that reflect the breadth and depth
of the community-engaged experience. The
Unfurling Tool may be used early in the project planning phase, throughout a project to
ensure the collection of relevant partnership
and engagement process data, and during
later dissemination phases to co-envision
scholarly public products with community

Volume 12, Number 3

partners. All project partners, including community partners, should be part of the conversation about unfurling a project. Forchuk and
Meier (2004) have developed the Article Idea
Chart to use with community partners to
manage multiple, simultaneous writing projects, identify specific writing roles, and establish shared deadlines. Ideally, writers
would use the Unfurling Tool first to strategize in the bigger picture and identify multiple scholarly products for diverse audiences,
and then the Article Idea Chart to coordinate
the writing process once those strategic decisions are made.

6
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Figure 1
The Unfurling Tool

Topic

Disciplinary or
Interdisciplinary
Audiences

Sub-Audiences

Type of Article

Disciplinary
• Research
• Teaching and learning
(Scholarship of teaching
and learning)
• Research methodologies
and methods
• Community-engaged
scholarship

1. Conceptual frameworks, theories of
change, models
2. Program descriptions,
case studies
3. Methods or processes
for partnerships or engagement

Interdisciplinary
• Research
• Teaching and learning
(Scholarship of teaching
and learning)
• Research methodologies
and methods
• Community-engaged
scholarship

4. Results or impacts on:
• Community
• Community organization
• Partnership
• Students
• Faculty or staff
• Institution
5. Reflective critiques,
lessons learned

Figure 1 depicts the Unfurling Tool’s six columns.
7

Academic
Products:
Journals and
Conferences

Public and
Practitioner
Products
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including community, community organization, partnerships, students, faculty or staff,
and institution of higher education levels
(Bringle, Clayton, & Price, 2009). Choices
about type of article are represented in column four, Type of Article.
Based on decisions about the sub-audience and the type of article, authors then
strategize about specific, potential journals.
Authors should examine which journals publish which kinds of articles in order to align
the type of article they would like to write
with the types the journal typically publishes.
Most journals publish more than one type of
journal article, so authors may have multiple
choices within one journal. Authors should
explore a wider variety of journals to ensure
stronger alignment with journal publishing
priorities, thereby improving the chances of
acceptance. Campus Compact’s knowledge
hub contains useful resources for identifying
publishing options in the interdisciplinary
community engagement journal category
(Doberneck, 2016, 2019). To further unfurl
the project, potential academic journals and
academic conferences may also be recorded
in column five, Academic Products: Journals
and Conferences column.
As Ellison and Eatman (2008) and
Franz (2014) remind community-engaged
scholars and practitioners, we are obligated to
communicate our scholarship to public audiences, including community partners, decision-makers, practitioners, policy makers,
journalists and other media representatives,
and other relevant non-academic audiences.
Scholarly public products may include policy
briefs and recommendations, curriculum for
informal education settings, research briefs,
podcasts, and infographics, to name just a
few examples. Consulting with community
partners and representatives from specific
public audiences is essential in this step, to
ensure the envisioned public products align
well with intended public audiences. To fur-

The Unfurling Tool is typically read
from left to right (see Figure 1). Authors
should consider what they would like to disseminate about their community-engaged
work. At this unfurling stage, authors should
think broadly and envision as many ideas as
possible. These brainstormed topics may be
recorded in column one, Topic.
After initial brainstorming, authors
should consider each topic and decide
whether that topic should be placed in a disciplinary or interdisciplinary journal. For tenure-track faculty members, disciplinary journals may be more highly valued by tenure review committees than interdisciplinary journals (Bond & Gannon, 2019; Whitaker,
2019). Thus, it is imperative that faculty
members solicit advice from their mentoring
committees about journal selections since
substantial differences in institutional and
disciplinary cultures exist (Doberneck &
Schweitzer, 2017). The Interdisciplinary/Disciplinary Choice is represented by the
Unfurling Tool’s column two.
Authors should decide in which kind
of journal they would like to place their article. They may choose from among research
journals, scholarship of teaching and learning
journals, research methodology and methods
journals, and community-engaged scholarship journals. These choices exist in both disciplinary and interdisciplinary journals and
are listed in the column three, Sub-Audiences.
Next, authors should decide what
type of article they would like to write. In
both disciplinary and interdisciplinary journals, authors may choose from among five
main types of articles, including: 1) conceptual frameworks, theories, or models; 2) program descriptions or case studies; 3) methods
or processes for partnerships or engagement;
4) results or impacts; and 5) reflective critiques or lessons learned. For results or impacts of community-engaged scholarship, authors may report on results at various levels,

8
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Example One: Unfurling a Study About
Publicly Engaged Scholarship
Researchers associated with Michigan State University’s Office of University
Outreach and Engagement conducted a content analysis of almost 200 re-appointment,
promotion, and tenure (RPT) essays and
forms. This multi-year study was unfurled
into four journal articles, multiple conference
presentations, and various public products, as
shown in Figure 2. All articles were published in interdisciplinary community engagement journals. One was a conceptual paper that presented a new typology of publicly
engaged scholarship (Doberneck, Glass, &
Schweitzer, 2010). In research result papers
two and three, the authors applied that typology to a data set to examine appointment status, rank, and type of community-engaged
scholarship (Glass, Doberneck, & Schweitzer, 2011) and intensity of activity and degree
of engagement (Doberneck, Glass, &
Schweitzer, 2012), respectively. The fourth
research paper reported analysis of the data
using a different theoretical framework
(Doberneck & Schweitzer, 2017). The public
products generated from the study included a
reappointment, promotion, and tenure discussion guide for deans, directors, and department chairs; dialogue cards that accompany
the guide and prompt active learning; and a
higher education practitioner-orientated article in the Engagement Exchange (Glass,
Doberneck, & Schweitzer, 2010).

ther unfurl the project, choices about potential public audiences and communication
channels appropriate for those audiences may
be recorded in column six, Public and Practitioner Products.
While the Unfurling Tool presents
each column as a discrete one, there is a dynamic interplay among the strategic choices
authors make, especially between scholarly
products for academic and public audiences
(Ellison & Eatman, 2008). As authors refine
topics and explore journals, they are likely to
make revisions that necessitate changes back
and forth across the columns. For example, as
authors realize that two research articles are
possible from a single project they may revise
the initial single publishing idea in order to
make different strategic choices about interdisciplinary/disciplinary
journals
(e.g.,
choosing to submit one article in a disciplinary journal and another in an interdisciplinary one [column two]). As another example,
the co-development of a public product with
community partners (column six) may inform
a new journal article about the development
and impacts of the partnership itself (column
three). Two examples illustrate ways the Unfurling Tool may be used. The first example
shows how the tool helped to unfurl a scholarship of engagement project, while the second example illustrates how a communityengaged research project was unfurled.

9
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Figure 2
Unfurling a Scholarship of Engagement Research Project
Topic
Research findings on
publicly engaged
scholarship reported
in RPT documents
Typology of Publicly
Engaged Scholarship

Disciplinary or
Interdisciplinary
Audiences
Interdisciplinary

Interdisciplinary

Sub-Audiences

Type of Article
Research
results on
faculty
Conceptual
framework

Interdisciplinary Conceptual
framework
• CES

Analysis of types of
publicly engaged
scholarship reported
by faculty

Interdisciplinary

Interdisciplinary Research
results on
• CES
faculty

Academic Products: Journals and Conferences

Expanding the
Making Invisible Visible, sucdefinition of
cessful faculty outreach and
scholarship. Enengagement in RPT, paper at
gagement ExIARSLCE (2009)
change (2009)
Typology of Publicly Engaged Scholarship, paper at
NOSC (2009)
From rhetoric to reality: A ty- Typology of Pubpology of publicly engaged
licly Engaged
scholarship.
Scholarship Report (2009)
Journal of Higher Education
Outreach and Engagement
(2010)
Unpacking faculty engage1 university-wide
ment: The types of activities
report (2009)
faculty members report as
publicly engaged scholarship 15 Individual Reduring reappointment, promo- ports for MSU
tion, and tenure.
Colleges (2009)
Journal of Higher Education
Outreach and Engagement
(2011)

10
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Need for evidencebased materials for
holding unit-level
RPT discussions

Interdisciplinary

Analysis of intensity
of activity and degree
of engagement reported by faculty

Interdisciplinary

Analysis of disciplinary variations

Interdisciplinary

Volume 12, Number 3

Teaching
Convening constructive conand learning versations, paper at NOSC
tools for
(2011)
practitioners

Interdisciplinary Research
results on
• CES
faculty

Research
results on
faculty
Interdisciplinary Research
results on
• CES
faculty

Beyond activity, place, and
partner: How publicly engaged scholarship varies by
intensity of activity and degree of engagement.
Journal of Community Engagement and Scholarship
(2012)
Disciplinary variations, paper
at IARSLCE (2012)
Disciplinary variations in
publicly engaged scholarship:
An analysis using the Biglan
Classification of Academic
Disciplines.
Journal of Higher Education
Outreach and Engagement
(2017)

11

Dialogue Guide
for Deans, Directors, and Department Chairs
(2009, revised
2011)
Dialogue cards
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Figure 2 shows how the Unfurling Tool was used to generate multiple scholarly products from a scholarship of engagement research
project.
Note. IARSLCE refers to the International Association for Research on Service-Learning and Community Engagement annual conference. NOSC refers to the National Outreach Scholarship Conference, which has since been renamed the Engagement Scholarship
Consortium Conference.
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Example Two: Unfurling a CommunityEngaged Research Dissertation
Christine A. Carmichael, then PhD
student in the Department of Forestry at
Michigan State University, unfurled her community-engaged dissertation research into
multiple academic and public products. Figure 3 lists her dissertation, her portfolio for
the Graduate Certification in Community Engagement, and two academic journal articles.
One research results article was published in
a disciplinary journal and used political ecology and social justice frameworks for the
analysis (Carmichael & McDonough, 2018);
the other research results article, published in

Volume 12, Number 3

an interdisciplinary journal, used heritage
narratives as an approach to community-engaged research (Carmichael & McDonough,
2019). Carmichael also presented the research at multiple academic and practitioner
conferences. The scholarly public products
developed for local and state government
agencies, nonprofit organizations, and neighborhood organization audiences included
PowerPoint presentations summarizing research findings, a decision-tree tool for nonprofits, research-finding talks for neighborhood organizations, community organizing
workshops, and many other public products
only some of which are listed in column five.
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Figure 3
Unfurling a Community-Engaged Research Dissertation
Topic

Disciplinary or
Interdisciplinary
Audiences
Disciplinary

Urban and community forestry,
political ecology,
environmental justice, heritage narratives, community-engaged research
Political ecology
Disciplinary
and environmental
justice frameworks

Community-engaged research

Interdisciplinary

Heritage narratives Interdisciplinary
of Detroit residents

Type of
Article

Sub-Audiences
Disciplinary
• Research

Disciplinary
• Research

Interdisciplinary
• Research
• CES
Interdisciplinary
• Research

Academic Products: Journals and Conferences

Dissertation The trouble with trees? Social
and political dynamics of
greening efforts in Detroit,
Michigan

Research
results on
community

Graduate
Portfolio
Research
results on
community

ProQuest Dissertation and
Thesis Abstracts International
The trouble with trees?: Social and political dynamics of
street tree-planting efforts in
Detroit, Michigan, USA
Urban Forestry and Urban
Greening (2018)
Community-engaged research
on tree planting in Detroit,
Michigan
Community stories: Explaining resistance to street treeplanting programs in Detroit,
Michigan
Society and Natural Resources (2019)

14
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Power dynamics
and their role in
residents’ resistance to treeplanting; Heritage
narratives of Detroit residents
Methods for engaging with marginalized communities
Power dynamics
and their role in
residents’ resistance to treeplanting; Heritage
narratives of Detroit residents;
Recommendations
for community engagement in urban
forestry
Power dynamics
and their role in
residents’ resistance to treeplanting; Heritage
narratives of Detroit residents
Capacity-building
for grassroots organizations to

3-page executive summary to
nonprofit staff
and neighborhood organizations
Decision tree
for street tree
planting (for
nonprofit staff)
PowerPoint
presentation to
Detroit reforestation taskforce (including
city government, state government, local
to national nonprofit organizations)
Presentations to
neighborhood
organizations

Workshop with
grassroots environmental organizations and
15
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achieve environmental justice in
urban restoration
and forestry programs

local government employees
in the Washington, DC/Maryland region.

Figure 3 shows how the Unfurling Tool was used to generate multiple scholarly products from a community-engaged research dissertation.
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DISCUSSION
Benefits and Limitations
For authors taught to view their research as one project equals one article, the
Unfurling Tool prompts a broader conceptualization of what is possible to publish. Whitney
Owen puts forward pragmatic and compassionate reasons for developing multiple publishable pieces from a single research project.
Owen’s least publishable unit approach prevents paralysis caused by pressure to write
“the big one,” generates multiple mediumsized articles that subsequently create positive
writing momentum and confidence, and
makes it easier to juggle competing professional and personal demands (Owen, 2006).
For community-engaged scholars and
practitioners, who commit significant time and
effort to developing authentic, reciprocal partnerships that form the basis of their community work, a single published article will likely
constrain their opportunity to represent the full
breadth of their community-engaged work.
Multiple articles, focused on different aspects
of the engagement experience, will better reflect the complexity and multi-leveled impact
of community engagement. Publishing multiple articles also supports the dissemination of
methodological innovations, which may inform other disciplines and fields.
For some authors, the Unfurling Tool
may reveal unbounded possibilities and leave
authors feeling overwhelmed or indecisive.

Volume 12, Number 3

A conversation with a trusted colleague or
mentor with the goal of prioritizing possible
publications can ameliorate that situation. For
authors familiar with disciplinary publishing
norms and standards, the Unfurling Tool may
represent a stretch into unfamiliar writing territory, e.g., interdisciplinary writing, writing
different types of articles, or writing for unfamiliar audiences. For example, authors who
are familiar with publishing research results
may find writing about the partnership or engagement processes unfamiliar or challenging.
Reading successfully published articles that
focus on partnership building, processes of engagement or collaboration, or other topics
brainstormed during the unfurling process will
familiarize authors with how to publish their
work in new ways and for broader audiences.
CONCLUSIONS
The Unfurling Tool supports community-engaged scholars and practitioners as they
broaden their conceptualization of what is possible to publish; encourages an intentional, dynamic interplay between academic and public
products; and invites community partners to
co-envision products, especially those for public audiences. As community-engaged scholars and practitioners, we know more happens
than can be contained in a single manuscript.
By unfurling community-engaged scholarship
into multiple publications, we can examine,
celebrate, and disseminate our complex community engagement experiences more fully.
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Student Professional Competencies as Perceived by
Community Service-Learning Partners
Maureen Snow Andrade
Jonathan H. Westover
Utah Valley University
ABSTRACT
Service learning is a high-impact practice that helps students develop professional competencies such
as teamwork, communication, critical thinking, and problem solving. This study investigated community partners’ perceptions of students’ professional competencies and their impact. Findings indicate that professional competencies had a significant impact on partner perceptions of project quality
and value, while the overall predictability of the model to examine partners’ perceived likelihood to
work on future projects with students was low.
Keywords: community partners; high impact practices; essential learning outcomes; competencies; higher education
INTRODUCTION

courses, internships, capstone courses, undergraduate research, diversity/global learning,
collaborative assignments, common intellectual experiences, first-year seminars, and
ePortfolio (Kuh, O’Donnell, & Schneider,
2017). At their foundation are specific elements associated with improved learning.
These include high performance expectations,
a significant investment of effort over time, interactions with faculty and peers, experiences
with diversity, constructive feedback, learning
through real-world application, public demonstration of competence, and opportunities to
reflect on and integrate learning (Kuh &
O’Donnell, 2013).
A significant amount of research
demonstrates the value of community servicelearning in terms of student learning outcomes
(Novak, Markey, & Allen, 2007; Warren,
2012). Although community service learning
is founded on the principle of reciprocity, or
the idea that the institution, student, and community partner benefit from an exchange of
knowledge and expertise (Jacoby, 1996), studies focusing on community partner benefits
are limited, and some evidence suggests that

Employers and recent college graduates agree that certain cross-cutting skills are
essential for success in entry-level positions
and in today’s global economy (Association of
American College and Universities, 2007,
2008, 2010, 2013; Hart Research Associates,
2015), yet disagree about the extent to which
these outcomes are achieved (Hart Research
Associates, 2015). College graduates rank
themselves much higher on outcomes such as
the ability to communicate effectively in writing and speaking, work in teams, apply
knowledge and skills, and work with people
from different backgrounds than do employers, indicating a gap that needs to be filled.
Employers value these cross-cutting skills
over choice of major (Hart Research Associates, 2015).
High-impact practices (HIPs) have
been identified as leading to the development
of these skills. HIPs, first designated as such
in 2007, include community service learning,
learning communities, writing intensive
19
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the latter face challenges due to the short-term
nature of projects, communication problems
with the institution, and the extra work involved (Harrington, 2014).
This study investigated community
partner perceptions of the professional competencies demonstrated by students during the
service-learning experience. The study contributes to current knowledge by extending the
literature on community partners’ perspectives, specifically their views of student learning. It also captures employer views of student
learning prior to graduation, thereby extending
existing research on employer views of the
skills of recent college graduates.

Volume 12, Number 3

competence
focuses
on
work-related
knowledge and skills; the ability to work well
with others; and technological, quantitative,
and problem-solving skills (Finlay & McNair,
2013). Finally, personal and social development gains include values and ethics, self-understanding, understanding of diverse others,
civic engagement, independent learning, contributing to the welfare of the community, and
a sense of spirituality (Finlay & McNair,
2013).
In addition to research supporting the
impact of HIPs on learning, service-learning
studies provide extensive evidence of similar
types of gains, supporting the validity of student self-report data on the NSSE. These outcomes have been documented and categorized
by Eyler, Giles, Stenson, and Gray (2001) as
personal (personal efficacy, personal identity,
spiritual growth, moral development, ability to
work well with others, leadership skills, communication skills); social (reducing stereotypes, increased cultural and racial understanding, social responsibility and citizenship,
commitment to service); learning (application
of learning to real-life context, critical thinking, problem solving, cognitive development,
complex understanding); and career development in general. Service-learning participants
also continue to engage with the community
by making charitable donations, volunteering,
voting, serving on boards, and joining community groups (Farber, 2011; Olberding, 2012).
Community partners’ views of student learning are not well represented in the literature,
but one study reported high community partner ratings on the overall quality, writing, organization, substance, strategies, and creativity of students’ work (Olberding & Hacker,
2016).

LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section, we review literature salient to the study. This includes three areas of
research: (1) service learning and the development of professional competencies, (2) issues
and considerations in campus-community
partnerships, and (3) the community and economic impact of service learning.
Professional Competencies
As indicated in the introduction, service learning is a high-impact practice (HIP)
designed to result in achievement of the essential learning outcomes valued by employers.
This is theorized to be due to the teaching and
learning elements of practice at the foundation
of HIPs (Kuh & O’Donnell, 2013). Evidence
for the impact of HIPs is based on student selfreported gains in deep learning, general learning, practical skills, and personal/social
growth as measured by the National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE) (Kuh et al.,
2017).
Deep learning is comprised of understanding underlying meaning, reflecting on relationships between concepts, integrating previous learning, and applying knowledge to
real-life situations (Finlay & McNair, 2013).
General learning gains reflect written and oral
communication and critical thinking. Practical

Establishing Successful Community Partnerships
Reciprocity is a key component of
community service learning (Workman &
Berry, 2010). It refers to collaboration among
students, faculty, and community partners to
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the benefit—ideally the equal benefit—of all.
The faculty member and community partner
teach and contribute knowledge and skills to
benefit the student; students may also act as
teachers in the sense that they apply theories
and concepts from their coursework to create
new solutions to issues in workplace. As such,
service learning can be characterized as a colearning environment (Konwerski & Nashman, 2008).
Reciprocity can be further understood
by considering the terms partner and partnership, which typically refer to a specific person
or organization; however, further delineation
is needed to determine which aspects of community are involved, which constituencies
represented, and the types of interactions reflected (Bringle, Clayton, & Price, 2009).
Partnerships reflect relationships constituting
“closeness, equity, and integrity” (Bringle et
al., 2009, p. 3), exhibited through interactions
among students, organizations, faculty, administrators, and residents (the SOFAR
model), all of whom have different perspectives, goals, backgrounds, roles, and resources. Analyzing these relationships and interactions encourages a more complete understanding of outcomes and the degree to which
they are transactional or transformational.
Principles of good practice for service
learning and community engagement indicate
that a balance of power must be established between community and educational partners
(Kendall, 1990). The goal of the partnership
has been referred to as transformative reciprocity, or a deep collaboration aimed at the
transformation of those involved (Jameson,
Clayton, & Jaeger, 2010), yet the community
side of the partnership has traditionally been
devalued (Stanlick & Sell, 2016). To address
this, the community partner must have a full
voice in decision-making, and the campus
partner must be careful to not overstep bounds
or unintentionally create problems (Stanlick &
Sell, 2016).
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While it is a noble desire to want to
“help,” we must examine our own motivations when entering into a partnership with the community, especially
one in which the power dynamic has
traditionally been skewed to one side
(Stanlick & Sell, 2016, p. 83).
One way to address inequalities in the
campus-community partner relationship is to
adopt a democratic approach involving informal discussions about what is needed rather
than creating projects around specific courses
or faculty research interests (Hicks, Seymour,
& Puppo, 2015; Whitney, Harrison, Clayton,
Muse, & Edwards, 2016). Students should be
involved as co-leaders in these discussions
(Hicks et al., 2015). This is particularly critical
when service learning is aimed at social justice
outcomes (Kliewer, 2013; Meens, 2014;
Mitchell, 2008; Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2009). Contributors must be “empowered
to be an originator or a follower, a teacher or a
student, on any given idea or collaboration”
(Hicks et al., 2015, p. 108). Indeed, community partners believe that a balance should exist in terms of which of the involved parties
contribute ideas for projects (Harrington,
2014).
Community and Economic Impact
A number of advantages of service
learning for community partners have been
identified. These include saving staff time,
getting help with research, finding solutions to
current problems, receiving free consulting,
and becoming acquainted with future graduates (Kupka, Westover, Workman, & Barker,
2014). However, to recognize these benefits,
community impact must be aligned with the
objectives of both institutional and community
partners (Morton & Bergbauer, 2015) “to ensure that the campus is serving the community
and not the other way around” (Morton &
Bergbauer, 2015, p. 19). Communities typically benefit from the “information,
knowledge, skills, technology, leadership, and
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networks” that universities can provide (Olberding & Hacker, 2016).
Communities recognize impacts such
as intercultural exchange (where cultural and
linguistic differences exist), economic benefits
(particularly in cases where students move to
a community and contribute money through
cost of living expenses, grant money, or by
providing services at no cost), productivity
(ability to complete jobs faster), and transfer
of knowledge (idea sharing, innovation, skill
sets) (Budhai 2013; Geller, Zuckerman, &
Seidel, 2014; Harrington, 2014; Olberding &
Hacker, 2016; Worrall, 2007). Service learning also increases awareness of the organization and expands its networks (Geller et al.,
2014). Students doing service learning abroad
may impact the community culturally with
their habits and lifestyles (Harrington, 2014).
While some community partners indicate that the time needed to manage student
projects is offset by the value received (Edwards, Mooney, & Heald, 2001), in other
cases, partners have commented that their involvement entailed more work than would
have been needed if they had done the project
themselves (Harrington, 2014). Another concern raised by community partners is that projects tend to be semester-based and short-term,
and as such, may not address real needs (Hicks
et al., 2015; Harrington, 2014), or that students’ schedules may be overly busy, contributing to communication difficulties (Budhai,
2013). A lack of continuity can also be a problem with students coming and going, resulting
in incomplete projects or projects that never
get started, and a lack of communication between previous student participants and new
participants. Additionally, the results of studies are sometimes not shared (Harrington,
2014).
Community partners have identified
practical positive impacts of projects, such as
the production of information items, tools, and
ideas, which increases organizational capacity, and also satisfaction with their campus
partnership over time (Olberding & Hacker,
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2016). Long-term benefits also include economic impact. This is typically calculated at
the institutional level. For example, the University of Delaware determined that its faculty
and students contribute $6.7 million annually
in the contribution of goods and services and
over $1.4 million in free labor (Rangan, 2011).
The University of Georgia found that students
who participated in service learning earned
$4,600 more in their first full-time job and received their first raise two-and-a-half months
sooner than non-service-learning participants
(James, 2016). The program has a $19.2 million economic impact annually at the state
level. On average, starting salaries for those
participating in service learning are estimated
to be between $5,000-8,000 more than for
non-participants (Rangan, 2011).
METHODS
The community partner survey for this
study reflects the essential learning outcomes
identified by employers (Hart Research Associates, 2015) as well as program and course
objectives. In addition to seeking employer
views of students’ professional competencies,
the survey also invited feedback regarding the
value of the students’ work to the organization
and suggestions for improving the structure of
assignments (see Appendix).
Institutional Context and Sample
The site for the study was a large, regional, public university in the Intermountain
West. The institution has elective Carnegie
classification for community engagement. As
such, service learning is a key strategy. The
university has a robust service-learning program that provides students with opportunities
to participate in designated service-learning
courses. Students partner with a community
organization to complete projects requiring
application of the academic knowledge and
skills they are learning in their coursework.
Community partners benefit by receiving additional employees to conduct research, offer
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fresh insights, experiment with new ideas and
approaches, and contribute to a variety of partner-identified goals.
At the end of the semester, representatives from 183 out of 227 community organizations connected with class projects (for an
80.62% response rate) completed an assessment of students’ projects (some for group
projects, some for individual projects). The
participating organizations represented a wide
range of community partner organizations, including local government agencies, local K-12
schools, local nonprofits (education, environmental, health, etc.), hospitals, local small
businesses connected with the local Small
Business Development Center, and other forprofit local businesses involved in the public
good. The projects were connected to 16 service-learning designated course sections1, including introduction to business, business
presentations, statistics, organizational behavior, marketing, student leadership and success,
writing, and psychology. The courses, with a
total enrollment of 565 students, were taught
by 12 faculty members in six departments and
three colleges and schools. The faculty members (and corresponding classes involved in
this study) had all completed the same sixweek Service-Learning Faculty Fellowship
consisting of weekly one-hour workshops accompanied by online modules and assignments. As the culminating project, they redesigned a course to meet service-learning criteria under the mentorship of an experienced
service-learning faculty member.
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evaluation items on the same 6-point Likert
scale.
Table 1
Student Competencies and Project Value
Understanding of the specific problem/question
your company posed
Attitudes
Self-motivation
Project planning
Organizational skills
Communications skills
Leadership skills
Sense of responsibility
Emotional maturity
Time management
Teamwork
Task completion
Professional approach/professionalism
Quality of final project
Value of this project for your firm
Additionally, the assessment included
one question asking how likely the organization would be to work with the university students again in the future, on a 7-point Likert
scale. Finally, five open-ended questions were
asked regarding the various aspects of the
community partner experience with the student(s), including elements of the experience
that could help the organization to develop/grow, intent to implement recommendations from the project performed, ways the
project could be improved, overall experience
interactions with the student(s), and potential
for future collaborative projects (see Appendix
for survey instrument). Due to space limitations, the qualitative data collected will not be
addressed in this paper.

Operationalization of Study Variables
As seen in Table 1 below, to measure
the perceived student professional competencies, the assessment incorporated 13 competency items, each rated on a 6-point Likert
scale, as well as two project-value-related
1

For a course to be a service-learning designated
course, the instructor has to get approval from the
campus service-learning committee, after submitting a
syllabus outlining the SL-related course learning objectives, the service-learning class project/experience

(a minimum of 20 community-engagement hours are
required for a designated course), and describing the
student learning reflection.
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five other open-ended questions about the nature of the project and the economic impact on
the organization). As can be seen in Table 2
below, University College (which includes the
student success, developmental math and English courses, and other preparatory programs)
generally had the highest competency ratings
and project quality and value, followed closely
by the College of Humanities and Social Sciences, with the School of Business coming in
with the lowest average ratings (though it is
important to note that both University College
and the College of Humanities and Social Sciences had considerably smaller sample sizes
than the School of Business). In University
College, the highest rated competencies were
“sense of responsibility” and “emotional maturity.” In the College of Humanities and Social Sciences, both “sense of responsibility”
and “emotional maturity” were rated highly, as
well as “attitudes,” “teamwork,” and “professional approach.” In the School of Business,
“leadership skills,” “sense of responsibility,”
“emotional maturity,” “task completion,” and
“professional approach” were the most highly
rated competencies.

Statistical Methodology
First, we performed a descriptive statistical analysis of community partner assessment data on student professional competencies and over project quality and value. These
bivariate and multivariate analyses include
correlations, analysis of variance (ANOVA)
and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) procedures, and cross-tabulations. Second, we utilized Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression to test three models examining the impact
of student professional competencies: (1) on
the community partner’s perceived quality of
the project, (2) on the community partner’s
perceived value of the student project, and (3)
on the community partner’s perceived likelihood to work on future projects with students.
RESULTS
Descriptive Results
In the community partner survey, community organizations were asked to rate 13
different professional competencies, along
with the overall quality of the project, the
overall value of the project, and the perceived
likelihood that the organization would work
on future projects with students (in addition to
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Table 2
Professional Competency, Project Quality, and Project Value Means

Understanding of the specific problem/question your company posed
Attitudes
Self-motivation
Project planning
Organizational skills
Communications skills
Leadership skills
Sense of responsibility
Emotional maturity
Time management
Teamwork
Task completion
Professional approach/professionalism
Quality of final project
Value of this project for your firm

OLS Regression Results
All professional competency variables
were initially included in the OLS regression
models looking at the impact of competency
ratings on perceived project quality ratings,
perceived project value ratings, and overall
perceived likelihood of the organization working on future projects with the students. As
seen in Table 3, only a handful of the professional competencies were statistically significant in the three different models (which included all three colleges and schools),

UC

SB

CHSS All

5.33

4.54

5.33

4.68

5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.67
5.67
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33

4.75
4.72
4.62
4.67
4.73
4.89
4.83
4.81
4.62
4.70
4.87
4.81
4.84
4.63

5.53
5.37
5.10
5.10
5.37
5.37
5.53
5.43
5.17
5.47
5.33
5.53
5.33
5.27

4.89
4.84
4.71
4.75
4.84
4.98
4.96
4.93
4.72
4.84
4.96
4.94
4.93
4.75

including “understanding of the specific problem,” “attitudes,” “sense of responsibility,”
“teamwork,” and “professional approach.”
Despite only a handful of the variables in the
initial models proving to be statistically significant, the adjusted r-squared for each model
demonstrates that even in the unrefined models, professional competency ratings predict
65% of the variation in perceived project quality, 66% of the variation in perceived project
value, and only 6% of perceived likelihood to
work on future projects with the students.
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Table 3
Regression Models Summary
Model Dependent Variables
Perceived
Perceived
LikeliValue of Pro- hood to Work on FuProfessional Competency Inde- Perceived Quality ject for the ture Projects with
pendent Variables
of Project
Firm
Students
Understanding of the specific
problem/question your company 0.176**
0.327****
-0.555****
posed
Attitudes
0.067
0.078
0.367*
Self-motivation
-0.085
-0.025
-0.137
Project planning
-0.052
-0.035
0.087
Organizational skills
0.086
-0.068
0.099
Communications skills
0.063
-0.106
0.180
Leadership skills
0.032
0.034
0.181
Sense of responsibility
-0.009
0.277***
-0.154
Emotional maturity
-0.113
-0.129
-0.069
Time management
0.054
-0.008
-0.013
Teamwork
0.072
0.195**
-0.069
Task completion
0.077
0.072
-0.109
Professional approach/professionalism
0.541****
0.306***
0.035
183
183
183
N
ADJ. R-SQUARED
0.651
0.664
0.059
27.15****
28.67****
1.74**
F
Beta Values; Level of significance: * = p < .10, ** = p < .05; *** = p < .01; **** = p < .001

After further testing of the parameters
of the independent variables included in the initial models, refined models were run, with results shown in Table 4 below. All professional
competencies included in these refined three
models were statistically significant (with
“NA” in the table below indicating that variable was not included in that particular model).

Here we see that while the refined model for
perceived quality of project didn’t significantly change the adjusted r-squared for that
model, reducing the noise from the insignificant variables improved the overall predictability in the other two models (increasing adjust r-squared values to 0.671 and 0.099 respectively).
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Table 4
Refined Regression Models Summary
Model Dependent Variables
Perceived
Perceived
Likelihood to
Perceived
Value of Pro- Work on FuProfessional Competency Inde- Quality of Pro- ject for the ture Projects
pendent Variables
ject
Firm
with Students
Understanding of the specific prob0.206****
0.344****
-0.544****
lem/question your company posed
Attitudes
-0.123*
NA
0.392***
Communications skills
NA
0.209**
NA
Sense of responsibility
NA
0.194***
NA
Teamwork
NA
NA
NA
Professional approach/professionalism
0.665****
0.305****
NA
183
183
183
N
0.099
ADJ. R-SQUARED
0.651
0.671
9.46****
27.15****
75.16****
F
Beta Values; Level of significance: * = p < .10, ** = p < .05; *** = p < .01; **** = p < .001
was administered only at the end of one specific semester, after only one service-learning
experience. Ideally, the community partner assessment instrument would be administered
repeatedly, at various stages of an academic
program, and track with student progression in
the program to see how professional competencies may change over time.

Limitations
There are three main limitations to this
current study. First, only community partners
connected to class projects in the 16 pre-determined service-learning designated courses
(where each faculty member had completed
the Service-Learning Faculty Fellowship
training) were included in this analysis. Second, the sample size is relatively small for conducting OLS analysis. As has been demonstrated, despite the sample size, we have still
been able to find significant impacts of student
professional competencies on project quality,
value, and likelihood for conducting future
projects. However, the small sample size does
not allow for running and comparing discipline-specific OLS models (by college/school,
by program, or by course), to see variations in
the significance and variable strength of various professional competencies across programs at the university. Third, the assessment

Future Research
While the results presented herein suggest many possible avenues for future research, of particular note from the OLS regression results is the weak predictability of the
perceived likelihood to work on future projects model; even in the refined version, the
model only predicts about 10% of the variation
in the dependent variable. Future research
needs to explore other factors, beyond perceived student professional competencies, that
influence a community partner’s perceived
likelihood to work on future projects with the
27
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students. Additionally, future research needs
to explore the direct social and economic impact of these service-learning projects on community partner organizations. Finally, increasing the sample size of the community partner
project assessment would allow for an analysis
of both descriptive statistics and OLS model
variations across colleges/schools and across
specific programs and disciplines.
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which might account for differences, the main
conclusion from the findings is that community partners associate specific competencies
(e.g., sense of responsibility, emotional maturity, professional approach) with project
quality and value. Although the study was not
based directly on the ELOs discussed in the literature review, the survey items represented
the same or similar outcomes (e.g., teamwork
and problem solving, inquiry and analysis,
communications). The findings showed the
short-term impact of these competencies on
project outcomes, based on the perceptions of
community partners.
The fact that professional competencies only weakly predicted the likelihood of
community partners engaging with students on
future projects suggests that other factors may
have more importance. Based on the literature,
these might be practical issues such as the
amount of time involved, lack of project continuity and longevity, projects not being focused on real needs, communication difficulties (Budhai, 2013, Hicks et al., 2015; Harrington, 2014), or even reciprocity issues with lack
of voice in project identification or overall
benefit (Konwerski & Nashman, 2008; Stanlick & Sell, 2016).

DISCUSSION
This study provides evidence of the
impact of professional competencies on service-learning outcomes, specifically project
quality and value, as perceived by community
partners. Findings suggest that the more competent students appear to community partners,
the more likely the latter are to value their
work. Implications, then, are that faculty
members must prepare students accordingly
and structure assignments in ways that help
students develop professional skills. These
competencies should likely be introduced to
students in the curriculum prior to the servicelearning experience and also reinforced in subsequent courses to help students fully achieve
the ELOs valued by employers (Hart Research
Associates, 2015).
Differences in professional competency ratings were found across colleges/schools, likely due to student variables,
the nature of the projects, and the variety of
community partners. University College,
which had the highest ratings, hosts first-year
students taking pre-college work to strengthen
their literacy, quantitative, and learning skills.
First-year coursework emphasizes the development of skills such as being responsible and
emotionally mature, which were the two highest rated competencies. These skills were also
highly ranked for students in the other colleges/schools with the addition of competencies such as teamwork and professional approach.
As the study did not explore project descriptions or targeted academic objectives,

CONCLUSION
This study investigated the impact of
professional competencies on community
partner perceptions of project quality and
value, and the likelihood of future collaborations. Study findings extend knowledge about
the community partner side of service learning, demonstrate that ELOs/professional competencies impact perceptions of project quality, and identify which competencies have the
most impact. Implications of the study are that
faculty members must be aware of the need for
students to learn about, develop, and apply
these competencies.
The study also captures employer
views of student learning prior to graduation
rather than post-graduation, thus providing
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employer insights into professional competencies while they are being developed. This may
help address the gap noted earlier that employers do not feel that recent college graduates
have the requisite cross-cutting competencies
for entry-level positions. Timely feedback
from employers (service-learning partners)
about these competencies can help educators
make needed curricular and pedagogical adjustments.
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APPENDIX
Service and Engaged Learning Community Client Evaluation
Please respond to the following statements as objectively as you can as they relate to your involvement with this project during the semester.
The ratings for the scale are:
0 = very unsatisfying
1 = unsatisfying
2 = somewhat unsatisfying
3 = somewhat satisfying
4 = satisfying
5 = very satisfying
Students’:
understanding of the specific problem/question your company posed
attitudes
self-motivation
project planning
organizational skills
communications skills
leadership skills
sense of responsibility
emotional maturity
time management
teamwork
task completion
professional approach/professionalism (incl. attire for meetings of all kinds)
quality of final project
value of this project for your firm
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Student Professional Competencies as Perceived by
Community Service-Learning Partners
Maureen Snow Andrade
Jonathan H. Westover
Utah Valley University
ABSTRACT
Service learning is a high-impact practice that helps students develop professional competencies such
as teamwork, communication, critical thinking, and problem solving. This study investigated community partners’ perceptions of students’ professional competencies and their impact. Findings indicate that professional competencies had a significant impact on partner perceptions of project quality
and value, while the overall predictability of the model to examine partners’ perceived likelihood to
work on future projects with students was low.
Keywords: community partners; high impact practices; essential learning outcomes; competencies; higher education
INTRODUCTION

courses, internships, capstone courses, undergraduate research, diversity/global learning,
collaborative assignments, common intellectual experiences, first-year seminars, and
ePortfolio (Kuh, O’Donnell, & Schneider,
2017). At their foundation are specific elements associated with improved learning.
These include high performance expectations,
a significant investment of effort over time, interactions with faculty and peers, experiences
with diversity, constructive feedback, learning
through real-world application, public demonstration of competence, and opportunities to
reflect on and integrate learning (Kuh &
O’Donnell, 2013).
A significant amount of research
demonstrates the value of community servicelearning in terms of student learning outcomes
(Novak, Markey, & Allen, 2007; Warren,
2012). Although community service learning
is founded on the principle of reciprocity, or
the idea that the institution, student, and community partner benefit from an exchange of
knowledge and expertise (Jacoby, 1996), studies focusing on community partner benefits
are limited, and some evidence suggests that

Employers and recent college graduates agree that certain cross-cutting skills are
essential for success in entry-level positions
and in today’s global economy (Association of
American College and Universities, 2007,
2008, 2010, 2013; Hart Research Associates,
2015), yet disagree about the extent to which
these outcomes are achieved (Hart Research
Associates, 2015). College graduates rank
themselves much higher on outcomes such as
the ability to communicate effectively in writing and speaking, work in teams, apply
knowledge and skills, and work with people
from different backgrounds than do employers, indicating a gap that needs to be filled.
Employers value these cross-cutting skills
over choice of major (Hart Research Associates, 2015).
High-impact practices (HIPs) have
been identified as leading to the development
of these skills. HIPs, first designated as such
in 2007, include community service learning,
learning communities, writing intensive
19
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the latter face challenges due to the short-term
nature of projects, communication problems
with the institution, and the extra work involved (Harrington, 2014).
This study investigated community
partner perceptions of the professional competencies demonstrated by students during the
service-learning experience. The study contributes to current knowledge by extending the
literature on community partners’ perspectives, specifically their views of student learning. It also captures employer views of student
learning prior to graduation, thereby extending
existing research on employer views of the
skills of recent college graduates.
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competence
focuses
on
work-related
knowledge and skills; the ability to work well
with others; and technological, quantitative,
and problem-solving skills (Finlay & McNair,
2013). Finally, personal and social development gains include values and ethics, self-understanding, understanding of diverse others,
civic engagement, independent learning, contributing to the welfare of the community, and
a sense of spirituality (Finlay & McNair,
2013).
In addition to research supporting the
impact of HIPs on learning, service-learning
studies provide extensive evidence of similar
types of gains, supporting the validity of student self-report data on the NSSE. These outcomes have been documented and categorized
by Eyler, Giles, Stenson, and Gray (2001) as
personal (personal efficacy, personal identity,
spiritual growth, moral development, ability to
work well with others, leadership skills, communication skills); social (reducing stereotypes, increased cultural and racial understanding, social responsibility and citizenship,
commitment to service); learning (application
of learning to real-life context, critical thinking, problem solving, cognitive development,
complex understanding); and career development in general. Service-learning participants
also continue to engage with the community
by making charitable donations, volunteering,
voting, serving on boards, and joining community groups (Farber, 2011; Olberding, 2012).
Community partners’ views of student learning are not well represented in the literature,
but one study reported high community partner ratings on the overall quality, writing, organization, substance, strategies, and creativity of students’ work (Olberding & Hacker,
2016).

LITERATURE REVIEW
In this section, we review literature salient to the study. This includes three areas of
research: (1) service learning and the development of professional competencies, (2) issues
and considerations in campus-community
partnerships, and (3) the community and economic impact of service learning.
Professional Competencies
As indicated in the introduction, service learning is a high-impact practice (HIP)
designed to result in achievement of the essential learning outcomes valued by employers.
This is theorized to be due to the teaching and
learning elements of practice at the foundation
of HIPs (Kuh & O’Donnell, 2013). Evidence
for the impact of HIPs is based on student selfreported gains in deep learning, general learning, practical skills, and personal/social
growth as measured by the National Survey of
Student Engagement (NSSE) (Kuh et al.,
2017).
Deep learning is comprised of understanding underlying meaning, reflecting on relationships between concepts, integrating previous learning, and applying knowledge to
real-life situations (Finlay & McNair, 2013).
General learning gains reflect written and oral
communication and critical thinking. Practical

Establishing Successful Community Partnerships
Reciprocity is a key component of
community service learning (Workman &
Berry, 2010). It refers to collaboration among
students, faculty, and community partners to
20
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the benefit—ideally the equal benefit—of all.
The faculty member and community partner
teach and contribute knowledge and skills to
benefit the student; students may also act as
teachers in the sense that they apply theories
and concepts from their coursework to create
new solutions to issues in workplace. As such,
service learning can be characterized as a colearning environment (Konwerski & Nashman, 2008).
Reciprocity can be further understood
by considering the terms partner and partnership, which typically refer to a specific person
or organization; however, further delineation
is needed to determine which aspects of community are involved, which constituencies
represented, and the types of interactions reflected (Bringle, Clayton, & Price, 2009).
Partnerships reflect relationships constituting
“closeness, equity, and integrity” (Bringle et
al., 2009, p. 3), exhibited through interactions
among students, organizations, faculty, administrators, and residents (the SOFAR
model), all of whom have different perspectives, goals, backgrounds, roles, and resources. Analyzing these relationships and interactions encourages a more complete understanding of outcomes and the degree to which
they are transactional or transformational.
Principles of good practice for service
learning and community engagement indicate
that a balance of power must be established between community and educational partners
(Kendall, 1990). The goal of the partnership
has been referred to as transformative reciprocity, or a deep collaboration aimed at the
transformation of those involved (Jameson,
Clayton, & Jaeger, 2010), yet the community
side of the partnership has traditionally been
devalued (Stanlick & Sell, 2016). To address
this, the community partner must have a full
voice in decision-making, and the campus
partner must be careful to not overstep bounds
or unintentionally create problems (Stanlick &
Sell, 2016).
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While it is a noble desire to want to
“help,” we must examine our own motivations when entering into a partnership with the community, especially
one in which the power dynamic has
traditionally been skewed to one side
(Stanlick & Sell, 2016, p. 83).
One way to address inequalities in the
campus-community partner relationship is to
adopt a democratic approach involving informal discussions about what is needed rather
than creating projects around specific courses
or faculty research interests (Hicks, Seymour,
& Puppo, 2015; Whitney, Harrison, Clayton,
Muse, & Edwards, 2016). Students should be
involved as co-leaders in these discussions
(Hicks et al., 2015). This is particularly critical
when service learning is aimed at social justice
outcomes (Kliewer, 2013; Meens, 2014;
Mitchell, 2008; Saltmarsh, Hartley, & Clayton, 2009). Contributors must be “empowered
to be an originator or a follower, a teacher or a
student, on any given idea or collaboration”
(Hicks et al., 2015, p. 108). Indeed, community partners believe that a balance should exist in terms of which of the involved parties
contribute ideas for projects (Harrington,
2014).
Community and Economic Impact
A number of advantages of service
learning for community partners have been
identified. These include saving staff time,
getting help with research, finding solutions to
current problems, receiving free consulting,
and becoming acquainted with future graduates (Kupka, Westover, Workman, & Barker,
2014). However, to recognize these benefits,
community impact must be aligned with the
objectives of both institutional and community
partners (Morton & Bergbauer, 2015) “to ensure that the campus is serving the community
and not the other way around” (Morton &
Bergbauer, 2015, p. 19). Communities typically benefit from the “information,
knowledge, skills, technology, leadership, and
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networks” that universities can provide (Olberding & Hacker, 2016).
Communities recognize impacts such
as intercultural exchange (where cultural and
linguistic differences exist), economic benefits
(particularly in cases where students move to
a community and contribute money through
cost of living expenses, grant money, or by
providing services at no cost), productivity
(ability to complete jobs faster), and transfer
of knowledge (idea sharing, innovation, skill
sets) (Budhai 2013; Geller, Zuckerman, &
Seidel, 2014; Harrington, 2014; Olberding &
Hacker, 2016; Worrall, 2007). Service learning also increases awareness of the organization and expands its networks (Geller et al.,
2014). Students doing service learning abroad
may impact the community culturally with
their habits and lifestyles (Harrington, 2014).
While some community partners indicate that the time needed to manage student
projects is offset by the value received (Edwards, Mooney, & Heald, 2001), in other
cases, partners have commented that their involvement entailed more work than would
have been needed if they had done the project
themselves (Harrington, 2014). Another concern raised by community partners is that projects tend to be semester-based and short-term,
and as such, may not address real needs (Hicks
et al., 2015; Harrington, 2014), or that students’ schedules may be overly busy, contributing to communication difficulties (Budhai,
2013). A lack of continuity can also be a problem with students coming and going, resulting
in incomplete projects or projects that never
get started, and a lack of communication between previous student participants and new
participants. Additionally, the results of studies are sometimes not shared (Harrington,
2014).
Community partners have identified
practical positive impacts of projects, such as
the production of information items, tools, and
ideas, which increases organizational capacity, and also satisfaction with their campus
partnership over time (Olberding & Hacker,
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2016). Long-term benefits also include economic impact. This is typically calculated at
the institutional level. For example, the University of Delaware determined that its faculty
and students contribute $6.7 million annually
in the contribution of goods and services and
over $1.4 million in free labor (Rangan, 2011).
The University of Georgia found that students
who participated in service learning earned
$4,600 more in their first full-time job and received their first raise two-and-a-half months
sooner than non-service-learning participants
(James, 2016). The program has a $19.2 million economic impact annually at the state
level. On average, starting salaries for those
participating in service learning are estimated
to be between $5,000-8,000 more than for
non-participants (Rangan, 2011).
METHODS
The community partner survey for this
study reflects the essential learning outcomes
identified by employers (Hart Research Associates, 2015) as well as program and course
objectives. In addition to seeking employer
views of students’ professional competencies,
the survey also invited feedback regarding the
value of the students’ work to the organization
and suggestions for improving the structure of
assignments (see Appendix).
Institutional Context and Sample
The site for the study was a large, regional, public university in the Intermountain
West. The institution has elective Carnegie
classification for community engagement. As
such, service learning is a key strategy. The
university has a robust service-learning program that provides students with opportunities
to participate in designated service-learning
courses. Students partner with a community
organization to complete projects requiring
application of the academic knowledge and
skills they are learning in their coursework.
Community partners benefit by receiving additional employees to conduct research, offer
22
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fresh insights, experiment with new ideas and
approaches, and contribute to a variety of partner-identified goals.
At the end of the semester, representatives from 183 out of 227 community organizations connected with class projects (for an
80.62% response rate) completed an assessment of students’ projects (some for group
projects, some for individual projects). The
participating organizations represented a wide
range of community partner organizations, including local government agencies, local K-12
schools, local nonprofits (education, environmental, health, etc.), hospitals, local small
businesses connected with the local Small
Business Development Center, and other forprofit local businesses involved in the public
good. The projects were connected to 16 service-learning designated course sections1, including introduction to business, business
presentations, statistics, organizational behavior, marketing, student leadership and success,
writing, and psychology. The courses, with a
total enrollment of 565 students, were taught
by 12 faculty members in six departments and
three colleges and schools. The faculty members (and corresponding classes involved in
this study) had all completed the same sixweek Service-Learning Faculty Fellowship
consisting of weekly one-hour workshops accompanied by online modules and assignments. As the culminating project, they redesigned a course to meet service-learning criteria under the mentorship of an experienced
service-learning faculty member.
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evaluation items on the same 6-point Likert
scale.
Table 1
Student Competencies and Project Value
Understanding of the specific problem/question
your company posed
Attitudes
Self-motivation
Project planning
Organizational skills
Communications skills
Leadership skills
Sense of responsibility
Emotional maturity
Time management
Teamwork
Task completion
Professional approach/professionalism
Quality of final project
Value of this project for your firm
Additionally, the assessment included
one question asking how likely the organization would be to work with the university students again in the future, on a 7-point Likert
scale. Finally, five open-ended questions were
asked regarding the various aspects of the
community partner experience with the student(s), including elements of the experience
that could help the organization to develop/grow, intent to implement recommendations from the project performed, ways the
project could be improved, overall experience
interactions with the student(s), and potential
for future collaborative projects (see Appendix
for survey instrument). Due to space limitations, the qualitative data collected will not be
addressed in this paper.

Operationalization of Study Variables
As seen in Table 1 below, to measure
the perceived student professional competencies, the assessment incorporated 13 competency items, each rated on a 6-point Likert
scale, as well as two project-value-related
1

For a course to be a service-learning designated
course, the instructor has to get approval from the
campus service-learning committee, after submitting a
syllabus outlining the SL-related course learning objectives, the service-learning class project/experience

(a minimum of 20 community-engagement hours are
required for a designated course), and describing the
student learning reflection.
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five other open-ended questions about the nature of the project and the economic impact on
the organization). As can be seen in Table 2
below, University College (which includes the
student success, developmental math and English courses, and other preparatory programs)
generally had the highest competency ratings
and project quality and value, followed closely
by the College of Humanities and Social Sciences, with the School of Business coming in
with the lowest average ratings (though it is
important to note that both University College
and the College of Humanities and Social Sciences had considerably smaller sample sizes
than the School of Business). In University
College, the highest rated competencies were
“sense of responsibility” and “emotional maturity.” In the College of Humanities and Social Sciences, both “sense of responsibility”
and “emotional maturity” were rated highly, as
well as “attitudes,” “teamwork,” and “professional approach.” In the School of Business,
“leadership skills,” “sense of responsibility,”
“emotional maturity,” “task completion,” and
“professional approach” were the most highly
rated competencies.

Statistical Methodology
First, we performed a descriptive statistical analysis of community partner assessment data on student professional competencies and over project quality and value. These
bivariate and multivariate analyses include
correlations, analysis of variance (ANOVA)
and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) procedures, and cross-tabulations. Second, we utilized Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression to test three models examining the impact
of student professional competencies: (1) on
the community partner’s perceived quality of
the project, (2) on the community partner’s
perceived value of the student project, and (3)
on the community partner’s perceived likelihood to work on future projects with students.
RESULTS
Descriptive Results
In the community partner survey, community organizations were asked to rate 13
different professional competencies, along
with the overall quality of the project, the
overall value of the project, and the perceived
likelihood that the organization would work
on future projects with students (in addition to
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Table 2
Professional Competency, Project Quality, and Project Value Means

Understanding of the specific problem/question your company posed
Attitudes
Self-motivation
Project planning
Organizational skills
Communications skills
Leadership skills
Sense of responsibility
Emotional maturity
Time management
Teamwork
Task completion
Professional approach/professionalism
Quality of final project
Value of this project for your firm

OLS Regression Results
All professional competency variables
were initially included in the OLS regression
models looking at the impact of competency
ratings on perceived project quality ratings,
perceived project value ratings, and overall
perceived likelihood of the organization working on future projects with the students. As
seen in Table 3, only a handful of the professional competencies were statistically significant in the three different models (which included all three colleges and schools),

UC

SB

CHSS All

5.33

4.54

5.33

4.68

5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.67
5.67
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33
5.33

4.75
4.72
4.62
4.67
4.73
4.89
4.83
4.81
4.62
4.70
4.87
4.81
4.84
4.63

5.53
5.37
5.10
5.10
5.37
5.37
5.53
5.43
5.17
5.47
5.33
5.53
5.33
5.27

4.89
4.84
4.71
4.75
4.84
4.98
4.96
4.93
4.72
4.84
4.96
4.94
4.93
4.75

including “understanding of the specific problem,” “attitudes,” “sense of responsibility,”
“teamwork,” and “professional approach.”
Despite only a handful of the variables in the
initial models proving to be statistically significant, the adjusted r-squared for each model
demonstrates that even in the unrefined models, professional competency ratings predict
65% of the variation in perceived project quality, 66% of the variation in perceived project
value, and only 6% of perceived likelihood to
work on future projects with the students.
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Table 3
Regression Models Summary
Model Dependent Variables
Perceived
Perceived
LikeliValue of Pro- hood to Work on FuProfessional Competency Inde- Perceived Quality ject for the ture Projects with
pendent Variables
of Project
Firm
Students
Understanding of the specific
problem/question your company 0.176**
0.327****
-0.555****
posed
Attitudes
0.067
0.078
0.367*
Self-motivation
-0.085
-0.025
-0.137
Project planning
-0.052
-0.035
0.087
Organizational skills
0.086
-0.068
0.099
Communications skills
0.063
-0.106
0.180
Leadership skills
0.032
0.034
0.181
Sense of responsibility
-0.009
0.277***
-0.154
Emotional maturity
-0.113
-0.129
-0.069
Time management
0.054
-0.008
-0.013
Teamwork
0.072
0.195**
-0.069
Task completion
0.077
0.072
-0.109
Professional approach/professionalism
0.541****
0.306***
0.035
183
183
183
N
ADJ. R-SQUARED
0.651
0.664
0.059
27.15****
28.67****
1.74**
F
Beta Values; Level of significance: * = p < .10, ** = p < .05; *** = p < .01; **** = p < .001

After further testing of the parameters
of the independent variables included in the initial models, refined models were run, with results shown in Table 4 below. All professional
competencies included in these refined three
models were statistically significant (with
“NA” in the table below indicating that variable was not included in that particular model).

Here we see that while the refined model for
perceived quality of project didn’t significantly change the adjusted r-squared for that
model, reducing the noise from the insignificant variables improved the overall predictability in the other two models (increasing adjust r-squared values to 0.671 and 0.099 respectively).
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Table 4
Refined Regression Models Summary
Model Dependent Variables
Perceived
Perceived
Likelihood to
Perceived
Value of Pro- Work on FuProfessional Competency Inde- Quality of Pro- ject for the ture Projects
pendent Variables
ject
Firm
with Students
Understanding of the specific prob0.206****
0.344****
-0.544****
lem/question your company posed
Attitudes
-0.123*
NA
0.392***
Communications skills
NA
0.209**
NA
Sense of responsibility
NA
0.194***
NA
Teamwork
NA
NA
NA
Professional approach/professionalism
0.665****
0.305****
NA
183
183
183
N
0.099
ADJ. R-SQUARED
0.651
0.671
9.46****
27.15****
75.16****
F
Beta Values; Level of significance: * = p < .10, ** = p < .05; *** = p < .01; **** = p < .001
was administered only at the end of one specific semester, after only one service-learning
experience. Ideally, the community partner assessment instrument would be administered
repeatedly, at various stages of an academic
program, and track with student progression in
the program to see how professional competencies may change over time.

Limitations
There are three main limitations to this
current study. First, only community partners
connected to class projects in the 16 pre-determined service-learning designated courses
(where each faculty member had completed
the Service-Learning Faculty Fellowship
training) were included in this analysis. Second, the sample size is relatively small for conducting OLS analysis. As has been demonstrated, despite the sample size, we have still
been able to find significant impacts of student
professional competencies on project quality,
value, and likelihood for conducting future
projects. However, the small sample size does
not allow for running and comparing discipline-specific OLS models (by college/school,
by program, or by course), to see variations in
the significance and variable strength of various professional competencies across programs at the university. Third, the assessment

Future Research
While the results presented herein suggest many possible avenues for future research, of particular note from the OLS regression results is the weak predictability of the
perceived likelihood to work on future projects model; even in the refined version, the
model only predicts about 10% of the variation
in the dependent variable. Future research
needs to explore other factors, beyond perceived student professional competencies, that
influence a community partner’s perceived
likelihood to work on future projects with the
27
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students. Additionally, future research needs
to explore the direct social and economic impact of these service-learning projects on community partner organizations. Finally, increasing the sample size of the community partner
project assessment would allow for an analysis
of both descriptive statistics and OLS model
variations across colleges/schools and across
specific programs and disciplines.
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which might account for differences, the main
conclusion from the findings is that community partners associate specific competencies
(e.g., sense of responsibility, emotional maturity, professional approach) with project
quality and value. Although the study was not
based directly on the ELOs discussed in the literature review, the survey items represented
the same or similar outcomes (e.g., teamwork
and problem solving, inquiry and analysis,
communications). The findings showed the
short-term impact of these competencies on
project outcomes, based on the perceptions of
community partners.
The fact that professional competencies only weakly predicted the likelihood of
community partners engaging with students on
future projects suggests that other factors may
have more importance. Based on the literature,
these might be practical issues such as the
amount of time involved, lack of project continuity and longevity, projects not being focused on real needs, communication difficulties (Budhai, 2013, Hicks et al., 2015; Harrington, 2014), or even reciprocity issues with lack
of voice in project identification or overall
benefit (Konwerski & Nashman, 2008; Stanlick & Sell, 2016).

DISCUSSION
This study provides evidence of the
impact of professional competencies on service-learning outcomes, specifically project
quality and value, as perceived by community
partners. Findings suggest that the more competent students appear to community partners,
the more likely the latter are to value their
work. Implications, then, are that faculty
members must prepare students accordingly
and structure assignments in ways that help
students develop professional skills. These
competencies should likely be introduced to
students in the curriculum prior to the servicelearning experience and also reinforced in subsequent courses to help students fully achieve
the ELOs valued by employers (Hart Research
Associates, 2015).
Differences in professional competency ratings were found across colleges/schools, likely due to student variables,
the nature of the projects, and the variety of
community partners. University College,
which had the highest ratings, hosts first-year
students taking pre-college work to strengthen
their literacy, quantitative, and learning skills.
First-year coursework emphasizes the development of skills such as being responsible and
emotionally mature, which were the two highest rated competencies. These skills were also
highly ranked for students in the other colleges/schools with the addition of competencies such as teamwork and professional approach.
As the study did not explore project descriptions or targeted academic objectives,

CONCLUSION
This study investigated the impact of
professional competencies on community
partner perceptions of project quality and
value, and the likelihood of future collaborations. Study findings extend knowledge about
the community partner side of service learning, demonstrate that ELOs/professional competencies impact perceptions of project quality, and identify which competencies have the
most impact. Implications of the study are that
faculty members must be aware of the need for
students to learn about, develop, and apply
these competencies.
The study also captures employer
views of student learning prior to graduation
rather than post-graduation, thus providing
28
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employer insights into professional competencies while they are being developed. This may
help address the gap noted earlier that employers do not feel that recent college graduates
have the requisite cross-cutting competencies
for entry-level positions. Timely feedback
from employers (service-learning partners)
about these competencies can help educators
make needed curricular and pedagogical adjustments.
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APPENDIX
Service and Engaged Learning Community Client Evaluation
Please respond to the following statements as objectively as you can as they relate to your involvement with this project during the semester.
The ratings for the scale are:
0 = very unsatisfying
1 = unsatisfying
2 = somewhat unsatisfying
3 = somewhat satisfying
4 = satisfying
5 = very satisfying
Students’:
understanding of the specific problem/question your company posed
attitudes
self-motivation
project planning
organizational skills
communications skills
leadership skills
sense of responsibility
emotional maturity
time management
teamwork
task completion
professional approach/professionalism (incl. attire for meetings of all kinds)
quality of final project
value of this project for your firm
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From Reflection to Resumes: Alumni Perceptions of a Multi-Term
Public Service Program’s Connection to Career
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ABSTRACT

This paper explores how alumni of a multi-term public service program understand the connection
between the program and their career development. Qualitative data were collected from 393 alumni
based on six open-ended survey questions. While career and professional development is not an
explicit goal of the program, a thematic analysis suggests that alumni perceived that the program
connected to career reflection, boosted their resume, and guided them toward a public service career
or specific jobs.
Keywords: undergraduate, career development, service professions, professional paths
There is a growing interest in
exploring
the
connections
between
undergraduate student engagement in public
service and community engagement programs
and alumni careers after graduation. Debates
about the purpose and value of higher
education and traditional four-year degrees
(Bok, 2013; Delblanco, 2012; Hacker &
Driefus, 2011) have presented the need to
articulate the impact of courses of study and
programming in terms of career development
and professional training. In addition, there is
also increased interest in understanding not
just the short-term impact of one servicelearning program experience but the longerterm impact of collections of experiences
(Mitchell, Battistoni, Keene, & Reiff, 2013).
Although career preparation may not
be an explicit goal of many service-learning
and community engagement programs, public
service
and
community
engagement
experiences can be among the strongest
experiential, field-based aspects of a students’
education. With this context in mind, this

study was guided by the following research
questions:
•

•

How do alumni of a multi-term
public service program understand
the connection between the
program
and
their
career
development?
How do responses differ among
students of different genders and
social class backgrounds?

This paper presents the findings from
data gathered through a survey of alumni from
a multi-term public service program. Alumni
were asked six open-ended questions about the
components of the program they believed
were most important and the aspects that
needed improvement. A thematic analysis was
conducted to present results from open coding
of both previously established and emergent
themes (Nowell et al., 2017). The program
does not currently have any explicit mention
of or focus on career in its goals or its
33
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offerings. The qualitative exploration of
alumni’s perceptions of the relationship
between various program components and
their careers in this study reveals specific
career-related themes and the potential
differences in their perceptions among alumni
of varying gender and class backgrounds.

professional
development
and
civic
leadership. Artale and Blieszner (2001) also
noted that service-learning experiences can
reinforce career choices and had the strongest
impact on career development when the work
aligns with students’ intellectual interests and
career goals. According to Arum and Roksa
(2014), 25% of college students find their first
job after college through their college
volunteering, internship, or employer, which
indicates that participation in service learning
and other service programs may not only
inspire general career goals, but also connect
students to specific service-career positions.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Service Learning and Service Careers
Much of the literature that considers
connections
between
undergraduates’
engagement in public service and community
engagement experiences and their career
development focuses specifically on service
learning, a core component of the multi-term
public service program described in this study.
Service learning is a type of engagement
prevalent on college campuses and is 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). Service learning has been
identified along with community-based
learning as a high-impact practice that can—
by itself and when strategically paired with
other experiences—significantly improve a
variety of educational outcomes (Bringle,
2017; Kuh, 2008).
Even though academic servicelearning experiences do not typically extend
past a single semester, a number of studies
have found some connections between these
experiences
and
participants’
career
development, most notably the decision to
pursue a service-related career. Eyler and
Giles (1999) found that participants in servicelearning programs had a greater appreciation
of and value for service careers. Similarly,
several studies reported that alumni of servicelearning programs were more likely to pursue
service-related careers (Astin et al., 2000;
Fenzel & Peyrot, 2005; Vogelgesang & Astin,
2000; Warchal & Ruiz, 2004). Warchal and
Ruiz’s (2004) research highlighted the
significant role service learning played in
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Skill Development and Career Aspirations
through Public Service and Community
Engagement
There is evidence that the types of
learning and skill development associated with
service learning and other forms of public
service
and
community
engagement
programming can contribute to professional
development and alumni career outcomes.
Researchers have reported that service
learning contributes to a wide variety of skills
such as critical thinking and writing (Astin et
al., 2000), understanding of course content
(Eyler & Giles, 1999; Markus et al., 1993;
McKenna & Rizzo, 1990), and political
participation after college (Perrin & Gillis,
2019). However, most research focuses on
short-term learning outcomes, rather than
postgraduate impacts (Eyler & Giles, 1999;
Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000). There is a need
to further examine how these skills transfer to
alumni careers and how these types of learning
outcomes intersect with career development
over time.
Studies examining the impacts of
public service programs on career usually
focus on particular courses or programs rather
than the collective outcomes of students’
public service and community engagement
experiences. Often these programs are
designed for students already pursuing a
specific career path. In their study of an
engineering service-learning program, for
example, Huff et al. (2016) reported that
34
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experiences. These outcomes included
changed stereotypes and broader worldviews,
as well as development of transferable skills,
including interpersonal and communication
skills, leadership, and teamwork. Karlsson’s
(2016) study revealed that reciprocal
relationships between campus and community
partners represent a major mechanism
influencing student career goals through the
experience of participation in communitybased learning courses. Other components of
the community-based learning experiences
that play a valuable role in career development
included opportunities for student-led work
and the alignment of the community partner
with the student’s existing interests.

alumni saw the program as a bridge from
education to practice, a means for gaining
workplace experience, and an opportunity to
develop a variety of professional skills.
Tiessen et al. (2018) also documented
evidence that several forms of experiential
education—including community service
learning—were perceived by graduates of an
international development studies program as
having a positive impact on their
competitiveness in the job market and their
ability to access jobs within the sector.
Laursen et al. (2012) studied a universitybased school science outreach program and
found that it influenced participants’ career
paths and professional socialization. In this
study, for some students, participation in the
program confirmed their career intentions and
provided knowledge and skills needed to
succeed in their chosen paths. For others in the
study, participation helped them make a
change in career direction by providing lowrisk opportunities to explore an alternate
career and discover new career options.
Studies regarding programs that were
not designed for students already pursuing
specific career paths also reported outcomes
related to career development. Ma Hok-ka et
al. (2016) found that participation in service
learning in Hong Kong was a significant
element
of
students’
whole-person
development, civic responsibility, and career
exploration beyond graduation. Service
learning helped students develop their skills
for future careers and also influenced their
career choices. Engberg et al. (2018) studied
undergraduate participants who trained and
served as academic coaches. Their results
showed that participants experienced
significant social justice learning, the
development of translatable skills and values,
and a higher degree of commitment to public
service careers. In their study of the alumni of
a program in which students served as
managers of an on-campus emergency
homeless shelter, Stolley et al. (2017)
documented that alumni who responded
stayed involved with the shelter in some way
and reported outcomes associated with their

Service Engagement and Early Career
Earnings
The notion that postgraduate earnings
can or should be used as a substantial measure
of success is controversial (Newman, 2014),
yet some researchers have used earnings as a
key measure to understand the relationship
between various components of an
undergraduate
education
and
career
development, and uncovered a complex
relationship between various forms of
engagement in college and financial benefit as
demonstrated in the early careers of graduates
(Hu & Wolniak, 2010; Hu & Wolniak, 2013;
Matthews et al., 2015). Hu and Wolniak
(2010) found that social engagement—
including participation in community service
activities—during college was positively
related to early career earnings of graduates.
Hu and Wolniak (2013) also identified that
social and academic engagement during
college had differential impact on students of
different genders, races, and degrees of
academic preparation. For instance, they noted
that men experience a higher degree of
earnings benefit from academic engagement
and women from social engagement and that
students with lower levels of academic
preparation saw little influence of engagement
on their early career earnings. Matthews et al.
(2015) reported that graduates with servicelearning
experience
specifically
had
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men more likely to consider outcomes of
service, external motivators, and limited time
commitment in service involvement; women
were more likely motivated by internal and
more subjective compulsions. Keller et al.
(2003) explored feminist critiques that service
learning and care ethics might reinforce a
counterproductive self-sacrificial ethic in
female students. They argued, however, that
teaching service learning and care ethics in
feminist studies courses can provide students
with an opportunity to apply in-class gender
analysis in service contexts that can help
students develop a political vision for a
genuinely caring society.
Likewise, students’ social class
backgrounds affect their engagement with
public service and community engagement
programs. Students from more disadvantaged
class backgrounds are limited in the time that
they can spend volunteering in college due to
the high number of hours they must work for
pay during the week to support themselves
(Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Coles, 1999).
Thus, when they do engage in service, they
may be more focused on the career benefits
they can gain from participation than their
more class advantaged peers.
Based on the literature reviewed, a
multi-term public service program that
includes academic service learning would be
expected to have some relationship to
students’ career development for many
students. This relationship could be indirect
through impacts on educational outcomes and
transferrable skill development or more
directly relate to career choice and even early
career earnings. In addition, students’ gender
and class backgrounds are important factors to
take into consideration when exploring this
relationship. This study seeks to add to the
literature through employing qualitative
analysis to explore how alumni understand
their participation in a multi-term public
service program, its connections to career
development, and whether and in what ways
those connections might differ based on
gender and social class.

significantly higher starting salaries and
significantly shorter time to receive a first
raise than their peers without service-learning
experiences. However, there were no
significant differences in (a) whether either set
received a raise or promotion, (b) whether the
job was in their desired field, (c) the overall
time to find an initial job, or (d) the length of
time from hiring to first promotion. Thus,
while service learning may not aid all
dimensions of early career success, the
evidence suggested that it was likely to have a
positive impact.
Gender and Social Class
Elements of a person’s identity such as
gender and social class have an impact not
only on students’ educational experiences but
also college graduates’ transitions into the
labor market. Women are more likely to find
themselves in lower paid positions than men,
in large part due to their college majors (Fox
et al., 2011; Shauman, 2006). Students from
middle and upper class families are more
likely to treat post-college jobs as an
opportunity for “job shopping” (Settersten &
Ray, 2010) or identity exploration (Arnett,
2004). Students from working class
backgrounds, on the other hand, are more
likely to focus on building skills and
experiences that enable them to transition into
long-term stable careers (Gillis, 2019).
There is also a body of research
suggesting that students’ intersecting
identities have profound and under-studied
influences on their participation in and
learning from experiences in public service
and community engagement (Becker & Paul,
2015; Chesler & Vaseques Scalera, 2000;
Dunlap, 1998). Women are more likely to be
volunteers than men (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2016) and are more likely to
participate in service-learning programs
(Astin & Sax, 1998; Eyler & Giles, 1999).
Stroup et al. (2015) reported that males are
more likely to see service as a way to develop
skills or career and are less motivated by a
sense of altruism. Chesbrough (2011) found
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

•

The Buckley Public Service Scholars
program (BPSS) at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) was launched
in 2003 to connect students with similar
interests and provide special opportunities for
leadership development and community
engagement over multiple years of their
undergraduate education. Since its inception,
9,678 students have participated in the BPSS
program and documented more than 1.8
million hours of service. About 10 percent of
UNC undergraduates enroll as participants,
and roughly a third of those complete all
components of the program.
The program is open to all
undergraduates with at least four semesters
left at UNC. It provides an opportunity for
students to self-identify as committed to
making a positive impact through service and
to receive support and structure in doing so. To
complete the program and graduate with the
distinction of being a Buckley Public Service
Scholar, a student must (a) attend an
orientation session, (b) document at least 300
hours of service, (c) take at least one academic
service-learning course, (d) attend at least four
non-academic skills trainings (many of which
are organized by the program), (e) complete a
senior reflection, and (f) achieve a minimum
final cumulative grade point average. While
completing the program components,
participants build online portfolios reflecting
on their experiences and learning. Students
regularly continue using the portfolio system
to document their service-related experiences
far beyond the program expectations, with
some students logging well over 1,000 hours
of service by the time they graduate.
The Carolina Center for Public Service
articulates the goal of the program to be
strengthening the culture of service and
engagement at UNC by:
•

Challenging students to increase
the breadth and depth of their
involvement in communities in
the state and beyond;
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•

•

Fostering connections between
the University, its students, and
the community;
Promoting student participation in
varying dimensions of public
service: direct, organizational, and
policy; and
Developing students’ capacity for
engaging in their communities in
meaningful ways.

Although
career
development
and
discernment are not explicit goals of the
program, they could be seen as implicit
through the focus on skills training and student
development. As part of the senior reflection
all participants complete, students are
prompted to reflect on how their philosophy of
service has developed over time and in
connection with experiences documented in
their portfolios. Many students discuss their
career plans after graduation within that
reflection. Throughout the BPSS program,
internships, service year programs, and other
service-related post-graduation opportunities
are promoted via email through the network of
enrolled students. Sometimes trainings or
events are offered in partnership with
University Career Services or graduate and
professional schools (such as the UNC School
of Government, UNC School of Social Work,
and the UNC Gillings School of Global Public
Health). In recent years, graduate students
associated with the BPSS program have
offered an optional communication-related
skills training workshop on writing personal
statements for graduate and professional
school applications that focuses explicitly on
how to talk about service experiences.
METHODS
Survey Design
A survey was designed as part of a
larger collaborative program evaluation
between BPSS at UNC and a similar multiterm program at another large, public research
university (Nilsen et al., 2020). The survey
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included both quantitative and qualitative
items measuring postgraduate occupation,
civic engagement, civic-mindedness, and
participants’ experiences and feedback
regarding the BPSS program. The instrument
built upon and adapted items from surveys of
multi-term public service and civic-learning
programs (Mitchell et al., 2013) and also the
Civic-Minded Professional Scale (Hatcher,
2008). The survey contained six open-ended
questions focused on respondents’ perceptions
of the important elements of the BPSS
program and the impact of service-related
experiences:
•

•
•

•

•

•

Volume 12, Number 3

questions were analyzed to address the
research questions in this study.
Respondents to the survey included
program alumni who had graduated between
spring 2005 and spring 2016 for whom contact
information was available. Qualtrics was used
to manage the survey distribution. Alumni
contact information was obtained from the
Carolina Center for Public Service. The center
independently maintains its alumni records
and contact information and was able to crossreference and update some records with
another, larger UNC alumni database system.
To enhance the survey return rate, the survey
was sent first through an email from two
alumni inviting participation. Staff who
support the program sent two follow-up
emails. 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 for each class to
compete for the highest response rate. A total
of 1,749 (of 1,947) BPSS alumni received the
survey in the fall of 2016. The response rate
was 32.2% (N=563), and 393 alumni
responded to at least one of these open-ended
questions. Thus, the sample size for the
qualitative analysis was 393.
Among the BPSS alumni respondents,
79.9% were female and 68.2% White
compared to the BPSS alumni population’s
makeup of 82.4% female and 58.8% White.
Among the respondents, 13.9% were firstgeneration college students, 5.0% were
immigrants or refugees to the US, 4.1%
commuted to attend UNC. The majority of
respondents had worked in at least one
service-related field since graduation with the
following three sectors emerging as the most
commonly
reported
by
respondents:
nonprofit/social service (23.1%), healthcare
(20.9%), and/or education (19.9%). Of the
alumni who responded to at least one openended question, 77.6% were female and 14.8
% were first-generation college students.
This study was submitted for review
by the Institutional Review Board and was
determined to be exempt.

When you think back at your time
in the Buckley Public Service
Scholars program, what do you
believe were the two or three most
important elements of the
program, ones that produced the
most benefits to you? Please
describe below.
Why were these program elements
important to you? Please explain
below.
When you think about the
Buckley Public Service Scholars
program, what one or two things
do you wish the program would
have taught you or done to
improve your learning? Please list
and explain below.
How would you describe the
impact of your service-related
experiences while a student at
UNC?
What, if any, suggestions do you
have on how we might improve
the Buckley Public Service
Scholars program?
Is there anything else you would
like to share with us about your
public service experience while at
UNC or since graduation?

Respondents’ demographic information and
their responses to these six open-ended survey
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reviewed the analyst’s work to ensure
agreement with coding decisions.
To analyze how these coded responses
fit into broader themes, the research team
conducted two further stages of analysis:
analyzing the coded themes by question and
then by gender and first-generation status.
Participants’ first-generation status was used
to measure social class background, as
students who are the first in their family to
graduate with a four-year degree are typically
disadvantaged compared to their non-firstgeneration peers in terms of economic, social,
and cultural capital that help more advantaged
students successfully navigate college more
easily academically and socially (Armstrong
& Hamilton, 2013). First, the research team
calculated how many students’ responses were
coded with each code by question—such as
service opportunities being coded 179 times
for important elements, but only 37 times for
wished program taught. Then, the content of
the responses was analyzed to understand the
nature of the responses for each code within
each question. Similarly, to consider gender
and social class differences, gender and firstgeneration status in number of coded
responses was explored to see if female/male
or first-generation/non-first-generation students’ responses were coded disproportionally
with particular codes.

Qualitative Analysis
The research team employed thematic
analysis to inductively analyze the open-ended
survey responses in an iterative manner (Miles
et al., 2014; Nowell et al., 2017). First, the
primary analyst conducted an open-coding
process whereby any themes that emerged
from the 86 respondents1 were inductively
coded in Dedoose. While open coding,
analytic memos about emergent themes as
well as descriptions of individual codes were
documented. After the initial open coding
process was complete, the research team met
to discuss the emergent codes and to finalize
the coding scheme for the systemic analysis of
all respondents. As a result of these
discussions the primary analyst created a
codebook with 16 primary codes such as
motivation, support, passions, service
opportunities, and career. These codes were
then systematically applied to all open-ended
responses and memos about emergent themes
were kept. Codes were not mutually exclusive.
The same alumni response may have been
double coded with multiple themes.
Additionally, each question was coded
separately per respondent so that, for instance,
if one respondent mentioned career in three
open-ended questions, then that person would
produce three instances of the code career.
After this round was complete, the
team met again and decided on a more detailed
investigation of the general theme career. The
primary analyst systematically coded all
career excerpts additionally by at least one of
the following inductively generated subcodes:
public service career, direct connection to job,
career reflection/ideas, and resume-boost. At
all stages of this coding process, the team

RESULTS
The results were organized to address
the two research questions in this study. To
address the first research question, an
overview of major themes that emerged from
survey responses was provided. Specific
subthemes related to career were highlighted
in terms of participants’ perception regarding

_____________________

These 86 respondents on whom the initial open coding was conducted were from different groups of survey respondents
with some being earlier survey respondents (1-50) and others being later survey respondents (313-349) to increase the
variability in types of respondents whose responses were analyzed in this initial process.
2
Two additional codes called leadership and networking were not part of the career code but instead their own separate
codes. This decision was made because, while alumni may have done these things in order to aid their careers, we do not
know that was the case unless they explicitly state it, in which case the response would also be coded as career.
1
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the important elements of the program and
participants’ wishes and suggestions. Findings
regarding response pattern differences based
on gender and first-generation status were
reported to address the second research
question.
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Table 1 shows each major theme,
sorted by number of occurrences in response
to the question about important elements in the
program.
Alumni
reported
that
service
opportunities, knowledge/skill, structure,
motivation, values, and social opportunities
were the most important elements of the
program. In contrast, they most commonly
reported that they wished that the program
taught knowledge/skills, values, structure, and
career; and the most common suggested
improvements were related to social
opportunities, knowledge/skills, and career.
Thus, despite the fact that the program goals
do not explicitly include any mention of
career, alumni reported that they wanted the
program to more explicitly include career.
The important elements question was asked
much earlier in the survey than the other
questions, generating many more responses.

Survey Response Overview
When considering the questions
related to the most important elements of the
program, career was one of the top ten major
themes that emerged. In response to the
questions, “When you think about the Buckley
Public Service Scholars program, what one or
two things do you wish the program would
have taught you or done to improve your
learning?” and also “What, if any, suggestions
do you have on how we might improve the
Buckley Public Service Scholars program?,”
comments related to career again emerged as
one theme, but not the dominant one, in
response to either question.
Table 1. Frequency of Code Occurrence by Question

Theme
identified
Service
opportunities
Knowledge/skills
Structure
Motivation
Values
Social opportunities
Career
Reflection
New service
Passions
Networking
Support

Important
elements
179

Number of occurrences
Wished program
Suggested
taught
improvements
37
14

164
108
102
102
98
80
58
53
52
29
28

117
69
6
23
75
54
24
11
7
25
28

40
10
14
8
47
20
13
2
3
17
16

Total
230
321
187
122
133
220
154
95
66
62
71
72
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Thus, the coded instances of career
were unusual in the analysis in that almost half
of the responses coded career were in
response to questions about wishing the
program taught or suggested improvement
(while most other non-career codes were
overwhelmingly from responses to important
elements question). The higher relative
frequency of career codes within the
responses to what alumni wished the program
taught and their suggested improvements
suggests that many alumni are dissatisfied
with the way that career is currently handled
by the program.

Volume 12, Number 3

ent suggested,
Undoubtedly the most important
experience of my time in Public
Service Scholars, and maybe of my
entire undergraduate experience, was
my Alternative Spring Break trip to
post-Katrina New Orleans… [because it] opened my eyes to the
depths of the social and economic
problems facing American society
and set me on a path towards public
service work.
For other alumni, ongoing service
experiences helped them to realize their future
fields. One White female, non-first-generation
alumna reflected, “When volunteering at UNC
Hospitals, I discovered my love for nursing. If
not for that experience at UNC Hospitals, I do
not know that I would be a nurse.”
The subtheme identified above as
resume boost describes instances of alumni
respondents acknowledging how they saw
their public service experiences and
participation in the program as having given
them a credential or contributing valuably to
their resumes. For some, their service
experiences provided them with something to
talk about in an interview or gave them a
skillset or value not explicitly related to public
service—such as leadership or commitment—
that serves them well in their jobs. One White
male, non-first-generation transfer alumnus

Career as an Important Element
To better understand what alumni
reported the program was doing well and what
they thought needed to be improved in relation
to career, the research team inductively
generated subcodes related to career. Table 2
shows the patterns in career subthemes by
question asked.
The subtheme career reflections/ideas
included instances of alumni discussing how
their experiences of public service in the
program related to their discernment process
for trying to decide what their career might be
after graduation or for graduate school,
including mentoring or discussing the logistics
of possible career ideas. Some saw specific,
discreet experiences having had a significant
impact on their future career paths. One White
male, non-first-generation alumnus respond-

Table 2. Frequency of Career Subtheme Occurrence by Question
Number of occurrences
Career
Subtheme

Important
elements

Career reflections/ideas
Resume boost
Public service career
Direct connection to job

Wished program
taught and suggested
improvements
41
34
21
4

31
19
8
6
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here (views on self, identity, social
involvement, social justice), I was
deeply frustrated at the number of
people who did the bare minimum to
get honoured, to pad a CV both with
service more generally and with the
service scholars honours to get into
med school, consulting or some other
highly competitive field. All while
really not having undergone any
radical change as a caring and aware
human being (though I'm sure there is
some measurable impact that you
will obviously find among the
responses to this survey). More needs
to be done about critically engaging
topics of race, religion, gender,
sexuality, disability etc. While, [sic] I
personally
think
it’s
deeply
hypocritical to be awarding someone
a service award who is going to turn
around and join an investment
banking firm, there is at least a
burden of responsibility on the
service scholars program to more
critically force all participants in the
program to develop a better sense of
the intense social issues plaguing the
US and not support voyeuristic and
potentially counterproductive voluntourism both here in the US and
particularly abroad…

reflected on the important elements of the
program for them being “Self-initiative, taking
steps independently to complete a project.
Selection, deciding where to contribute,
Commitment, honoring the established
volunteer relationship for a given amount of
time.” He went on to explain, “The program
elements taught me lessons both that indirectly
and directly impact my experience … in the
workplace.”
Another alumna, White female and
non-first-generation, reflected on the most
important elements prompt, stating,
Participating in the philanthropy
course sponsored by the Public
Service department, committing to a
couple [of] organization[s] as a
volunteer throughout my college
career, being able to put together a
portfolio and list my [completion] of
the program on resumes/job
interviews.
She then went on to suggest that,
“These elements were important because they
provided me with unique learning
opportunities. The program also provided a
way for me to target my public service in a
way that benefited my career after college.”
Some alumni suggested more simple
and utilitarian incentives to participation, such
as a White female non-first-generation alumna
stating, “I mostly did it so I could get to [wear]
the cord at graduation and to have something
on my resume.” Other respondents
acknowledged the reality of this dynamic
within the program but discussed it more
critically. One respondent, a White male nonfirst-generation alumnus who was an
immigrant or refugee to the United States,
reflected,

Although graduates do go on to a wide
variety of careers, many do, as noted above, go
on to work in public service careers. The
subtheme public service career refers to
alumni explicitly invoking the idea that their
public service experiences in the program
were related to their careers or wanting a
career in public service. One alumna, a White
female non-first-generation student, reflected,
Service-learning courses … were
important to take to learn the best
way to serve underrepresented
communities. The training courses
required (like [a campus training
about sexual or interpersonal

I think that the program should
become more stringent. By the end of
the program, as a result of personal
developments about many of the
questions that you have asked about
42
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As mentioned above—strengthened
my commitment, guided me in a
career path that would be a better fit
for me, and taught me to advertise my
service as a useful career skill.

violence]) were also essential in
helping us aid those in need. … I’m
in the military medical school and
these trainings help me help others
deal with sensitive topics like sexual
assault, gender identity, domestic
violence, etc. Knowing how to serve
a community has also helped me
serve those in my city.

Wishes and Suggestions Related to Career
Because answers to the questions
related to what respondents wished they
learned and what improvements they would
suggest were often related, the career
subtheme responses to these questions were
analyzed together.
As with the responses related to
important elements, the most frequent
subtheme of comments related to career in
response to these questions was career
reflection/ideas. Alumni suggested that the
program could do more to encourage and
facilitate reflection on careers than it does and
often offered specific suggestions such as,
“More speakers that talked about careers in
service
with
various
backgrounds
(government, nonprofit, political)” (from a
Black female first-generation student) or
(from a Hispanic female non-first-generation
student) to

Very few alumni actually described
more direct connections between their service
experiences and jobs after graduation, as
reflected in the relatively low rate of
occurrence (4) for the subtheme direct
connection to job. Thus, while a few alumni
did report that participation in volunteering
through the program helped them get a
specific position after graduation, this was not
a common outcome that alumni reported.
In some instances, alumni responses to
this question combined multiple career
subthemes in their answers, such as this
reflection that combines resume boost with
career reflection/ideas from a biracial
Hispanic and White woman who was an
immigrant or refugee to the United States:
Two ideas emphasized by UNC that
benefitted me: Public service is 1)
more than hands-on charity work (i.e.
building a house) and 2) another
means of developing skills (and thus,
attaining employment). I engaged in
service that was more closely related
to my career goals, although not
traditional “service.” UNC taught me
to use these experiences as a personal
strength—highlighting certain abilities or skills when seeking a job. For
example, I got asked about the BPSS
program in a job interview for a lab
company. It was unexpected but the
employer was impressed. Definitely
served as a benefit in that sense.

Provide career advising on how to
develop a career in public
service/social innovation; connection
to mission-driven companies in NC
that might want to hire UNC grads;
funding for year-long, post-degree
fellowships doing mission-driven
work in NC (kind of like
AmeriCorps).
One respondent, a White female non-firstgeneration alumna wrote:

[Why were these program elements
important to you? Please explain below.]
43

JOBS. UNC values service and talks
about how much service its students
do and then ships them off to for
profit consulting jobs. We must do a
better job of exposing students to the
vast array of jobs in the service,
nonprofit, advocacy, government,
and philanthropic sectors. And we
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must advocate within those sectors to
create pipelines for diverse talent and
positions that adequately compensate
students.
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there were more opportunities to connect with
and learn from BPSS alumni and how they
may (or may not) have translated their service
in college to their work after graduating.”
Another White female, non-first-generation
student asked for “More networking
opportunities within the public service realm
(especially for jobs once graduated),” and a
Black female, non-first-generation student
reflected,

[What, if any, suggestions do you
have on how we might improve the
Buckley Public Service Scholars
program?]
Career counseling. Keep these
amazing students in the public
sector!! Show them the [abundance]
of pathways (that it is more than just
local nonprofits that pay poorly).

I wish the program would have had a
connection with national service
organizations to discuss how to
continue this legacy of service
beyond UNC. I remember the
reflection paper asking us how we
plan to continue this work of being
engaged and giving back. I feel BPSS
had an opportunity to showcase that
service can be a lifelong activity.
Perhaps host a non-profit/service fair
in the same way Career Services
hosts job fairs. Or make it feel more
exclusive for the participants and
offer panels just for them. Making
BPSS feel more like you are
receiving benefits of some kind will
drive participation.”

The subtheme of resume boost also
emerged in response to these questions, as
many alumni saw a greater opportunity for the
program to help students articulate the value
of their experiences in service and leverage
them for future careers. One White male, nonfirst-generation transfer student respondent
reflected that he wished he had learned “…
how to market the experiences on a resume.
Or, how to work the experience into an
interview. Intentional professional support,”
and further suggested as an improvement,
“Have a career service aspect of the program.”
Another respondent, a Black female non-firstgeneration student, mentioned wishing she
had learned “…marketing my public service
background to my future employers.” While
they could get help with these tasks through
UNC University Career Services, these alumni
expressed that they wish the public service
program had actively provided this kind of
mentoring in how to explain the value of their
service during college.
The subthemes public service career (8)
and direct connection to job (6) were present
but less prominent in response to these
questions. Some that did express these
subthemes in their responses gave suggestions
about giving more presentations about public
service careers or more opportunities to
directly
connect
with
post-graduate
employers. One, a White female non-firstgeneration student, suggested, “I also wish

All in all, alumni wished that the program
engaged more directly with career in broad
ways such as developing career ideas and also
specific ways including helping them market
skills they learned or directly connecting them
with potential employers. In particular, it
appeared that females and those from middle
class backgrounds were more likely to discuss
various career topics—findings potentially at
odds with previous research that suggests male
and working class students might be more
career focused.
Gender Differences
The research team analyzed overall
themes in the data by respondents’ selfidentified gender to see if gendered patterns
emerged in how respondents talked about the
relationship between their experiences in the
44
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program and their careers or career
development.2 Notably, males and females
discussed career overall about equally. Of
those responses coded for career, 118 (78%) of
respondents were female while 33 (22%) were
male, while the survey respondents considered
in this qualitative analysis overall were 77.6%
female and 22.4% male, a figure which also
closely follows program participation.
When analyzed by subcode, those who
talked about direct connection to jobs (seven
females compared with one male) and resume
boosts (44 females or 80% compared to 11
male or 20%) were more likely to be females
than males. Males, in contrast, were
proportionally more likely to talk about public
service careers (12 males or 32% of the
subtheme from 22.4% of the respondents
compared to 25 females or 68% of the
subtheme from 77.6% of the respondents) than
females. When looking at codes beyond
career, females were disproportionally more
likely than males to discuss their passions (59
females or 84% compared to 11 males or
16%). While only 22.4% of respondents were
males, they provided 26% of all coded
responses about knowledge/skills and 30% of
all coded responses about leadership.
Meanwhile, females were much more likely to
bring up networking than males (91% of coded
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networking were females and only 9% males).
First-generation Status Differences
The research team also analyzed
overall themes in the data by respondents’
class background when they were in college:
either first-generation college student (first in
the family to get a four year degree) or nonfirst-generation college student. About 15% of
open-ended coded responses were from firstgeneration alumni while 85% were from nonfirst-generation alumni.
Some class differences emerge in the
likelihood to bring up certain themes,
including the various career subthemes. For
non-career themes, first-generation students
were more likely than non-first-generation
students to discuss leadership (20%),
networking (21%), flexibility (20%), and
motivation (17%). In contrast, non-firstgeneration students were more likely to have
responses coded for reflection (89%),
structure (90%), values (89%), and postgraduate service (93%). Almost all career
subthemes were more likely to be mentioned
by non-first-generation alumni than by firstgeneration alumni: resume boost (91%),
career reflection and ideas (90%), and public
service career (92%)

Table 3. Frequency of Career Subtheme Occurrence by Gender

Career
subtheme
Career reflections/ideas
Resume boost
Public service career
Direct connection to job

Gender

Female
Number
64
44
25
7

Male
Percent
81%
80%
68%
88%

Number
15
11
12
1

Percent
19%
20%
32%
12%

____________________
3

The survey asked for respondents’ gender identities with the following options provided: female,
genderqueer, intersex, male, transgender, self-identify (with a text box) and prefer not to respond. Only
three (less than 1%) of respondents who selected “prefer not to respond” or “self-identify” answered any of
the free response questions considered in this study.
45
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283

Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education

Volume 12, Number 3

Table 4. Frequency of Career Subtheme Occurrence by First-generation Status

First-generation Status

Career
subtheme

First-generation

Career reflections/ideas
Resume boost
Public service career
Direct connection to job

DISCUSSION
When given the opportunity to
articulate the most important elements of the
Buckley Public Service Scholars program,
career development does emerge as a
significant theme in alumni responses but not
the most consistent or strongly represented
one. Even though a majority of alumni who
responded do work in service-related
occupations, it does not seem to be the primary
outcome alumni associated with the program
or its role in their development.
While connections to career were
mentioned with less frequency in response to
the questions about what alumni wished they
had learned from the program or would
suggest for improvements, this was in large
part because fewer alumni responded to these
questions, and so discussions of career
actually emerged as a more significant theme
in the responses overall. Notably, the
emphasis of each subtheme followed a similar
pattern to the important element question
responses, with career reflection/ideas (31)
mentioned most, then resume boost (19), then
public service career (8) and, finally, direct
connection to job (6). The role of the program
in career development then can be seen to be
first about career reflection and adding
experiences to students’ backgrounds that may
help them in their future careers, whether those
future careers might be within public service
fields or not. This might suggest that any move
46

Not Firstgeneration

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

7
5
3
1

10%
9%
8%
12%

69
55
36
7

90%
91%
92%
88%

to shift the program to focus more on career
development may be more successful if
focusing on career-related reflection and
trainings on how best to represent experiences
as translatable and relevant in different
contexts rather than focusing on forms of
networking or professional development
related to specific fields.
The ways in which response themes
differed by gender and first-generation status
revealed a complex picture that at times
reinforced expectations from prior research
and at other times raised further questions. For
instance, the findings revealed that female
alumni were more likely to mention direct
connection to job, career reflection/ideas, and
resume boost. This could be seen to contradict
previous research that typically finds that
males are more concerned about the extrinsic
rewards of service than females. However, the
findings being rooted in retrospective alumni
perspectives may suggest an alternative
interpretation. This aspired career focus may
be a reflection of regrets after college: Female
alumni may now wish that they had more
opportunities during their college service
program to reflect on career in broad ways, as
well as build concrete connections,
experiences, and skills for later careers. This is
similar to other scholarly findings that suggest
that females who do not spend as much time
building toward career goals in college, and
instead focus on social or other goals,
sometimes regret their decisions after
graduation (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013).
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may view their experiences in and returns
from the program differently after the fact than
they did as participants during college.
Findings from this study suggest that it is
possible that alumni’s responses may reflect
their regrets and wishes rather than their
attitudes and experiences during college. The
alternative interpretation of the findings based
on females and non-first-generation alumni’s
responses calls for further exploration of their
perceptions and experiences.
Many alumni report that public service
programs would have been a good setting in
which to have those reflections and career
connections. Given the high number of alumni
who indicated that they chose their current
jobs in part due to their service work in
college, public service programs may have
more of a lasting impact on their participants
if they follow the advice of these alumni by
incorporating more career development in
their programming.

Further research would be needed to tease out
the exact role that a student’s gender might
play in how they understand the relationship
of a program like BPSS to their career
development.
The findings based on participants’
first-generation status similarly at times both
reinforce and raise questions about previous
findings. Previous research would have
predicted that first-generation college students
would be more likely than non-first-generation
students to consider the importance of
extrinsic rewards and career benefits from
participation. Findings from this study are
more mixed: Non-first-generation alumni
were more likely to discuss career
reflection/ideas, resume boost, and public
service career. However, first-generation
students were more likely to mention
leadership and networking, which while not
coded as a career subtheme in this analysis,
are certainly extrinsic benefits from service
participation that can undoubtedly aid career
after graduation. The surprising findings about
the career subthemes being more common for
non-first-generation alumni may be explained
by the fact that first-generation students are
much more likely to choose their career prior
to choosing a major, while non-firstgeneration students are much more likely to
choose a major independent of career (Mullen,
2010). In other words, if first-generation
students tend to choose a career early in
college, they may need less assistance from a
service program to help them discern their
career ideas. Non-first-generation students
may be more likely to choose their major
based on interest and identify a specific career
later in college. Thus, similar to the findings
regarding gender differences, the survey
responses from a retrospective perspective
may reflect regrets some non-first-generation
alumni had as they now report they wished
they had more opportunities in college related
to career reflection.
In all, these surprising findings about
gender and social class suggest the critical
importance of surveying alumni in addition to
current students. As this study shows, alumni

LIMITATIONS

47

While this research contributes some
understanding to the role that a multi-term
public service program can play in career
development, there are important limitations
that should be noted. As BPSS is a relatively
open and self-directed program, it can be
difficult to tease out the difference between
what alumni learn from the program itself (the
framework offered and various forms of
training and support) versus the often
relatively independent primary experiences
that make it up (such as service projects with
which they were engaged). Some alumni talk
about skills trainings or opportunities directly
offered by the program, while others talk about
their service experiences that were logged as
part of the program but often arranged
independently.
There is also extensive research that
demonstrates that large differences exist in
student experiences, expectations, and
decisions across different types of universities
(Brint et al., 2005; Chambliss & Takacs, 2014;
Mullen, 2010). By only including data from a
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large, elite, public research university, our
results are not necessarily generalizable to all
universities or service programs. In particular,
the fact that the alumni of this study reported
more desire for reflection on career paths
rather than assistance in transitioning into
specific positions may be due to the liberal arts
nature of the university in which the program
is located, as college students more generally
increasingly want specific vocational training
as part of their higher education degrees (Brint
et al., 2005). In both program participation and
in representation within this survey, our
sample was also limited by self-selection bias,
and the uneven demographics of respondents
limit any inferences we could make about each
population considered. Likewise, the number
of responses for some codes and subcodes was
relatively small, such that the differences by
gender and first-generation status are merely
suggestive of trends that more research should
pursue. In several respects this research could
be seen to raise more questions for further
exploration. For instance, how might
differences related to student identities
influence how a program markets its
connection to career development in targeted
ways to different groups of students? How
might more intentional marketing of the
program’s connection to career influence how
students understand their goals in the program
and their corresponding service engagement?
How might the trainings and support offered
related to career be tailored to better meet the
needs and interests of students underserved by
the university in general? What other aspects
of student identities might significantly
influence their understanding of the program’s
connection to career? While analyzing the data
and considering its potential implications, the
program staff have actively pursued applied
forms of exploring these questions
programmatically through subtle shifts in
recruitment strategy, trainings offered, and
framing of reflections.

Volume 12, Number 3

CONCLUSION
This study was designed to explore
how alumni of a multi-term public service
program understand the connection between
the program and their career development and
also how alumni responses differ among
respondents of different genders and social
class backgrounds. Our findings suggest that
even if a multi-term service program offered
by a university does not intend to focus on
career development, alumni do see career
development as a significant element of such a
program and its potential impact and that
many desire this to be a more explicit element
of the programming. Considering our
qualitative results suggest that many of these
students want career development through the
service programs in order to enter public
service careers, it is a clear extension of the
mission of college service programs to mentor
students in understanding how to continue
service through their future careers.
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ABSTRACT

This theoretical paper anchors service learning (S-L) in three broad sociological theories. From there,
discussions on the actual implementation of S-L based on these theories are explained to build an
integrated S-L sociological framework. Four S-L modalities of community engagement are
identified—namely transactional, transitional, transformational, and transcendental—with their
corresponding respective levels of community participation—namely consultative tokenism,
placation, partnerships, and citizen control. The application of such a coherent framework is
discussed in the context of contemporary service-learning practices and community impact.
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Service learning (S-L) is increasingly
used as a pedagogical practice in many higher
education institutions across the globe. This is
because many studies have shown that S-L has
been proven to create positive learning
experiences for students, and it is seen to be an
effective tool for teachers to teach and create
impacts to communities that are being served
(Becker & Paul, 2015; Hok-ka et al., 2016; Ma
& Chan, 2013). Aside from this, borrowing
from the concepts of Westheimer and Kahne
(2004), S-L is widely used to educate students
about either participatory or justice-oriented
citizenship that is geared towards building a
democratic society, at least in the context of
countries under a democratic form of
government. However, as Hollander, Lapping,
Rice, and Cruz (2017) have emphasized, S-L
has always been challenged by whether its
purpose is for justice-seeking or just helping to
ameliorate economic and social challenges, or
even both.

Further, in the extant literature, S-L is
informed by a variety of theoretical foundations and pedagogical value systems with
varying degrees of intention to find a balance
for S-L to equally benefit the students, faculty,
and community partners involved (Flecky,
2011; Permaul, 2009). In the theoretical
discussions, S-L often has been linked to
different learning theories, such as applied
learning and experiential learning theory.
There have also been discussions on the
different types of S-L, such as charity-based,
community-based, and critical service
learning (CSL), but there have been few
attempts to link S-L to its sociological
foundations. For example, the work of
Hironimus-Wendt and Lovell-Troy (1999)
grounded S-L in the critical tradition of
sociology and the importance of the use of the
sociological imagination as pioneered by
Charles Wright Mills. Stoecker (2016), on the
other hand, discussed S-L in the light of the
sociological theories of structural func53
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tionalism and conflict theory. However, the
authors feel the need to further ground and
update the discussion on how the different
types of S-L are anchored in the three broad
classical frames of sociological theories,
namely structural functionalism, conflict and
critical perspectives, and symbolic interactionism.
Also, since S-L is situated in the wider
public service or mission of higher educational
institutions, there has been a greater emphasis
over the years on building mutually beneficial
and reciprocal partnerships in the community
engagement efforts of universities (Peters,
2017). Because of this, this paper looks into
the modalities of community engagement as
expounded in the works of Bowen,
Newenham-Kahindi, and Herremans (2010),
Streetman (2015), and Wong (2008), in order
to understand the varying degrees of mutually
beneficial and reciprocal partnerships that take
place in S-L. Such modalities of community
engagement, in ascending order, are
transactional, transitional, transformational,
and transcendental.
Finally, as S-L implementation has
also been widely informed by the science of
community planning and organizing, as
demonstrated by the life works and
experiences of Hollander et al. (2017), there is
a need to have an ample discussion in bridging
S-L with the escalating levels of community
participation as the authors borrow selected
concepts from the pioneering work of Arnstein
(1969) in the context of community planning
and empowerment. These selected escalating
levels of community participation pertain to
consultative tokenism, placation, partnerships,
and citizen control. Thus, this paper argues
that aside from tracing the sociological roots
of S-L, it is also important to link S-L with the
modalities of community engagement and the
levels of community participation to further
contextualize the contemporary practice of SL and better understand its impact to
communities involved in the S-L process. In
doing so, this paper builds an integrated S-L
sociological framework to help improve the
practice of S-L as it has become
institutionalized across many higher education
institutions today.
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In this regard, this paper elucidates
first the foundational sociological theories of
S-L and its resulting typologies. Then, it
proceeds to explain extensively the integrated
S-L sociological framework where the
modalities of community engagement and
levels of community participation are also
discussed. The paper concludes with a
summary and synthesis of the entire
discussion and points out recommendations
for future studies and application.
The Foundational Sociological Theories of
Service Learning and Resulting Typologies
Three broad sociological theories help
clarify the understanding of S-L as a learning
pedagogy and as a form of community
engagement.
They
are
structural
functionalism,
conflict
and
critical
perspectives, and symbolic interactionism.
These sociological theories contribute to
shaping different typologies of S-L, namely
charity-based service learning, critical service
learning (CSL), and community-based service
learning (CBSL). Charity-based S-L is hinged
upon structural functionalism, CSL is
anchored upon conflict and critical
perspectives, and lastly, CBSL is grounded
upon symbolic interactionism. Each of the
aforementioned sociological theories and their
resulting S-L typologies is explained in the
succeeding paragraphs.
Structural Functionalism
Structural functionalism is a macrosociological theory that looks at society or a
community as consisting of different but
related parts, each of which works together to
promote solidarity and stability (Ritzer &
Stepnisky, 2017). These parts refer to the
different social institutions that have specific
functions that address the solidarity and
stability needs of society. For example, health
institutions address health promotion,
prevention, cure, and rehabilitation needs of
society with the ultimate purpose of ensuring
that people in society are not decimated by
diseases and live longer and/or healthier lives.
If health institutions completely cease to
perform their functions, the rest of existing
54
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social institutions would somehow incorporate
the functions that used to be provided by
health institutions or even new social
institutions are formed to address the situation
to continue to make the society work (Ritzer
& Stepnisky, 2017). Thus, a common
metaphor for functionalism is the human body,
with its different organs serving specific
purposes, but working for a full-functioning
human system (Parsons, 1961).
When
one
applies
structural
functionalism in the context of S-L, one can
see that S-L has a specific function in a society
or a community. The function of S-L is to
make a school and its academic services more
directly relevant to the immediate needs of its
surrounding communities (Thompson &
Hood, 2016). The other function is that since
students learn and reflect best from first-hand
experiences (Giles & Eyler, 1994), community
service is used as the experiential basis for
reflective learning. In this way, S-L provides
an avenue for students to render relevant
service to their communities as a means to
enrich their academic learning, promote their
personal growth, and help hone their civic
responsibilities.
In addition, S-L has another important
function for educational institutions when it
comes to their faculty members. Through S-L,
faculty members become more sensitive to
social issues and develop passion in
addressing social problems (Vogel & Seifer,
2011), and at the same time, they can advance
their engaged or civic/public scholarship
(Moore & Ward, 2010; Sherman, 2013).
Engaged scholarship, according to Boyer
(1996), denotes an orientation where faculty
members direct their energies not solely
towards an academic community, or the life of
the mind, but also towards pressing public
issues and shared civic and ethical problems.
Thus, through S-L, faculty members acquire
greater credibility and foundation to teaching
as they can apply their discipline’s theories to
promote civic and social responsibility and
help shape their moral values and responsibilities as
an educator (O’Meara & Niehaus, 2009).
When it comes to the community, it
can be construed that S-L serves an important
function in helping communities find external
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partners who can help address their concerns
or needs. Community members can recognize
the benefits of S-L through intercultural
exchanges, economic advantages, transfer of
knowledge, and productivity, but they might
not be fully aware of what S-L is as used in an
academic setting (Harrington, 2014). Thus,
there might be negative aspects of S-L in terms
of community division, the creation of more
work for community members, and the visits
or projects working with different batches of
S-L groups.
An S-L hinged on a structuralfunctionalist perspective is what Morton
(1995) calls charity-based where S-L is a
spiritually based service that bears witness to
the dignity of other persons, an unconditional
giving, and an acceptance that desired changes
we want to happen in the lives of other people
is outside of our time and space. By this,
Morton means that unconditional love should
be at the core of doing S-L and one must
expect that the fruits of doing S-L may not be
seen in one’s lifetime, hence, there must be a
spiritual commitment that sustaining S-L
would lead someday to a just world. However,
an S-L anchored on structural functionalism
has its own inherent limitation since instead of
addressing the root causes of social problems,
it has the tendency to maintain the status quo,
merely adapts and copes with social injustices,
and justifies the function of inequality to
maintain equilibrium and harmony in society
(Neuman, 2011; Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2017).
This is why Morton also acknowledges that
charity-based S-L has been corrupted, that is,
it has come to mean the well-off doing services
to the poor when they feel like it and according
to their own terms. This has led charity-based
S-L to focus on naming the deficits of those
served and it has created a long-term
dependency of those served on those with the
resources (Morton, 1995). This is supported
by Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2000) where they
argue that charity-based S-L operates within a
paternalistic and unidirectional framework
where the community is seen as an adopted
entity that needs help and there is a one-way
transfer of knowledge, expertise, and service
from universities to communities, characterizing a
service that is “doing for” rather than “doing
55
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with.” This type of S-L not only reinforces
stereotypes of communities as helpless and in
need of external others but also further
perpetuates dominant power relations
embedded in unequal partnerships between the
“service providers” and “service receivers”
(Weerts & Sandmann, 2008). Such a
relationship is a hierarchy between the
superior and inferior, where the superior has
the resources and capacity while the inferior
other does not (Baker-Boosamra et al., 2006).
This has led Donaldson and Daughtery (2011)
to argue that the charity model of S-L does not
challenge, but rather reinforces the idea of
academics as experts and continues to place
them within a position of power to transform
communities and their experiences within the
S-L context. To avoid this aggravating
negative impact, Harrington (2014) suggests
that it is important for communities to have a
continuity and sustainability of S-L projects,
which is coupled with popularized community
dissemination of research findings drawn out
from the S-L experience.
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perpetrated by those in power, scrutinize facts
and figures to expose inequalities, and seek
social justice.
Given the above explanation, in the
context of conflict and critical perspectives, SL embraces an emancipative nature that seeks
social justice to address problems that beset a
community. As Freire (1968) argues in his
critical pedagogy, the primary function of
education is to empower the powerless and
transform those conditions that perpetuate
human injustice and inequity. This means that
it is important for S-L to be used as a problemsolving education where students are allowed
to question unequal or unjust conditions in a
community, scrutinize its root causes,
dialogue with community members to seek
solutions to the unfavorable situation,
collaboratively work with the community in
implementing the agreed solution, and
evaluate as a collective what worked and did
not work to serve as a guide for future actions.
In this way, students realize through their
collective actions with the community that
they can contribute directly to shaping the
destiny and future of their immediate
surroundings. This type of S-L is what
Mitchell (2008) coins as critical service
learning (CSL), or liberating service learning
(LSL) as termed by Stoecker (2016). As
Mitchell (2008) explains, CSL emphasizes
these three tenets: (1) working towards
redistribution of power, (2) building authentic
relationships, and (3) having a social change
orientation where the students are focused on
learning how to most effectively empower
communities. Stoecker (2016), on the other
hand, goes further by saying that LSL should
focus on evaluating the community outcomes
of the service rendered by the students, boldly
proclaiming that the learning of students about
the community service they rendered is a
secondary consideration.
However, Butin (2006, 2015) argues
that S-L based on conflict and critical
perspectives makes it an ideologically driven
practice that demands structural change and
social justice. He also points out that such S-L
bears the burden of being the social justice
standard-bearer, which is an impossible task
since the causal linkage between S-L and

Conflict and Critical Perspectives
On the other hand, conflict and critical
perspectives provide an alternative macrosociological view of society. In conflict
theory, societies or communities are viewed to
be made up of generally two groups of people:
On one end are the powerful oppressors, and
on the other end, the often powerless
oppressed (Ritzer & Stepnisky, 2017). Those
in power hold onto power and oppress others
by spreading lies, myths, or even the use of
violence whenever necessary (Neuman,
2011). Because of this view of reality where
inequality defines human relations, critical
theory steps in to argue that there is a constant
need to understand the underlying factors and
dynamics of power relations between the
oppressor and the oppressed. This is important
so it can be used to find ways to free human
beings from enslavement and manipulation
and achieve social justice (Ritzer & Stepnisky,
2017). Thus, the critical theory looks deep into
the issues of inequality in communities
through understanding the layers of social
injustices and dichotomies that exist within
society. They would uncover the myths
56
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societal betterment cannot be proven. This
limitation is supported by Latta et al. (2018)
where they acknowledged that the CSL of
Mitchell (2008) may never actually
accomplish the end goal of systemic social
change; however, what can be done is instead
of doing CSL, one must focus on approaching
CSL. By this Latta et al. (2018) mean
acquiring knowledge by interrogating one’s
positionality to advance closer to Mitchell’s
three tenets of CSL. They also highlight the
fact that CSL has the seeming inability to
produce the desired change since it is bound
within the timeframe of the school curriculum,
thus, leading to the completion only of shortterm service projects. Thus, Latta et al. (2018)
argue that one must be committed in the slow
drip of change that CSL contributes and have
faith that through CSL, a steady stream of
college graduates who have the skills and the
desire to make a difference in the world is
unleashed.
But the approaching CSL of Latta et al.
(2018) might not be enough, as Santiago-Ortiz
(2019) argues that there is a need to decolonize
CSL. By this Santiago-Ortiz (2019) means that
since the notion of service in CSL is based on
prevailing damage-centered narratives that
view communities as powerless and are unable
to resist dehumanization, this puts the
university in a context that creates a
hierarchical relationship of domination and
subordination. This means the university often
inserts itself in a community as a form of
settler-colonial power, finishes a short-term
service project, and then leaves as if
completing a neoliberal agenda of power,
profit, and achievement (Brown, 2015;
Raddon & Harrison, 2015). Santiago-Ortiz
(2019) also claims that the colonialist nature
of CSL makes the benefit of learning for the
students based on the refracted lens of the
experience of the “other” who needs to receive
community service. Thus, Santiago-Ortiz
(2019) points out, decolonizing CSL entails
(a) the acknowledgment of the neoliberal and
settler-colonial project in education, (b)
incorporating anticolonial and decolonizing
methodologies that counter and resist
dominant narratives in CSL, and (c) a
relational shift towards a more horizontal and
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solidarity-based community-university partnership.
Symbolic Interactionism
Lastly, symbolic interactionism focuses
on a micro-sociological understanding of
society, dealing with individual interactions of
people living in societies or communities. This
theory focuses on the language and symbols
that help us give meaning to the experiences in
our life. The premise in this theory is that we
change the way we behave based on the
meaning we create and continue to generate
through our social interactions, thus, reality is
socially constructed, or created by
conversations, thoughts, and ideas (Blumer,
1986; Hustedde & Ganowicz, 2002). In brief,
this means that people largely act on their
perceptions and how people think about
themselves and others is based on their social
interactions. For example, when the term
“disabled persons” is used to generally label
persons who have functional limitations or
impairments (caused by a physical, mental,
cognitive, or a developmental condition), this
has a significant bearing on the life conditions
and trajectories of such persons since their
disability is seen before they are seen as
persons. Because of this, such persons are
looked upon more as a recipient of care, cure,
or protection, thus, they are often viewed as
individuals
who
are
economically
unproductive and who can only make little or
even no significant contribution to society
(Griffo, 2014). But if we change the
nomenclature into labeling such persons as a
person with disability (PWD) coupled with
sustained interactions with them, this helps us
to appreciate and value the person first before
his or her disability. By focusing on the
person, we realize that what makes a person
disabled is not some inherent trait of that
person, but only the interaction between a trait
of a person and the environment wherein that
person lives (Silvers et al., 1999).
Using the lenses of symbolic
interactionism, S-L embraces a constructivist
approach to learning where students actively
participate in real-world activities, apply what
they already know, and actively learn new
ways to solve problems in their surrounding
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communities (Fosnot, 2013). In this way, S-L
provides a myriad of meaningful interactions
for students, wherein students actively gather
and synthesize information they get from the
community, debate with their fellow students
on the best possible course of action until they
arrive at a consensus, and consult and dialogue
with community members to determine how
their time can be most effectively used to help
address the needs of the community. Thus, in
the context of symbolic interactionism, S-L
courses need to have an open-ended structure,
which means the implementation of S-L could
lead to different outcomes. This is important
to understand since needs in communities vary
in different points in time, hence, S-L projects
of students must also vary based on these
changing community needs. At the same time,
every batch of students who take an S-L course
have their unique understanding and
interpretation of a certain community need or
problem based on their specific collective
interests, hence, S-L projects would also differ
based on these varying collective interests of
students and community members. What is
important is that students should be allowed to
find ways to actively learn, reflect, and
succeed in more than one different way in
solving real-world problems they find in their
surrounding communities.
Further, an S-L dominated by
symbolic interactionism is what Hammersley
(2013) coins as community-based service
learning (CBSL), which is rooted in
partnerships of reciprocal exchange. This
means that S-L should be concerned in
nurturing reciprocity between the students and
the community by fostering respect and
collaboration (Hammersley, 2013). This also
suggests that mutual or reciprocal learning
between the students and the community is the
key objective of S-L (Fox, 2002) since the
sharing and exchange of ideas can lead to a
level of cultural understanding that bridges
cultural divides and provides a fertile ground
for social change (Porter & Monard, 2001).
Emphasis on mutual learning in S-L also helps
in overcoming paternalistic and unidirectional
tendencies of S-L projects that are often beset
with problems of undeliverable project
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outcomes (Woolf, 2005).
However, CBSL is not without its
limitations based on the inherent weakness of
symbolic interactionism. Symbolic interactionism often excludes outside influences of
social structures and ignores social
inequalities in power, privilege, and wealth
based on race/ethnicity, gender, class,
dis/ability and other social characteristics that
cause tension and conflict in a society (Aksan
et al., 2009). For example, in the study of
understanding the structure of student learning
networks in a CBSL clinical placement
program, Held et al. (2019) discovered that
students meaningfully learned about their
clinical practice through their interactions with
clinical supervisors, peers, community
members, and other personnel with whom they
engaged. However, Held et al. also found out
that the students lacked the understanding of
health marginalization of community
members associated with the complex
socioeconomic determinants of health. This is
because interactions with the community are
short-lived and students have inadequate
personal experience of marginalization, which
eventually contributed to their limited insights
about health inequalities. This confirms the
observations of Becker and Paul (2015) and
also of Butin (2006) that students of S-L are
often positioned as middle class, and are often
White, sheltered, single, non-indebted, fulltime, and childless students who may view SL as a luxury they can afford. If students are
not made aware of social justice-based
approaches to S-L and are not conscious of
their privileged positionalities in society, their
interactions with the community may end up
producing risks that do not bring tangible
returns in the communities they serve. As
Blouin and Perry (2009) point out,
inadequately prepared students can result into
harmful interactions such as (a) students can
inflict emotional stress onto vulnerable
communities or can become emotionally
vulnerable themselves; (b) students who have
only a few hours of experience with
communities they are serving may wrongfully
misrepresent their interest or even unjustly
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critique them; (c) students might be unable or
unwilling to carry out tasks that they feel are
unpleasant, or may come in with ideas about
what they want to do, and then become
frustrated when they find out that what they
want is not needed in the community; and (d)
students may not be always personally
invested in their work, which leads to their
lack of interest in producing quality results
since they are only trying to fulfill an academic
requirement. Thus, for CBSL to effectively
work, it must be able to incorporate the social
justice tenets of CSL. Hondagneu-Sotelo and
Raskoff (1994) also recommend that even
though it is inevitable for S-L projects to have
a limited timeframe, it is important to ask
critical questions to students that they can
move from the mundane to the abstract, give
constructive feedback, and challenge their
false perceptions and stereotypes.
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1. Transactional Modality and
Consultative Tokenism
As seen in Figure 1, given the
limitation of S-L anchored heavily on
structural functionalism, such S-L is charitybased and operates under a transactional mode
of community engagement. A transactional
modality, borrowed from the concept of
Bowen et al. (2010), means that the S-L
project is usually one way; that is, tangible
project deliverables mainly come from
decisions made by students and faculty based
on consultations with the community. Here,
interaction with the community is occasional,
service comes on a need per need basis or is
seasonal, and the service providers, which are
the students and faculty, have full control of
the community engagement process (Morton,
1995). This is because, as Eby (1998) explains,
S-L here is often organized to respond to the
needs of an academic institution that sponsors
it, the needs of students, the needs of an
instructor, or the needs of a course. The needs
of the community often come last. Although
people in the community are consulted about
the project, this is what Arnstein (1969) calls
consultative tokenism as a level of community
participation. The impact on the community
under such a level of community participation
is that people are seen to be just mere
providers of information and beneficiaries of
the development project without having
ownership of the entire project and its
outcomes (Arnstein, 1969). An example of SL projects that fall into this mode are
organizing food drives, providing academic
tutorials, conducting mural paintings, building
houses, cleaning up streets, and even peer
counseling without making use of participatory strategies in its assessment, planning,
implementation, and evaluation (Bahng,
2015).

The Integrated Service-Learning
Sociological Framework
The three key schools of sociological
thought discussed in the previous section gave
us varied ways of understanding society and
how it influences the design and conduct of the
different types of S-L in communities.
However, as Butin (2006) points out, S-L is an
“amalgam of experiential education, action
research,
critical
theory,
progressive
education, adult education, social justice
education, constructivism, community-based
research, multicultural education, and
undergraduate research” (p. 490). This is why
it is important to have an integrated servicelearning sociological framework to encapsulate this amalgamation. In addition, the
actual implementation of S-L based on
different sociological frames can lead to different modalities of community engagement
and levels of community participation. This
results in four S-L modalities—namely
transactional, transitional, transformational,
and transcendental—with their corresponding
respective levels of community participation namely consultative tokenism, placation,
partnerships, and citizen control. These are
encapsulated in Figure 1 (page 60).

2. Transitional Modality and Placation
On the other hand, S-L anchored in
symbolic interactionism is community-based
service learning (CBSL) and operates under a
transitional mode of community engagement.
A transitional modality, borrowed from the
concept of Bowen et al. (2010), means that the
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Figure 1. Integrated Service-Learning Sociological Framework (return to text)

S-L project is two way; that is, tangible
project deliverables are brought about by the
process of consultation and collaboration
between the students and the community.
Repeated engagements between the students,
faculty, and the community occur due to the
infusion of consultation and collaboration
mechanisms in organizing and implementing
S-L projects, but resources mainly come from
the students and faculty who are still in full
control of the community engagement
process. Although community involvement
in collaborating with students and faculty in
S-L project implementation is seen as a

priority, still the community are mainly
expected to be involved in the
implementation of the S-L project as
volunteer workforce, while final decision
making of the entire S-L project management
is still primarily dependent upon the
academic institution which sponsors it, the
needs of the students, the needs of the
instructor, or the needs of the course. In terms
of community participation, this is what
Arnstein (1969) calls the phenomenon of
placation. The impact on the community
under such level of community participation
is that people from the community begin to
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have some degree of influence in the
development project by being part of its
planning, implementation, monitoring, and
evaluation. But their presence serves as token
participation since the value of their
contribution is subject to the judgment by the
students and faculty who decide whether the
community’s contributions are helpful or not.
Examples of S-L projects under this mode are
those that make use of placement of students
in communities to render structured and
predetermined services, such as is done with
health science students who have a
community rotation as part of their required
industry immersion experience.

upon development projects. The internal and
external stakeholders, through two-way communication, have a clear role and set of
responsibilities and powers to achieve a
shared common goal (Arnstein, 1969). In the
context of S-L, the internal stakeholders are
the members of the community while the
external stakeholders are the students and
instructor of the course. Examples of S-L
projects under this mode involve community
building and organizing work, advocacy
campaigns, and/ or political activist work,
such as facilitating community protest, public
demonstrations, and boycotts (Bahng, 2015;
Stoecker et al., 2009).

3. Transformational Modality and
Partnership
Further, S-L anchored in conflict and
critical perspectives are liberating, or more
popularly known as critical service learning
(CSL), and operate under a transformational
mode of community engagement. A
transformational modality, borrowed from
the concept of Bowen et al. (2010), means
that the S-L project is two way, just like
transitional, but it is highly characterized by
active dialogue and critical reflectivity
brought about by the process of involvement
and active participation between the students
and the community. Here, there is joint
learning and value-generation involved, and
there is a prioritization of community
leadership in the decision-making process.
Thus, control over the community
engagement process is shared by the students,
faculty, and the community resulting in
mutual trust based on sustained personal
relationships and shared under-standing.
Further, community assets are fully
integrated into the planning, implementation,
monitoring, and evaluation of S-L projects.
In terms of community participation, this is
what Arnstein (1969) calls partnership. The
impact on the community under such a level
of community participation is that
stakeholders, who are internal and external to
the community, have direct involvement in
the decision-making process and in
implementing the decision about agreed-

4. Transcendental Modality and Citizen
Control
Lastly, as shown in Figure 1, a new
type of S-L emerges from the amalgamation
of S-L anchored on the three sociological
theories that maximize experiential and
reflective learning, critical and emancipatory
learning, and constructive and reciprocal
learning. Such amalgamation produces an
empowering service learning, which means
that the students, faculty, and community in
the S-L experience can learn from each other
in terms of knowledge and skills, enhance
their respective capacities to make purposive
choices, and to transform those choices into
desired actions and outcomes based on civic
responsibility, the pursuit of social justice,
and commitment to reciprocity. This is made
possible since empowering S-L operates
under a transcendental mode of community
engagement. Borrowed from the concepts of
Streetman (2015) and Wong (2008),
transcendental modality is an advanced form
of transformational modality. This modality
is anchored upon higher ideals of compassion
(suffering for others and suffering with
others) and pro-social attitudes where
students, faculty, and the community see
themselves as change agents (Wong, 2008).
Further, Streetman (2015) explains that this
modality has three features: (a) intellectual
transcendence where students, faculty, and
the community accept each other and
exchange ideas freely without bias or
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prejudice; (b) moral transcendence where
students, faculty, and the community choose
to act unselfishly for the benefit of each
other’s legitimate views and claims; and (c)
spiritual transcendence where compassion
evokes choice for the altruistic benefit of one
another.
In the level of community participation,
empowering S-L falls into what Arnstein
(1969) calls citizen control. The impact on
the community under such a level of
community participation is that people in the
community have more control in initiating a
development project, and wherein the S-L
project by the students and the faculty come
into the picture to complement or help fulfill
its completion. But for empowering S-L
projects to happen, the university where the
students and faculty belong to must commit
to a solidarity-based university-community
partnership. This means that ideally, the
vision of a higher education community
engagement for a democratic future should
include voices from both the university and
the community as argued by Calderon
(2017). Such partnership can occur when the
university (through its designated central
office
and
community
engagement
professionals, faculty members, and students
who work together) and the community
(through their core group or a community
organization) are the ones who find solutions
to critical problems together—creating and
implementing visionary practices, problem
solving, and implementing solutions
(Calderon, 2017). The agreed upon solutions,
which are communicated by the university to
its students and faculty members, serve as the
basis for the design and implementation of SL projects with the immediate community
partners concerned.
Aside from the conduct of reflection
and evaluation sessions of S-L projects
among the concerned students, faculty, and
the community partner, the university must
conduct an annual gathering of community
partners to reflect on and evaluate yearly
implemented S-L projects in a participatory
manner. This serves as an important
foundation for the planning of S-L projects
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for the next school year. This process is
continuous until the university and the
concerned community have achieved their
agreed upon solutions and both have agreed
it is time to engage with other partners and
lessen the intensity of collaboratively
working together. Thus, it can be inferred
through this process, an empowering S-L
fulfills the continuity and sustainability of SL projects as recommended by Harrington
(2014), the decolonization of CSL as
advocated by Santiago-Ortiz (2019), and the
importance of challenging and processing the
experience of not only the students
(Hondagneu-Sotelo & Raskoff, 1994), but
also that of faculty members, community
partners, and the university, through their
community engagement professionals. But it
will remain to be seen if empowering S-L can
contribute to the elusive goal of having a
causal link between S-L and societal
betterment. However, what is important is
that students, faculty members, community
partners, and the university maintain their
solidarity to work towards the altruistic
benefit of one another, and in unison, address
social injustices that affect their lives.
The Progression and Desired Level of S-L
Types in the Integrated S-L Sociological
Framework
In addition, it is important to
emphasize that the numbers in the framework
as shown in Figure 1 can indicate progression.
This connotes that the different types of S-L
with their modalities of community engagement
and levels of community participation progress
in developmental stages. This means S-L
projects can begin as (1) Charity-based, with
a transactional modality and a consultative
tokenism level of community participation.
For example, this happens usually for starter
S-L projects that address immediate needs of
people in communities negatively affected by
natural or anthropogenic causes of calamities,
such as fire, earthquakes, storms, severe
hunger, and violent conflicts. At this stage,
internal and external stakeholders measure
each other’s commitments, sincerity, and
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work ethics. If there is a good match and the
partnership is seen to be successful and
evokes a feeling of positive mutual
understanding, then it can result in repeated
engagements that may lead to a (2)
community-based S-L with a transitional
modality and a placation level of
community participation. At this point,
sustained meaningful interactions occur
among students, faculty, and the
community resulting in reciprocal learning
and further fostering of mutual respect and
collaboration. Such meaningful interactions
bridge cultural divides and provide a fertile
ground for CBSL to evolve into a CSL, given
that there is a strong social justice orientation
among the students, faculty, the university,
and the concerned community partner. When
a (3) CSL is achieved, then the modality
becomes transformational and the level of
community participation could now be called
a partnership. As previously explained, S-L
at this juncture has a social change
orientation and embraces an emancipative
nature that seeks social justice to address
problems that beset a community. Here,
achieving positive community outcomes are
prioritized over student learning outcomes
and the advancement of faculty civic
scholarship. Eventually, being well versed in
the practice of CSL, coupled with university
institutional support, leads to an (4)
empowering S-L that operates under a
transcendental modality with a citizen control
level of community participation. At this
highest phase, pro-social attitudes of
students, faculty, the community, and the
university become highly developed and they
now begin to see themselves as change agents
who can choose to act for the altruistic benefit
of one another. However, this progression
can only be achieved following the research
recommendation of Myers-Lipton (1998) that
significant outcomes and future commitments
towards civic responsibilities are more likely
to result from long-term, intensive
involvement in S-L projects, which spans
across several semesters. Thus, it is advised
that a university create an S-L pathway where
specified S-L courses are threaded in each
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year as the students are able to progress from
their first year until they graduate from
college. In this way, there is a greater
assurance that when students graduate from
college, they have the necessary skills and the
desire to pursue social justice and make
substantive changes in their respective
communities or work areas anchored in achieving
the greater common good.
However, it is also possible that the SL types with their modalities of community
engagement and levels of community
participation can either evolve or devolve
depending on the readiness and maturity of
the students, faculty, community, and the university involved to instigate active participation and build long-lasting empowering
relationships. It is also possible that one can
begin immediately with desired levels of S-L
types, such as CBSL or CSL, depending upon
the level of organizational strength of the
community partner and on the level of social
justice awareness and degree of commitment
to reciprocity of the faculty, students, and the
university involved in the S-L process. What
is important is that one must be aware of the
demands involved in each S-L type. Nevertheless, whether the integrated S-L sociological
framework is seen as a progression or as a
guidepost to help discern the desired level of SL, the authors recommend to keep the empowering S-L as the end goal in mind. This is
because such S-L, as explained earlier, is
anchored on a solidarity-based universitycommunity partnership where intellectual,
moral, and spiritual transcendence among SL stakeholders (students, faculty, community
partners, and the university) take place.
Specifically, its intellectual and moral
transcendence resonate well with the
partnerships of reciprocal exchange of CBSL
and the three tenets of CSL as laid down by
Mitchell (2008). Finally, its spiritual transcendence, where compassion evokes choice
for the altruistic benefit of one another,
reverberates well with Morton's (1995)
version of charity-based S-L where the needs
of the poor, the vulnerable, and the
disadvantaged are addressed based on
unconditional love anchored on the inherent
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right and dignity of human beings. Also,
Morton (1995) suggests that S-L practitioners
should detach themselves from the frantic
frustration of expecting results which they
may never witness in their lifetime. Instead,
one must focus on sustaining efforts that
would eventually lead to the creation of a just
world. This version of charity-based S-L is
also what the authors believe are commonly
shared between CSL and CBSL.
A word of caution though: The
structures and systems in higher educational
institutions are inherently conservative,
which may impede the development of solidarity-based university-community partnerships that are needed for an empowering S-L
to take place. This means that, as Scobey
(2017) points out, colleges and universities
often remain primarily as structures of power
that become bastions of defensive privilege,
a haven for arrogant expertise, and the
willingness to collude with those in power to
maintain its tradition of separateness and
autonomy that reinforce histories of elitism
and exclusion. In addition, many higher
educational institutions have been captured
by the neoliberal agenda, as Calderon (2017)
and Philion (2017) note that economic
policies and social values of colleges and
universities have heavily focused on
supporting the needs of the market. This for
them has focused the energy of higher
educational
institutions
to
produce
knowledge for the intellectual commodity of
markets. It has also influenced colleges and
universities to view their students as
competitive market units that should be
trained to become workers that are
subservient to a managerial banking system.
Such neoliberal agenda does not bode well to
the development of solidarity-based
university-community partnerships geared
towards the achievement of social justice.
The only way to balance off the conservative
nature of higher educational institutions and
counter the hold that neoliberalism has on
them is to continue putting the public mission
of colleges and universities at the fore. This
can be done through the constant linking of
the nobler values and goals of higher

Volume 12, Number 3

education to the protection of human dignity
and the pursuit of social justice, the continued
implementation, evaluation, and innovation
of S-L, and collective meaningful celebration
of the successes of S-L, no matter how big or
small.
CONCLUSION
This theoretical paper has developed
an integrated S-L sociological framework. It
is the first clear framework that can trace the
roots of the recognized types of S-L, which
are charity-based, community-based, and
critical or liberating, based on the sociological
theories of structural-functionalism, symbolic
interactionism, and conflict and critical
perspectives, respectively. It has also mapped
out how the implementation of these different
types of S-L can lead to different forms of
community impact based on their respective
modalities of community engagement
(transactional, transitional, transformational, and
transcendental) and levels of community
participation (consultative tokenism, placation,
partnerships, and citizen control). The authors put
forward that an empowering S-L, with a
transcendental modality of community
engagement and a citizen control level of
community participation, is the desired S-L
type. This is because an empowering S-L
maximizes the use of experiential and reflective
learning in charity-based S-L, critical and
emancipatory learning in CSL, and constructive
and reciprocal learning in CBSL. It also aims
to safeguard the continuity and sustainability
of S-L projects, the decolonization of CSL,
and the importance of challenging and
processing the experience of various
stakeholders involved in the S-L process.
Thus, it can be said that empowering
S-L addresses the inherent weaknesses of the
previously known S-L types to achieve
desired outcomes of civic responsibility and
scholarship, the pursuit of social justice, and
commitment to reciprocity. It must be noted
that the realization of an empowering S-L can
only occur within a solidarity-based universitycommunity partnership that may face impedements due to the conservative nature of
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higher educational institutions, coupled with
the hold that neoliberalism has on them.
Nevertheless, when the public missions of
colleges and universities continue to be
stressed, the progression from charity-based
S-L to empowering S-L can be made
possible. This can be done if a university
creates an S-L pathway in which S-L courses
are threaded out from the first year until
students graduate in college so a steady
stream of graduates, with the skills and the
desire to make a difference in their respective
communities or areas of work, are unleashed.
It is also possible to begin immediately with
the desired stages of S-L depending upon the
level of organizational strength of community partners and on the level of social
justice awareness and degree of reciprocity
commitment of the faculty, students, and the
university involved in the S-L process.
However, the existence of an
empowering S-L must be substantiated by
empirical evidence to which this paper, due
to limited space, is not able to address. Thus,
the next step is to test out the applicability of
this new S-L typology and provide case
studies to draw out learnings to discover its
advantages and disadvantages, and whether it
can address issues of racism and other forms
of biases raised in the S-L literature.
Nevertheless, this theoretical paper could
contribute to a better frame and guide the
practice of S-L for the benefit of students,
faculty members, community partners, and
universities involved in the entire S-L
experience.
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ABSTRACT
The University of South Florida, a public research university, and the University Area Community
Development Corporation Inc., a nonprofit organization, collaboratively developed a communitybased global learning experience for undergraduate students. We present the results of a study
exploring the impact of the experience on students who participated across two semesters. Results
suggest that student learning was enhanced across all intended student learning outcomes, though
some outcomes were developed more than others.
Keywords: high-impact practice, student learning outcomes, interdisciplinary, servicelearning
undergraduate degrees across 14 colleges and
three campuses. USF serves more than 50,000
students, consisting of undergraduates,
graduates, and non-degree-seeking students.
During the 2017-2018 academic year, 41% of
students were African American, Black, Asian
American, Hispanic, Native American or
multiracial and 10% were international
students (representing 145 countries). USF has
approximately 15,380 faculty and staff
employees and ranks in the top 30 nationally
for research expenditures among public
universities, according to the National Science
Foundation. In 2018, the Florida Board of
Governors designated USF as a Preeminent
State Research University, placing USF in the
most elite category among the state’s 12 public
universities and solidifying USF’s position as
the only urban Preeminent institution in
Florida (University of South Florida, 2018).

INTRODUCTION
Beginning in the summer of 2017, the
University of South Florida (USF) Global
Citizens Project (GCP) and the University
Area Community Development Corporation
Inc. (UACDC) partnered to offer a
community-based global learning experience
to undergraduate USF students. This program
fused an interdisciplinary course with a
community development initiative and was
conducted during fall 2017 and spring 2018.
Here we describe the details of this program,
provide results from a pilot study of student
learning, and reflect on student impact and
aspects of successful community-campus
partnerships.
The University of South Florida
(USF)

Global Learning at USF

USF is a public research university
located in Tampa, Florida. Founded in 1956,
USF is accredited by the Southern Association
of Colleges and Schools' Commission on
Colleges (SACSCOC) and offers over 180

USF is dedicated to student success
and has infused global learning throughout the
undergraduate curriculum. Kuh defines global
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learning as “courses and programs that help
students explore cultures, life experiences, and
worldviews different from their own” (Kuh,
2008, p. 10). To support the university-wide
global learning initiative, a department was
developed in 2015, the Global Citizens Project
(GCP), dedicated to enhancing undergraduate
students' global competencies through curricular and co-curricular experiences. The
GCP collaborates with faculty, staff, and
students across disciplines to certify courses,
degree programs, and on-campus events as
aligning with USF’s goals for global learning
as well as offering an award program to
encourage students’ global engagement.
Through the development of the GCP,
USF has adopted a shared set of global student
learning outcomes, based on Schattle’s (2008)
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model of global citizenship. Schattle argues
that global citizenship is comprised of three
primary concepts: awareness, responsibility,
and participation. “These three concepts can
be viewed as a trajectory in which
progressions of global citizenship emerge in
the lives of individuals, with awareness of
one’s role in the world instilling a sense of
responsibility that in turn inspires participation
in politics or civil society” (Schattle, 2008, p.
26). USF has linked Schattle’s theory to key
aspects of cognitive, conative, and affective
development in order to develop six student
learning outcomes for global learning (Figure
1). Although international experiences can be
impactful and are encouraged, the GCP
emphasizes that students need not travel
across national borders to be globally engaged.
Local engagement with global issues can

Figure 1. Conceptual framework for global learning at USF.
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organizations connect with each other in
addition to providing services and resources
for both parties.
Kuh (2008) considers both global
learning and community-based learning as
forms of high-impact practices, or educational
practices that produce “substantial educational
benefits… to students” including “increase[d]
rates of student retention and student
engagement” (Kuh, 2008, p. 1, 9). Research
demonstrates that high-impact practices are
beneficial to college students from many
different backgrounds (e.g., Bransford et al.,
2000; Cross, 1999; King and Mayhew 2004;
Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005). Further,
Kuh’s definition of community-based learning
complements the Carnegie Foundation’s
definition for community engagement:

contribute to the development of global
competencies as much as international
experiences (Sobania, 2015).
The GCP uses the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a
framework
to
guide
students
in
contextualizing global issues as they link these
issues to their lives and learn how to
participate in society as global citizens. The
SDGs make up the development agenda
adopted by the United Nations’ General
Assembly in 2015 and encompass 17 goals
with 169 targets. The range of goals addressed
by the SDGs provides a comprehensive view
of issues including social justice, economic
growth, environmental concerns, and political
action. Students at USF expressly connect
each of their globally engaged experiences to
the SDGs in a local, national, or international
context.

[community-based learning is] fieldbased “experiential learning” with
community partners... The idea is to
give students direct experience with
issues they are studying in the
curriculum and with ongoing efforts
to analyze and solve problems in the
community. A key element in these
programs is the opportunity students
have to both apply what they are
learning in real-world settings and
reflect in a classroom setting on their
service experiences. These programs
model the idea that giving something
back to the community is an
important college outcome, and that
working with community partners is
good preparation for citizenship,
work, and life. (Kuh, 2008, p. 11)

Community-Based Learning at USF
Designated as a “Community Engaged” institution by the Carnegie
Classification of Institutions of Higher
Education, USF is dedicated to communitybased learning. The “Community Engaged”
national designation is an elective
classification that recognizes colleges and
universities with an institutional focus on
community engagement. The Carnegie
Foundation defines community engagement as
a “collaboration between institutions of higher
education and their larger communities (local,
regional/state, national, global) for the
mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge
and resources in a context of partnership and
reciprocity” (Swearer Center, 2018). USF is
one of 49 public research universities
nationwide classified as both a Doctoral
University with “Highest Research Activity”
and as a “Community Engaged” institution by
the Carnegie Foundation (University of South
Florida, 2015). The Office of Community
Engagement and Partnerships (OCEP) was
developed at USF in 2009 to expand and
strengthen university-community engagement.
OCEP helps faculty and community

Research supports the transformative effect
that community-based learning can have on
college students (Kiely, 2005). Additionally,
studies suggest that students enrolled in
community-based learning courses perform
better than their non-community-based
learning counterparts (Batchelder and Root
1994; Eyler et al. 1997; Strage, 2000).
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focus is the redevelopment and sustainability
of the at-risk areas surrounding the Tampa
campus of USF, where high crime, poverty
and a lack of basic resources has plagued the
area for decades. For nearly 20 years, the
UACDC has championed positive change in
the economic, educational, and social levels of
the community through youth programs, adult
education, and resource assistance. Funds
provided through grants, private contributions,
and public appropriations allow residents to
participate in most programs free of charge.
The University Area is identified as
"economically disadvantaged" (2013 Census)
and has some of the worst health outcomes and
crime rates in Hillsborough County and the
state of Florida. Of the 7,000 families in the
area, 96% are classified as "extremely low
income" by the Housing Authority of TampaHillsborough County. Many are members of
the "working poor" families whose annual
gross income is $10,000. Approximately 98%
of children qualify for free or reduced lunch,
and at least 8% of elementary students are
reported homeless (Mort Elementary School,
2015). The racial composition of the
community is 33.6% Non-Hispanic White,
32.8% Black, and 29.1% Hispanic or Latino.
Operating out of a 50,000 square foot,
state-of-the-art Community Center Complex,
the UACDC focuses on collaborative impact
to set the standard for a new way to help a
community overcome poverty and affect
positive transformation. The UACDC is acting
as a change agent fostering collaborations with
community partners to address the needs of
residents, families, and businesses so they can
take back the streets of the University Area
community where they can safely grow and
prosper.

Global Issues, Challenges, and
Perspectives
Global Issues, Challenges, and
Perspectives is a globally certified undergraduate course developed by the GCP to
provide an interdisciplinary space for students
to explore global issues, challenges, and
perspectives within the framework of the
SDGs. Open to all majors, students are asked
throughout the semester to draw connections
between the SDGs and their individual
disciplines and experiences. The course
structure allows for students to expand their
knowledge and skills through an exploration
of the topics that are most relevant to them.
Additionally, each section of this course
explicitly includes a high-impact practice, as
defined by Kuh (2008). In terms of the
conceptual framework of the GCP, this course
was designed to expand students’ selfawareness, practice, knowledge, and analysis
skills. Student learning outcomes for this
course (across all sections) include: 1) define
personal values and beliefs by critically
reflecting on a high-impact practice
experience, 2) develop relationships with
others from different cultural backgrounds by
working collaboratively in groups, 3) identify
and describe major global issues through
exploration of the SDGs, and 4) compare and
contrast how global issues and systems are
experienced at different scales by exploring
how the SDGs are approached in domestic and
international contexts. The GCP determined
that one section of Global Issues, Challenges,
and Perspectives should include communitybased learning. To this end and with the
assistance of OCEP, the GCP built a
partnership with the UACDC.

Block-By-Block

The University Area Community
Development Corporation Inc. (UACDC)

In 2017, as part of its Community
Development & Engagement Plan, the
UACDC developed Block-By-Block, a
program with the intent to further the
organization's reach into the University Area

The UACDC is a 501(c) (3)
public/private partnership whose mission is
children and family development, crime
prevention, and commerce growth. Its primary
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community, build meaningful relationships
with residents, and assist residents in
improving their lives. Block-By-Block is
designed to identify neighborhood segments in
need of support, conduct needs assessments
within that particular block, and allocate
resources to address the particular need at both
the individual and community level. At the
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individual level, participating residents are
connected to resources and items of assistance
related to their immediate needs, practice goal
setting and follow-through, and, most
importantly, gain the sense that someone in the
community cares about them. At the
community level, Block-By-Block allows the
UACDC to gain an understanding about where

Figure 2. Structure of the Block-By-Block program.

residents and their families are with respect to
all pieces of family wellness, identify
community level issues and concerns, and
advocate for the community by leveraging
stakeholder relationships. Often, neighbors
have similar challenges regarding community
infrastructure,
high
crime,
lack of
transportation, lack of clean water, and other

issues. Through Block-By-Block, these
challenges can be responded to in a real and
holistic way that supports the prosperity of an
entire block of residents rather than just a few.
Block-By-Block is implemented as a
10-week program, during which volunteers,
called "Connectors," work one-on-one with
participating households to identify their
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practice goal setting and accountability.
Connectors continue to follow up with
participants weekly until the end of the 10
weeks, documenting each interaction, and,
ultimately, providing a summary of the
participant’s progress throughout the program.

needs and connect them with resources and
items of assistance. In order to ensure proper
program implementation, Connectors are
trained through a guided volunteer experience,
meeting a total of 8 times throughout the
program. Prior to going into the community to
register participants, Connectors take part in
three trainings where they learn about the
mission and purpose of the UACDC and
Block-By-Block,
learn
strategies
for
community engagement, and practice
interacting with and registering residents for
the program.
Connectors place flyers notifying
residents of the date and time they will be
visiting the homes to register participants for
the program, allowing residents to be prepared
for the interaction. Registration takes place on
both a Saturday morning and Monday evening
in order to ensure all households have the
opportunity to choose to participate in the
program. During that first interaction,
Connectors register participants in the
program, utilizing the Block-By-Block Survey
and the Household Needs Assessment to
identify their needs. Domains discussed in the
interview stage include: housing, education,
childcare, transportation, and school supplies,
among many others.
For the next 10 weeks, Connectors
work with the families to connect them with
community resources and items of assistance.
Each family is allocated $300 to be used by the
Connectors to create their Custom Resource
Package, made up of a resource binder and
items specific to the needs participants
identified during registration. Items purchased
include: bus passes, work boots, water filters,
gift cards for food, diapers, air mattresses,
cookware, and much more. In addition,
Connectors work with the participants to
identify three goals they want to achieve
related to the resources that are provided to
them. Goals could include anything from
attending a group fitness class at the
community center, to signing up for Meals on
Wheels, to visiting the Harvest Hope
Community Garden. This component is
included as a way to allow the participant to

Student Impact
During fall 2017 and spring 2018, the
GCP-UACDC
community-based
global
learning partnership was conducted as a noncredit-bearing experience. Students served as
Connectors for the Block-By-Block program
while linking their community engagement
with global issues discussed during class
meetings. Over two semesters, 20
undergraduate students from 13 different
majors completed the experience. Of these
students, 13 completed written reflections
detailing their learning. We analyzed these
student reflections to gauge student impact
and also to look for opportunities for
improvement. Demographics of the sample
group are presented in Table 1. The written
reflection consisted of a combination of rating
scale, selected-response, and constructedresponse questions. The goals of these
questions were to 1) report self-perceived
learning gains, and 2) encourage students to
critically reflect on their experiences in the
community. This question set culminated the
ongoing reflective activities throughout the
semester. For the purposes of the communitybased global learning experience, students
were not graded on their responses. This
research was reviewed and approved by USF’s
Institutional Review Board (IRB). Table 2
displays the questions and associated answer
options that were considered for analysis.
For question 1, which aimed to assess
student learning generally, all students
selected “4- I learned greatly from this
experience.” Questions 2-3 aimed to assess
student learning more specifically in regard to
GCP student learning outcomes. For question
2, students selected a variety of outcomes.
From highest to lowest count, students
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selected practice (9), self-awareness (7),
willingness (5), knowledge (5), synthesis (1),
and, finally, analysis (0). These results are also
presented in Table 3.
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The results suggest that all students felt
their learning was enhanced from this
community-based global learning experience.
Quotes from the constructed responses
that support a high level of general student
learning include:

Table 3. Frequency counts for outcomes
selected in question 2. The highest two counts
are in bold.

It is important to note that although the
question asked students to select two
outcomes, one student only selected one
outcome, and one student selected four
outcomes. For question 3, students reported
that the experience enhanced their learning for
all outcomes, but practice and knowledge were
rated the highest. Table 4 presents a summary
of the results from question 3.

•

“This experience challenged me in
terms of my pre-judgements and
my own limited experience.”

•

“By learning what it takes to build
relationships with strangers under
a common goal, I can better do so
in other leadership opportunities.”

•

“I realized that [if] everybody
could do that extra action, little or
big to help someone else we
would live in a better world.”

The student learning outcomes for this
experience were connected to the GCP
outcomes of self-awareness, practice,
knowledge, and analysis. The results from
questions 2 and 3 suggest that this experience
was successful in developing students’ selfawareness, practice, and knowledge skills but
less successful in developing their analysis
skills. Constructed responses from questions
4-7 support these conclusions. Figure 3
displays a word cloud to visually represent
common words students used in their
responses to Questions 4-7 (average word
count = 297). Table 5 provides quotes from
student reflections that represent the
development of their self-awareness, practice,
and knowledge skills. Although these are pilot
study results, the responses suggest that
student learning was enhanced across all
intended student learning outcomes. However,
some outcomes appear to have been developed
more than others. The exploration of these data
will help to plan future semesters of this
community-based global learning experience.

Table 4. Minimum rating, maximum rating,
and mean for learning enhancement in regard
to each outcome (question 3). The highest two
means are in bold.
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partnership was effective, in part, because it
was mutually beneficial and aligned with each
partner’s individual goals. For the GCP, this
experience allowed students to connect global
issues encompassed by the SDGs to a realworld context. For UACDC, Block-By-Block
was able to grow with volunteer support from
students. The GCP and UACDC look forward
to continuing and enhancing this partnership
while making a positive impact on both
students and the community.

CONCLUSION
GCP and UACDC successfully fused an
interdisciplinary course with a community
development initiative to provide a
community-based global learning experience
for undergraduate USF students. Results from
a pilot study suggest that student learning was
enhanced across all intended student learning
outcomes, though some outcomes were
developed more than others. Additionally, this

Figure 3. Word cloud with common words from student reflections.
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Table 1. Demographics of sample group (n = 13). [Return to text]
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Table 2. Questions and associated answer options that were considered for analysis. [Return to text]
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Table 5. Quotes from student reflections demonstrating development of self-awareness, practice, and
knowledge outcomes. [Return to text.]
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SARS 2 COVID-19 Pandemic and its Effects on Service Learning
and Community Engagement
Catherine S. Paterson
Indiana State University
ABSTRACT
This article reflects on SARS 2 COVID-19 Pandemic and its effects on service learning and
community engagement.
Keywords: society, crisis, change
service strategies is replete with examples
aimed at altering delivery until such time that
operations might revert to back to ordinary
(Stanford, 2020). Within the realm of
community engagement, people and
institutions have pivoted away from many inperson service engagement encounters toward
virtual and hybrid delivery of services. As we
conduct service differently, so have our
community partners. Instead of direct service,
college classes, faculty and students have
worked alongside community partners to take
stock and understand what collaborations are
most meaningful and how we can move
forward together. It has been refreshing to see
examples of college students meeting their
educational goals and community partners
delivering support to the individuals that they
serve.
These projects are finding traction for
the benefit of many. Early on in the
pandemic, many were involved in creating
facemasks for community-wide distribution.
Clinical education in the health sciences have
re-focused on developing telehealth skills and
services. More recently, mobile technological
hubs have been created, especially in areas
where resources lack, to allow pods of
kindergarten through high school students to
connect to educational resources. As these
solutions and technologies are developed,

The world seems a hot mess. The
effects of the SARS 2 COVID-19 pandemic
continue to ripple through our communities,
global and local, and specifically higher
education. Presently, one treatment, (FDA,
2020), and multiple vaccines (COVID-19,
2020) are approved for emergency use for
COVID-19 in adults by the U. S. Food and
Drug Administration. These solutions give
many people hope, but they are not yet
widely available. In my own area, vaccines
are just becoming available to healthcare
providers who have in-person contact with
patients.
The effects on communities are
widespread and palpable. Nearly 83 million
people have a confirmed COVID-19
diagnosis, and of that over 1.8 million people
have died, globally (CRC, 2020). Institutions
within our communities have changed the
way they conduct themselves in an effort to
preserve life and wellness, inasmuch as
competing demands and difficult choices
have allowed. Racial and ethnic disparities
have been demonstrated across COVID-19
incidence and mortality (Hooper, Nápoles, &
Péres-Stable, 2020).
A review of higher education
institutions identifying how they plan to
move forward with teaching, scholarship, and
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working toward community-wide access is
necessary. None of this work or their
deliverables will always be perfect solutions,
but they are attempts at meeting the
community where it is and taking steps
forward for the collective good.
In a recent class discussion among
those who hope to be health care
professionals one day, a student pointed out
that she is interested in understanding which
of the changes ushered in during the
pandemic will remain permanent after we
recover. Will people begin to shake hands
again as a means of greeting one another?
Will people mask-up when they are ill with
respiratory symptoms? Will online education
be considered as just another modality of
teaching? Is telehealth here to stay? These are
all conversations that I am hoping to be a part
of. I am wishing everyone good health as we
enter 2021.
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