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Perceptions and Visions of Community Engagement:  
A Pilot Study for Assessment Across the Institution 

 
Sandra Sgoutas-Emch1, Kevin Guerrieri1, and Colton C. Strawser1,2, 

1University of San Diego  

2University of Texas – Arlington 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
Universities seek tools that provide a clear vision and expectations for community engagement at the 
institutional level. This study focused on the development of the Community Engagement 
Institutional Assessment (CEIA) rubric to evaluate four key criteria and its application in a pilot 
study of course-based community engagement. The results revealed a significant divergence between 
faculty perceptions and the vision projected in the rubric, which suggests the need for building a 
more collective understanding of and development opportunities in community engagement. 
 Keywords: CEIA rubric; course-based; democratic partnerships; social justice; critical 
reflection; societal issues  
 

There have been recent calls for 
institutions of higher education to reaffirm 
their commitment to their public purposes and 
the common good, as evident, for example, in 
Campus Compact’s (2016) 30th Anniversary 
Action Statement. However, in parallel with 
such renewed commitments, there are also 
increasingly more demands on institutions to 
provide clear evidence of their positive impact 
on communities and their contributions to 
society in general. This has led to greater 
efforts to identify and document, more 
systematically, community engagement 
activities at the institutional level as well as to 
evaluate their effectiveness. An initial step in 
this process necessarily involves clarifying the 
terminology, given that a wide range of 
activities at a given college or university may 
be understood as being aligned with the public 
purposes of the institution, especially at larger 
universities that house multiple professional 
schools.  

In their approach to collecting 
comprehensive institution-wide data from 
faculty and staff, Janke and Medlin (2015) 
marked a distinction between two broad 

categories: community engagement and public 
service. Whereas the latter is used to describe 
“activities that were relatively more unilateral 
and unidirectional in the sense that the 
university provides services to the public,” the 
former is based on the Carnegie Foundation 
definition and emphasizes the “reciprocal 
exchange of knowledge enacted through 
partnership” (Janke & Medlin, 2015, p. 129). 
While this is a useful distinction, the notion of 
community engagement still remains a broad 
category that can potentially encompass many 
different activities. Holton, Jettner, Early, and 
Shaw (2015), for example, identified five 
different types of “community-engaged 
activities”: service-learning, student volunteer 
service, 12-month employee volunteer 
service, community-engaged research, and 
community-university partnerships. Faced 
with a similar plethora of perspectives as well 
as the frustration of some participants—
university leaders, administrators, faculty, and 
staff—whose activities were not considered 
community engagement, Starke, Shenouda, 
and Smith-Howell (2017) proposed the use of 
an inclusive spectrum between “community 
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service” at one extreme and “community 
engagement” at the other, with a matrix of 
dimensions (context, knowledge, outcome, 
and operation) that would emerge from within 
each institution. 

These approaches reflect some of the 
challenges of conceptualizing and tracking 
community engagement at the institutional 
level. In light of these and other studies, the 
present project focused on the design and 
implementation of a community engagement 
rubric that would address a series of key 
questions and needs. First, a clear definition of 
community engagement needs to be identified 
through the criteria in the rubric. Second, the 
rubric needs to be able to evaluate activities 
across a wide range of modalities, and yet, at 
the same time, foster a common set of values 
and practices among different units and 
entities on campus. Third, this assessment tool 
must be general enough to make it versatile at 
the institutional level, but also reflect an 
adequate degree of specificity in order to help 
nurture a shared understanding and culture of 
engagement across campus. And, finally, the 
rubric must be informed by a critical and social 
justice lens and also emphasize the role of 
equitable, democratic, and mutually beneficial 
community partnerships. This article describes 
the creation of such a tool, the Community 
Engagement Institutional Assessment (CEIA) 
rubric (Appendix A), and a pilot study in 
which it was implemented with a sample of 
course-based community engagement 
activities from multiple academic units.  

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 
Over the last couple of decades, dozens 

of assessment tools have been designed by 
researchers to evaluate different aspects of 
community engagement at the institutional 
level, and these instruments come with a wide 
range of components and in many different 
forms including checklists, dimensions, 
indicators, benchmarks, rubrics, matrices, and 
systems, among others (Furco & Miller, 2009; 
Saltmarsh et al., 2009). At the heart of 
designing a tool, initially, is reaching both a 

shared understanding of the terminology used 
and a clearly defined purpose for the 
assessment, especially given that many of the 
existing instruments and models have been 
developed with the intent of being adapted to 
each institutional identity and circumstances. 
As Holland (1997) indicated in her proposal of 
a matrix for analyzing institutional 
commitment to service, the key is “to achieve 
a creative tension between vision and reality 
regarding the implementation of each 
institution’s vision of the role of service” (p. 
33). In this sense, an assessment tool for 
community engagement must acknowledge 
that a diversity of approaches to the work will 
be proposed across campus and, 
simultaneously, provide an aspirational level 
of outcomes. 

The University of San Diego (USD) is 
a private, independent university located in 
California on the border with Tijuana, Mexico. 
The university has approximately 9,000 
students enrolled in undergraduate and 
graduate programs across the academic units, 
which include 20 different departments in the 
College of Arts and Sciences and six different 
professional schools. Over the last 30 years 
USD has developed an extensive and robust 
infrastructure of community engagement, 
which is overseen by the Mulvaney Center for 
Community, Awareness, and Social Action 
(i.e., Office of Community Engagement), and 
the institution has received the community 
engagement classification from the Carnegie 
Foundation. In addition, USD is an Ashoka U 
Changemaker campus, and the anchor 
institution mission is one of six pathways for 
the current strategic plan of the university. All 
these circumstances contribute to the 
institution’s overall commitment to its public 
purposes, positive social change, and the 
common good; however, they also translate 
into many different understandings of what 
community engagement means and how it is 
operationalized. 

As a nationally recognized baseline 
definition, the research team initiated the 
development of the rubric using the 
description and purpose of community 
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engagement from the Carnegie Classification 
(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching, n.d.). It is important to emphasize 
here that our primary purpose was to develop 
a rubric that could be used to assess 
community engagement in different 
modalities across campus: curricular; 
research, scholarship, and creative activity; 
co-curricular; and extra-curricular. However, 
the purpose was not to evaluate the actual 
effectiveness of any specific activity that had 
been implemented given that evaluation of 
that type must involve the full participation 
and co-creation of community partners and 
those affected by the work being done at all 
stages, from inception to acting on results, in 
order to be truly democratically engaged 
assessment (Bandy et al., 2018). Rather, our 
intent was to create a rubric for internal use 
only that would help participants—university 
faculty, students, and staff—to critically 
reflect on their perception and understanding 
of their own activities being carried out off 
campus. Similarly, as the rubric was 
implemented more widely for different 
modalities across campus, it would contribute 
to a more collective shared understanding of 
community engagement.  

Drawing from the Carnegie definition; 
the institution’s mission, vision, and strategic 
plan; and the current research in the field, the 
research team determined four primary areas 
as criteria for the CEIA rubric: (a) democratic, 
reciprocal, and mutually beneficial 
partnerships; (b) societal issues and the 
common good; (c) critical reflection; and (d) 
civic learning, citizenship, and democratic 
values. The corresponding descriptions for the 
four criteria would become the exemplars for 
the rubric (see Appendix A). Staff of our 
community engagement office as well as some 
community partners then vetted the rubric. 
Subsequently, in order to test the rubric within 
a single modality and make any necessary 
adjustments prior to conducting a wider and 
more in-depth study, the research team 
developed a pilot study focused on course-
based community engagement. We selected 
this group of participants given that faculty 

play an essential role in the institutionalization 
of community engagement in higher education 
in general (Furco, 2007, 2016; O’Meara et al., 
2011; Saltmarsh et al., 2011). After receiving 
IRB approval (#2019-201) from the university 
for research involving human subjects, the 
pilot study was initiated. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Participants 
Participants for the pilot study were 

limited to faculty who incorporated 
community engagement projects in their 
courses. In order to identify such faculty, the 
researchers reached out to the Mulvaney 
Center for assistance. A list of 20 faculty was 
collected and emails were sent to invite them 
to participate in the pilot project. Thirteen 
faculty members responded that they would be 
willing to participate, and 12 of those faculty 
completed the online survey. Furthermore, one 
survey respondent did not include the required 
materials for review; therefore, a total of 11 
complete responses were analyzed. 

 

Survey 
The online survey, conducted using 

Google Forms, consisted of eight questions 
and a request to upload any pertinent materials 
for review. The purpose of the survey was to 
gather faculty perceptions of their courses and 
how they would rate the community 
engagement work along the four criteria 
covered in the rubric used for the analysis 
described below. Question 1 (open-ended) 
asked participants to define community 
engagement. Questions 2 and 3 asked how 
many years they had participated in course-
based and non-course-based community 
engagement, respectively. Questions 4–8 were 
on a Likert scale using the following points: 1 
= Not Successful, 2 = Slightly Successful, 3 = 
Mostly Successful, 4 = Very Successful, and a 
response for Do Not Know (no numerical 
designation). Question 4 asked to evaluate the 
overall success of the community engagement 
component. Finally, questions 5–8 focused on 
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rating the success for each criterion on the 
rubric. (See Appendix B for complete survey.)  

 

Methods 
All faculty who agreed to participate 

were sent a link to a Google form that included 
the survey as well as informed consent. 
Faculty were also asked to upload any course 
materials that were related to the community 
engagement experience in their courses. These 
materials were used to analyze the quality and 
existence of the criteria of the rubric. All 
surveys and materials were anonymized and 
given code numbers by a graduate research 
assistant before scoring. Any survey that was 
not completed or did not include any 
supporting materials was excluded from 
scoring and analysis. 

 

Scoring with the CEIA Rubric  
As mentioned earlier, the CEIA rubric 

developed by the researchers has four criteria: 
(a) democratic, reciprocal, and mutually 
beneficial partnerships; (b) societal issues and 
the common good; (c) critical reflection; and 
(d) civic learning, citizenship, and democratic 
values. Each criterion contains four levels of 
complexity or achievement including 
exemplar (aspirational level), emerging 
(developmental level), basic (minimal 
expectation level), and below basic (needs 
improvement level). The four criteria were 
scored using the course materials submitted by 
each faculty member. All three researchers 
participated in a norming session with course 
materials from three faculty participants. 
During this session, discrepancies across 
scores—more than 1-point difference in 
scores—were discussed using the rubric 
descriptors for each criterion. Following the 
norming session, researchers assessed each of 
the remaining participant’s materials 
separately. Scores were entered and examined 
for discrepancies. As in the norming session, 
any score that was more than one point 
different was reviewed until a consensus was 
reached.  

 

Analysis 
Mixed methods were implemented in 

the analysis to address both qualitative and 
quantitative data collected from the surveys. 
Descriptive statistics including frequency data 
were calculated to provide summary 
information on the experience and background 
of participants with community engagement. 
Median scores, instead of the means, were 
calculated for the Likert questions on the 
surveys and the rubric scores due to the rating 
scale and small sample size. Additionally, 
correlations were calculated examining the 
relationship between the variables in the 
surveys to measure how these concepts were 
related to one another. To examine any 
differences between scorers’ ratings and 
participants’ perceptions, Mann-Whitney U 
comparisons were also done. Finally, the 
community engagement definitions provided 
by the participants were analyzed qualitatively 
utilizing protocol coding (Saldaña, 2015) to 
identify with which category within the CEIA 
rubric—community partnerships, societal 
issues, critical reflection, or civic learning—
the definition most closely aligned. 

 
RESULTS 

 

Survey 
Almost all the faculty (90.1%) 

provided their syllabi as evidence of 
community engagement within the course, 
with slightly over half (54.5%) of the 
respondents providing only a syllabus. Some 
of the respondents also submitted project 
guidelines (2), reflection guidelines (2), and 
other documents (5). The experience of faculty 
members teaching courses with community-
engaged elements ranged from two years to 15 
years, with a mean of six years. Survey 
respondents included faculty from the natural 
sciences, social sciences, humanities, and 
professional schools (business, engineering, 
and law). 

Each respondent was asked to provide 
their definition of what community 
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engagement means for them. The analysis 
revealed that all participant responses were 
most closely aligned with the criterion focused 
on community partnerships. The descriptions 
of community partnerships ranged from very 
basic, such as simply “working with a 
community partner or organization” to more 
complex articulations:  

 
Community engagement is the co-
construction of new ideas, learning, 
spaces, and opportunities between a 
variety of stakeholders. I think 
community engagement seeks to 
achieve long-term goals with the 
community with respect to discourse, 
decision making, relationships, 
processes, etc. Community 
engagement also presents an 
opportunity for communities to be 
informed, consulted, and 
empowered. It relates to mutual 
respect and acknowledgement of 
different ways of knowing, doing, 
and being while working toward 
specific goals that create—what 
Paulo Freire would call “liberation.”  

 
One faculty member mentioned 

societal issues more specifically in their 
definition:  

 
Community engagement, in the 
context of course work, offers the 
opportunity for students to learn from 
engaging in the lives of our 
community members. Most times, 
this includes a preference for 
reaching out to underserved members 
of the community, practicing a 
“preferential option for the poor and 
marginalized.” The hope is that 
students will have a “constructive 
encounter with otherness,” thereby 
expanding their circle of concern 
wider than before the engagement. 
Similarly, only one faculty member 
included a reference to reflection in 
their definition: “[community 

engagement consists of] matching 
academic learning goals with 
community needs and also including 
reflection (this is for course-based).” 

 
Finally, almost half of the faculty 

mentioned civic engagement, directly or 
indirectly, in their definitions. For example, 
one faculty member referred to “collaborating 
with people outside of [the university] on a 
project whose goal is to benefit both partners. 
On our end the benefit is student learning in 
subject matter, life skills and awareness of 
local/global issues.” None of the definitions 
submitted included references to all four 
criteria in the CEIA rubric. The themes 
presented suggest that faculty in the current 
study emphasize partnerships in their 
conceptualization of what course-based 
community engagement should entail over 
other essential criteria that appear on the 
rubric. 

With regard to the participants’ 
assessment of the four criteria in the survey, 
the median ratings were 3s for all criteria 
(partnerships, societal issues, critical 
reflection, and civic learning). However, the 
ratings had a wider range for societal issues 
(1–4) than for the other three criteria (2–4). 
Overall, these ratings mean that faculty 
considered the community-based component 
in their courses to be successful at achieving 
all of these criteria even though they 
themselves did not include most of the criteria 
in their definitions of community engagement. 

 

Comparisons Between CEIA Rubric 

Scores and Survey Ratings 
The scores of the researchers that 

assessed the criteria on the rubric using the 
course materials provided did not always align 
with faculty perceptions. For example, in two 
cases, faculty members rated their partnership 
at a level 4; however, after review of their 
materials, the research team scored them at the 
below basic level (score of 1). In one case, the 
partner was not even identified, and, therefore, 
the team was not able to assess the partnership. 
In another case, the partner was identified, but 
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it was clear that the collaboration was not co-
constructed and that there was little or no input 
from the partner with regard to the creation of 
the project. 

 However, there were some cases of 
alignment between the participants’ and the 
research team’s assessment. One instructor 
rated their course at a level 3 on partnerships, 
and the research team concurred. The 
instructions given to students in the following 
paragraph from the syllabus provide insights 
into how the course was co-constructed with a 
local community partner: 

 
You will put the concepts learned 

in section 1 of the course into practice 
by working along with the BCC 
[Blind Community Center] students 
to define and solve a design challenge 
related to the develop-
ment/modification of toys and/or 
games for independent and inclusive 
participation by vision impaired 
children and adults. During the 8-
week period, the BCC students will 
join us on campus for class on 
Tuesdays, and on Thursdays, the 
class sessions will be held at the 
BCC.  

 
Societal issues was the only criterion 

of the rubric in which the research team and 
faculty members coincided in terms of the 
median rating/score (Mdn = 3 each). However, 
in some cases there was extreme variation due 
to faculty respondents believing they were 
strongly covering societal issues at the highest 
level, but the materials they submitted were 
scored at the lowest level. In one case, for 
example, a faculty member stated that their 
course covered societal issues at the highest 
level (4), yet no readings were assigned around 
a particular issue, and the community 
engagement component was left to the 
students to decide (e.g., pick an organization 
and contribute 10 hours). Accordingly, the 
research team gave a score of 1 on the rubric.  

Critical reflection was the criterion that 
had the largest variation between the faculty 

members’ ratings (Mdn = 3) and the CEIA 
rubric scores (Mdn = 1) from the research 
team. In order to earn the highest score in 
critical reflection, instructors had to create 
opportunities for students to reflect more than 
once throughout the course, use more than one 
method of reflection, and have guidance for 
students to reflect on aspects of the 
partnership, societal issues, their civic 
learning, and connections to social justice. 
Many of the faculty members either did not 
include reflective components within their 
courses, only used one type of reflection, or 
had a reflection paper at the end of the course 
with little or no guidance on the content.  

Civic learning was the most 
challenging category for the research team to 
evaluate as this area was focused on how 
students interacted with individuals who 
experienced life differently than themselves 
and provided students with the opportunity to 
describe how these experiences were 
influencing their own civic identity and 
commitment to public action. A majority 
(64%) of the faculty members received a 1 on 
the rubric, as it was unclear whether or not 
civic learning was embedded within the 
course. 

Because of the small sample size, only 
limited statistical analysis could be performed. 
Mann-Whitney U comparisons were done 
between rubric scores and survey scores with 
no significant differences reported. Spearman 
correlations were calculated to examine how 
the various criteria of the rubric were 
intercorrelated as well as how the researcher 
scores correlated with the participants’ 
responses. No significant relationships were 
found between the researchers’ scores on the 
rubric and the participants’ responses on the 
survey, which suggests a lack of alignment 
between how the researchers assessed the 
community engagement and how each faculty 
member perceived their course. These data 
indicate a significant gap between faculty 
members’ perception of their success in 
implementing community engagement and the 
aspirational level established in the CEIA 
rubric, a gap with crucial implications as to 
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how the community engagement is con-
ceptualized, put into practice, and evaluated at 
the institutional level.  

There were significant correlations 
across survey ratings. Overall, course ratings 
were negatively correlated with partnerships 
(rs (11) = - 0.61, p < 0.05) but positively 
related to reflection (rs (11) = .77, p < 0.005) 
and marginally related to civic learning (rs (11) 
= 0.59, p < 0.06). No significant relationship 
was found between overall course ratings and 
societal issues. Partnership ratings were 
negatively related to reflection and civic 
learning ratings (rs (11) = -0.68, p < 0.02 and 
rs (11) = -0.74, p < 0.009). In addition, 
reflection was positively related with civic 
learning scores (rs (11) = 0.62, p < 0.02). 
Therefore, faculty who reported having 
success in their partnerships were less likely to 
perceive their courses as successful at civic 
learning and reflection. Given that 
partnerships was the main criterion that all 
faculty included in their definitions of 
community engagement, it follows that the 
inverse relationship with the other variables 
may impact overall success of the courses to 
fulfill the criteria of the CEIA rubric. 

 

DISCUSSION 
 
When asked to provide evidence of 

effective community engagement within their 
courses, a majority of faculty respondents only 
provided their syllabi. This finding illustrates 
that even when faculty are firmly committed 
to integrating community engagement within 
their courses, the extent to which the elements 
of a comprehensive community engagement 
experience are adequately integrated within 
the course—with high ratings in all criteria, 
democratic, reciprocal, and mutually 
beneficial partnerships; societal issues and the 
common good; critical reflection; civic 
learning, citizenship, and democratic values—
cannot be verified without further data 
collection.  

When coding the personal definitions 
of community engagement from the faculty 
respondents, all responses predominantly 

discussed elements of community 
partnerships. The median response for 
partnerships from respondents was a 3 out of 
4; however, utilizing the CEIA rubric the 
median was a 1 out of 4. This demonstrates the 
importance that community partnerships 
constitute in these faculty members’ 
conceptualization of community engagement 
while simultaneously suggesting that the 
mutually beneficial and reciprocal nature of 
the partnerships may potentially be lacking or 
is not made explicit in the materials. Most 
respondents received a lower score due to 
community partners either not being identified 
(e.g., a requirement to carry out service at any 
community-based organization of the 
student’s choice); not being fully integrated 
into the course (e.g., more than one site visit); 
or not having any level of co-creation of the 
project (e.g., students create a presentation and 
then deliver it at a local school).  

Societal issues within most courses 
were adequately explored, and those with 
higher scores included explicit examinations 
of systems and structures that produce and 
perpetuate inequality and inequity, and raised 
questions of power, privilege, oppression, and 
intersectionality. Most courses actively 
examined a societal issue, but based on the 
provided documentation it was unclear in 
some instances how much attention was paid 
to the various power differentials surrounding 
these societal issues. As mentioned 
previously, societal issues was the criterion for 
which the participants’ responses most closely 
aligned with the research team’s scores on the 
rubric.  

Critical reflection was one of the 
lowest scored items within the assessment 
with the CEIA rubric, but the highest rated 
criterion on the faculty surveys. The reflection 
component constitutes an essential element of 
community engagement learning given that it 
provides students with the necessary 
opportunities and space to draw connections 
among the course material, the classroom 
setting, and the actual experience in the 
community. Critical reflection should be 
ongoing throughout a course and not limited to 
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a short written assignment at the end of the 
term, but, in this pilot study, many instructors 
only provided a single opportunity for 
reflection for a course-long engagement. 
Similarly, the reflection must not simply be an 
account of the experience, but one that focuses 
on the partnership(s), societal issues, and the 
civic learning experience throughout the 
engagement process. Courses that received 
higher scores on critical reflection were those 
courses that addressed these aspects, 
integrated reflection at multiple points during 
the process, and utilized different methods 
(written, oral, and artistic, among others).  

Civic learning was also scored 
relatively low with the CEIA rubric. Many of 
the respondents failed to provide evidence on 
how students would have opportunities to 
interact with individuals who experience life 
differently as a result of their identities. In 
order for respondents to receive a higher score, 
there needs to be a direct connection to how 
students would engage in opportunities to 
examine the contexts and structures within a 
community through inquiry and listening that 
acknowledges mutuality. In addition, further 
opportunities need to be provided to students 
at multiple points of the engagement to 
describe what they have learned about 
themselves in relation to their own civic 
identity and commitment to public action. 

Thus far, this discussion has focused 
primarily on the interpretation of the 
disparities between the faculty participants’ 
perceptions of their community engagement 
courses and the researchers’ assessment of 
those courses with the rubric. However, the 
value of the CEIA rubric itself became evident 
quite early in the very process of its creation. 
The research team engaged in multiple 
discussions over a period of many weeks in 
order to identify the four criteria—including 
the distinctions and areas of overlap among 
them—as well as the nuances both within and 
among the different levels of achievement. 
Another key question that emerged was 
whether the rubric should be designed with the 
intent of actually measuring the impact of 
different activities. However, as mentioned 

previously, the outcomes, assessment tools, 
and measures of success for each community 
engagement activity must be co-created with 
community partners; accordingly, our focus 
shifted precisely to how this work is 
envisioned across campus at an institutional 
level and what is the overall culture that 
sustains it. Similarly, the different modalities 
of community engagement were discussed 
extensively. After creating and sharing the 
rubric with others, a growing number of 
faculty, students, and staff are engaging in 
conversations around how the four criteria are 
defined and what they look like when 
implemented in courses and other activities. 
The scope and depth of such conversations as 
an ongoing practice have key implications for 
enabling a broader cultural shift around the 
understanding of community engagement at 
the institutional level. 

 

Limitations 
This project was considered a pilot 

study for a larger assessment initiative; 
therefore, there are some inherent limitations. 
While the rubric was designed to be applied at 
the institutional level, the pilot study focused 
on a small sample of those implementing 
community engagement practices through 
course-based experiences. The scoring was 
also limited by the documents provided by 
faculty members, which consisted primarily of 
course syllabi. It is possible that more data on 
the courses could have been obtained through 
follow-up interviews; however, there were no 
limitations on the number of documents that 
could be provided—faculty members were 
simply asked to provide materials which 
illustrated how they integrated community 
engagement within their courses. In addition, 
faculty respondents did not have access to the 
rubric in advance of the study in an effort to 
minimize bias, yet this could have also skewed 
the data since faculty respondents were simply 
using a rating scale with general descriptors. 
Upon seeing the rubric, faculty members may 
have rated the success of their own course-
based community engagement lower. It is 
important to acknowledge that the participants 
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and the researchers were using two separate 
lenses to examine the courses. Nonetheless, 
the examination of the discrepancies between 
multiple perceptions and understandings of 
community engagement and aspirational 
visions of the work is precisely a key objective 
of this study.  

 

CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS 
 
Creating tools to help institutions 

clarify and define their mission and vision 
around community engagement work is 
essential to meeting the goals aligned with the 
public purposes of the university. There are 
few instruments designed specifically for 
internal use with the purpose of helping the 
campus to coalesce around a shared 
understanding of community engagement, and 
the aim of the current study was precisely to 
develop a rubric with that purpose and to 
examine its implementation in a pilot study of 
course-based community engagement. The 
results indicated some clear areas of 
divergence between the faculty participants’ 
perceptions of their community engagement 
work and the vision projected by the 
exemplars for the four criteria in the rubric. 
The findings within this pilot study provide 
insights into the areas—strengthening 
partnerships in the community as well as 
incorporating more comprehensive critical 
reflection and civic learning in courses—that 
could be addressed with more intentionality 
through, for example, faculty development 
workshops and other mechanisms.  

The next steps for this research project 
involve three primary areas. The first consists 
of using the CEIA rubric and the results of this 
pilot study to initiate or resume further 
conversations with faculty, both the study 
participants and others, on the vision of 
community engagement reflected in the four 
criteria. These conversations, in combination 

with development opportunities, will 
potentially contribute to shifting the overall 
campus culture towards an approach informed 
by a critical and social justice lens and 
centered on equitable, democratic, and 
mutually beneficial community partnerships. 
The second consists of implementing the 
rubric in other community engagement 
modalities and activities across campus, such 
as curricular and co-curricular activities as 
well as the faculty’s community-based 
research and creative work, for example. 
Finally, the third involves continuing to refine 
the rubric with input from a greater number of 
both members of the university campus and 
community partners in order to enhance its 
implementation. Ultimately, the CEIA rubric 
constitutes a useful instrument for helping 
institutions to delve into crucial conversations 
about the nature of their community-based 
work, for developing a shared understanding 
on how to evaluate their impact, and for 
bridging the gap between their aspirations and 
visions of community engagement and the 
diverse approaches that enact it in and with 
community. 
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Community Engagement Institutional Assessment (CEIA) Rubric 
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Appendix B 
[Return to text] 

 
Community Engagement Course Survey 
 

When responding to these questions, please select one course in which community engagement is 
applied. 
 
1. How would you define community engagement?  
2. How many years have you been engaged in course-based community engagement? 
3. How many years have you been engaged in non-course-based community engagement? 
 
For the next questions, please answer using a scale of 1-4.  
1 – Not successful 2 – Somewhat successful 3 – Successful  4 – Very Successful 
 
4. How would you rate the community engagement component in your course overall? 

5. How would you rate your course in relation to the development of reciprocal and equitable 
community partnerships? 

6. How would you rate the effectiveness of the community engagement component in 
addressing societal issues and the common good? 

7. How would you rate the effectiveness of the community engagement component in your 
course in assisting critical reflection? 

8. How would you rate the effectiveness of the community engagement component in your 
course in providing opportunities for students to describe what they have learned about 
themselves in relation to their own civic identities and commitment to public action? 

 

Please upload your syllabus and other materials you feel will help describe the community 
engagement component of your course. 
 
 

 
 
 

Sandra Sgoutas-Emch, Professor of 
Psychological Sciences, and Kevin Guerrieri, 
Associate Professor of Languages and 
Literatures, are faculty liaisons with the 
Mulvaney Center for Community, Awareness, 
and Social Action. Colton C. Strawser is an 
Assistant Professor of Philanthropy at the 
University of Texas at Arlington and a 
Visiting Research Fellow with the Mulvaney 
Center at the University of San Diego. 

 

AUTHOR NOTE 

 
Correspondence concerning this article 

should be addressed to Sandra Sgoutas-Emch, 
University of San Diego, Department of 
Psychological Sciences, 5998 Alcala Park, 
San Diego, CA 92110. Email: 
emch@sandiego.edu  
 

mailto:emch@sandiego.edu


Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 13, Number 1 

 

                                                                                      18 

 
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  

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

 

Conversations for Change: The Impact of Service-Learning  
Dialogues with Incarcerated Men on Social Work Students 

Yvonne Eaton-Stull1, Kathleen Kocherzat2, and Kerry Edwards1 

1Slippery Rock University of Pennsylvania 

 

2Pennsylvania Department of Corrections 

ABSTRACT 

This article explores a course-linked service-learning project that facilitated social-problem focused 

dialogues between students and men who were incarcerated in a prison. Student reflections were 

life-changing; listening with both their hearts and minds enhanced student learning, increasing em-

pathy, fueling a sense of advocacy, and fostering a plan for action and change. Conversing with the 

men challenged old assumptions and invited students to solidify goals and infuse their career paths 

with civic values and social justice concerns. 

Keywords: community engaged learning, forensic social work, prison, civic values 

 

CONVERSATIONS FOR CHANGE: THE 

IMPACT OF SERVICE-LEARNING DIA-

LOGUES WITH INCARCERATED MEN 

ON SOCIAL WORK STUDENTS 

 Social work educators are tasked with 

preparing the next generation of professionals 

to enhance the lives of individuals, facilitate 

therapeutic groups, advocate for vulnerable 

populations, and contribute to a better society. 

As a result, these students must learn many es-

sential social work skills. Developing creative 

teaching strategies to embed the necessary 

knowledge and skills is critical to the transfor-

mation of the student into a skilled profes-

sional. Service learning linked with commu-

nity engagement offers an invaluable approach 

to fulfilling this goal. Service learning is expe-

riential education to address needs while using 

reflection to reach learning outcomes (Jacoby, 

1996). Donahue and Plaxton-Moore (2018) 

describe community engagement as “a course-

based experience that cultivates academic and 

civic knowledge and skills, as well as values 

and commitments through direct engagement 

with communities and groups working to 

overcome systemic injustice” (p. 3).  

Research on service learning demon-

strates that this experience has numerous ben-

efits to students, recipients, and community 

partners. Effective service learning should in-

clude partnerships, reciprocity, and reflection 

(Jacoby, 2015). Service learning is a high-im-

pact practice (Kuh, 2008; Anderson, Boyd, 

Marin, & McNamara, 2019) “that helps stu-

dents develop skills and knowledge essential 

for success in work, life and citizenship” 

(Brown, McNair, & Albertine, 2012, p. 4). 

Service learning as a high-impact practice 

helps increase students’ awareness of prob-

lems (Blewitt, Parsons, & Shane, 2018); helps 

increase their empathy towards individuals ex-

periencing these issues (Denney & Goulette, 

2019); enhances student communication 

skills, critical thinking, and problem solving 

(Wagers, Pate, Turmel, & Burke, 2018); and 

develops a sense of moral responsibility to 

solve and address issues of concern (Blewitt et 

al., 2018).  
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BENEFITS 

 

 Service-learning projects take educa-

tion beyond the classroom into practical set-

tings where students can apply their 

knowledge, use their skills, and truly grow and 

change from the experience. Research indi-

cates that service-learning projects can pro-

vide transformative experiences for the stu-

dents (Cotton & Thompson, 2017; Gredley, 

2015; Langlois & Lymer, 2016; Roberts, 

Sellers, Franks, & Nelson, 2018).  

 Social work students must seek to un-

derstand the experience and feelings of their 

clients. Truly being able to empathize with an 

individual is a core foundation to establishing 

successful therapeutic relationships. Growth 

in empathy and compassion for the human 

condition are a frequent outcome from ser-

vice-learning projects (Gredley, 2015; Jacobs 

& Walsh-Dilley, 2018; Raikes & Balen, 2016; 

Wilson, 2011). Service learning provides stu-

dents opportunities to work with underserved 

populations, better understand their struggles, 

and learn to care (Collica-Cox, 2020; Davis, 

2015). The student’s ability to see a person for 

who they are and what their struggles are, not 

what they have done, is especially important 

when attempting to establish rapport and facil-

itate change in the criminal justice system.  

The social work value of social justice 

is especially apparent in the forensic settings 

when working with vulnerable populations. 

Social work educators are urged to provide op-

portunities to link social work curriculum and 

values with actual opportunities in the com-

munity to help the student internalize the pro-

fession’s commitment to social justice and hu-

man rights (Robinson, 2018; Rozas & Garren, 

2016). Service-learning opportunities embed-

ded with social justice values result in an en-

hanced appreciation of the struggles faced by 

vulnerable groups and issues of power and in-

equality (Asghar & Rowe, 2017; Petracchi, 

Weaver, Schelbe, & Song, 2016; Raikes & 

Balen, 2016). Mitchell (2007, 2015) indicates 

that critical service learning makes deeper 

connections for students, where they not only 

gain knowledge, competence, and values clar-

ification, but also become change agents. My-

ers, Myers, and Peters (2019) longitudinal 

study supports that these high-impact practices 

can create pro-civic attitudes and engagement 

that continues later in life. 

 Strategies to increase students’ sense 

of confidence and abilities are rampant in the 

social work field, including activities like role-

plays, group projects, and field placements. 

Service learning provides another avenue to 

enhance a student’s professional competence 

(Cotton & Thompson, 2017; Lennon-Dearing, 

2015; Long & Utley, 2018; Lowe & Nisbett, 

2013; Miller et al., 2019; Mink & Twill, 2012; 

Owen, Babinski, & Rabiner, 2019). Essential 

social work skills of active listening and advo-

cacy can be developed by the creation of com-

munity engaged service-learning projects 

(Collica-Cox, 2020; Langellier, Astramovich, 

& Doughty Horn, 2020).  

In addition to their capabilities, social 

workers must be able to engage in self-assess-

ment and evaluation. Service learning’s essen-

tial element of critical reflection facilitates 

growth in this area (Eyler & Giles, 1999). Ser-

vice-learning projects enhance a student’s 

self-awareness and analysis (Gredley, 2015; 

Lowe & Nisbett, 2013; Petracchi et al., 2016; 

Wilson, 2011). A student’s reflection on their 

values and ethics enhances their growth as a 

caring, helpful professional who is prepared 

and ready to address societal challenges and 

injustices (Chooi Lim & Babar, 2016; Clancy 

& Bauer, 2018). Critical self-reflection is im-

portant in teaching social justice (Jacoby, 

2015). Therefore, working with community 

partners who offer opportunities to work with 

diverse groups is another essential component 

of service learning. 
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COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS 

 

This Prison-University partnership 

provides opportunities that the University 

would otherwise not have. In addition to the 

students’ learning benefits, this collaboration 

offers benefits to the community partner as 

well. The free, valuable service that the stu-

dents provide offers potential new ideas and 

programming for the treatment staff to con-

sider. Networking and positive connections 

with the community also occur. Finally, for the 

men who are incarcerated, they have an oppor-

tunity to serve as educators and experts, 

providing knowledge to students while en-

hancing their own self-efficacy and self-es-

teem. 

For those who go to prison, the experi-

ence can have devastating, long-lasting conse-

quences. Although most will return to their 

communities, this will not be without loss: loss 

of jobs, status, resources, and relationships. 

The stigma of incarceration oftentimes re-

mains years after the event. Goffman (1963) 

made it clear that stigma was a “deeply dis-

crediting attribute,” which could only occur 

within the “language of relationships” (p.3). 

Simply stated, stigma is contingent on one’s 

social context, rather than being a matter of 

any specific attribute. In our contemporary 

culture, incarceration often means that the la-

bel of ‘ex-felon’ will ensure stigmatization is 

permanent. 

Partnerships between universities and 

prisons facilitate growth for those who are in-

volved. Research has demonstrated that de-

stigmatization can occur under the right cir-

cumstances. Removing negative labels can be 

a powerful way to neutralize stigma, and re-

search demonstrates that students can play an 

important role in this. A good example is re-

search results from instructor training for The 

Inside-Out Prison Exchange Program®. This 

is an organization that brings “outside” college 

students into prison, joining incarcerated men 

and women who become “inside students” for 

an undergraduate course (Conti, Morrison, & 

Pantaleo, 2013). Here, incarcerated people 

were called “inside students” rather than in-

mates, and the college students were called 

“outside students.” This suspension of institu-

tional labels was an important first step in the 

de-stigmatization process. During the encoun-

ters between the two groups, a safe space was 

created where “negative labels are set aside 

and civility is reestablished” (Conti et al., 

p.164). It is through a new language of rela-

tionships, which must first be demonstrated by 

the group leaders, that normalization of the 

stigmatized individual occurs (Conti et al., 

p.168). Although each service-learning dia-

logue is offered as a single session, compared 

to the semester-long collaboration of the In-

side-Out program, there are still common 

threads: both programs provide a safe space to 

respectfully restore civility through discussion 

and nonjudgmental sharing, in the hope of see-

ing beyond stigma and labels. 

 

THE COURSE 

 

Forensic Social Work is an upper-level 

social work elective course. Forensic social 

work applies social work practice skills to in-

dividuals involved with the criminal justice 

system (National Organization of Forensic So-

cial Work, n.d.). Virtually all forensic social 

work practitioners will work with individuals 

who were victims of crime or accused of com-

mitting a crime. This course spanned the entire 

fall semester (15 weeks) and met for a 50-mi-

nute period three times per week. Course con-

tent included information on civil and criminal 

law, policies, assessment, and treatment strat-

egies when working with clients involved in 

the legal system. Forensic professionals came 

to the classroom as guest lecturers and dis-

cussed a variety of topics in areas such as child 

welfare, interpersonal violence, and prison 

treatment. The semester long project focused 
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on helping students apply their learning to 

problems faced by individuals impacted by the 

criminal justice system. The objectives for the 

service-learning project included: exploration 

of an identified problem faced by those who 

are incarcerated (active listening and empa-

thy), development of strategies to address 

these issues (critical thinking), personal 

growth (self-awareness both personally and 

professionally), and identification of future 

steps (goals and aspirations). Thirty students 

were enrolled in the course; each student chose 

to participate in one of six different pre-ar-

ranged service opportunities. This paper will 

focus on three of these service-learning pro-

jects which comprise the larger category of 

Service-Learning Dialogues with Incarcerated 

Men. The community partner (a prison) as-

sisted in the generation of these projects by 

identifying three relevant and common issues 

these men struggle with: Substance Abuse, 

Mental Health and Recidivism. The students 

in each group developed a list of 10 relevant 

questions they researched and believed were 

related to these issues. These questions were 

sent to the prison treatment staff for pre-ap-

proval.  

 

The Dialogues 
 In order to recruit participants, the 

prison treatment staff explained the project to 

unit team leaders and staff in the Therapeutic 

Community. Selection for participation in the 

service-learning dialogues was based upon 

those whose backgrounds matched the pre-se-

lected monthly topics. Unlike focus groups, a 

research method to collect data on a person or 

issue, these service-learning dialogues were an 

experiential learning opportunity to enhance 

students’ skills and learning. For example, if 

someone had a history of substance abuse 

treatment and that topic was going to be dis-

cussed, the individual would be deemed suita-

ble for that particular group and invited to par-

ticipate. It was also crucial that those who 

were selected expressed their own level of in-

terest and strong motivation to be involved in 

the dialogues. Once this process was under-

way, names of interested participants were for-

warded to the treatment staff who then sched-

uled an informal meeting with them in order to 

discuss the specifics of this project. At this in-

formal meeting, the men were invited to re-

view and discuss the topics suggested for dis-

cussion, to ask questions, and to comment on 

the student-developed questions. The men 

were invited to reject any questions they 

deemed to be too personal or inappropriate. If 

they later changed their minds about the group, 

they were told they could opt out of participa-

tion. All those invited to participate accepted 

the invitation without hesitation.  

Power dynamics were identified early 

on. For example, concern for student comfort 

was expressed during one exchange with the 

staff. Near the end of the informal meeting, the 

treatment staff member asked the men how 

they would like the chairs to be arranged for 

the dialogues. Several older men insisted that 

they thought it would be best if the students 

were asked what seating arrangements they 

would be most comfortable with. At this early 

phase, the reason for this was not clear. On the 

surface, it seemed polite and something a host 

would do for a guest. However, it could also 

belie apprehension by the incarcerated partici-

pants of potential judgment and fear toward 

them by the unknown students who were from 

the University and in a position of privilege. 

Allowing the students to initiate distance 

would mitigate any perceived rejection by 

them. This would follow other research that 

noted guarded optimism and anxiety on the 

part of both the incarcerated participants and 

the students (McAninich & Narvich, 1992).  

Each month (September, October, and 

November), one group of six students, along 

with the faculty member, went to the state 

prison to meet with the incarcerated men, ask 

questions, hear their experiences, and facilitate 
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a discussion. About six to eight incarcerated 

men attended these dialogues each month and 

each discussion lasted for an hour and a half. 

The students previously decided how they 

would facilitate the dialogues. For 1-½ hours, 

the students and men talked about these issues 

of concern. Ultimately, students had to com-

plete critical reflection about this experience, 

gaining a better understanding of both them-

selves and the men, while developing potential 

solutions, suggestions, and objectives (Eyler 

& Giles, 1999). 

 

REFLECTION 

 

 Students had multiple opportunities for 

reflection in this course. Narrative reflection 

enhances the growth in service learning (As-

ghar & Rowe, 2017; Langlois & Lymer, 2016; 

Wilson, 2011). Immediately following the di-

alogues, students, faculty and the prison treat-

ment staff met to share their feelings and in-

sights. Themes that were consistently commu-

nicated by student participants included nor-

malization of the incarcerated men as being 

just regular people, how respectful the men 

were, and how the struggles expressed by the 

men seemed to be in need of innovative solu-

tions. Students were also required to complete 

a final written reflection from the experience, 

addressing civic knowledge, skills, values, and 

civic motivation. The written reflection fol-

lowed prompts in the form of questions. Civic 

knowledge included questions about how 

course content was applied and what they 

learned. Civic skills asked about personal 

growth, such as their skills working with this 

population and any new assumptions they 

came away with. Civic values explored their 

personal values and any desire for personal 

change. Finally, civic motivation explored the 

students’ sense of responsibility for working 

with this population and any influences on 

their future career paths. Additionally, stu-

dents had to complete a service paper that 

summarized their service, explored their social 

problem and contributing factors, ideas for fu-

ture collaborations, and self-assessment. The 

self-assessment delved deeper into the skills 

they utilized and how the experience will help 

them to help others in the future. Content of 

student written reflections were reviewed for 

identified themes and potential future collabo-

rations and solutions. Student reflections 

demonstrated that their learning and social 

work skills were greatly enhanced by this ex-

perience. 

 

Reflection/Outcomes   

Substance Abuse 

Students who completed the dialogue 

focused on substance abuse were significantly 

impacted by the way the men opened up, ex-

pressed their emotions, and honestly shared 

the difficulties and struggles they’ve encoun-

tered with addiction. Students were particu-

larly struck by the men’s motivation and desire 

to change their “personal habits.” Students 

suggested that the University’s MSW program 

might be helpful in supplementing current pro-

gram resources by providing forensic social 

work interns to address rising clinical needs. 

Lastly, a collaboration between the University 

and the prison was suggested in order to write 

a grant to secure funding for additional sub-

stance abuse treatment resources.  

 One of the most valuable outcomes 

was the impact on the students. They stated, 

“Being able to meet with the incarcerated men 

really gave us motivation to continue our edu-

cation so that someday we can professionally 

and compassionately advocate for those in 

need.” Another stated, “This was life-chang-

ing to me. I always knew I wanted to focus on 

drug and alcohol, but having the chance to 

have a conversation with inmates really 

opened my mind and my heart towards the 

prison population, helping me determine ex-

actly where I want to be.” The students re-
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flected on the compassion, empathy, and in-

creased understanding they gained from this 

experience.  

 

Mental Health  

Students who completed the dialogue 

on mental health noted the willingness and de-

sire of men to participate in current group of-

ferings, even as they desired a wider selection 

of topics. The students suggested creating a 

partnership between the prison and the Uni-

versity, in order to collaborate on innovative 

new groups such as animal-assisted interven-

tion and music therapy. Again, the general 

consensus was that the University’s MSW 

program, with a concentration in clinical so-

cial work, would be a considerable resource in 

addressing the burgeoning mental health needs 

of those who are incarcerated. 

 The students were able to truly listen 

and hear the men’s stories and needs. One stu-

dent stated, “I always talk about wanting to 

work in the prison, but now I am thinking 

about what can be done to help these men and 

how I can facilitate change based on their 

needs.” Another said, “This experience 

opened my eyes to problems they face on a 

daily basis and what could be improved with 

better support.” Again, the role of advocacy 

came through as they said, “I want to help the 

community I am working with and be moti-

vated to change the things that need to be 

changed.” 

 

Recidivism 

Students who completed the dialogue 

on recidivism were struck by how they heard 

“over and over how drug use was a major con-

tributor leading them back to prison as well as 

unhealthy coping and poor support systems.” 

Many men expressed a desire to obtain mar-

ketable skills, certifications, and job training, 

but were frustrated that competitive vocational 

education frequently meant having to transfer 

to another facility, sometimes far from family 

and loved ones. Students understood the issue 

of recidivism as being a combination of lim-

ited resources despite there being an ever-in-

creasing, desperate demand for effective re-

entry services. In light of this quandary, stu-

dents offered a “short term” solution: adding 

more intense peer mentoring prior to release 

and continuing for months/years after release. 

The mentors can offer support and guidance to 

help the individual stay on track.  

 The students also proposed long-term 

remedies and indicated their long-term interest 

in rehabilitation efforts. One stated, “I want to 

write policies one day that will help them to 

have the skills and tools they need.” Another 

said, “Coping skills, support systems, and ad-

diction services are all necessary for an indi-

vidual to thrive outside of the prison. I am 

grateful for this experience as it has led me to 

get a grip on what I want to do after I graduate 

and, hopefully, how I can help as well.” 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 As indicated from the critical reflec-

tion, this service-learning experience was truly 

transformational for these students. As similar 

research has suggested, these students gained 

compassion and empathy from hearing the 

personal stories and insights from the men 

(Gredley, 2015; Jacobs & Walsh-Dilley, 2018;  

Raikes & Balen, 2016; Wilson, 2011). It en-

hanced their understanding and appreciation 

of an often forgotten, overlooked population. 

The students were motivated by this experi-

ence and reported that it fueled their desire for 

helping this vulnerable population (Cotton & 

Thompson, 2017; Gredley, 2015; Langlois & 

Lymer, 2016; Roberts, Sellers, Franks, & Nel-

son, 2018). This experience reinforced the 

core values of social work. In addition to the 

student benefits, it was an extremely reward-

ing class for the faculty to witness the growth 

and change in students. Finally, the men con-

tributed to the growth and development of the 
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next generation of social workers…and for 

that we thank them immensely.  
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ABSTRACT 

 
Traditionally, evaluation of global service-learning (SL) programs has been highly focused on 
student outcomes, rather than community impact. Less documentation exists regarding the impact of 
SL on the partnerships between the community and higher education. The purposes of this case study 
are to present the concept of Fair Trade Learning (FTL) as it relates to global SL and demonstrate 
how the FTL Rubric can be used to evaluate a new global partnership.  
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According to the Open Doors Reports 

(2010; 2019) by the Institute of International 
Education, the number of United States 
students who studied abroad for academic 
credit increased by approximately 31% from 
2008/2009 to 2017/2018 with many of these 
students engaging in global service to 
communities during their time abroad. This 
type of experiential learning is highly valued 
in disciplines associated with the health 
professions (e.g., nursing, medical, public 
health) as students usually work in low-
resource countries. Predominantly, nursing 
researchers have focused on demonstrating the 
impact of these global experiences from the 
perspective of the students (Amerson, 2010; 
Amerson, 2012; Amerson & Livingston, 2014; 
Dyches et al., 2019; Kohlbry, 2016); 
meanwhile, negligible literature exists to 
evaluate the impact of these experiences from 
the host partner’s or community’s perspective. 
Ideally, higher education institutions and local 
partners develop a partnership to incorporate 
global service with the host community. But 
how does one measure success in developing 

this type of global partnership? The purposes 
of this case study are to present the concept of 
Fair Trade Learning (FTL) as it relates to 
global service learning (GSL) and demonstrate 
how the FTL Rubric can be used to evaluate a 
new global partnership. 

 

BACKGROUND 
 

Study abroad programs are often 
marketed as GSL experiences. According to 
Hartman and Kiely (2014), five core qualities 
distinguish GSL, which include commitment 
to promoting intercultural competence, 
analysis of power and privilege, promotion of 
volunteerism, designation as immersive, and 
innovation through civic and global 
engagement with local communities. GSL 
relies on the promise of reciprocal relation-
ships with both partners benefiting equally 
(Voss et al., 2015). Furthermore, universities 
along with host-community partners have a 
moral obligation to objectively oversee their 
alliances and provide safeguards to protect 
host communities from exploitation.  
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The growing popularity of GSL 
programs has prompted the examination of 
higher education programs-host community 
partnerships to ensure transactional and 
sustainable relationships. In the past, eval-
uation of GSL programs has been highly 
focused on student outcomes, rather than 
community impact (Lillo, 2019). Prioritization 
of student gain has been at the forefront of 
study abroad experiences since their 
conception. It is well documented in academic 
literature the positive influence of service 
learning (SL) on student experiences, such as 
increased global knowledge, cultural 
exposure, and implementation of learned skills 
in the community (Amerson, 2012; Hartman 
& Kiely, 2014; Oberhauser & Daniels, 2017; 
Voss et al., 2015). Yet catering to the U.S. 
counterpart in global partnerships may evoke 
feelings of superiority related to the colonialist 
mindset of the past in those communities 
(Oberhauser & Daniels, 2017). Less 
documented is the impact of SL partnerships 
on the host communities that higher education 
systems are partnering with. 

An additional area to be improved is 
the lack of evaluation from all parties. Voss et 
al. (2015) examined the development of a 
theoretical framework when evaluating 
mutual benefits in community-academic 
partnerships. The findings resulted in key 
components of partnerships to be “mutual 
decision-making, shared goals, reciprocity and 
meeting community needs” (Voss et al., 2015, 
p. 395). However, when reviewing previous 
literature, Voss et al. (2015) found most 
evaluations to be ambiguous and anecdotal, 
with no measurable way of evaluating the 
effectiveness of the partnership. Jordan, 
Chazdon, and Alviz (2016) acknowledge the 
irony that exists in evaluation of partnerships, 
in that program developers may independently 
evaluate community impact without input 
from community members. A partnership will 
be truly evaluated once community members 
and local partners are involved in the 
evaluation process as integral stakeholders 
instead of recipients of service. GSL needs 
guidance and practical methods for forging 

reciprocal relationships, without jeopardizing 
host communities who are intended to be 
served. 

Hartman, Paris, and Blache-Cohen 
(2014) recognized this gap as well. Resulting 
from the researchers’ extensive experience 
with global learning and service, a set of 
ethical standards for international volunteer 
tourism was developed. These standards form 
the basis of FTL, a method of achieving 
optimal relationships by encouraging more 
conversation about partner interests and needs 
to increase “intentionality” of GSL programs 
with a major focus and feedback on 
community outcomes (Hartman, 2015). 
Similar to fair trade in the economic sector, 
FTL aims to protect all involved parties in the 
partnership and to guide improvement and 
reciprocity among the parties. Core principles, 
student-centered standards, and most 
importantly, community-centered standards 
have all been outlined within FTL. 

 
FTL Framework 

The FTL Principles focus on eight core 
principles, which include: (a) dual purposes, 
(b) community voice and direction, (c) 
commitment and sustainability, (d) trans-
parency, (e) environmental sustainability and 
footprint reduction, (f) economic sustain-
ability, (g) deliberate diversity, intercultural 
contact, and reflection, and (h) global 
community building (Hartman et al., 2014). 
Dual purpose requires a balance between the 
needs of the community and learning 
objectives of students, thereby allowing for 
mutually agreed upon goals of equal value for 
both organizations of the partnership. 
Community voice and directive protect the 
rights of the most vulnerable within the local 
communities by facilitating community 
members to give direction and feedback. 
Commitment and sustainability cultivate 
clarity of expectations for the maintenance of 
the partnership for a prolonged period of time, 
preferably at least three to five years. 
Transparency suggests that both partners 
should understand how decisions are made 
and funds are spent. Environmental sustain-
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ability and footprint reduction are maintained 
by being cognizant of environmental 
initiatives and seeking ways to mitigate the 
carbon footprint during travel. Deliberate 
diversity, intercultural contact, and reflection 
promote intercultural learning followed by 
reflection and encourage diversity among 
participants. Global community building 
focuses on bidirectional learning to benefit the 
local communities, while promoting learning 
opportunities for students to become global 
citizens. 

These core principles are further 
divided into community-centered and student-
centered standards that both play a vital role in 
the success of the partnership (Hartman et al., 
2014). Community-centered standards focus 
on purpose; community preparation; timing, 
duration and repetition; group size; local 
sourcing; direct service; and reciprocity. 
These standards help to ensure positive 
outcomes for the community and its members. 
Annual evaluations of the partnership and 
memorandums of understanding facilitate 
clarity of the expectations when students enter 
the community. Community members are 
prepared to accept students, and group sizes 
are appropriate to alleviate burdens on the 
community. Local sourcing takes advantage of 
the assets within the community and provides 
economic benefits for host families and local 
restaurants. Students engage with community 
members to provide services, but only when 
students have the training and skills to provide 
care that is truly beneficial to members of the 
community. Finally, community outcomes are 
of equal value to student outcomes, thus both 
parties of the partnership receive equitable 
benefits. Student-centered standards represent 
the student side of the partnership with similar 
components, including purpose, student 
preparation, connection to course work and 
learning, challenge and support, program 
length, instruction and mentoring, 
communication skills and language learning, 
and preparation for a healthy return home 
(Hartman et al., 2014). These standards 
facilitate student growth through experiential 
learning using service learning and reflection 

best practices, knowledge of the host country, 
linkage between course objectives and cultural 
activities, student engagement at the local 
level with communities, opportunities for 
language acquisition, and support when 
returning to the home university. These 
principles and standards ensure impartial 
assessment of the partnership for community-
university engagement, and represent the 
goals of both partners in developing a 
collaborative partnership that emphasizes 
reciprocity, community-driven decisions, 
transparency, sustainability, and capacity 
building. 

In a review of study abroad programs 
for college students, Hudson and Morgan 
(2019) found that students who stayed with 
host families were more likely to immerse 
more fully into the local community. This data 
reflects the ideology suggested by Hartman 
and Kiely (2014) that immersion is necessary 
for adequate ‘disruption’ which leads to 
transformation in the student. Furthermore, 
improving students’ knowledge before a trip 
addresses a concern raised by Larkin (2018) 
that partners from developed countries often 
do not address their own privilege and the bias 
it places over the partnership. Recognizing this 
privilege may mitigate the potential for 
exploitation in low-resource countries. Local 
sourcing and transparency ensure no 
dominance is asserted over one partner by the 
other and that allotment of funds is readily 
available to all members of the partnership 
(Hartman & Chaire, 2014). Continual comm-
unication and free expression of concerns, 
values, and needs from both partners are 
crucial to a successful relationship. 

 
Description of the Partnership 

The Clemson University Global 
Health Certificate Program (GHCP) enables 
students from health-related disciplines to 
experience cultural immersion in a foreign 
country using a multifaceted approach in low-
resource countries. The curriculum is designed 
to meet the Interprofessional Global Health 
Competencies developed by the Consortium 
of Universities for Global Health for global 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education Volume 13, Number 1 

 

                                                                                               30 

 
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  

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

citizens (Jogerst et al., 2015) and specific 
competencies at the basic operational level by 
engaging students through GSL and 
strategically designed education activities. 

The certificate program offers an in-
depth curriculum that addresses not only 
global health, but seeks to engage students 
through service with vulnerable or indigenous 
populations. The curriculum for the GHCP 
requires 12 credit hours for completion. The 
program consists of six credit hours of core 
courses focusing on social determinants of 
health, leadership, and collaboration with a 
unique focus on low-resource settings; three 
credit hours of a supporting requirement from 
a social science or foreign language; and 
culminates in a three-credit capstone 
experience where students are immersed for 
one month in a low-resource country 
(Amerson, 2019). 

In 2019, the capstone learning 
experience was held in Guatemala in 
partnership with Nursing Heart, Inc. (NHI), a 
nonprofit organization based in Antigua. 
Students live with host families, attend 10 
hours of Spanish lessons weekly from a local 
language school, and participate in fieldwork 
and excursions with NHI in rural communities 
approximately two days per week. The 
curriculum and activities promote cultural 
humility and education by exposing students 
to indigenous lifestyles and beliefs. This 
certificate program not only provides students 
with the skills to address health disparities in 
international settings, but also prepares 
students to work with an increasingly diverse 
population in the United States. 

NHI is a 501(c)3 organization focusing 
on core values that include service with a 
humble heart, trust within the community, 
respectful competence based on the wishes 
and needs of the community, and safety with 
hospitality for both communities and visiting 
students or health professionals. The 
organization seeks to respond to the health 
needs of underserved communities in 
Guatemala by engaging advance-practice 
nurses, nursing students, and other providers 
primarily from the United States. The desire is 

to build partnerships that foster hope through 
the public health of communities and 
participants. Therefore the organization has a 
dual mission: to improve the health of 
underserved communities in Guatemala, and 
to develop nurses to face global public health 
challenges by personalizing programs through 
trusted partnerships. 

The global health partnership with 
Clemson University has carefully developed 
intercultural activities for students to visit 
underserved communities in Guatemala to 
share in a rich cultural exchange. A curriculum 
was designed by first listening to the values, 
needs, and wishes of the communities served 
and responding through collaboration with 
faculty and local leaders to provide beneficial 
services for both parties. Undergraduate 
nursing students have the opportunity to gain 
exposure to the processes used by 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to 
deliver health care in Guatemala. Non-
licensed students observe and participate in 
clinics with those providing the care. It is 
important to note that participation is limited 
to activities that are appropriate based on the 
educational background and training of each 
cohort of students. Often “wellness checks” 
are arranged in culturally indigenous primary 
school communities, thus allowing partici-
pants to have an opportunity to impact and 
learn about these communities. Post-trip 
evaluations submitted to the NGO suggest that 
students return home excited about the 
possibility of working internationally through-
out their nursing careers. Findings from the 
post-trip participant evaluations are supported 
by an earlier study, which found that students 
returning from Guatemala desired to continue 
international service post-graduation 
(Amerson, 2012).  

Other activities that are part of the 
curriculum include national hospital and local 
clinic tours, along with opportunities for talks 
with local nurses. In addition, NGO 
representatives lead discussions related to 
politics, socioeconomic status, education 
levels, and the health system of Guatemala. 
These education sessions expose students to a 
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broader understanding of the population they 
are serving and of global health nursing at 
large. Some community members invite 
students into their home for visits, which are 
always eye-opening and grounding 
experiences. Standard practice for NHI is to 
use as many local resources as possible (e.g., 
employing women from the community to 
prepare meals, eating in local establishments 
that employ local workers, utilizing resources 
of local businesses and Guatemalan 
translators, and involving local nurses/nursing 
students in health and medical clinics). As part 
of the unique program with Clemson 
University, students participate in a homestay, 
thereby allowing for a more personal and 
deepened cultural experience. On completion 
of any of the programs offered by NHI, the 
staff maintain contact with the communities 
and leaders by visiting them 2-3 times per 
year. This builds on the trust and commitment 
to a long-term partnership. 

 

APPROACH 
 
Building from the FTL framework, 

Hartman (2015a) developed the FTL Rubric to 
provide a mechanism for self-study and reflec- 
 

tion by communities in collaboration with 
universities. Utilizing a participatory eval-
uation approach, one where both stakeholders 
and participants perform the evaluation 
(Saalman, 2020), allows for a more inclusive 
review of programs by including evaluations 
from both parties. The process of evaluating 
the new global partnership between NHI and 
the GHCP began by employing the FTL 
Rubric (Hartman et al., 2014), which evaluates 
13 criteria. These criteria include (a) common 
purposes, (b) host community program 
leadership, (c) rights of the vulnerable, (d) host 
community program participation, (e) theory 
of change (community), (f) theory of change 
(students), (g) recruitment and publications, 
(h) communication, (i) learning integration, (j) 
local sourcing, environmental impacts, and 
economic structure, (k) clarity of commitment 
and evaluation of partnership success, (l) 
transparency, and (m) partnership not 
program. Hartman (2015) delineates the 
criteria based on four levels: entry, inter-
mediate, advanced, and ideal. Table 1 provides 
definitions of the 13 criteria based on an 
“ideal” partnership. Readers who are un-
familiar with the FTL Rubric are encouraged 
to refer to Hartman’s work for more details. 
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Utilizing the FTL Rubric, each partner 
independently ranked the partnership based on 
13 indicators that represent the goals of both 
organizations. Each indicator was ranked 
based on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 to 
4. A ranking of 1 represented entry level, 2 
represented intermediate, 3 represented ad-
vanced, and 4 represented the ideal attainment 
of the indicator. A Likert scale is frequently 
used to measure attitudes or opinions. Using a 
Likert scale with 4 points avoids a neutral 
response, which is common with odd number 
point scales (i.e., 5-point or 7-point scale). 
Responses indicating entry or intermediate 
level are not meant to reflect negatively on the 
partners, but rather to represent the current 
attainment of goals for the partnership. 

The NHI administrator along with five 
staff members reviewed and ranked the 
partnership based on the indicators of the FTL 
Rubric. Representing the university partner, 
faculty of the GHCP and three students who 
previously participated in the capstone course 
in Guatemala completed the FTL Rubric to 
rank the partnership based on the same 
indicators. The responses were tallied, and a 
frequency table was constructed to reflect the 
responses from the university partner and the 
NGO (see Table 2 for the FTL Rubric 
Responses). Due to the qualitative nature of 
the rankings (ideal, advanced, intermediate, 
entry), the mode/s for each indicator were id-
entified. The mode is the most commonly ob-
served value in a set of data. In lieu of a mean, 
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the mode has been utilized to reflect the 
responders’ views for the current state of the 
partnership and to suggest the degree to which 
they believe the partnership was able to meet 
the indicators of the rubric while adhering to 
the core principles of FTL. During the ranking 
process by Spanish-speaking staff of NHI, a 
possible disconnect between meanings of the 
core principles may have resulted from 
language barriers, as the FTL Rubric is 
currently only available in English. One of the 
NHI faculty did informally translate the FTL 
Rubric to other staff members with minimal 
English reading skills. An official Spanish 
version of the FTL Rubric could significantly 
benefit the accuracy of results for analyzing 
partnerships in the future. 

Next, the partners (NHI administrator 
and director of GHCP) shared the ranking 
responses and discussed the perceived 
strengths and weaknesses of each partner. 
Each partner independently and collabor-
atively developed future recommendations 
based on the rankings for each indicator.  
 

FINDINGS 
 
Through the collaborative evaluation 

process using the FTL Rubric, two sets of 
rankings were analyzed. The responses from 
each partner and the mode/s for each indicator 
are shown in Table 2. The responses for each 
indicator from both organizations suggest the 
overall level of the partnership is classified 
between (2) intermediate and (3) advanced. 
Based on these results, recommendations for 
each indicator were compiled based on core 
principles of FTL, including concepts of 
shared ownership, communication, and econ-
omic footprint. 
 
Core Principles of FTL 

Core principles in FTL encourage a 
common purpose with a long-term vision for a 
partnership, not just simply a one-time 
program. Furthermore, protection of rights for 
the vulnerable, transparency, learning integr-
ation, and global civic commitment are salient 
core principles. Recommendations for 

common purposes suggest the university 
faculty share a more comprehensive long-term 
vision of the GHCP with the “new” 
administration and staff of NHI. Both partners 
will continue to discuss the long-term vision 
when looking at redesign or updates of the 
partnership after the initial pilot program in 
2019. The indicator partnership not program 
suggests that while the GHCP faculty are 
aware of the expectation that the program is a 
long-term, ongoing relationship, they 
recognize that NHI staff may not be fully 
aware that faculty of the GHCP desire a long-
term partnership. Some of the universities who 
currently work with NHI do not adhere to a 
definite long-term plan for partnerships. 
However, this intention integrates well with 
NHI, as the organization’s model of care is 
long-term partnerships with communities, 
which requires long-term commitment from 
United States partners like the GHCP. 

The results for rights of the most 
vulnerable suggest that the partnership is 
highly focused on maintaining the rights for 
marginalized populations (i.e., indigenous 
populations). Recommendations are that both 
partners will continue to document and assess 
the needs of the population to ensure care and 
attention to rights of the indigenous popul-
ations within the community. Results for the 
indicator related to transparency suggest a 
high level of success among the GHCP 
procedures and students (e.g., study abroad 
fees, program fees), and NHI will continue to 
be transparent by making time to discuss 
openly and share actual budget information 
with the GHCP. Furthermore, transparency of 
fees should be shared with community 
members who represent local indigenous 
populations.  

The results of the learning integration 
indicator demonstrated a strength of the 
program with functioning at or near the 
advanced level. The theory of change indicator 
related to students suggests that intercultural 
skills, empathy, and global civic 
understanding are strong components of the 
GHCP. 
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Shared Ownership 
For host community program leader-

ship, it is recommended that NHI place greater 
emphasis on community member leadership 
by allowing more diverse input when possible, 
as well as discussing the common program 
purpose with community members and 
empowering them to lead education sessions 
instead of being driven primarily by NHI. For 
host community program participation, both 
partners will strive to increase opportunities to 
connect with locals of the same age group. In 
addition, preliminary discussions for collabor-
ative activities have been initiated with a local 
university in Guatemala.  

The indicator theory of change related 
to the community suggests a need for improve-
ment. In the future the university faculty will 
share and discuss the model of service and 
partnership (i.e., Conceptual Model for 
Partnership and Sustainability) upon which the 
GHCP is built, and NHI will share this model 
and seek feedback from community members 
when seeking collaboration for future program 
development. 
 
Communication 

Overall, communication appears 
strong based on responses. The partnership 
will be improved by sharing more details with 
community members about the reasons for the 
partnership, and NHI will describe more 
clearly to faculty and students the practices 
and specific interactions of the local 
communities and their partnership building 
activities within communities. To improve 
written communication for recruitment and 
publications, the GHCP website will be 
continuously reviewed to ensure responsible 
and ethical photographs and statements. 
Student guidelines are in place regarding the 
ethical use of photographs of patients or staff 
of NHI. In the future, NHI and students of the 
GHCP will revise the final video project 
created by students in 2019 to incorporate the 
elements of a conceptual model for partner-
ships. Conversations with NHI administration 
and the Spanish school throughout the year 

could be further improved by input from 
community members as appropriate.  

Other future goals will include 
ongoing reciprocal communication between 
the university and NHI, with both partners 
providing consistent communication through-
out the year, rather than in the last few months 
prior to the trip. In addition, students asked for 
more information and communication of 
events and agenda several weeks prior to 
arrival, when feasible. For clarity of 
commitment and evaluation of partnership 
success, the indicators suggest an advanced 
level of functioning, but communications 
could be improved and the markers that 
constitute success for each organization could 
be more clearly defined.  
 
Economic Footprint 

The results for local sourcing, environ-
mental impacts, and economic structure 
suggest that this element represents another 
program strength. The GHCP is designed to 
utilize local resources, including host families 
rather than hotels. Small, family-owned hotels 
are used, and meals are eaten in local 
restaurants when traveling outside the Antigua 
area. In addition, Spanish language lessons are 
provided through an established partnership 
with a local school in Antigua. Moreover, NHI 
has a strict community support goal and a 
mission focused on supporting local 
businesses. In the future, both organizations 
will continue to strive to include more 
community members and their associated 
businesses when possible. 

 

LIMITATIONS 
 
One clear limitation is the lack of a 

formally translated FTL Rubric. Anecdotally, 
other organizations have used the rubric with 
Spanish-speaking organizations, but no formal 
Spanish version was available at the time of 
the evaluation. The partners acknowledge that 
communication barriers could have influenced 
the rankings by Spanish-speaking staff 
members of NHI. One major recommendation 
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for future partnership evaluation is the need 
for a validated Spanish version of the FTL 
Rubric to enhance understanding of indicators 
and to ensure accurate ranking. The small 
sample size represents an additional 
limitation; therefore, the findings may not 
allow for generalization to other communities 
and partnerships.  

A second potential limitation exists in 
the FTL Rubric. The rubric fails to include an 
indicator focusing on the university program 
leadership. The rubric could be strengthened 
by adding a university program leadership 
indicator to complement the host community 
program leadership indicator, thus demonstr-
ating the reciprocal evaluation of both pro-
grams working together for a common goal. 
The failure to evaluate the university program 
leadership may perpetuate the colonialist 
mindset associated with higher resource 
universities working in low-resource settings. 
In a critique of the FTL framework, Larkin 
(2018) suggests that educational institutions 
should engage a lens of complicity, which 
explores the practices that pro-mote inequality 
or poverty. Institutions should continue to 
evaluate their own actions that may oppress 
others in vulnerable communities. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
This case study provides a guide for 

other higher education institutions and 
community partners who desire to appraise 
their own global partnerships as well as 
domestic partnerships. Through the 
collaborative evaluation of a new global 
partnership, strengths and areas for 
improvements were determined. Based on the 
evaluation results, areas of strength include 
rights protection of the vulnerable, 
communication, learning integration, local 
sourcing, and the expectation of a mutual 
partnership beyond the typical GSL program. 
The areas for improvement include host 
community program leadership and 
participation, transparency, and common 
purposes. Each of these areas will benefit from 
strengthening communication between the 

GHCP, NHI, and the community members of 
Guatemala. Building on the ideals of FTL, the 
higher education partner and the host-
community partner will continue to develop a 
program with essential elements of 
reciprocity, transparency, and sustainability. 
Furthermore, the needs and input of the 
community must play an equally important 
role in decision-making when designing a 
global partnership with an institution of higher 
education. The concept of fair trade requires 
that lesser developed countries should have 
fair compensation for the products they 
produce for developed countries. This concept 
is also applicable in domestic partnerships 
with local communities with limited 
resources. Higher education should expect no 
less from low-resource countries and 
communities that share their valuable 
resources, time, and learning experiences with 
GSL students from the United States or other 
higher-income countries. Fair trade is not 
limited to economic resources and must 
include educational resources as we strive for 
a more equitable world with social justice for 
all communities. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
This paper explores the potential for postsecondary community-based educational experiences to 
impart the skills employers most desire from new college graduates. We gathered one U.S. 
university’s community-engaged learning (CEL) stakeholders to collect detailed descriptions of the 
behaviors students practice during CEL. Students, faculty, and community partner participants had 
at least one semester of service-learning or nonprofit internship experience coordinated by the 
university’s Center for Community Work and Learning. Qualitative responses generated from 46 
participants were coded and then compared to the top skills business executives and hiring managers 
reported in 2018 as priorities for new college graduates. Data analysis yielded clearer understanding 
of the intersection between career readiness and CEL, as well as a potential tool to aid students in 
better articulating the skills they gain from CEL to future employers.  

Keywords: career readiness, community-engaged learning, civic engagement, service-
learning, nonprofit internships  

 
 
A troubling dichotomy challenging 

American postsecondary education is the 
notion that either we must focus on career 
preparation through vocational training, or we 
can focus on developing students as 
intellectuals and citizens. Post-recession 
economic pressures and the increasing 
politicization of higher education issues have 
fueled polarization on the value and purpose 
of a college education (Parker, 2019). As 
Evans, Marsicano, and Lennartz (2018) 
observe, “Despite the civic purpose of colleges 
and universities, postsecondary policy 
discussions have prioritized private labor 
market outcomes over public 
benefits…suggest[ing] a higher education 
landscape in which civic engagement has 
taken a backseat  to  preparation  for the  labor 

market” (p. 1). Although this dichotomy has 
real consequences for colleges and 
universities, we argue it is false, especially 
when applied to the pedagogy of community-
engaged learning (CEL). To do so, we 
captured what actual stakeholders in CEL—
students, faculty, and community partners—
report as behaviors practiced by students 
during their CEL experiences. Then, we 
compared these behaviors to recent reports on 
the skills employers seek from new college 
graduates. This work resulted in better 
understanding of the intersection between 
career readiness and CEL, an additional 
justification for institutional prioritization of 
CEL, and a concrete vocabulary to assist 
students in communicating career skills gained 
from CEL experiences.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Community-engaged learning (CEL) 

is a curricular or co-curricular model whereby 
students’ academic learning is enhanced by 
institutionally-coordinated experiences in the 
broader community. While activity classified 
as CEL and related terminology can vary 
across institutions (Holland, 1999), this study 
focuses on CEL in two forms: 1) service-
learning courses, and 2) community-based 
internships managed by our university’s 
Center for Community Work and Learning.  

There is a vast literature spanning 
multiple decades on service-learning, 
community-based learning, and other “high-
impact” educational models (Kuh, 2008). 
Within this literature, findings have emerged 
concerning student and alumni perceptions of 
the influence of CEL on their professional 
development and career path (Engberg, 
Carrera, & Mika, 2018; Fullerton, Reitenauer, 
& Kerrigan, 2015). However, research 
focused specifically on the benefits of 
community-based learning for student 
workforce preparation remains nascent. This 
study builds on a small but growing body of 
literature that supports service-learning as 
beneficial to vocational outcomes (Weidner, 
Stone, Latimer-Cheung, & Tomasone, 2018), 
workplace skills (Peterson, Wardwell, Will, & 
Campana, 2014), and career development 
(Hart, 2016; Karlsson, 2016). While the 
aforementioned scholarship provides a 
justification for continued exploration of the 
relationship between CEL experiences and 
career preparation, to date no study has 
mapped CEL-fostered student behaviors onto 
the skills most valued by employers. 

To do this mapping, we drew from two 
key frameworks, both published by the 
Association of American Colleges & 
Universities (AAC&U). The first is the Civic 
Engagement VALUE Rubric developed in 
2009 for “institutional use in evaluating and 
discussing student learning [outcomes]” from 
participation in “community-based learning 
through service-learning classes, community-
based research, or service within the 

community” (AAC&U, 2009, n.p.). One of 16 
rubrics developed by AAC&U, this tool 
outlines criteria for assessing student 
achievement in the following learning 
outcome categories: 1) diversity of 
communities and cultures, 2) analysis of 
knowledge, 3) civic identity and commitment, 
4) civic communication, 5) civic action and 
reflection, and 6) civic contexts/structures. 
The rubric is a useful and well-developed tool 
for evaluating an individual student’s work. 
Yet, in order to understand the extent to which 
CEL facilitates student development of career-
related skills, we needed more descriptive, 
behavior-based language generated directly 
from our institution’s CEL stakeholders. As 
such, we used these six empirically-supported 
learning outcomes to create a research 
instrument to get at the unique manifestation 
and language of these outcomes as 
experienced by our CEL students, faculty, and 
community partners. 

The second guiding framework is an 
AAC&U and Hart Research Associates (2018) 
report that surveyed 1,001 hiring managers 
and business executives to determine how this 
audience perceives the skills and abilities of 
new college graduates. The report concluded 
that: 

 
The skill and knowledge areas of 
greatest importance to both business 
executives and hiring managers when 
hiring include oral communication, 
critical thinking, ethical judgment, 
working effectively in teams, work-
ing independently, self-motivation, 
written communication, and real-
world application of skills and 
knowledge (each ranked by large 
majorities as very important, with a 
rating of 8, 9, or 10 on a 0-to-10 
scale) (p. 11). 
 

This survey is not the only research 
suggesting that the skills today’s employers 
want from new college graduates are also 
those that might traditionally be labeled as 
“soft skills” (Bauer-Wolf, 2019; Hom, 2019). 
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In a survey for Cengage Learning of more than 
650 hiring managers and human resources 
professionals conducted online in September 
2018, employers reported wanting new 
college graduates to possess “human skills” 
that can’t be replicated by automation, with 
communication skills, listening skills, critical 
thinking skills, and interpersonal skills cited as 
the most important (Ashford, 2019). Another 
survey of 500 company executives conducted 
by High Point University in North Carolina in 
December 2018 reinforced the fact that 
employers want institutions of higher 
education to impart life skills such as 
motivation, emotional intelligence, and the 
ability to solve problems (High Point 
University, 2019). However, this same survey 
reported that 67 percent of executives believe 
that colleges are better at teaching technical 
skills than these desired life skills (High Point 
University, 2019; Hom, 2019).  

Based on extant CEL literature and the 
AAC&U Civic Engagement VALUE Rubric 
outcomes, we hypothesize that the skills most 
valued by employers are those that students 
hone during CEL experiences. In an 
environment where higher education 
institutions must navigate “career-ready 
education” demands (Blumenstyk, 2019) in 
combination with practical criticisms from 
employers that undergraduates are unprepared 
for the workforce (Ashford, 2019), this study 
argues that CEL simultaneously offers both 
career preparation and civic and intellectual 
development.   

 
METHODOLOGY 

 

Research Questions 
We designed our study to answer the 

following research questions: 
 

1.  How do CEL students, faculty, 
and community partners describe the 
behaviors practiced by students 
during their CEL experiences? 
 

2.  Do these behavior descriptions 
align with the skills most desired by 
future employers? 

 
Together, these questions address our 

larger research aim to explore the connection 
between CEL and career readiness. 
 
Participants 

To gather our data, we invited 
participation from our university’s three CEL 
stakeholder groups: nonprofit community 
partners who supervise our service-learning 
and community-based internship students; 
faculty who teach service-learning courses; 
and undergraduate and master’s students who 
participate in service-learning or our 
community-based internship program. Our 
inclusion criteria required CEL engagement 
for at least one semester during the past 
academic year; however, our Center for 
Community Work and Learning estimated that 
a majority of the students, faculty, and 
community partners invited had more than one 
semester’s worth of CEL experience at the 
institution. After obtaining IRB approval to 
conduct this research with human subjects, we 
recruited participants via email using a list 
from our Center for Community Work and 
Learning of over 300 university stakeholders 
that met our inclusion criteria. Participants 
were offered a $10 gift card for taking part in 
the research. 

 

Data Collection and Survey Design 
Our first goal was to capture 

descriptions of the behaviors that our students 
practice when participating in community-
engaged learning. To capture these descript-
tions, we designed and facilitated three one-
hour, in-person data-gathering sessions on our 
university’s campus in spring 2018. In these 
sessions, participants from all three stake-
holder groups first engaged in a large-group 
introduction icebreaker. This icebreaker was 
followed by a priming activity completed in 
small groups, and then individual 
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completion of our qualitative survey instru-
ment on computers in an adjacent computer 
lab. Both the board game priming activity and 
the survey instrument were piloted in advance 
by approximately 20 students in a psychology 
service-learning class and four student work-
ers in our university’s Center for Community 
Work and Learning.   

 

Priming Activity: A CEL Board Game 
As we designed our survey instrument, 

our concern was that participants would not 
provide the descriptive language or specific 
examples we were seeking when they 
answered our computer-based qualitative 
survey. To address this concern, we developed 
a priming activity in the format of a board 
game. According to Lavrakas (2008), 
“priming works by making the activated 
concept accessible so that it can be readily 
used in evaluating related objects.” Our hope 
was that by first engaging participants in a 
game thematically based on CEL student 
experiences, participants would be more 
prepared to provide detailed responses about 
CEL student behaviors when completing our 
survey.  

When participants arrived at the 
session, we directed them to sit in tables of 
three to four, with at least one community 
partner, one faculty, and one student. Each 
table was provided a game board, dice, several 
player pawns, and scenario question cards. 
These scenario question cards were drafted by 
the researchers to correspond with the student 
learning outcome categories of the AAC&U 
Civic Engagement VALUE Rubric. For each 
of the six categories, six to eight scenario 
questions were developed (see Appendix A for 
examples). Once seated, all participants were 
instructed to pretend to be a CEL student while 
playing the game. For 25 minutes and without 
intervention from the researchers, participants 
took turns going through the following 
actions: 1) rolling the dice, 2) moving their 
player pawns the number of spaces rolled, 3) 
picking up a card with the color corresponding 
to the game board spot their pawn landed on, 
4) reading the card scenario out loud to the 

other players at their table, and 5) answering 
the question from the perspective of a CEL 
student to the best of their ability before a one-
minute timer expired. When the 25 minutes 
were over, the researchers had participants 
stop the game and announce which player had 
gotten the furthest on the board from each 
table. Participants were then asked to gather 
their things and follow the researchers to a 
nearby computer lab where our online survey 
was preloaded on each machine. Participants 
completed the survey while on site, and then 
departed. 

 

Survey Instrument 
We designed six survey questions 

based on the Capstone-level descriptions of 
the six AAC&U Civic Engagement VALUE 
Rubric student learning outcomes. For each of 
these questions, we asked participants to 
provide three examples of what a CEL student 
says when demonstrating the outcome, and 
three examples of how a CEL student behaves 
when demonstrating the outcome. For 
example, to address the VALUE Rubric 
category Civic Contexts and Structures, the 
survey asked participants:  

 
Describe what it looks like when a 
student collaboratively works across 
and within community contexts and 
structures to achieve a civic aim. 
What does the student say and do? 
What are 3 examples of what a 
student might say? What are 3 
examples of how a student would 
behave? 

 
All six questions had a similar structure, 

prompting examples of spoken and action-
based behaviors participants viewed as 
demonstrations of these outcomes (see 
Appendix B for the full list of questions). 

A unique Qualtrics survey composed of 
three of the six questions was created for each 
data-gathering session. Limiting the surveys to 
three of the six total questions ensured that 
participants had enough time to draft 
comprehensive responses to each prompt. 
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Every question was included in either one or 
two of the three total sessions. In each data-
gathering session, participants answered 
survey questions from the same three 
categories of the VALUE Rubric that their 
priming board game scenario questions 
addressed. 

 

Identifying Alignment with Employer- 

Valued Skills 
     As we were using the AAC&U Civic 
Engagement VALUE Rubric as our 
framework for designing survey questions, we 
opted to also use the AAC&U and Hart 
Research Associates (2018) employer survey 
for consistency in perspective. Specifically, 
we utilized data on the top eight “learning 
priorities that executives and hiring managers 
value most highly across majors” (Hart 
Research Associates, 2018, p. 12). These 
abilities were ones that over 75% of 
respondents identified as “very important 
skills for recent college graduates we are 
hiring” (Hart Research Associates, 2018, p. 
12).  

 

Data Analysis 
Analysis of the survey data involved 

two stages. The first was an inductive coding 
stage where both researchers independently 
analyzed the data to identify the qualitative 
themes and key behavioral terms associated 
with each question category. We had strong 
convergence on our perceptions of themes 
after our initial review using this method. This 
convergence in our themes suggested that we 
could proceed to our second stage of data 
analysis, which utilized a deductive method to 
code the themes and terms from the first round 
according to the eight career skills employers 
most desire from new college graduates per 
the AAC&U and Hart Research Associates 
(2018) report.  

 
RESULTS 

 
The study had 46 participants, with 21 

community partners, 16 faculty, and nine 

students. The surveys administered during the 
three data-gathering sessions yielded approx-
imately 16 single-spaced pages of descriptions 
of the behaviors students practice in CEL 
experiences. After completing both stages of 
data analysis, we identified six of the Hart 
Research themes present in our data: 

 

 The ability to communicate effectively 
orally 

 Critical thinking and analytical 
reasoning skills 

 Ethical judgment and decision-making 

 The ability to work effectively with 
others in teams 

 Self-motivated, initiative, proactive, 
ideas and solutions 

 The ability to apply knowledge and 
skills to real-world settings 
  
We must note that two categories from 

the Hart Research study did not seem 
prominent in our data: working independently 
and written communication. While we believe 
that these skills are practiced by students in 
some community-engaged learning exper-
iences, we set aside these categories to focus 
on the six top-tier college learning outcomes 
that are most strongly supported by our survey 
responses. 

As we organized our data into the six 
categories listed above, we noted that one top-
tier learning outcome listed in the Hart 
Research Associates (2018) report seemed 
different from the others. The outcome labeled 
“Self-motivated, initiative, proactive, ideas 
and solutions” seemed to list specific qualities 
rather than providing a more abstract 
description of learning outcomes. We 
concluded that these qualities are strongly 
associated with leadership, and labeled our 
data category associated with this top-tier 
college learning outcome accordingly. 

The organization of data into six 
categories corresponding with the top-tier 
learning outcomes reported by Hart Research 
(2018) yielded an additional pattern within the 
data. We found that we could identify  
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behavior-based subcategories of skills in the 
survey responses in each of the six categories 
(Table 1.) 

In the data we coded as related to oral 
communication, we could clearly place 
responses into two specific behaviors: 
listening and talking. For example, survey 
responses that clearly supported listening as a 
subcategory of oral communication included: 
“Listen attentively, wait for others to get their 
ideas together, ‘lean in’” and “Actively listen 
to the cares and concerns of those they are in 
relationship with.” In the same oral comm-

unication category, examples of survey 
responses that support the subcategory related 
to talking included: “Speak at community 
meetings articulating their position and ideas” 
and “A student would initiate conversations 
with stakeholders, beginning with representa-
tives from the community.” 

In the data related to critical thinking 
and analytical reasoning skills, we could 
identify the behaviors of analysis, 
connections, and knowledge. Examples of 
survey responses that we included in the 
subcategory analysis were: “Students might 

Table 1.  Learning Outcomes and Specific Behaviors Present in Data 

Top-Tier College Learning Outcome Subcategories Within Data 

The ability to communicate effectively orally 
listening 

talking 

Critical thinking and analytical reasoning skills 

analysis 

connections 

knowledge 

Ethical judgment and decision-making 

empathy 

self-awareness 

evidence-based decisions 

The ability to work effectively with others in teams 
collaborating 

motivating others 

Leadership* 

self-motivated 

initiative/proactive 

ideas and solutions 

The ability to apply knowledge and skills to real-
world settings 

improved class performance 

application 

future decisions 

* This category is the one with the abstract label for the top-tier college learning outcome that we applied, 
with the skills associated drawn from the way this category was described to employers in the Hart Research 

Associates (2018) report. 
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say that they went into the site to analyze the 
meaning of place and space at the community 
site” and “Students would be able to analyze 
the challenges, barriers, and successes that 
their initiative has had and would be able to 
problem-solve potential new solutions to try in 
the near future.” We created the subcategory 
called connections to identify the common 
theme in survey responses like these: “Find 
connections and linkages between the things 
they care about and what others care about. 
(i.e. racial and environmental justice)” and 
“Look for connections between different ideas 
and areas of work in their experiences.” The 
knowledge subcategory in the critical thinking 
group of survey responses includes these and 
other similar examples: “A student might 
claim their knowledge by citing knowledge” 
and “Do research on the systems and 
structures that interact with that civic aim (or 
influence issues in the community).”  

A grouping of responses related to 
ethical judgment and decision-making yielded 
three specific behaviors: empathy, self-
awareness, and evidence-based decision-
making. Responses that supported the 
empathy subcategory include: “They were 
able to humanize complex issues” and “A 
student would be less likely to judge others 
who have different beliefs and values than she 
does.” Examples of the survey responses 
grouped into the subcategory self-awareness 
include: “Students might say that they need to 
assess their own assumptions and biases, they 
might say that their world view has expanded” 
and “When I was in my class, I learned that 
there were differences in my views and the 
people I worked with from a different 
community. I never thought of a position like 
that before until I took this class.” Evidence-
based decision-making was created as a 
subcategory to group survey responses like 
these: “Students would help make decisions of 
their actions at the site based off of facts or 
theories they have learned in their program of 
study” and “Might become well versed in key 
statistics surrounding the issue.”  

The data related to the ability to work 
effectively in teams could clearly be separated 

into the two behavior areas of collaborating 
and motivating others. Examples of comments 
from survey respondents that supported the 
subcategory of collaborating included: “They 
confer with other team members to make 
decisions that affect the whole group. They 
always solicit feedback from the group and 
site leaders. They respond to feedback after 
some reflection” and “Being able to work well 
with other team members in a group.” The 
subcategory of motivating others includes 
comments like these: “They encourage others 
to be open and reach out to different 
communities and activities outside of their 
comfort zone” and “Students might talk about 
the civic activities that they are engaged in and 
encourage others to get on board with their 
activity.” 

For the category we labeled leadership, 
the behaviors were apparent in the Hart 
Research (2018) description of the category: 
self-motivated, initiative/proactive, and ideas 
and solutions. The subcategory of self-
motivated was supported by survey responses 
like these: “1) confidence in leadership ability 
2) self motivated” and “I have grown as a 
leader and student based on the 
responsibilities I was given and welcomed 
new situations and issues I have not been 
exposed to before.” Examples of responses in 
the subcategory initiative/proactive include: 
“The student showing leadership would jump 
up and dive right in—not sitting back and 
waiting for someone else to take charge. She 
would be very interested and open to learning 
about the goals of the organization, asking 
questions” and “Present strong leadership 
skills by taking charge, having owner-
ship/accountability for matters and having a 
strong work ethic to carry out an effective and 
successful team.” The subcategory of 
ideas/solutions includes responses like these: 
“The student may offer an example of how 
he/she/they were presented with a problem or 
obstacle at a service-learning site and how 
they overcame that obstacle” and “She would 
volunteer insights and observations at the 
close of the activity about its impact which 
show thoughtful integration and analysis.” 
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In the data related to the ability to 
apply knowledge and skills to real-world 
settings, we identified three specific skills 
outcomes in the data: improved class 
performance, application of class concepts, 
and future decisions. Responses that led us to 
create the subcategory improved class 
performance include: “They would be more 
attentive in class knowing that there is a 
practical use for what they are learning. They 
would be more engaged in the class” and “A 
student may show more interest in a particular 
subject matter in the classroom.” Examples of 
survey responses grouped in the subcategory 
application of class concepts include: “1) I’m 
taking a class on x this semester, and I’ve been 
able to use a lot of what I’m learning here. 2) 
It’s really helpful to practice the ideas we’re 
learning in class. 3) I love seeing how what 
I’m learning applies in the real world” and “I 
was able to apply what I was learning in class 
to a real world situation.” The future decisions 
subcategory includes survey responses like 
these: “Adapt their current or future career to 
incorporate the greater awareness they 
developed in their service-based learning” and 
“Take the learning with them into their future 
career path as a stronger advocate and ally.” 

Overall, the responses to our survey 
from CEL students, faculty, and community 
partners described the behaviors practiced by 
students during their CEL experiences as 
being relevant to both personal growth and 
preparation for career. These behavior 
descriptions clearly align with the skills that 
recent reports identify as the ones employers 
are seeking from new college graduates. 
Therefore, we have answered our two research 
questions and achieved our larger aim of 
producing evidence of the connection between 
student learning outcomes from CEL and the 
abilities employers regard as essential to 
career readiness. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 
Employers are calling for higher edu- 

cation institutions to better prepare students 
for the labor force by facilitating their 

development of soft skills. In fact, a report 
from LinkedIn Learning (2018) suggests that 
soft skills, including communication, 
leadership, and collaboration, are the most 
important skills that employees at any level 
should develop in today’s labor environment. 
Our findings suggest student learning 
outcomes from CEL are closely aligned with 
the soft skills that employers most desire from 
new college graduates and all employees. 
Therefore, we argue that further support for 
and development of community-engaged 
learning opportunities for students is one way 
postsecondary institutions can answer calls to 
improve students’ career readiness. 
 

Limitations 
An obvious limitation of our study is 

that we collected data from only one 
institution’s stakeholders. Related limitations 
include the inability to generalize findings due 
to the scale and qualitative design of the study. 
We recommend researchers at other 
institutions collect data from their own 
stakeholders to confirm the findings of this 
study. A first step toward confirming our 
findings is to follow our method of using the 
AAC&U VALUE Rubric Capstone categories 
as a template for creating survey questions 
about what students say and do when they 
participate in a given institution’s CEL 
programming. Another step would be to ask 
open-ended behavioral questions about what 
students gain from community-engaged 
learning without relying on the VALUE 
Rubric regarding civic engagement as a 
framework. As we work to gather more data to 
confirm our findings, we also encourage 
others to gather stakeholders to generate more 
evidence regarding student behaviors 
practiced during CEL and the benefit of CEL 
for career preparedness.  

 

Implications and Applications 
One advantage of CEL as career 

preparation is that it can be incorporated into 
curriculum through credit-based internships or 
service-learning. As Ellerton et al. (2014) 
note: 
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If [higher education institutions] 
wish to answer the government’s call 
to prepare the modern workforce, we 
contend that career and technical 
training work best when supported 
within the framework of service-
learning... [U]nlike internships, 
service-learning can be readily 
incorporated into “hard skills” 
coursework without impacting the 
program’s course or credit load (p. 
221). 

 
In other words, community-engaged 

learning, especially in the format of service- 
learning, has the advantage of being inclusive 
of all students who complete the coursework 
for a program of study. 

Of course, community-engaged learn-
ing has value as career preparation only to the 
extent that students recognize the skills they 
gain from CEL and are able to describe these 
as evidence of their readiness in career-related 
communication. The role of faculty and staff 
should be to name the vocabulary of skills 
students gain from CEL clearly, and then to 
coach students on using that vocabulary as 
students describe their CEL experiences as 
evidence of their suitability for employment. 
For example, students who may struggle to 
think of a specific example of a time when 
they used effective oral communication during 
their CEL experiences may be more capable of 
identifying times when they effectively talked 
or listened during their service-learning. 
Students who encounter employment 
interview questions about their ability to work 
effectively in a team can offer specific 
examples of how they collaborated and 
motivated others as part of their community-
based internship. When they describe critical 
thinking experiences as times when they used 
analysis, made connections, or applied 
knowledge, students can provide more 
behavioral evidence of their critical thinking 
qualifications for employment. Each of the 
specific skill areas related to the subcategories 
found within our data can provide students 

with an expanded terminology for identifying 
their own learning outcomes after completing 
CEL, and a more concrete vocabulary for 
describing their skill proficiency. Faculty and 
staff overseeing CEL may support their 
students’ use of and fluency with this 
vocabulary by integrating these subcategories 
into CEL reflection activities (see Appendix C 
for an example). 

Work related to VALUE Rubrics by 
other faculty confirms this suggestion that 
vocabulary facilitated by instructors is 
necessary for students to gain the ability to 
give clear and meaningful answers to 
questions. Vanover (2018) describes the 
importance of consistent language in the 
application of the Civic Engagement VALUE 
Rubric in history courses at his institution: 

 
We learned that it was of dire 
importance that history instructors 
develop a common and clear 
language related to citizenship. For 
example, students struggled to grasp 
the phrase “social institution” 
consistently across different sections 
of the course, and this often led to 
vague responses to some aspects of 
the questions. We identified 
developing a common language 
among instructors as an area to focus 
our improvement efforts in the future 
(para. 8). 
 

If a common, clear language is 
essential to facilitating effective student 
responses in classes, a vocabulary for de-
scribing career readiness skills is likely to be 
equally essential to a student’s ability to 
describe community-engaged learning experi-
ences as meaningful evidence of suitability for 
employment. 

As the Hart Research Associates 
(2018) found, 

 
Majorities of executives (59%) and 
hiring managers (53%) say that their 
companies partner with colleges and 
universities in some way, most 
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commonly to offer service-learning 
opportunities, internships, and/or 
apprenticeships—underscoring the 
weight that employers place on 
applied experience and real-world 
skills when evaluating college 
graduates (p. 20).  

 
Since employers value applied experience, job 
applicants who are able to clearly describe 
their skills in a community context are likely 
to have advantages in interviews and other 
career-related communication. Students who 
engage in CEL can learn to describe those 
experiences with a specific vocabulary that 
highlights the outcomes employers most 
desire. Therefore, students can gain the 
maximum possible benefit from participating 
in CEL by improving their ability to articulate 
their career readiness resulting from CEL 
experiences. 

This vocabulary of outcomes from 
community-engaged learning may also have 
value as another assessment tool to gauge the 
proficiency of students with skills associated 
with CEL. According to the National 
Association of Colleges and Employers 2018 
Job Outlook Survey, “a high percentage of 
students indicated in almost every category 
that they thought they were proficient. 
Employers disagreed” (Bauer-Wolf, 2018). 
Students may be overestimating their abilities 
because of a lack of understanding of what 
specific skills are associated with general 
outcomes such as critical thinking or working 
in teams. For example, a student who may give 
a quick positive answer when asked if she can 
apply “ethical judgment and decision-making” 
may be forced to reflect and consider more 
carefully when asked to provide examples of 
times when she showed empathy, exhibited 
self-awareness, or used specific evidence to 
inform a decision. Thus, the specific 
vocabulary of career readiness skills from 
CEL can serve as a tool to help students 
discern which skills they have learned or 
practiced and which skills they have yet to 
develop, thereby prompting students to 
recognize more accurately their own strengths 

and shortcomings regarding skill proficiency 
related to career.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
If those of us who integrate CEL into 

our work and curriculum do not seek to find 
evidence-based arguments regarding its value, 
we leave this high-impact practice vulnerable 
to losing support from those who seek a 
stronger emphasis on career training in higher 
education. Future research should further 
establish that community-engaged learning is 
not an “either/or” practice that takes time away 
from vocational training. Rather, CEL is a 
“both/and” practice that allows students to 
enhance their academic learning while at the 
same time developing the pragmatic soft skills 
that make them valued members of today’s 
labor force. 
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Appendix A  
(Click here to return to text.) 

 

Examples of Board Game Scenario Card Questions 

Diversity of Communities and Cultures: Demonstrates evidence of adjustment in own 

attitudes and beliefs because of working within and learning from diversity of communities 

and cultures. Promotes others’ engagement with diversity.  

Corresponds with AAC&U Civic Engagement VALUE Rubric Category 1. Questions aimed 

to get participants thinking and talking about differences in culture and identity. 

Example: Another classmate seems reluctant to participate in the community-engaged 

learning assignment because she’s unsure how to talk to someone from another cultural 

background. What do you say to her?  

Analysis of Knowledge: Connects and extends knowledge (facts, theories, etc.) from one’s 

own academic study/field/discipline to civic engagement and to one’s own participation in 

civic life, politics, and government.  

Corresponds with VALUE Rubric Category 2. Questions aimed to get participants thinking 

and talking about how what is learned in school is connected to other contexts. 

Example: During the Thanksgiving break, one of your family members asks you, “How’s 

school going? Are you learning anything that will help you in the ‘real world’?” You feel 

annoyed by this question, and you want to help this person understand that what you do at 

school is very relevant to being a productive and engaged person in the “real world.” What do 

you say about how your field of study is relevant to living in society? 

Civic Identity and Commitment: Provides evidence of experience in civic engagement 

activities and describes what she/he has learned about her or himself as it relates to a 

reinforced and clarified sense of civic identity and continued commitment to public action.  

Corresponds with VALUE Rubric Category 3. Questions aimed to get participants thinking 

and talking about a clear sense of civic identity and obligation formed from accumulated 

experiences. 

Example: In one of your classes, you are assigned to write an essay describing one experience 

when you played an important role in your community and did something concrete to make 

your community better. What do you say in this essay? 

Civic Communication: Tailors communication strategies to effectively express, listen, and 

adapt to others to establish relationships to further civic action.  

Corresponds with VALUE Rubric Category 4. Questions aimed to get participants thinking 

and talking about audience analysis and adapting communication to be effective in activism. 

Example: As a class assignment, you are spending a few hours tutoring adult English as a 

second language learners. One of the people you’re tutoring notices a button on your backpack 
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indicating your support for DACA recipients, and he points at it and smiles. You’re not sure if 

he’s indicating that he is himself a DACA recipient or if he just supports the program. What do 

you say to start a conversation with this person about DACA? How do you respond in that 

conversation? 

Civic Action and Reflection: Demonstrates independent experience and shows initiative in 

team leadership of complex or multiple civic engagement activities, accompanied by reflective 

insights or analysis about the aims and accomplishments of one’s actions. 

Corresponds with VALUE Rubric Category 5. Questions aimed to get participants thinking 

and talking about what it takes to get things done in civic contexts. 

Example: A friend of yours insists that there is nothing that can be done about a particular 

social issue. He says that lobbyists have paid our government leaders so much money that 

citizens have little ability to influence government leaders. How do you respond to encourage 

your friend to be socially active despite these factors? 

 

Civic Contexts/Structures: Demonstrates ability and commitment to collaboratively work 

across and within community contexts and structures to achieve a civic aim. 

Corresponds with VALUE Rubric Category 6. These questions aim to get participants thinking 

and talking about the experience of collaborating to advocate for and support a civic issue. 

Example: You live in an apartment building with a diverse population of people of different 

ages and from different cultural communities. You learn that the city council proposes to 

restrict parking in front of your building, a change that will negatively impact the building’s 

residents. How do you let your neighbors in the building know about this proposed change, 

and how do you motivate them to act? 
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Appendix B  

(Click here to return to text.) 

 

Survey Questions for Participants 
 

Question 1. Written to correspond with AAC&U Civic Engagement VALUE Rubric Category 1: 

Diversity of Communities and Cultures 

Describe what it looks like when a student demonstrates evidence of adjustment in own attitudes 

and beliefs because of working with and learning from diverse communities and cultures. What 

does the student say and do? 

 What are 3 examples of what a student might say? 

 What are 3 examples of how a student would behave? 

 

Question 2. Written to correspond with VALUE Rubric Category 2: Analysis of Knowledge 

Describe what it looks like when a student connects and extends knowledge (facts, theories, etc.) 

from the student’s own academic field to participation in community engaged learning. What does 

the student say and do? 

 What are 3 examples of what a student might say? 

 What are 3 examples of how a student would behave? 

 

Question 3. Written to correspond with VALUE Rubric Category 3: Civic Identity and 

Commitment 

Describe what it looks like when a student is able to describe what he/she/they have learned about 

self from civic engagement, and when a student has a continued commitment to civic engagement 

after course requirements are complete because his/her/their identity has been changed by 

community engaged learning. What does the student say and do? 

 What are 3 examples of what a student might say? 

 What are 3 examples of how a student would behave? 

 

Question 4. Written to correspond with VALUE Rubric Category 4: Civic Communication 

Describe what it looks like when a student tailors communication strategies to express, listen to, 

and adapt to others to establish relationships to further civic action. What does the student say and 

do? 

 What are 3 examples of what a student might say? 

 What are 3 examples of how a student would behave? 
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Question 5. Written to correspond with VALUE Rubric Category 5: Civic Action and Reflection 

Describe what it looks like when a student shows initiative in team leadership of civic engagement 

activities and can articulate insights or analysis of the success of these engagement activities. What 

does the student say and do? 

 What are 3 examples of what a student might say? 

 What are 3 examples of how a student would behave? 

 

Question 6. Written to correspond with VALUE Rubric Category 6: Civic Contexts and 

Structures 

Describe what it looks like when a student collaboratively works across and within community 

contexts and structures to achieve a civic aim. What does the student say and do? 

 What are 3 examples of what a student might say? 

 What are 3 examples of how a student would behave? 
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Appendix C  
(Click here to return to text.) 

 

Reflection Questions to Develop Students’ Familiarity with  

Career Readiness Vocabulary to Describe CEL 

 

Example questions faculty or staff may use to emphasize career readiness in student reflection 

assignments regarding community-engaged learning experiences: 

 Describe a time during your CEL experience that you used good oral communication skills. 

In your answer, please give examples of how you practiced asking questions, engaged in 

good listening, or spoke with others effectively. 

 Describe a time during your CEL experience that you worked effectively with others in 

teams. In your answer, please give examples of times when you effectively collaborated 

with others or when you motivated or encouraged others to work well together. 

 Describe a time during your CEL experience that you applied your knowledge and skills to 

real world contexts. In your answer, please give examples of times when your experiences 

in your CEL assignment helped you to perform better in class, times when you applied 

something you learned in class to what you were doing for your CEL project, or times when 

your CEL project influenced decisions you made about your major or your career. 

 Describe a time during your CEL experience when you practiced ethical judgment and 

decision-making. In your answer, please give examples of times when you learned or 

practiced empathy for others, you gained a greater awareness of your own standpoint or the 

perspectives of others, or you used evidence for arguments you made. 

 Describe a time during your CEL experience that you used critical thinking and analytical 

reasoning skills. In your answer, please give examples of times when you analyzed a 

situation to know what to do, when you made connections between your knowledge from 

different contexts, or when you strengthened your knowledge of a subject. 

 Describe a time during your CEL experience that you showed leadership. In your answer, 

please give examples of when you were self-motivated, when you showed initiative or were 

proactive, or when you contributed ideas and solutions.
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ABSTRACT 

 
This collaborative autoethnographic research study examines the motivations, experiences, and 
professional outcomes of seven community engagement practitioner-scholars who served in a high-
level elected position in a community engagement research association and its affiliated graduate 
student network. The findings highlight the role of professional associations and graduate student 
networks in facilitating professional development for next generation community engagement 
practitioner-scholars, such as supporting them in creating connections, expanding networks, 
developing professional identities, and cultivating cultural capital.   

Keywords: graduate students, professional associations, leadership, collaborative research  

 
Graduate students are increasingly 

“committed to equality, social justice, civic 
duty, and the public purposes of higher 
education” (Doberneck et al., 2017, p. 122), 
which warrants more attention to the 
development of their community-engaged 
teaching, scholarship, and service than in past 
generations. Doberneck et al. (2017) and other 
scholars (e.g., Dostilio, 2017; Kniffin et al., 
2016; Morin et al., 2016; O’Meara, 2008a; 
Post et al., 2016) have explored what is needed 
to develop the next generation of community 
engagement (CE) practitioner-scholars. We 
use the term CE practitioner-scholars here to 
refer to individuals in the CE field who practi- 

 
ctice, support, and/or study service learning 
and/or CE, including but not limited to faculty, 
students, and professional staff in higher 
education or community settings (i.e., non-
profit professionals, community organizers). 
While existing literature examines the role of 
academic graduate programs in the develop-
ment of CE practitioner-scholars, less has been 
written about the role of professional associ-
ations and networks. To this end, this study 
examines how service in a high-level, elected 
position in a CE professional association and 
network facilitated professional development 
for early career CE practitioner-scholars. 
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Specifically, this exploratory qualit-
ative research study examined the motiv-
ations, experiences, and professional out-
comes of individuals who served as chair and 
chair-elect of the International Association on 
Research in Service-Learning and Community 
Engagement (IARSLCE) Graduate Student 
Network (GradSN). As an affiliate member 
interest group of IARSLCE, the mission of the 
GradSN is to cultivate a community of 
emerging scholars in the field of service 
learning and community engagement (SLCE), 
which is accomplished through professional 
development, mentorship, and networking 
opportunities (IARSLCE, n.d.). The GradSN 
was established in 2008, and as of the 
completion of this study, seven individuals 
served as chair or chair-elect of the network1. 
 
Responsibilities of and learning opportunities 
for the chair include, but are not limited to:  

• convening a group of graduate students 
virtually;  
• serving on the IARSLCE board and 
liaising between graduate students and the 
board; 
• learning about association policies and 
politics; 
• serving on additional committees or 
projects as appropriate; 
• supporting annual conference planning; 
and 
• mentoring and supporting successors in 
the chair role and other elected roles. 

 
By examining the responsibilities, 

opportunities, and related experiences of those 
who served as chair, our study presents a more 
nuanced understanding of the extent to which 
positional leadership (i.e., formal roles) in a 
CE professional association and network 
facilitated professional development for CE 
practitioner-scholars. 

We begin by situating our study within 
current literature on the professional develop-
ment of early career CE practitioner-scholars 

                                                             
1 Five of the seven chairs are also authors of this article. Therefore, we use first person when 

discussing the participants of the study. 

and graduate students. Next, we describe the 
study’s research design and approach to data 
analysis. We then present the findings and 
discuss three major themes that emerged, as 
well as the strengths and limitations of the 
study. Lastly, we discuss implications and 
provide recommendations for practice and 
research. 
 

BACKGROUND 
 

The impetus for this study primarily 
came from our experiences as chair of the 
GradSN. Four of us—a chair-elect, chair, 
immediate past-chair, and former chair—were 
on a conference call to discuss a GradSN 
strategic plan. While working on the strategic 
plan together, we began reflecting on our 
experiences with the network and association, 
from which surfaced that we each 
professionally benefited from our time as chair 
(and even chair-elect). For example, we 
developed relevant knowledge and skills and 
connected to mentors that helped us further 
our professional careers in CE. As CE 
practitioner-scholars, we were also aware of 
scholarly work being done around competency 
development for CE practitioner-scholars and 
also for graduate students interested in CE. 
Competency development is a growing area of 
focus within the CE field, including the recent 
development of CE competencies for graduate 
and professional students (Doberneck et al., 
2017) and early career community engage-
ment professionals (Dostilio, 2017). While 
identifying what competencies are needed for 
the professional development of CE pract-
itioner-scholars is necessary, it is not enough. 
We must also examine, in more depth, the 
ways those competencies—and professional 
development in general—are fostered. 

While many established CE pract-
itioner-scholars adopted a CE emphasis in 
their research, teaching, and practice mid-to-
late career, the current research and the 
authors’ experiences suggest “next-
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generation” practitioner-scholars choose to 
integrate CE into their scholarship and 
practice in earlier stages of their career (Post 
et al., 2016). Socialization toward CE 
scholarship and practice can begin early on in 
academic graduate programs, as well as extend 
into participation in professional networks and 
associations (O’Meara, 2008a). Morin et al. 
(2016) note a recent positive trend indicating 
more graduate students are completing CE 
dissertations, engaging in interdisciplinary 
research, and joining CE networks and 
associations than a decade ago. Despite 
progress in these areas, challenges remain for 
both early career CE practitioner-scholars and 
graduate students to find opportunities to 
develop professionally. 

Drawing from our own experiences, 
we know that prior to entering graduate 
school, CE practitioner-scholars may 
encounter difficulty selecting a graduate 
program open to CE scholarship. Graduate 
students may also find difficulty choosing 
advisors and developing committees that have 
the skills and knowledge to understand and 
support CE dissertations (Franz, 2013; Jaeger 
et al., 2011). Differences in the norms and 
expectations from various degree programs 
and fields present additional hurdles. 
Community engagement dissertations can be 
found in higher numbers in certain fields of 
study (e.g., education and public health) than 
in other fields, perhaps because professional 
degree programs in these fields often have a 
strong community presence (Jaeger et al., 
2014). However, DelNero (2017) found that in 
other fields, such as biomedical engineering, 
CE is implicitly in tension with conventional 
scholarship or even discouraged, potentially 
leading emerging practitioner-scholars to 
“perpetuate traditional attitudes toward 
teaching, research, and service” (p. 105). 
Moreover, graduate students committed to CE 
must navigate and attempt to integrate the field 
of CE and their field of study. This includes 
mastering the foundational scholarship of 
engagement and collaboration, as well as 
foundational scholarship in their disciplinary 
field (Doberneck et al., 2017). 

Further, even if graduate students are 
able to pursue CE research or teaching 
opportunities within their graduate program, 
continuing to do so in their professional 
teaching, research, or practice post-graduation 
may be difficult. Graduate students may find 
that challenges they faced as students extend 
into the faculty reward systems, where 
promotion and tenure structures often 
undervalue CE. There can be challenges to 
obtaining funding for CE projects or 
inadequate institutional support to continue 
this type of work (O’Meara & Jaeger, 2006). 
For example, many grants are designed to 
award funding to a “primary investigator” 
rather than collaborative teams (Kniffin & 
Janke, 2019), and CE practitioner-scholars 
may not find these systems align with their 
collaborative scholarship. 

To address some of these challenges, 
Kniffin et al. (2016) advocate that established 
professionals in the field create “front doors” 
(i.e., direct entry points) for early career CE 
practitioner-scholars (e.g., through doctoral 
programs centered on CE theory and practice) 
instead of expecting these graduate students 
and early career professionals to navigate and 
negotiate their own way into the field. These 
front doors may currently be found within 
formal learning settings, such as graduate 
programs and certificates. For example, 
Merrimack College offers a Master of 
Education in Community Engagement 
graduate degree (Merrimack College, n.d.). 
Similarly, Michigan State University offers a 
Graduate Certificate in Community Engage-
ment program that can be added on to the 
primary graduate program of any graduate or 
professional student currently enrolled at the 
university (Michigan State University, n.d.). 
However, other front doors may be found 
within non-formal learning settings, such as 
professional networks and associations. 

As previously outlined, IARSLCE 
supports a Graduate Student Network 
(GradSN) that is designed to connect, mentor, 
and prepare graduate students for CE research, 
teaching, and practice. Additional similar 
programs offered by other professional 
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associations include the Imagining America 
(IA) Publicly Active Graduate Education 
(PAGE) Fellows program (Imagining 
America, n.d.) and the Engagement 
Scholarship Consortium (ESC) Emerging 
Engagement Scholars Workshop (EESW) 
(Engagement Scholarship Consortium, n.d.). 
While formal graduate programs and 
certificates may certainly help address the 
challenge of finding support for CE research, 
teaching, and practice while in graduate 
school, opportunities found through profess-
ional associations may offer support both 
during and after formal graduate education. 

In this study, we examined our own 
experiences as chair of the GradSN to better 
understand the role of CE professional 
associations and networks in the development 
of early career CE practitioner-scholars. The 
primary research question guiding this study 
was: How do the past-chairs, chair, and chair-
elect of the IARSLCE GradSN describe their 
experiences of navigating community 
engagement professional development as part 
of this role? The secondary research questions 
were: (a) What were their motivations for 
entering into this role? (b) What significant 
experiences have they had as a result of being 
in this role? (c) What has been the impact of 
being in this role, in terms of their professional 
development? 

 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND 

METHODOLOGY 

 
As CE practitioner-scholars, we value 

creating democratic processes for generating 
knowledge. Therefore, we chose to employ a 
collaborative autoethnographic method to 
create an inclusive and collaborative process 
to generate and analyze data in this study. 
Autoethnography is “an approach to quality-
ative inquiry in which a researcher recounts a 
story of [their] own personal experience, 
coupled with an ethnographic analysis of the 
cultural context and implications of that 
experience” (Lapadat, 2017, p. 589). Data 
sources in autoethnographic studies include 
individual reflective writing based on prompts 

that encourage a “critically reflexive lens” 
towards self-identification, inclusivity, inter-
sectionality, and positionality (Hughes et al., 
2012, p. 214). 

Collaboration adds rigor to the 
interpretation of self-narratives: “When 
several researchers work together, the 
different disciplinary and experiential 
perspectives they bring to bear can deepen the 
analytical and interpretive components” 
(Lapadat, 2017, p. 598). Collaborative auto-
ethnography has been used to explore 
experiences with third spaces in teacher 
education (Taylor et al., 2014), identity in 
education (Toyosaki et al., 2009), and 
motherhood (Geist-Martin et al., 2010), where 
individual self-narratives are probed and 
expanded to provide an understanding that is 
an “additive accumulation of these insights” 
(Geist-Martin et al., 2010, p. 12). Ngunjiri et 
al. (2010) offer an iterative four-step process 
of collaborative ethnography that includes: 

(1) self-writing and reflection subseque-
ntly shared and probed in a preliminary 
round of data collection;  
(2) a second round of self-writing, sharing, 
and probing built on preliminary data and 
analysis;  
(3) data analysis and interpretation 
involving a first round of individual data 
review and coding followed by collective 
meaning-making; and 
(4) an initial stage of individual report 
writing followed by final group writing.  

 
In the following sections, we describe 

how we adapted this process to fit the goals of 
the study. 

 

Participant Selection and Sample 
In this exploratory qualitative study, 

we used purposive sampling (Chein, 1981) to 
select seven participant-researchers who 
represent each of the chairs as of 2018 (five 
past-chairs, one current chair, and one chair-
elect [all henceforth referred to as chairs]). 
Purposive sampling focuses on selecting a 
sample from which the most can be learned, 
and the sample is selected “precisely because 
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of their special experience and competence” 
(Chein, 1981, p. 440). Although there are other 
active members of the GradSN, the chair 
historically spends more time engaged in the 
administrative and organizational tasks of the 
GradSN. Additionally, the chair serves as a 
voting member of and liaison to the IARSLCE 
board. These additional responsibilities make 
the positional role of chair unique in what it 
both requires and offers to those elected to this 
role.  

Each of the seven participant-
researchers agreed to co-develop the research 
design of this study and were all listed as 
researchers in our Institutional Review Board 
proposal, which was approved before data 
collection. All seven participants identify as 
White, cisgender females, from the United 
States, and had completed or were pursuing 
doctoral degrees related to education at the 
time of this study. The participants held 
various professional roles during data collect-
ion, including one nonprofit professional, one 
tenured faculty member, one administrator, 
one hybrid administrator and tenured faculty 
member, and three enrolled graduate students 
with full-time professional roles in education. 
 
Subjectivity Statement 

Our identities are both the subject of 
this research and a dynamic component of our 
research lens. In this section, we reflect on 
how our salient identities influenced our study, 
as we believe it is important to share our 
identities as both the participants and research-
ers of this study so other practitioner-scholars 
can contextualize and problematize our work. 
While we previously shared information about 
all seven participant-researchers in the sample 
description, this subjectivity statement repre-
sents only the thoughts of this paper’s authors. 
We represent the participant-researchers who 
most influenced the development of the 
research design, the data analysis, and the final 
writing.  

Our identities as White women from 
the United States who were each completing 
doctoral degrees while chair are particularly 
relevant given our leadership role in an 

association like IARSLCE. Since the associ-
ation is international in scope, and the GradSN 
is open to members seeking any graduate 
degree, one might expect more diverse 
identities in its leadership. Yet, the homo-
genous make-up of the chairs in terms of race, 
gender, nationality, and degree type does not 
reflect the diversity of CE practitioner-
scholars and graduate students in the GradSN, 
IARSLCE, or the larger CE field. We are 
aware that it is problematic that the homo-
geneity of those in leadership roles is not 
reflective of the heterogeneity of the broader 
field. This awareness grew during analysis and 
final writing and led us to reflect on the 
process by which we determined the purpose 
of this study. 

Our identities aided our entry into the 
chair role (i.e., being invited/mentored by 
other White women with doctoral degrees), as 
well as access to resulting professional 
development through this role. Throughout the 
study, we have weighed the benefits to the CE 
field of investing time and energy to share our 
own experiences versus interrogating the role 
of identity, power, and privilege in CE 
professional development. Ultimately, our 
experiences with this study have called us to 
use our insider status to the GradSN to begin 
to uncover, highlight, and challenge the 
practices and structures that may have led to 
this lack of diversity in its leadership.  

While the focus of this essay is to 
problematize CE professional development, it 
is also important to note that issues of identity 
and equity are also relevant in CE work itself. 
Service-learning courses often send students 
who are predominantly White and privileged 
(Becker & Paul, 2015) into communities of 
color. This can perpetuate White saviorism by 
producing situations where White students 
“help” or “serve” communities of color or 
issues of “double consciousness” where 
students of color may be “conflicted about 
doing the ‘serving’ when there are members of 
[their] community who remain ‘those served’” 
(Hickmon, 2015, p. 86). Our Whiteness in 
particular has implications both for this study 
and in our practice of CE.  
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While recognizing key similarities, we 
also note that what differentiates us are our 
disciplinary backgrounds, including adult 
education, higher education, urban education, 
educational and cultural studies, public 
administration, environmental education, and 
leadership studies. This disciplinary diversity 
led us to consult a breadth of scholarly areas in 
both our study design and the data analysis. 
We also have varying years of experience in 
the CE field (e.g., early career to post-tenure), 
and we have held different and sometimes 
simultaneous roles during this study, including 
student, graduate assistant, staff, faculty, and 
nonprofit professional. Our diversity of 
academic and professional backgrounds and 
experiences provided varied and rich 
perspectives from which to approach data 
analysis and writing.  

Recognizing we each had unique 
personal and professional circumstances, we 
carefully approached our research process 
with attention toward flexibility and 
inclusivity. Chang et al. (2016) describe the 
difficulty of including just four people in their 
collaborative autoethnography; therefore, as a 
group of five authors (and seven participant-
researchers), we knew attention to our process 
was needed. Our respective professional roles 
and personal commitments evolved 
throughout the course of this research project 
(spanning over two years), which impacted 
our availability to collaborate. These 
challenges were likely heightened due to the 
nature of graduate student life, in addition to 
academic career progression.  

Throughout the study, we used 
conference calls and email to check in with 
each other about our multiple roles, made our 
commitments transparent, and allowed 
flexibility in our levels of engagement in the 
project as needed. This practice allowed us to 
include everyone to some extent within 
various stages of the study. We collectively 
maintained meaningful group discussions 
throughout the project—making this project 
not the sum of many parts, but rather a 
collaborative  creation.  Finally,  making  clear 

our guidelines, timeline, minimum participant 
expectations, and overall goals enabled us to 
develop a flexible and inclusive process. 
 
Co-Developing a Process 

Using Ngunjiri et al.’s (2010) four-
stage iterative process to guide our own 
process, we designed a study that would meet 
our research goals. Our process included six 
stages with varying levels of participation 
from each of the participant-researchers. We 
used a “concurrent” mode of “partial” colla-
boration (Chang et al., 2016, pp. 42-45), which 
means we kept a steady pace with each other 
throughout a mix of individual and collective 
activities. All seven of us engaged in the initial 
writing stages of the research process prior to 
analysis, but only the named authors continued 
through to the final writing stage. 

 
Stage One: Developing Research Writing 
Prompts (Five Participants)  

Using the research questions as a 
guide, we generated three writing prompts and 
established a one- to two-page limit for each 
prompt. A shared, web-based word processing 
document was created for each of us to use in 
drafting and sharing our responses to the three 
reflective writing prompts. The writing 
prompts based on our research sub-questions 
were as follows: (1) What were your motiv-
ations for entering into this role? (2) What 
significant experiences have you had as a 
result of being in this role? (3) What has been 
the impact of being in this role in terms of your 
professional development? 
 
Stage Two: First Self-Writing (Seven 
Participants)  

Over the course of three weeks, we 
each crafted our individual narratives in 
response to the three writing prompts. Each 
participant was assigned a web-based word 
processing document for drafting their reflect-
ions, which we were all given access to view. 
Total word counts for each narrative ranged 
from approximately 1,250-1,750 words 
inclusive of all three questions.   
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Stage Three: Probing (Three Participants) 
In the following two weeks, we read 

through each narrative and provided 
comments to probe for additional information, 
thoughts, and feelings (Chang et al., 2016). 
For example, one person wrote that she 
“facilitated connections for graduate 
students.” During the probing phase, she was 
asked: “Why did these connections matter to 
you?” Other prompts asked for more in-depth 
information about the stories being told, as the 
experiences of the participant-researchers 
span over a decade, and the GradSN and the 
chair role have evolved during that time. This 
probing response strategy allowed us to 
highlight areas that could be expanded upon to 
better answer our research questions (Chang, 
2008; Chang et al., 2016). 
 
Stage Four: Second Self-Writing (Seven 
Participants) 

Over the course of the next two weeks, 
we responded to any probes in our self-writing 
with additional details. This process yielded 
expansion of each narrative in focused areas, 
adding “depth to personal interrogation” 
(Chang et al., 2016, p. 24). For example, when 
responding to the prompt “Why did these 
connections matter to you?” one person added 
that such connections were “instrumental in 
[her] personal and professional growth” and 
that many of the people she met through the 
GradSN had become her “dear friends.” This 
stage of writing yielded depth and clarity to 
previous writing.  
 
Stage Five: Analysis (Five Participants)  

In the month following our second self-
writing, we engaged in an iterative process of 
reading, discussing, and coding the narratives. 
Details on this process are provided in the 
expanded data analysis section of this paper.  
 
Stage Six: Final Writing (Five Participants)  

Per our research guidelines developed 
at the onset, all participants were invited to this 
stage of final writing (i.e., to co-present at the 
IARSLCE conference and to co-write this 
article). The five named authors presented 

initial findings at the IARSLCE annual 
conference (Kniffin et al., 2018) with input 
from our two other colleagues. Following the 
conference, the five named authors also agreed 
to revisit the analysis and continue to generate 
learning through this final writing stage, which 
has occurred over approximately two years. 
 
Data Analysis 

Analysis began during the probing 
stage (stage 3) when three of us read the self-
writing and added comments and questions. In 
reading all of the initial narratives, we gained 
a sense of trends in the data. After the second 
self-writing (stage 4), four of us completed a 
first round of coding and then had a discussion 
to determine how we would approach further 
coding and analysis (stage 5). In preparation 
for the discussion, we each applied an open 
coding procedure directly into the narrative 
files (in alphabetical order), where we each 
generated our own codes to represent any eme-
rging ideas or themes and capture all analytic 
possibilities (Emerson et al., 2011; Saldaña, 
2016). This exercise allowed us to explore 
coding using a web-based word processing 
document, understand how each person appli-
ed open codes, and examine the ways our open 
codes aligned with previous thinking from 
stage 3. This process helped to ensure reli-
ability in our data analysis process (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

During the discussion following the 
first round of coding, we observed that how we 
each applied codes was similar (i.e., the way 
we created codes, the amount of codes per 
section), but we determined that a second 
round of coding was needed to bring greater 
clarity to the emerging themes. We also 
determined that using a web-based word 
processing document was difficult, in terms of 
creating and organizing codes as a group, so 
we chose to use a web-based mixed-methods 
data analysis software (Dedoose Version 
7.0.23) in our second round of coding.  

In our second round, we applied a 
concept coding procedure (Saldaña, 2016) 
within Dedoose. Concept codes are words or 
short phrases that symbolically carry a larger 
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meaning beyond a single item or action that is 
tangible or apparent, e.g., a clock (a single 
tangible item) versus time (a broader 
intangible idea). Our concept codes came from 
an emergent conceptual framework (Saldaña, 
2016), which we developed during the discu-
ssion following our first round of coding. This 
emergent conceptual framework (see Table 1) 
was guided by our first round of coding, as 
well as a set of scholarly publications that 
together influenced our choice of concept 
codes and our second round of coding. 
 
Front Doors Versus Winding Pathways 

First, the concept code front doors 
versus winding pathways was guided by 
Kniffin et al.’s (2016) thought piece on 
practitioner-scholar entry into CE. Front doors 
are conceptualized as direct invitations to 
professional development opportunities, such 
as the chair role itself or the IARSLCE 
mentoring program. Winding pathways are 
conceptualized as indirect connections to 
opportunities, such as finding unofficial 
mentors on one’s own. Our initial discussions 
and first round coding highlighted both direct 
and indirect opportunities connected to our 
experiences as chair, and we selected this 
concept code to analyze this overarching 
phenomenon. 
 
Intrinsic Versus Extrinsic Motivation 

Second, the concept code intrinsic 
versus extrinsic motivation was guided by 
research on the motivations of faculty 
members to do CE work. The 68 faculty 
exemplars in O’Meara’s (2008b) study had a 
wide variety of motivations, including both 
intrinsic motivations driven by personal goals 
and identity, as well as extrinsic motivations 
driven more by organizational culture. 
However, O’Meara also notes that “doctoral 
education within departments rarely provides 
future faculty with even ‘glimpses,’ much less 
‘portraits,’ of what engaged scholarship looks 
like” and that “there are few opportunities for 
graduate students to learn the knowledge sets, 
skills, and orientation specific to engagement 
within their discipline” (pp. 7-8). Given this 

dearth of opportunity, we believe that the 
concepts of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
are critical to understanding the participant-
researchers’ interest in CE work, as well as 
specifically taking on a positional leadership 
role within a CE professional association and 
network. 
 
Formal Versus Informal Learning 

Third, the concept code formal versus 
informal learning was guided by a conceptual 
piece by O’Meara (2008a) that maps out how 
to prepare future faculty to do CE work using 
the graduate student socialization model 
developed by Weidman et al. (2001). In this 
model, there are four overlapping develop-
ment stages during which socialization takes 
place: the anticipatory stage, the formal stage, 
the informal stage, and the personal stage. 
Although this piece is primarily focused on 
how graduate students can be socialized into 
CE faculty work throughout their graduate 
programs, O’Meara (2008a) also acknowled-
ges that “finding and participating in profess-
ional communities related to engaged work 
will provide additional sources of practical 
and moral support” (p. 38). Therefore, we 
believe the concepts of formal and informal 
stages of development, during which learning 
can take place in both graduate programs and 
professional communities, are useful to under-
standing the learning experiences taking place 
through a positional leadership role within a 
CE professional association and network. 
 
Knowledge, Skills, and Dispositions 

Fourth, the concept code knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions was guided by two 
research projects on the necessary competen-
cies for graduate students and early career 
practitioner-scholars to effectively integrate 
commitments to CE into their scholarship and 
practice. Doberneck et al. (2017) describe the 
creation and evolution of 20 CE competencies 
for graduate and professional students that 
were developed through a review of the 
relevant literature and then iterative cycles of 
participant evaluation in a graduate certificate 
in CE program. These competencies are 
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divided into eight dimensions that include (1) 
foundations, (2) community partnership, (3) 
criticality in CE, (4) CE scholarship and prac-
tice, (5) approaches and perspectives, (6) eval-
uation and assessment, (7) communication and 
scholarly skills, and (8) successful CE careers.  

Additionally, Dostilio (2017) and her 
team of research fellows provide guidance on 
essential knowledge, skills/abilities, and 
dispositions for community engagement 
professionals (CEPs) through a competency 
model that was developed and refined through 
literature reviews, conference session feed-
back, and a survey. The six primary functional 
areas in the CEP competency model include 
(1) leading change within higher education, 
(2) Institutionalizing CE on a campus, (3) 
facilitating students’ civic learning and 
development, (4) administering CE programs, 
(5) facilitating faculty development and 
support, and (6) cultivating high-quality 

partnerships (Dostilio, 2017). Each functional 
area includes multiple competencies, and cri-
tical commitments and practices run across all 
identified competencies. These models outline 
clear areas of professional competency devel-
opment, including specific knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions, that may be taking place 
throughout the learning experiences afforded 
to those in a positional leadership role within 
a CE professional association and network. 

Using this emergent conceptual frame-
work, for each research sub-question, one 
coder was assigned to code that portion of the 
narratives using a concept code appropriate for 
that individual question, as illustrated in Table 
1. This allowed us to explore each research 
question individually with a focus appropriate 
for that question. A fourth coder coded each 
participant’s entire narrative using the front 
door versus winding pathway component, 
since that idea arose throughout the narratives, 
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regardless of the research sub-questions. In a 
final round of coding, a fifth participant-
researcher not involved in the first or second 
rounds of coding reviewed all the coding to 
check for any oversights or divergent 
processes and increase trustworthiness of the 
data (Tracy, 2010). 

 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
In this study, we examined our 

experiences in a positional leadership role and 
how those experiences contributed to our 
professional development as CE practitioner-
scholars. Our intent was to bring our voices 
and experiences to the broader discussion of 
professional development for graduate 
students and early career professionals 
interested in the work of CE. To better under-
stand our common experience related to the 
chair role, we each responded to reflection 
prompts on how we individually experienced 
the role of chair, including our motivations for 
entering the role, what significant experiences 
we had during our respective terms, and the 
impact serving in the role had on our 
professional development as CE practitioner-
scholars.  

Data analysis resulted in 56 codes from 
a first round of open coding, followed by four 
concept codes used in a second round of 
coding. These concept codes led to further 
critical reflection, which resulted in the 
organization of the data into three central 
themes. Multiple code co-occurrences were 
noted, which demonstrates the interplay 
between themes. However, the three themes 
are unique and reflect meaning gleaned from 
the data and our collective contextual 
experiences (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 
2009).  

The first theme, titled “Connections 
and Professional Development as Motivators 
and Results,” illustrates how our motivations 
and resulting professional development 
experiences were directly connected. Second, 
our multi-year experiences are categorized 
collectively as “Expanded Networks Through 
Open Doors Instead of Winding Pathways,” 

which expands upon the first theme by 
delineating the varied ways our respective 
networks were enhanced and professional 
opportunities emerged. Finally, in “Catalysts 
for Professional Identity Development and 
Cultivation of Cultural Capital,” we discuss 
how the impact of our experiences influenced 
professional growth beyond just professional 
development opportunities. 
 
Connections and Professional Development 
as Motivators and Results 

Through our data analysis, we 
discovered similarities between our 
motivations to serve in the chair role and the 
results of our experiences in that role. That is, 
the anticipated outcomes of our leadership 
experience were ultimately realized through 
the role. Additionally, similar to O’Meara’s 
(2008b) findings on CE faculty motivations, 
the data revealed evidence of both extrinsic 
and intrinsic motivators for chairs. Intrinsic 
motivators reflected our desires to engage in 
activity that was personally rewarding (e.g., 
establishing interpersonal connections with 
like-minded professionals); whereas, extrinsic 
motivators reflected external impetus and 
benefits (e.g., career advancement related to 
enhanced skill development). 

One participant described an extrinsic 
motivation for serving as chair, “I think part of 
why I applied was that it seemed applying for 
a leadership role like this was something I was 
‘supposed to do’ to advance myself as a 
community engagement professional.” Her 
reflection emphasized actions that were at 
least partially externally motivated and 
perceived to be activities expected of CE 
professionals. Another participant saw serving 
as chair “as an opportunity to apply an existing 
professional skill set, build a scholarly 
network of peers and senior scholars, and 
begin to establish [her]self as a 
future/emerging leader in the field.” This 
excerpt also reflects the influence of external 
motivators, such as establishing oneself as an 
emerging leader in the CE field, and is 
noteworthy for how it directly corresponds to 
the primary professional outcomes we iden-
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tified. However, it also points to the 
combination of external and internal moti-
vators influencing our decisions to take on the 
role of chair, as building a professional 
network can be seen as both an intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivator. 

Our experiences in the GradSN 
resulted in ongoing professional development 
tied to expanded interpersonal connections 
and professional networks. Formal opport-
unities for professional growth included 
service on the IARSLCE board and partici-
pation in program and conference planning. 
One participant shared that serving on the 
board helped “make the SLCE world feel a 
little smaller and easier to navigate” such as 
being able to email personal contacts when she 
had questions about the conference rather than 
seeing it as a “big organizational front that is 
impenetrable.” For this participant, her 
experience as chair and service on the board 
also bolstered her professional networking in 
the field and enabled her to build one-on-one 
connections with colleagues in the association. 
Similarly, another participant reflected: 

Serving on both the GradSN and the 
board provided me ample time to get to 
know a professional organization more 
deeply than I have before. I have 
attended several conferences, but I have 
not thought a lot about the structure, 
purpose, and people in those 
organizations. 

 
Here we see the value of a new 

perspective gleaned from this participant’s 
experience. This participant’s reflection 
provides insight on the impact of an increased 
awareness of the inner workings of a 
professional association on her familiarity 
with its purpose and structure, as well as her 
ability to connect with people inside the 
association.  

Participation in program and confer-
ence planning activities related to the chair 
role also helped us cultivate professional 
relationships while simultaneously building 
administrative and leadership knowledge and 
skills. One participant noted, “IARSLCE also 

invites graduate students to review conference 
proposals and award applications. Reading the 
way that others present their work and 
accomplishments has been an invaluable form 
of professional development.” Participation in 
the conference committee and other working 
groups, such as the recognitions and awards 
committee, provided opportunities to 
collaborate with other CE practitioner-
scholars while developing professional skills 
and knowledge. 

Formal opportunities for professional 
development were supplemented with 
informal, interpersonal connections that 
emerged through our involvement with the 
GradSN and the association. O’Meara (2008a) 
notes the value of both formal and informal 
stages of socialization of graduate students. 
She suggests informal experiences, such as 
personal conversations, provide essential 
socialization opportunities for graduate 
students, which surfaced in our study. One 
participant illustrates: 

Serving as the GradSN chair connected 
me with peers I would not otherwise 
know. Moreover, the role promoted 
ongoing communication and engage-
ment with these peers, which cultivated 
stronger relationships. It’s with these 
colleagues that I now collaborate on 
research, writing projects, and ongoing 
communities of support. 

 
Informal connections also led to 

formal opportunities as relationships were 
formed and resulted in further expanded 
networks. 

In addition to board service and 
committee participation and planning, serving 
in a visible leadership role in the association 
provided opportunities to establish rapport 
with senior scholars in the field that led to 
additional learning experiences, such as 
collaborative research agendas and scholar-
ship opportunities. One participant explains 
that “contacting other scholars and then 
meeting them in person solidifies connections 
that can lead to conversations about our work.” 
As early career CE practitioner-scholars, we 
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felt empowered to connect personally with 
senior scholars whose work informed our own, 
due in part to the confidence built through our 
experience as chair. An additional example of 
this theme is this very study, which emerged 
as a result of such connections and led to a 
new, collaborative line of inquiry for each of 
us. 

Regardless of whether our motivations 
were intrinsic or extrinsic or if our 
professional learning outcomes came through 
formal or informal means, the alignment of our 
motivations with the outcomes of our 
experiences is noteworthy because it 
illustrates how serving as chair can be an 
effective professional development 
opportunity, where individual goals, existing 
development opportunities, and outcomes 
associated with those experiences are all 
congruent. In the case of our experiences as 
chair, we were able to fulfill our personal and 
professional connection needs while 
leveraging shared experiences and contexts to 
advance our professional growth. 

 
Expanded Networks Through Open Doors 
Instead of Winding Pathways 

As noted in the previous section, 
enhanced scholarly and professional networks 
were both a consistent motivation and an 
outcome of serving as chair that we each 
considered significant. This second theme 
explores the mechanisms by which these 
connections were made. Participation in the 
GradSN and subsequent engagement with the 
IARSLCE board and the annual conference 
enabled us to develop a robust and supportive 
network of fellow CE practitioner-scholars, 
including senior scholars. Association 
sponsored events, including traditional 
conference opportunities, as well as virtual 
meetings, provided spaces intentionally 
designed to facilitate networking among 
graduate students. 

Kniffin et al. (2016) emphasize the 
importance of intentionally engaging early 
career CE practitioner-scholars with direct, 
welcoming invitations for active participation 
in professional and scholarly networks. The 

targeted “front door” efforts we experienced 
exist in contrast to the haphazard “winding 
pathways” of professional entry that Kniffin et 
al. describe as a significant deterrent to some 
early career CE practitioner-scholars with less 
“human, cultural, and economic capital” (p. 
92). Winding pathways may not be equitable 
entryways into CE and can in fact harm an 
individual’s professional progression if a 
straighter path is not ultimately forged. 

While connections made indirectly can 
be beneficial, we found that direct invitations 
for graduate students to participate and engage 
in professional spaces were an essential 
determining factor in encouraging our invol-
vement in the GradSN and in building robust 
professional networks. For example, the 
GradSN offered a structured writer develop-
ment initiative (the Emerging Scholars track at 
the annual conference) that was co-facilitated 
by the chair and senior scholars in the field. 
One participant noted this as a significant 
learning experience, because she was able to 
present her research experience and gain 
feedback from senior scholars and other 
audience members. Integrating senior scholars 
strategically into spaces with emerging 
scholars validates graduate students’ contri-
butions to the conference and the field. 

This strategy also signals that graduate 
students are welcome and supported by senior 
scholars and the broader association, which 
further solidifies efforts to provide an 
inclusive space for graduate students. Another 
participant reflected that “this supportive 
environment [of the association] was 
juxtaposed to those at [her] institution where 
junior faculty and especially non-faculty were 
excluded from important decision-making 
processes.” Some of us further highlighted the 
connection to a professional community that 
resulted from involvement with the GradSN. 
In reflecting on her expectations and 
experiences, one participant shared,   

Students and early career faculty, I 
suspect, often feel that their work might 
only be interesting to themselves only. 
Or that they aren’t sure if their ideas are 
something of value worth pursuing. I 
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left that session feeling that my research 
question was interesting, that my 
conceptual framework was worthy of 
further development and refinement, 
and that if I did this work, someone else 
would care. 

 
The GradSN and IARSLCE more 

broadly provided a welcoming, inclusive 
space for sharing and generating ideas that 
validated our scholarly contributions. 

Additionally, in our analysis several 
experiences were coded as both “front doors” 
and “winding pathways” demonstrating an 
interplay between these concepts. We found 
that direct invitations, or front doors, helped us 
overcome or circumvent initial barriers to 
engagement with the network. We also found 
that we more easily navigated the network 
independently once we were able to cross that 
initial threshold or external boundary. For 
example, one participant described the 
GradSN reception—which is an invitation 
only reception with senior scholars in the 
field—as “one of the most exciting and 
important experiences” of her time as chair. 
She continued to describe the positive impact 
this initial experience had on her later percep-
tions of the network and her continued partici-
pation in it. This positive experience helped 
her overcome the initial barrier to engagement 
with IARSLCE and led her to pursue even 
deeper engagement with the network. 

Our study suggests direct invitations, 
especially from senior scholars, for graduate 
students to participate in structured leadership 
opportunities within professional associations 
provide more consistent and equitable front 
door access and help to ensure inclusive 
engagement in professional spaces among 
graduate students. However, it is also true that 
for some, winding pathways may result in 
enriching experiences for those who persist 
through them. 
 
Catalyst for Professional Identity Develop-
ment and Cultivation of Cultural Capital 

The experiences we each gained as 
chair contributed to our professional identity 

development and the cultivation of cultural 
capital within professional associations and 
the broader field of CE. Professional identity 
reflects the attitudes, beliefs, and standards 
which support a particular role in a given 
profession (Higgs, 1993; Trede et al., 2012) 
and is therefore a self-conceptualized role 
within a given context. Our conceptualization 
of the chair role as an opportunity for 
professional development, or learning 
intervention (Rizzolo et al., 2016), is 
delineated from professional identity 
development defined as one’s professional 
self-concept inclusive of values, beliefs, and 
standards (Trede et al., 2012). This surfaced as 
an important theme in our data analysis. While 
professional identity development is not an 
intentional or explicit outcome of professional 
development provided through the GradSN, 
we nevertheless found the professional 
development opportunities stemming from the 
chair role contributed substantially to our 
emerging professional identities. 

Similarly, our analysis revealed how 
emergent cultural capital influenced our 
conceptualization of the field more broadly 
and our place and function within it. Our 
experiences as chair enabled us to view the CE 
field as an overarching community of practice 
with its own system of valuation and practice 
(Lareau & Horvat, 1999). The experiences 
related to our role provided us with formal and 
informal learning opportunities to develop 
competency in certain areas of knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions (Dostilio, 2017), which 
enhanced our professional identities and our 
cultural capital as CE practitioner-scholars. 
Based on the literature, we present cultural 
capital as the sum of the cultural signals, such 
as formal knowledge, skills, and behaviors, 
signaling belonging and currency within a 
field with its own system of valuation and 
practice (Bourdieu 1973; Lamont & Lareau, 
1988; Lareau & Horvat, 1999; Levinson, 
2011). 

Engagement in the GradSN immersed 
us within cultures of professional and research 
organizations, fields of research and practice, 
and the higher education sector more broadly. 
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This level of immersion reflects intentional 
efforts of past chairs and board members. As a 
means of professional onboarding, volunteer 
board service provided opportunities to further 
assimilate into professional spaces while 
simultaneously exploring and refining our 
own professional identities. One participant 
explained how her work on the board helped 
“shape [her] identity and path.” She realized 
that “the conferences, and then the association, 
[were] about stewarding and advancing 
research, and encouraging and supporting 
researchers.” This experience and enhanced 
awareness contributed to her emerging 
professional identity and supported a degree of 
cultural capital development that is 
uncommon among graduate students and early 
career professionals. This outcome is note-
worthy for the opportunity the chair role 
presented to become richly steeped in the 
culture of a research association affiliated with 
the interdisciplinary practice and research of 
the CE field. 

Opportunities for collaboration with 
peers and senior leaders were particularly 
formative for each of us. By engaging in 
democratically developed programs where 
graduate students were co-contributors, we 
observed and experienced first-hand the 
espoused commitments of the field and the 
association in actual practice. For example, 
CE scholars emphasize co-developing 
programs with partners; likewise, members of 
the board and senior scholars demonstrated 
such commitments in their practice by 
regularly engaging graduate students in the 
behind-the-scenes work of the association—
leading us to better understand the culture of 
research associations. 

Likewise, the position provided an 
opportunity to share our own voices in 
meaningful ways. One participant noted, 
“Exercising my voice in spaces where power 
differentials are traditionally present (e.g., the 
boardroom, especially a junior member) was 
an empowering experience. Not only was my 
voice accepted, it was encouraged.” Such 
engagement opportunities supported graduate 
student development and allowed us to 

actively contribute to shaping an emerging 
interdisciplinary field of research and practice. 
One participant expressed how these 
supportive conditions reinforced her decision 
to serve. She stated that “opportunities to 
collaboratively work on research and 
conceptual projects, as well as publish and 
present on those projects, [were] directly tied 
to my decision to become more involved in 
IARSLCE and the GradSN.” 

Additionally, serving in this leadership 
role and engaging with senior scholars on the 
board provided even greater opportunities for 
individual development and increased capital 
within the professional association. One part-
icipant shared the impact of these connections: 

My network of colleagues on the board 
expanded and when it was time for me 
to roll-off as a graduate student, I was 
re-elected to the board as a general 
member. Shortly thereafter, I was 
encouraged to stand for chair. That was 
a not-to-be missed service opportunity! 
I don’t know if any of that would have 
happened if I hadn’t stepped into the 
GradSN service commitment. 

 
This excerpt also illustrates the 

potential for professional spaces such as the 
GradSN to provide professional identity 
development opportunities while also creating 
a leadership pipeline. 

Another element of professional 
identity development common among us is 
our continued commitment to the future of the 
field and developing the next generation of CE 
practitioner-scholars. One participant noted 
that our work “was about stewarding and 
advancing research, and encouraging and 
supporting researchers.” We view ourselves as 
products of efforts to advance the field through 
an intentional scholar-leader development 
pipeline, and each participant expressed a 
desire to pay it forward and support others. 
This commitment is particularly important 
given that CE work is often secondary to 
primary disciplinary research. For example, 
two of us have been affiliated with leadership 
studies as a primary disciplinary home, which 
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has its own conferences and journals. Because 
of our interest in CE, we have intentionally 
engaged in multiple professional networks to 
bridge our interests and research activity in 
both leadership studies and CE. One 
participant shared, “It is validating to be in a 
space where I can forefront my interest in 
SLCE, where others are excited about it, and 
where I can connect my work to others’ 
research.” Likewise, another participant 
shared that she “began writing retreats and 
hosted collaborative research projects 
(attracting as many as 15 collaborative 
researchers from across the country to work 
with [her] on a project at the same time),” 
which is an example of how she provided 
support for other CE practitioner-scholars 
through her institutional role. 

In addition to a desire to support future 
CE practitioner-scholars, we each described 
critical commitments and dispositions 
(Dostilio, 2017) toward the field of CE. One 
participant explained how her daily practice 
illustrates a commitment that was molded 
through her leadership in the GradSN. She 
shared, “I think the most impactful aspect [of 
my experience] has been living the value of 
co- and democratically-engaged work.” 
Another participant echoed this sentiment and 
expressed how the experience led to “learning 
how to hold a leadership role within a 
collaborative network.” She compared the 
leadership skills required for a network whose 
members are disciplinarily diverse as opposed 
to typical academic units on campuses in 
which members shared common disciplinary 
cultures and norms. Yet another participant, 
recognizing the need to further integrate 
across units and organizations, reflected, 
“How can I be a boundary spanner?” Our 
service as chair required us to better 
understand strategies for leading diverse 
groups and across organizational and cultural 
boundaries. 

With refined understandings of our 
professional identity and established cultural 
capital, our experiences demonstrated success-
ful integration of graduate students into the CE 
field and simultaneous support of successful 

transitions into early and mid-career 
professional positions. A participant summa-
rized her experience with the GradSN and its 
lifelong impact, “The result of this early 
exposure and validation among senior scholars 
as both an emerging scholar and early career 
leader was a calm confidence that I’ve carried 
into a variety of roles beyond the GradSN.” 
The significance of learning and development 
opportunities, such as service as the chair, 
cannot be understated. These opportunities 
provide unique spaces and support for 
developing professional identity, while also 
enabling these emerging leaders to cultivate 
cultural capital as valued contributors among 
their professional networks. 

 
STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS 

 
Through this study we sought to 

examine the experiences of the chairs in 
navigating CE professional development. Due 
to our flexible approach to this inquiry and 
inclusive research methodology, we were able 
to include narratives of all seven individuals 
who served as chair since its creation. 
Including narratives from all seven partici-
pant-researchers provided us a comprehensive 
set of data for this research question. However, 
we acknowledge that continued participation 
of all seven individuals in analysis and writing 
could have strengthened the research through 
the inclusion of additional perspectives. 

Additionally, our seven collective 
identities do not represent the full diversity of 
GradSN members or next generation CE 
practitioner-scholars; therefore, the findings 
have limitations to understanding the 
experiences of those outside of the chair role 
or future chairs with different identities. 
Research shows that historically marginalized 
students may have different experiences with 
key aspects of socialization (e.g., mentorship) 
within the cultures of professional and 
research organizations, fields of research and 
practice, and in higher education more broadly 
(Levin et al., 2013; Noy & Ray, 2012). 

Finally, the findings represent a retro-
spective look at our experiences and growth, 
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which was many years ago for some of us. 
Accounts from peers, colleagues, and senior 
scholars may have added different insights to 
our individual and collective CE professional 
development journeys. While acknowledging 
the limitations of our study, we also believe 
this study indicates professional associations 
may have a valuable contribution to make in 
the professional development of graduate 
students and early career CE practitioner-
scholars; and therefore, this educational 
context ought to be further studied. 

 
IMPLICATIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
The findings from this study have 

implications for graduate students and early 
career CE practitioner-scholars, the GradSN 
and similar graduate student CE programs, 
IARSLCE and similar associations, and the 
fields of CE and higher education more 
broadly. We provide recommendations for 
practice and research in each of these areas 
based on these implications. 

 
Graduate Students as Early Career CE 
Practitioner-Scholars 

Our study shows that in addition to 
formal graduate programs and certificates, 
participation in professional associations 
benefits graduate students in developing their 
research and practice as CE practitioner-
scholars. In order to effectively advise their 
students, graduate advisors should consider 
not only how departments and colleges can 
support the learning and growth of graduate 
students, but also how professional associ-
ations and graduate programs within those 
professional associations can offer similar 
benefits. Graduate advisors should encourage 
graduate students to seek out professional 
development opportunities outside of their 
university, including through professional 
associations. Graduate students already 
involved and invested in professional associ-
ations can also serve as informal peer advisors, 
similarly encouraging their peers to seek out 
professional associations as a source of posi-
tive professional growth and connections. 

GradSN and Similar Graduate Student CE 
Programs 

Our findings demonstrate that previous 
chairs benefited from a variety of professional 
development opportunities related to this role. 
The current GradSN leadership could use 
findings from this study to more explicitly pro-
mote the professional development benefits of 
the chair position as part of the recruitment of 
future chairs. This knowledge may increase 
interest in the role and encourage a more 
diverse pool of graduate students to run for 
elected positions, including the chair position. 

Additionally, to more purposefully 
expand the diversity of individuals in the chair 
role and other elected roles, the current 
outreach and election policies and structures 
of the GradSN should be examined and 
revised as needed by current GradSN 
leadership and membership. As the previous 
chairs are a homogenous group, not 
representative of the growing diversity in the 
next generation of CE practitioner-scholars 
(Post et al., 2016), special attention should be 
paid to potential reasons for this homogeneity, 
such as the need for existing cultural capital to 
access this position. 

Future research could also specifically 
address issues of access and inclusion. While 
our study shows that serving as chair can 
cultivate cultural capital, catalyze professional 
identity development, increase professional 
connections, provide new knowledge and 
skills development, and contribute to under-
standing of the CE professional world, more 
research is needed to understand if other 
elected leadership positions in the GradSN can 
lead to similar professional development. 
These additional elected positions include at-
large members who hold roles such as 
conference planning committee chair or 
professional development committee chair. 
More so, research about the experiences of 
non-elected members of the GradSN could 
provide insight to how the network does or 
does not facilitate CE professional develop-
ment for a larger group of people. Relatedly, 
research on the experiences of those graduate 
students who are part of IARSLCE but choose 
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not to participate in the GradSN would also be 
of interest. 

 
IARSLCE and Similar CE Professional 
Associations 

As an affiliate network of IARSLCE, 
the GradSN is impacted by the practices of the 
broader association. The findings suggest that 
connection to the larger IARSLCE network, 
including service on the board and formal and 
informal opportunities to interact with senior 
scholars, led to CE professional development 
opportunities for chairs. Continued support by 
IARSLCE for the GradSN can help facilitate 
further professional development opport-
unities for the chair and other early career CE 
practitioner-scholars in the network. Addition-
ally, the association could also potentially help 
increase diversity within the GradSN and in 
the chair role by continuing to focus on issues 
of diversity, inclusion, and equity within the 
association and the broader CE field. 

An addendum to IARSLCE’s Reaffir-
mation Statement reads: “As an Association 
we are inclusive not only of a diversity of 
methods, but we are an Association that values 
and affirms a commitment to racial, ethnic, 
gender, and cultural diversity, inclusion, and 
equity among its members” (IARSLCE, 2016, 
para. 13). Just as universities dedicate 
resources to support diversity, inclusion, and 
dedicated leadership pipelines for historically 
underrepresented populations, research asso-
ciations like IARSLCE have a role to play in 
developing avenues for diverse practitioner-
scholars entering the CE field. This commit-
ment to not only diversity, but also inclusion 
and equity, is critical to both the association 
and the GradSN, if it is to live up to the values 
in the reaffirmation statement. In line with 
this, IARSLCE and similar CE professional 
associations may consider conducting internal 
assessments of how graduate students and 
early career professionals are accessing 
opportunities for professional development 
through their association, as either winding 
pathways or front doors. Associations may 
want to then share lessons learned and best 
practices for connecting graduate students to 

professional associations, as well as creating 
front doors for their professional development. 

Further, other CE associations with 
graduate student programs, such as Imagining 
America and the Engagement Scholarship 
Consortium, have an important role to play in 
the professional development of early career 
CE practitioner-scholars. The creation of a 
joint research agenda around the efforts of CE 
professional associations to support the 
professional development of graduate students 
will help strengthen these programs and 
further advance the field of CE. For example, 
what is the relationship of graduate programs 
within CE professional associations (e.g., IA 
PAGE Fellows, ESC EESW, and IARSLCE 
GradSN) to the development of CE 
practitioner-scholars? How might we examine 
similarities and differences across these 
programs? What are common core elements of 
developing CE practitioner-scholars through 
these programs? How might these programs 
cater to different audiences through their 
unique missions and goals? 

 
The Fields of CE and Higher Education 

More broadly, this study has 
implications for the fields of CE and higher 
education. Our study shows that graduate 
students are seeking opportunities like 
participation in professional associations to 
support their growth as CE practitioner-
scholars. However, formal opportunities, such 
as the chair role examined in this study, are 
limited to a small number of people and seem 
to have a high barrier to entrance in terms of 
the need for existing cultural capital (e.g. a 
connection to or recommendation from a 
senior scholar). Both professional associations 
and higher education institutions should give 
more attention to the development of both 
formal and informal leadership opportunities 
with low barriers to entrance for early career 
CE practitioner-scholars. This includes care-
fully considering their leadership pipelines, 
especially potential trajectories for graduate 
students and early career professionals with an 
interest in CE. Association and institutional 
leaders are particularly well positioned to 
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advocate for these types of leadership 
development opportunities, including the 
creation of formal leadership roles designated 
for early career professionals that provide the 
space and support for capacity building and 
real-time impact. 

Broader research agendas for the CE 
field also ought to include attention to the 
development of the next generation of CE 
practitioner-scholars and the role that 
professional associations play for both 
graduate students and other early career CE 
practitioner-scholars. Participation in profess-
ional associations should be examined as an 
area where competency development of early 
career CE practitioner-scholars can happen, in 
addition to the areas of work and school. This 
may be connected to the areas of scholarly 
skills and successful CE careers in Doberneck 
et al.’s (2017) competency model and the 
leading change in higher education functional 
area in Dostilio’s (2017) competency model. 
Further, we note that Dostilio’s competency 
model could also be expanded to include 
leading change within the field of CE and 
within professional associations. Likewise, 
widely recognized guidance on best practices, 
such as accreditation guidelines and the CAS 
Standards for Civic Engagement and Service 
Learning Programs, may also consider the role 
of professional associations in the training and 
development of CE practitioner-scholars. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 
Current literature outlines compet-

encies for CE practitioner-scholars, as well as 
suggested approaches to developing those 
competencies through educational environ-
ments. This study highlights the importance of 
considering professional associations as an 
important environment for developing the next 
generation of CE practitioner-scholars. This 
collaborative autoethnographic research study 
aimed to understand the motivations, experi-
ences, and professional impacts of seven CE 
practitioner-scholars who served as chair of 
the GradSN, an affiliate network of 
IARSLCE. Three themes emerged from the 

data demonstrating that (a) seeking connect-
ions and individual growth were both motiv-
ations and outcomes of serving as the chair; (b) 
our professional networks were expanded 
through both front doors and winding path-
ways; and (c) the chair role and service on the 
IARSLCE board contributed to our profess-
ional identity development and the ability to 
cultivate cultural capital within the CE field. 

The study has implications for grad-
uate students and their advisors, the GradSN 
and similar CE graduate programs, IARSLCE 
and similar CE associations, and the fields of 
CE and higher education. These include 
recognizing limited opportunities for formal 
leadership roles for graduate students—
especially those with historically marginalized 
identities—in CE professional associations 
and the importance of these roles in the 
development of CE competencies. We believe 
future research needs to include the 
perspectives of those in other elected roles in 
the GradSN and other graduate students in 
IARSLCE who are not connected to the 
GradSN. Additionally, we suggest a combined 
research agenda with other CE professional 
associations focused on the combined impact 
of graduate student programs within multiple 
professional associations. Finally, we recom-
mend including professional associations as a 
key environment for future research on the 
development of CE practitioner-scholars. 
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ABSTRACT 
 

This article reflects on recent changes that have and will continue to affect the Journal of Community 
Engagement and Higher Education.  
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Perhaps because we are nearing the 
end of the academic year, I have a strong 
desire for reflection. That is a typical feeling 
but applied to a very atypical year, the 
sentiment was intense. Much like the rest of 
the academy and our community partners, the 
SARS-COVID-19 pandemic has provided a 
rich environment for change. I know I will 
date myself when I write about a scene from 
the television show Friends, so I beg your 
forgiveness, but that scene when Ross is 
shouting, “PIVOT” while others tried to carry 
a sofa up the stairs. It seems that the last year 
has been an exercise in pivoting. 
 The Journal of Community 
Engagement and Higher Education (JCEHE) 
was impacted. For context, early in 2020, the 
JCEHE was focused on publishing a special 
edition, Critical Service Learning, and 
managing ongoing submissions. As we 
continued to review, edit and publish, it 
became clear that deadlines would cede to the 
realities of the times. Our reviewers are 
volunteers, and they are also family members, 
parents, spouses, and partners. While our  
 

authors are passionate about their scholarship, 
it is difficult to revise a manuscript when a 
family member is in the hospital, when our 
school-aged child is trying to manage online 
learning, or when our community needs our 
leadership during an existential crisis. There 
were few easy choices over the last year. I 
would like to send a clear message of thanks 
to each person who submitted, reviewed, 
edited, and contributed their expertise to the 
JCEHE. To those who were overwhelmed, 
and could not contribute, please know that we 
will celebrate your return when it is best for 
you. 

Consistent with my need for reflection, 
I spent some time making a spreadsheet that 
identified as many changes that I could recall 
from the pandemic. After considering an 
article on organizational culture in the 
workplace (Makarius, et al., 2021), I added a 
column indicating how the change manifested. 
Columns were added detailing notable results. 
Where relevant, I guessed at the likelihood that 
the change might persist and for how long. 
After my exercise in identifying these changes 
and the other parameters, I focused on what 
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the list could teach me. Below are four of the 
reflections that seemed most relevant to 
readers of this journal. 

 
1. Reminders are kind. This last year I 

realized that additional effort that 
people provide others often comes out 
of the time they have with family and 
friends.  

2. If you have a choice, it is best to 
assume positive intent. 

3. We learned many new ways to 
accomplish community engagement 
and service learning. Let us keep what 
works.  

4. The consideration of health and safety 
has been, is, and will continue to be 
central in how we engage the 
community. 

 Regarding change, perhaps the most 
central iteration for the JCEHE, is a change in 
staff. Editorial Assistants are primarily 
involved with manuscripts soon after they are 
submitted and then again before publication. 
Their work is key to the proper functioning of 
the journal. Nathan Harris has departed the 
role as Editorial Assistant, and Mahmoud 
Abdel-Rahman has begun in that role. Many 

thanks to Nathan for his careful and diligent 
work. Cheers to new beginnings with 
Mahmoud.  

Lastly, I would like to dedicate this 
editorial to the many lives lost in this 
pandemic, their families who grieve these 
losses, and one in particular, Mr. Allen 
Chiasson. 
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