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Impact of Service Learning on Personal, Social, and Academic
Development of Community Nutrition Students
Kritika Gupta, Blake Grove, and Georgianna Mann
University of Mississippi

ABSTRACT
Service learning connects theoretical knowledge to community settings. Reflective journals were
used to document student service-learning experiences in a Community Nutrition course component.
Reflective journal data obtained from students (n=137) during different semesters were analyzed
qualitatively. The service-learning partners included Nutrition Education, Food Provision, and Local
Food sites. Positive impacts were noted on personal, social, and academic development of students
for all sites. Service-learning assignments can impart transferrable skills and enhance student
development.
Keywords: pedagogy, community nutrition, experiential learning, student development
SERVICE LEARNING

Mann & Schroeder, 2019). Research also
suggests that SL fosters a mutual positive
relationship between students and the
community. The impact of SL on community
includes social, personal, and economic
benefits as well as role-modeling, selfefficacy, and self-sustaining capacity (Chupp
& Joseph, 2010; James & Logan, 2016).
One of the most important outcomes of
SL includes improved education experience.
Eyler et al. (2001) summarized the effects of
SL from published studies and reported its
positive effects on students, faculty, colleges
and universities, and communities. The
authors reported positive effect on personal
development such as moral development, selfefficacy, leadership, and communication
skills; social development such as cultural and
racial understanding, social responsibility,
citizenship skills, and commitment to
community service and volunteer service; and
impact on academic learning including critical
thinking, problem analysis, and professional
career development skills. Ash and Clayton
(2004) suggested that SL improves academic
performance of the students by enriching

Service learning (SL) is a pedagogical
framework that focuses on learning by doing,
often used in college-level Community
Nutrition courses (Wadsworth et al., 2012;
Gray et al., 2017). SL is an immersive practice
that integrates student volunteering into an
experiential learning dynamic alongside an
accredited academic program. Given its
evidence-based success in education (Eyler,
2002), SL is part of higher education best
practices in many various countries and has
been instrumental in redesigning higher
education framework.
SL is effectively used as an important
method of transferring evidence-based
nutrition knowledge in nutrition, nursing,
pharmacy, and public health students (Brown
et al., 2007; Trail Ross, 2012). SL improves
students’ personal, social, and academic
outcomes (Gregorio et al., 2008; Lim, 2018).
SL contributes to personal development by
improving soft skills such as communication
skills, leadership skills, and cultural
competence (Gilboy, 2009; Pierce et al., 2012;
1
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learning experience while serving the
community through civic engagement. In
nutrition, SL empowers communities, builds a
strong relationship with universities and
communities, encourages better food systems
and nutrition education, and opens new
avenues of research and service for future
nutrition professionals (Falter et al., 2011;
Wadsworth et al., 2012; Heiss et al., 2012;
Christaldi & Bodzio, 2015).
Conflicts are not uncommon in SL.
Likewise, SL assignments are also
accompanied by reports of conflict that can
range anywhere from issues in meeting time to
arguments with SL supervisors. Reporting
challenges via reflective journals can provide
conflict mediation opportunities (Goff et al.,
2020). According to Mills (2012), the four
most common reasons of conflict can be (a)
student emphasis on hours vs. SL Partner’s
emphasis on commitment, (b) student
emphasis on learning vs. SL Partner’s
emphasis on efficiency, (c) student emphasis
on flexibility vs. SL Partner’s emphasis on
dependability, and (d) student emphasis on
idealism vs. SL Partner’s emphasis on realism.
The academic knowledge gained by
students in their classrooms is applied into the
community system in a simpler yet scientific
manner (Buckner et al., 2010; Zinger &
Sinclair, 2010). The bridging gap between SL
and academic curriculum is reflection
(Culhane et al., 2018). Reflection helps
students achieve a better sense of civic
engagement while simultaneously improving
critical thinking and writing skills. Graham
Gibb proposed the Gibb’s reflective cycle
(1988), which includes a six-stage framework
with set of questions guiding the learning
experience of the student (Gibbs, 1988). The
six stages of this model include (1) description
of the situation (who, what, when, where) in
detail, (2) feelings experienced during the
whole experience, (3) evaluation of the
learning experience, (4) analysis of the
learning experience, (5) conclusions, and (6)
action plan. See Figure 1 for the version of the
cycle modified and adapted for this study.
Gibb’s reflective cycle has been used time and
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again by psychology researchers emphasizing
prosperity of pedagogy (Husebø et al., 2015).
This study assesses the impact of SL
assignments on personal, social, and academic
development of students in a southern
university in the United States. Students
enrolled in a Community Nutrition course
were assigned SL partners and completed
three reflective journals. We used Gibb’s
reflective cycle (1988) as the guiding theory to
assess the impact of SL on personal, social,
and academic development on students for
analysis of the reflective journals. The
framework of this study guided by Gibb’s
reflective cycle includes Pre-SL expectations
and experiences (description), Mid-Semester
SL experiences (feelings), and Post-SL
feedback (evaluation, analysis, conclusion,
and action plan).
METHODS
Participants and Setting
This study was set in a large public
university in the southern United States with
an average 5-year enrollment of 23,617
(Office of Institutional Research, Effectiveness, and Planning, 2020). Participants
included undergraduate students from Spring
2017 (n=63), Spring 2018 (n=44), Fall 2018
(n=32), and Spring 2019 (n=32) enrolled in
Community Nutrition for nutrition majors,
taught by the same professor each iteration.
The mandatory SL course component was
established in 2016 to give students a
community-classroom connection. Courses
lasted 15 weeks; Spring 2017 met once per
week and the remaining classes met twice per
week. Students ranked SL sites where they
wished to work, and sites were assigned
accordingly. Reflective journals were pointbearing, which counted toward the final grade.
Students were allowed to complete journal
entries on their own time. Only students who
completed and submitted all three reflective
journals were included in this analysis, where
80.95% for Spring 2016-17, 72.72% for Spring
2017 - 18, 75% for Fall 2018 - 19, and 50% for
2
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Figure 1. Framework of This Study (Modified and adapted version of Gibb’s reflective cycle 1988).

Spring 2018-19 of the enrolled students were
included, making an average response rate of
71.93% (n=137). All reflect-ive journals were
de-identified after grading and before analysis
to maintain anonymity. Data from Spring
2019-20 were omitted from analysis due to
changes in course structure during the
COVID-19 crisis. The University of
Mississippi Institutional Review Board
approved this study. Specific semester years
are not included in text to ensure privacy.

community markets or agricultural sites. For
all the semesters combined, 22 SL sites were
categorized into four broad groups (Table 1).
Sites differed from each other in the
population they served and services offered to
the community. Not all sites were included
each semester due to fluctuating community
needs. Students were given prompts for each
of three reflective journals: before, during, and
after the SL experience. Reflective journal
prompts are shown in Table 2. Reflection
questions were developed to spark intentional
reflection on crucial elements of the
experience, which is one of the key
components of service learning. Reflection is
a critical component to service learning
(Duncan & Kopperud, 2008).

Service Learning Site and Activities
Students were assigned to SL sites
focused on Nutrition Education through
schools or community centers, Food
Provisions through food pantries, or the sites
focused on providing access to Local Food via
3
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Table 1. Service-Learning Sites Assigned to Community Nutrition Students During Different
Semesters and Their Target Population
SL
Category
Nutrition
Education
(NE)

SL Sites*

Target Population

Semester**

Campus Wellness Program

University students, faculty, and staff

A, B

Community Center

Food insecure individuals

B

Community Center

Adolescent recovery center

C

Community Center

Children and adults

A, B

Community Center

Adults with intellectual and
developmental disabilities. Elderly
adults.
Children

B, C

Adults

D

Early Childhood
Development
Elementary/Middle Schools

Preschoolers

D

K-12 children

C, D

Middle/High School Health
Fair
School Nutrition Education
Program

Middle and high school students

D

Children of all ages; primarily
belonging to low-income population or
minorities
Pre-K through 12

A

Children ranging from ages 0-12th
grade
University students experiencing food
insecurity
Food insecure individuals

A

Food Pantry

Food insecure individuals

B, C

Food Pantry

Food insecure individuals

B, C

Food Pantry

K-12

A, B, C, D

Youth Organization

Food insecure individuals

A, B

Agricultural Site

Adults

A

Community Market

Any

A, B, C, D

Community Center

Food insecure individuals

A, B, C

Community Tutoring
Center
Community Health Fair

School Nutrition Education
Program
School Nutrition Education
Program
Food Pantry

Food
Provisions
(FP)
Food Pantry

Local
Foods
(LF)

A

A, B, C

A, B, D
A, B, C

*Site names are blinded to protect SL providers.
**Semesters: A: Spring 2016-17; B: Spring 2017-18; C: Fall 2018-19; D: Spring 2018-19
4
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Table 2. Question Prompts to Guide Reflections of Community Nutrition Students for Servicelearning Assignments

Data Analysis
The reflective journals from four
semesters were sorted and blinded. Constant
comparative analysis was used (Bogdan &
Biklen, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
Initially, two trained graduate assistants
(researchers) independently identified the
themes from the journals. For the second stage
of coding, the two researchers reanalyzed the
themes based on mutual results from the first
stage. For the third stage, the two researchers
agreed upon a final set of themes and codes
that were refined and finalized by the principal
investigator into a codebook (Table 2). Each
theme was checked for the frequency of their
occurrence in the SL sites and results were
displayed as percentage. Cohen’s Kappa was
used to determine inter-rater reliability, and
the calculated value was 0.84 which is a high
level of agreement.

obtained over years of formal education. Some
of the students (N=57, 41.61%) had previous
similar experiences that were personal,
professional, or volunteer related.
Expectations
Expectations seemed to depend upon
students’ prior knowledge or experience.
Students expressed their enthusiasm for being
given the opportunity to learn first-hand and
looked forward to helping with activities
carried out by the sites. For example, one
student enjoyed, “helping the buyers at the
market know what foods to buy and how they
can use them to prepare meals and also to
increase the donations we collect.” The major
expectation reported by the students assigned
at Nutrition Education sites was to educate the
population at the sites. Students were
especially excited about engaging with the
community and exchanging knowledge,
information, and experiences. A student from
the Community Market group noted, “I expect
that from working at this service-learning site,
I will learn a lot about the experiences farmers
and growers have with growing, harvesting,
and selling their food.”

RESULTS
Pre-SL Expectations and Experiences
Relevant Experience
A common observation from the reflective journals was students (N=65, 47.44%)
intended to apply their knowledge of nutrition
5
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Mid-Semester SL Experience
Population and Need
Students were assigned a variety of
tasks and reported mixed experiences about
the sites to which they were assigned. All 22
students assigned at the Nutrition Education
sites served children/adolescent populations.
Students contributed to cooking, nutrition
education, and making the best use of minimal
resources. Students assigned to the Food
Pantries stated that they “helped improve food
insecurity, put an end to student hunger, and
improve overall health of the community.”
Their work was “fulfilling the need of people
that are in most need of shelf-stable foods,
frozen foods, etc.” At agricultural sites, the
students helped “by working with the crops,
both with the planting and the maintenance
aspects.” Students assigned to the Community
Center helped to educate, connect, and
empower this community. Students gave their
special input in advertising for the Community
Market “…to college students using social
media and posters.”
Reports of Conflict
Sixty-four percent of students from all
the SL sites reported to have encountered
some type of conflict. These conflicts were
often communication related (8.2%), timing
conflicts (20.2%), lack of community
interaction or organization at the SL site
(12.4%), and other (23.3%). Timing conflict
was the major issue. One student said, “Most
of the time the kids do not listen and if one kid
does not do the activities there is always
another kid that falls right behind them.” In
addition to learning experiences, course
grades were a priority for the students, and
they reported conflicts in getting hours in
certain circumstances. There were “problems
finding times that work for us to get our hours
in. [Agricultural Site] is thirty minutes outside
of [town] which is certainly doable, but it is
also not convenient.” Out of the 10 students
assigned at a Food Provision site, six of them
stated that they experienced lack of
organization. However, by the end of the SL
assignment, many conflicts were either
resolved or provided a learning experience.

Volume 13, Number 3

Post SL Feedback
Liked Most About the Project
Students remarked that they most liked
about their projects the community
interaction, output, or impact of the work they
did, learning opportunities, and development
of material (see Appendix). Thirteen of the 22
students assigned at Nutrition Education sites,
and 12 of 20 assigned to Local Foods enjoyed
the community interaction the most. One
Nutrition Education student stated, “Getting to
interact with the children of the community
was my favorite part about working the health
fair.” Although students had encountered
small conflicts at the sites, they overall had a
fulfilling experience.
Liked Least About the Project
The primary components that students
disliked included the need for time at the sites,
long commutes, lack of communication from
site director, and lack of community
interaction. At all locations, some students
(n=25) stated that their learning experience
might have been better if there were more
time. A student noted, “I did not like that I had
to rush to get all my service hours completed
on time.” In Nutrition Education, three out of
13 students disliked the commute and lack of
communication. One student wrote, “It was a
bit of a conflict having to drive an hour away
to help.”
Would Have Made the Experience Better
Criticisms of what might have
improved the experience varied widely. For
example, 16 of the 22 students at Nutrition
Education sites said better organization and
more work opportunities would have helped.
At Food Provision sites, students noted that
visiting the site beforehand would have helped
to inform how they operated the food drive.
One student serving at a Nutrition Education
site stated, “I believe that more hands-on
activities and classes would have made the
experience better for both the volunteers and
the individuals in the community.” Ten of the
20 students from the Local Food group stated
their experience may have been better with
“more time and work opportunities.”
6
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writes, “…we got the validation that our
innovations were viable goals.” One student
commented on learning to teach to the public:
“It was interesting to figure out how to convey
the information in simple terms to people that
had never had nutrition education before and
had no idea what vitamins were in what foods
or how to read a nutrition label.”

Learned
Personal Development. Depending
upon the SL sites and assignments, students
benefitted by understanding the time and
effort that goes into community outreach
activities and felt rewarded in giving back to
the community. Students reported personal
development in terms of awareness,
connection, communication, and civic
engagement (Table 3). As one student noted,
“I learned cool bits of information from all of
the farmers at the market and how they each
have their own process. I was fortunate enough
to get to learn about some of their lives and
about their farms.”

Motivation. Many of the students
relayed comments about how their servicelearning experience helped motivate them in
different aspects of life. One student said, “I
learned the importance of getting involved in
the community and how to spend my time
more wisely, and if I have the chance to give
back, do it.” Another student stated, “We
should be more involved in the community,
helping with food drives, and spread the word
more and get more people involved.”

Professional Development. In their
reflective
journals,
students
reported
professional growth with project development,
hands-on activities, science communication,
teamwork, and subject expertise. A student

Table 3. Personal, Social, and Academic Development of Community Nutrition Students Through
Service-learning.
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Students also benefit personally from realworld experiences by gaining self-assurance,
new insights into community operations, and
roles of responsible citizens (Lawford &
Ramey, 2017; Parker et al., 2009).
Simons and Cleary (2006) reported
similar findings also demonstrated here.
Respondents stated positive changes in
multiculturalism and political awareness,
public
self-efficacy,
and
community
involvement scores from the beginning to the
end of the semester. In addition, the
participants’ academic learning, personal and
interpersonal development, and community

DISCUSSION
Personal, Social and Academic Development
The current research demonstrates
positive effects of SL on students’ personal,
social, and learning outcomes (Table 3). This
study, much like Sanders et al. (2016), utilized
structured reflection to promote personal
growth. Self-reflection, a central component
of service learning, encourages students to
consider their group interactions actively to
understand how they have been influenced by
experiences at a personal level (Eyler, 2002).
8
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involvement were identified as the key
advantages from participating in SL. Much
like Simons and Cleary (2006), the reflections
from the current studies also showed positive
change in personal development within SL.
Another study by Brown et al. (2007)
demonstrated a positive shift in the perception
of the students’ awareness and comprehension
of larger community concerns. Students here
reflected that SL changed their perceptions of
the community, and many noted that the
experience expanded their knowledge of needs
within the community.
SL provides students with academic
opportunities that help connect classrooms to
communities. It provides opportunities for
students to connect to real-world interdisciplinary situations, providing insight/
appreciation into their future career
(Waterman, 1997; Shapiro 2002). Reflective
writing about their SL experience helps
promote significant improvements in writing
skills, grades/scores, critical thinking,
leadership, and self-confidence in students
(Astin et al., 2000). Mann and Schroeder
(2019) noted in the same group of students
through survey data, that SL in Community
Nutrition helps students to understand the
complexity of the field of community nutrition
and to implement their theoretical knowledge
in the field, thus bridging the gap between
classroom learning and community service.
Pedagogical research supports that
when students develop emotional connection
and sense of relationship with the
communities, they are better satisfied at SL
assignments (Darby et al., 2013). In this
research too, the students assigned at Nutrition
Education, Food Provisions, and the Local
Food sites displayed a sense of connection
with their community. In their post-reflective
journals, many students (n=29) expressed
aspirations to work longer in their community.

Volume 13, Number 3

improve future course offerings. Mills (2012)
studied the four furies to evaluate the
disconnect between students, educators, and
agencies. Each collaborative partnership
between the community partner and the
college student should serve for both parties’
mutual benefit. The primary conflict in student
reflective journals was time and scheduling. It
seems that both parties (SL partners and
students) have busy work/life schedules, and
this is a main determinant to how well the
partnership works. Vernon and Ward (1999)
found that service-learners have issues with
scheduling (due to the erratic university
calendar and typically overscheduled student),
student commitment (reliability of student to
show up and immaturity), and providing
training without an incentive/investment for
agencies/stakeholders (low student commitment or resentment to SL requirements). One
student stated, “It has been difficult,
sometimes, to meet because of conflicting
classes and work schedules.” Several others
had similar sentiments. These tensions should
not be seen as failures in SL, rather a challenge
for the field of SL to be more flexible,
responsible, and adaptive to conquer uncertainty. As these tensions are acknowledged,
they must be evaluated as to not negatively
affect the education and growth of students.
CONCLUSION
Unlike many other SL studies that
solely use student surveys, this study used
reflective journals (before, during, and after),
providing a deeper insight into student
feelings about their experiences. SL benefits
the personal, social, and academic
development of the students, as well as
providing a sense of civic engagement.
Reflective journaling brought students’
experiences to life, showing how impactful SL
can be on increasing student motivation to
volunteer within the community. Employing
SL in a classroom setting helps students
acquire first-hand experience into the
workflow of various community nutrition
programs, provides insight into potential

Student Dissatisfaction and Other Conflicts
The reports of dissatisfaction are in
line with Eyler & Giles (1999), and Rosing et
al. (2010). Reflection on conflicts can guide
the future assignments of students and help
9
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career fields, and encourages use of academic
knowledge while assisting the community.
Conflicts related to scheduling, commitment,
communications, opportunities, and organization often occur in SL assignments. These
conflicts can be avoided by making the
assignments more structured for students as
well as partners. Both the partners and students
should be well informed about the
expectations of the SL assignment. While all
three types of SL sites (Nutrition Education,
Food Provisions, and Local Foods) provided
unique learning opportunities, the students at
Nutrition Education and Local Foods sites
especially liked community interaction, which
lacked in Food Provision sites. Overall, SL can
be an impactful learning mechanism for
university level students.

Volume 13, Number 3
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Appendix
(Click here to return to text.)

T= Total number of students in that semester
NE = Number of students assigned at Nutrition Education sites in given semester
FP = Number of students assigned at Food Provisions sites in given semester
LF = Number of students assigned at Local Foods sites in given semester
n = number of students in each category in given semester (some students’ statements fall in more
than one theme)
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Output/Impact of the
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g material
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Liked the least
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group/SL Site
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Lack of
time/opportunities/starte
d late
Work assignments
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Personal growth

Professional growth

Amount of work being
done
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7.8
4

5,
15.
63

4,
12.
50

1,
3.1
3

0,
0

1,
3.5
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The Exhibit and Beyond: Attendees, Collaborating Organizations,
and Decision Makers Responding to a Photovoice Project
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ABSTRACT
Photovoice aims to impact those who view photographs and stories in culminating exhibits. This
multi-phase research project, completed in partnership with city government and community
partners, explored photovoice impacts on exhibit attendees, collaborating organizations, and
decision-makers. Results show increased levels of awareness, concern, and willingness to take action
among exhibit attendees. Additionally, collaborating organizations and decision-makers saw the
power of “thicker” public engagement processes, like photovoice, to provide useful data to aid
decision-making.
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Photovoice is a visual research
methodology that invites participants to use
photography to tell stories about their lives,
experi-ences, and issues that matter to them
(Latz, 2017). Wang and Burris (1997) define it
as:
a process by which people can
identify, represent, and enhance their
community through a specific
photographic technique. It entrusts
cameras to the hands of people to
enable them to act as recorders, and
potential catalysts for change, in their
own communities. (p. 369)

Photovoice, as a method of understanding participant experience, has been used
widely in the fields of community health,
social science research, community building,
and citizen empowerment (Annang et al.,
2016; Coronado et al., 2020; Roger, Wetzel, &
Penner, 2018). Photovoice practitioners
describe three key outcomes of this method of
community engagement: 1) individual
empowerment of participants; 2) increased
community awareness of social problems; 3)
engagement of decision makers in understanding social issues from the perspective of
the participants (Catalani & Minkler, 2010).
However, most photovoice research explores
1
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individual empowerment through participation and increased collective awareness of
social problems and their root causes.
Although engaging decision makers and
increasing community awareness is commonly cited as an outcome, limited research
assesses how decision makers or others are
impacted (if at all) by viewing the photographs, or if stories shared by photovoice
participants affect their decision-making
(Liebenberg, 2018). Similarly, limited research assesses how deliberative public participation processes, including photovoice, affect
public policy (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). By
understanding how decision makers and others
respond to the photographs, stories, and
findings of photovoice processes, researchers
and practitioners can improve the forums and
formats of photovoice to better align with the
stated outcomes of photovoice as a method of
public participation.
In this study, we assessed how a range
of stakeholders who viewed and engaged with
a photovoice project, from exhibit attendees to
collaborating organizations to city-level
decision makers, responded to products of the
project: photographs, stories, and the results of
qualitative and quantitative assessments of the
process. The photovoice project was a collaboration between a university, city government staff members, and transportation advocacy organizations, exploring the experiences
of residents living along one of the deadliest
traffic corridors in a large city in the western
United States. Institutional Review Board
(IRB) approval was solicited and granted for
this project. Through a mixed-method
exploratory study, we answer three research
questions:
1. How do exhibit attendees of photovoice projects respond immediately after
hearing and seeing the photographs and
stories presented by participants?
2. What do staff members from collaborating organizations observe through their
participation in the photovoice process?
3. How do decision makers respond to a
presentation of the findings of photovoice
projects, including impacts on partici-
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pants; themes and stories from participant
photographs, artist statements, and accompanying work; and responses from exhibit
attendees?
LITERATURE REVIEW
The Photovoice Process
Photovoice is a participatory process
where participants use cameras to document
their lived experiences around a project topic
or theme (Hergenrather, Rhodes, Cowan,
Bardhoshi, & Pula, 2009). Photovoice has
roots in Freire’s (1970) “education for critical
consciousness,” feminist theory, and documentary photography (Wang & Burris, 1994).
Since its inception in the late 1990s,
photovoice has become widely used in fields
from public health to environmental sustainability (Carlson, Engebretson, & Chamberlain,
2006). In this participatory process, participants serve as the experts and teachers, rather
than facilitators or researchers filling these
roles, because their photos and personal
reflections are centered through the process
(Harper, 1986). Participants whose lives are
affected by the topic being explored share their
views through visual and oral depictions, thus
ensuring that engagement processes more
accurately involve those most affected
(Greene, Burke, & McKenna, 2018). By using
photos as artifacts of daily experience,
participants can convey important information
to those who routinely make decisions that
affect their daily lives. The process is
grounded “in the understanding that policies
derived from the integration of local
knowledge, skills, and resources within
affected populations will more effectively
contribute to healthful public policy” (Wang,
1999, p. 187). The culminating exhibit,
displaying the photographs and accompanying
narratives, explicitly aims to impact decision
makers. Holding an exhibit to display
participants’ photographs, where the participants themselves are present to discuss their
stories, centers the voices of those who should
be the most important actors in designing
efforts to address their needs but who are often
2
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not at the table or treated as stakeholders.
Using images to represent lived experience
can also provide the “possibility of perceiving
the world from the viewpoint of the people
who lead lives that are different from those
traditionally in control of the means for
imagining the world” (Ruby, 1991, p. 50).
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2015). Yet, public participation processes are
carried out with varying motivations by
different sponsors (e.g., mayors, city council
members,
city
planners,
community
organizers, public agencies, non-profit
organizations, etc.) and conveners (e.g.,
consultants, university scholars, etc.)
(Lukensmeyer & Torres, 2006; Nabatchi &
Amsler, 2014; Scott, 2019). In a context of
numerous potential sponsors and conveners
who have varying motivations, direct public
participation typically takes three forms:
conventional, thin, and thick (Nabatchi &
Leighninger, 2015).
Conventional participation provides
citizens with transparency and government
accountability, often through public meetings
and hearings. The oldest and most common
form, conventional participation is now
embedded in public institutions and is often
legally required. Thin participation provides
opportunities for individuals to share their
opinions (e.g., petitions, surveys, polls, and
complaint forums) and is increasing with
rising Internet use and social media. Beyond
gathering perspectives about issues, thick
participation emphasizes relationships and
engages participants in group activities to
facilitate deeper understanding and provide
opportunities to deliberate issues. This occurs
through learning with and from each other, and
collaborating to make decisions, and achieve
goals (e.g., citizen juries and assemblies,
participatory budgeting, world cafés, and
charrettes). Thick participation is the least
common form because it is resource intensive
and time-consuming, but it is also the most
meaningful and powerful form of participation
(Lukensmeyer & Torres, 2006; Nabatchi &
Leighninger, 2015; Scott, 2019). Overall,
research is lacking on how thick deliberative
processes impact public policy because it is
difficult to show causal links between a given
deliberative process and a targeted policy
(Barrett, Wyman, & Coelho, 2012; Nabatchi
& Amsler, 2014).
Photovoice is a thick form of public
participation that provides an arts-based
approach for participants to share their voice.

How Cities Engage Residents in DecisionMaking
Public participation in government
decision-making is a core tenet of democracy
because it involves those who will be affected
by decisions (Arnstein, 1969), yet public
participation does not always occur during
decision-making processes. This engagement
is essential to the democratic knowledge
production process (Chevalier & Buckles,
2013). Moreover, equitable public policy
decisions necessitate that policy makers
include all voices of those who are affected.
Photovoice is a promising method for
achieving these ends; however, consistent
with Nabatchi and Amsler (2014) and Barrett,
Wyman, and Coelho (2012), who point to
limited understanding about how the design of
more intensive public participation processes
affect policy outcomes, there is little research
that demonstrates whether or how photovoice
projects ultimately influence or shape public
policy. For this reason, it is important to ask
what public participation is, what motivates
governments to engage their residents in
decision-making, and what public participation looks like.
Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015)
define public participation as “an umbrella
term that describes the activities by which
people’s concerns, needs, interests, and values
are incorporated into decisions and actions on
public matters and issues” (p. 14). Direct
public participation emphasizes citizens
engaging in decision-making in contrast to
indirect participation through activities like
voting or donating money. As a core ideal of
democracy, public participation emerged to
uphold democratic values such as accountability, transparency, and order (Lukensmeyer
& Torres, 2006; Nabatchi & Leighninger,
3
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To create the conditions for building
relationships and deeper knowledge, there are
often a small number of participants engaged
in workshops, discussions, photography, and
documenting their stories, which provide
opportunities for participants to deliberate
with others and build deeper awareness across
multiple perspectives on an issue. In the
culminating exhibit(s), deliberation extends
beyond the participants to include community
members and decision makers with whom
participants share their work. Moreover,
photovoice projects can serve as a kick-off to
deeper, more robust engagement from
participants through subsequent exhibits and
other follow-up activities.
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unities exist for policy makers to share
knowledge gained from these images. As
Mitchell (2015) and Rose (2012) note,
“audiencing” is one of the most understudied
aspects of participatory visual research, like
photovoice, despite central goals of social
change and impact beyond the circle of the
participants. Photovoice studies typically
include limited description of how images are
shared, who they reach, and if they result in
any change (Liebenberg, 2018). In a literature
review of 37 studies that implemented
photovoice methodology, primarily focused
on health, Catalani and Minkler (2010)
uncovered that none of the articles adequately
discussed or evaluated the impacts of the
photovoice project on change at the macro
level, despite this being a main goal of
photovoice projects. This is problematic
because the very focus of deploying
photovoice as a tool for public participation
means researchers should be equally
concerned with how the community
experience is received and what results come
from it (Liebenberg, 2018).

Photovoice Impact on Decision Makers
Photovoice is often described as a
powerful research tool for policy change
efforts (Latz, 2017; Wang & Burris, 1994). For
this project, we treated city government
employees as the decision makers because
they have the ability to enact change through
their daily actions based on their roles and
responsibilities. These actions could be
influenced by the stories and concerns of
photovoice participants. The goal of
photovoice exhibits is for attendees to
understand participants’ experiences in new
ways that can change how they perceive
community members and/or the challenges
they are facing. By enhancing this
understanding, strategies for action may be
designed to better serve community interests.
As Wang and Burris (1994) have noted,
“Whose voices participate in the policy
dialogue determines which actions are
chosen” (p. 182). Photovoice exhibits can
elevate community experiences, ensuring that
participants’ voices and experiences are part of
this dialogue.
The impact of photovoice exhibits on
policy change is nuanced. Wang (1999)
describes how a key component of impact on
policy makers occurs through individual,
specific interaction with the images and
participants (if they are present). This impact
is also influenced by what continued opport-

METHODOLOGY
The authors were part of a university
team asked to design and implement a
photovoice project by city staff and advocacy
organizations who were members of a local
coalition with whom the city collaborates.
This project was designed collaboratively with
city staff and coalition members with the
explicit aim to include decision makers as
stakeholders from the beginning (Liebenberg,
Sylliboy, Davis-Ward, & Vincent, 2017;
Wang & Burris, 1994). As part of this project,
the authors of this paper played dual roles as
facilitators and researchers, collecting data
and analyzing it throughout the project. As a
result, the researchers were situated squarely
within the process. As participant observers,
we were able to reflect on and analyze what
we noticed and assess our findings iteratively.
It allowed us to see nuances that we may not
have noticed if we had been gathering data
from the outside.
4
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running through the entire city and includes a
mix of businesses, homes, and services. It has
the second highest bus ridership in the city and
has also been identified as one of the most
dangerous streets for bicyclists and pedestrians. While this project was conducted, the
city was actively engaging in the planning
process to implement changes to make the
Boulevard safer for residents to access public
transit, bike routes, and sidewalks. City and
transportation partner organizations were
interested in collaborating to elicit resident
voices to inform proposed and future changes
the city could implement.
The Boulevard Photovoice Project ran
for one month, and included four weekly
workshops held at a health center located
along the Boulevard. Over the course of the
four workshops, participants learned basic
photography skills, reviewed and discussed
their photos, learned how to edit photos using
free software, edited their final photos,
mapped their photos along the Boulevard,
developed artist statements to accompany each
of their final two photos, and developed an
artist biography. A team from the university,
which included the authors, facilitated the
workshops, while staff from the city and the
advocacy organizations provided additional
support during the sessions.
The project highlighted the work of 17
city residents, representing 11 different
neighborhoods along the Boulevard. City
staff, in partnership with staff from the
advocacy organizations, recruited adult
residents to participate in the project. A press
release, flyers, and email information were
shared with residents and trusted institutions
along the Boulevard. Information and the
application were shared in the most common
three languages spoken along the Boulevard
(English, Vietnamese, and Spanish). Individuals could apply to participate using an
electronic form or a paper application with
drop off locations at the library and recreation
center. In reviewing applications, the city
selected individuals with a strong interest in
the topic as well as diversity in experiences,
modes of transportation, gender, and neigh-

Overview of the Research Project
There were four phases to the research
project and each phase built upon the previous
one, culminating in the design of the final
focus group with decision makers. During
phase 1, we assessed the impacts of participation in the photovoice process related to
empowerment, civic engagement, and community connectedness through a quantitative
pre- and post-assessment. During phase 2, the
authors conducted a qualitative thematic
analysis of participant photos, public artist
statements, facilitator observations, and a
review of participant worksheets, applications,
and biographies, paying special attention to
the stories that had emerged. These stories
were later shared in phase four with decision
makers. In phase 3, the authors completed an
assessment of the impact of the photovoice
exhibit on attendees, which included decision
makers, residents, and others. Attendees
voluntarily completed a paper survey at one of
the exhibits or later via a QR code. We also
assessed the impact of the project on collaborating organizations by examining press
materials about the project that included blog
posts, news releases, media reports, partner
emails, and written observations from project
collaborators. Finally, the authors designed a
presentation for city decision makers based on
findings from phases 1-3. Following the
presentation, decision makers participated in a
focus group to share their responses to the
photovoice findings. In summary, the first
three phases of data collection guided both the
conceptualization of the research questions for
the focus group with decision makers, as well
as the data that was shared to prompt responses
from decision makers. This iterative integration of findings leading to the final, fourth
phase of our research allowed us to examine
multiple forms of evidence and to reflectively
consider the implications of our findings
(Fetters & Molina-Azorin, 2017). Each of
these phases is discussed below.
Case Study: The Boulevard Photovoice Project

The Boulevard is in a rapidly changing
and gentrifying city. It serves as a major artery,
5
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borhood representation. Participation in the
research study was voluntary and all residents
selected by the city elected to participate. All
participants self-identified as someone who
lives, works, and/or plays near the Boulevard.
In between workshops, participants were
asked to take photos of what made them feel
safe or happy traveling in their community as
well as what made them feel unsafe. Each
participant later selected two of these photos
(one that made them feel safe or happy and one
that made them feel unsafe) to share at the
public exhibit.
Each participant received food,
childcare, translation services if needed, and a
$25 gift card for each session attended.
Participants were provided a laptop for use
during the sessions and were able to keep it
upon completion of the project. The project
resulted in two formal exhibits. The photographs and accompanying narratives were also
displayed informally at several other events. A
photo book of all participant work was also
created and distributed to participants, city
officials, and relevant organizations. At the
conclusion of the project, a final report and
two-page fact sheet were created for the city.
The focus of this study is on impacts
on exhibit attendees, collaborating organizations, and decision makers, highlighted in
phases 3 and 4. However, we share summaries
of all of the phases below, including phase 1
(impacts on participants) and phase 2
(thematic analysis of participants’ work),
because the findings from these two phases
were, importantly, shared with project
collaborators and decision makers.

Volume 13, Number 3

measure these three constructs during our first
phase of research. Using SPSS, we completed
a paired t-test analysis on the participant preand post-assessments. These assessments used
a 5-point Likert Scale (from strongly disagree
to strongly agree) to measure the three desired
outcomes. Understanding the impact on participants was one important facet in demonstrating to city staff and policy makers the
outcomes of their investment in the photovoice project. Our findings demonstrated a
statistically significant increase in all three
constructs.
Phase 2: Thematic Analysis of Photos and
Artists Statements
During the second phase, we
completed a qualitative analysis of the photographs, artist biographies, artist statements,
and other workshop materials to code, sort,
and reflect on the data (Seidel, 1998;
Lecompte & Schensul, 2010), as well as avoid
imposing our own biases and preconce-ived
ideas by focusing on what emerged (Bazeley,
2007). We identified the primary themes that
cut across all 17 photovoice participants’
work, which became three stories of the
Boulevard: (1) a transportation artery, (2) a
vibrant community, and (3) a forgotten
corridor. As a transportation artery, most
participants characterized the Boulevard as a
dangerous road with fast-moving cars,
negligent drivers, automobile accidents, and
traffic that is busy, stressful, and, “chaotic.”
See Figure 1. Participants further described
how the traffic ran right alongside, or
sometimes among, pedestrians crossing the
street and walking on crumbling or nonexistent sidewalks. As a vibrant community,
the Boulevard was more than a transportation
artery to the people living their daily lives
along it. Participants described vibrant aspects
of the Boulevard that included diversity,
cohesiveness, care, pride, and beautiful
residential neighborhoods with numerous
community assets (Figure 1). As a forgotten
corridor, participants saw the Boulevard as a
barrier, both physically as a wall of traffic and
socially as a corridor of rapid urban change

Phase 1: Impacts on Participants
We first collected and analyzed data on
the self-reported impacts of the project on
participants. There are three primary, desired
outcomes for participants in photovoice
projects: community engagement in action and
advocacy, improved understanding of community needs and assets, and increased individual empowerment (Catalani & Minkler, 2010).
Ten of the 17 participants completed both a
pre- and post-assessment that aimed to
6
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with rising populations, littered sidewalks, and
infrastructure in disrepair—described as
“ugly” in Figure 1—causing some residents to
feel apathetic or neglected.
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weeks after the conclusion of the workshops
as part of a larger community summit related
to transportation. Members of city council and
other elected officials, government employees
(city, county, and state), area residents, transportation professionals, and members of
advocacy groups attended the summit.
Specific time was set aside in the summit
agenda for attendees to interact with the
participants and view their work. The second
exhibit was held 6 months later in the atrium
of a municipal office building housing over 40
city government departments. The exhibit was
staged in the center of the atrium for three days
and visitors/residents and city employees were
able to peruse the photos at their leisure.
During a special 2-hour reception, photovoice
participants, researchers, and city staff were on
site to talk with people and answer any
questions.
Attendees at both exhibits were asked
to complete a survey about their experience of
the exhibit. Questions included items related
to awareness and concern for traffic safety
issues, impacts of viewing the photovoice
exhibit, and several open-ended questions
(e.g., What issues did you see highlighted in
the photos and how could the city address such
issues?). We were also interested in understanding how staff from the collaborating
organizations might use the findings of this
photovoice project to influence decisionmaking. For this reason, we reviewed observations from project collaborators; blog posts,
news releases, and reports written about the
project by collaborators; and emails from
project collaborators detailing their reactions
and responses to the project.

Figure 1. Rose Girl.

Note. “I wanted to highlight the vibrancy and
creativity that permeate [The] Boulevard.
Even though it seems chaotic and ugly, once
you slow down and pay attention there are a
lot of interesting and beautiful bits. I was also
pleasantly surprised by the new driver speed
feedback sign in the background.” (Photography and artist statement by Boulevard
Photovoice Project Participant.)

Phase 4: Impacts on Decision Makers
Given the primary goal of photovoice
to influence policy making, we conducted a
follow-up with key decision makers during the
final phase of the project. We saw city staff as
a particularly important group of decision
makers to assess. While long-term policy
change is undoubtedly important, these individuals regularly make decisions that affect
residents’ lives and address issues important to

Phase 3: Impacts on Viewers of Exhibits and
Takeaways from Collaborating Organizations
At the conclusion of the photovoice
project, two public exhibits showcased participants’ work. The first exhibit was held two
7
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them. We conducted a focus group with
decision makers following a presentation of
the project results from phases 1-3. The focus
group occurred one year after the conclusion
of the workshops and initial exhibit at the
summit. Twenty-four decision makers participated, comprised of staff from multiple city
departments and advocacy organizations. We
asked the decision makers if anything they
learned about the photovoice project would
influence their work, shift their understanding,
or lead to action. To recruit participants for the
focus group, we worked with one of our
collaborators employed by the city to send an
email to a list of potentially interested decision
makers.
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three main observations of collaborating
organizations and the primary themes in the
decision makers’ responses to our presentation
(Seidel, 1998; Lecompte and Schensul, 2010).
RESULTS
In order to answer our research questions, we focus on presenting the results from
phases 3 and 4 of the Boulevard Photovoice
Project. Specifically, these phases sought to
assess the impact of the photovoice project
from three key perspectives: attendees, collaborating partners, and government decision
makers.
Question 1: How do exhibit attendees of
photovoice projects respond immediately
after hearing and seeing the photographs
and stories presented by participants?
Thirty-seven attendees from the two
exhibits completed an exhibit survey that
included questions about level of awareness
and concern about traffic safety before and
after viewing the exhibit, impacts of viewing
the photovoice exhibit, and several openended questions such as what issues they saw
highlighted in the photos and suggestions for
how the city could address such issues.
Analysis of the survey items demonstrated that
most exhibit attendees were impacted by
viewing the photovoice exhibit. Attendees’
level of awareness of traffic safety issues
along the Boulevard corridor (t (37) = -6.362,
p < .001), level of concern about traffic safety
issues along the Boulevard corridor (t (37) =4.620, < .001), awareness of traffic safety
issues in the city as a whole (t (37) = -4.871, <
.001), and level of concern around traffic
safety issues in the city as a whole (t (37) = 3.836, < .001), all increased significantly after
viewing the photos. Thus, survey responses
indicate that there was a significant increase in
all four measures of awareness and concern
about traffic safety issues after viewing the
exhibit. These results demonstrated that the
majority of exhibit attendees left the exhibit
with more awareness and concern for traffic
safety issues than they had before attending.

Data Analysis
To analyze the quantitative data from
the Exhibit Attendee Survey in phase 3, we
used SPSS. We used a paired t-test analysis to
examine the scaled questions assessing
participant beliefs before and after viewing the
exhibit on the exhibit attendee survey. Attendees’ awareness or concern was measured on a
scale of 0 (no concern/ awareness) to 10 (great
concern/awareness). Additional quantitative
questions on the exhibit attendee survey were
measured with a 5-point Likert scale (from
strongly disagree to strongly agree). Statements addressed attendees’ connection to the
communities depicted in the photos and ideas
for taking action based on the content of the
photos. We solicited additional insight and
feedback from exhibit attendees through four
open-ended survey questions. We grouped
responses to these questions into common
concerns reported by at least three individuals.
Our analyses of the observations of
collaborating organizations in phase 3, as well
as the decision makers focus group in phase 4,
was iterative and inductive to again focus on
what emerged from the data (Bazeley, 2007).
Similar to the process described above in
phase 2, we employed a qualitative coding
process with the collaborating organization
materials and decision makers’ focus group
transcript. As we added, condensed, sorted,
and reflected on the codes, we arrived at the
8
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We also asked exhibit attendees a
series of questions about how they were
impacted by viewing the photos. We found
that the majority of exhibit attendees agreed or
strongly agreed that they intended to share the
ideas with other community members (85%),
felt mobilized to take action (73%), had
specific ideas and solutions to address
community concerns (67%), felt engaged and
connected to members of the community
(93%), were more aware of the needs of
residents of the Boulevard (90%), and were
more aware of the daily lives of residents of
the Boulevard (93%).

Volume 13, Number 3

It was very interesting to see [the
Boulevard] more from a pedestrian
perspective. When I travel on [the
Boulevard] it has always been in a car,
so the challenges of a pedestrian or
someone with mobility disabilities
might face was largely invisible to me.
. . photovoice was a really great way to
actually visually see and document
some of those challenges as someone
who is not as familiar with this area.
Last, all partners agreed that the
diversity of collaborating organizations and
the unique role each played contributed to the
success of the project. The university team was
viewed as experienced outside facilitators and
thus a neutral party. The university team had
no stake in the outcomes, which allowed
participants to engage openly in the process,
build trust, and share ideas. As one of the
partners representing the city expressed,
“Having experienced and trusted facilitators
was essential to allowing the community to
feel free to ask questions and express their
ideas.” The project was sponsored and
initiated by staff from the city government
who were present at all workshop sessions.
Instead of leading activities, they were
engaged alongside residents and actively
listening throughout the process. Immediately
following the project, city employees
compiled a list of actions they could implement based on participants’ photos. These
actions included areas for further exploration,
as well as immediate improvements to the
streetscape along the Boulevard, such as
improved signage, changing lighting patterns,
and implementing pilot technology to address
participant identified issues. Last, as one staff
member commented, having advocacy-based
organizations engaged in the process:
…allows for participants to have a way
to actively engage once they discover
that the built environment and safety is
something in which they would like to
continue to engage. Having this
continuum between the city and the
community is important for sustaining

Question 2: What do staff members from
collaborating organizations observe through
their participation in the photovoice process?
Three ideas surfaced when analyzing
partner-generated qualitative data, including
the facilitator observation forms, emails, blog
posts, news releases, and reports written by
collaborating partners, that demonstrate the
impact the Boulevard Photovoice Project had
on collaborating organizations. These themes
are 1) sustained value, 2) ability to understand
the lived experiences of those most affected,
and 3) the importance of the diversity of
collaborating organizations in the success of
the project.
First, partners spoke about the ripple
effect the project had beyond the final exhibit.
In the words of one of the partners, this
“sustained value” of the products (e.g.,
exhibits, photo books, final reports, fact
sheets) meant they continued to be useful and
have impacts within their organizations. For
example, a collaborator from one of the
advocacy-based groups was able to put the
photographs and narratives on display at
several additional community events, sparking
further conversation about mobility along the
Boulevard corridor. Next, collaborating organizations also felt that through this process
themes more deeply embedded in the community surfaced, thus expanding their ability to
understand the lived experiences of those most
impacted. An example from one of the
partners highlights this:
9
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these important community partnerships and gaining momentum to
creating a culture of safety.
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The dominant idea discussed by the 24
decision makers centered around photovoice
as a thick engagement process leveraging the
power of stories. Nabatchi and Leighninger
(2015) describe “thick” participation involveing intensive, in-person, and often timeconsuming deliberative processes that result in
more meaningful and powerful forms of
participation. One decision maker summed up
photovoice in these thick terms:
I think we are always so anxious to try
to get quantity, and this really shows
that there is a ton of value in getting
some really deep conversations going
in terms of quality, making sure that
those conversations are from start to
finish and you’re really telling the
story.

As another partner commented, “This
really emphasized to me that communication
and connection between local government,
NGOs, and community members can be
fostered in creative, but very powerful ways.”
Question 3: How do decision makers respond
to a presentation of the findings of photovoice projects, including impacts on participants; themes and stories from participant
photographs, artist statements, and accompanying work; and responses from exhibit
attendees?
During the focus group, we presented
city decision makers with the findings from
phases 1-3. From phase 1, this included
impacts on participants, e.g., the statistically
significant change we saw in participants’
civic engagement, empowerment, and understanding of community need. From phase 2 we
shared the dominant themes, how frequently
they were mentioned, and examples of photos
and narratives that were representative of each
of the three themes—the Boulevard as: (1) a
transportation artery, (2) a vibrant community,
and (3) a forgotten corridor. Lastly, from
phase 3 we shared the Likert-scale survey
results from exhibit attendees, a summary of
exhibit attendee open-ended responses, as well
as the observations from staff of collaborating
organizations.
In the discussion that followed our
presentation, decision makers primarily talked
about photovoice as a process for engaging
residents. This surprised us as we had expected
them to focus on the results of this particular
photovoice project, especially as they related
to traffic safety, transportation, and the
Boulevard corridor. We identified two
primary themes in their responses to our
presentation. Decision makers talked about
photovoice as (1) a thick engagement process
leveraging the power of stories, and (2) a
reciprocal process that goes beyond collecting
information from residents.

Decision makers found value in both the
process, which took the form of “deep conversations,” and the data that resulted from
participants “telling the story.”
The idea of thick engagement
characterizes how 16 of the 24 decision
makers responded to the photovoice project.
Ten of those decision makers touched on thick
engagement in terms of the potential for photovoice and resulting stories to supplement,
enrich, or even substitute existing, often more
“thin,” engagement processes. For example,
they considered photovoice for fostering more
meaningful resident participation or for layering rich qualitative data into decision-making.
One decision maker weighed what photovoice
could look like in their work:
I was really struck by how I look at
public comments all day long…about
things in the community that they like
or don’t like and I was really struck by
how much more powerful this was just
with a photo and you know a person
behind it. It’s sort of like an empathy
machine, so I think that could be really
cool for us as a way to add a richness
to our engagement…. And, I feel like
this could be a really cool way to do it
that really connects with people more
meaningfully.
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They saw the more powerful forms of
data and more meaningful connections with
people as ways to enrich or even substitute for
some of their existing engagement processes.
Yet this and other considerations of photovoice cannot be disconnected from a broader
context outlined by a few decision makers—a
context of leadership often accus-tomed to
quantitative data driven decision-making and,
for some city departments, a lack of resources
to carry out more intensive processes like
photovoice. Nonetheless, some of the decision
makers further imagined the utility of
photovoice stories to support quality versus
quantity, as a different, more meaningful, and
more impactful way to reach leadership.
A few decision makers further
discussed the potential impact of photovoice
stories through their utility as data—data that
are different from quantitative data, which
often drive decisions, and data that show more
than the deficits in a community, but also the
assets. One decision maker described the
potential utility of photovoice stories as data:
“…And, this is data. So, it’s adding a different
kind of data that we can layer into our
decision-making process and making sure that
we continue to come back to the people that
we are working for…”
As the above decision maker
commented, “making sure that we continue to
come back to the people that we are working
for,” leads to the other primary, but less
dominant, idea that decision makers talked
about, which is photovoice as a reciprocal
process that goes beyond collecting information from residents. For seven of the
decision makers, going beyond collecting
information meant that photovoice brought
people together, connecting city employees
with the residents they serve, residents with
one another, and city employees across
departments. Moreover, a few decision makers
noted how community-university partnerships
expanded the capacity for carrying out these
types of thick engagement processes. The idea
of reciprocity also encompassed finding a
balance between decision makers and the
community that goes beyond one-way data
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gathering. Nine decision makers considered
how processes like photovoice can lead to
taking action and continuing engagement with
the community long after an initial engagement process concludes. One decision maker
recognized the data-gathering importance of a
process like photovoice but emphasized the
power of processes like photovoice to simultaneously facilitate meaningful community
engagement:
…But, I also think about community
engagement, what did they get out of
the process? …Not just getting the, the
whole process is usually about one
way, the community giving you information, and then you move on.
Eventually you will get good delivered
to the community, but what if we built
that into the process? Right, where
they’re getting the benefit while we are
studying how to make the community
more walkable or more greenspace,
whatever.
Another decision maker echoed the value of an
engagement process in and of itself: “Doing an
activity can have a value just on its own, doing
something together and seeing what comes out
of it.” Decision makers not only found utility
in the photovoice process for facilitating
powerful participant stories that can be useful
qualitative data for decision-making, they also
recognized the impact of the process itself for
building sustained community engagement.
DISCUSSION AND LIMITATIONS
Our first research question sought to
understand how viewers responded to the
photovoice exhibit. Our results demonstrate
that nearly all exhibit attendees reported a
change in their awareness and concern of the
topics the project sought to address, namely
transportation and mobility along one of the
city’s busiest corridors. Attendees also better
understood these issues through the eyes of
residents, felt more connected to the community, and had ideas for how to remedy the
concerns brought up by participants. Although
11
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our results demonstrated increased levels of
awareness, concern, and a willing-ness to take
action, we are unable to determine if viewership of the exhibit resulted in changes in
behavior of exhibit attendees. While we took a
step closer to understanding the impacts of
photovoice on policy, substantial barriers/
challenges still exist to connecting deliberative
public participation processes like photovoice
to the impacts on targeted policies (Nabatchi
& Amsler, 2014). For example, will exhibit
attendees vote differently on ballot initiatives
related to traffic safety and infrastructure
improvement along the Boulevard?; will they
get involved in city projects, local coalitions,
or other groups seeking to implement
changes?; will they speak to others about their
knowledge and experience with the photovoice project, thus advocating for issues of
concern? We suspect that there may be a gap
between professed willingness to advocate for
issues and actual engagement or action.
Our second research question addressed what staff from collaborating organizations
observed from the photovoice process. While
collaborators were struck by the deep understanding of the concerns of residents the
process provided, they also saw the benefits of
designing a process through a collaboration
across departments and sectors that led to
value well beyond the final exhibit. This
sustained value is an example of the power of
“thicker” public participation projects like
photovoice. Indeed, partners explicitly contrasted this project to the “thinner” forms of
public participation typically led by the city,
where resident feedback is solicited in more
one-off, less-engaged processes (Nabatchi &
Leighninger, 2015).
Working to fulfill one of the primary
goals of photovoice to impact policy, we see
the involvement of city employees as crucial
to the project as it ensured that the ideas for
change generated by the participants could
influence the decisions and actions made
daily. City employees present during the
photovoice process, not just in attendance at
the exhibit, were developing ideas for things
they could do, change, or implement on the
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Boulevard as the project unfolded. This is in
addition to ways in which the final products
(e.g., exhibits, photo books, final reports) may
influence policy makers in the long term.
The results from our third research
question, interestingly, showed decision
makers’ responses were not focused on
changes to policies, practices, or decisions
related to the themes of the project, but rather
they were moved by the power of the process
itself. This may suggest that until thicker
forms of engagement become more commonplace, the novelty of such projects might
distract from focusing more intently on the
narratives that seek action-oriented solutions.
Additionally, ensuring that the decision
makers most connected to the project topic or
theme are present at all stages of the
photovoice process is incredibly important, if
the goal is to influence policies. Relatedly,
there is also the question of the ethical
responsibility that organizers have to steward
calls for change that may have been catalyzed
through participation (Mitchell, 2015). Public
participation projects like photovoice, which
purport to impact participants and help enact
social change, must work to be accountable to
this goal (Bober, 2011). For example, many of
our participants talked about fears of losing the
cultural identity of the neighborhoods along
the corridor with rising rates of gentrification
and change. While this concern was not
specifically about transportation or mobility,
participants raised it nonetheless. Thus, it left
us wondering how our collaborators might
take action to be responsive to this concern. In
some ways, we recognized that it is likely
easier for city staff to take action on issues
raised in individual photos. Taking action
based on the broad themes, such as the loss of
cultural identity presented through our
analysis, requires longer-term, more complex
decisions. These types of decisions require
time for reflection and processing as well as
time for decision makers to take ideas back to
their departments for discussion and exploration of actions. So more time than was
provided, as the focus group discussion occurred immediately following our presentation of
12
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findings, would be required to see actions that
addressed the larger themes raised by photovoice projects. Additionally, while city staff
may be familiar with how to take action
following traditional public participation processes, taking action from the less common,
“thicker” forms of engagement may be more
difficult because of the complexity.
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exhibits? Can such products successfully convey messages and guide decision-making in
similar ways to having participants present to
talk about their photos?
At a time when there appears to be
momentum and interest in building more
inclusive, robust public participation processes, photovoice can serve as one method to
not only elicit resident ideas and concerns, but
to promote awareness, reflection, and action in
the larger community and among key decision
makers. We believe that university actors can
be powerful collaborators with city government, supporting their efforts to engage residents in meaningful, thick public participation.
Involving local advocacy organizations is key
in ensuring trust is built with residents and also
provides additional avenues for engagement
after photovoice projects conclude. Each of
these stakeholder groups bring a unique set of
skills and assets to collaborative photovoice
projects, ensuring the greatest impact not only
for participants’ but also on decision makers
and policy, helping meet one of the primary
goals of photovoice projects.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH AND CONCLUSIONS
Our work shows how city staff can
make immediate decisions and implement
ideas within their departments in direct
response to participant ideas when they are
involved in the process from the outset. We
also saw immediate impacts expressed by
viewers of photovoice exhibits. While this
study provided important examination of the
impacts of a photovoice project on those who
view and engage with participant-generated
materials, future research on decision-making
is still greatly needed. Longitudinal research is
needed to understand how or if photovoice
projects continue to impact viewers over the
long term and ultimately shift behavior or
catalyze action. This project also demonstrated how learning about the results of a photovoice process can influence decision makers’
openness to “thick” forms of community
engagement. Additional research is needed to
tease out how decision makers might act on the
themes presented through photovoice processes, once they get past the novelty of the
approach and are provided the time and space
needed to consider addressing broader themes.
While we focused on immediate reactions to the photovoice project and reactions to
a presentation of the findings, future research
might also explore how photovoice projects
can continue to impact decision-making. This
might take two forms. First, when given time
to process the findings and discuss with colleagues, do the results of photovoice projects
continue to influence decisions in the longer
term? Second, what is the impact of photovoice projects past their “end” exhibits
through additional products such as story
maps, photo books, or permanent travelling

REFERENCES
Annang, L., Wilson, S., Tinago, C., Wright
Sanders, L., Bevington, T., Carlos, B.,
Cornelius, E., & Svendsen, E. (2016).
Photovoice. Qualitative Health
Research, 26(2), 241–251.
Arnstein, S. (1969). A ladder of citizen
participation. Journal of the American
Planning Association, 35(4), 216–
224.https://doi.org/10.1080/01944366
908977225
Barrett, G., Wyman, M., & Coelho, V. S. P.
(2012). Assessing the policy impacts
of deliberative civic engagement:
Comparing engagement in the health
policy processes of Brazil and
Canada. In T. Nabatchi, J. Gastil, M.
Weiksner, & M. Leighninger (Eds.),
Democracy in motion: Evaluating the
practice and impact of deliberative
civic engagement (pp. 181–203).
Oxford University Press.
13

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

Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education

Bober, L. (2011). Visualising justice: The
politics of working with children’s
drawings. In L. Theron, C. Mitchell,
A. Smith, & J. Stuart (Eds.), Picturing
research: Drawing as visual methodology (pp. 63–76). Sense Publishers.
Carlson, E. D, Engebretson, J., &
Chamberlain, R. M. (2006).
Photovoice as a social process of
critical consciousness. Qualitative
Health Research, 16(6), 836–852.
Catalani, C., & Minkler, M. (2010).
Photovoice: A review of the literature
in health and public health. Health
Education & Behavior, 37(3), 424–
451. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1090198109342084
Chevalier, J., & Buckles, D. (2013).
Participatory action research: Theory
and methods for engaged inquiry.
Routledge.
Coronado, C., Freijomil-Vázquez, C.,
Fernández-Basanta, S., Andina-Díaz,
E., & Movilla-Fernández, M. (2020).
Using photovoice to explore the
impact on a student community after
including cross-sectional content on
environmental sustainability in a
university subject: A case study.
International Journal of Sustainability
in Higher Education, 21(7), 1331–
1350.
Fetters, M., & Molina-Azorin, J. (2017). The
Journal of Mixed Methods Research
starts a new decade: Perspectives of
past editors on the current state of the
field and future directions. Journal of
Mixed Methods Research, 11(4), 423–
432. https://doi.org/10.1177/15586898
17729476
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed.
The Seabury Press.
Greene, S., Burke, K. J., & McKenna, M. K.
(2018). A review of research
connecting digital storytelling,
photovoice, and civic engagement.
Review of Educational Research,
88(6), 844–878.

Volume 13, Number 3

Harper, D. (1986). Meaning and work: A
study in photo elicitation. Current
Sociology, 34, 24–45. https://doi.org/
10.1177/001139286034003006
Hergenrather, K. C., Rhodes, S. D., Cowan,
C.A., Bardhoshi, G., & Pula, S.
(2009). Photovoice as communitybased participatory research: A
qualitative review. American Journal
of Health Behavior, 33(6), 686–98.
https://doi.org/10.5993/ajhb.33.6.6
Latz, A. (2017). Photovoice research in
education and beyond: A practical
guide from theory to exhibition.
Routledge.
LeCompte, M., & Schensul, J. (2010).
Designing and conducting
ethnographic research: An
introduction (2nd ed.). AltaMira Press.
Liebenberg, L., Sylliboy, A., Davis-Ward, D.,
Vincent, A. (2017). Meaningful
engagement of Indigenous youth in
PAR: The role of community
partnerships. International Journal of
Qualitative Methods, 16, 1–16. https:
//doi.org/10.1177/1609406917704095
Liebenberg, L. (2018). Thinking critically
about photovoice: Achieving
empowerment and social change.
International Journal of Qualitative
Methods, 17(1), 1–9. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1609406918757631
Lukensmeyer, C. J., & Torres, L. H. (2006).
Public deliberation: A manager’s
guide to citizen engagement. IBM
Center for the Business of
Government.
Mitchell, C. (2015). Looking at showing: On
the politics and pedagogy of
exhibiting in community-based
research and work with policy
makers. Educational Research for
Social Change, 4(2), 48–60.
Nabatchi, T., & Amsler, L. (2014). Direct
public engagement in local
government. The American Review of
Public Administration, 44(4), 63S–
88S.https://doi.org/10.1177/02750740
13519702
14

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

Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education

Volume 13, Number 3

AUTHOR NOTE

Nabatchi, T., & Leighninger, M. (2015).
Public participation for 21st century
democracy. John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
Ruby, J. (1991). Speaking for, speaking
about, speaking with, or speaking
alongside: An anthropological and
documentary dilemma. Visual Anthropology Review, 7(2), 50–67. https://
doi.org/10.1525/var.1991.7.2.50
Roger, K., Wetzel, M., & Penner, L. (2018).
Living with Parkinson’s disease –
Perceptions of invisibility in a
photovoice study. Ageing and Society,
38(5), 1041–1062.
Rose, G. (2012). Visual methodologies: An
introduction to researching with
visual materials (3rd ed.). Sage
Publishing.
Scott, R. P. (2019). More than just
complaints: Generating thick
engagement through thin participatory
programs. Perspectives on Public
Management and Governance, 2(2),
155–165.
Seidel, J. V. (1998). Qualitative data analysis.
Qualis Research. (Originally
published as “Qualitative data
analysis,” 1998, Ethnograph v5.0: A
Users Guide, Appendix E.)
Wang, C., & Burris, M. (1994).
Empowerment through photo novella:
Portraits of participation. Health
Education Quarterly, 21(2), 171–186.
https://doi.org/10.1177/109019819402
100204
Wang, C., & Burris, M. (1997). Photovoice:
Concept, methodology, and use for
participatory needs assessment.
Health Education & Behavior, 24(3),
369–387. https://doi.org/10.1177/
109019819702400309
Wang, C. (1999). Photovoice: A participatory
action research strategy applied to
women’s health. Journal of Women’s
Health, 8(2), 185–192. https://doi.org/
10.1089/jwh.1999.8.185

Correspondence concerning this article
should be addressed to Cara DiEnno,
University of Denver, Center for Community
Engagement to Advance Scholarship and
Learning, Community Commons, Room 1100.
2055 E. Evans Ave, Denver, CO 80208,
Email: cara.dienno@du.edu

15
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283

Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education

Volume 13, Number 3

The Annual Physical Therapy Visit:
Opportunities for Service Learning in Professional Education
Howell Tapley1, Jeremy Houser1, Tiffany Idlewine1,
John Kiesel1, Douglas Stevens2, and Stasia Tapley1
1

Doctor of Physical Therapy Program, Indiana State University
2

Physician Assistant Program, Indiana State University

ABSTRACT
The American Physical Therapy Association promotes the Annual Physical Therapy Visit. Similar
to an older adult who may see his/her medical provider annually, it is recommended that the aging
adult see a physical therapist who will perform screening tests for strength, endurance, flexibility,
balance, and gait. Early detection of physical decline in aging may result in referral for physical
therapy, wellness programming, or medical care. Community members and students experience
mutual benefits.
Keywords: community engagement, prevention, rehabilitation, screening
The American Physical Therapy
Association (APTA) recommends that
individuals see a physical therapist annually to
promote healthy aging and avoid unnecessary
physical impairments, activity limitations, and
participation restrictions (APTA, 2018). The
organization provides recommendations and
resources for physical therapists to encourage
further participation in this clinical activity
(APTA, n.d.). The Doctor of Physical Therapy
(DPT) Program at Indiana State University
(ISU) offered the Annual Physical Therapy
Visit (APTV) in the spring of 2017, 2018, and
2019 as a free, pro bono service to the public
targeting older adults in an underserved area
of Indiana. No screens were performed in 2020
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This paper is
written as a case study to explain the process
of administering the APTV as a servicelearning project, which is believed to be
underutilized in physical therapy education.
The APTV at ISU is popular amid
local senior citizens, with many returning each
year. Satisfaction survey results are positive

among participants, and student reflections
indicate a strong appreciation for the experience. This specific DPT service-learning
project appears to be somewhat unique in DPT
professional education; therefore, the decision
was made to describe the process in detail so
other programs can become aware of this
opportunity. This paper outlines the procedure
for delivering the APTV as a service-learning
assignment in DPT professional education and
includes recommendations and lessons
learned from three separate DPT cohorts. The
project may generate ideas for servicelearning projects for other healthcare professional programs, including medicine, athletic
training, nursing, physician assistants, and
occupational therapy, that may have the
potential to offer similar services.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Physical Therapy and Service Learning
Service learning is employed frequently in many academic disciplines, including
1
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medical and nursing sciences, business and
economics, computer science and information
systems, social studies, teacher education,
linguistics, and environmental disciplines
(Salam et al., 2019). Service learning is a form
of experiential learning that addresses
academic objectives in conjunction with
meaningful community service (Cashman &
Seifer, 2008). Educational benefits of service
learning include developing hands-on skills,
applying theories to practice in the
community, and fostering a sense of social
responsibility (Azer et al., 2013). Service
learning is distinct from other forms of
experiential learning in health professional
education, like clinical internships, by aiming
to increase students’ sense of social
responsibility while applying knowledge and
skills learned during academic coursework.
Clinical internships tend to focus on the
development of the student, with learning
experiences structured around the application
and development of clinical skills. Service
learning in physical therapy provides the
student with an opportunity for practical,
hands-on experiences with community
members in need of services.
McMenamin et al. (2014) described
six domains for outcomes of service learning:
(i) personal and interpersonal development;
(ii) understanding and applying knowledge;
(iii) engagement, curiosity, and reflective
practice; (iv) critical thinking; (v) perspective
transformation;
and
(vi)
citizenship.
Objectives to promote critical inquiry and
reflective practice are consistent across
healthcare education, and service learning can
provide an opportunity to achieve these key
learning objectives (Azer et al., 2013).
Instructor guidance throughout the process
allows students to be involved in the
development, planning, and execution of a
service event. Prompts after the event assist in
promoting reflection, personal growth, and
perspective transformation regarding the
profession’s role in society.
The domains for service learning outcomes align with APTA Core Values of altru-
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ism, social responsibility, caring, and compassion. Social responsibility is defined as
“the promotion of a mutual trust between the
profession and the larger public that necessitates responding to societal needs for health
and wellness” (APTA, 2019b, p. 2) and connects well with the “giving back” component
of service learning. Enhanced appreciation of
the APTA Core Values has been cited
previously as a benefit of community-based
service learning in physical therapy education
(Gazsi & Oriel, 2010). Compassion/caring and
accountability have been reported as the most
common APTA Core Values experienced by
students during service-learning activities
(Crandell, Wiegand, & Brosky, 2013). In
addition to the Core Values, the APTA Code
of Ethics guides physical therapy professional
education and practice. In this document,
principle #8 states, “Physical therapists shall
participate in efforts to meet the health needs
of people locally, nationally, or globally”
(APTA, 2020, p. 3). This provides an ethical
imperative for social responsibility that
service-learning activities can meet.
Reynolds (2005) highlighted the
distinct
benefits
of
service-learning
experiences compared to clinical internship
experiences for physical therapy students.
Clinical internships are typically individual
student learning experiences in a clinical
setting under the supervision of a single
clinical instructor as compared to service
learning, which usually involves group
projects that occur outside of a formal clinical
setting. The benefits of service learning
include the chance to participate in prevention
and wellness screening, the development of an
increased appreciation for cultural differences
within community members, and an increased
sense of social responsibility. Many clinical
internship experiences offer limited opportunity to provide consultation, prevention, and
wellness, or to demonstrate social commitment and advocacy.
Community service-learning projects
allow students active involvement in planning
and implementing stages, thereby fostering
2
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organizational and leadership skills. Some
authors have proposed service learning as an
ideal learning approach for physical therapy
students due to its ability to develop leadership
skills, foster team-building skills, and build a
deeper understanding of professional roles
(Hoppes et al., 2005). The development of
leadership skills in the personal and
interpersonal domains along with promoting
citizenship fit with previous descriptions of
the domains of service learning (McMenamin
et al., 2014).
Nordon-Craft et al. (2017) explored
the benefits of actively involving students in
designing and implementing a servicelearning project to reduce falls. Students selfreported reduced anxiety and improved
confidence when working with older adults
after participating in the project. This included
an increase in self-reported ability to interpret
clinical findings from assessments. The
students also had a greater appreciation for the
importance of social responsibility and an
increased interest in working with older adults.
These benefits highlight service learning’s
ability to enhance social responsibility, professionalism, and the application of hands-on
knowledge and skills learned during academic
coursework.
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signs of disease that warrant referral (APTA,
2021b). Perhaps the most supportive data for
annual screening by physical therapists is
identifying patients at risk for falls. Falls
become more common with advancing age
and are estimated to cost $30 billion annually
in direct medical costs in the United States
(Phelan et al., 2015). Phelan et al. (2015) also
suggest that current statistics indicate that
approximately 30% to 40% of people aged 65
years and older will fall annually. The
opportunity provided by the APTV offers a
chance to address this critical public health
concern in high-risk populations.
METHODOLOGY
Project Description
In the spring semester, second year
DPT students in a cohort of approximately 30
are required to complete PHTH 720, Health
Promotion and Wellness, a one credit hour
course that is a blend of didactic training and
service-learning assignments. One course
objective is to “implement health promotion
and wellness programs based on cost effectiveness and available resources” (Tapley,
2019, p. 1). The APTV is an assignment that
includes completion of the service-learning
project, a written paper (30% of course grade),
and a presentation (15% of course grade).
Students plan, implement, and evaluate the
event under the supervision of faculty who are
licensed physical therapists. Adults aged 50
and older, who are community members in the
Terre Haute, Indiana, area are offered free
screenings that include an assessment of
strength, flexibility, endurance, balance, and
gait. Clients are recruited through local
organizations such as senior centers, churches,
etc. When deficits such as poor balance and
flexibility are detected, appropriate home
programs are offered which may include
therapeutic exercise or patient education for
fall prevention. When more severe dysfunction is present, referrals are made for physical
therapy consults at local clinics; wellness
services such as yoga, tai chi, and aquatic
exercise; or physician office visits.

Annual Screenings
The APTV is a type of annual health
screen. Annual health screens are a form of
secondary prevention strategy to ensure
pathologies are identified at early stages with
the goal of less morbidity and mortality
(Morabia, 2004). Unfortunately, the current
healthcare model is primarily focused on
tertiary management and care. Similarly,
current healthcare curriculums focus on educating our future providers to manage disease
rather than prevent disease. As the healthcare
model evolves, preventative practice is more
valued by patients and practitioners (CDC,
n.d.). The APTA acknowledges that physical
therapists have the knowledge and expertise to
provide an adequate health screen that allows
for the visibility of individuals’ status of health
over time and the potential to capture early
3
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based on their participation. A complete
training manual was required as a course
assignment, including project completion
details such as research related to the APTV,
marketing, tests/measures, procedures, and
evaluation. Students completed optional
course and instructor evaluation surveys.

Objectives of the Project
The APTV service-learning project
was designed to provide practical, hands-on
experience for second year DPT students
while addressing the health needs of the
public. A total of six objectives were listed:
1. Develop/revise a training manual that
will be used by the next cohort
2. Research the concept of the Annual
Physical Therapy Visit
3. Develop/revise all forms needed to
implement the event
4. Market and administer the event
5. Assess your project
6. Present your project in writing and
through oral presentation

Table 1. Taskforce Assignments
1. Research
a. Develop background information for
project
i. Peer-reviewed research
1. PT role in screens
2. Wellness/Prevention
3. The annual checkup by a PT
ii. APTA/Other information related to
topic
iii. Relevance and future use for PT
practice
iv. Set objectives/goals for the project
v. Impact evaluation

Timeline and Assignments
Doctor of physical therapy students are
presented with the details of the assignment in
early January on the first day of class. A
project manager is elected from the student
population, and this individual directs the
event and serves as the primary liaison
between students, faculty, and clinical
partners. Students then self-select into one of
four task forces: Research, Forms/Tests, Procedure, and Marketing/Recruitment. Descriptions of each task force duties are outlined in
Table 1. Members of each task force elect a
task force chair who coordinates all activities
of the group. This arrangement mirrors typical
operations of public health programs, and also
provides multiple leadership opportunities for
students. Students are encouraged, but not
required, to make improvements to the event
based on student comments and reflections
from previous years. Faculty oversee the
process and approve changes as needed.

2. Forms/Tests and Measures
a. Finalize tests/screens needed for event
b. Finalize forms
c. Lead training session for performance
of tests
3. Procedure
a. Create outline of event details
b. Develop layout of clinic space
c. Secure needed equipment/supplies
d. Process evaluation
e. Coordinate/manage day of event
4. Marketing/Recruitment
a. Recruit licensed PTs to supervise
students during event
b. Market event to relevant population
c. Create advertising materials as
appropriate
d. Distribute advertising materials
e. Schedule clients for event
f. Follow-up/reminders to assure
attendance
g. Minimize tardiness and no-shows
h. Follow-up client satisfaction survey

Evaluation
As a method to understand the impact
of the service-learning project, students and
clients gave feedback. The clients who
participated in the event completed a satisfaction survey. The doctor of physical therapy
students submitted a group written reflection
of their experience of the event. The students
also made recommendations for future cohorts
4
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instructor higher than department, college, and
university averages, indicating an overall good
experience with the course. Individual
comments were very positive and samples are
provided in Table 2.
Client satisfaction was assessed through a
general written intake form. Clients were
asked, “Overall, how satisfied were you with
your physical therapy checkup?” Of those
completing the survey (N=89), 100% selected
either “very satisfied” or “satisfied” when
other options were “neutral,” “dissatisfied,”
and “very dissatisfied.” Written suggestions
included recommendations to improve
parking and to provide a better quality map
and good directions to the physical location. In
2019, the location for the event changed from
previous years, which caused some confusion
for those return clients.
Students were required to make
recommendations for a successful APTV in
the written manual to assist future cohorts.
These “lessons learned” from previous groups
are listed in Table 3.

RESULTS
There were three separate screenings
performed: spring 2017, spring 2018, and
spring 2019. A total of 95 individuals aged 50
and above from the community received free
screenings. Student reflections of the event
were positive. Client satisfaction was very
high, and many individuals returned over
multiple years. There was one adverse event
consisting of a minor fall down a step with no
significant injury.
Student reflections after the event provided insight into the experiential experience
of community service and learning from a
student perspective. Each cohort indicated
enjoyment of the project and a desire to
continue the project for future cohorts. One
group stated, “It was a great experience for all
those involved and allowed us to gain handson experience in the development of a health
promotion event that we may each be
requested to initiate in our future workplace.”
Student teaching evaluations rated the
Table 2. Sample Student Comments

What were the best things about this course?
“The health promotion project was fun.”
“The health promotion and screening project were the coolest parts about this. I completely
enjoyed those projects and the impact we had on the community.”
“I really like the health screens; it was awesome getting in the clinic to actually perform
activities.”
“Setting up the health screen and seeing it be a huge success.”
“The semester-long project to be able to interact and help the community was much better than
having to take any tests…”
“I really enjoyed the health promotion project. Not only was it beneficial for the community but
also to me as a future clinician. It was nice to be put in a position where I felt like I had
responsibility to educate patients while my teachers were present to provide feedback and
guidance.”
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Table 3. Lessons from the Annual Checkup Service Learning Project

Pre-event Planning
Use a variety of methods to market: email blast to senior group very effective
Schedule 4 weeks out – making appointments preferred to “walk-in”
Recommend 2 clients/15 minutes based on staffing
Send a reminder email 2 weeks prior to event
Phone clients 3 days prior to event to confirm
Be proactive to avoid no shows
Importance of good, accurate map
Doing paperwork prior is helpful
Use a training session with cross training in all tests/measures (administration and interpretation)
Have a dry-run to work out kinks
Recruit physical therapists to supervise student PTs (faculty plus local clinicians)
Weekend worked better for parking and less congestion in building
Day-of-Event Coordination
Parking can be an issue
Good flow between stations is essential
Signs are needed inside and outside the facility
Provide adequate space/chairs for waiting room
Layout of stations – important to streamline process
Use 1 person to direct with a “birds eye view”
Use 2 student “floaters” to help as needed and keep clients moving
Need 2 people at check-in
Private area needed for medical history/check-in
Use cheat-sheets to quickly assess for red flags
Vital signs station needs adequate staff to prevent bottleneck
Use laminated data sheets at each station with normative values
Event
The Biodex Biosway for balance assessment was popular and clients seem to like technology
The debriefing session was most popular
Use a private room for debriefing session for HIPAA compliance
Use a 1-page summary sheet for patient/physician
Provide breaks for students
Exercise recommendations need to be written and concise
Post-Event
Have good, secure storage for medical records
Maintain contact list for future groups
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invest in prevention-oriented care services for
the improvement of mainstream medicine and
public health (CDC, 2021). By addressing
movement dysfunctions early, this unique,
“real-world” assignment allows DPT students
the opportunity to fulfill the mission of the
APTA: “Transforming society by optimizing
movement to improve the human condition”
(APTA, 2019a, para. 1).
A key component of any servicelearning project is addressing needs of the
community. As a result of this project, a highrisk, underserved community received health
screening and advice on fall risk reduction,
physical activity recommendations, and
counseling on healthy behaviors. Thus far, the
community participants have been satisfied
with the program, and the continued feedback
from community partners continues to be a
key consideration in updating the APTV.
The organization and detailed
structure provided in the APTV servicelearning assignment may have implications
for community engagement and higher
education in general. It has been reported that
both the level of instructor guidance provided
for a service-learning project and the extent of
project integration with course material may
be related to student learning (Lambright &
Lu, 2009). Students were provided extensive
details related to the design and implementation of the APTV. In addition, the course was
strategically located toward the end of the
didactic curriculum, which allowed students
to apply clinical knowledge and skills learned
in previous coursework. The higher education
community should consider providing
sufficient structure in the design of servicelearning projects to eliminate student
confusion and promote success. The success
of the APTV may also be a result of timing of
student learning and sequencing of content
within the curriculum. Instructors should
consider appropriate integration of current
and past content in the design of meaningful
service-learning experiences.
Another lesson this case study
provides the larger academic community is
related to leadership. It has been suggested

DISCUSSION
This paper explored student physical
therapists’ perspectives on the development
and implementation of a service-learning
project providing annual health screenings to
high-risk, underserved older adults. Overall,
the student participants reported positive
experiences and felt participating in the
service learning was beneficial for learning
“hands-on” skills of the profession including
examination techniques, basic home exercise
prescription, and patient education. Many
students also commented on the fulfillment
they experienced after being able to help
members of the community, which in turn
generated an increased likelihood to consider
being involved in future community engagement events as a professional. This finding is
consistent with previous research into
physical therapy student service learning,
which reported improved confidence, interest,
and willingness to participate in future health
promotion activities (Tapley & Patel, 2016).
Allowing students to perform examination
skills during their didactic training is
invaluable in fostering professional growth
and confidence.
Injury prevention and the promotion
of health and wellness are integral components of physical therapy practice. Many
students do not get adequate opportunities to
develop these skills during clinical experiences; this is likely due to the nature of
healthcare reimbursement focused on postinjury rehabilitation as opposed to preventative measures. The APTV assignment offers
students valuable experience in performing
these components of practice.
Thomas Edison stated, “the doctor of
the future will give no medicine, but will
interest his patients in the care of the human
frame, in diet, and in the cause and prevention
of disease.” (BrainyQuote, n.d., para. 1).
Embedding the knowledge and practice of the
APTV within the physical therapy curriculum
aligns well with this wise advice from the
past. In addition, the initiative is in harmony
with the current CDC recommendation to
7
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that leadership skill development can be
incorporated successfully into servicelearning projects (Lester, 2015). By providing
multiple opportunities for leadership within
the APTV service-learning project, students
were able to assume responsibility and a sense
of ownership for the project. There was a
project director/coordinator student position
who oversaw the entire project and acted as a
liaison to the supervising faculty member. In
addition, multiple task force chairs were
staffed by students who had the responsibility
of organizing meetings and providing weekly
reports. Instructors designing service-learning
projects in other disciplines may benefit from
incorporating multi-level leadership opportunities within a single group project.
CONCLUSION
The APTV offers unique opportunities
for community engagement in physical
therapy professional education. DPT students
appreciate the tangible benefits of experiential
learning in training for a “hands on” future
professional life. When DPT students are
offered a structured plan with adequate faculty
supervision, both student and client satisfaction are high. High-risk, underserved older
adults are the recipients of free yearly screens
for strength, flexibility, endurance, balance,
and gait deficits. Early detection of physical
decline with aging may lead to interventions
that can improve daily living activities and
overall health-related quality of life. The
authors believe service-learning projects can
be implemented in other healthcare programs
to provide a hands-on learning experience to
students and benefit the community they
serve. This case study provides a framework
and guideline for implementation.
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ABSTRACT
This paper uses a case study of a co-curricular community-based research (CbR) program for
undergraduates at a regional comprehensive university to identify five strategies to success in
implementing such a program: prior planning, appropriate projects, student ownership, program
structure, and teaching students to find resources. We address the strengths and limitations of CbR
programs, provide recommendations for community engagement through research, and address
opportunities and challenges of CbR programs for involving students in their communities.
Keywords: undergraduate research, community engaged learning, university community
partnerships, civic engagement
Previous research has documented the
importance of community-based service and
research for improving college graduates’
civic-mindedness (Einfeld & Collins, 2001;
Strand et al., 2003). Yet much of what we
know stems from research on community
engagement within academic courses. In this
paper, we use a case study of a co-curricular
community-based research (CbR) program at
a regional comprehensive university to discuss
opportunities and challenges in implementing
such programs for undergraduates. Through
our discussion, we aim to guide the
implementation of co-curricular CbR programs at other colleges and universities.
Prior
research
on
community
engagement programs for college students
focuses on either service learning or CbR. In
an overview of prior research on the effects of
service learning on students, Eyler et al.
(2001) note that service-learning programs
contribute to positive personal growth,
stronger academic skills, and an enhanced
sense of social responsibility. More recent

studies support these findings, showing that
service learning can increase students’ selfesteem, grades, satisfaction with school, civicmindedness, and community involvement
(Celio et al., 2011; Choo et al., 2019; Mayer et
al., 2019; Prentice & Robinson, 2010; Simons
& Cleary, 2006; Yorio & Ye, 2012). The
university discussed in this case study has
hundreds of community partners who provide
service-learning opportunities for students,
with reports indicating over 100,000 hours of
service annually.
A less common approach for community engagement is CbR. Studies on undergraduate research suggest that conducting
research helps students develop the skills to
solve complex, real-world problems and
achieve their academic and professional goals
(Masterson, 2017; Miettinen, 2000). CbR
provides the additional advantage of engaging
students in their communities and providing
community organizations with access to
research focused specifically on their needs
(George et al., 2017; Rosing & Hofman,
1
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2010). Despite these potential benefits, CbR
programs have been substantially understudied (George et al., 2017).
CbR is often part of formal
coursework, as in Rosing and Hofman’s
(2010) case study in which students in
specified courses worked on a CbR project.
Based on the case study, they recommended
that CbR programs work with campus-based
centers, engage students in reflective conversations, and negotiate with organizations to
determine realistic goals. Co-curricular CbR
programs offer unique benefits and
challenges. The scant research on the latter
type of program suggests that engaging in
multi-semester, co-curricular CbR work
strengthens students’ communication and
research skills, interest in their education, and
appreciation for the role of research in solving
social problems (George et al., 2017; Keen &
Baldwin, 2004; Owen et al., 2019). Given the
relative lack of research on co-curricular CbR
programs, this paper discusses a case study of
one such program that the authors helped
create and implement as faculty advisors at a
large regional comprehensive university.

Volume 13, Number 3

to complete the analyses and report for the
community partner by the end of the semester.
While other studies note that university
centers can provide a “safety net” in such
situations (Rosing & Hofman, 2010), our
university’s center had neither the personnel
nor other resources to provide such support.
This prompted discussions about how faculty
advisors in a co-curricular CbR program can
successfully facilitate student-community
research collaborations without the safety net
provided by a university center. Drawing on
our experiences as co-advisors in the program,
we recommend the following strategies: (1)
in-depth prior planning, (2) choosing
appropriate projects, (3) ensuring students’
ownership, (4) providing structure, and (5)
teaching students to seek additional resources.
Identifying and understanding these strategies
will be a useful starting point for other
institutions looking to develop, implement,
and improve their own CbR programs.
The Five Strategies
Strategy #1: In-depth Prior Planning
Programs involving undergraduates in
co-curricular research activities require
recruiting students with specific skills, which
highlights the need for rigorous yet attainable
recruitment, application, and selection
procedures. This process differs from
curricular CbR where students enroll in a class
requiring participation, which may result in
students who are less involved and invested in
their projects (Rosing & Hofman, 2010).
Initially in our CbR program, we began
recruitment for the coming academic year at
the end of the previous spring semester. To
increase our applicant pool and provide more
time to plan projects, we moved recruitment to
early spring. While we identified students
through our courses, recommendations from
other faculty across campus, and campus-wide
advertising, our students tended to be juniors
and seniors in majors within our respective
colleges of social sciences and education (e.g.,
psychology, child and family studies,
sociology, health promotion, and criminal
justice).

BACKGROUND
Our CbR program was part of the
community research branch of the university’s
community engagement center. We aimed to
expand opportunities for students to collaborate with community partners to design and
implement research projects over an academic
year (see Table 1 for details). By the end of the
program, students would be able to use
empirically sound research methods to design
and implement a CbR project, draw upon their
experiences to reflect on civic engagement,
effectively and professionally communicate,
and recruit student volunteers to participate in
CbR. The first author served as an advisor in
the program from its inception in 2014 through
2019, and the second author served as coadvisor from 2015 through 2018.
The impetus for reconsidering the
design of our CbR program occurred when one
of our students collected survey data but failed
2
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Table 1. Community Research Team History
Academic
Year

2014-2015

Student
Selection

October 2014

Number of
Students

4

Incentives for Students

Faculty Involved

Faculty Incentive

$400 tuition waiver /
semester

1 Health Promotion
Human Performance
1 Criminal Justice

Fall semester:
Small monetary
stipend.
Spring semester:
1 course release

Types of
Projects

OS

Spring 2015
for Fall 2015

4

1 Child and Family
Studies
1 Criminal Justice

$400 tuition waiver /
semester

1 course release
each semester per
advisor

City government
University

NA

OS
2015-2016

Types of
Community
Partners

SWOT
LR

City government
K-12 charter
school
Local non-profit
Local police
department

OS
S
2016-2017

Spring 2016
for Fall 2016

6

$450 tuition waiver, and 3
upper-division elective
credits waiver / semester

1 Child and Family
Studies
1 Criminal Justice

1 course release
each semester per
advisor

$450 tuition waiver, and 3
upper-division elective
credits waiver / semester

1 Child and Family
Studies
1 Criminal Justice

1 course release
each semester per
advisor

SWOT
FG

FG
2017-2018

Spring 2017
for Fall 2017

6

OS
SDA

City government
K-12 charter
school
Local non-profits
Local police
department

County health
department
Local non-profits
Local police
department

Types of Projects: OS – Participant Opinion Survey, S – Participant Survey, SWOT – S.W.O.T. Analysis, FG – Focus Groups, SDA –
Secondary Data Analysis, LR – Literature Review, NA – Needs Assessment Survey.
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After the application deadline, we reviewed applications and conducted in-person
interviews to assess students’ potential for
success in the program. The dynamic nature of
CbR requires students to be flexible thinkers
who take initiative to solve problems on their
own (Jacoby, 2013). Thus, we began focusing
more heavily on soft skills in addition to
grade-point average and research methods or
statistics courses. Ultimately, students whom
we accepted into the program demonstrated
their professionalism, interest in research,
motivation for community engagement, critical thinking, time management, and organizational skills. Being able to select students in
this way mitigated one challenge of curricular
CbR where faculty manage whomever enrolls
in the course (Goertzen et al., 2016; Rosenberg
et al., 2016). In our experience, selecting
students who demonstrated specific skills
dramatically improved how our students interacted with community partners, their abilities
to take full responsibility for their projects, and
the quality of their final reports. The cocurricular design also allowed students to
continue in the program by going through the
application and interview process each year.
All CbR students must spend time on
their projects outside of class, but a cocurricular program requires more time
commit-ment than typical coursework. To
address this issue, we initially offered a small
tuition waiver. When that was not sufficient,
we added upper-division, elective course
credit in which we identified faculty who
agreed to serve as the instructors of record for
pre-existing directed readings courses within
each student’s major or minor. At the end of
each semester, each student earned a letter
grade based on grading criteria outlined in our
program’s syllabus. The additional incentive
of course credit improved the applicant pool
and helped students prioritize their projects
over extracurricular activities. Offering credit
shifted the program more toward a curricular
model of CbR, but the program continued as a
co-curricular activity rather than a formalized
course. This structure differed from intern-

ships or field placements in that students did
not provide direct service to or spend time with
clientele at their research sites. Our program
also offered opportunities to continue beyond
a single semester.
Strategy #2: Choose Appropriate Projects
For undergraduate researchers in cocurricular CbR programs to be successful, they
must be presented with feasible projects (e.g.,
narrow scope, appropriate complexity) that
include a community partner willing to be a
co-educator. To identify potential projects,
each spring semester we asked our university’s community engagement center to email
a call for proposals to community partners,
asking them to complete an online survey
identifying their research needs and deadlines
for completion. These calls usually resulted in
one or two more applications than we had
capacity for in the program, so we drew on our
prior experiences to develop informal guidelines for project selection.
First, projects had to be attainable
given the scope, timeframe, and complexity of
the requested research. Early on, we managed
projects that included surveying large populations (e.g., a public opinion survey for city
government). When these became unmanageable within a one-academic-year time-frame,
we looked for projects with narrow scope or a
scope that could be narrowed in collaboration
with partners. For example, we chose projects
that addressed questions related to the
effectiveness of a program to increase fathers’
involvement in children’s literacy (secondary
data analysis of program data), parental
attitudes toward sexual education programs
(online survey), community perceptions of
local police (in-person survey), and barriers
and concerns among African Americans about
healthcare access (focus groups). After
working with the students and community
organizations to determine a research question
that would meet the needs of the organization
and the CbR program, we used our extensive
knowledge of and experiences with both
quantitative and qualitative methods to guide
4
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the team toward the most appropriate method
to answer their research questions.
Choosing appropriate projects also
required realistic goals that accounted for the
time available for data collection in a studentled CbR program (Rosing & Hofman, 2010).
Thus, we evaluated proposals for realistic
deadlines and the complexity of the skills
required to complete the project. For example,
our program aimed to provide opportunities to
conduct research projects from start to finish.
Because undergraduates generally do not
possess the skills for quantitative analysis
beyond that covered in introductory statistics
courses, we tended to choose studies involving
small-scale surveys, basic statistical analyses,
and focus groups. In short, we chose projects
that were realistic and feasible for students to
complete within the academic year.
Finally, we assessed community partners’ willingness, capacity, and motivation for
collaboration throughout the project. Other
studies have shown the importance of the
community partner’s engagement (Owen et
al., 2014), and this aspect of project selection
became important for us after some early
experiences in which community partners did
not fulfill their collaboration responsibilities.
For example, a couple of community partners
became unresponsive to student contact and
refused to meet with the assigned students,
preferring instead that the students just do the
project and report results. Another project
began as a strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threat (S.W.O.T.) analysis for a K12 charter school but revealed an undisclosed
goal of surveying current and past students,
parents, and community members. These
situations directly conflicted with the goals of
our program, and they mirror others’ reports
that community organizations may be more
invested in the final product than in students’
learning (Rosing & Hofman, 2010).
Thus, in the call for proposals, we
began asking partners to list personnel and/or
monetary resources they could dedicate to the
project. As we assessed potential projects, we
emailed each organization’s contact person to

obtain written confirmation of their commitment to maintaining regular contact and
meeting at least monthly with our students.
When we notified them that their project had
been selected, we also included the deadlines
for our students’ work so the community
partner could track their project’s progress.
After implementing these steps, we had no
other experiences with unresponsive partners.
Strategy #3: Ensure Student Ownership of Projects

CbR involves a commitment to
community partners to complete high-quality
research within an agreed upon timeframe
(Rosing & Hofman, 2010). One major
question is who is responsible when students
fail to finish a project. Our program was part
of the university’s community engagement
center, yet the center had no funding to assist
with completion of projects. We had
obligations to both students and community
partners, so we increased the chances of
success by focusing on student ownership of
their projects. We emphasized student leadership in meetings with community partners, and
we used low-stakes assignments (e.g., develop
a research question, complete various steps in
collecting and analyzing data) to facilitate
learning and keep students on track to
successfully complete their projects.
Students learn more through failures
than successes (Dewey, 1938; Miettinen,
2000), and this guided our decision not to
grade assignments but rather provide feedback
and allow students to revise as many times as
necessary. For example, we required students
to submit an IRB proposal at the end of fall
semester. We provided an example proposal
and some support, but mostly required
students to find information on their own. The
first drafts often needed much revision, but by
“failing” in a safe environment, they had a
stronger final product to receive IRB approval,
and they strengthened their problem-solving
skills. These types of low-stakes assignments
allowed students space to “fail,” helped them
learn about research, and increased their sense
of ownership of their projects.
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Over time, we also developed strategies for helping students understand the importance of their projects and develop rapport
with their community partners. For example,
rather than plan the research before-hand as in
some course-based CbR projects (e.g., Rosing
& Hofman, 2010), students collaborated with
community partners to plan the project. Before
the semester started, we met with students to
discuss the projects for the year and communicate expectations. Stu-dents reviewed proposals, learned about the organizations, and
received the syllabus as part of this meeting.
Initially, we assigned students to projects;
however, we noticed that some of them lacked
excitement about their projects and expected
us to do more of the work than was appropriate
for an advisor. After we shifted to having students work as a group to determine who would
work on which projects, we saw students
excited about and committed to working on
their projects even during stressful periods
such as midterms and finals.
We also adjusted requirements for
meetings with community partners. At first,
we did not regulate the frequency of students’
meetings with community partners. This
created a disconnect where students and
partners deferred to advisors instead of
problem-solving first on their own. We
addressed this problem by requiring students
to meet with community partners at least once
per month. After each meeting, students
submitted a meeting reflection and then, as a
team, we brainstormed solutions to any issues
that had come up during the meeting. Finally,
each student took responsibility for relaying
updates to partners and implementing the
agreed-upon solutions. Through this process,
students grew into their roles as experts on
their projects, built rapport with community
partners, and had more investment in
completing their projects.

with a community partner, leading students to
produce lower quality work as they feel
constantly behind. To alleviate some of this
pressure, we used tools from a curricular
structure (e.g., a syllabus, peer support, and
collaboration) in our co-curricular program.
Initially, we asked students to devote seven
hours per week to their projects, but then
moved to a minimum of 10 hours per week.
When coupled with a stipend, course credit,
and a syllabus, students improved at managing
their time and our expectations.
While faculty expectations of students
must be clearly laid out and accounted for in
any course-like structure, the unique relationships formed between students and community partners in our CbR program also
required managing expectations. To set realistic expectations about what students could
achieve in a semester, we sent the syllabus to
community partners. Having a single syllabus
for all students in the program also encouraged
collaboration between students working on
different projects. Multi-course CbR projects
need a single faculty point of contact and
regular meetings with students, community
organizations, and faculty members involved
in the research (Rosing & Hofman, 2010). We
facilitated these connections by having
students’ projects united under a single syllabus and by requiring weekly meetings with us
and the student team as well as monthly
meetings with community partners.
After implementing the syllabus, we
saw an increase in collaboration among peers
to complete their weekly tasks. Despite
working on projects with different research
questions, methodologies, and community
partners, they frequently discussed the
assignments, shared examples and templates,
and asked and answered questions about their
individual projects before involving advisors.
The common goals in the syllabus facilitated
these interactions, which in turn strengthened
the students’ connections to each other. In
addition to providing a single syllabus, we
integrated peer support into the program
through three ‘retreats’ per academic year

Strategy #4: Structure Students’ Experiences
Undergraduate students often underestimate the efforts required to design and
implement a research project in collaboration
6
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(summer, fall, and winter). The retreats
introduced students to the program, and
facilitated rapport, cohesion, and motivation
within the group. During the fall retreat, we
focused on students getting to know advisors,
each other, and the program. The subsequent
retreats served as reflection periods for
students to discuss what they accomplished,
what they would have changed about their
work, and their plans for the future. By the end
of these retreats, students appeared more
energetic, motivated, and passionate about
implementing their projects.

student contacted a faculty member in the
communications department who had ties to
the community and experience with this
research method. Teaching students to seek
out resources in this way helped them answer
their own questions and connected them with
a network across campus.
Off campus, community partners
provided multiple resources for their projects,
sometimes including monetary support, but
more often knowledge about the target
populations and community. For example, the
project mentioned above needed to recruit
African American participants in a predominantly white state with a predominantly white
research team. The community partner had
extensive ties to local African American
communities, and the student’s contact
assisted in recruiting participants and finding
an appropriate moderator. Through problemsolving in situations like these, we taught
students the value of seeking help.

Strategy #5: Teach Students How and When
to Seek Out Resources
One of the most important parts of a
CbR program is teaching students to use the
skills they have learned to successfully complete their projects. In our program, we helped
students develop awareness of who and when
to ask for help by teaching them to use
resources on campus and in the community.
On campus, we taught students to mobilize
their peers as volunteers for time-consuming
tasks such as data collection, literature
reviews, and transcribing. Students recruited
volunteers by creating and posting flyers
around campus, emailing professors, and visiting courses that required community engagement. For example, one project involved 32
student volunteers for door-to-door surveying.
CbR students recruited, trained, scheduled,
and supervised volunteers. In their training,
volunteers received an over-view of the
materials and best practices in surveying, as
well as advice on personal safety and practice
interacting with potential respondents.
As faculty advisors, we had training in
a variety of research methods and substantive
areas, but students inevitably had questions
about elements of their project that required
outside expertise. In these situations, we
taught students how to research the topic and
identify people on campus with relevant
expertise. For example, in the project that used
focus groups to study African Americans’
barriers to accessing healthcare, the CbR

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Using these five strategies for success,
our CbR program engaged students and
community partners in the research process.
Through their guided collaborations, both
groups experienced the process of conducting
research to solve problems, including
generating research questions, identifying and
implementing appropriate methods, and
analyzing and reporting results. Our students
told us multiple times that they learned more
about research in our program than they ever
had in their research methods courses.
Through report-writing and presentations at
local, regional, and national conferences, our
students also demonstrated that they had
gained valuable skills in professional oral and
written communication.
The many benefits of CbR highlight
the importance of doing this type of work;
however, all programs have limitations. First,
we never had time in our work to help community organizations develop initial project
ideas. Second, co-curricular CbR programs
7
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require convincing students to apply for the
program. Our program garnered fewer
applicants than service-based programs. To
find out why, we conducted informal, smallgroup conversations with students. We learned
that they liked the immediate intrinsic rewards
of traditional service opportunities. For instance, volunteers who help build a house can
physically see their accomplishments. By
contrast, door-to-door surveyors interact with
people who might not be interested in
participating, collect a few surveys, and then
turn over the data without seeing the impact of
their efforts. We suspect that this difference
contributed to fewer overall applications for
our program and fewer volunteers to help
conduct the research. Integrating community
partners can help to show students the value of
their work. For example, one of our community partners hosted a volunteer appreciation
banquet at the end of the semester. Over lunch,
the head of the organization and a few midlevel managers distributed certificates of
appreciation to the volunteers and discussed
how they planned to use the survey data. Not
all organizations have the resources for this
kind of event, but these types of activities may
help motivate students to volunteer for
research opportunities despite their general
lack of familiarity with research.
While the resources, community ties,
and student population for our program may
be somewhat unique to our region, the
strategies we have outlined in this article will
help others who are planning co-curricular
CbR programs (and perhaps similar specialized courses such as capstones or senior
seminars) to avoid some of the challenges we
experienced as we built our program.
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Dweck’s Mindset Theory as Context for Service Learning
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ABSTRACT
Undergraduate students tutored elementary school children applying Dweck’s growth mindset
model, while a concurrent class implemented an evaluation of the program. Tutors encouraged children to adopt a growth mindset while helping with homework, especially in mathematics. Research
students designed and conducted pre- and post-interviews to assess children’s beliefs about mathematics achievement and growth mindset. We describe these complementary service-learning courses
and offer recommendations for improving interventions and assessment in a service-learning context.
Keywords: tutoring, engaged scholarship, partnerships, growth mindset
while also providing data about the benefits of
service learning for our community partners.
The bidirectional nature of service
learning underscores the need to document
benefits to community partners (Bringle et al.,
2016; Simon, 2017). Rinaldo et al. (2015)
reported that these benefits are usually
measured by self-report satisfaction scales and
that community partners generally describe
benefits that are both tangible (e.g., volunteer
hours) and intangible (e.g., support for their
mission). Karasik (2020) surveyed community
partners from diverse agencies about the
perceived benefits and challenges of working
with service-learning students. The primary
benefits to the agencies were additional staffing and the fresh perspectives that students
provided. The agencies reported that students
aided the communities they served by acting
as role models but expressed the need for
faculty to communicate effectively with the
agencies and to prepare students adequately
for the service experience.
Researchers using objective assessment have reported benefits to community
partners across various disciplines (Hernandez
et al., 2014; Vizenor et al., 2017). For example, Eppler et al. (2011) found bidirectional

Bringle et al. (2016) argued that a
greater integration of service learning into the
psychology curriculum would advance the
APA Guidelines for the Under-graduate Psychology Major 2.0 (2013), the most relevant
being (1) developing knowledge and applications of the subject area, and (2) ethics and social responsibility. Meta-analyses have revealed that the benefits of service learning
map onto both of these goals with documented
gains for academic performance and civic engagement (Celio et al., 2011; Conway et al.,
2009).
We capitalized on these benefits by
designing two psychology courses, one in
which students implemented a servicelearning program and a concurrent course in
which students assessed the efficacy of the
program. Our objectives included the APA
Guidelines listed above, plus an additional
guideline, scientific and critical thinking. In
the service-learning literature, this goal is
described under the rubrics “scholarship of
engagement” or “participatory community
action research” (Bringle et al., 2016). We
hoped that engaged scholarship would serve
the dual function of enriching students’
understanding of research methods and ethics,
1
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when challenged, doubt their ability and opt
for easier tasks to avoid failure. Parents’ and
teachers’ praise plays a key role in
determining mindsets (Gunderson et al., 2018;
Mueller & Dweck, 1998). When praise is
focused on ability and completing a task
quickly and easily, this promotes a fixed
mindset. In contrast, praise focused on effort
and persistence in the face of challenges
promotes a growth mindset.
We chose to emphasize mathematics
because a growth mindset predicts higher
levels of mathematics achievement (PISA,
2012). Many of the children in this program
achieved below grade level and exhibited a
fixed mindset in several ways. For example,
the staff expected them to attempt their
homework independently for 5-10 minutes
before asking for help. Many children simply
waited during this period and asked for help as
soon as they were allowed. They often made
remarks like, “I don’t know how to do this,”
“I’m not good at math,” or “This is too hard,”
and some shut down when they became
frustrated. Finally, interventions have
successfully increased growth mindset and
improved
mathematics
performance.
Blackwell et al. (2007) combined lessons
about brain science with the message that
effortful learning increases intelligence.
Seventh graders who received the intervention
improved both in positive motivation and
mathematics performance.
Boaler (2016), applying Dweck’s
model to mathematics education, prescribed
evidence-based practices to promote growth
mindset in mathematics, including setting high
expectations by (1) providing complex
problems that require flexible thinking as
opposed to rote memorization (e.g., timed
multiplication tests) or application of a simple
algorithm (e.g., area = base x height), and (2)
teaching persistence by encouraging children
to devise new strategies to solve challenging
problems. Following the approaches of Dweck
and Boaler, we aimed to foster a growth
mindset and encourage the view that, with
effort, anyone can acquire a deep
understanding of mathematics.

benefits for college students tutoring elementary children. Service-learning students gained
in self-esteem and coping skills, and, concurrently, children’s reading scores correlated
positively with the amount of tutoring.
Our service learning courses were
embedded in a particular theoretical context,
Dweck’s mindset theory (Dweck, 1999;
Yeager & Dweck, 2012). Students gained a
deep understanding of one psychological
theory, its applications in a community setting,
and developed the research skills necessary to
assess the impact of this application.
Undergraduate psychology majors (hereafter
referred to as “tutors”) studied and applied
Dweck’s theory to tutoring in an after-school
program serving elementary children from
low-income neighborhoods while a second
group (“research students”) assessed whether
the tutoring was effective. The courses met
independently as students pursued different
tasks. Both groups received a general
orientation from the organization, interacted
with the children and staff throughout the
course, and engaged in final reflection with the
community partners at the end.
We had worked with this organization
for 10 years, initially emphasizing the
development of reading skills. The tutors
encouraged the children to adopt a growth
mindset, albeit on an informal basis. Through
our discussions with the staff over time, we
realized that the children easily became
frustrated with challenging academic work
and that more deliberate growth mindset
instruction could be beneficial.
THEORETICAL CONTEXT
Dweck’s (1999; Yeager & Dweck,
2012) growth mindset construct has been
linked to academic success and resilience in
the face of challenge. Students who believe
that intelligence grows with learning (growth
mindset) tend to approach academic
challenges by working harder and trying new
strategies. In contrast, those who believe that
intelligence is a stable entity (fixed mindset)
are motivated to prove their intelligence, and
2
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each activity emphasized the principle of
positive brain growth, the children were
sometimes more interested in changes that
result from traumatic brain injuries, such as the
tamping iron piercing Phineas Gage’s brain
(Fleischman, 2004).
The tutors discussed readings by
Dweck, Boaler, and others in class. During
discussions and in reflection papers, they
related the readings to their tutoring
experiences and their own academic growth
and personal development. They shared these
reflections with the community partners at the
end of the course.

COURSE DESCRIPTIONS
Field Experience Course
The tutors read and discussed articles
describing Dweck’s theory, intervention
research, and applications of the theory to
mathematics. Students tutored first through
fifth graders one afternoon a week at the afterschool program run by a nonprofit community
organization. The tutors delivered growth
mindset messages, stressing that challenging
mathematics problems increase intelligence.
They emphasized that making mistakes is a
constructive part of the learning process and
not a cause for embarrassment or discouragement. They encouraged children to persist
with difficult problems and try new strategies,
and they praised children for effort (“That was
a hard problem. You really stuck with it.”)
rather than for ability (“You’re so good at this.
You’re really smart!”). After assisting with
homework, tutors introduced mathematics
activities adapted from Boaler’s YouCubed
(2015) website. We gave third through fifth
graders, who had been using flash cards to
increase speed in multiplication facts, an
alternative set of cards with multiple representations of facts (e.g., 7 x 7, 49, a 7 x 7 array
of dots, 72) to promote fluency defined by
flexibility rather than speed. Role-playing
games based on the book Mouse Counts
(Walsh, 1995) strengthened first graders’
number sense.
The tutors also planned and conducted
a Brain Fair, inspired by the success of
Blackwell et al.’s (2007) intervention. They
delivered short lessons on brain anatomy and
function and related neuroscience to a growth
mindset. Then they devoted an afternoon to
games and activities illustrating various brain
structures,
including
the
cerebrum,
hippocampus, prefrontal cortex, amygdala,
and brain stem. For example, a responseinhibition game introduced the prefrontal
cortex and the development of executive
function and self-control. Children also played
a charades game identifying and discussing
emotions to introduce the amygdala and the
notion of emotional intelligence. Although

Directed Research Course
Our community partners expressed
interest in documenting the benefits of the
after-school program. As a first step in this
direction, we devised a plan to assess changes
in the children’s fixed and growth mindsets
across the school year. Undergraduates
enrolled in a directed research course
developed and conducted pre- and post-test
interviews with the children designed to
measure whether the children absorbed the
growth mindset message and if they modified
their attitudes toward mathematics. The
research students expanded their knowledge
and skills in psychology research and gained
first-hand experience with the challenges of
doing research in an applied setting. They
assisted with all phases of the project,
including developing the measure, conducting
interviews, coding, and analysis. To ensure
that the children felt comfortable during the
interviews, the research students spent time
with them, helping with homework. The
research students were kept blind to the nature
of the intervention and the tutors were not told
the purpose of the research.
The fall research students developed
the interview protocol and learned about
cognitive development (writing age-appropriate questions), interviewing techniques, and
ethics in research (completing the IRB ethics
training). The spring research students
followed the same syllabus, but used interview
questions written the previous semester. After
3
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conducting interviews, the research students
transcribed children’s responses and developed a coding system for open-ended
responses. They then coded the data and established reliability through discussion and resolution of disagreements. All research students
kept notebooks throughout the semester that
included summaries of articles, ideas and
questions sparked by the readings and working
with the children, and reflections on tutoring
and interviewing. They also shared their
reflections with the community partners.

mindset slogans at school but perhaps had not
internalized the messages in a way that impacted behavior. We noticed that the children
sometimes contradicted themselves, agreeing
that they could get better at math by trying
harder (growth mindset), but then later saying
that they did not like math because it is too
hard (fixed mindset), both within the same
interview session. Observations during tutoring described earlier, such as immediately asking for help, further demonstrate that the children had not internalized the mindset message.

FINDINGS

Recommendations
In light of these disappointing
findings, we naturally want to develop a more
effective intervention. To that end, we are
focusing on two aspects of intervention that
would be relevant to any service-learning
project: duration of intervention and outcome
measures. Our initial impulse was to “double
down” on the program, providing more
frequent and longer messages and extending
them to the parents and staff. This was
misguided. Yeager and Walton (2011)
concluded that brief interventions can be
powerful in altering mindset and improving
academic success for students in middle
school through college, but that explicit
repetition of the growth mindset message runs
the risk of leaving students feeling that they
are being targeted and in need of help. By
extension, we realized that aiming the message
at teachers and parents might imply they were
doing something wrong. Yeager and Walton
describe brief, “stealthy” interventions that
impact mindsets without making students feel
targeted. Our interventions, challenging
mathematics problems, effort praise, and the
Brain Fair, were based on empirical findings
and seemed to be a natural part of the tutoring
process, without focusing explicitly on
children’s mindsets.
In future semesters, we want to turn
our focus to the quality of the tutor-child
interactions, particularly to the message
conveyed by effort praise. Children may
interpret the message to “try harder” as
evidence that they lack ability, especially if

The interview questions focused on
children’s growth versus fixed beliefs about
mathematics ability (e.g., “Do you think that
anyone can be good at math?,” “Do you think
if someone is not good at math right now that
they can get better at it later?,” and “What do
you think it takes to be good at math?”). Based
on their overall answers, the children were
classified as having either a fixed or growth
mindset. We did this separately for the pre-test
and post-test interviews for the 27 children
who participated in both interviews. Use of
these data for the current paper was approved
by our Institutional Review Board.
The children had some familiarity with
the concept of growth mindset, as nearly twothirds were classified as having a growth
mindset on the pre-test, and there was an
increase over the school year from 63% on the
pre-test to 70% on the post-test. Correspondingly, those classified with a fixed mindset
decreased from 37% to 29%. McNemar’s nonparametric test for repeated measures revealed
that these differences failed to reach statistical
significance (Siegel & Castellan, 1988), likely
due to the limitations that this was a small
sample with a wide range of ages. Another
issue was that the children already expressed a
strong growth mindset at the beginning of the
study. Most teachers believe that it is important to incorporate a growth mindset message
into their classrooms but feel that they need
more training in how to do so (Blad, 2016).
Thus, the children had probably heard growth
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they are low achieving students. Tutors need
to combine effort praise with high expectations for performance. They need to express
not only approval for effort but also for trying
different strategies that lead to successful
problem solving. We will have tutors read and
discuss research related to this issue and check
the fidelity of our messaging with more
structured observation of the tutors interacting
with children (Amemiya & Wang, 2018;
Dweck, 2015).
We also need to broaden our measures
by including more formal observation of the
children’s behavior (e.g., persistence with
challenging problems, spontaneous comments
while working on homework, how and when
they ask for help, and academic performance)
in addition to self-reported mindset beliefs.
We hope these behavioral measures will
reveal insights into how we can help children
absorb the mindset message in a way that
enhances their persistence and problemsolving strategies.
Whereas Dweck has demonstrated the
positive effects of growth mindset on young
children, intervention studies have been
limited to students ranging from middle school
to college. We are in uncharted territory with
elementary children and will need to continue
to look at outcomes to identify the most
effective program.
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faced by these youth and the community
agencies that serve them.
Reciprocally, the community organization benefited from our involvement by the
quantity and quality of our tutors. Each tutor
provided 30 hours of tutoring across the
semester and provided fresh perspectives for
the agency. The lead teacher indicated that the
staff enjoyed working with the tutors because
their interactions with the children reflected a
strong belief in the growth mindset as they
encouraged the children to talk through
homework problems and to believe that hard
work pays off. She appreciated the Brain Fair
because it tied together lessons that the
children were learning in school and in the
after-school program. She mentioned that the
staff had learned ways to communicate growth
mindset messages, to use praise more
effectively, and to avoid expressing negative
attitudes about mathematics, reflecting
Karasik’s (2020) finding that agencies benefit
from the fresh perspective of service-learning
students. Finally, the tutors, some of whom
were first-generation college students from
socioeconomic levels similar to the children,
modeled that it is possible to overcome
challenges and achieve academic success.
The agencies Karasik (2020) surveyed
expressed concerns about student preparation.
In our weekly class meetings, our tutors were
instructed in growth mindset as well as
tutoring skills, mathematics education,
curriculum resources, and behavior management. Karasik also emphasized the importance
of communication and mutual respect between
faculty and the agency. We worked closely
with the staff of the program. They met with
us before the year began, provided an initial
student orientation, closely observed the
students during tutoring, and met with them at
the end of the course. As instructors, we
communicated often with the staff to ensure
that we were meeting the goals of the
organization and were sensitive to their values.
One of us was onsite most days. Nonetheless,
due to the time constraints, we agreed that
communication and coordination are continuing challenges for the future.

DISCUSSION
Both classes gained skills and knowledge that dovetailed with the APA guidelines
for psychology majors. Our tutors mastered a
key theory of motivation and learned how to
apply it in a community setting. The research
students read and discussed research, and used
that information to design and implement an
assessment. Both classes developed ethical
and social responsibility. The research
students completed IRB ethics training, and
the tutors read about and discussed issues
related to equality of educational opportunity.
And through their service, both groups gained
first-hand knowledge about the challenges
5
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Throughout our collaboration, our partners
have ensured the success and longevity of this
partnership by taking a personal interest in our
students and investing time in them. The staff
saw their role as providing support and
feedback to help the students develop
professionally and personally. Tutors often
reported that the organization became like a
family that provided them emotional support.
A successful partnership relies on an organization that values service-learning students
and is committed to supporting them. Communication and commitment on both sides
enhances the value of service learning for
students and for community partners.
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