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Virtual Service Learning: An Exploration into How Physical 
Therapy Students Make Meaning of Professional Skill 

Development Online 
 

Pamela Donlan and Ann Golub-Victor 

Department of Physical Therapy, Movement, and Rehabilitation Sciences,  

Northeastern University 

 

ABSTRACT 

 
This study explores the perceived effect of a virtual service-learning (SL) experience upon the 
development of professional skills among physical therapist students. A qualitative case study 
approach was used to analyze reflection papers through the lens of the constructivist learning theory. 
Data revealed that virtual SL strengthens communication, fosters adaptability, and cultivates 
leadership practices. Findings suggest that virtual SL may be less likely to enhance certain affective 
skills that are crucial to patient-centered care. 

Keywords: physical therapy, professional skills, virtual service learning, reflection 
 
 
Service learning (SL) is traditionally 

defined as an intentionally designed learning 
experience that meets identified community 
needs and “combines community service with 
explicit learning objectives, preparation, and 
reflection” (Seifer, 1998, p. 274). During SL, 
students apply curricular concepts in real-
world contexts and engage in faculty-
facilitated reflection that allows them to 
critically analyze their learning. Additionally, 
the SL experience allows for personal and 
professional growth, in part by fostering an 
enhanced sense of civic responsibility 
(Crandell et al., 2013; Palombaro et al., 2017; 
Stefaniak, 2020). Service learning has become 
an integral part of health professions 
education, with research revealing that this 
interactive experience affords students a 
greater sense of connection with the 
community, improves communication and 
problem-solving skills, enhances cultural 
awareness, and contributes to overall 
professional development (Brown & Bright, 
2017; Gonzales et al., 2020; Haines et al., 
2017). In physical therapist (PT) education, 

participation in SL has promoted a greater 
sense of altruism, compassion, integrity, and 
cultural competency, and has fostered critical 
inquiry and higher order thinking (Anderson et 
al., 2014; Denton et al., 2016; Hayward & 
Charrette, 2012; Crandell et al., 2013; Hou et 
al., 2018; Reynolds, 2005; Wise & Yuen, 
2013). These professional skills span different 
domains of learning and represent essential 
competencies that all new graduates must 
possess in order to provide effective physical 
therapy service, practice autonomously, and 
promote the health and wellbeing of 
individuals and the public (Coffin et al., 2021; 
Reynolds, 2005).  

While research has supported the 
efficacy of traditional SL in health professions 
and PT education, the landscape of 21st 
century higher education has been impacted by 
a surge in online programming, an increase in 
technological resources, and a global 
pandemic that has limited in-person contact 
(Gagnon et al., 2020; Ng et al., 2021). Health 
professions education has been shifting away 
from traditional models of SL and adopting 
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virtual SL experiences (Veyvoda & Cleave, 
2020). In PT education, this shift gives rise to 
the unique challenge of cultivating 
professional development skills in a discipline 
that is grounded in hands-on techniques and 
face-to-face interactions. To better understand 
this challenge, gain awareness into how virtual 
SL contributes to PT education, and generate 
insights that can guide pedagogy, it is 
worthwhile to investigate how physical 
therapist students reflect upon and perceive 
their virtual SL experiences. The purpose of 
this study is to explore the perceived effect of 
a virtual SL experience upon the development 
of professional skills among physical therapist 
students. The following research question is 
posed: How do physical therapist students 
describe the impact of a virtual service-
learning experience upon professional skill 
development? 
 

BACKGROUND 
 

Throughout health professions curri-
culums, SL activities have been integrated to 
promote professional development. In nursing 
and dental education, literature has shown that 
cultural competency, care, compassion, social 
responsibility, and accountability have been 
enhanced through SL experiences (Behar-
Horenstein et al., 2015; Brown & Bright, 
2017; Dharamsi et al., 2010). In PT education, 
several studies have yielded similar results. 
Hayward and Charrette (2012) reported 
student development of professional values 
following a weeklong international SL 
program with underserved populations. Out-
come measures showed that students achieved 
greater professional awareness and emotional 
resilience as well as a greater sense of social 
responsibility and enhanced compassion. 
Crandell et al. (2013) later found that a 
community-based SL experience for PT 
students promoted core values of compassion/ 
caring, accountability, professional duty, and 
social responsibility. Similarly, Wise and 
Yuen (2013), when comparing community-
based health education programs with 
traditional classroom learning among PT 

students, found that SL was associated with 
significantly higher change scores for 
altruism, compassion/caring, and integrity 
than those associated with classroom learning.  

Further evidence of professional 
development in SL has been uncovered in 
student reflections on the topic. Qualitative 
analysis of student reflections has shown that 
attributes including altruism, compassion, 
cultural competency, and teamwork, were 
enhanced among PT students who participated 
in community-based SL activities (Anderson 
et al., 2014; Hou et al., 2018). These attributes 
are consistent with the core values of the 
American Physical Therapy Association 
(APTA) and World Confederation of Physical 
Therapy (WCPT) Guidelines for Best Practice 
(American Physical Therapy Association, 
2019; World Confederation for Physical 
Therapy, 2020).  
 In recent years, the surge in online 
education has extended, in part, into the realm 
of virtual SL. Virtual SL, also referred to as e-
service learning, is SL in which “part or all of 
a course’s instruction, service component, or 
both are virtual” and learning can take place 
from anywhere, without geographical or 
physical access limitations (Strait & Nordyke, 
2015; Veyvoda & Cleve, 2020, p. 1546). There 
are four types of e-service learning. Types I, 
II, and III are hybrid models, and respectively 
refer to on-site service accompanied by online 
teaching, online service accompanied by on-
site teaching, or both service and teaching that 
are conducted partially online. Type IV is 
characterized as extreme e-service learning, 
and occurs when both service and teaching 
components are fully online (Marcus et al., 
2021).  

In PT education, the proliferation of 
online learning has sparked inquiry. A study 
conducted by Ward et al. (2018) investigated 
changes in intra- and interpersonal cultural 
empathy among PT students following a 
virtual cultural simulation experience. Authors 
found that this single experience led to 
increases in students’ intrapersonal empathy, 
and modest increases in interpersonal 
empathy. While this study is valuable and can 
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inform PT curriculum, it does not specifically 
explore or examine the contribution of SL to 
PT education.  

With respect to student perspectives on 
virtual learning and online professional 
development in health professions and PT 
education, evidence is emerging. Studies done 
in nursing curriculums have shown that 
communication skills, evaluative skills, and 
appreciation for the psychosocial aspects of 
disease have all been positively impacted 
through virtual learning (DeLenardo et al., 
2019; Pierce, 2016). In PT education, similar 
findings have been reported. In quantitative 
research designed to investigate PT students’ 
satisfaction with a virtual simulation, results 
indicated that students felt an increased level 
of cultural competence following participation 
in this learning activity (Ward et al., 2018). 
Subsequent qualitative exploration by 
Bjorklund and Sielen (2021) that looked at the 
development of interprofessional communi-
cation while working with a virtual patient 
found that PT and occupational therapy 
students experienced an improved under-
standing of their own profession when engag-
ing in shared decision-making and dialogue.  

To add depth to existing evidence, this 
study explored PT student perspectives on the 
effect of virtual SL, with a focus on how 
professional skills develop with this approach. 
To guide inquiry, the constructivist learning 
theory was used as a framework. The 
constructivist learning theory posits that 
learning is an active process of knowledge 
construction that draws upon previous life 
experiences and perspectives in order to 
construct new concepts (Hunter & Krantz, 
2010). Constructivism has two domains, 
cognitive and social, which respectively 
recognize that learning occurs on a personal 
level as well as through the social environment 
(Jette et al., 2020). Constructivist learning asks 
students to manipulate new information, 
restructure their thinking, and reflect and 
engage in metacognitive processes (Jette et al., 
2020; Hunter & Krantz, 2010). It is appro-
priate to view this research through the lens of 
constructivism, in order to best understand 

how students were able to make meaning of a 
novel self-directed active learning module that 
was experienced virtually. 

 
METHODS 

 
Study Context 

Traditional service learning has been 
embedded within the entry-level PT 
curriculum at the study site, a private urban 
university, for over 20 years. Relationships 
have been built with long-standing community 
partners that serve local, low-income residents 
of varying age and ability, in neighborhoods 
that are racially and ethnically diverse. During 
the spring semester of 2021, virtual learning 
was prioritized for all community partners and 
extreme e-service learning was employed. 
Community partners’ needs and access to 
technology were assessed prior to the start of 
the semester (see Table 1). Consistent with the 
results of the needs assessment, students 
worked in groups to plan and implement 
wellness initiatives in consultation with site 
supervisors. Students’ participations were 
centered on improving the well-being of their 
target population. 

 
Study Design   

Research was conducted using a 
qualitative, inductive educational case study 
approach. An educational case study was 
deemed appropriate for this research as it seeks 
to develop an in-depth understanding of an 
issue, bound by time and activity, that affects 
one or more individuals (Creswell, 2013). 
Purposeful, homogeneous sampling was used 
to elicit participation from 40 PT students who 
had successfully completed and been awarded 
credit for one semester of virtual service 
learning. Students were sent an email that 
served as informed consent and allowed them 
to opt out of the study if they desired. Based 
upon completeness of papers, 34 reflections 
were ultimately included for review. All 
students who submitted reflections were 
working toward a clinical doctorate degree in 
physical therapy and had completed the first 
year of a 3-year professional program. 
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Following IRB approval, data was collected 
through compilation of reflection papers that 
were written at the completion of the students’ 
SL experience. Students were asked to reflect 
upon how the SL experience impacted 
professional skill development and were given 
guiding questions that included the following: 
1.) What three skills have you either developed 
or improved during the course of your service 
learning? 2.) In what ways have your 
professional skills changed? 3.) What fostered 
changes in professional skills? 

Reflective writing can be viewed as a 
process of self-inquiry into the unapparent 
details of learning, as well as an evaluative 
process that allows for new understanding and 
appreciation of an experience (Koro-
Ljungberg et al., 2012). Analysis of written 
reflection provided insight into how constru-
ctivist principles fostered learning and prof-
essional skill development in a new environ-
ment. Reflective papers were analyzed using 
first and second cycle coding. First cycle 
analysis focused on the creation of values-
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based codes, which captures participant 
values, attitudes, and beliefs, and is appro-
priate for exploring intrapersonal and inter-
personal experiences in case studies (Miles et 
al., 2014). Second cycle codes were used to 
group first code segments into categories or 
constructs. Categories were then condensed to 
form major themes and subthemes that capture 
the overarching relationships between cate-
gories and are inclusive of all data. Data was 
independently analyzed by both researchers.  
  Qualitative researchers engage closely 
with the research process, which makes 
complete objectivity difficult (Tong et al., 
2007). To promote trustworthiness, an 
intercoder agreement check was employed. 
Intercoder agreement, which focuses on 
reliability, establishes that there is some 
stability between or among interpretive 
insights and ensures that all insights contribute 
to final themes (Creswell, 2013). To ensure 
agreement, two researchers independently 
analyzed data and subsequently met on two 
separate occasions to compare findings, 
discuss perspectives, and reshape data 
presentation based upon shared and more 
sophisticated interpretations. Additionally, a 
peer review, which provides an external check 
of the research process, was performed as a 
measure of validity (Creswell, 2013). One peer 
reviewer with expertise in both the field of 
physical therapy and experiential learning was 
employed. The peer reviewer posed questions 
about methods, meanings, and interpretations, 
which prompted the researchers to consider 
data analysis and findings more objectively. 
Ultimately, all feedback from this peer review 
was included in the study. 
 

FINDINGS 
 

An analysis of papers revealed three 
major themes and six subthemes that were 
grounded in the perceived value of service 
learning and captured the beliefs and attitudes about 
how professional skills were influenced by this 
experience. Major themes were as follows: 

strengthened communication skills, fostered 
adaptability, and cultivated leadership qualities.  

Strengthened Communication Skills 
 Encompassed in 24 reflective papers 
were perspectives about how instructional and 
interprofessional communication was unique 
in the virtual setting. Student reflections 
emphasized that the absence of face-to-face 
visual cues and lack of immersion in the in-
person learning environment gave rise to more 
articulate written and verbal communication 
and more effective nonverbal demonstration. 
Additionally, papers expressed that the virtual 
environment helped to develop a more sophi-
sticated repertoire of both verbal and non-
verbal communication methods. This resulted 
in two subthemes: a) enhanced clarity of 
written and verbal communication, and b) pro-
moted integration of communication methods.  

The first subtheme was characterized 
by phrases that included “becoming more 
direct,” “being clear and concise in 
messaging,” “clarifying instructions and tips,” 
and “creating impactful and authentic 
connections digitally.” In some papers, this 
concept was broadened. One student wrote: 
“virtual communication has fostered a change 
in style…I had to be patient and listen to others 
so we were not speaking over one another” 
(Site 5). When describing interactions with 
clients, another stated:  

We had to figure out how to tell 
someone to do something without 
teaching live… figure out how to give 
corrections without seeing them. It is 
difficult to do this using mainly your 
words, but it has improved my 
communication skills (Site 4).  

 
Improved clarity of interdisciplinary 

communication was additionally captured in a 
passage that read:  

I learned to craft well-worded e-mail 
to convey my thoughts and the group’s 
questions in a manner to get the info-
rmation we needed. I had to learn to 
come off a little stronger in my emails 
in order to get responses (Site 3). 

 
Student thoughts also centered on the 

importance of “being able to understand each 
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other without facial cues,” “being more 
descriptive” and learning to ask questions that 
focus on the most important points, or “getting 
to the root of the problem.” As articulated in 
one reflection: “Perhaps an upside to Zoom 
was that it pushed me to be clear and concise 
in my delivery” (Site 4). Passages expressed 
that virtual learning was more effective when 
words were chosen carefully to maximize 
comprehension. Students emphasized that the 
online environment helped them expand and 
tailor their vocabulary, appropriate to the 
situation, so that verbal and written comm-
unication was impactful.  
 The second subtheme described how 
the virtual space helped students develop 
diverse communication strategies. Reflections 
conveyed the challenge that was presented to 
students when trying to gauge participation, 
foster engagement, and deliver accurate 
information over Zoom. This subtheme was 
characterized by phrases that included “reli-
ance on visual communication,” “importance 
of nonverbal communication through virtual 
platforms,” and the need to encourage 
“mirroring,” or the ability for learners to see 
and imitate instructor movements. This was 
further described in one paper as follows:  

If we were showing them how to do a 
squat, we had to make sure we were 
giving corrections on video… we had 
to demonstrate modifications, which 
is difficult to do when you can’t see 
participants… it is important to give 
both visual and auditory cues to make 
sure they had proper form (Site 1). 

 

Other students described how different 
strategies promoted learning, by saying, “I 
demonstrated while talking…I even used my 
hands while trying to describe a calf 
raise…they started moving my hands the way 
I was,” and, “when speaking and demon-
strating, I improved on explaining the purpose 
of each exercise, and the benefits of doing 
them” (Site 3). Skill development was further 
summarized in a passage that read, 
“Throughout my service-learning experience, 
my ability to communicate has become more 
multifaceted” (Site 3). 

 Reflections revealed how difficult it 
can be to effectively communicate virtually. 
Absence of body language and in-person 
affect added a layer of complexity to 
programming that requires proper execution of 
psychomotor skills. The need to refine word 
choices and integrate verbal and nonverbal 
commands simultaneously improved instruct-
ional capability.  
 
Fostered Adaptability 

The second major theme related to the 
way that the virtual environment encouraged 
flexibility of thought and approach. Twenty-
three students discussed the need for “creative 
thought,” “out of the box” or innovative 
thinking, and the need for spontaneous modi-
fications to instructional sessions. Students 
commented on how activities needed to be 
differently structured in an online setting in 
order to facilitate flow, comprehension, and 
engagement. This gave rise to two subthemes: 
a) strengthened problem-solving skills, and b) 
promoted cognitive agility.  
  Reflection papers described the way 
that the virtual environment fostered problem-
solving by discussing the need for continual 
reassessment and redesign of teaching 
methods so that instructors could meet 
learners’ needs. This was highlighted in one 
paper that reflected upon working with young 
individuals with disabilities. “My group was 
under the assumption that we would be playing 
video games (with them) since we could not 
meet in person,” one student explained. “This 
eventually turned into doing research on 
adaptive sports… and evolved into each 
member of the group doing research on a 
different adaptive sport and recording a 
presentation on it” (Site 6). It was similarly 
emphasized in another paper that described 
working with non-English speaking older 
adults in the following way:  

I tried learning simple and relevant 
phrases… this did not work very well. 
I adjusted course and tried something 
new. I e-mailed the employees at the 
center… we switched to playing light 
music and having certain equipment 
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ready…. they were then in a good 
groove…. I am so glad I was forced 
out of my comfort zone and could 
develop new skills (Site 2). 

 
When writing about programming for 

children, another student expressed enthusiasm 

for the problem-solving process by saying: 
Being separated by a computer screen 
required us to come up with a variety 
of activities or else we may lose 
attention. There was the brilliant idea 
to present exercises in the form of 
adventure stories, where each week 
we were in a different setting… 
coming up with new content was not 
easy…. It allowed the children to be 
engaged without realizing they were 
exercising (Site 5).  

 
Improved problem-solving gave rise to 

cognitive agility. Students described the 
concept of cognitive agility when reflecting 
upon how online instructional adaptations 
needed to be made in the moment in order to 
promote learner engagement and produce 
better learning outcomes. One student stated, 
“I learned how to make something mundane 
more appealing…. meetings turned into 
stories… slide shows turned into an opport-
unity to teach someone power point [sic] skills” 
(Site 4). When describing exercise instruction, 
another passage stated, “I had to think about 
what home equipment was accessible… I 
ended up using chairs, benches, and cans of 
soup as part of strength training” (Site 4). 

Two reflections were noteworthy for 
the way that they characterized the concept of 
agility as follows:  

It was hard to observe each resident 
over camera, so recognizing which 
cues were necessary was a challenge. 
The fix was to record the session and 
watch it again for observation. I 
figured out that the camera offered an 
advantage as it allowed me to catch 
cues I may not have been able to in 
person (Site 1).  

When describing an online session 
with children, another student wrote: 

When a child would show up at our 
Zoom meeting not wanting to do 
anything on the days’ agenda, I 
decided it was okay to go with the 
child’s desire to just talk, while at the 
same time working to steer the 
conversation back to our topic. I 
would ask the child questions to try to 
keep the lesson on track (Site 5). 

 
Additional papers highlighted the 

challenge associated with a “foreign 
technology-based model” when referring to 
the experience of navigating the Zoom 
platform. The importance of adaptability was 
also emphasized. One student expressed, “My 
versatility was definitely challenged. In the 
beginning, it was difficult to gauge 
participation through Zoom. By adapting and 
modifying our approaches, participant 
enjoyment significantly improved” (Site 2). 
Another student similarly commented on the 
value of versatility by saying, “Learning to be 
flexible enabled me to step back and let things 
unfold more organically, allowing me to enjoy 
the process more” (Site 5). 

Though learning how to effectively 
work in the virtual environment was described 
as “challenging,” “difficult,” and “uncomfort-
able,” reflections also indicated that the 
rewards of teaching in this setting eclipsed the 
challenges. Students expressed that in becom-
ing more adaptable, they also became more 
passionate about the work they were doing. 
 
Cultivated Leadership Practices 
 In 21 papers, students discussed how 
the success in the virtual setting was contingent 
upon teamwork, preparedness, and learning 
how to prioritize requests and activities. 
Phrases including “leaning into classmates for 
support,” “trusting the process,” “practicing 
patience,” and “becoming more efficient” 
gave rise to two subthemes, namely, a) 
reinforced the value of collaboration, and b) 
developed organizational skills. 
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 Collaborative work allowed students to 
view leadership through new and different 
lenses. Students who perceived themselves as 
“go-getters,” or individuals willing to take 
initiative in many different situations, talked 
about how valuable it was to step back, listen, 
observe, and support fellow group members in 
their endeavors. As stated in one reflection: “I 
put forth the effort to actively listen to my 
group mates while keeping us on task. 
Increased patience and understanding were 
required” (Site 4). As expressed in another: “I 
found it challenging to trust because I like to 
be in control. I realized that I could let go of 
that need… be supportive… trust the process” 
(Site 4). Yet another student spoke about the 
need for active listening by saying: 

I think my leadership stance has 
changed…at times I need to address 
concerns to supervisor but at other 
times I needed to be the person 
someone could talk to. Hearing other 
people and figuring out ways I can 
help allowed me to get a better under-
standing of the group and how to get 
the best out of everyone (Site 5). 

 

Students who perceived themselves as 
reluctant participants described leadership 
development differently. “This (experience) 
made me more prepared to take initiative,” 
commented one student, “it gave me more 
confidence in my own abilities” (Site 6). 
Another student remarked, “It bolstered my 
public speaking ability,” while still another 
stated that “group work improved the (service 
learning) experience and helped me to see how 
ideas align” (Site 6). 
 Service learning in a virtual setting 
additionally influenced organizational skills, 
with a positive impact upon time management 
and productivity. When discussing program 
design, one reflection stated, “My time 
management skills changed. I could prioritize 
what I believed was most helpful.” A different 
reflection commented, “I had to learn to time 
manage everything appropriately…. This 
allowed me to focus and become more efficient” 
(Site 1). One student offered a broader 
perspective in writing the following: 

Service learning presented many 
challenges that required my 
organizational skills to be superior. I 
wanted to be sure I was prepared for 
every session…. I organized a 
document to include date of service 
and what exercises were included for 
that day. I wanted to organize the 
document to be sure the community 
members were targeting all of their 
major muscle groups throughout the 
week (Site 3). 

 

Across reflection papers, there was a 
perception that in order to benefit all types of 
learners, instruction in the virtual environment 
required extensive preparation and a robust 
repertoire of activities. Students expressed that 
while they felt a heightened sense of individual 
responsibility and accountability as virtual 
instructors, they simultaneously became more 
equipped to assess situations and make 
decisions when working with a committed 
group of participants.  
 

DISCUSSION 
 

This study was guided by the following 
research question: How do physical therapist 
students describe the impact of a virtual 
service-learning experience upon professional 
skill development? Analysis of reflection 
papers using values-based coding uncovered 
student perspectives regarding the importance 
of developing multiple communication 
strategies, the positive effect of adaptability 
upon personal growth and cognitive 
development, and the multifaceted nature of 
effective leadership. From a theoretical 
standpoint, constructivist learning guided 
knowledge construction in the virtual 
environment and helped to create a rich 
educational platform that built meaningfully 
on students’ individual experiences. Findings 
show that the second theme and associated 
subthemes in this study underscored how 
cognitive processes were restructured to meet 
the challenge of teaching psychomotor skills 
in a virtual space. Students discussed how they 
experienced cognitive growth when assuming 
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a role that demanded keen attention to 
feedback as well as manipulation of different 
social and structural variables. Additionally, 
students expressed that the collaborative 
nature of their tasks and the iterative process 
of restructuring learning sessions led them to 
build upon previously acquired skills and 
personal attributes. The ability of virtual SL to 
advance constructivist principles suggests that 
this educational approach be further developed 
in its own right and not merely used as a 
substitute for in-person experiences that 
cannot take place.  

To some degree, the major themes 
from this study align with existing research on 
virtual classroom learning. The concept of 
strengthened communication was highlighted 
in a study by Bjorklund and Silen (2021) who, 
through qualitative content analysis, found 
that different verbal and nonverbal communi-
cation strategies facilitated knowledge and 
exchange of ideas in the virtual setting. The 
value of collaboration was highlighted by 
Cantey et al. (2021), who found problem 
solving to be effective in the virtual learning 
community. In a mixed methods investigation 
centered on ability acquisition in a virtual 
leadership program, Fernandez et al. (2021) 
found that online participants experienced rich 
group discussions that enhanced their learning. 
These findings parallel those of the current 
study and lend support the to the idea that 
virtual learning platforms can contribute to 
professional development. However, the 
overarching theme of adaptability and 
subtheme of cognitive agility presented in this 
research represents a unique perspective on 
virtual learning and captures a facet of 
professional skill development that has not 
been highlighted in previous literature. 

With respect to SL, findings of this 
study are equally unique. While the themes 
uncovered in this study add depth to existing 
literature, they differ from those in previous 
studies on traditional SL that underscore the 
development of compassion and caring, 
integrity, and social responsibility. This is 
noteworthy, as care and compassion are 
important aspects of patient-centered care and 

lead to improved patient outcomes and patient 
satisfaction (Lown et al., 2011; Peters, 2017). 
It is additionally significant in that it raises the 
issue of whether certain affective domain 
skills, integral to professional practice and 
embedded in PT core values, can be 
effectively developed in a virtual environment. 
Contemporary research suggests that critical 
to the development of compassion and 
empathy in virtual SL is direct engagement of 
and with the community via technology and 
that successful virtual sessions require 
attention and intention to engagement and 
interaction (Veyvoda & Cleave, 2020; 
Fernandez, 2021). It is therefore imperative to 
consider the importance of customized 
technology-based course design when 
working to foster affective competencies 
during a virtual SL activity. 

In an additional departure from 
literature on traditional SL, the impact of 
culture upon teaching and learning was not 
emphasized in student reflections. This is 
significant, as an understanding of culture can 
be essential to effective care, works toward 
minimizing health disparities, and is central to 
the ethical foundation of PT practice (APTA, 
2019; Chang et al., 2012). However, it is not a 
surprising revelation. In the virtual environ-
ment, students were unable to engage directly 
and in person with the larger communities in 
which their participants lived. Consequently, 
they may have been less attuned to the 
influence of cultural factors that might have 
impacted community partners’ learning and 
participation. It is possible that the lack of in-
person interaction posed a significant 
challenge to understanding the broader context 
of participants’ lives, including culture. 

Though not a major theme, it is 
important to recognize that some participants 
identified how skills that were enhanced 
through virtual SL, such as communication, 
will prepare them to deliver physical therapy 
via telehealth. During the past decade, 
telehealth practices have been growing, with 
more than 60% of healthcare institutions in the 
United States engaging in this practice prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic (Tuckson et al., 
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2017). In PT practice, telehealth visits were 
initiated in response to pandemic-related stay-
at-home mandates and found to be beneficial 
in several ways. Literature has suggested that 
in PT practice, telehealth has enabled quicker 
access to care with similar satisfaction to in-
person visits (Grundstein et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, it has offered healthcare 
practitioners a way to address health 
disparities, with evidence that telehealth 
increases outreach and enables “equity of 
access independent of geography” (Grundstein 
et al., 2021; WCPT, 2020, p. 6). Given the 
importance of advancing health equity 
(Braaten et al., 2021) and the efficacy of 
telehealth in providing access to healthcare, 
continued development of online communi-
cation strategies and engagement through 
technology in health professions education is 
warranted. It is additionally warranted that 
innovation be coupled with public health 
initiatives that improve Internet access to 
lower socioeconomic regions. The COVID-19 
pandemic illuminated the opportunity gaps 
that exist in society with respect to learning 
through technology. In fact, the virtual SL 
activities that formed the foundation for this 
study may have faced termination if 
community partners had not been techno-
logically supported. To that end, federal and 
state governments must ensure that all 
Americans have access to high-speed Internet 
and affordable smart phones and consider 
ways that community centers can be 
technology hubs so that online platforms can 
be used universally (Grundstein et al., 2021).  
 Findings of this study suggest several 
avenues for future research. Further 
exploration into how these characteristics can 
be cultivated in a virtual learning environment 
would be worthwhile. Similarly, research 
centered on strategies that build affective 
competencies in an online setting could help to 
ensure that important concepts such as cultural 
awareness are captured in virtual learning 
modules. To help strengthen virtual SL and 
expand qualitative data on the topic, the 
perspectives of community partner organi-

zations and community participants about the 
value of online learning and engagement 
would also be valuable.  
 

LIMITATIONS 
 

 While the themes presented in this 
study offer important contributions to the 
literature, limitations must be acknowledged. 
It is important to note that all reflection papers 
analyzed were representative of students from 
the same PT cohort who completed virtual SL 
during the same semester. Therefore, student 
perspectives may have been more limited in 
scope. Additionally, community-based service, 
crafted to be delivered in person, needed to be 
spontaneously reshaped in response to 
ongoing COVID-19 restrictions. As a result, 
students had little time to design SL 
experiences and develop specific skills for 
online teaching and learning. It is possible that 
student perspectives about virtual teaching and 
learning would have been different had their 
knowledge and preparation for the SL 
experience been more extensive. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

An exploration into the perceived 
effect of a virtual SL experience upon the 
development of professional skills among PT 
students revealed novel insights. Qualitative 
data captured the way in which the absence of 
in-person interaction shaped communication 
skills, allowed for the development of high-
level cognitive competencies, and reframed 
the meaning and value of leadership 
characteristics. Importantly, data did not 
highlight the development of affective domain 
skills such as compassion and cultural 
awareness in the virtual setting, and future 
research on this topic is warranted. Findings of 
this study illuminate the advantages of 
continuing service learning in a virtual setting 
while also underscoring the need for continued 
development of online learning to promote 
participant engagement and acquisition of core 
values of physical therapy practice. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Social work students at a southeastern university piloted a community perception and attachment 
survey during a local Ciclovia event. Results indicated that a majority of participants held a generally 
positive view of the community (91%), while perceptions of specific aspects of the community and 
neighborhoods varied depending on individual items. Implications for use of students in community 
surveys are explored in addition to a presentation of the overall results of the survey.    

Keywords: community attachment, pilot study, community engagement, student engagement  
 
 

Ciclovia (“open streets”) is an event 
held in cities around the world during which 
the streets are closed to vehicles and opened to 
citizens in an effort to promote health and 
community. This movement began in Bogotá, 
Columbia, over 30 years ago as a cycling 
event, and Ciclovia has been held in more than 
400 cities since that time indicating their 
sustainability and scalability (Torres et al., 
2013; Sarmiento et al., 2017). Research has 
indicated Ciclovia events have a positive 
effect on public activity and health (Engelberg 
et al., 2014; Perry et al., 2017).  

On March 25, 2017, the first Ciclovia 
event was held in Pensacola, Florida. The 
purpose of Ciclovia Pensacola was to create an 
event in which the community could engage in 
physical activity, interact with others, and 
discover downtown Pensacola (Ciclovia, 
2018). Pensacola is a city located in Escambia 
County, Florida, which is 19th in terms of 
population among Florida counties. Of the 
309,966 county residents, 53,779 reside within 
the city limits of Pensacola (United States 
Census Bureau, 2019). Levels of community 
attachment are unknown for the greater 
Pensacola area. Social work students from a 
southeastern university piloted a community 
survey during a local event to collect data 
related to participants’ perceptions of their 

community and their neighborhood in an effort 
to determine the level of community attach-
ment. Ciclovia Pensacola was chosen because 
it provided a forum where individuals from 
various parts of the community gathered to 
participate in community-centered activities 
related to health and well-being. This survey 
focused on individuals’ perceptions of Pensa-
cola as well as their individual neighborhoods. 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
The meaning of place—also termed 

throughout the literature as sense of place, 
place attachment, place meaning, place 
identity, and place dependence (Nelson et al., 
2020)—is central to the formation of identity 
in children and adults, and has implications for 
multiple domains of health and well-being, 
including physical and mental health and 
social support (Choi et al., 2015; Jack, 2015; 
Theodori, 2001). Children form attachments 
early on with people and also with places. 
Some places may be associated with security 
or happiness, and others with more negative 
feelings. While parents are the main source of 
attachment for young children, the home is 
where children begin developing an attach-
ment to place (Jack, 2015). A healthy 
attachment to place can provide a secure 
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foundation that encourages a child’s develop-
ment of identity and belonging.  

In a study by Jack (2015), the effects of 
community attachment were not considered in 
making placement decisions for children in the 
child welfare system in London, which 
resulted in increased vulnerability and risk 
factors. The children had difficulty in main-
taining contact with family and friends, and 
were removed from familiar places that played 
a part in their identities and feelings of security 
and belonging. As children get older, they 
begin to form attachments to other places. 
Feelings of belonging are often strongest for 
teenagers in their neighborhoods or other local 
areas (Jack, 2015).  

Despite the increase in geographical 
mobility due to industrialization, modern-
ization, and globalization, the importance of 
place in individuals’ lives may have increased 
(Jack, 2015). This may be due in part to a need 
for security, belonging, and attachment in a 
world that is increasingly uncertain and with 
identities that are challenged by change. 
Having positive community attachment leads 
to feelings of security and belonging, particu-
larly when individuals are linked to places 
where they were raised or where they currently 
live (Brehm, 2007). Even individuals who live 
in “inferior” environments can hold positive 
views of their community. Those who live in 
rural areas often have more positive views of 
their environments than individuals in more 
urban environments (Theodori, 2004). 

Place plays a key role in the develop-
ment of personal identity, and influences 
individuals’ feelings of security and belonging 
(Brehm, 2007). This sense of belonging is 
especially important in today’s culture where 
people are more likely to move away from 
their families of origin and are often less 
connected to their original communities. 
Questions related to identity (Who am I? 
Where do I belong?) are often closely related 
to questions about place (Where do I come 
from? Where do I live?) (Cross, 2003; Jack, 
2015). When asked, “Tell me about yourself,” 
participants from four countries (Great Britain, 
Ireland, France, and Spain) reported place as 

an important part of their identities, more so 
than gender, occupation, and religion (Jack, 
2015).  

Place can have symbolic meanings for 
individuals, groups, and cultures, and is often 
influential in well-being (Choi et al., 2015). 
Special places such as memorials, and 
everyday places such as home, school, church, 
or neighborhood can all be influential. People 
do not merely live in a particular location, but 
often invest themselves in the places that play 
a role in their lives (Brehm et al., 2006). This 
can strengthen an individual’s sense of self or 
collective identity, but also has negative 
implications when displacement occurs 
whether by force (e.g., act of nature) or 
because of life changes (e.g., new job, 
attending college). Leaving a place where one 
has formed attachments can influence a sense 
of belonging and stability (Mihaylov & 
Perkins, 2013). Detachment from place often 
disrupts an individual’s sense of self until new 
attachments can be formed in an alternate 
location (Brehm, 2007; Choi et al., 2015; 
Cross, 2003).  

In addition to physical place, the social 
environment in a particular place can have a 
profound influence on mental and emotional 
well-being (Choi, Reiter, & Theodori, 2015; 
Jack, 2015; Theodori, 2001). Literature 
supports this relationship between the positive 
influence of social ties on a sense of belonging 
and security in a community (Choi et al., 
2015). This is true of both close social ties and 
looser social ties. Even loose social ties can 
help individuals to feel a greater sense of 
belonging and social support. Some research 
supports the inverse relationship between the 
social environment and crime or other 
negative behaviors (Farahani, 2016; Guo et al., 
2018). Crime and other incivilities can then 
contribute to a further sense of insecurity and 
fear (Farahani, 2016; Guo et al., 2018).  

Community satisfaction may be 
influenced by a wide range of ecological, 
objective, and subjective factors (Theodori, 
2004). Williams et al. (1995a) report that 
length of residence, age, and income are 
positively related to measures of community 
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attachment and social ties within the comm-
unity. Jack (2015) notes that environment has 
an influence on mental health in three ways: 
material, social, and symbolic. The material, 
or physical environment can be experienced as 
beneficial or detrimental to health because of 
natural elements such as water, mountains, 
forests, or even the structure and planning of 
buildings (Jack, 2015). There is some research 
to support that increased green space can have 
a positive influence on mental health, 
especially for those who are restricted to a 
particular area due to age, health issues, or role      
(e.g., older adults, mothers, etc.) (Jack, 2015). 
Additionally, having more access to outdoor 
space can reduce anxiety and anger, as well as 
improve concentration for some individuals 
(Jack, 2015).  

Community attachment can be linked 
with positive physical and mental health 
outcomes and individual well-being (Choi et 
al., 2015; Farahani, 2016). Research has found 
measures of variance “relevant in under-
standing geographical and individual dispar-
ities in health,” and further noted measures of 
association between neighborhood character-
istics and health (Merlo et al., 2005, p.1022). 
Moreover, some research points to a relatively 
stronger relationship between community 
attachment and health in rural communities. 
Choi et al. (2015) found that while there was 
no significant difference on health ratings 
based on population size, respondents in 
smaller places self-reported better health. 
Respondents who had a higher level of 
community attachment and involvement also 
reported better health outcomes. Those with 
stronger feelings of community attachment 
reported fewer days of physical health 
interference (Choi et al., 2015). Similarly, 
those with higher levels of community 
attachment reported fewer days with mental 
health interference. The stronger the comm-
unity attachment and the more involved an 
individual is with community organizations, 
the better respondents self-reported their 
health to be (Choi et al., 2015). Community 
attachment was also a significant predictor of 
improved mental health status and was 

associated with positive self-reporting of 
health and functional mental health status.  

In the study by Choi et al. (2015), 
community involvement was associated with 
the functional status of physical health, while 
community attachment was associated more 
with emotional and sentimental feelings about 
the community. Further, community involve-
ment was associated with a physical compo-
nent, while community attachment was associ-
ated with the emotional component of individ-
ual functioning. The results of this study 
indicate that community attachment and invol-
vement may interact with size of place (i.e., 
population density) to influence differential 
health outcomes (Choi et al., 2015). This is not 
to suggest that rural outcomes are better than 
urban, rather that community attachment may 
play a role in health. 

Tourism is one of the main economic 
drivers in Pensacola (Haas Center, 2019). 
Because tourism often has a regional 
influence, looking at specific factors only in 
relation to a local area may not fully capture 
the impact of tourism on community and/or 
regional attachment in communities where 
tourism is a key component of a community 
(Williams, 1995a). Some research findings 
indicate that length of residence, when used as 
a proxy for community attachment, has an 
inverse relationship with perceptions of 
tourism. The greater the level of attachment, 
the less likely residents are to perceive tourism 
positively (Williams et al., 1995a). Cooper-
ation of the local community is necessary for a 
successful tourism industry. Community 
attachment has not been found to be strongly 
associated with urbanism or rurality 
(Theodori, 2001). 
 

METHODS 
 
Measure 

The community survey was developed 
by faculty members in the College of 
Education and Professional Studies (CEPS) at 
the University of West Florida to answer this 
research question: To what extent do 
Pensacola Ciclovia participants have a sense 
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of community attachment? The conceptual 
definition used to inform the development of 
items related to community attachment relates 
to individuals’ feelings related to a sense of 
belonging to a community (Sadraddin et al., 
2019). A positive sense of community 
attachment reflects positive feelings toward 
the community and a sense of belonging to that 
community (Sadraddin et al., 2019).  

The piloted survey was designed to 
gain an understanding of what factors may 
attach residents to a community and consisted 
of 31 items, with nine questions exploring 
basic demographic information such as race, 
gender, age, education, income, employment, 
and marital status. There was one item in the 
survey on overall self-assessed health, wherein 
respondents were asked, “How is your overall 
health?” Possible multiple-choice answers 
were poor, fair, good, or excellent. This survey 
included specific items related to Pensacola 
including overall impression of the 
community as well as perceptions related to 
attachment, schools, arts and culture, public 
officials, parks and recreation, social 
offerings, and the economy/job opportunities. 
Additional items in the survey related 
specifically to the neighborhoods where 
participants reside. These survey items encom-
passed topics such as overall impression, 
schools, safety/police, and empowerment. The 
survey used a Likert scale format for each item 
where participants could choose between the 
following responses: strongly disagree, 
disagree, somewhat disagree, somewhat agree, 
agree, strongly agree, or unsure. 
 
Procedure 

The university’s Institutional Review 
Board approved this study. On March 25, 
2017, several social work students and a 
faculty member set up a booth to administer 
surveys along the Ciclovia Pensacola route. 
The booth was located next to another booth 
that was giving away free bike helmets. 
Student volunteers completed Collaborative 
Institutional Training Initiative Human 
Subjects training as well as a training by the 
authors on data collection protocols. Students 

were paired, with one student asking the 
questions and the other recording the answers. 
Students invited participants to complete the 
survey. Participants were given a small snack 
(trail mix, yogurt) after completing the survey.  
 
Sample 

This cross-sectional survey included a 
convenience sample of 47 individuals who 
attended the Ciclovia event. Unfortunately, it 
is unknown how many people attended 
Ciclovia overall. The only inclusion criteria 
for participation in the research was age; 
participants were required to be at least 18 
years old. This inclusion criteria allowed for 
non-residents of Pensacola to respond. While 
non-residents might have limited knowledge 
of Pensacola, the greater Pensacola area 
includes many communities in which people 
commute into Pensacola for employment, 
entertainment, and shopping and could 
provide valuable data. 

As seen in Table 1, participants’ ages 
ranged between 18 and 74 years of age. The 
overwhelming majority of participants were 
Caucasian (89%). Almost 75% were female 
and 66% were married. Over 65% had at least 
a bachelor’s degree and more than 53% had 
lived in their neighborhoods for five years or 
longer. Our demographic data differ from that 
of the census (2019). Notably, the sample was 
comprised entirely of Caucasian, Hispanic/ 
Latino, Asian, and multiracial participants, 
while census data indicate that African 
Americans comprise almost 29% of the 
population of Pensacola. Additionally, women 
comprise 52% of the Pensacola population, 
while women made up nearly 75% of our 
survey respondents. 

 
RESULTS 

 
Reliability Analysis of the Survey Measure 

Reliability is important to assess in a 
new measure as it indicates the stability of 
scores across different situations. Internal 
consistency is an important measure of the 
reliability of a scale because it indicates the 
homogeneity  of  the  items in a scale, and how
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Sample 

Variable Level 

# of 

Participants 

% of 

Participants 

Age 18-24 

25-34 

35-44 

45-54 

55-64 

65-74 

5 

5 

13 

7 

11 

6 

10.6 

10.6 

27.7 

14.9 

23.4 

12.8 

 

Race Asian 

Hispanic/Latino 

Multiracial 

White/Caucasian 

1 

3 

1 

42 

2.1 

6.4 

2.1 

89.4 

 

Gender Female 

Male 

35 

12 

74.5 

25.5 

 

Marital Status Married 

Widowed 

Divorced 

Never married 

31 

2 

6 

7 

66 

4.3 

12.8 

14.9 

 

Number of Children 

 

none 

1 

2 

3 

4 

23 

9 

7 

4 

2 

48.9 

19.1 

14.9 

8.5 

4.3 

 

Level of Education Less than high school 

Some College 

2 year degree 

4 year degree 

Master’s degree 

Doctoral degree 

3 

9 

3 

19 

9 

3 

6.4 

19.1 

6.4 

40.4 

19.1 

6.4 

 

Income Level 

 

Less than $10,000 

$20,000-$29,999 

$30,000-$39,999 

$40,000-%49,999 

$50,000-$59,999 

$60,000-$69,999 

$70,000-$79,999 

$80,000-$89,999 

$90,000-$99,999 

$100,000-$149,999 

$150,000 or more 

7 

3 

4 

5 

4 

3 

3 

2 

2 

6 

3 

14.9 

6.4 

8.5 

10.6 

8.5 

6.4 

6.4 

4.3 

4.3 

12.8 

6.4 
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Employment Status Full time 

Part time 

Unemployed and looking for work 

Unemployed and not looking for work 

Retired 

Student 

Disabled 

           29 

6 

1 

2 

3 

6 

1 

61.7 

12.8 

2.1 

4.3 

6.4 

12.8 

2.1 

 

Overall Health Poor 

Fair 

Good  

Excellent 

1 

3 

21 

22 

 

2.1 

6.4 

44.7 

46.8 

Type of Residence Apartment 

Single detached house 

Other 

6 

40 

1 

12.8 

85.1 

2.1 

 

Length of Time in 

Neighborhood 

1 year 

2 years 

3 years 

4 years 

5 or more years 

8 

7 

3 

4 

25 

17 

14.9 

6.4 

8.5 

53.2 
 

well individual items in the scale reflect the 
underlying latent construct, which in this case 
is community attachment (DeVellis, 1991; 
Spector, 1992). Coefficient alpha is the stat-
istic most often reported to assess unidimen-
sional internal consistency (Spector, 1992).  

The internal consistency for each scale 
and respective subscale used in this study was 
assessed and resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha of 
.68, which is very close to the .70 that is 
usually considered acceptable for most 
purposes and indicates that the correlations are 
weakened very little by measurement error 
(Hatcher, 2013; Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994; 
Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).   
 
Findings Related to Community Attachment  

Table 2 presents the proportion of 
participants ranking items on their perceptions 
of Pensacola. The agree and strongly agree 
categories were collapsed to indicate partici-
pant endorsement of an item. 

Over 91% of participants had an 
overall favorable impression of Pensacola (see 
Table 2). Almost 71% had a favorable overall 

impression of Pensacola public schools, 
although slightly fewer (68.1%) had a 
favorable overall impression of the University 
of West Florida. More than 63% felt 
welcomed in Pensacola, while slightly fewer 
than 54% felt connected to Pensacola. Exactly 
66% concurred that there are many arts and 
cultural opportunities in Pensacola, whereas 
more than 70% indicated that there were many 
social offerings. Over 57% of participants 
believed that parks and recreational agencies 
provided many opportunities to residents. 
While almost 64% believe that Pensacola is 
economically thriving, only 36% thought that 
there are many job opportunities.  

Table 3 presents the proportion of part-
icipants ranking perceptions of items related to 
the neighborhood where they live. The agree 
and strongly agree categories were collapsed 
to indicate participant endorsement of an item. 

Just over 85% of participants had an 
overall favorable impression of the neighbor-
hood where they live. Nearly 64% chose their 
neighborhood because of the school district. 
Almost  66%  indicated  feeling  safe  in  their
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Table 2. Perceptions of Pensacola 

Response to Item 
Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree 

Somewhat 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 
Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 
Unsure 

I have a favorable 

overall impression of 

Pensacola. 

- - - 8.5% 29.8% 61.7% - 

 

 
 

I have a favorable 

overall impression of 

the public schools in 

Pensacola. 

 

2.1% 

 

- 

 

- 

 

12.8% 

 

46.8% 

 

23.4% 

 

4.3% 

 

 

 
 

I have a favorable 

overall impression of 

the University of 

West Florida. 

 

 

- 

 

6.4% 

 

2.1% 

 

6.4% 

 

 

42.6% 

 

25.5% 

 

4.3% 

 

 

 

There are many arts 

and cultural 

opportunities 

available in 

Pensacola. 

 

- - 2.1% 19.1% 38.3% 27.7% 4.3% 

 

 

 

Pensacola parks and 

recreation agencies 

provide many 

opportunities to 

their residents. 

 

- 4.3% 4.3% 17% 31.9% 25.5% 4.3% 

I have a favorable 

overall impression of 

Pensacola’s elected 

officials. 

 

4.3% - 4.3% 10.6% 31.9% 19.1% 14.9% 

 

 

 

I feel connected to 

Pensacola. 
4.3% - 2.1% 12.8% 31.9% 23.4% 10.6% 

 

 
Pensacola is 

economically 

thriving.  

 

2.1% 2.1% 2.1% 19.1% 34% 29.8% 4.3% 

 

 

There are many 

social offerings 

available in 

Pensacola.  

 

- 2.1% - 14.9% 42.6% 27.7% 6.4% 

 

 

 

There are many job 

opportunities in 

Pensacola.  

4.3% 8.5% 4.3% 21.3% 31.9% 4.3% 8.5% 
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Table 3. Perceptions of Neighborhood 

Response to Item Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Somewhat 

Disagree 

Somewhat 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

Unsure 

I have a favorable 

overall impression of 

my neighborhood. 

 

2.1% 2.1% - 4.3% 31.9% 53.2% - 

 

An important reason 

I chose my 

neighborhood is 

because of the school 

district. 

- 6.4% 2.1% 8.5% 44.7% 19.1% 4.3% 

 
 

 

 

 
I feel safe in my 

neighborhood. 

 

- 10.6% - 4.3% 40.4% 25.5% 6.4% 

I can make a 

difference in my 

neighborhood. 

 

6.4% 8.5% - 4.3% 31.9% 27.7% 2.1% 

I have a favorable 

overall impression of 

the police presence 

in my neighborhood.  

2.1% 12.8% 2.1% 6.4% 27.7% 36.2% 2.1% 

 

neighborhoods, while nearly 64% had a 
favorable overall impression of their neighbor-
hood. Approximately 60% believed they could 
make a difference in their neighborhood. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
This research served as a pilot study set 

in the context of a larger community/ internat-
ional event. Findings suggest that Pensacola-
area residents who attended the event have a 
strong sense of community attachment. This 
sense of community attachment in our survey 
includes a favorable impression of opport-
unities in arts and culture, parks and recrea-
tion, schools, and economic vitality. Ciclovia 
offers an excellent opportunity for resear-
chers to gauge the community attachment of 
an active sub-group of the local population, 
and thereafter examine how such attachments 
may manifest or differ by distinct neighbor-
hoods across the city. Furthermore, data on 
community attachment can inform public 
officials making decisions about communities.  

One important aspect to consider 
related to this pilot study was the opportunity 
for students to engage in the community and 
practice research-related skills. Students were 
provided training by both the IRB and 
researchers in how to conduct ethical research 
and how to engage with participants in order 
to collect data. This survey initiative provided 
a valuable experience for students in 
conducting research. Student survey assistants 
reported that they gained insight into the 
research process, as well as a new perspective 
of Ciclovia and community attachment.  

There were several limitations in this 
pilot study. One limitation was the relatively 
low number of respondents, making the study 
ungeneralizable to the greater population. The 
number of participants and inclusion of only 
one measure of community attachment limited 
the amount of data analysis that could be 
completed as a part of this pilot study, and 
therefore limited the ability of the researchers 
to adequately test validity of this measure. 
While the measure appears to have good face 
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validity in that each of the items represents a 
measure of the conceptual definition of comm-
unity attachment used for this study, because 
the community attachment survey did not 
include any other measures, the researchers 
were unable to assess construct validity.  

Additionally, the survey demographics 
did not align with the broader demographics of 
the Pensacola area at large. In collecting 
survey data, locating the data collection booth 
next to the free helmet booth helped draw 
participants. There were often long lines for 
the free helmets and the survey team was able 
to interview individuals while they were 
waiting in line; however, this may have also 
drawn a unique respondent profile.  

Future research should include 
residents’ concerns for community resiliency, 
pace of community change on sense of place, 
and place-related behaviors. Inclusion of 
additional, standardized measures of comm-
unity attachment would allow for a better 
assessment of validity of the pilot measure. 
Larger samples, more representative of the 
whole community may provide insight into 
areas for improvement in the community.  

Future research utilizing a qualitative 
design may add richness and depth to the 
subject. Additionally, longitudinal analysis 
focusing on changes over time or before and 
after major events (i.e., hurricanes, pandemic, 
or violence within a community, etc.) would 
provide further data related to external 
influences on community attachment. Addit-
ional exploration related to changes in levels 
of community attachment and commitment in 
the aftermath of natural or man-made disasters 
is warranted. It is likely that there is a change 
in perception of community and commitment 
to community after these types of events when 
community members come together to address 
the needs of the community. More research is 
needed to explore the relationship between 
community attachment and the meaning of 
place and outcomes related to health, mental 
health, and well-being within local comm-
unities as well as other types of communities 
such as faith communities or communities 
created around a common cause. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
In this preliminary study, the Global Engagement Survey (GES) was used to assess 

developmental outcomes in undergraduate students enrolled in a multi-year community-based global 
learning program. Statistically significant growth was observed on the Civic Efficacy (CE) scale of 
the GES (p = 0.01). The GES appears to have significant utility in the quantitative assessment of 
undergraduate community-based global learning programs, even when small sample sizes and pre-
test ceiling effects exist. 

Keywords: assessment, experiential learning, international, service learning, undergraduate 
student development 

 

Over the past two decades, diversity/ 
global learning and service learning/ 
community-based learning have become 
widely recognized as critical pedagogical 
components of high-impact undergraduate 
education (Kuh, 2008). When thoughtfully 
executed, these pedagogies can result in 
transformational student development out-
comes, including a sustained re-orientation of 
personal and lifestyle choices, habits, and 
values; a deeper under-standing of self and 
purpose; an expanded sense of solidarity and 
social responsibility; increased appreciation 
for complexity and ambiguity; enhanced 
aware-ness and questioning of culturally 
constructed social norms/ assumptions/values; 
and, increased personal actions to promote 
equity and justice (Kiely, 2004; 2005). 
Particular attention is currently focused on 
efforts that combine these practices under the 
umbrella term of “international service 
learning,” which strives to engage students 
with complex issues surrounding the inter-
sections and interdependence of global political, 
economic, and social systems (Brandauer et 
al., 2022; Crabtree, 2008; Hartman & Rola, 
2001; Reynolds et al., 2022). 

However, substantive criticisms exist 
in connection with both the term “service 
learning” and how educational activities 
labeled with this term are conceptualized and 
executed. Mitchell (2008) has suggested that 
academic service learning has bifurcated into 
two distinct subgroups: “traditional” service 
learning, which emphasizes service 
experiences that are largely disconnected from 
their broader economic, political, social, 
cultural, and historical contexts, and “critical” 
service learning, which is grounded in 
multiple contexts and is intentional about 
seeking to disrupt systems of injustice and 
inequality. Critical service learning also seeks 
to engage student participants in a reflective 
and analytical engagement with the concept of 
what it means to “serve,” as well as their 
positionality within broader power structures 
(Rice & Pollack, 2000). Although the 
important role of criticality in this work is 
becoming increasingly appreciated, there 
continues to be some pushback against this 
distinction of “traditional” and “critical” 
service learning (see Jones & Kiser, 2014), and 
many mainstream academic institutions have 
only recently begun to re-envision their 
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service learning programming in response to 
these significant ethical concerns. 

From the standpoint of linguistic 
framing, the term “service learning” is itself 
problematic—in many undergraduate settings, 
students fail to truly “serve” their community 
partner in a meaningful way. Rather, the 
“service” of these students is often tied to 
significant costs to partner organizations, such 
as the time required to provide ongoing 
training and supervision, or to document and 
report service hours back to the students’ 
institution. Unlike advanced graduate students 
of professional programs (including medicine, 
nursing, and law) who serve in volunteer 
clinics and clearly provide an unambiguous 
“value added” resource, the vast majority of 
undergraduate service learning participants are 
unskilled and can exist as a burden, rather than 
an asset, to partner organizations and comm-
unities (Larkin, 2018). 

There are several other fundamental 
concerns regarding service learning as a 
pedagogical practice, including inconsistent 
incorporation of community partners as true 
equals (Hartman, 2015); limited recognition 
that service-learning programs must accord 
equal importance to both student learning and 
community outcomes (Gendle & Tapler, 2022; 
Hartman, Morris Paris, & Blache-Cohen, 
2014); demographic assumptions about 
student participants (such as age, life status, 
and relative economic position) that often 
constrain access and inclusion (Butin, 2006); a 
failure to develop critical consciousness 
among student participants, which then 
functions to perpetuate power differentials and 
patronizing, colonial, hierarchical, and privil-
eged attitudes regarding those being “served” 
(Mitchell, 2008; Pompa, 2002; Purpel, 1999); 
and a lack of adequate preparation to equip 
students to be effective change agents within 
their partner communities (Mitchell, 2008). 

In his widely cited essay, “Why 
Service-Learning is Bad,” Eby (1998) has 
argued that, because of historical orientations 
toward student learning, traditional service 
learning pedagogies have often resulted in 
limited positive community impacts, signify-

cant community harms, and student outcomes 
that are shallow and individually centered. 
Importantly, Eby (1998) notes that academic 
service-learning programs frequently center 
on the needs and goals of the sponsoring 
institution and students, rather than the 
community that is supposedly being served. 
Eby (1998) also points out that traditional 
service-learning programs often inappropri-
ately privilege deficiency models, focus on 
volunteerism over deep structural and policy 
change, use community partners as labora-
tories, and place students into “service” roles 
without sufficient academic foregrounding, 
training, or oversight. 

In recent years, international service 
learning has been lauded as a particularly 
powerful pedagogical practice (Crabtree, 
2008). However, significant concerns also 
exist for academic service-learning activities 
that take place within international settings. 
Tiessen et al. (2018) have identified a number 
of these concerns including a lack of recipro-
city between student/faculty visitors and 
community members/groups; objectify-cation 
and “othering” of community members, as 
well as their physical spaces, cultural 
practices, and shared collective experiences; 
transactional or consumer-oriented frame-
works for student engagement; exclusion of 
community members from program planning, 
execution, and evaluation; and, treatment of 
community members as resource providers, 
and/or inequitable divisions of realized 
benefits between program participants and 
community members. There is an increasing 
recognition that, all too often, international 
service-learning programs essentially function 
as student tourism experiences that include 
periods of superficial volunteer engagement 
(Larkin, 2015). Such experiences support 
power and privilege structures that serve 
students over international community mem-
bers, over-simplify, depoliticize, and decon-
textualize the complex current and historical 
frameworks surrounding global inequality, 
and perpetuate paternalistic and neocolonial 
mindsets (Larkin, 2015; Lewis, 2006; Sharpe 
& Dear, 2013; Smaller & O’Sullivan, 2018). 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education      Volume 14, Number 3 

 

31 

 
© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education  

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

The Periclean Scholars program at 
Elon University (https://www.elon.edu/u/aca 
demics/project-pericles/periclean-scholars-
program/) has been guilty of several of the 
criticisms raised by Eby (1998) and others. 
The program was initially conceived, and 
functioned for many years, as a traditional 
service-learning initiative (described in detail 
by Dunn, Arcaro, and Post, 2019), but has 
since adopted a framework that both aligns 
with, and in some ways, moves beyond, 
Mitchell’s (2008) conceptualization of critical 
service learning. In the continued development 
of this program, it has intentionally incur-
porated Hartman, Kiely, Boettcher, and 
Friedrichs’ (2018) model of critical global 
inquiry that both advances collaborative 
community development and mitigates many 
of the recognized perils of these efforts. The 
work of Hartman et al. (2018) extends the 
concept of critical service learning (Mitchell, 
2008) in many important ways, explicitly 
moving beyond granular service-learning 
experiences to deeper considerations of 
student engagement in broad, multi-leveled, 
and globally interconnected systems. As such, 
the current program rejects the label of service 
learning, and instead uses the term 
“community-based global learning” (or 
CBGL, coined by Hartman et al., 2018). 

The Periclean Scholars program has a 
competitive application process for first year 
undergraduates, and accepted Periclean Scho-
lars then spend their sophomore, junior, and 
senior years working as a cohort (typically < 
25 students) with a single faculty mentor to 
learn about a specific country or region of 
focus. As a cohort, students selected for this 
program complete a series of graded academic 
courses (18 semester hours, across the three 
years) that are restricted to Periclean Scholars. 
Additionally, each cohort completes a co-
designed project (with their community part-
ner) to promote social change within a local 
context within the country or region of focus. 
In order to create collaborative and effective 
projects, each cohort works with their faculty 
mentor and community partner to learn about 
ethical best practices and models of just and 

sustainable development. Since its inception, 
most Periclean Scholars cohorts have worked 
in international settings, although some have 
completed projects in domestic locations. 

The Periclean Scholars program holds 
itself to very high external standards—all 
program activities are guided by the Ethical 
Reasoning, Global Learning, Intercultural 
Knowledge and Competence, and Civic 
Engagement VALUE rubrics produced by the 
Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U) (https://www.aacu. 
org/value-rubrics). These rubrics are open 
access resources that are widely employed in 
academia to evaluate student growth and 
development. The program’s work is also 
guided by the CORE Humanitarian Standard 
on Quality and Accountability (https:// 
corehumanitarianstandard.org/the-standard), 
which offers nine measurable commitments 
that organizations can utilize to improve 
outcomes related to humanitarian action. 
Additionally, the Periclean Pledge (https:// 
www.elon.edu/u/academics/project-pericles/ 
periclean-scholars-program/the-periclean-
pledge/) serves as a public commitment to a 
defined set of organizational values.  

Given the explicit and public linkages 
made between the Periclean Scholars program 
and these standards of practice, the program 
has significant interest in identifying evalua-
tion instruments that allow for the assessment 
of student growth across the three years in the 
program. Although initiatives with critical 
service learning or community-based global 
learning orientations may presume that 
participation results in significant and positive 
outcomes in student learning and personal 
development, meaningfully quantifying such 
changes often presents a challenge to both 
researchers and program administrators. 
Unfortunately, few standardized tools curr-
ently exist that allow for the quantitative 
measurement of student growth resulting from 
participation in community-based global 
learning programs. All too frequently, critical 
service learning and community-based global 
learning programs over-rely on individual 
student anecdotes to provide evidence of 

https://www.elon.edu/u/aca%20demics/project-pericles/periclean-scholars-program/
https://www.elon.edu/u/aca%20demics/project-pericles/periclean-scholars-program/
https://www.elon.edu/u/aca%20demics/project-pericles/periclean-scholars-program/
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positive student growth. In the current fiscal 
reality of higher education in the United 
States, programs are increasingly being asked 
to provide specific quantitative evidence to 
support claims of positive academic and 
personal growth among their participants.  

One measure that holds promise for 
this work is the Global Engagement Survey 
(GES; Hartman et al., 2015), which employs 
mixed methodology to assess student learning 
outcomes, particularly in relation to the global 
learning goals championed by AAC&U. The 
GES includes 58 closed-ended items, scored 
on a 5-point scale from 1 (“strongly agree”) to 
5 (“strongly disagree”). The instrument also 
contains 17 prompted, open-ended questions 
that ask respondents to follow up on their 
responses to some of the closed-ended items. 
Both the closed- and open-ended items are 
categorized as part of eight unique scales 
[openness to diversity (OD), cultural adapt-
ability (CA), civic efficacy (CE), political 
voice (PV), conscious consumption (CC), 
global civic values (GCV), human rights 
beliefs (HRB), and critical reflection (CR)], as 
well as two broad measurement themes 
(cultural humility and global citizenship). The 
GES has been successfully used by other 
researchers in the field to assess student 
perceptions of global learning within a specific 
study abroad context (Vandermaas-Peeler, 
Duncan-Bendix, & Biehl, 2018) and to assess 
components of identity, belonging, and cultural 
humility (Hartman et al., 2020; McCunney, 
Reynolds, Sabato, & Young, 2019). However, 
these past studies have primarily focused on 
the 17 open-ended questions of the GES, and 
less research attention has been given to the 
utility of the quantitative component of this 
instrument in program assessment. 

This manuscript reports on a prelim-
inary investigation that utilized the 58 closed-
end items of the GES to quantitatively evaluate 
student development outcomes within Elon’s 
Periclean Scholars program. All eight scales of 
the GES are designed to measure constructs 
that are central to the learning goals of the 
Periclean Scholars program, and there was 
significant interest in how these measures 

might change in Periclean Scholars from the 
beginning to the end of their program exper-
ience. Members of the Periclean Scholars 
Classes of 2019, 2020, and 2021 completed the 
GES when beginning the program during the 
fall semester of sophomore year, and then 
again at the end of the spring semester senior 
year. The analysis detailed below utilizes 
paired comparisons in mean GES scale and 
theme scores across these two assessment 
points. This longitudinal study attempts to better 
characterize community-based global engage-
ment and understand student development 
throughout the Periclean Scholars program, as 
well as provide the field with a model for the 
quantitative assessment of student outcomes in 
community-based global learning programs. 
 

METHODS 
 

The research protocol was approved by 
the Institutional Review Board of Elon 
University, and all procedures were in accord-
ance with the Helsinki Declaration of 1975, as 
revised in 1983. Sixty-two students who were 
members of the Periclean Scholars graduating 
cohorts of 2019, 2020, and 2021 were asked 
(via email solicitation) to voluntarily complete 
the GES first during the early fall of their 
sophomore year, and then again during the late 
spring of their senior year. A link to a Qualtrics 
(Provo, Utah, USA) form containing the GES 
was distributed to the Scholars’ institutional 
email by the Community-based Global Learn-
ing Collaborative (hosted by the Center for 
Peace and Global Citizenship, Haverford 
College, Haverford, Pennsylvania, USA). 
Following the initial email solicitation, 
Scholars were given 14 calendar days to 
voluntarily complete the GES. At the midpoint 
of this two-week period, an email reminder to 
encourage completion was sent, and Faculty 
Mentors also provided verbal in-person 
reminders to complete the instrument. 
Periclean Faculty Mentors did not have access 
to raw GES data or respondent information 
until after their class had graduated from the 
university, and specific individual identifiers 
were removed from all provided data.  
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For each of the eight GES scales and 
two GES themes, mean responses were calcu-
lated by summing the total numerical value of 
responses and dividing that by the number of 
items included in each scale or theme. GES 
items are scored on a 5-point scale from 1 
(“strongly agree”) to 5 (“strongly disagree”), 
so lower scores can be interpreted as more 
advanced individual development/ awareness 
of the concept being addressed. Similarly, 
score decreases from pre- to post-assessment 
can be interpreted as indicating Scholar 
growth and development over time. However, 
it is also important to note that score increases 
may suggest similar growth—as respondents 
may become more aware of their lack of 
knowledge or proficiency in a particular area, 
which itself can serve as a powerful moment 
of intellectual and personal development. In 
this particular study, there was a malfunction 
with the Qualtrics display logic for one item 
included in the Conscious Consumption Scale 
and Global Citizenship Theme. As such, 
means for these outcomes were calculated 
after omitting this problematic item and 
adjusting the denominator accordingly. 

For each GES scale and theme, pre-test 
and post-test least squares means (lsmeans) 
summed across all participants were compared 
using a repeated measures analysis of covar-
iance (ANCOVA), constructed with the PROC 
MIXED feature of SAS 9.4 for Windows (SAS 
Institute, Cary, North Carolina, USA). Lsmeans 
were utilized and reported because they are a 
more appropriate estimate to use in analyses 
with unbalanced designs. For each scale and 
theme, ANCOVA models included the 
following variables: 1) pre- or post-test 
(PREPOST), 2) Scholar cohort (COHORT), 
and 3) the interaction of pre- or post-test and 
cohort (PREPOST*COHORT). The PREPOST* 
COHORT interaction was included in the 
models to account for non-random variability 
that might have existed in the data because of 
unique changes in individual Scholar cohorts 
over time. However, this term was not utilized 
to test any discreet hypotheses, due to the 
small cell sizes that were present. Participant 
ID number was also included in the model as 

a random factor to account for the repeated 
measures structure of the data. Model 
diagnostics were carried out by examining 
plots of model residuals. An alpha level of 
0.05 was used for all comparisons. 
 

RESULTS 
 
A combined total of 62 Periclean 

Scholars from the 2019, 2020, and 2021 
cohorts were asked to voluntarily complete 
both the pre- and post-survey components of 
the GES. Of those, a total of 16 Scholars 
completed both pre- and post-test components 
of the GES (completion rate: 25.8%). These 
Scholars primarily self-identified as female 
(15 female, 1 male) and White (68.8%), which 
mirrors the broader demographics of Periclean 
Scholars program participants. Although the 
GES collects categorical data regarding self-
reported family income, parent education 
level, political views, and religious beliefs, 
these factors were not examined due to small 
sample sizes for any given category. 

Unadjusted means (collapsed across all 
participants) for each of the GES scales and 
themes are provided in Table 1. Results from 
comparisons of pre- and post-test lsmeans 
(collapsed across all participants) for each of 
the GES scales and themes are provided in 
Table 2. No statistically significant differences 
across these pre- and post-test lsmeans were 
found for Openness to Diversity (OD), 
Conscious Consumption (CC), Political Voice 
(PV), Global Civic Values (GCV), Human 
Rights Beliefs (HRB), or Critical Reflection 
(CR; all p’s > 0.30). No statistically significant 
differences across these pre- and post-test 
lsmeans were found for either the Cultural 
Humility (p = 0.43) or Global Citizenship 
Theme (p = 0.27). 

A statistically significant difference 
across these pre- and post-test lsmeans was 
found for the Civic Efficacy (CE) scale 
(F(1,32) = 7.08, p = 0.01), with Scholars across 
the three cohorts decreasing from a pre-test 
lsmean of 2.06 to a post-test lsmean of 1.78. A 
difference across the pre- and post-test lsmeans 
that approached classical significance was 
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found for the Cultural Adaptability (CA) Scale 
(F(1,32) = 3.14, p = 0.09), with Scholars across 
the three cohorts decreasing from a pre-test 
lsmean of 1.96 to a post-test lsmean of 1.79. 
 A consistent statistically significant 
difference between the three Scholar cohorts 
(collapsed across the pre- and post- assess-
ments) was also observed in many of the GES 
outcomes. Overall, the lsmeans of the 
responses gathered from the class of 2021 

respondents were consistently lower than 
those from the class of 2019. Because the 
analysis collapsed across assessments, this 
difference has nothing to do with the impact of 
the Periclean Scholars program on the 
respondents, and instead reflects individual 
Scholar aptitudes and/or an enhanced positive 
bias in the class’ self-ratings. As such, it will 
not be discussed further. 
 

 

Table 1. Unadjusted Pre- and Post-test Means (Collapsed Across All Participants) for Each of the 

GES Scales and Themes 

GES Scale/Theme     Pre-test mean   Post-test mean 

Openness to Diversity Scale (OD)   1.63    1.59 

Cultural Adaptability Scale (CA)   1.97    1.83 

Civic Efficacy Scale (CE)    2.10    1.85 

Conscious Consumption Scale (CC)   2.58    2.35 

Political Voice Scale (PV)    3.13    3.11 

Global Civic Values Scale (GCV)   1.72    1.59 

Human Rights Beliefs Scale (HRB)   1.33    1.33 

Critical Reflection Scale (CR)   1.58    1.48 

Cultural Humility Theme    1.79    1.70 

Global Citizenship Theme    2.33    2.19 

 

Table 2. Comparisons of Pre- and Post-test lsmeans (Collapsed Across All Participants) for Each 

of the GES Scales and Themes 

GES Scale/Theme    Pre-test lsmean Post-test lsmean p 

Openness to Diversity Scale (OD)  1.56   1.55   0.91 

Cultural Adaptability Scale (CA)  1.96   1.79   0.09 

Civic Efficacy Scale (CE)   2.06   1.78   0.01 

Conscious Consumption Scale (CC)  2.50   2.30   0.30 

Political Voice Scale (PV)   3.04   3.03   0.96 

Global Civic Values Scale (GCV)  1.64   1.52   0.53 

Human Rights Beliefs Scale (HRB)  1.30   1.31   0.94 

Critical Reflection Scale (CR)  1.54   1.46   0.59 

Cultural Humility Theme   1.74   1.66   0.43 

Global Citizenship Theme   2.27   2.13   0.27 

Note: p’s < .05 are in boldface. 
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DISCUSSION 
 

In this report, we describe a prelimi-
nary investigation that utilized the 58 closed-
end items of the Global Engagement Survey 
(GES) to quantitatively assess student develop-
ment outcomes across three recent student 
cohorts in Elon’s Periclean Scholars program. 
Although significant changes in the pre- and 
post-test lsmeans were not observed for most 
of the GES scales and themes (p’s > 0.27), a 
statistically significant difference across these 
pre- and post-test lsmeans was found for the 
Civic Efficacy (CE) scale (F(1,32) = 7.08, p = 
0.01), with Scholars across the three cohorts 
decreasing from a pre-test lsmean of 2.06 to a 
post-test lsmean of 1.78. This is of particular 
note, as one of the four formally stated goals 
of the Periclean Scholars program is “to enhance 
Scholars’ knowledge of the political systems 
and power structures that frame global prob-
lems, as well as the political, economic, and 
social levers that can be used to affect mean-
ingful change,” which is precisely what the 
GES Civic Efficacy scale purports to measure. 

A difference across these pre- and 
post-test lsmeans that approached classical 
significance was found for the Cultural 
Adaptability (CA) Scale (p = 0.09), with 
Scholars across the three cohorts decreasing 
from a pre-test lsmean of 1.96 to a post-test 
lsmean of 1.79. Despite not reaching classical 
significance, this is a potentially important 
finding, as the CA scale assesses student 
aptitudes that are closely related to another of 
the four formally stated goals of the Periclean 
Scholars program: “To foster a deep under-
standing of our partners’ diverse histories and 
needs, and engage in culturally-aware dia-
logues regarding these needs that are based on 
open-mindedness, empathy, civility, ethical 
integrity, and mutual respect.” 

This study offers a model for 
effectively utilizing the GES for both internal 
assessment and to demonstrate program 
impact and value that can be easily replicated 
and scaled up by other institutions. Historic-
ally, community-based learning programs have 
often relied on case studies and anecdotal 

stories of student growth to justify their work. 
Increasingly, programs are being asked by 
institutional administrators to move past such 
individual examples and provide compre-
hensive quantitative data that can positively 
support these academic activities. As a whole, 
the results reported here suggest that the GES 
has significant utility in the quantitative 
assessment of community-based learning pro-
grams for undergraduates, even in situations 
with small sample sizes and pre-test ceiling 
effects. This utility is critical, as instruments 
that can effectively quantitatively measure 
student growth and development in such 
programs are few in number. This lack of 
appropriate quantitative instruments poses a 
significant challenge for those who wish to 
assess programs of this type. In the current 
fiscal climate of higher education, being able 
to concretely demonstrate positive student 
outcomes with quantitative data is becoming 
ever more central to program funding and 
survival. In future studies, increased insight 
regarding student growth and development 
may be achieved by pairing the GES with a 
standardized student beliefs/attitudes metric 
such as the Beliefs, Events, and Values 
Inventory (BEVI; https://thebevi.com/). The 
BEVI’s focus on core aspects of student 
identity and self would likely provide substan-
tial additional context to better understand any 
changes in cultural humility and global 
citizenship reflected in student responses to 
the GES items. 

Despite the demonstration of statistic-
ally significant student growth and the broad 
value that this study offers to the field, these 
results must be considered within the context 
of a constrained sample and interpreted with 
caution. Due to a low rate of survey com-
pletion (25.8%), the sample size for analysis 
was limited to an N of 16. Although small, this 
rate of completion is generally in line with 
previously documented response rates for 
undergraduates regarding surveys that utilize 
email solicitation (Kaplowitz et al., 2004; 
Porter & Umbach, 2006). The inclusion of 
additional data from future cohorts will be 
required to both confirm/replicate the results 

https://thebevi.com/
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reported here and complete a more robust 
analysis (including an examination of the 
interaction of pre- or post-test and cohort). 
This additional data collection should consider 
ways (such as providing dedicated in-class 
time to complete the GES) to increase 
completion rates and further incentivize 
participation. The results of this examination 
are also limited in their generalizability to 
other undergraduate student populations, as 
the sample was overwhelmingly female and 
largely White.  

In this sample, ceiling effects were 
present in most of the GES outcomes, with 
pre-test lsmeans ranging from 1.30 to 3.04, 
and many of these lsmeans being less than 2.0. 
The grand average of the pre-test lsmeans for 
the 10 GES scales and themes was 1.96, 
suggesting that there was very little available 
space for upward movement in the post-test 
scores. It is not clear if this is a consequence of 
the ways in which Scholars are recruited and 
selected (meaning, individuals who would 
already score high on these measures are being 
attracted to, and accepted by, the Periclean 
Scholars program), or if the Scholars are 
generally overconfident in their abilities and 
aptitudes and consistently over-rate them-
selves on the GES. Regardless of the cause, 
these substantial ceiling effects may limit the 
utility of the GES to detect and describe 
student growth in this specific university 
population. 

As one of the institutional members of 
the Community-based Global Learning 
Collaborative (hosted by the Center for Peace 
and Global Citizenship, Haverford College, 
Haverford, Pennsylvania, USA), Elon 
University and the Periclean Scholars program 
are committed to continuing to engage in 
scholarship within and across multiple 
institutions that utilize the GES in program 
evaluation. It is our hope that through this 
ongoing work, we can better understand how 
the GES might function as a valuable 
assessment tool for community-based global 
learning initiatives. The identification and/or 
development of additional assessment tools 
and strategies will be important for the 

continued evaluation of academic programs 
that are centered on community-based global 
learning. In order to effectively develop, 
support, and assess community-based global 
learning programs, it is critical that program 
leaders and administrators utilize assessment 
tools that intentionally move away from 
traditional service learning models to ones that 
are more equitable, just, and educationally 
appropriate. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
Educational immersions provide opportunities for students to experience a lot in a short time. How 
do instructors aid students in processing and meaningfully reflecting on their experiences? I describe 
the development of an immersion—and an accompanying pre- and post-trip class—to sites along the 
U.S.–Mexico border. Then, I analyze student reflective writing assignments to see if and how the 
students were able to communicate their learning. 

Keywords: deep learning, student writing, processing, reflections, social justice 

 
 Short-term educational immersion 
trips have received steady scholarly attention 
in recent years. During experiential weeks 
burrowing into social justice issues, college 
students inevitably ask, “What should I do 
going forward?” Community partners at short-
term immersion sites often reply that students 
should “Share what you learn with your own 
community.” And yet, there has not been a 
dedicated scholarly analysis of the factors/ 
processes that enable college students to make 
sense of their experiences. 
 In this article, I analyze an immersion 
trip in which students from a medium-sized, 
predominantly White, Jesuit university in the 
western United States spend a week on the 
U.S.–Mexico border learning about the history 
and contemporary reality of the borderlands 
region and the U.S. immigration system. This 
case is particularly ripe for exploration given 
the enormous complexity of the topics invol-
ved. The longer history of the U.S.–Mexico 
borderlands and immigration policy in the 
United States is exceptionally deep and nuan-
ced. In this course and immersion experience, 
the students were asked to mesh longstanding 
historical complexities with quick-moving, 

present-day shifts, especially during the years 
of the 45th President of the United States, that 
systematically affected communities in 
varying ways across the borderlands region. 
Given the complex dynamics of immigration 

and the U.S.–Mexico border, one of the 
pedagogical concerns was how to aid students 
in digesting their experiential learning and 
meaningfully reflect on it in their writing.  
 I describe the development of an 
accompanying course for the annual trip from 
2017-2020, which aimed to prepare students 
before departing and helped them to process 
their emotionally intensive experiences in the 
U.S.–Mexico borderlands. Then, I analyze 
student reflective writing assignments from 
2019-2020 to uncover the degree to which 
students were able to thoughtfully describe 
their experiential learning through (1) human-
izing the complex issue of immigration, (2) 
depicting times where they accompanied those 
most affected by border-related policies, and 
(3) complicating their initial perceptions about 
immigration. IRB approval was granted to 
analyze each of the student reflections, and all 
names that appear in the analysis are 
pseudonyms. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 Immersion trips provide short (often 
weeklong) opportunities for students to travel 
to communities to explore social justice issue 
areas (Niehaus, 2017; Niehaus et al., 2017). A 
variety of studies in recent years have provided 
evidence of the many benefits of immersions 
for immediate (Bowman et al., 2010; Plante et 
al., 2009), medium (Bowen, 2011; Mills et al., 
2007; Gumpert & Kraybill-Greggo, 2005) and 
longer-term (Clark et al., 2019; Keen & Hall, 
2009; Rowan-Kenyon & Niehaus, 2011) 
changes in students’ lives. Scholars have 
documented beneficial practices during 
immersions like group reflection (Yorio & Ye, 
2012) and intentional journaling (Keen & 
Hall, 2009), identified the need for reorient-
ation sessions to counteract “reverse culture 
shock” (Casteen, 2006), and argued that what 
students do post-immersion is of the utmost 
importance for deep learning (Niehaus, 2017; 
Rowan-Kenyon & Niehaus, 2011). And yet, 
there has not been a dedicated scholarly 
analysis of a pressing question: What factors/ 
processes shape the ability for students to take 
all that they have experienced during an 
immersion and meaningfully make sense of 
their experiences through written reflection?  
 Immersions are seemingly paradoxical. 
They are often pitched to students as 
experiences that specifically further social 
justice concerns. Yet their brevity contradicts 
with key tenets of critical service learning 
(CSL), which is “unapologetic in its aim to 
dismantle structures of injustice” (Mitchell, 
2008, p. 50). CSL prioritizes three central 
tenets: developing authentic relationships, 
reducing power differentials, and fostering a 
social change orientation (Mitchell & Latta, 
2020). Each of these dimensions takes careful 
consideration and extended time to attempt to 
enact in the real world (Greenberg et al., 2020; 
Pompa, 2002; Warren-Gordon et al., 2020). 
The brevity of immersion experiences simply 
cannot fully realize the social justice 
aspirations of CSL on their own. 

 At the same time, the CSL framework 
is inherently aspirational. Latta and colleagues 
(2018) emphasize that “it may be more helpful 
to think of critical service-learning as an 
ongoing process that is never fully realized 
rather than an outcome with a defined end 
point” (p. 33). CSL scholarship provides 
helpful insights for ways that CSL principles 
can be integrated into immersions to greater or 
lesser degrees. For instance, well-planned 
immersions can provide space for students to 
develop meaningful (albeit brief) relationships 
with community members through intentional 
dialogue and activities (Jones et al., 2012b; 
Kiely, 2005). Similarly, immersions offer the 
possibility of upending power dynamics by 
providing impactful learning sites for students 
to learn directly from community members 
most affected by systems of injustice (Rost-
Banik, 2020). Finally, immersions can mean-
ingfully integrate reflection throughout the 
experience so that students can process, 
reflect, and discern what and how they have 
learned and how their learning shapes the way 
in which they will embody change and grow 
as active citizens in their lives going forward 
(Jones et al., 2011a; Mitchell, 2015). 
 Thoughtfully coupling a course/class 
sessions to the immersion itself is a key 
opportunity for CSL principles to be integrated 
into the overall experience for students (Yee, 
2020). For instance, immersions provide an 
avenue for students to visit and experience 
some place they (often) have not been before 
to complicate and deepen their understandings 
of social justice topics (Clark et al., 2019). 
And, at the same time, without the necessary 
content knowledge about a social problem(s) 
that can be provided through an accompanying 
course—like the long, complicated history of 
the U.S. immigration system and the U.S.–
Mexico borderlands region—students’ time on 
a short-term immersion could reinforce 
stereotypical notions of who is to blame for 
social problems often associated with 
immigration (Hing, 2012). Similarly, pre- and 
post-trip class sessions can provide a cognitive 
framework for students to utilize in their 
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sensemaking processes while on the trip and 
offer space to thoughtfully process, reflect, 
and share their experiences once they return 
from the immersion (Casteen, 2006; Fiss & 
Hirsch, 2005).  
 While the extant literature provides 
overall guidance on immersion and accomp-
anying course best practices, we need more 
specific, dedicated analyses and models of 
how pre- and post-trip practices and prog-
ramming can be intentionally structured to 
implement CSL elements. In the section that 
follows, I describe the multiyear development 
of an immersion and accompanying course 
that aimed to create space for processing, 
reflection, and making sense of what and how 
to meaningfully share through critical written 
reflection.  
 

DESCRIPTION OF CASE 
 
 The immersion program—a weeklong 
educational experience focused on the U.S.–
Mexico borderlands region and U.S. immi-
gration system—is planned and managed by a 
program manager in the university’s center for 
community engagement. The program man-
ager hires and works alongside two student-
leaders for each site location to plan every 
aspect of the week and support the student-
leaders, eight to 12 other students, and one to 
two accompanying staff/faculty members 
during the trip. The student-leaders lead the 
other students, and the accompanying staff/ 
faculty members, through each portion of the 
week—communicating with community 
partners, organizing and keeping track of the 
schedule of activities, grappling with logistical 
challenges, planning and leading reflection 
activities, etc. The goal is for accompanying 
staff/faculty members to truly be participants 
on the immersion, just like the students on the 
trip. In this way, accompanying staff/faculty 
attempt to reduce the power differential to 
provide the students an opportunity to feel 
(supported) ownership and autonomy 
(Wollschleger et. al, 2020). The week is 
focused on providing spaces for participants to 

engage with those most affected by immi-
gration policies and the conditions in the 
borderlands region, along with employees of 
nonprofits and governmental agencies, and 
other community leaders.  
 Beginning in January 2017, I became 
involved with the immigration immersion as 
an accompanying faculty member. My goal 
heading into the first trip was to learn as much 
as I could about the weeklong immersion—
through the questions students asked, the 
patterns in the information provided by the 
community members, and my own thoughts 
and reflections—and then collaborate with the 
program manager to create a one-credit class 
to supplement the trip for all student-
participants going forward. The following 
year, I taught the one-credit course focused on 
historical and ongoing developments in the 
borderlands region and the U.S. immigration 
system. Each student (and student-leader) who 
voluntarily signed up for the immersion trip 
also enrolled in the course, which met one day 
a week for the final eight weeks of the fall 
2017 semester. The course content included 
distinguishing between race, ethnicity, and 
nationality and how the categories overlap; 
details about the particulars of the immigration 
system in the United States; theories about 
migration; historical changes in the border-
lands region; changes in enforcement along 
the border over time; and politics, perceptions, 
and (often untrue) fears (e.g., violence, taxes, 
jobs, etc.) about migrants. The course was 
bookended by an “initial perceptions” pre-
reflection and a pre-trip reflection at the end of 
the eight weeks.  
 During the second iteration of the 
class, some tweaks were made to the course 
content, but the central change was more focus 
on intentional relationship building between 
students in the class. Students on the immer-
sion have a variety of majors, experience, and 
knowledge about immigration, and range from 
first year students to seniors. To allow space 
for more and deeper conversations in the class, 
and on the trip itself, we spent less time on 
content delivery during the eight-week class 
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and more time allowing students the opport-
unity to engage with the material in small 
groups. 
 The first two attempts of pairing the 
class with the immersion trip were nearly 
entirely focused on getting the students ready 
for the trip so they could have a common 
baseline of information, could know each 
other more deeply, and could be ready to ask 
more informed, thoughtful questions. Such 
trip preparation is identified in previous 
research as a worthwhile practice (Gumpert & 
Kraybill-Greggo, 2005; Niehaus, 2017). At the 
same time, we left the post-trip process more 
in the hands of student motivations and 
desires. The service immersion coordinator 
had intentional debriefing conversations with 
student-leaders. And student-leaders organized 
a debriefing session for all participants, which 
included a slide show of pictures from the trip 
and some of their ideas about “what to do 
next” now that they returned. Groups of 
students from the 2018 and 2019 immersions: 

• Organized day-long “teach-ins” about 
immigration issues,  
• Organized phone banks for under-
graduates to call political representatives 
to advocate for migrant rights, 
• Collaborated with the student body 
association to host a “courageous conver-
sation” where several students participated 
in a lengthy discussion about their exper-
iences from the immersion trips while the 
university-community listened and asked 
questions, 
•   Met with a U.S. congressional represent-
ative to advocate for immigration policy 
changes,  
•   Wrote reflections that were published on 
a dedicated university webpage, and more. 

The program manager and accompanying 
staff/faculty assumed a supporting role in post-
trip engagement, rather than prescribing the 
ways students should engage. 
 However, for the January 2020 immer-
sion, we added much more structure to the 
post-trip process for three reasons. First, it 
became more apparent to us with each success-

ive year of the immersion that students needed 
more time to process and reflect upon their 
experiences in structured ways post-trip 
(Casteen, 2006; Jones et al., 2012b; Kiely, 
2005; Rowan-Kenyon & Niehaus, 2011). 
Second, the need for students to share what 
they had learned in their own communities 
emerged as a clear request of our community 
partners. Third, the program manager and a 
couple of returning student-leaders developed 
a third site location—meaning there would be 
even more students, student-leaders, and staff/ 
faculty advisors, creating a heightened need to 
understand similarities and differences between 
the experiences of the three groups. 
 For the 2020 immersion alongside eight 
pre-trip class meetings, we added four addit-

ional post-trip weekly sessions. In the first 
session, about a week after completing the 
immersion, each site group spent an hour 
simply processing their experiences together. 
Then, over the next week, students were tasked 
with writing a reflection. Specifically, they 
wrote about how they humanized immigration, 
accompanied those impacted by border policies, 
and complicated their initial perceptions (see 
Appendix 1). In the second session, volunteers 
read portions of their reflections to the class in 
a large circle, and students had the opportunity 
to ask questions and connect through similar-
ities and differences between their experiences. 
 The student-leaders then worked with 
their site groups to identify a couple of 
volunteers to participate in the immigration 
courageous conversation, an event sponsored 
by the student body association. During the 
event, the student-volunteers sat in a “fishbowl” 
circle in the center of a large auditorium and 
passed a microphone around their circle to 
share their reflections on the experience. 
Tables with students, staff, and faculty filled 
the remainder of the room. Each table included 
at least one immersion student-participant. 
After the conclusion of the fishbowl conver-
sation, each table entered into dialogue about 
what they heard using a list of questions 
developed by the student body event coordin-
ators and the immersion student-leaders.  
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 During the third post-trip class session, 
the immersion participants reflected on the 
courageous conversation event from the pre-
vious evening. The student-leaders presented a 
range of potential ideas for “where students 
could go from here” in continuing to keep 
what they had learned on the immersion trip 
central to their lives through clubs, events, and 
publishing their reflections on a dedicated 
webpage. Finally, during the fourth post-trip 
session, site groups spent time sharing about 
their own thoughts, plans, and hopes going 
forward from the immersion experience and 
turned in their revised humanizing, accomp-
anying, complicating reflection. The immer-
sion and the post-trip meetings all occurred 
prior to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic 
in the United States. 
 In the sections that follow, I identify 
patterns in the reflections generated before the 
class, pre-trip, and post-trip by the student-
participants in the 2020 trip. Through these 
patterns, I discern how well the pre-trip and 
post-trip structure worked in allowing students 
to meaningfully digest and communicate their 
experiences. The trip, and the mammoth 
historical and contemporary complexity of the 
U.S.–Mexico border and the immigration 
system/enforcement policies—particularly 
during the tenure of the 45th President of the 
United States—provide a perfect test case for 
trying to understand how students move from 
experiencing, to processing, to meaningfully 
reflecting and communicating. 
 

METHODS 
 
 The data comes from three reflective 
writing pieces by students who participated in 
the 2019-2020 immersion and accompanying 
class (see Appendix 1). The initial perceptions 
pre-reflection establish the central reasons 
students signed up for the immersion and what 
key questions they hoped to investigate. The 
pre-trip reflection asked students to (a) 
identify particularly compelling content from 
the pre-trip class sessions, and (b) reflect upon 
their initial perceptions reflection to see if/how 

their key interests and questions have changed. 
The post-trip reflection invites students to 
communicate their experiential learning through 
discussing (a) people who humanized the 
immigration system and/or border-related 
issues, (b) moments of physical accompani-
ment with those most affected by borderland 
conditions, and (c) how their initial percep-
tions have been complicated. The post-trip 
reflection is based on a longstanding frame-
work from an immigrant rights organization 
that has a vision of promoting “humane, just, 
workable migration between the U.S. and 
Mexico” through five focal areas, including 
educational immersions (Kino Border 
Initiative, 2022). 
 There were 34 total student partici-
pants and student-leaders split between three 
U.S.–Mexico borderlands site locations. 
Female-identifying students (85%) were 
substantially overrepresented relative to the 
demographics of the Jesuit university in the 
western United States—a predominantly 
White institution of 5,000+ undergraduates—
while BIPOC-identifying students (29%) were 
slightly overrepresented. A variety of majors 
were represented, mostly from the arts and 
sciences, with sociology and/or criminal justice 
majors comprising the largest subgroup (47%). 
Previous research has demonstrated that 

structured coursework directly supporting/ sup-
lementing community-engaged activities is an 
important avenue for increasing the partici-
pation of students of color compared to the 
White students (kehal & Willse, 2020). Addit-
ionally, Jesuit universities’ missions—focused 
on social justice and solidarity with vulnerable 
populations—seamlessly connect to immer-
sions and increase their popularity for students 
at such institutions (Clark et al., 2019). 
 I inductively coded the first two 
reflections looking for key thematic interests 
and questions from the students (Luker, 2008). 
I maintained numerical counts of the themes, 
which I briefly present as framing for what 
kinds of thoughts were on the minds of the 
students prior to the pre-trip class meetings 
and then post-class, but before they traveled to 
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their immersion sites. I then focus my analysis 
on the post-trip reflections by deductively ana-
lyzing the ways in which students shared their 
experiential learning in the three dimensions 
of humanizing, accompanying, and compli-
cating (Miles & Huberman, 1994). When I 
analyzed the reflections, I allowed the students’ 
choices for what reflective thoughts they 
included in each of the three dimensions to 
take precedent unless that portion of the refl-
ection clearly did not appear to be an example 
of the respective category. Here, I investigate 
if, and how well, the trip and corresponding 
class provided space for students to thought-
fully reflect on their experiences. 
 

FINDINGS 
 
Pre-immersion Patterns 
 Over 70% (24 of 34) of student-
participants signed up for the immersion to be 
able to experientially learn about the border 
and immigration issues in hopes of being a 
better advocate upon returning to campus. 
Relatedly, many of the students’ learning was 
personal—they were interested in gaining 
knowledge because of the experiences their 
family or friends had had with the immigration 
system (38%). Influential professors/friends 
who had previously taken part in the 
immersion (41%), the 2019 courageous 
conversations university-wide event (18%), 
and learning about immigration issues in 
previous classes (12%) were all additionally 
important motivating factors.  
 The students were most interested in 
learning directly from individuals hoping to 
cross the border and/or who were recently 
deported (47%), from organizations focused 
on advocating for migrant rights (27%), from 
border patrol personnel (18%), and exper-
iencing courtrooms and correctional facilities 
(12%). Through those experiences the students 
desired to have better answers to a key set of 
questions including the following: having a 
better sense of how the immigration system 
operates (79%), how it should be changed to 
be more just (65%), how the system is 

experienced by those most affected by it 
(59%), how to be a better ally from their home 
(53%), and specific ways the 45th President of 
the United States shaped how the system 
operates (32%). 
 Through the weekly pre-immersion 
class sessions, in which students developed 
relationships with classmates and learned 
about historical and contemporary factors 
structuring the borderlands region and our 
immigration system, the students identified 
key topics that were most impactful for 
shaping their learning. These included recent 
warrantless searches by border patrol of bus 
passengers in the city within which the 
university is located (39%), findings from The 
Mexican Migration Project (32%), the lack of 
correlation between increased migration and 
criminality (29%), key historical details about 
Mexico–U.S. labor history (e.g. Bracero 
Program), and the militarization of the border 
over time (21%). The class sessions further 
clarified the students’ central desires to 
experientially learn from those most affected 
by the immigration system (54%) in hopes of 
being better advocates for reforms going 
forward (57%). 
 Most central to this article, however, is 
investigating to what degree the students were 
able to thoughtfully communicate their 
immersion experiences and explain why those 
experiences mattered. To what degree did the 
pre-trip and post-trip sessions allow for 
students to thoughtfully communicate ways 
they humanized the overwhelmingly complex 
immigration system and borderlands region 
through specific interactions during the week, 
accompanied those most affected by the 
borderlands, and complicated their thinking 
about the U.S. immigration system?  
 
Post-immersion Reflections 
Humanizing 
 Nearly two-thirds of the students 
recounted deep details about one or more 
individuals who they interacted with during 
the week and were able to thoughtfully explain 
why those thick descriptions were conse-
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quential for helping them to understand the 
U.S. immigration system in a more holistic, 
emotionally resonant way. Students richly 
described the biographical details of 
defendants in immigration court proceedings, 
recounted conversations over meals with 
recently deported people, reflected in reverent 
ways about leaders from organizations 
supporting migrant rights, and depicted 
nuances from interactions with border patrol 
officers and immigration court judges.  
 For instance, a cluster of students 
wrote about observing immigration court 
proceedings and, in particular, a case involving 
a man who had lived in the United States for 
nearly 30 years since migrating to the United 
States at the age of 3. The students detailed 
specifics from Miguel’s life, including his 
close relationship with his nieces, the unique 
circumstances that led him to being caught up 
in the criminal-legal—followed by immigra-
tion—systems, and his staunch feelings about 
the United States being his only home. Then, 
students relayed how and why this moment of 
humanization mattered. For instance, a student 
described: 

While my entire family came to the 
U.S. in the late 70’s, their experiences 
were far different from what it looks 
like to migrate to the United States 
today. While my parents had their 
struggles in their transitions, they were 
and are very privileged to have had an 
opportunity. When I think now of the 
broken immigration system, I cannot say 
that it is news, policies, and dis-course 
that come to my mind first. Right now, 
its [sic] Miguel…This story unfortun-
ately is not unique, as Miguel said 
himself — he is facing repercussion for 
decisions he did not make. He is being 
sent to Mexico, a country he is unfam-
iliar with. Hearing his case humanized 
these issues. With all the politics and 
sides, we often get lost and forget about 
the lives that are impacted by these each 
and every day. Every day someone is 
impacted by our broken system. 

 Another student richly described the 
biography of a border patrol agent who their 
group spent time with during the week, and 
grappled with the details of that individual life 
history amid the historical conditions in which 
he was living, alongside the requirements of 
the position of a border patrol agent, and the 
impacts on migrants’ lives. 

I could sense myself and the others in 
the group wanting to dislike Carlos, 
and/or ask him the rather invasive 
question of what his work experience 
with border patrol has been like as a 
Latino-identifying individual…Carlos 
used to work in some sort of factory. 
According to his response to the 
question, ‘Why did you become a border 
patrol agent?’, everybody in his factory 
also believed border patrol to be a 
desirable job opportunity. The wage 
was steady, and the work was perhaps 
more dynamic than the tasks with which 
the factory workers were engaged. 
Additionally, there is a chance that the 
factory jobs of U.S. citizens—of Latino 
heritage or no—were at risk at the time 
of these day-dreaming conversations 
because of the North American Free 
Trade Agreement…In which case, a job 
like border patrol…might be an 
appealing option. Of course, all of this 
assumes Carlos needs a reason to be 
both a border patrol agent and Latino, 
which of course is not necessarily true. 
It also could be the case that Carlos is 
one of those brave souls who commits 
himself to being the humanitarian face 
of an organization that is frequently 
looked down upon as a dehumanizing 
entity. I would like to imagine that Carlos 
and the majority of his colleagues treat 
every individual they come across with 
empathy, dignity, and respect. Regard-
less, it was evident throughout our 
conversation with both Carlos and his 
supervisor that, at the end of the day, 
everyone is just following orders. I 
could not find it in myself to hate him. 
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But I do hate that our system demands 
Carlos’s professional success be 
contingent on him not thinking about 
the type of holding conditions or the 
deportation sentence to which he has 
delivered hundreds of immigrants. 

  
 The students who did not provide 
extensive humanizing details and why those 
details mattered for better understanding the 
borderlands region fell into two groups. First, 
some students provided thick descriptions of 
one or more individuals that they came to 
know, but did not cap those rich summaries 
with clear explanations for why their 
descriptions mattered. For instance, students 
detailed long conversations with employees of 
migrant rights organizations as they collect-
ively grappled with what they experienced 
during court proceedings and intimately 
described standing in line waiting for a meal 
with families who bared details of their lives. 
Second, other students generated fewer 
humanizing details, but were able to directly 
relay particular reasons for why those specifics 
mattered—through relaying moments of 
realization arrived at through watching 
Operation Streamline in action (in which the 
immigration cases of 50+ people are decided 
simultaneously) and learning from members 
of a local Native American tribe, whose lands 
were bisected by the border.  
 
Accompanying 
 More than three-quarters of the 
students wrote about instances where they 
accompanied those most affected by border-
lands developments and depicted why those 
moments were meaningful for a deeper 
understanding of immigration. Key activities 
they described included walking around areas 
with migrant rights leaders while they framed 
what the students were observing, dining with 
migrants and having one-on-one conver-
sations, and working alongside Mexican 
residents as they built a home together. For 
example, a student connected two moments of 
accompaniment—walking with a leader of a 

migrant rights organization and listening in a 
courtroom to a criminal case: 

There are two moments linked together 
that stood out here, the first being in a 
park at the U.S.–Mexico border, being 
able to stand there and look at this wall 
that had been recently put up and see 
the border patrol cars on every street 
around us and listen to a story that 
Eduardo, from [the migrant rights 
organization] told us. He told us a story 
about himself as a young man and the 
way that he almost became someone 
who smuggled drugs across the border. 
That for him, growing up, that was the 
normal thing to do. That when someone 
asked him to take something across the 
border he didn’t hesitate, he said sure 
and it didn’t work out because of a 
scheduling issue but that had it he could 
have easily become someone in a 
courtroom…A few days later there was 
a moment where I felt the weight of 
what Eduardo had told us. We were 
sitting in federal criminal court…and 
watching [the judge] go through pre-
trial motions of three men who pled 
guilty to the crimes they were charged 
with. One of them was caught 
smuggling drugs across the border. I 
couldn’t separate Eduardo’s story from 
that of this man. I couldn’t help wonder 
what the man in this room’s life was 
like growing up and what situation he 
was in when he began to do this. It 
reminded me that there is so much more 
that goes into a person and a situation, 
that we can’t assume that people are 
criminals just because of a crime they 
have committed, we can’t know the 
places and situations that they come 
from, we can’t know what they have 
been through or what has been 
normalized or socialized or even 
glorified where they grew up. 

  

Another student recounted why it was so 
meaningful to share a meal in a shelter for 
recently deported people: 
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I would say the point at which it really 
hit me was when we were sitting there, 
eating dinner and speaking in Spanish. 
A man told me that he came to the 
border from El Salvador on the train or 
La Bestia. This humanized it for me 
because I read about La Bestia in my 
Spanish class and I learned all about the 
train when I read Enrique’s Journey in 
eighth grade. Suddenly, stories that I 
read had actual faces. What read as 
colorful fiction in eighth grade was 
suddenly staring back at me in real, 
touchable, intractable flesh. It’s one 
thing to think of the stories, but it’s too 
easy to adopt an air of fiction. You 
cannot ignore the face of someone 
telling you their story while you sit 
across from one another eating a dinner 
prepared in a migrant shelter…It was 
the most profound experience I have 
had utilizing my Spanish thus far. It 
reiterated why I wanted to learn 
Spanish in the first place; to be in 
accompaniment and communication 
with as little barriers as possible. 

 
 The quarter of the students who were 
not able to relate a specific moment of 
accompaniment and describe why it mattered 
fell into two camps. First, there were some 
attempted descriptions of accompanying 
moments that were quite vague—it appeared 
that something meaningful happened, but the 
students were not able to put descriptive or 
explanatory words together to relay why what 
they had experienced was so impactful. 
Second, students specifically identified barriers 
to the moments of accompaniment that they 
hoped to experience such as a lack of profici-
ency conversing in Spanish or fewer opport-
unities to directly interact with individuals most 
affected based on variation of the scheduled 
activities across the three site locations. 
 
Complicating 
 Eighty percent of the immersion part-
icipants described specific way(s) that their 

thinking about immigration and the border-
lands was complicated and/or changed 
through their experience. Central forms of the 
complicated thoughts included a thorough 
rethinking of a good/bad dichotomy in terms 
of individuals who were to blame for the 
conditions in the borderlands region, removal 
of stereotypes around asylum seekers, nuanced 
thinking about the role of border patrol agents, 
and questioning their assumptions about how 
what their time in Mexico would feel like 
compared to their lives in the United States. 
Here’s one student relaying their takeaways 
from the immersion: 

Where’s the villain? Who did I meet 
this week that I can blame? I’ve been 
thinking about those questions a lot 
and quite honestly, I do not have an 
answer. Now this doesn’t mean no one 
is in the wrong or at fault. But when I 
look back at the bigger picture, I 
cannot tell you that it is _______’s 
fault. I do not have that answer. If I go 
back to my court room experience, I 
am not only reminded of the heart-
breaking stories and the injustice, but 
also I am reminded of the little power 
the judge had. I am reminded of the 
face of discomfort that was on the 
judge’s face when Miguel shared his 
story. I am reminded of Gabriela 
telling us that this was the most 
empathic she has ever seen a judge act. 
I had every expectation to go into that 
courtroom and hate the judge. But that 
was not the case. What I witnessed was 
a broken system set up to fail people, 
set up to dehumanize people. 

 
 For the remaining 20% of students, 
some could not articulate specific ways that 
their thinking had been complicated—even as 
they insisted in general ways that they felt that 
it had. The remaining couple of students stated 
that overall their thinking had not been compli-
cated through the immersion. However, at the 
same time, they also relayed ways that their 
thinking had been nuanced in ways as well 
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through what they described as more marginal 
factors like the environmental degradation 
caused by the border wall infrastructure, or 
feeling as if they had more detailed infor-
mation about the specifics of the locales they 
stayed in during their week. For example: 

I kind of already had a certain 
perspective on immigration because my 
parents are immigrants. I am against the 
wall and always was, but it was never 
because of the environmental impacts. 
So, I guess this is not really compli-
cating the issue because it didn’t really 
change my perspective it just added to 
it. There is a lot of environmental 
damage that the border is causing and 
the wall would worsen these conditions 
for wildlife. I think with any big issue, 
such as immigration, it is inevitable for 
different aspects of life to be affected. I 
had only ever thought of the effects it 
had on people. 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
 The analysis provides evidence that 
most of the students were able to meaningfully 
relay their immersive experiences across the 
three dimensions of humanizing, accomp-
anying, and complicating. I argue that the 
coupling of the immersion and accompanying 
course—and the ways the course sessions 
were structured—shaped the patterns I 
uncovered in important ways.  
 First, the implementation and develop-
ment of the class sessions before the immer-
sion helped in two ways: (a) the content 
provided the students a meaningful baseline 
set of information to aid them in their question 
generation and engagement on the immersion, 
and (b) the prioritization of relationship 
development with peer students from their site 
location aided in their comfort during the trip, 
allowing them to be more present and focused.  
 Second, the three dedicated reflect-
ions—before the class began, at the end of the 
initial class sessions before the trip, and at the 
end of the post-trip sessions—provided stu-

dents with artifacts to tangibly compare how 
their thinking had changed over time. These 
successive comparisons were important in 
aiding students to slowly develop their ability 
to communicate their thinking regarding an 
incredibly complex social justice issue area 
during a tumultuous presidential administration. 
 Third, the sequence and planning of 
the post-trip sessions gave students clear steps 
to make sense of their immersion experiences: 
(a) the space to process—by simply getting all 
of their emotions and thoughts out with others 
from their site location—without needing to 
produce/write anything, (b) the opportunity to 
write an initial draft of their experiences based 
upon the humanizing, accompanying, and 
complicating framework; share their initial 
ideas; and learn comparatively from student 
experiences from the other two immersion site 
locations, (c) the ability to opt in to sharing 
their reflections in a larger public forum and/or 
through small-group conversations with 
people who did not go on the immersion, (d) 
time to reflect on the “courageous conver-
sations” event and opportunities to learn about 
other activities they could opt in to advocate 
for migrant rights before (e) revising and 
completing their final humanizing, accom-
panying, and complicating reflections. 
 Three main shortcomings to the 
present study serve as possible directions for 
future scholarship. First, the central moti-
vating question of this article is to understand 
what kinds of factors and processes aid 
students to share their immersive experiences 
in compelling ways through written reflection. 
The present data provides insight into whether 
and how students were able to make sense of 
border issues through their writing. However, 
to understand if and how student-participants 
meaningfully share their experiences with 
their home communities—university peers, 
friends, and family who did not attend the 
immersion—future research should couple 
textual analysis of student writing with 
ethnographic analysis of students sharing their 
thoughts in public forums alongside in-depth 
interviews with students about how they felt 
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their attempts went in advocating for 
immigrant rights through their stories. Second, 
future studies need to gather other forms of 
data to more closely analyze the connection 
between the structuring of particular aspects of 
immersions and corresponding classes/ 
activities to patterns in student writing. While 
I highlight aspects of the pre- and post-trip 
sessions that I argue were impactful for 
shaping the student reflective writing, I do not 
present, for instance, interview data with 
students or ethnographic field notes describing 
if and how those aspects mattered. Third, there 
was attrition in the student-participants over 
time. Thirty-four students completed the initial 
pre-class reflection, but that number decreased 
to 28 at the end of the pre-immersion class 
meetings and 24 at the close of the post-
immersion class sessions. Thus, the data 
presented above is based on those dedicated 
students who continued to opt into the class 
sessions and writing activities we suggested—
rather than all the students who went on the 
immersion. It was an enduring tension to make 
the class sessions and assignments feel as 
required as possible while also recognizing 
that the immersion is something the students 
are opting into and paying to attend. Rather 
than something the students were forced to 
complete, the humanizing, accompanying, 
complicating reflections required the students’ 
initiative. Thus, the things they wrote about 
were more likely to be items they brought up 
directly in interactions in their lives.  
 Only a select few students have the 
opportunity to engage in immersions focused 
on consequential social (in)justice issues. The 
hope is the experiences will be formative for 
those students, but also that their learning will 
have a broader impact through their communi-
cation and action post-immersion. This article 
provides an initial model for how to aid the 
processing and reflection necessary to make 
sense of all the experiential learning 
happening during an intensive week. Future 
scholarly efforts should evaluate different 
kinds of frameworks that could help to burrow 
into the enduring questions regarding the kinds 

of activities, the time between those activities, 
and the overall time that elapses post-
immersion that is ideal for students to be able 
to thoughtfully communicate their learning in 
hopes of contributing to a more just and 
equitable world. 
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Appendix 1. Guidelines for Three Immersion Reflection Assignments 

 

Initial Perceptions Pre-Reflection 

Around one single-spaced page reflecting on the following questions: Why did you sign 

up for the immersion? What are you most interested in related to immigration and the U.S.–Mexico 

border? What do you hope to gain from the experience? What key questions do you hope to 

answer? 

 

Pre-Trip Reflection 

Part 1 

Identity three particularly compelling specific portions of readings, videos, or podcasts 

from the class. 

For each compelling item, write one paragraph in which you: First, identify and describe 

the compelling item in concrete detail. Second, describe why you find the item so intriguing. Third, 

reflect on the item you described. What thoughts or questions does this item bring to mind for you? 

This section should be three paragraphs total. The items you identify should be from three 

different readings/videos/podcasts. 

 

Part 2 

Look back over your “Initial Perceptions Writing Assignment.” After reading, talking, and 

thinking about immigration-issues over the last several weeks, answer the following: What 

questions do you hope to investigate on the immersion trip? If these are different questions from 

what you wrote about in your “initial perceptions” assignment, explain from where the new 

questions emerged. If they are the same questions as before, explain why these questions remain 

for you. If you need to look at your initial perceptions writing assignment, let me know and I’ll 

share it with you. 

 

Post-Trip Reflection 

Please focus your reflection around three areas. First, write about a person/people that 

helped you to humanize some part of the immigration system and/or border-related issues (Ex: 

border agents, migrants, nonprofit employees, attorneys, judges, community members, etc. 

Second, describe moments of accompaniment between you and those that are most affected by 

border-related issues (Ex: having a meal with migrant(s), walking with a migrant(s), cooking a 

meal together, building a house, etc.). Third, describe ways your initial perceptions about 

immigration and/or the border have been complicated (Ex: Before the trip I thought ________, 

now I think _____ and here is why…). 

A few tips/suggestions. First, write about fewer examples, deeper. Second, be detailed. 

Imagine you are trying to describe something to someone who was not with you that week, because 

most in our class were not. Third, everyone should be able to come up with examples of 

humanizing and complicating. Depending on your site, you may not have a perfect example of 

accompanying. Still try. Fourth, at the end of each portion, be sure to explain why what you relayed 

was meaningful to you. 
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 The woman was parked in her car 
outside of my local animal shelter and she was 
crying. I had volunteered at the shelter for 
more than 10 years by the time I met her in the 
parking lot that hot July afternoon in 2018. I 
had helped thousands of animals that had 
passed through the shelter and had talked with 
thousands of people. Some of the conversa-
tions were happy and positive, as I often 
assisted with adoptions. But there were also 
more difficult and troubling conversations that 
accumulated over the years—with people who 
had to surrender their pets because they could 
no longer afford food, supplies, and veterinary 
fees; with people who could not afford the 
reclaim fees that were charged by the shelter, 
or the cost of the mandatory rabies vaccine; 
and with people who had no resources to care 
for an aging pet who was sick. As the years and 
the stories accumulated, I began to realize that 
animal shelters are sites of social injustice and 
inequity, and that pets are often separated from 
families who love them because of economic, 
social, and cultural forces (Guenther, 2020). 
 Through her tears, the woman told me 
that she had recently lost her housing and was 
living in her car. She knew that a car without 
air conditioning was no place for two big dogs 
on a boiling July day. With no options for 

temporary or emergency shelter for them, she 
surrendered them to the shelter. Yet she could 
not leave the parking lot: She knew her family 
was inside. After we talked that day, I saw her 
in the parking lot every time I was there for the 
next few weeks, crying, staring, and grieving 
the loss of her family. That summer, I decided 
that I needed to move beyond volunteering at 
the shelter. I knew it was time to begin to take 
steps to address the systemic inequities in our 
community and beyond, and to make changes 
that would lead to greater equity and justice for 
both humans and animals.  
 As faculty and staff at colleges and 
universities, we are accustomed to partnering 
with organizations in the community. In this 
short Forum commentary, I discuss my 
experience from the perspective of a faculty 
member who started a community-based 
501(c)(3) organization, Animal Advocates of 
Greater Lafayette (AAGL). Since founding the 
organization in 2019, I have moved between 
the roles of faculty and organization president, 
finding ways to create new pedagogical spaces 
that lead to community-based social change. I 
discuss the initial development and growth of 
AAGL through the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic, and into the present moment. I 
then reflect on how I have negotiated my roles 
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as both a faculty member and an organization 
president, and the new possibilities that have 
been enabled. I provide a brief overview and 
guide for faculty who might also be interested 
in starting their own 501(c) organization. In 
conclusion, I suggest that establishing a 
nonprofit organization is one avenue for 
faculty community engagement to address 
social injustices and inequities. 
 
Beginnings and Growth of a Community 
Organization 
 In the weeks that followed my conver-
sation in the parking lot of the animal shelter 
in 2018, I started the process of thinking about 
how to start a new organization. I drew on both 
my extensive experience with my community 
and my decades of experience as a researcher, 
most recently, in the fields of veterinary 
education, and animals and society (e.g., 
Dolby, 2019; 2022). As someone who had 
been intimately involved with the small world 
of shelters and rescues in my community, I 
knew that I needed to expand beyond those 
circles. I realized that many of these 
organizations cared deeply about animals, but 
often had negative perceptions of human 
owners (Guenther, 2020). I also knew that 
there were people in my community who could 
be excited about an organization that focused 
on animals as family (Dolby, 2022a) and the 
relationships between humans and animals, or 
the human-animal bond.  
 I started slowly, considering an appro-
priate name for the organization, finding a 
graphic designer to create a logo, and having 
conversations with local leaders in social and 
human services. I spent the first half of 2019 
primarily listening and was ready to launch 
public meetings that summer. Those first 
meetings were full of reflections on the current 
problems with animal shelters in our local 
community, and excitement for change. I have 
come to think of these initial conversations 
more as focus groups, as most of the attendees 
did not sustain their involvement in the 
organization. Slowly, however, a core of 
volunteers developed. In September 2019, we 

launched a series of humane education classes 
at local social service agencies, drawing on my 
decades of experience as a curriculum 
designer and classroom instructor.  
 The beginnings of the COVID-19 
pandemic in March of 2020 forced us out of 
classrooms and had us rethinking and 
reimagining the role of the organization. As 
lines at local food pantries stretched for miles, 
I constantly thought about people’s pets: If 
they had no food for themselves, how could 
they feed their animals? What would happen 
to them? I knew our local shelter system could 
not support an influx of hundreds (if not 
thousands) of pets. By April, we had launched 
a series of pet food pantries that continued 
through 2020, distributing over 40,000 pounds 
of pet food. That spring and summer, 
managing pet food became an overwhelming 
responsibility as we eventually rented a 
storage area and coordinated supply and 
distribution. The need in our community was 
overwhelming, and our first pet food pantry 
lasted no more than 20 minutes as our supply 
was quickly exhausted. With extensive local 
media coverage, our community responded 
and donations poured in. I knew then that 
Animal Advocates of Greater Lafayette had 
proven itself to be a needed, valued, and 
supported organization. 
 Over the next two years, we 
established ourselves as a 501(c)(3), built a 
website (https://www.animaladvocatesgl.org), 
and started a social media presence. We have 
a three-part mission of keeping pets out of 
shelters, keeping families together, and 
celebrating the human-animal bond. AAGL is 
committed to ensuring that people of all 
income levels and racial backgrounds can keep 
their families together, and that includes pets. 
Breed restrictions, insurance riders, discrimin-
atory adoption policies at animal shelters (e.g., 
requiring a 6-foot fenced backyard to adopt a 
dog, or requiring that someone be home with 
the dog at all times), exorbitant reclaim fees, 
and inflexible policies at animal shelters: All 
of this contributes to a hidden world of 
injustice (Dickey, 2016; Guenther, 2020). 

https://www.animaladvocatesgl.org/
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Negotiating Roles: Organization President 
and Professor 
 As cases of COVID surged in the 
spring of 2020, I joined faculty throughout the 
world in transitioning to online, emergency 
teaching. That process was all-consuming 
during the first few weeks of the pandemic. At 
that point, my faculty role was paramount. I 
had little time to think about AAGL, though I 
saw the news and knew we needed to act. As 
the spring and summer of 2020 wore on, my 
focus shifted and AAGL became a full-time 
pursuit, with my faculty role temporarily 
fading. I spent most hours of my day 
answering emails and messages, picking up 
donations and delivering emergency pet food, 
keeping our storage area clean and organized, 
coordinating volunteers, overseeing pet food 
pantries, producing social media posts, writing 
press releases, and talking to the local media. 
Many of our volunteers were graduate and 
undergraduate students, faculty, and staff at 
my university. I started to create more profess-
ional, social, and organizational contacts in 
departments and units that I had not worked 
with previously. AAGL donated to the campus 
food pantry, multiple departments and units 
sponsored donation drives for us, and a social 
media class in our communications school 
assisted with our social media. I was also able 
to include AAGL in the content of a course I 
co-taught in the fall of 2020 titled “Companion 
Animals and the Human-Animal Bond.”  
 
Starting a Nonprofit Organization as a 
Faculty Member1 
 While it is impossible to provide a full 
account of my experience and my suggestions 
in this short essay, I will share highlights of 
what I have learned through this process over 
the past three years. 
 As a faculty member, the most vital 
component of starting a nonprofit organization 
is thinking through how the substantial time 
commitment can be blended (or not) with your 

                                                             
1 I am not a lawyer, and this section should not be considered legal advice. Nonprofits are legal entities, and 
it is always best to consult a legal professional. Space limitations also require that I condense details. 

faculty role. Where are you on the tenure 
track? What does your college/university 
require for tenure/promotion? Are there ways 
in which you can meld your faculty respons-
ibilities with your organization? Will your 
department/college/university be supportive 
of your efforts? In my case, I decided to wait 
until I had reached full professor and had a 
robust publication record. I have also 
maintained an active research agenda, separate 
from my work with AAGL. My department, 
college, and university have been supportive. I 
work at a land grant institution: Community 
outreach, service, and education are 
components of our mission. In 2021, I received 
a Jefferson Award for Public Service from my 
institution, in recognition of my founding and 
leadership of AAGL. 
 It is critical that your organization have 
a clear and distinct mission. AAGL is focused 
on my local community. I have lived here for 
18 years and have been an active and involved 
community member. Nonprofits can be local, 
state, regional, national, or international in 
scope. Knowing your community, however 
you define it, is a significant factor before 
moving forward. You will need other people 
who are also committed to your organization, 
and willing (eventually) to be officers. Many, 
but not all, of the people involved in AAGL 
have connections to my institution as faculty, 
staff, students, and alumni.  
 When you are ready to begin the 
process of establishing the 501(c)(3), some 
useful resources to consult include the 
National Council of Nonprofits 
(https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/) and 
Candid (https://candid.org/), which is a new 
organization formed through a partnership 
between the Foundation Center and GuideStar. 
The journal Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 
Quarterly (Sage) is a useful leading academic 
journal in the field.  
 In my state of Indiana, we needed to 
register as a business entity and complete 

https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/
https://candid.org/
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paperwork online as a first step. We were then 
able to apply to the Internal Revenue Service 
for incorporation as a 501(c)(3), which allows 
us to accept tax deductible donations. The 
filing fee for a 1023-EZ form (the one we 
used) is $275 as of this writing. Our process of 
incorporation occurred at the height of the 
COVID pandemic, and thus took several 
months to complete. However, the IRS was 
extremely helpful through this process, and we 
had an officer assigned to us directly whom I 
spoke with on the phone on a few occasions. 
With the 501(c)(3) process completed, we 
opened a bank account (and eventually got a 
credit card for the organization), built a 
website (https://www.animaladvocatesgl.org), 
and ordered business cards and promotional 
materials for in-person outreach events. As a 
nonprofit organization, we are eligible for free 
accounts from Canva (Canva.com) that we use 
for social media, and Google Workspace. We 
pay for our website hosting and basic 
accounting software (ZipBooks).  
 
New Avenues and Possibilities for 
Community Engagement 
 I have come to understand my roles as 
organization president and faculty member as 
synergistic. My work has more significant 
impacts when I think of these roles as 
connected, rather than separate and isolated. 
Before I started AAGL, I drew on my 
volunteer experience in animal shelters in our 
community to create new courses and 
assignments at my university (Dolby, 2017), 
and to forge new research partnerships across 
campus (Dolby & Litster, 2015, 2019). I also 
served as the faculty advisor to a student 
organization focused on animal welfare. The 
students who started the organization were all 
volunteers or employees at the animal shelter 
where I volunteered, so our meetings often 
happened as we were working at the shelter. 
More than a decade later, I now think how I 
can bring elements of my work with AAGL to 
my varied campus responsibilities, from 
teaching to research, service, and engagement. 
For example, AAGL is currently beginning a 

partnership with the College of Veterinary 
Medicine on an emergency fostering program 
to serve people in crisis who need a temporary 
safe place for their pets.  
 While challenging, starting a 
community organization is a pathway for 
faculty who are committed to exploring new 
forms of community engagement, and what 
Mitchell and Latta (2020) refer to as “futurity” 
referencing the writings of Goodyear-Ka’opua 
(2012). Mitchell and Latta focus on the rich 
and growing landscape of critical service 
learning, while my experience suggests 
another, complementary path. Because 
community organizations exist independent of 
university structures, they allow for freedom 
of experimentation and the opportunity to 
create new avenues of exploration for not only 
critique, but for building these futures. 
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