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Abstract
Research universities seeking to promote community-engaged 
scholarship (CES), defined here as research of mutual benefit to 
community and academic interests, will discover that it requires 
capacity building and institutional support. At the University 
of California at Merced, our 7-year experience in building a 
new public research university that integrates CES into the 
fabric of the campus has benefited from the lessons of pioneers 
in the field. We have also gained valuable experiences that can 
serve those who wish to integrate CES into their research and 
problem-solving activities. In this article, we extend Blanchard 
et al.’s (2009) useful guide for faculty development in CES. By 
adding reference to the competencies that can guide community 
participation in and support of CES, the expanded guide encom-
passes both academic and community interests and highlights 
best practices necessary for supporting CES in our universities 
and communities.

Introduction

I n fall 2005 the University of California (UC) opened the 
doors of its 10th campus, University of California, Merced 
(UCM), with full awareness that locating it in the Central San 

Joaquin Valley was a response to a region desperate for problem-
solving research. In addition to deep poverty, the region faces grave 
disparities related to health, economy, environment, and educa-
tion. Thus, building a 21st-century research university in an under-
served region of the state created an ideal opportunity to integrate 
the values of community-engaged scholarship (CES) into the fabric 
of the university and community alike. We define CES as research 
that is of mutual benefit to community and academic interests. 
Community is commonly defined as a group of people sharing a 
common goal, geographic area, or both. CES is guided by a few 
principles and by key questions like these: Does the research matter 
to the community it is focused upon? Do community stakeholders 
have a meaningful role in the research design? How will research 
results be disseminated to the community and for what ends? How 
does the research serve the goals of the academic partners?
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UCM, like many universities in the United States, seeks ways 
to become more civically engaged with its community and the 
broader public. Civic engagement extends to practices of teaching, 
research, and public service. In December 2006, the Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, the independent 
body that informs the classification of our diverse university con-
texts and conducts research and offers policy on the improve-
ment of teaching and learning, confirmed the trend toward civic 
engagement in higher education when it introduced the elective 
classification for “community-engaged” colleges and universities. 
The Carnegie Foundation (n.d.) defines community engagement as 
“describing the collaboration between institutions of higher educa-
tion and their larger communities (local, regional/state, national, 
global) for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and 
resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity.”

The Carnegie classification for Community Engagement 
applies across all campus activities to involve faculty, students, and 
staff who make contributions via teaching, learning, research, ser-
vice, volunteerism, philanthropy, and other activities. The classifi-
cation includes CES but is not limited to it. Driscoll (2008) analyzed 
information from the 145 universities that applied for the inaugural 
opportunity to receive the Carnegie Foundation’s Community 
Engagement classification. Ultimately, 76 colleges and universities 
were recognized with the new Carnegie category. Driscoll attributed 
shortcomings in many applications to a lack of core competencies 
necessary for successful CES. For example, unsuccessful institu-
tions did not provide documentation of having assessed the “com-
munity’s need for and perception of the institution’s engagement” 
and showed an absence of “developing substantive roles for the 
community in creating the institution’s plans for that engagement” 
(p. 41). This points to the need for genuine reciprocity between 
community and university actors. Another challenge noted by 
Driscoll is the lack of significant institutional support for faculty 
who engage in this work. Whether providing workshops, semi-
nars, minigrants, and/or travel to conferences, academic institu-
tions can do more to recognize and reward CES, particularly in the 
review, promotion, and tenure process. Community stakeholders 
also have an important role to play in faculty development for CES 
and career success.

In 2005 the University of California (UC) demonstrated its 
interest in community engagement when a report on civic engage-
ment was generated by the Center for Studies in Higher Education 
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at UC Berkeley (Anderson & Douglass, 2005). The report outlined the 
following potential benefits of increasing civic engagement:

1. bolstering the links between civic and academic 
achievement and between research and teaching;

2. improving diversity, student retention, and time to 
degree;

3. reenergizing the faculty around scholarship;

4. connecting the university to policymakers;

5. building interdisciplinary research capacity;

6. building a research community around California’s 
most challenging policy issues;

7. bringing in new resources and funding;

8. building social capital among students, faculty, and 
communities;

9. leveraging UC’s multicampus structure and size; and

10. allowing UC to become a leader in a growing national 
movement.

For UC and other universities, it is increasingly clear that 
a better alignment between academic and community inter-
ests allows the university to fulfill its research mission (Kellogg 
Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities, 1999, 
2000). Illustrating the relevance of research to local, regional, and 
statewide concerns and priorities will also lead to an increase in 
public support for the university. The current economic crisis and 
the trend toward reducing state support to the UC system make 
such support increasingly essential.

CES can also motivate and enhance public participation in 
research. Conducting research with communities, as opposed to 
conducting research on communities, is quickly becoming the 
standard approach to gaining public participation in research. 
Recognizing and valuing the knowledge of community mem-
bers and finding meaningful opportunities for their participation 
in research—including the co-creation of knowledge—is trans-
forming many traditional modes of conducting academic research. 
Another change in academic practices that has become a corner-
stone best practice for CES is making results of research available 
to communities as well as to academic audiences. Furthermore, 
researchers engaged in CES are asked to be explicit about solutions 
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or policy implications that might accompany community-based 
research, and to share such information with key stakeholders.

The Movement to Increase CES
There is a growing academic literature about CES (Fitzgerald, 

Burack, & Seifer, 2010a, 2010b). Most literature traces the impetus for 
CES to Ernest Boyer’s (1990) Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of 
the Professoriate. Classic references also include Glassick, Huber, 
and Maeroff (1997) and Holland (1997). In the years since that 
seminal publication, many advances have been made to create net-
works, provide resources, and build capacity for CES. Two organi-
zations lead the national CES movement; Campus Compact and 
Community-Campus Partnerships for Health. Campus Compact 
was founded in 1985 to support colleges and universities in cre-
ating support structures for student civic engagement. Today it is 
a coalition of almost 1,200 colleges and universities in the United 
States that promote “public and community service that develops 
students’ citizenship skills, helps campuses forge effective commu-
nity partnerships, and provides resources and training for faculty 
seeking to integrate civic and community-based learning into the 
curriculum” (Campus Compact, n.d.).

In addition to supporting student civic engagement through 
learning and service, Campus Compact takes on initiatives related 
to faculty development for CES. It serves as a clearinghouse for 
information on topics such as rationales for giving CES standing 
in research universities; policies for encouraging and assessing CES 
in review, promotion, and tenure processes; evaluation criteria for 
assessing CES in faculty review; and how to demonstrate quality 
and impacts of CES.

Community-Campus Partnerships for Health (CCPH) was 
founded in 1996. Like Campus Compact, it has developed a network 
of over 1,200 communities and campuses across North America. It 
serves as a resource for universities and communities alike seeking 
to build capacity for CES. In 2008, a team of high-level univer-
sity administrators, faculty, and community partners from UCM 
was selected by CCPH to participate in the Community-Engaged 
Scholarship Faculty Development Charrette at the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill organized by CCPH and sponsored 
by the Fund for the Improvement of Post-Secondary Education 
(FIPSE), an office of the United States Department of Education. 
Through this event we interacted with a network of national leaders 
who shared lessons learned and provided templates for decision 
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making, policies, and practices that can facilitate the implementa-
tion of CES across campus and in communities.

Over the past 7 years, efforts to implement CES at UCM have 
benefited from the support of the chancellor and senior faculty and 
administrators. In 2009 the Chancellor’s Task Force on Community 
Engaged Scholarship was established. The task force undertook the 
following activities: identify who is engaged in CES at UCM as well 
as other UCs; establish opportunities for learning about CES for 
UCM faculty and people from the community; disseminate knowl-
edge about CES to UCM faculty; establish a liaison for interactions 
between community and faculty to develop research opportunities; 
identify funding opportunities to support CES; and develop a com-
munity advisory board to help facilitate CES at UCM. This work 
was greatly enhanced in 2011 when the task force was awarded 
a 2-year grant from The California Endowment. Geneva Skram 
was hired as a liaison between campus and community and to 
help build an infrastructure for CES. Building trusting relation-
ships with community partners continues to be fundamental to 
the process.

As anticipated, many faculty and community stakeholders who 
wish to participate in CES require professional development to do 
so. We designed a series of workshops with community members, 
faculty, and students to build familiarity with CES and reinforce 
best practices. We introduced the community to the faculty roles 
and responsibilities at a research intensive university to underscore 
how mutual benefit is necessary for faculty participation; that is, 
faculty need to generate scholarship. Simultaneously, the commu-
nity was introduced to examples of CES projects. Another work-
shop involved UCM faculty who worked with community mem-
bers to translate community topics into research questions. The 
workshops that took place on campus presented principles of CES, 
including best practices, finding funding for CES, and incorpo-
rating CES into course syllabi. We also engaged in intense outreach 
efforts to identify research projects and then match them with rel-
evant research partners. After our first year, we created nearly two 
dozen CES projects that engage UCM faculty, graduate students, 
undergraduate students, and community organizations both large 
and small.

Working with university researchers and community members 
to forge new CES collaborations, it became increasingly clear that 
our efforts had to extend beyond the matchmaking that resulted in 
new research partnerships toward institutionalizing faculty devel-
opment for CES. Supporting faculty CES includes building the 
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capacity of faculty to develop mutually beneficial research projects 
with community partners. It also involves establishing institutional 
mechanisms that recognize and reward CES. If faculty CES is not 
recognized through the review, promotion, and tenure process, or 
through other types of support, many faculty will be reluctant to 
conduct this type of research. We decided that assessing the cur-
rent policies, programs, and practices that support or hinder fac-
ulty CES would provide valuable information that could assist in 
creating a strategy for faculty professional development related to 
CES. In 2013, the University of California Office of the President 
provided a grant to develop this project for UCM and the other nine 
campuses of the UC System. A survey is currently being conducted 
that will help identify faculty and other UC researchers performing 
community-based research. It will also attempt to gauge barriers 
and opportunities for growing CES within the UC system. By fall 
2013, we will prepare a report summarizing our findings, circulate 
it on all 10 campuses, and initiate conversations with interested 
faculty to establish a UC systemwide network. At the time of the 
grant award, the Chancellor’s Task Force on Community Engaged 
Scholarship transitioned into the Resource Center for Community 
Engaged Scholarship (ReCCES), a major step toward institutional-
izing CES at UCM.

An Extended Model for Participation in CES
We continue to enlist more faculty, students, and community 

partners for CES, and to explore how to develop the competencies 
required to practice it. In doing so, we frequently draw upon the 
recommendations and lessons learned from others throughout the 
UC System and across the nation (Blanchard, Strauss, & Webb, 2012; 
Bringle, Hatcher, & Holland, 2007; Gelmon, Blanchard, Ryan, & Seifer, 
2012; Sandmann, Saltmarsh, & O’Meara, 2008; Seifer, Blanchard, Jordan, 
Gelmon, & McGinley, 2012). One particularly valuable resource is 
the faculty development plan offered by Blanchard et al. (2009) 
outlining faculty competencies for successful CES. The plan lists 
novice, intermediate, and advanced levels of CES, with advanced 
levels focused primarily on the institutionalization of CES on the 
campus. Drawing on our 7-year effort to promote CES at a new 
research university, we decided to extend Blanchard et al.’s (2009) 
useful guide for faculty development in CES. We maintain the 
novice, intermediate, and advanced competency levels and expand 
that guide with two fundamental types of addition: (1)  compe-
tencies for community participation in and support of CES and 
(2) questions for academic and community partners that point 
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to the work required for achieving the appropriate competency. 
This expanded guide encompasses both academic and community 
interests and highlights best practices necessary for supporting 
CES in our universities and communities. In this regard, we feel 
we are attentive to the reciprocal process between community and 
campus that is essential for successful collaboration in CES.
Table 1. Extending a Model for CES Faculty Development to Guide 

Academic and Community Participation in CES

Competencies required for successful 
practice of community-engaged 

scholarship

Questions required of both academic and 

community partners

Novice 1. Understanding of the concepts of 
community engagement and commu-
nity-engaged scholarship (CES), and 
familiarity with basic literature and his-
tory of CES (i.e., Boyer, Glassick, etc.) 
including the research process.

•	 How	is	the	project	mutually	beneficial	to	
both the academic partner and commu-
nity partner?

•	 How do community partners understand 
the purpose and process of research at 
a university?

•	 How do academic partners understand 
the purpose and process of community-
based organizations?

Novice 2. Understanding of the various con-
tributors to community issues (eco-
nomic, social, behavioral, political, 
environmental); developing skills and 
commitment for fostering community 
and social change.

•	 How can community and academic 
partners collaborate to identify their 
purpose, goals, and priorities for their 
project?

•	 How does this project advance knowl-
edge or contribute to the academic 
discipline?

•	 How is the project relevant to local com-
munity needs and concerns?

•	 How does this project develop skills and 
commitment for fostering community 
and social change?

Novice to 
Intermediate

3. Knowledge of and skills in applying 
the principles of CES in theory and 
practice, including                     
a. Principles
b. Theoretical frameworks
c. Models and methods of planning            
d. Implementation and evaluation
(For example: community governance, 

equitable participation at all levels, local 
relevance of public health problems, 
dissemination	of	findings,	trust	building,	
benefits	 to	 community-involved	 com-
munity partnerships, service & learning 
objectives,	 fostering	 critical	 reflection,	
meaningful community service activities 
in	 response	 to	 community-identified	
concerns)

•	 How does the work plan describe the 
agreement (memorandum of under-
standing) between the partners, including 
roles, responsibilities, and timelines?

•	 Does the work plan distribute responsi-
bilities, risks, and rewards in a way that will 
best meet the objectives of the project 
(time spent; costs; liabilities, etc.)?

•	 How does the work plan include mea-
surable milestones that contribute to the 
progress of the academic partner (publi-
cations; timelines; review, promotion, and 
tenure schedule/criteria; etc.)?

•	 How does the work plan include mea-
sureable milestones that contribute to 
the progress of the community partner 
(fulfillment	of	mission;	service	to	clients;	
funding, etc.)?What is the plan for dis-
semination of results? Does the work 
plan describe how data will be accurately 
and appropriately shared with both aca-
demic and community audiences?
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Novice Identify how to keep community mem-
bers and researchers safe from harm 
during the project.

•	 How have the community and academic 
partners discussed potential difficulties 
or conflicts related to the stages of plan-
ning, implementing, and disseminating? 
Is there a plan in place to resolve these 
issues?

Intermediate 4.  Ability to work effectively in and 
with diverse communities.

•	 How does the project involve and/or serve 
diverse populations in the community?

•	 How are academic partners engaging the 
community in a way that appropriately 
represents its diversity? For example, has 
diversity been considered in terms of the 
population’s cultural, racial, ethnic, reli-
gious, and community sectors (govern-
mental, public, private, faith based)?

•	 How are community partners engaging 
the campus in a way that appropriately 
represents its diversity? For example, 
has diversity been considered in terms 
of campus population’s culture, racial, 
ethnic,religious,and areas of study (social 
sciences, arts, humanities, engineering, 
natural sciences)?

Intermediate 5.  Ability to negotiate across commu-
nity-academic groups

•	 Have the community and academic part-
ners discussed potential conflicts related 
to planning, implementing, and dissemi-
nating their work? Does the project have 
a plan for finding consensus and compro-
mising when issues arise?

•	 Does the work plan include a formal pro-
cess to review and revise as necessary the 
following:

•	 Responsibilities, risks, and rewards
•	 Measurable milestones that con-

tribute to the progress of the aca-
demic partner

•	 Measurable milestones that con-
tribute to the progress of the com-
munity partner

Intermediate 6. Ability to write grants expressing 
CED principles and approaches.

•	 What process exists to support aca-
demic and community partner’s 
capacity to fund CES work (e.g., in-
kind, donations, and grants received)?

•	 Training to identify, write and 
manage grants expressing CES prin-
ciples and approaches

•	 Networking and building relation-
ships with funders and investors 
interested in CES

•	 How are academic and community 
partners distributing funds in a way 
that truly values the contributions of all 
participants? 

•	 How is the management of funds decided 
in a way that ensures people and organi-
zations are reimbursed in a legal and 
timely fashion?
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Intermediate 7. Ability to write articles based on CES 
processes and outcomes for peer-
reviewed publications.

•	 What process exists to support the 
capacity of academic and community 
partners to disseminate the lessons and 
results of CES work (for example: peer 
reviewed, professional, and lay sources)? 

•	 Training to identify appropriate dis-
semination sources and to write, pub-
lish, and present work expressing CES 
principles and approaches

•	 Networking and building relation-
ships with editors, publishers, press/
media, and other stakeholders in the 
dissemination process

•	 How are decisions made and resources 
distributed to ensure that written mate-
rials, including results, reports, articles, 
and web information, are produced?

•	 How will the lessons and results be dis-
seminated (examples: white papers, radio, 
articles in mass media and academic 
journals) and to which audiences?

•	 How will community and academic 
partners collaborate to help each other 
present lessons and results in a way that 
each of their stakeholders can understand 
(e.g., peer review vs. low literacy clients)?

Intermediate 
to Advanced

8. Ability to transfer skills to the com-
munity, thereby enhancing community 
capacity, and ability to share skills 
with other faculty. Recognition by the 
community.

•	 What infrastructure and capacity exists 
on campus and in the community to 
build the skills and raise awareness for 
CES within community organizations 
and academic units? (For example fac-
ulty and student training; workshops for 
community organizers and other pro-
fessionals with ties to CES; support for 
research-based service-learning; inclu-
sion of community members in relevant 
courses on-campus.)/

Intermediate 
to Advanced

9. Knowledge and successful application 
of	definition	of	CES,	CES	benchmarks,	
scholarly products, outcomes, and 
measures of quality.

•	 What infrastructure and capacity exists 
on campus and in the community to sup-
port and promote CES within community 
organizations and academic units. (For 
example,:objectives within strategic plans 
to promote CES and forums to present 
research results). 

Advanced 10. Understanding of the policy implica-
tions of CES and ability to work with 
communities in translating the process 
and	findings	of	CES	into	policy.

•	 Can the academic partner’s project serve 
as an example in institutionalizing CES 
on campus and in promotion and tenure 
policy?

•	 Can the community member/organiza-
tion’s project translate into promoting 
and/or supporting a formal organiza-
tional policy in engaging researchers and 
the university in work?

Advanced 11. Ability to balance tasks in academia 
(i.e., research, teaching, service) posing 
special challenges to those engaged in 
CES in order to thrive in an academic 
environment.

•	 Does the academic partner understand 
and have sensitivity to the guiding prin-
ciples, realities, conditions, mission, 
goals, etc. of the community member/
organization?

•	 Does the community partner have a 
sensitivity to the guiding principles, reali-
ties, conditions, academic requirements 
and responsibilities, etc. of the academic 
partner?

Advanced 12. Ability to effectively describe the 
scholarly components of the work in 
a portfolio for review, promotion, and/
or tenure.

•	 Can the academic partner describe the 
project’s relationship with the com-
munity member/organization’s mission, 
goals, target population, etc.?

•	 Can the community partner describe the 
relationship of the project to academic 
requirements (publishing, tenure, etc.)?
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Advanced 13.  Knowledge of RPT process and its 
relationship with CES, ability to serve on 
RPT committee.

•	 How does the academic partner use 
existing models for incorporating CES into 
the RPT process?

•	 How capable is the academic partner in 
making the case for CES to count in the 
RPT process?

•	 How well do community partners under-
stand the RPT process and how to arrange 
their	work	with	the	academic	partner	to	fit	
the RPT process and expectations?

•	 How capable is the community partner in 
advocating for the academic partner’s CES 
to count for RPT?

•	 How knowledgeable is the academic 
partner of processes similar to RPT that 
promote and support the professional 
development of the community partner?

Advanced 14. Ability to mentor student and junior 
faculty in establishing and builiding CES-
based portfolio.

•	 Can the faculty member mentor others in 
CES, including students, staff, other faculty, 
and community members/organizations?

•	 Can the community members/organiza-
tions mentor others in CES, including 
university students, staff, faculty, in addi-
tion to other community members of 
organizations?

Note: Based on the original faculty development plan by L. Blanchard et al,, 2009,  Models 
for faculty development: What does it take to be a community-engaged scholar? 
Metropolitan Universities, 20(2), pp. 47-65.

We see our expansion of the Blanchard et al. (2009) frame-
work foremost as a contribution to the dynamic and ever-evolving 
conversation about how to increase usage of and support for CES. 
Consequently, we hope the modified framework will generate 
discussion and critique. We are very familiar with CES literature, 
discussions, and debates and recognize the importance of the 
Blanchard framework; however, we also wanted to address the 
community side of successful CES collaborations. One common 
thread in the literature and within our own work is the focus on 
changes within the university, including changes of approach for 
supporting communities. However, less emphasis in the literature 
is seen on how to help communities understand and undertake 
responsibility for their role in CES. We spent a semester analyzing 
the Blanchard framework to consider how to transform it into a 
more useful tool, not only by addressing community roles and 
responsibilities, but also by identifying key questions that can guide 
the necessary competencies. It is worth noting that we approached 
the framework after having completed a year of designing and 
offering a series of CES capacity-building workshops for academic 
and community partners, and that experience informed our dis-
cussions and analysis. Using the Blanchard framework to critically 
reflect on our work, we examined the roles and responsibilities, of 
the community as part of this expanded framework.

The original framework addresses competencies for academic 
research partners as well as that of the institution; however, the 
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expanded framework makes explicit the community-level compe-
tencies. We realize that all partners in CES ought to have an under-
standing of what programs, policies, and resources can enhance 
CES, but we acknowledge that sections of the matrix will be rel-
evant to some decision-makers more than others. To gauge the 
strengths and limitations of the modified framework, we piloted it 
with our faculty, graduate students, and community partners cur-
rently involved in CES. Faculty and community partners who have 
extensive CES experience indicated it was of value, with one faculty 
member describing it as

a very useful tool for university researchers and com-
munity partners engaging in CES . . . (and) . . . as useful 
in priming discussions of various issues that lead to 
richer, more high-quality projects as well as produc-
tive, efficient, and smooth interactions over the course 
of the project. (L. Cameron, personal communication, March 
29, 2013)

This person would not necessarily use the framework as a 
checklist to be completed at the outset of the research partner-
ship, but would instead incorporate it into the research journey. She 
acknowledged that certain items may be relevant to some projects 
over others, but that there is nothing that she would delete from 
the matrix.

One community partner responded that “community partici-
pants need a good understanding of the prerequisites of partici-
pation” (D. Lockridge, personal communication, March 13, 2013) and 
that the matrix is well written and comprehensive. He specifically 
suggested adding a reference to informing the community partici-
pants that the IRB process can take some time, lest they become 
impatient. A doctoral student challenged us as to whether the first 
novice-level expectation of familiarity with basic CES history and 
literature is mostly relevant to the academic versus the community 
partner. He also suggested modifications such as having the second 
competency emphasize the importance of “sustainable” commu-
nity and social change for CES projects. This thoughtful student 
sees the novice to intermediate knowledge and skills referenced 
in Item 3 as extremely valuable: “These are all important. I wish I 
had learned some of them right away. Year one, first semester. Not 
necessarily everything, but a crash course. I still don’t know most of 
this” (P. Carroll, personal communication, March 10, 2013). Responding 
to the items on the matrix, he stated that he would like more help in 
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identifying appropriate dissemination sources. He concludes that 
CES training workshops that can reinforce the specifics addressed 
in the framework are needed for both academic and community 
partners.

These results indicate that the expanded framework will have 
useful applications for improving the quality of CES by clarifying 
the competencies that are unique to and shared by academic and 
community stakeholders. The clarification of these competencies 
allows us to accomplish an important goal for our campus that 
may have value for others to follow. This goal is providing tools and 
methods that our research partners, campus, and community deci-
sion-makers can use to conduct CES by incorporating elements 
of the framework into CES training materials. For example, the 
competencies that connect to research design will be incorporated 
into CES workshops and made available via our website, whereas 
information on the institutional competencies will be directed to 
those who are involved with strategic planning, programs and poli-
cies, and resources. We consider this a work in progress, and we 
hope it will stimulate discussion and benefit the efforts of others 
promoting and supporting CES on their campuses and in their 
communities.
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 Start Your Own Business Assignment in 
the Context of Experiential Entrepreneurship 

Education 
 Sandra E. Malach and Robert L. Malach

Abstract
Experiential education is often used in entrepreneurship courses, 
as it conveys both substantive, theoretical knowledge and intan-
gible learning experiences best absorbed through active partici-
pation. Starting and operating a business is a unique, educational 
experience allowing students to apply the substantive knowl-
edge gained in entrepreneurship and other business courses 
to a real business and to experience the intangible, real-world 
aspects of the entrepreneurial process. For these reasons, many 
entrepreneurship programs have incorporated a start your own 
business assignment. This essay explores experiential entrepre-
neurship education highlighting the Start Your Own Business 
Assignment in the context of the Principles of Entrepreneurship 
course offered to over 200 undergraduate students per year at 
the Haskayne School of Business, University of Calgary, Canada. 

 Introduction

E xperiential education is utilized to create both tangible and 
tacit student learning experiences (Kuratko, 2005; McCrea, 
2010). The course objective is to convey substantive knowl-

edge centered on many of the traditional management disciplines 
in the context of new ventures and to convey the indescribable  
experiences that entrepreneurs encounter. The intent is to provide 
students with insight into pursuing an entrepreneurial future. 

Entrepreneurship instructors seem to view the prac-
tice of business in a different way from instructors of 
other types of business courses. The skills and knowl-
edge necessary to understand issues regarding business 
entry seem to be different from the skills and knowledge 
necessary to understand the operation of an ongoing 
business entity. (Gartner & Vesper, 1994, p. 182-183)  

Entrpreneurship education has been the subject of over 100 
scholarly articles (Bechard & Gregoire, 2005). A study by Salomon, 
Duffy, and Tarabishy (2002) identified the implementation of a wide 
variety of experiential learning tools, including: business plans, 
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student business start-ups, consultation with practicing entre-
preneurs; computer simulations, behavioral simulations, inter-
views with entrepreneurs; environmental scans; “live” cases, field 
trips and the use of video and films. This study was referred to by 
Kuratko (2005) in concluding that experiential entrepreneurship 
education was “widespread and diverse” (p. 538).

The Course: Principles of Entrepreneurship
Principles of Entreneurship is an undergraduate, introductory 

entrepreneurship course that has been offered for over 20 years at 
the University of Calgary, Canada. Currently, the course capacity 
is 220 students per year. Principles of Entreneurship is offered 
in four sections of 55 students each, during the fall term of each 
year, and fulfills degree requirements for students in the business 
school and in most other academic units as a senior option. The 
course is required for business school students who have elected 
to complete a concentration in entrepreneurship and innovation 
and for engineering students who have elected to enroll in the 
minor in entrepreneurship and enterprise development (University 
of Calgary, 2013). Altogether, 1,287 students were enrolled in the 
years for which Start Your Own Business data is available (2004, 
2005, 2007, 2009–2012). Enrollment by  discipline (2010–2012)  was 
74% business; 15% arts; 5% engineering; 3% other (kinesiology, 
social work, nursing, education, and environmental design); and 
2% science (University of Calgary Registrar, personal communications, 
2011, 2012, 2013). The low registration numbers from disciplines  
other than business likely reflect course registration priority for 
business students and course capacity resulting in limited access for 
students enrolled in disciplines outside the business school. 

The Principles of Entrepreneurship course outline reflects two 
key pedagogical objectives: experiential learning and an under-
standing of the entrepreneurial process (Baron, Shane, & Reuber, 
2008). 

Course Description: This course will provide an over-
view of the process of entrepreneurship focusing on 
the role of the entrepreneur in new venture develop-
ment as well as the practical application of the processes 
involved in idea generation, opportunity identification 
and evaluation.

Course Objectives: This course focuses on the entrepre-
neur’s role in initiating and developing new ventures. 
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Students will gain knowledge and insight into the char-
acteristics of entrepreneurs and the development of  new 
ventures through experiential assignments focused on 
entrepreneurial characteristics, opportunity  identifica-
tion, opportunity evaluation and small business opera-
tions. (S.E. Malach, personal communication, September 10, 
2012)

Students are introduced to entrepreneurial experiential 
learning in the first class when they participate in an adapta-
tion of the Bug Report activity (Kim & Fish, 2009) used to intro-
duce one of the course themes of business opportunities as a real 
solution to a real problem. Teams of three-to-five students make 
lists of approximately 10 things from their work, life, university, 
hobbies, or observation that “bug” them. Each team then devises                                   
conceptual products or services to solve these problems.  The team 
selects one problem and solution and a spokesperson delivers an 
elevator pitch to the class, which then provides feedback in the 
form of questions and comments. Examples of problems and solu-
tions include a lack of campus parking and the creation of a valet 
parking service; the high cost of textbooks and a campus virtual 
used bookstore; and lines at popular restaurants and wait time 
indicator phone apps. The research on personality characteristics 
of entrepreneurs (Hatch & Zweig, 2000) is reinforced through the 
Bionic Entrepreneur activity, in which teams of two or three stu-
dents use colored markers on transparency film to create a cartoon 
character entrepreneur.  The students use the overhead projector to 
introduce their entrepreneur and its entrepreneurial characteristics 
to the class. For example, students may create the Dollar King car-
toon character, who exhibits the entrepreneurial characteristics of 
creativity, decisiveness, risk-taking, control, insight, and passion. 
The Minefield Exercise (Robinson, 1996) is used to allow students 
to experience the importance of a strong entrepreneurial team.  
About 15 students try to make their way through the “minefield” 
by stepping on wooden blocks, avoiding the ground while crossing 
a field. Students gain an understanding of the necessity of working 
together to build strong teams as progressively more blocks are 
removed to increase the difficulty of crossing the minefield. 

The course evaluation components balance the acquisition of 
substantive knowledge and understanding of the  entrepreneurial 
experience. The acquisition of substantive knowledge is directly 
evaluated through the final examination (30%) of final grade. 
Experiential assignments addressing key elements in the entrepre-
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neurial experience include class participation (10%), opportunity 
identification (15%), feasibility study (20%), and the Start Your 
Own Business Assignment (25%). Class participation is incor-
porated into the grading scheme to motivate students to engage 
in experiential activities. Points are awarded for participating in 
the experiential in-class exercises, completing a personal entre-
preneurial profile, and fulfilling the feedback components of the 
opportunity identification and the feasibility study assignments.  It 
is not surprising that entrepreneurship classes frequently include 
a class participation component (38% of entrepreneurship courses 
in the United Kingdom; Levie, 1999). Many leading American uni-
versities include it as an evaluation component (see, for example, 
University of Michigan class IOE 422—Entrepreneurship, University 
of Michigan, n.d.; Wharton entrepreneurship classes MGMT 801, 
802, 804, and 806, Wharton School of the University of Pennsylvania, 
n.d.; and Oklahoma State University class EEE 5263 Corporate 
Entrepreneurship, Oklahoma State University, Spears School of Business, 
2010).

The individual experiential assignment is opportunity identi-
fication. In their landmark paper, Shane and Venkataraman (2000) 
concluded that opportunity identification was a critical and differ-
entiating element that distinguished entrepreneurship from other 
business activities. Therefore, opportunity identification is a valid 
element of entrepreneurial education (DeTienne & Chandler, 2004). 
The individual opportunity identification assignment requires the 
students to identify five business concepts and to screen them uti-
lizing a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats)  
analysis to select the best idea. This idea is subjected to an abbrevi-
ated feasibility analysis, resulting in a five-page report. Students 
also post two promotional Powerpoint slides to the class web page. 
Class participation points are awarded to classmates who utilize an 
online system to vote for the best opportunities. The opportunities 
with the most votes are awarded a place in the mock Shark Tank, 
where students have the opportunity to pitch their idea to class-
mates who question and critique the business with the objective of 
determining whether it is worthy of a venture capital investment.  
The final team assignment is a comprehensive feasibility study with 
deliverables of a business fair presentation and an extensive written 
feasibility report. The business fair requires all team members to 
informally pitch the proposal to fellow students and to address 
their queries. This format requires that everyone on the team be 
familiar with the study in its entirety.  All students in the class gain 
experience in asking and responding to business questions. Class 
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participation takes the form of students’ individual written evalu-
ations of three of their classmates’ feasibility studies.  The heart of 
the course, however, is the Start Your Own Business Assignment. 

The Assignment: Start Your Own Business
Entrepreneurship instructors have developed many versions of 

the Start Your Own Business Assignment with the common activity 
of starting and operating a real business. Variables include: team 
size, amount of startup capital, planning time, operating time, 
prohibited and allowable business types, support for individual 
or team businesses, student selection process, participation by 
graduate or undergraduate students, and evaluation criteria. For 
example, Wilfred Laurier University offered a Start-a-Business 
Workshop course over one or two terms (Menzies, 2009; Vincett & 
Farlow, 2008); in a course offered at Western Kentucky University, 
students produced and sold a music CD over 12 months (Wharton, 
Parry, & Potter, 2003); and in an internet business course at Tiffin 
University, students select the products (Daly, 2001). A summary 
sampling some of the courses offered at the graduate and under-
graduate levels is provided in Table 1. A new venture start-up, how-
ever, can function as an assignment rather than an entire course. At 
the University of Calgary, the Start Your Own Business Assignment 
is included in an introductory course, and the business is operated 
for 7–10 days.
Table 1. Sample of Start Your Own Business Assignments

Note. Rows 2-9 adapted from George Washington University Center for Entrepreneurial 
Excellence.  Row 10  adapted from  University of Calgart, 2013. Rows 11-13 adapted from 
Menzies, 2009. Row 14 adapted from Daly, 2001.

Students start and operate a business to obtain a real-life basis 
for understanding both the tangible and tacit challenges encoun-
tered in the entrepreneurial process. The University of Calgary’s 
Start Your Own Business Assignment (detailed in Appendix A) has 
the following basic parameters: 
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•	  It is completed over a 3-week period, including a 7–10-
day operating period.

•	  Students work in self-selected teams of approximately 
five students, who also work together on the other 
team assignments. 

•	  The maximum start-up capital is $50 per team.

•	  Teams can operate any business except those that focus 
on alcohol; food not prepared in a commercial kitchen; 
gambling; and businesses that conflict with University 
of Calgary or Haskayne School of Business policies, or 
that in the instructor’s opinion are inappropriate.

•	  Teams keep the profits. The team determines how any 
profits will be divided or whether a charitable dona-
tion will be made.  

The assignment is graded out of 25 points and contributes 
25% toward the student’s final grade. Assignment components 
are weighted as follows: business proposal (5 points), presentation 
(15 points), and profitability ranking (5 points). The profitability 
ranking allocates grades, in descending order, according to the net 
profit before tax and the rank of the team in the lecture (11 teams). 
The assignment consists of five stages: (1) opportunity identifica-
tion, (2) preoperational activities, (3) start-up, (4) operations, and 
(5) reporting. These stages were developed to correspond with the 
five elements in the entrepreneurial process identified by Baron 
(2002): (1) recognition of an opportunity, (2) deciding to proceed 
and assembling the required resources, (3) launching a new ven-
ture, (4) building success, and (5) harvesting the rewards (Baron et 
al., 2008). Experiential learning in itself is a process (Kolb, 1984), and 
the assignment was designed to optimize the students’ experiential 
learning through the incorporation of Kolb’s learning cycle. The 
preoperational activities in Stages 1 and 2 of the assignment con-
stitute the active experimentation phase, which includes planning 
and trying out what students have learned (opportunity identifica-
tion and substantive business knowledge).  Starting and operating 
the business (Stages 3 and 4) form the concrete experience phase. 
The preparation of the presentation, making the presentation, and 
responding to questions from classmates and the instructor (Stage 
5) incorporate the reflective observation (reviewing/reflecting 
on the experience) and abstract conceptualization (concluding/
learning from the experience) phases. 
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Teams have approximately 5 days after receipt of the assign-
ment to identify a business opportunity. During the opportunity 
identification phase, teams are expected to apply the methods and 
information gleaned from lectures and readings on the topic of 
opportunity identification. The deliverable is a business proposal 
containing the following information: description of the business 
concept, complete description of products or services that will 
be sold, target market, location of events and points of sale, sales 
methods, advertising methods/locations, and team contact person. 
The preparation of a formal business plan is not essential for a 
business’s success (Honig, 2004; Vincett & Farlow, 2008) and so was 
omitted from the assignment. In addition to focusing the students, 
this information enables the instructor to screen each business for 
its feasibility and compliance with local regulations and univer-
sity policy. The proposals are also screened by the City of Calgary 
business licensing officer to ensure compliance with municipally 
administered legislation, primarily the Business License By-Law 
(By-Law, 2008) and the Food Handling Regulations (Public Health 
Act, 2006). Internally, the proposals are screened and approved by 
the University’s executive director of residence and ancillary ser-
vices to ensure that no exclusive contractual supplier arrangements 
or university policies (e.g., alcohol policy, student code of conduct) 
are breached. The Risk Management Department conducts a review 
for risk and insurance policy compliance, student safety, potential 
third-party liability, and risk mitigation strategies. This approval 
process takes about 10 days. 

After the businesses have been approved, the teams usually 
have a 2-day period to acquire resources and conduct preopera-
tional activities. These activities typically include work scheduling 
and allocation, inventory acquisition, product assembly, and 
opening-day advertising and display preparation. The next phase 
is the opening day and operations. The operations phase lasts for 
7–10 days, during which time classes are cancelled. During this 
phase, the teams must fulfill all of the tasks required to operate the 
business, including maintaining financial records. Teams cannot 
deviate from the approved proposal without the prior consent of 
the instructor. However, they often make changes to the specific 
location (e.g., building on campus), inventory mix, advertising 
methods, merchandising, sales methods, procurement, and inven-
tory management. The instructor frequently visits the businesses 
to observe their operation and meet with the teams to discuss the 
operation and assist in solving problems to improve the business.  
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The reporting phase of the assignment consists of a class presen-
tation and the submission of financial statements. The 10-minute 
class presentation includes description of the business; market 
and location; human resources; operations; finances (income 
statement); and commentary on the business’s successes, failures,         
difficulties, solutions, and possible future improvements. Teams are 
instructed to tell the business’s story and to answer the question, 
“What if we had to do it again next week?” Many teams increase the 
effectiveness of their presentation by bringing product samples and 
including pictures of the business and behind-the-scenes activities. 
The students describe how they identified the opportunity, how the 
resources were assembled, the marketing strategy, sales methods 
and what improvements and adjustments were made, reflections on 
whether the business is viable, and recommendations for improve-
ment. The income statement must be submitted and accompanied 
by receipts for expenses and records of sales. The financial state-
ment and supporting documentation are subject to the instructor’s 
auditing power and utilized to finalize the team’s standing in the 
class ranking. Inaccurate accounting is considered academic mis-
conduct and is dealt with in accordance with the University’s policy 
outlined in its calendar (University of Calgary, 2013).

The Results: Student Businesses
A total of 252 businesses were operated for the Start Your Own 

Business Assignment during the 8 years for which records were 
kept by the instructor: 2003 (18 businesses), 2004 (20), 2005 (18), 
2007 (29), 2009 (42), 2010 (42), 2011 (42), and 2012 (41). The 240 
profitable businesses operated by the students generated a total 
profit of $133,491.28. The most profitable year was 2010, when 42 
profitable businesses generated a profit of $25,753.76. 

For all years the cumulative profit (including losses) was 
$133,290.21. The profitability range was broad at $5,826.40, with 
the highest individual business profit being $5,774 and the lowest 
a loss of $52. The mean profit was $529.73 with a standard devia-
tion of $256.42 and an average deviation of $414.10.  The quartile 
results were: $–52 to $164.10 (Q1), $342.50 (Q2), $683.81 (Q3), 
and $5,775.50 (Q4). 

The businesses were classified into product and service catego-
ries. More discreet coding such as NAICS or SIC was discounted as 
almost all of the businesses fell into two categories: 92 businesses 
were classified as personal services and 160 as retail (products). For 
the service businesses the mean profit was $360.41 with a standard 
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deviation of $620.81 and an average deviation of $443.33. The range 
was $3,752.35 with the most successful service business generating 
$3,705.08 in profit and the least successful resulting in a loss of 
$47.27. For product businesses the mean profit was $511.59 with a 
standard deviation of $609.99 and an average deviation of $367.39. 
The range was $5,826.40 with the most successful service business 
generating $5,774.40 in profit and the least successful resulting in 
a loss of $52.

Overall, the vast majority of the student businesses were prof-
itable, giving the students the experience of what it takes to be 
a successful entrepreneur, if only for a short time. The practical 
impact of dollars and cents profits or losses for student efforts is a 
very effective counterpoint to points earned by doing theoretical 
in-class exercises. 

Reflections, Recommendations, and Conclusions
It is difficult to ascertain whether using experiential learning 

exercises to teach entrepreneurship is an educational success 
relative to purely theoretical coursework. The objective of an              
experiential course is to provide both a tangible and a tacit learning 
experience that is directly transferrable to future entrepreneurial 
activity. Furthermore, an individual’s learning experience and its 
perceived value may deviate from that of the class experience in 
its entirety.

A review of the student course evaluations provides us with an 
indication of this experiential course’s perceived value. The course 
evaluation is a uniform, campuswide survey that is completed 
anonymously, either online or in class, during the last 2 weeks 
of the academic term. The survey consists of 12 statements that 
offer responses on a 7-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 
= strongly agree). The relevant statement is, I learned a lot in this 
course. The average student response was agree (5.99/7, SD 0.41). 
This exceeds the average for courses offered by the business faculty 
(M =5.82, SD 1.38; University of Calgary Registrar,  personal communica-
tion, 2007, 2009-2012). From this perspective, the course appears to 
provide the students with a valuable learning experience. 

Reflections 
Fifteen years of utilizing the Start Your Own Business 

Assignment  has given Sandra Malach the opportunity to gather 
and synthesize a multitude of anecdotal comments conveyed 
from multiple perspectives. This has resulted in the formation of 
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some lasting impressions and conclusions about the assignment’s 
effectiveness as a primary experiential learning tool. The most         
important perspective is that of the students, but it is also worth-
while to consider the effect on the university community and the 
community at large. Over time Sandra has learned many lessons 
regarding both teaching and its impact on  students. Therefore, it is 
important to reflect on the experience from multiple perspectives.

Student experience. Student teams are required to make a 
presentation reflecting on their businesses’ successes, failures,        
solutions, and potential improvements. These thoughtful reflec-
tions help team members focus on both the tacit and tangible                    
lessons learned. Others are also able to learn from listening to 
their classmates’ presentations. After all the presentations have 
been completed, the class usually reaches some conclusions about 
their successes and weaknesses. They often conclude that the most 
successful businesses are those in which the entire team is pas-
sionate about the business and works effectively. However, many 
teams encounter and overcome difficulties regarding individuals’ 
schedules and availability as well as the fit between their personal 
skills and the demands of the business. 

The first barrier that some teams encounter is regulatory. 
Regulators may reject or require changes to the business model 
to ensure compliance with policies and regulations. Students 
then must quickly adapt the business concept in order to obtain 
approval to operate. Students also may realize that some businesses 
are not good opportunities when the market does not perceive the 
need for their product or service. Sometimes these businesses fail, 
but sometimes changes are made to the product or service mix or 
to the market. During operations, challenges arise with regard to 
inventory supply and timely delivery. Cash flow constraints may be 
a factor. Alternative suppliers or delivery methods are often imple-
mented. Teams who deliver services are challenged to discover the 
most efficient way of scheduling and working together. 

Students often acknowledge that the business is viable only for 
a short term and acknowledge that it would not likely be successful 
as an ongoing venture. This occurs primarily because many busi-
nesses are of a “pop-up” nature that reflects seasonal opportunities, 
such as fall leaf raking or Christmas light installation. On occasion, 
students continue their operations, even transforming them intoto 
permanent businesses. This transition often requires changing sup-
pliers from low-cost retailers to true wholesalers or selling to dif-
ferent markets. 
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It is fair to say that the Start Your Own Business Assignment 
is one that students do not forget. Alumni consistently introduce 
themselves to Sandra in the context of their businesses and their 
unique experiences. These experiences are often challenges that 
were overcome or incredible successes.  In most cases, students 
found that the experience of identifying and creating real busi-
nesses allowed them to more effectively see how their business edu-
cation could be applied to real business operations and to better 
understand their personal ability or desire to start a new venture. 

Community. The assignment necessarily results in unique 
community interactions both within the university and in the com-
munity at large. On campus, students raise the profile of the course 
with their peers resulting in subsequent enrollment by those who 
have talked to the student entrepreneurs. University administrators 
facilitate the businesses by providing tables and space on campus as 
well as through an approval process to ensure that the products and 
services do not contravene policies (e.g., alcohol policy), exclusive 
contractual obligations (e.g., food suppliers), or insurance param-
eters. This gives the students practical experience in conducting 
business in a regulated environment. 

Interactions with the community at large result primarily 
through sales activities. Students consistently report that a suc-
cessful sales pitch usually includes identifying themselves as         
university students completing a business assignment. Members of 
the local business community also provide space, as well as access 
to their employees or email system for advertising. Businesses 
view this as positive community involvement. For example, a 
local farmers market regularly provides students with free sales 
booths, and the merchants assist the students in developing effec-
tive sales techniques. These interactive experiences are valuable in 
strengthening the bond between the university and our business 
community.

Instructor. As the instructor of this course for the past 15 
years, I find experiential learning fulfilling for both myself and my 
students.  It is rewarding to see students apply the theoretical con-
cepts they have learned in this and other courses to real-world busi-
ness problems. I enjoy celebrating their successes and facilitating 
the learning that results from the inception and operation of these 
micro businesses in a real but relatively safe environment. 

Team interpersonal problems are the most difficult to rectify 
but are most often overcome through a meeting that often results 
in improvements to team communication and organization. In rare 
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instances, a student’s interpersonal difficulties defy resolution and 
an alternative individual assignment is required. However, most 
teams agree that the assignment reinforces the importance of inter-
personal and team-building skills. 

It is worthwhile to consider the comments of former stu-
dents. Many have specifically related how the course has affected 
their perspectives on business and their personal goals. Some 
have started new ventures; others report that they no longer view 
business issues in isolation; many report increased confidence; 
some hope to realize an entrepreneurial vision, and others have                        
confirmed that they will happily be employees. Most of our conver-
sations indicate a connection between the Start Your Own Business 
Assignment experience and their resultant perspectives.

Recommendations for Implementation
Entrepreneurship instructors contemplating the inclusion of 

a start your own business assignment should consider the benefits 
of experiential education in the context of the potentially daunting 
operational challenges when planning their course. The following 
suggestions are important for creating a positive teaching and 
learning experience. 

1.  Do not hesitate to include this assignment in your 
course. Only by doing so will you see how this assign-
ment fuels your students’ enthusiasm for business and 
illustrates to them the practical applications of busi-
ness theory.

2.  Consult your university administrators and licensing 
officials early in the planning stages to ascertain the 
feasibility of the assignment or any consequent oper-
ating constraints.  

3.  Carefully plan your course outline, giving ample 
time for business planning, approval, operations, 
and reporting. Review the outline with students and 
administrators while emphasizing the importance of 
sticking to the timeline.

4.  When scheduling, try to avoid conflicts between the 
start your business assignment and midterm exams or 
other demanding times during the term.

5.  Clearly communicate the expectations for the deliver-
ables and business operations to the students, and be 
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available for continuous communication to facilitate 
changes to operations. 

6.  The larger the class size, the more complex the coor-
dination, supervision, and approval tasks become, 
so carefully consider your capacity with respect to 
the available resources. Administrative support is 
invaluable.

7.  The assignment is intensive, so the instructor must be 
well organized. 

8.  Be prepared: It is a lot of (rewarding) work in a short 
time. 

9.  The instructor must have a high tolerance for ambi-
guity to allow the students to pursue their evolving 
entrepreneurial plans with minimal interference.

10.  Take the time to celebrate business successes and to 
capture the lessons learned from failed challenges.

Conclusions
Students from across the university enroll in Principles of 

Entrepreneurship to fulfill the requirements for a minor in either 
business or engineering or as a stand-alone option The course’s 
tangible lessons on business from an entrepreneurial perspec-
tive and the experiential lessons relating to entrepreneurial apti-
tudes and perspectives culminate in the Start Your Own Business 
Assignment. This assignment provides students with insight 
into the many facets of entrepreneurship. In particular, working 
through the entrepreneurial process requires the students to rely 
on their existing business knowledge while assuming the role of an 
entrepreneur. The course evaluations, group presentations, and stu-
dent conversations with the instructor all indicate that the students 
derive benefit from the experiential learning in the Start Your Own 
Business Assignment.  Therefore, entrepreneurship instructors are 
encouraged to include this form of experiential learning in their 
courses. 

The scope of this essay is limited to one long-standing, high-
enrollment course viewed in the context of the current experi-
ential entrepreneurship education literature. Additional research 
questions remain. Is there an optimal start your own business           
assignment?  How much do the various assignments of this type 
have in common? What are the variations from educational, 
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operational, and administrative perspectives? How valuable is the     
assignment from the student’s perspective? Does the start your own 
business assignment influence former students’ decisions to launch 
an entrepreneurial venture? Researching these and other questions 
will aid us in our quest to provide the optimal educational experi-
ence for future entrepreneurs. 
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APPENDIX A
Start Your Own Business Team Assignment

TOTAL WEIGHT 25%
PART A (5%) BUSINESS PROPOSAL

Teams must submit a Business Proposal to the Instructor by 
the date specified on the Lecture Schedule. The Assignment must 
be submitted to the Digital Drop Box on Blackboard or to the ENTI 
Area Secretary by the date & time specified in the course outline. 
The Business Proposal shall at least contain the following:

•	  Team Members’ Names, Course No. & Lecture No.; 

•	  Team Contact who will be available during the review 
period;

•	  Business Type; 

•	  Complete description of products or services;

•	  Market;

•	  Location of events and points of sale. Note, selling will 
only be allowed in these locations;

•	  Sales methods; and

•	  Advertising methods

NOTE: Proposals that include a business concept focusing on: 
alcohol, food, charity, gambling, or that conflict with university/
Haskayne policies or that in the instructor’s sole opinion are not 
appropriate will not be approved. Students are advised that the pro-
posals may be reviewed by the city of Calgary and the University of 
Calgary to insure compliance. All decisions to reject a proposal are 
final [2010 amendment].  Where a project is not approved students 
must prepare an alternative business proposal for approval prior to 
commencing operations. In that case the alternative proposal will 
be graded & approved as expeditiously as possible.  
PART B (15%) PRESENTATION & FINANCIAL DATA

1.  Teams will operate the business for the period of time 
stipulated in the Lecture Schedule. Maximum start-up 
capital is $50/team.

2.  At the end of the operating period teams shall make a 
10 minute class presentation including the following:

•	  Description of the Business;



186   Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

•	  Market and Location;

•	  Human Resources;

•	  Operations and

•	  Finances (Revenues – Expenses)

3.  Each team must include the following financial data 
for the purposes of evaluating profitability (Part C). 
Students should note that the financial statements and 
any other representations are subject to the instruc-
tor’s audit at her discretion and any inaccuracies or 
false information is academic misconduct. If you have 
questions please contact the Instructor. Each team 
must submit: 

•	  Income Statement detailing sources of revenue and 
expenses resulting in net profit. Receipts for the pur-
chase of any supplies or inventory;

•	  Receipts issued to customers (for larger sales) or 
record of daily cash (for multiple, small sales);

•	  The financial statements and any other representations 
are subject to the instructor’s audit at her discretion.

4.  Students must conduct their businesses in accordance 
with the guidelines set up for this assignment and con-
ditions imposed by the instructor. Ethical behaviour 
and honesty are expected in the conduct of the busi-
ness and in the presentation. Inappropriate or uneth-
ical behaviour in the conduct of the business will be 
penalized at the Instructor’s discretion.

PART C (5%) PROFITABILITY
1.  This portion of the grade will be based on profitability 

of the team’s venture.

    a. Net Profitability from earned revenue (for prod-
ucts/services completed) and expenses incurred (all 
expenses, including charitable donations, for oper-
ating the business). 

2.  The grades for this portion will be allocated on the fol-
lowing basis, however the instructor reserves the right 
to deviate from the following system should student 
participation warrant a lower or higher grade.
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Abstract
The Purdue Technical Assistance Program (TAP) offers a 
model of university engagement and service that is achieving 
technology adoption and performance improvement impacts 
in healthcare, manufacturing, government, and other sectors. 
The TAP model focuses on understanding and meeting the 
changing and challenging needs of those served, always seeking 
to engage a mix of faculty, staff, students, and others that best 
meet these needs. Although the TAP mission is focused on the 
needs of those served, participating faculty and students have 
experienced significant benefits, and faculty rarely decline an 
opportunity to participate. This essay presents the evolution of 
Purdue University’s engagement and service missions and their 
alignment with the current thinking of engagement scholars 
and practitioners. The operational model for TAP is described 
as an important part of Purdue’s engagement mission, along with 
the elements necessary for its success, examples of successful 
engagement, and future challenges and opportunities.

Introduction

P urdue University, founded in 1869, is a land-grant insti-
tution with a long-standing heritage of engagement,             
outreach, and service. Service to its constituents through 

mutually beneficial programs and activities has been integral to 
Purdue’s mission throughout its history. Purdue Extension was 
established in 1914, and the Colleges of Consumer and Family 
Sciences and Veterinary Medicine have had strong service initia-
tives in place for decades. Statewide Technology (offering degree 
and certificate programs in 10 locations) began offerings in 1984; 
the School of Nursing opened its first community clinic in 1981; 
and several additional initiatives have been established in recent 
years, including the Technical Assistance Program (TAP).

In the year 2000, a member of the Kellogg Commission on 
the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities assumed Purdue’s 
presidency, and the university fully embraced the imperatives of its 
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new president and the Commission to become an engaged institu-
tion (Jischke, 1998; Kellogg, 1999). In 2001, Purdue’s Board of Trustees 
adopted a strategic plan emphasizing learning, discovery, and 
engagement, and identified “a vital role for Purdue University in 
strengthening Indiana’s economy and improving the qualifications 
of the state’s workforce” (Akridge et al., 2010, p. 141). Engagement and 
service have been core missions for Purdue’s Colleges of Agriculture, 
Consumer and Family Sciences, and Veterinary Medicine for 
decades, and since 2001 they have increasingly become part of the 
fabric of the entire campus. An Office of Engagement was created 
to support campus and statewide service, an engagement council 
was formed, and TAP and other key initiatives in the office were 
placed under the leadership of associate vice provosts for engage-
ment (now assistant vice presidents for engagement).

In recent years, university engagement scholars and practitio-
ners have presented well-founded arguments appealing for more 
effective and impact-focused methodologies and initiatives to meet 
societal needs. These leaders have called for universities to be more 
accessible to business and industrial sectors that seek partners, 
consultants, research services, or other assistance (Role of Engaged 
Universities, 2008). Aligning efforts with the priorities of local com-
munities (Creighton, Sweeney, & Cauley,  2010), and implementing rec-
ognized programs to establish partnerships with practitioners that 
quickly translated research results into practice (Witz, 2007), were 
emphasized. Fitzgerald and Simon (2012) recently advanced the 
concept of a world-grant university that encouraged engagement 
with society as a partner in solving complex challenges. University 
strategies that support innovation and entrepreneurship were rec-
ommended by Audretsch and Phillips (2007), and Fitzgerald, Bruns, 
Sonka, Furco, & Swanson (2012) proposed that a new framework 
for engagement must move away from emphasizing scholarly out-
comes and move toward emphasizing impact. Beckman, Penney, 
and Cockburn (2011) asserted that successful impacts require clear 
goals, evaluations, and broad participation. The major ongoing 
transformation in higher education renders universities indis-
pensable for economic and community engagement, according to 
Trani and Holsworth (2010), who noted that requests for university 
engagement are rapidly multiplying, involving universities in an 
ever increasing range of community and economic development 
relationships.

This consensus in the literature closely matches the experiences 
and outlook of the TAP and its initiatives to achieve technology 
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adoption and performance improvement impacts across a diverse 
spectrum of stakeholders.

Evolution of TAP’s Engagement and Service
The recession of the early 1980s had a major negative impact 

on jobs in Indiana’s largest economic sector at the time, manu-
facturing. Statewide strategic plans recommended many new 
initiatives, including state funding for Purdue University to pro-
vide business assistance. The Technical Assistance Program was 
established in January 1986 with a focus on supporting technology 
adoption and performance improvement in the manufacturing 
sector. The College of Engineering established and managed the 
program. Under the directorship of a senior engineering faculty 
member, a team of faculty and graduate students was engaged to 
perform short-term, no-cost assistance projects to address a broad 
range of technology and performance issues and opportunities. 
Impacts and outcomes of these short engagements were measured 
and found to be very positive. In the late 1980s, TAP added a fee-
based information service that provided access to thousands of 
technical documents each year. The combination of direct assis-
tance and information services was well received through the late 
1990s when the Internet began to replace the need for fee-based 
information services.

By the time Purdue implemented a strategic plan that substan-
tially expanded engagement and service efforts throughout the 
university in 2001, TAP was involving faculty and graduate stu-
dents from several colleges and was moved to the newly formed 
Office of Engagement in 2002. In 2005 under the leadership of a 
new state administration, Purdue was asked to integrate Indiana’s 
Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP) center (previously 
managed by a state agency) with the TAP. MEP is a federal man-
ufacturing competitiveness initiative established in 1990 by the 
National Institute for Standards and Technology, and each center 
carries out its mission with federal, state, and fee-based funding. 
The integration of Indiana’s center with TAP has enabled the manu-
facturing sector to engage a broad range of Purdue expertise. Also 
in 2005 the Indiana Hospital Association requested access to teams 
of engineering and clinical faculty that could address performance 
improvement projects. The association provided start-up funds 
that TAP used to establish a healthcare initiative that now serves 
hundreds of providers. In subsequent years several additional TAP 
expansions occurred, some at the initiative of Purdue, but most 
at the initiative of those served. TAP’s current mission, scope of 
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services, funding, involvement of Purdue personnel, number of 
partnerships, organizations served, and impacts have grown to 
approximately seven times those of 2000.

The mission of the Purdue Technical Assistance Program is to 
advance economic prosperity, health, and quality of life in Indiana 
and beyond. TAP provides a broad range of technology adoption, 
technical assistance, performance improvement, and education 
programs that engage nearly 200 faculty members, students, and 
full-time staff with over 800 organizations each year. Organizations 
served include manufacturers, businesses, hospitals, health depart-
ments, physician practices, governmental units, schools, univer-
sities, not-for-profits, and new business start-ups. Impacts are 
considerable: Since program establishment in 1986, TAP initia-
tives have served over 12,000 organizations, trained over 26,000 
employees, boosted or retained sales by $872 million, increased 
investments by $217 million, contributed to cost savings of $107 
million, and created or retained over 11,000 jobs in the state. (Most 
of these data were obtained by a third-party survey firm under 
contract with the National Institute for Standards and Technology).

 Funding awards in the fiscal year ending June 30, 2012, totaled 
$11.3 million from 227 sources, including federal agencies (56% 
of total), fees for service from the manufacturing and healthcare 
sectors (22%), state funding for business assistance (18%); and 
foundations, university partners, local economic development 
organizations, and others (4%). Figure 1 illustrates the number of 
organizations served by county and the contributions of various 
funding sources.

Figure 1. Business and healthcare providers served by TAP by county, and 
source of TAP sponsorship funds for fiscal year 2012. 
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TAP continuously updates its organizational structure to 
accommodate the requirements of those served and the outcomes 
expected by the sponsors. The current organization includes sev-
eral groups and units, listed along with the year they were estab-
lished. The following groups serve business, industry, and govern-
mental units:

•	 TAP unit (1986): Short-term assistance projects that 
bring faculty and graduate student resources to bear 
on a broad range of business and technical issues. With 
funding from the State of Indiana, up to 5 days of no-
cost assistance is provided to qualifying organizations. 
Those served include new company start-ups, existing 
businesses, not-for-profit organizations, and govern-
mental units.

•	  Manufacturing Extension Partnership center (2005): 
A cooperative agreement with the National Institute 
of Standards and Technology’s (MEP). The agreement 
is contracted to Purdue through the Indiana Economic 
Development Corporation. MEP provides compre-
hensive services to over 400 manufacturers per year 
to advance innovation and global competitiveness. 
MEP also facilitates connections with Purdue for 
many companies to assist in recruitment of students 
for internships and full-time positions, research, and 
degree and certificate programs. Although the primary 
focus of MEP is manufacturing, other sectors that take 
advantage of its performance improvement services 
include banking, government, workforce development 
organizations, and Purdue University.

•	  Energy Efficiency & Sustainability unit (2006): Helps 
companies and other organizations improve processes 
and develop energy management practices through 
workshops, on-site training, awareness events, imple-
mentation, and consulting services.

•	  Green Enterprise Development unit (2008): Helps 
companies optimize material and energy resources 
during the design, manufacture, and end use of prod-
ucts in order to reduce production costs, eliminate 
negative environmental impacts, and increase busi-
ness opportunities.
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•	  Advanced Modeling and Simulation group (2011): 
A team of selected engineering faculty and graduate 
students who are assisting manufacturers with the 
adoption of advanced product and process mod-
eling technologies. This work is performed through 
membership in the National Digital Engineering and 
Manufacturing Consortium.

•	 Purdue Healthcare Advisors (formerly the TAP health 
care group) provides a number of services for the 
healthcare sector: 

•	 Lean Healthcare unit (2005): Applies lean method-
ology, six sigma tools, consulting projects, simulation 
and modeling, and many other performance improve-
ment practices to hospitals and other healthcare pro-
viders to improve patient care, quality, safety, and 
productivity.

•	 Community Health unit (2006): Addresses critical 
issues facing public and population health through 
performance and quality improvement methodolo-
gies for workforce training and resource management.

•	 Purdue Regional Extension Center (2010): This coop-
erative agreement with the Department of Health and 
Human Services assists providers with the adoption 
and meaningful use of electronic health records to 
improve patient care.

Key Factors Supporting TAP’s Engagement Model
The success of TAP engagement derives from many factors. In 

some cases only a few of these factors are relevant to a partnership; 
in other cases several factors must align to develop an engagement. 
We describe here a number of elements that are critical to TAP’s 
success. 

1. Partnership with a major land-grant research insti-
tution. A broad range of healthcare, manufacturing, 
and governmental clients cite several factors that posi-
tion Purdue as a preferred partner. First, the service 
mission of TAP directly supports the innovation, per-
formance improvement, and competitiveness needs of 
the business sector. In addition, TAP’s service mission 
for healthcare is closely aligned with the patient care, 
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quality, safety, and productivity missions of this largely 
not-for-profit sector. Second, several partnerships, 
such as cooperative agreements and other federal 
and state initiatives, require broad expertise and sub-
stantial capacity to manage large, multiyear engage-
ments and serve large regions, often encompassing 
the entire state. Third, many constituencies repeatedly 
engage TAP based on a strong history of responsive-
ness and commitment to quality. Finally, several cli-
ents are attracted to the value of TAP engagements 
that are characterized by low costs and yet provide a 
broad range of capabilities and subject matter exper-
tise through the university’s faculty.

2. Needs and opportunities identification. TAP 
employs many mechanisms to keep abreast of evolving 
societal needs and opportunities for service. For 
example, the TAP leadership staff is well connected 
with senior Purdue faculty, staff, and administrators 
who are active participants in economic develop-
ment organizations, professional societies, and busi-
ness and healthcare associations. TAP personnel par-
ticipate in community planning events, trade shows, 
conferences, planning groups, and economic strategic 
planning; they are members of boards and councils of 
several economic development and healthcare orga-
nizations. TAP receives valuable input from an active 
20-member advisory council that meets twice annu-
ally for a full day; TAP similarly receives input from 
partnerships with several healthcare organizations. In 
many cases the healthcare, manufacturing, and gov-
ernment sectors take the initiative to approach TAP 
with specific needs and opportunities to partner. This 
broad-based input, combined with careful monitoring 
of grant opportunities and various studies and reports, 
as well as initiatives of federal, state, and local organi-
zations, has supported TAP’s development of effective 
partnerships that address societal needs.

3. Service-oriented focus. TAP carefully works not only 
to gain a thorough understanding of the expressed 
needs of its clients, but also to discern the unexpressed 
opportunities to engage with those served. Once 
expressed needs are fully understood, TAP initiatives 
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are designed and managed to engage the most effec-
tive mix of faculty, students, staff, and others that will 
meet the objectives. Senior capstone projects, experi-
ential learning, and other important faculty and stu-
dent experiences in support of the education mission 
of the university are often leveraged, but the TAP-
managed initiatives are solely client-focused and are 
not constrained by academic objectives. Even so, the 
approximately 90 participating faculty and students 
consistently report positive impacts on their teaching 
and research from their experience with businesses 
and healthcare providers, and the graduating students 
report positive impacts in terms of job offers. These 
results are consistent with studies of the impact of 
engagement on faculty and students (Beckman et al., 
2011; McKinnis, McNamara, Kuczek, & Salvendy, 2001; 
Nicotera, Cutforth, Fretz, & Thompson, 2011). TAP also 
draws on its knowledge of the latest research and 
best practice technologies and methodologies and 
offers potential partners many levels of engagement, 
from incremental improvements to transformational 
change and technology adoption. This knowledge 
of “what can be” is derived from the research devel-
opments of the faculty at Purdue and elsewhere, 
the literature, conferences, and other sources. For 
example, faculty research at Purdue on developing 
advanced computational fluid dynamics modeling 
capability is being applied to the design of more effi-
cient vacuum pumps and enhanced vascular medical 
devices through TAP’s participation in the National 
Digital Engineering and Manufacturing Consortium. 
In another example, simulation modeling and predic-
tion capabilities developed by a Purdue research group 
based on complex inputs are being applied to the pre-
diction of early readmissions and the development of 
intervention strategies in a major initiative involving 
120 hospitals. Research papers providing a basis for 
these two adoptions of technology include Delorme 
et al. (2012) and Konrad et al. (2007).

4. Development of client-focused partnership agree-
ments. Purdue has a broad vision for engagement: to 
serve society with “profound scientific, technological, 
social, and humanitarian impact that advances societal 
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prosperity and quality of life” (Purdue University, 2008, 
p. 7). Many creative partnerships have been developed 
in light of this vision. Partners frequently present TAP 
with agreement conditions and components that are 
not typical of federal and private-sector agreements 
commonly used at universities. In keeping with 
Purdue’s engagement vision, creative new mechanisms 
have been developed by Purdue’s contracting and busi-
ness personnel to accommodate these unconventional 
terms. Examples of TAP’s many forms of partnership 
are listed below.

•	  Large federal cooperative agreements: Examples of 
such agreements include those with the Workforce 
Innovation in Regional Economic Development 
(WIRED) initiative of the Department of Labor, the 
Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP) of the 
National Institute of Standards and Technology, and 
the Healthcare Information Technology Regional 
Extension Center (HITEC REC) initiative of the 
Department of Health and Human Services. These 
agreements have greatly expanded the scope of TAP’s 
operations by leveraging large federal investments; 
they have also helped grow its capacity and expertise. 
Purdue’s accommodations for these agreements have 
included authorizations to supply a required endorse-
ment of carefully selected software providers, to meet 
a requirement to identify and name start-up staff, and 
to invoice for payment based on meeting specified 
milestones.

•	  Fees for service: These partnerships are initiated 
by both TAP and its clients. The work performed 
includes training, performance improvement, tech-
nology adoption, consulting, problem solving, and 
several other tasks. TAP has a strong reputation for 
quality and value, and many of these engagements are 
executed without competitive bidding. In these part-
nerships, Purdue has permitted TAP to invoice upon 
completion of service, as is done in the private sector 
and as is expected and requested by those served.

•	  State agency partnerships: TAP has supported 
the initiatives of several state agencies, including 
the Indiana State Department of Health, the 
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Department of Workforce Development, the Office 
of Energy Development, the Indiana Department of 
Environmental Management, the Indiana Department 
of Transportation, and the Indiana Economic 
Development Corporation. These partnerships have 
been initiated by both the agencies and TAP, and in 
some cases have become long-term relationships. For 
most of these partnerships, Purdue enables TAP to 
provide services on a fixed-price basis (payment for 
deliverables) instead of a cost-recovery basis. This 
arrangement is well received by the state agencies that 
seek simplified invoicing and a focus on deliverables.

•	  Healthcare association partnerships: TAP has ongoing 
partnerships with the Indiana Hospital Association 
and the Indiana Rural Health Association, and has 
smaller partnerships with several other associations. 
Funding sources include hospitals, federal grants, and 
community and foundation grants.

•	  State funding for business assistance: Since 1986 
the State of Indiana has funded business assistance 
through TAP.  Most of this assistance is provided at 
no cost through carefully managed, faculty-based con-
sulting projects on a broad range of technology, busi-
ness, human resources, and performance improve-
ment topics. Companies must meet certain qualifica-
tions to receive assistance, and in many cases these 
projects lead to other Purdue and TAP engagements.

•	  Community partnerships: TAP has partnered with 
community economic development organizations, 
community foundations, and local universities to 
provide service to manufacturers and hospitals. These 
partnerships have been formed by mutual agreement 
and are funded by multiple sources.

5. Evidence-based evaluation and assessment of per-
formance. Performance excellence is an essential fea-
ture of all TAP initiatives. Each engagement of one 
day or more includes a signed written statement of 
objectives, deliverables, and expected outcomes and 
impacts. TAP utilizes a quality system that includes 
several mechanisms to collect evaluation data on sub-
jective and objective measures of performance. For 
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extended engagements, subjective feedback may be 
obtained daily or weekly. The evaluation data serves 
several purposes. First, it is used by TAP project man-
agers to ensure that the outcomes of each project, 
initiative, or assignment are meeting client expecta-
tions. In rare cases of performance issues, the evalua-
tion data and subjective feedback are used to support 
immediate resolution. Second, the evaluation data are 
used by the faculty, student, and staff participants to 
monitor and improve their effectiveness. Third, the 
feedback information, outcome, and impact data are 
included (with appropriate permissions) in reports 
required by certain sponsors (for example, large coop-
erative agreements) and are used in summary reports 
and annual reports that support ongoing and new 
partnership initiatives.

6. University support. TAP receives broad-based accep-
tance and support from the university. Purdue’s com-
mitment to service and engagement is outcomes- and 
impact-based. TAP’s initiatives yield many economic 
impacts, measures of success, and anecdotal examples 
that are well received by senior administrators, deans, 
and heads who seek faculty participation in such 
initiatives. The university strongly endorses TAP’s 
funding model, which includes over 200 sponsors 
from a broad range of sectors. No general funds are 
provided; instead, TAP returns significant facilities 
and administration (overhead) funds to the university. 
Thus in a budgetary sense, TAP is revenue-neutral to 
the university, as well as defraying the costs for human 
resources, contracts, business office, and other services 
provided to TAP. Finally, TAP is housed within the 
Office of Engagement under the leadership of a senior 
faculty member with a full understanding of the value 
and importance of Purdue’s engagement mission.

Operationally, Purdue supports and enables TAP in many 
ways, a few of which are listed here:

•	  Broad endorsement by the university: The presi-
dent provides a letter of endorsement in TAP annual 
reports; the Purdue Alumni Association features 
TAP achievements in its Alumnus Magazine; Purdue 
Marketing and Media develops TAP publications and 
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issues numerous media releases; Purdue governmental 
relations strongly promotes new state and federal 
partnerships; and TAP initiative and success stories 
are included in many Purdue speeches, reports, and 
websites.

•	  Facilitation of faculty participation: TAP is autho-
rized to compensate faculty through overload pay-
ments, partial appointments, and support of graduate 
students. In some cases faculty are engaged for work 
requiring responses in a day or two. Faculty mem-
bers with significant participation have included the 
impact of their work in promotion and tenure docu-
ments; faculty members have also used their engage-
ments with TAP to inform teaching, research, confer-
ence presentations, and publications. Purdue’s culture 
of engagement is strong. Nearly all faculty approached 
by TAP consent to participate in its initiatives. Each 
year TAP involves 50 to 60 faculty participants in 
efforts ranging from a few days to several months.

•	  Accommodation of unique personnel and contractual 
needs: For example, in one partnership TAP funds a 
healthcare association to promote the use of TAP’s 
performance improvement services to its members. 
Some partnerships require TAP to utilize non-univer-
sity personnel, limited-term employees, subcontrac-
tors, and other forms of human resources to support 
very quick responses. In some cases, the university has 
permitted TAP to employ professional staff on “soft” 
funding with the objective of developing long-term 
funding streams. TAP has also participated in many 
large partnerships that have presented contractual and 
other requirements that conflict with Purdue policies 
and practices. In nearly all cases, Purdue leadership 
has developed solutions to these issues through good-
faith negotiations with TAP and its partners.

TAP’s Operational Model
Six key characteristics of the operational model for TAP focus 

on achieving operational excellence in all its partnerships.
1. A consulting services business model. TAP’s business 

model is designed with the flexibility to undertake a 
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range of engagements requiring from a few hours to a 
few years, with funding of a few hundred to a few mil-
lion dollars, and with the number of Purdue partici-
pants ranging from one to 100. Each group and unit 
has a designated manager, and each project and initia-
tive has a defined work statement, project manager, 
and project team. Fluctuations in personnel needs are 
accommodated by distributing assignments across a 
large number of projects and employing a combina-
tion of full-time staff, faculty, graduate students, sub-
contractors, and limited-duration and temporary staff. 
Fiscal management is complicated due to the large 
number of funding sources (over 200) that present a 
broad range of compliance, invoicing, confidentiality, 
liability, and other stipulations. Several mechanisms 
are employed to plan and control budgets and expen-
ditures in this complex environment.

2. Quality system. The TAP quality policy is clearly 
stated: “Projects are carried out in a professional and 
confidential manner; we strive for accuracy and quality 
in all we do” (McKinnis, 2007, p. 6). TAP’s quality 
system is ISO 9000 compliant and contains 85 docu-
ments specifying procedures, forms, and checklists for 
numerous operational functions. One simple example 
is illustrated in Figure 2. The quality system supports 
performance excellence through standardized proce-
dures, quality checklists, designated responsibility for 
corrective actions, and prevention of errors and omis-
sions in project work. Overall quality measures from 
those served are consistently positive.

Figure 2.  A representative TAP project flow chart. 
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3. Clearly stated engagement agreements. All TAP 
engagements of more than one day of effort contain a 
scope of work statement specifying the expected deliv-
erables and outcomes, costs, timing, the designated 
TAP project manager, the client contact, the client 
evaluation requirements, and other components.

4. Selection and training of Purdue participants. TAP’s 
quality system includes procedures for the selection 
and training of faculty, graduate students, staff, and 
other participants. All new participants sign confi-
dentiality agreements and are informed of basic pro-
cedures, TAP’s mission and objectives, and the evalu-
ation and feedback mechanisms. New graduate stu-
dents and full-time staff receive basic orientation and 
appropriate training for their specific assignments.

5. Responsiveness. Purdue supports rapid responsivess 
to client needs. TAP is enabled to provide fee-for-ser-
vice proposals in one day and has options to engage 
faculty, graduate students, staff, and subcontractors 
with a few days’ notice. Responsiveness is a key to 
many of TAP’s small and medium-sized engagements.

6. Administrative support. TAP provides adminis-
trative support for participating faculty, graduate 
students, and staff. Support includes report-writing 
assistance, meeting logistics, travel arrangements, and 
many other tasks that allow participants to focus on 
technical contributions.

Evolving Growth in Scope, Partnerships, and 
Impact of TAP’s programs

The Technical Assistance Program has its roots in the State of 
Indiana’s response to the recession of the 1980s, when significant 
economic and global competitiveness challenges emerged, creating 
structural changes in the manufacturing and business sectors with 
effects lasting to this day. TAP closely monitors these structural 
changes in its ongoing development of new initiatives and services.

For example, in the manufacturing sector, several trade and 
policy associations, advocacy groups, and consulting firms are 
advocating innovation and transformation. A recent Council on 
Competitiveness (2011) report stated, “American Manufacturing is 
either in steep decline, doing reasonably well or poised to grow. 
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Widely available reports and analyses support each of these con-
flicting views” (p. 8). This report asserted that manufacturing is 
a key element of economic growth, and presented strategies for 
transformation. The Manufacturing Performance Institute and 
the American Small Manufacturers Coalition have also presented 
strategies for manufacturing growth based on the premise of the 
importance of manufacturing (Manufacturing Performance Institute, 
2011). The National Association of Manufacturers (2012) is actively 
promoting a renaissance in this sector, the Boston Consulting 
Group (2011) is reporting a resurgence of U.S. manufacturing, and 
there are anecdotal descriptions of just such a resurgence (Fishman, 
2012). The federal government is funding substantial initiatives 
in manufacturing. A recent example is the National Additive 
Manufacturing Innovation Institute, a public-private partnership 
(U.S. Department of Commerce, 2012).

In its first 18 years, TAP services to business, industry, and 
government consisted of short-term faculty assistance supported 
by state funding, and most work was performed in the manu-
facturing sector. At the request of the state government in 2005, 
Indiana’s Manufacturing Extension Partnership Center was moved 
to TAP with the objective of increasing the effectiveness of state 
and federally funded programs. As a result, TAP added many ser-
vices designed to make performance improvement impacts. For 
example, in 2008, TAP conceived and produced a Green Enterprise 
Development program with U.S. Department of Labor funding. 
Faculty in the College of Technology created the basis for the cur-
riculum, and the MEP staff pilot-tested, modified, and refined 
the content into a 56-hour training program linked to a Society 
of Manufacturing Engineers’ certification. This program has been 
adopted by community colleges and MEP centers in 15 states. 
This initiative was supported with total funding to TAP exceeding 
$1.7 million from multiple private and public sources, including 
the state’s adoption of this initiative for displaced worker training. 
TAP program services for business, industry, and government have 
evolved, as shown in Figure 3, to over 100 programs.
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Figure 3. The evolution of TAP services and funding sources since its 
inception in 1986.

One example of TAP’s impact is reflected in the operations of 
Red Gold of Orestes, Indiana, a company that has been producing 
premium-quality tomato products since 1942. The company has 
multiple long-term partnerships with Purdue through the College 
of Agriculture, the College of Technology, and TAP. In 2006, Red 
Gold partnered with TAP to undertake a multiyear workforce 
transformation project that has involved and trained hundreds of 
their employees and resulted in millions of dollars in improvement 
to their business in costs avoided, new investment, and capacity 
development.

The majority of organizations currently served by TAP are 
utilizing productivity and performance improvement training, 
consulting, and implementation. However, TAP services for other 
important needs are growing. These include innovation in product 
and process development, sustainability initiatives and “green” 
business practices, and workshops and training on a broad range 
of technical and operational topics. TAP is continually adding 
capability to meet these needs. The scope of sectors served by 
TAP continues to expand. In the past two years, TAP has under-
taken performance improvement initiatives for Purdue University, 
the Indiana Department of Environmental Management, the 
Indiana Department of Workforce Development, and the Indiana 
Department of Transportation. Many additional governmental 
sector initiatives are currently under discussion.

In order to fully serve its diverse clients, TAP partners with 
many internal and external groups. The Purdue Center for 
Regional Development manages the U.S. Economic Development 
Administration university center grant and partners with TAP to 
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conduct regional workshops on a range of economic development 
topics. Purdue faculty members are a critical component of TAP’s 
offerings. The faculty bring capabilities that are in demand, rela-
tively affordable, and often not readily available outside Purdue. In 
addition to undertaking projects utilizing their core analytical and 
technical problem-solving skills, faculty develop training and pro-
vide public seminars on selected topics. The most utilized faculty 
disciplines to date have included leadership development, business 
management and strategy, product development, and industrial 
engineering tools and analysis. External partners include Ivy Tech 
Community College, Vincennes University, local economic devel-
opment groups, and other community and economic development 
entities.

TAP’s work in the business, industry, and government sectors 
is strongly focused on developing measurable impacts. Most of 
TAP’s reported impact to date derives from the MEP center’s work 
in Indiana’s large manufacturing sector. The center’s cooperative 
agreement with the National Institute of Standards and Technology 
(NIST) prescribes the collection of economic impact data through 
a well-defined protocol utilized by all MEP centers. Impact for the 
Purdue MEP center from July 2005 through June 2012 includes 
8,994 jobs created and retained; $644,707,000 in sales created 
and retained; cost savings of $85,647,000; and $171,529,000 in 
investments.

Operationally, the TAP services group is centrally located in the 
state capital of Indianapolis, with additional staff strategically placed 
throughout the state, usually at a Purdue facility. Contributing fac-
ulty are drawn from Purdue’s main campus in West Lafayette as 
well as from its regional campuses and College of Technology state-
wide campuses in several additional locations. The group embraces 
the TAP quality system and receives consistently high satisfaction 
scores. The group served 507 business, industry, and government 
employers in the past fiscal year; received $4,954,000 of funding 
from 121 sources, and engaged 146 faculty, students, and staff in 
programs; services, and initiatives.

Meeting the Pressing Need for the Adoption and 
Meaningful Use of Electronic Health Records

The Institute of Medicine (IOM) report To Err is Human 
(Institute of Medicine, 1999) provided the general public a first com-
prehensive insight into the substantial safety issues within the 
United States healthcare system. Reporting that between 44,000 
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and 98,000 people died each year in U.S. hospitals as a result of 
medical errors, the report further described the overall cost burden 
of these incidents to be between $17 and $29 billion. This report 
was followed a year later by the IOM report Crossing the Quality 
Chasm (Institute of Medicine, 2001). This report became a rallying cry 
for healthcare providers to improve the quality of care they deliv-
ered. The report skillfully highlighted that “the healthcare system 
as currently structured does not, as a whole, make the best use of 
its resources” and further reflected that the healthcare system had 
made very little progress in improving quality and controlling costs. 
(Institute of Medicine, 2001, p. 3) These two significant reports caused 
hospitals to seriously examine quality within their organizations. 
Although most healthcare organizations had some form of quality 
program in place, most began to realize that they did not possess the 
knowledge base or infrastructure required to make fundamental, 
system-wide changes that would truly improve the quality of care 
delivered to patients.

Based on the identified need for improvement in hospitals and 
healthcare organizations, initiatives were undertaken to implement 
systems engineering principles in the healthcare system. The report 
Building a Better Delivery System: A New Engineering/Health Care 
Partnership (Institute of Medicine & National Academy of Engineering, 
2005) specifically discussed applying a “systems approach” to 
healthcare delivery and utilizing the tools of systems engineering.

The Indiana Hospital Association (IHA), which represents 
133 acute care hospitals in Indiana and is the home of the Indiana 
Patient Safety Center, provides its constituents with relevant infor-
mation, tools, and resources to assist them in meeting the chal-
lenges of achieving quality patient care while maintaining cost 
efficiency. Based on the aforementioned reports, the IHA identi-
fied a genuine need for a resource to assist hospitals in applying 
systems engineering principles to their respective organizations to 
improve the quality of care. The IHA provided a $50,000 seed grant 
to TAP to develop this resource and launch a program dedicated to 
improving quality of care in Indiana hospitals.

The project started with two faculty members and three 
graduate students providing consulting services in patient flow 
and layout analyses. By 2006 the demands for this service grew 
to such a degree that the faculty alone could not balance teaching 
and research obligations while consulting and managing projects. 
Individuals with clinical and quality expertise were employed 
by TAP as full-time dedicated staff in 2007. This enabled faculty 
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to serve as subject matter experts with the support of dedicated 
project managers to handle project logistics.

In late 2006 the Indiana State Department of Health also 
approached the TAP healthcare group to develop a quality improve-
ment training program for public health workers throughout the 
state. It was becoming clear at the time that hospital systems, in 
order to make transformational changes within their organizations, 
would need more than layout redesign and patient flow assistance 
from Purdue. In response, the TAP healthcare group created lean 
healthcare and lean six sigma curricula specifically tailored for the 
healthcare sector, including hospitals, clinics, and public health 
organizations. The intent of these curricula was to build on suc-
cessful, evidence-based performance improvement and technology 
adoption practices from industry; fully adapt these principles to 
healthcare settings; and deliver highly effective offerings to targeted 
healthcare audiences. These curricula were well received among 
healthcare workers and enabled broad access to Indiana hospitals 
and public health departments. A key to the successful implemen-
tation of the curricula was Purdue’s success in employing clinical 
subject matter experts and systems engineering, as well as quality 
experts to deliver the training, certification, and implementation 
programs.

In recent years the federal government has increasingly spurred 
hospitals and healthcare providers to improve care and control 
costs. However, little funding was provided to assist the organiza-
tions in their efforts. With the passage of the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act of 2009, a heightened focus on health infor-
mation technology permitted an unprecedented flow of funds to 
hospitals and healthcare providers to make fundamental changes to 
their organizations through adoption of electronic health records 
intended to improve patient care. A key component of this legisla-
tion was the formation of Regional Extension Centers throughout 
the United States that would assist primary care providers, com-
munity health centers, and critical access hospitals in the selec-
tion, implementation, and attainment of “Meaningful Use,” a set of 
federal standards defined by the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid 
Services that govern the use of electronic health records (Medicare 
and Medicaid Programs, 2010).

In 2009, Indiana had over 8,000 primary care providers, 33 
critical access hospitals, and over 100 community health centers. 
Less than 20% practiced active use of electronic health records. The 
TAP healthcare group’s significant work in process improvement, 
its ability to rapidly mobilize Purdue resources, and its existing rela-
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tionships with hospitals and healthcare providers across the state 
positioned Purdue to submit a successful proposal for a Regional 
Extension Center.

In February 2010 Purdue received a $12 million award for the 
TAP healthcare group to establish the Indiana Regional Extension 
Center (REC). This project immediately employed 20 staff to start 
the process of assisting providers. Crucial to prompt and successful 
implementation of the grant award was the engagement and service 
infrastructure that the university already had in place through the 
TAP healthcare group. The REC staff was able to “hit the ground 
running” in its challenging work of technology adoption of elec-
tronic health records.

To date the REC has worked with approximately 2,300 pro-
viders, 27 critical access hospitals, 19 hospitals, and 81 federally 
qualified health center sites to adopt electronic health records 
(EHR) technology. Through the REC’s assistance these providers 
have realized over $94 million in earned incentives. These incen-
tives are based on achieving full implementation of electronic 
health records and utilizing the system to improve patient out-
comes. A key element of the Purdue proposal was demonstrating 
the capacity to develop sustainability of the center before the 
project period end date of early 2014. The sustainability plan has 
progressed well, with the REC having signed over $570,000 in fee-
for-service contracts through late 2012.

The TAP healthcare group enjoyed considerable additional 
growth in the past year, and it adopted the name Purdue Healthcare 
Advisors (PHA) to communicate the full scope of its healthcare 
performance improvement and technology adoption capabili-
ties. The tag line “Transforming healthcare through innovation 
solutions” reflects the PHA mission. In the words of Michelle 
Haendiges, of Haendiges & Associates, PC (quoted in the Purdue 
Technical Assistance Program: A year in review, 2012): 

I advise other physicians to grab someone’s hand—like 
Purdue—and let them guide you through the EHR [elec-
tronic health records] Meaningful Use process. Now my 
patients don’t have to call into the doctor’s office for lab 
results, because we have a secure, web-based portal that 
gives patients access to their own clinical information—
in detail and without unnecessary delays. (p. 5)

Hospitals, health systems, and providers increasingly recog-
nize that solving complex healthcare system problems requires 
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high-level external expertise such as that available through PHA. 
Funding levels from hospitals, the federal government, and other 
sources for these initiatives is unparalleled, and PHA is receiving 
record numbers of requests for assistance. PHA currently employs 
over 50 staff, faculty, and graduate students, works with over 100 
hospitals and healthcare providers a year, and is funded by over 100 
sources. This is but one recent example of the scope and impact of 
the university engagement model offered in this essay.

Future Challenges and Opportunities
The evolving needs of society and the changing nature of uni-

versities present several challenges and opportunities for the TAP 
engagement model discussed here. We present a few representative 
possibilities for increasing and measuring impacts, as well as for 
broadening the scope of the model.

Achieving shorter-term solutions and impacts. For example, 
the TAP cooperative agreement with the Department of Health & 
Human Services is driving the adoption of electronic health records 
in a fraction of the time required just a few years ago. Shorter term 
responses require updated university procedures for proposal 
development, contract issue resolution, and staffing, and require 
TAP’s support systems and culture to be even more time-sensitive. 
The time challenges are especially difficult for faculty, who are typi-
cally fully committed a semester or more in advance and cannot 
easily adjust commitments in a few days or weeks to accommodate 
urgent new opportunities. 

Measuring and documenting impact on faculty and graduate 
students. TAP’s faculty participants consistently report satisfaction 
with their work and provide anecdotes of impacts on their teaching, 
research, and, in a few cases, promotion and tenure. TAP’s grad-
uate students consistently report a positive impact in job searches, 
often receiving more offers than other students. Measuring and 
increasing these impacts remains an unfulfilled opportunity. 

Thinking strategically regarding new opportunities, part-
ners, and models for service. Purdue and TAP are presented with 
an ever-increasing range of new engagement opportunities. Some 
are not a good fit with current Purdue capabilities but represent an 
important societal need. Others are a strong fit with Purdue but 
have available alternate solution providers. Several opportunities 
involve a compelling need but have no readily apparent source of 
funding. Most recently, the private sector has approached TAP with 
several requests to partner where the university and private sector 
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missions are aligned. These situations present opportunities that 
require careful strategic review. 

Reflections on the TAP Engagement Model
The engagement model described in this essay has been devel-

oped over the past 27 years with consideration of efforts at other 
universities, networking with practitioners and scholars, par-
ticipation in scholarship of engagement conferences and events,  
discussions with external partners and those served, and risk-
taking. In recent years several universities have inquired about 
TAP’s experience, seeking to develop or increase initiatives that 
achieve societal impacts. The TAP demonstrates a business model 
appropriate for a large-scale systems impact effort that offers sus-
tainable financial resources for program support as well as signifi-
cant impacts on economic development and societal advancement.

Although the development of an engagement model is always a 
work in progress, we consider certain attributes of the TAP model 
fundamental to achieving performance improvement and tech-
nology adoption in healthcare, manufacturing, and government. 
This essay is intended to provide a detailed discussion of Purdue’s 
model. Certain fundamental characteristics, however, especially 
those having to do with leadership and culture, would likely be 
approached differently by other institutions, depending on their 
unique culture and leadership environments:

•	  A culture of faculty participation in engagement: 
Purdue faculty consistently accept opportunities to 
participate in TAP, even though in most cases such 
participation does not directly affect promotion and 
tenure. Those served seek faculty involvement and 
report high regard for faculty contributions. Using 
examples presented in this essay, other universities 
seeking to replicate the TAP model should seek to 
achieve a culture of faculty participation in ways that 
fit their institutional policies and practices.

•	  A culture of university leadership and support for 
engagement: Purdue’s presidents and senior leadership 
consistently embraced a vision for achieving societal 
impacts through engagement. Engagement leaders 
visiting Purdue have disclosed limitations in achieving 
such a culture among their senior leadership. These 
institutions may find that alternate approaches—con-
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sistent with their leadership environment—will result 
in strong university support of engagement.

•	  State leadership in engaging Purdue (and other institu-
tions of higher education) to meet societal challenges: 
The State of Indiana has requested Purdue leadership 
for state and federal initiatives and has asked TAP to 
provide business assistance, performance improve-
ment training, and consulting in its agencies.  Several 
universities in discussion with Purdue have reported 
difficulty in achieving such a culture in their states, 
yet in keeping with Purdue’s model, these institutions 
should find ways to convey the value of engagement to 
their legislatures.

Some fundamental characteristics of the TAP model, however, 
are more easily replicated:

•	  A consulting business model: The TAP business model 
has been developed over several years. Most of TAP’s 
leadership is drawn from the private sector, bringing 
an important user perspective to the university. Those 
served appreciate the options to engage faculty, stu-
dents, and staff through responsive, flexible, and 
well-managed mechanisms. The university supports 
a model that relies solely on external funding and is 
integrated with the colleges. In addition, the faculty 
embraces a model that engages them with projects of 
interest in a productive and well-defined manner.

•	  Core funding for leverage: In TAP’s experience the 
availability of core funding has been essential to suc-
cess. TAP’s core funding comes from state funding for 
business assistance. This funding has enabled TAP to 
provide matching funding for a large federal coopera-
tive agreement, allowed TAP to serve important needs 
of the day such as Clean Air Act compliance in the 
mid-1990s, and permitted TAP to provide limited 
no-cost assistance that lead to significant fee-based 
engagements.

•	  Multiple options for faculty, student, and professional 
staff engagement: TAP provides its services through 
a combination of full-time staff and faculty, students, 
and professional staff from other Purdue departments. 
The multiple options for participation from those 
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outside TAP, especially the faculty, have been essen-
tial to meeting the needs of those served, in many 
cases making TAP the only service option they have 
considered.

Based on the TAP experience, we conclude that universities 
can develop successful engagement models to address challenging 
societal issues in healthcare, manufacturing, government, and 
other sectors. The university’s role in this evolving domain is chal-
lenging, and requires creative and innovative thinking, commit-
ments to enable faculty and staff to serve in a flexible and highly 
responsive consulting model, and commitments to develop client-
focused partnerships. Those served are attracted to the subject 
matter expertise of the faculty and seek practical and effective 
methodologies to apply this expertise to a long list of tough issues. 
Although developing effective models of technology adoption and 
performance improvement is difficult, the needs of society present 
a compelling case for universities’ making strong commitments to 
meeting these pressing challenges.
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Global Expansion Among U.S. Universities:  The 
Imperative to Examine Our Motives

Gretchen L. Birbeck

Abstract
The growing enthusiasm for international engagement among 
U.S. universities reflects the great potential gains that participa-
tion offers to both U.S. and international partners. To ensure 
that the benefits of such partnerships are achieved, potential 
participants must carefully examine and explicitly discuss their 
personal and institutional motivations for involvement in global 
research, education, and development programs. Failure to make 
this crucial self-assessment places such endeavors at risk of unin-
tended negative consequences and ultimate failure.

Introduction

A s a medical student in 1992, I met with the dean of stu-
dents seeking approval for an international elective. I 
went prepared with funding in hand from the American 

Medical Association and a letter of invitation from the chief med-
ical officer of a large bush hospital in southern Africa. The meeting 
was short and grim. Her perspective was clear—it wasn’t safe, and 
it wouldn’t advance my career in any meaningful way. In fact, time 
abroad would detract from my ongoing research project and might 
threaten the “with Honors” qualification to the degree I had been 
working on so hard during the prior 3 years.

Things have changed a great deal over the past two decades. 
In the early 1990s, U.S. student exchange programs involved pri-
marily the United Kingdom and Europe, and few medical schools 
offered opportunities for international rotations. By 1998, 15% of 
medical schools offered international electives, and this propor-
tion increased to 30% by 2006 (Anspatcher, Evert, & Paccione, 2011). 
Student interest (Panosian & Coates, 2006) and an explosion in 
funding for international activities, largely mediated by monies for 
HIV/AIDS-related projects, have been the primary forces driving 
this educational expansion. Nongovernmental organizations in 
areas of the globe with high rates of HIV have grown exponentially. 
U.S. philanthropic entities previously focused on domestic issues 
have expanded into low-income tropical countries. International 
developmental assistance for global health has increased from $5.2 
billion in 1990 to $21.8 billion in 2007, with most funds spent on 
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donor-determined, disease/condition-specific programs and only 
a very small proportion of funds directed toward general budget 
support and debt relief (Ravishankar et al., 2009). Today, most top 
medical schools have a dedicated program in global or interna-
tional health, and in 2007 the Consortium of Universities for 
Global Health was founded (Murray et al., 2012).

In parallel with increased U.S. spending on global health, there 
has been a timely recognition that issues in global public health 
transcend the medical sciences. Efforts to address global health pri-
orities require substantive contributions from the fields of political 
science, psychology, anthropology, and agriculture, among others 
(Bradley et al., 2011). Consequently, academic interests in global 
health extend into numerous disciplines (Heimburger et al., 2011). 
In the past decade, many degree-granting global health pro-
grams have been formally introduced into existing departments, 
including those lacking specific expertise or historical interests in 
public health or international studies (Hill, Ainsworth, & Partap, 2012; 
Kanter, 2008; Velji & Bryant, 2011).

Despite the recent U.S. financial meltdown, there is no indi-
cation that previously insular disciplines in American academia 
are going to retreat from their new global outreach activities. 
Undergraduate concentrations in international fields of study and 
international interest groups in professional schools are becoming 
the norm (Hill et al., 2012). Although federal funding for well-estab-
lished, long-standing international programs, like Title VI of the 
Higher Education Act, have been cut to the bone (Wilhelm, 2011), 
funding in global health has continued to grow (Ravishankar et al., 
2009). Dr. Francis Collins, director of the U.S. National Institutes 
of Health, has identified global health as one of his top five initia-
tives (Wadman, 2010), and funding opportunities for international 
research collaborations in a broad range of academic fields relevant 
to health have never been better.  

Having chosen a career path in global health long before it 
was fashionable, I was in the right place at the right time and 
have benefited greatly from this new trend. My U.S. and interna-
tional students today continue to benefit from America’s growing 
enthusiasm for global partnerships. The United States’ support 
for international research and capacity building often reflects our 
best intentions and can yield collateral benefits far beyond the pre-
scribed programs. At the same time, as with any rapid growth and 
any situation in which megadollars are at play, there are risks that 
deserve consideration. Many of these risks are never explicitly dis-
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cussed, possibly due to fears of quelling enthusiasm and sending 
U.S. funders and other actors into retreat.

My own experiences have been largely limited to health care 
and research programs in several African countries, so I will restrict 
my comments and vignettes to what I know best. However, I believe 
the general principles and concerns set forth are likely applicable 
to most disciplines, particularly areas of study now engaging in 
global activities which, like medicine, were primarily domestic 20 
years ago.

Motivations for Global Engagement
What are our underlying motivations for global engagement? 

Are they different for U.S. and international partners? Frequently 
when U.S. academics, physicians, or students seek opportunities to 
work or study in low-income, international settings, the implicit 
assumption is that they are largely motivated by altruism. This 
is an unfortunate assumption, as it leaves our international part-
ners in the unenviable position of being the “beneficiaries” of our 
“goodwill.” Furthermore, I don’t think this is an honest reckoning 
of why most U.S. students and/or academics seek opportunities 
overseas. The number of applications I receive from exceptional 
students seeking opportunities abroad annually is staggering. Most 
come with a letter detailing the student’s strong desire to make 
the world a better place, yet very few of these students’ otherwise 
excellent résumés show any evidence of previous (i.e., U.S.-based) 
philanthropic activities. The incongruity is striking. This is not to 
criticize the nonaltruistic motivations for global engagement, but 
rather to point out that more forthright admissions and explicit 
discussion of why we want to do such work needs to be undertaken. 
Furthermore, these discussions should include students, educators, 
administrators, funders, and our global partners.

Individual motivation for international endeavors may include 
natural curiosity and/or a desire to expand professional and per-
sonal perspectives. Our specific fields of research may be advanced 
by stepping outside U.S. laboratories, classrooms, and clinics. There 
isn’t anything inherently wrong with honestly detailing why we do 
what we do. But when we drop the premise of altruism, then we 
must honestly examine whether or not our gains in the exchange 
have equitable corresponding costs and gains for our partners. 
For educators, this may mean considering whether the teaching 
experience we wish to offer really meets the needs and priorities of 
the host community. We may find ourselves challenged to develop 
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new curricula and/or expand our educational strategies to student-
targets with whom we have little familiarity. For U.S. students and 
trainees who are accustomed to educational systems developed for 
and catering to them, an honest assessment of motivations with 
potential host institutions may lead to an appreciation that the 
educational systems and/or health care institutions of low-income 
countries do not owe them a “good experience” or an “interesting 
rotation.” It is usually possible to balance an exchange program or 
experience so that all parties benefit, but only with open, explicit 
discussion about expectations and contributions.

Understanding institutional motivation is even trickier than 
dissecting that of the individual. Institutional motivations are 
usually a complex conglomeration that includes a component of 
altruism but is equally impacted by the desire to attract top stu-
dents and the reality that international collaborations can yield 
significant benefits in terms of academic products (e.g., publica-
tions) and acquisition of money for the indirect costs associated 
with federally funded projects. Geographically, the distribution of 
global development funds and activities does not reflect economic 
or health needs (Ravishankar et al., 2009). Clearly, motivations for 
engagement are complex and difficult to ascertain, but these do 
deserve careful examination.

Failure to Examine Motives Yields Unintended 
Consequences

When international activities in research, education, develop-
ment, or outreach proceed without true partnership and honest 
dialogue, the work can yield unintended consequences and failure 
to achieve overall goals. Below are five vignettes depicting poorly 
planned activities and their unintended consequences.

Vignette 1:  Working without partners doesn’t work. A group 
of 28 volunteers visited a small rural hospital in southern Africa 
for a building project funded by their U.S. philanthropic organiza-
tion. They arrived en masse to renovate the nursing students’ quar-
ters. Almost half the group members were too old or too young to 
actually perform any of the labor—and manual labor was readily 
available locally, regardless. The older individuals in the group, 
many of them with chronic health conditions, required a substan-
tial amount of time and resources from the hospital’s outpatient 
department, as they came ill-prepared for the tropical environ-
ment and had not been medically cleared for the visit. Health care 
services, including medications, were provided free of charge. The 
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hospital had only four vehicles for all the institution’s transporta-
tion needs. These were rented by the visitors for the full duration 
of their stay, partly for transportation of materials for building, but 
more often for group members to make trips to local tourist des-
tinations. Consequently, hospital physicians, nurses, and adminis-
trators were unable to take scheduled trips into town (more than 
40 kilometers away) to collect their pay and purchase goods not 
available at the local market. Due to poor planning and limited 
local collaboration, the building project remained unfinished when 
the visitors departed. No clear plans were in place for completion 
of the work. The nursing quarters, previously suboptimal but hab-
itable, were left gutted. The building materials purchased to finish 
the work were unsecured and disappeared within a week. On their 
return flight home, the visitors regaled their fellow travelers about 
their wonderful trip.

Comment: Unfortunately, I didn’t fabricate any part of this 
vignette. The cost of the building project itself represented only 
about 10% of the visitors’ overall budget, with most of their fund-
raising going toward airfares. The cost paid to purchase the round-
trip airfares for the 28 visitors could have provided a substantial 
proportion of the annual operating costs for the hospital. A careful 
delineation of the group’s overall goals and honest discussion with 
local partners about the best way to achieve these goals might have 
prevented this debacle. Certainly the visitors didn’t realize that 
their safari fun prevented hard-working hospital staff from making 
a critical monthly trip into town. They also did not anticipate that 
their efforts would leave the nursing quarters in a worse state than 
before they arrived. The group was undoubtedly puzzled when 
their plans for a subsequent trip were cancelled without explana-
tion by hospital administration. This situation was a definite lose-
lose for everyone.

Vignette 2: The research mercenary. A junior investigator 
acquired institutional funding to conduct “international clin-
ical research” without any specific project delineated. The funds 
included several thousand dollars for data acquisition as well as 
80% salary support for 2 years. He contacted numerous senior 
investigators working in his discipline who were based overseas, 
seeking access to “samples” and “patient data,” but was frustrated 
by the lack of response to his e-mails. His persistence eventually 
resulted in a conference call with two well-established researchers 
who suggested he spend some time in their hospital working with 
patients from the region who suffered from the disease he wished 
to study, since he had no clinical experience with the disease and 
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no knowledge of the health system or the patient population. 
Furthermore, since his clinical specialty was not locally available, 
such an exchange would offer ample opportunities for him to make 
a local contribution to medical education and clinical care while 
also building his own expertise. The junior researcher rejected this 
offer, indicating that he had read a great deal about the disease he 
wished to study and that his U.S. mentors (none of whom had any 
substantive experience working abroad) expected him to have an 
established plan for a project before he traveled.

Comment: The days in which a developed-country researcher 
parachuted into a less developed setting, used local resources and 
personnel to collect data and/or biological specimens, and jetted 
out to independently write up his/her findings are, thankfully, 
mostly behind us. In the past, these contributions to the literature 
were often invalid, having been gathered with no understanding 
of or insights into the local context. Even when the findings were 
valid, the researchers left scorched earth behind with no follow-
up investigations possible. More subtle variations on this theme, 
however, remain inherently problematic.

Vignette 3:  The project succeeds, but at what cost? A U.S. 
university was awarded a federal grant to conduct a disease-specific 
research project in the capital city of W. In their enthusiasm for 
launching the project rapidly and for having the very best pos-
sible staff, the project faculty offered signing bonuses, including a 
vehicle for personal use, and salaries that were more than triple the 
usual local salaries to the top physicians, nurses, and health ser-
vices administrators in Z. Within a month, the U.S. University had 
finished hiring all the necessary staff for the project. Most of those 
hired had abruptly left their jobs as civil servants in the country’s 
only teaching hospital or within the Ministry of Health to secure 
their new posts. In less than 3 months, the capital city’s govern-
ment health service lost 25% of its top administrators and senior 
physician-leaders and was left in a shambles.

Comment: Most academics are sensitized to concerns that inter-
national collaborations may inadvertently facilitate the relocation 
of much-needed professionals from low-income to high-income 
countries. Less appreciated are the risks of contributing to internal 
brain drain (Bristol, 2008). This 3-year project was successful in 
meeting its stated scientific aims, but the cost to the public health 
sector and the people served was immeasurable. Unsurprisingly, 
the project investigators encountered a great deal of hostility from 
government officials in Z when they sought to submit a proposal 
for renewal. They eventually relocated their work back to the States.
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The failure to fully consider the local effects of establishing 
projects and activities in resource-limited settings is a common 
problem. Since no honest dialogue was established between stake-
holders prior to the project’s initiation, frank feedback as to the 
reason the researchers’ continued work was not welcome was also 
absent.

Vignette 4: The medical tourist. Morning Report at Mission 
Hospital involves a review of clinical activities by the health care 
workers providing night coverage, as well as a discussion regarding 
any activities anticipated that day. At the end of one particularly 
lengthy morning meeting, the chief medical officer announced 
that student nurses, medical students, and trainees in health care 
administration from Donor Country would spend the next 3 days 
shadowing staff at Mission Hospital. Quiet grumbling erupted and 
several staff reluctantly raised concerns about inappropriate attire 
and behavior by the last such group. Hospital staff were especially 
distressed that a similar group the prior month had appeared on 
the wards at inopportune times without an escort wearing beach 
attire and snapping photos of children in the malnutrition unit 
without seeking permission from parents or nursing staff. Debate 
ensued about how to curb these behaviors without risking loss of 
the donated supplies and money often provided by such groups.

Comment: Many hospitals and clinics in low-income countries 
now have formal policies aimed at discouraging medical tourism. 
It’s hard to imagine walking into a pediatric burn unit in the United 
States and seeing a sign that reads “PLEASE: NO PHOTOS”; how-
ever, such postings are commonplace today in many resource-lim-
ited health care settings. Good partnerships result in the dissolu-
tion of the “us” versus “them” mentality that enables such insensi-
tive acts. More collaboration and less tourism could go a long way 
toward ameliorating such problems.

Vignette 5:  The academic “exchange” program. A respected 
professor at an African university was approached by administra-
tors from a prominent U.S. university who expressed an interest in 
developing a student exchange program. The professor was eager 
to learn more, as she had several exceptional graduate students 
who might benefit from such an exchange. She was also hopeful 
that an exchange might include visiting teaching faculty who could 
help with the ever-increasing educational demands of her depart-
ment, which had seen a 30% decrease in teaching staff and a 100% 
increase in student enrollment over the past 5 years. However, she 
left the meeting with the U.S. University officials quite deflated. 
Their proposal involved sending U.S. students to her university 
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but offered no resources for her students to go to the states, and 
did not include a plan for U.S. faculty to assist with teaching. The 
professor was concerned that her own administrators might want 
to encourage the “exchange,” especially if tuition dollars were paid 
to the African university. Unfortunately, the exchange as planned 
would only increase her workload and that of her faculty, especially 
since no mention was made of support for local coordination of 
U.S. student activities.

Comment: University exchange programs abound, but on close 
examination most of these are a rather one-sided exchange. Can 
resources be leveraged through U.S. participants to facilitate a 
more equitable situation? Is there an appropriate appreciation of 
and compensation for local logistics? The challenges of organizing 
an exchange where landline telephones do not work, each cellular 
call placed comes at a personal cost, electricity is unpredictable, 
and local infrastructure is limited should not be underestimated, 
and extrapolating the effort required from that needed to organize 
student activities in the United States is not valid. In addition, con-
sideration needs to be given to the cost, monetary and otherwise, of 
infrastructure and resources to be allocated to U.S. students. Will 
these resources (e.g., housing, transportation, classroom space) be 
made available at the expense of local student opportunity? Are 
U.S. students encouraged to integrate, or do they roam around in 
“packs” that even the most friendly, outgoing local would hesitate 
to engage?

Discussion
These vignettes provide only a superficial overview of the com-

plexities of international engagement. Ethical issues inevitably arise 
when those from relatively wealthy regions undertake activities in 
resource-limited settings. Donor programs meant to improve lives 
and circumstances may inadvertently foster dependence rather 
than focusing on the development of sustainable systems (Sanders, 
Igumbor, Lehmann, Meeus, & Dovlo, 2009), whether these are health 
systems or educational systems. And inevitably “those who inter-
vene and those who are affected may have different preferences 
and values” (Wikler & Cash, 2009, p. 249). The first step toward over-
coming the risk of unintended consequences is open and honest 
dialogue. It is important to appreciate that rather than immediately 
clarifying perspectives, truly honest exchange will frequently reveal 
challenging choices to be made between the competing interests 
and objectives of the partnering community, the donors/sponsors 
of the activity, and the U.S. academic entity seeking international 
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engagement (Wikler & Cash, 2009). To be better prepared to have a 
truly honest exchange with a potential international partner, self-
examination at the individual and institutional levels are needed. 
See below 10 critical questions that can offer a starting point for 
this important inquiry.

1. Where did the project idea or research question(s) 
originate?

2. Does this program address a local priority? If not, and 
it is a research project, might the findings from the 
project inform local priority setting?

3. What local resources are required to conduct the 
work? Are these resources being adequately paid for, 
and is this compensation being made to the appro-
priate people or entity? With regard to local resources 
(either material or human), what local disadvantages 
may result from the utilization of these resources by 
the project?

4. Is there someone local you will/can partner with in 
this work? If yes, do they have the expertise needed? 
If they do not, can project resources be used to help 
them acquire this expertise?

5. Is there any aspect of the work that will be sustained 
or sustainable when the project is complete? If so, how 
will it be sustained?

6. What will you and/or your institution gain from the 
success or failure of this endeavor?

7. What does your partner have to gain? To lose?

8. What are the potential unintended consequences if 
your work fails? If it succeeds?

9. What are your motivations for engagement? Your 
institution’s? Your international partner’s?

Conclusions
Global engagement and international collaborations can 

offer a great deal to everyone involved. However, explicit discus-
sion regarding all parties’ motivations for participation is needed 
for this potential to be realized. Partnerships must include true 
joint decision-making and should require that host communities 
drive the setting of priorities. Only open dialogue can establish 
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the knowledge and understanding that form the foundation of an 
enduring partnership.
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