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Abstract

This article provides an overview of the structure and implementation
of the Probation Service Learning Program at Cal State LA. We use
post-term evaluation reflections completed by students and probation
directors to offer insight into the broader application of service-
learning programs in criminal justice-related agencies. The findings
presented demonstrate that the Probation Service Learning Program
at Cal State LA was partially successful. Students showed evidence
of connecting civic and personal outcomes as well as personal and
academic outcomes; however, the connection was less substantial for
academic and civic outcomes. This study underscores the importance of
fostering partnerships between academic departments and professional
practitioners to build strong curricula, facilitate student transitions into
the workplace, and contribute to the broader public good. Additionally, it
offers “lessons learned” and recommendations for improving the use of
service-learning to achieve a fuller appreciation of civic professionalism
for students as they choose their career paths.
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he use of service-learning has

steadily grown at American col-

leges and universities since the

methodology emerged from the

social movements of the 1960s
and 1970s. More recently, service-learning
has gained in popularity as a high impact
practice (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt,
2005) that supports career development
(Baetz, McEvoy, Adamson, & Loomis, 2012;
Ellerton et al., 2014) and student success
(Duggan, 2015; Furco, 2007; Kuh, Kinzie,
Cruce, Shoup, & Gonyea, 2007; Lockeman
& Pelco, 2013; Simonet, 2008; Zlotkowski,
2002). Employment rates in 2015 for young
adults, though rising, remain lower than in
2008 or 2000 (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2015), indicating that the post-
graduate employment market is more
competitive than it has been in decades. In
contrast to classroom-based curricula and

conventional internships, service-learning
can ease students’ transitions from uni-
versity training to the professional work-
place while enhancing civic-mindedness
(Steinberg, Hatcher, & Bringle, 2011) and
commitment to a profession’s public impact
(Boyte, 2013).

Scholars have long called for educators to
incorporate civic learning in institutions
of higher learning. In the social sciences,
this has typically involved cultivating stu-
dent competencies in participatory action
research (Brammer at al., 2012), in which
students gain skills in listening, critical
thinking, negotiation, effective commu-
nication around difference (Flanagan &
Levine, 2010; Jansen, Chioncel, & Dekkers,
2006; Morse, 1998), conducting research,
and presentational and networking skills
(Dudley, Robison, & Taylor, 1999; Flanagan
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& Levine, 2010; Redlawsk & Rice 2009).
However, professional experience alone
without weekly reflections and faculty-led
coursework, such as a traditional intern-
ship where students shadow a supervisor
in the field and report to faculty only at the
end of a term, can inadvertently encour-
age students to frame difference through
stereotypes and generalize about complex
social problems (Clayton & Ash, 2009). By
contrast, in service-learning, classroom-
based research skills are combined with
reflection-based analysis and faculty guid-
ance to produce more meaningful outcomes
for the student, university, and community
at large.

As part of a broader trend toward engaged
student learning, the School of Criminal
Justice & Criminalistics at California State
University, Los Angeles (Cal State LA) part-
nered with the Los Angeles County Probation
Department to create the Probation Service
Learning Program in the academic year
2014-2015. The Probation Service Learning
Program was developed to create a more
direct pipeline for Cal State LA students
to gain employment with the Los Angeles
County Probation Department. Students
were provided the opportunity to connect
academic knowledge with direct experience
in a criminal justice agency and to engage
with the civic impact of the work. Likewise,
the program offered the Los Angeles
County Probation Department the opportu-
nity to carry out small-scale, student-led
evaluations of Probation Department pro-
gramming and to “recruit” a skilled set of
applicants to the department. Because this
program appears to be the first of its kind
with Probation, it also brings the broader
Cal State LA campus increased publicity and
access to professional networks. Thus, the
program incorporated elements mutually
beneficial to the School, participating stu-
dents, the Probation Department, and the
larger Los Angeles community.

In this article, we provide an overview of
the structure and implementation of the
Probation Service Learning Program at Cal
State LA and summarize the results from
postterm evaluation reflections completed
by directors and students. Finally, we offer
some insight into the broader application
of service-learning programs in criminal
justice-related agencies and organizations
and discuss ways to further develop crimi-
nal justice service-learning instruction in
order to achieve civic professionalism.

Civic Professionalism and
Service-Learning

Scholars in many fields have turned to the
“civic meaning of professions” (Yusop &
Correia, 2012) that disciplinary degrees
prepare and train students for (Day, 2005;
Dzur, 2004; Harrington & Beddoe, 2014;
Kimball, 1996; Peters, 2004; Rinehart, 2010;
Sullivan, 1995; Sullivan, 2004; Sullivan &
Benner, 2005). Many professions contribute
to the greater good of civil society, but as
professionals are socialized within the day-
to-day routine of the workplace, this larger
contribution can be overlooked. Similarly,
students often see their education and
degrees solely in terms of preparing them
for a profession. Service-learning projects
that overtly demonstrate professionals’
contributions to society and the public good
arguably help revive a more explicit civic
understanding—and hence the “meaning”
and value—of a criminal justice profession
for students.

The experiences of students in the Probation
Service Learning Program demonstrated the
value and potential for the development of
civic professionalism within a course cur-
riculum. Civic professionalism aligns with
the mission of a regional comprehensive
university like Cal State LA, which has a
strong emphasis on applied research across
preprofessional degree programs, particu-
larly in the area of health and human ser-
vices. In particular, civic professionalism
aligns with the mission of the Rongxiang Xu
College of Health and Human Services, and
it aligns with Cal State LA students’ desire
for more hands-on learning opportunities,
a common theme heard in focus groups held
with students across the university.

The Cal State LA Probation Service Learning
Program is an opportunity to adapt what
scholars refer to as civic professional-
ism (Boyte 2013), defined as a conscious
awareness of how one’s work or career
directly benefits clients, stakeholders, and
communities, often including recipro-
cal, participatory deliberation and work
with community stakeholders. It is this
sense of “work filled with public purpose”
(Boyte, 2013) that we believe differenti-
ates the students’ work in the Los Angeles
County Probation Department from more
conventional internships. As we met with
Probation Department directors to discuss
and identify the “service” and “work” that
students would do, we needed new models
that moved beyond observing or shadowing.
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To meet the definition of service-learning,
student projects emphasized the Probation
Department as a workplace that interfaces
with a wide cross section of the general
public and as an institution of civil society.

The structure of the Probation Service
Learning Program emerged from an engage-
ment with the terms of service-learning as
practiced at Cal State LA. In its application,
service-learning in criminal justice can vary
widely (Davis, 2015). Well-cited research in
the field defines service-learning as

a course-based, credit bearing edu-
cational experience in which stu-
dents (a) participate in an organized
service activity that meets identified
community needs, and (b) reflect on
the service activity in such a way
as to gain further understanding
of course content, a broader ap-
preciation of the discipline, and an
enhanced sense of personal values
and civic responsibility. (Bringle &
Hatcher, 1995, p. 112)

At Cal State LA, the formal definition of
service-learning provides guiding principles
for efforts across the campus:

Consistent with the special mission
to provide educational experiences
that recognize diversity while em-
phasizing the knowledge, experi-
ence, and ethical concerns common
to all people, service learning:

- is a teaching and learning strat-
egy that provides students with
organized and meaningful learn-
ing experience outside the class-
room designed to enhance their
understanding of information,
knowledge and theoretical prin-
ciples shared in the classroom,;

- is a pedagogical model that links
course content with a commu-
nity service component that is
designed to address the needs
identified by the community
whether local or global; and

+ has, as an integral component,
the use of reflective activities in-
tended to integrate course content
and skills and knowledge with
community involvement and to
develop or strengthen students’

commitment to social responsi-
bility and civic engagement. (Cal
State LA Faculty Handbook, 2018,
“Service Learning Definition”)

Additionally, service-learning in the School
of Criminal Justice and Criminalistics is
required to meet three core standards es-
tablished by a departmental committee. It
should be

1. Project-based. Students are placed
in an agency or organization to help
develop and execute a project (e.g.,
carrying out research to find out
important information or devel-
oping informational materials for
organization).

2. Faculty-led. Faculty members
oversee student projects, track-
ing their progress through weekly
written reflections and regular
check-ins (through e-mail or in
person). In this way, the faculty
member mediates the relation-
ship between student work and the
agency/organization.

3. Community-oriented. Student
projects must benefit the organiza-
tion/agency’s work and connect to
the betterment of the Los Angeles
community at large.

In sum, service-learning in the School of
Criminal Justice and Criminalistics equally
emphasizes providing meaningful ser-
vice and curriculum-relevant learning.
Additionally, the focal projects in these
courses are intended to mutually benefit the
student and the partner agency.

Overview of the Probation Service
Learning Program

The Probation Service Learning Program
was launched in fall quarter 2014 and con-
tinued into spring and fall of 2015, 2016, and
2017. Students were selected using a com-
petitive process modeled after the County
hiring process for Probation positions. To
solicit interest, an informational session
was held 4 to 6 months prior to the start of
the quarter, with applications due within
2 weeks after the session. Applicants were
primarily criminal justice majors; however,
many criminal justice minors also applied.
The applicants were required to complete
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the Probation exam and background checks
used by the County for potential volunteers.
Beginning in spring 2015, students were
additionally required to submit answers to
two short-essay questions to ensure their
commitment and writing skills.

In total, 11 students in fall 2014, 10 stu-
dents in spring 2015, eight students in fall
2015, 12 students in spring 2016, and nine
students in fall 2016 were ultimately ac-
cepted for participation in the Probation
Service Learning Program. Once selected,
each student was assigned by Probation to
a director. Students attended Probation’s
general volunteer/intern orientation and
toured Probation-run facilities, including
Central Juvenile Hall and various juvenile
camps. Additionally, Probation directors
attended a 3- to 6-hour training with Cal
State LA faculty, who reviewed the tenets
of service-learning and the expectations
for their participation in the program.
Following the initial meeting with direc-
tors, both students and directors attended
a training to meet one another and develop
projects guided by feedback from the faculty
instructor. Importantly, directors received
continuing education credits for their par-
ticipation in the trainings, allowing them
to fulfil state requirements for probation
officers while preparing for the program.

In their meetings, students and direc-
tors developed projects that foregrounded
community need and provided students
with the opportunity to explore “a broader
appreciation of the discipline, and an en-
hanced sense of personal values and civic
responsibility” (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995,
p- 112). In practical terms, projects were
expected to apply the criminal justice con-
cepts and theories the students learned in
their coursework for the major, as well as
generate evidence that could improve ser-
vices for Probation Department clients. For
example, one group of students conducted
lobby surveys at a district office and learned
that clients wanted a bulletin board, rather
than a web page, for information about
services and resources in the community.
Focusing students’ research on improving
services could be understood within the
typical institutional-bureaucratic proce-
dures of program review, evaluation, and
assessment. However, through one-on-one
conversations, class discussions, and online
conversations in the learning management
platform (Moodle), faculty and directors

in the Probation Service Learning Program
guided students to consider how research
for quality improvement ultimately served
the greater good for clients and their com-
munities. In sum, students were engaged in
a process of experiential learning that was
intended to combine both career develop-
ment and civic learning.

Participating students were required to
spend a minimum of 8 hours each week
in their placement, including a mandatory
weekly meeting with their director to dis-
cuss the student assignments, experiences,
observations, and course project progress.
(This requirement was set at 10 hours in
fall 2014, but was reduced in spring 2015 so
students could complete all their required
hours in 1 day.) Additionally, the super-
vising faculty member organized periodic
course meetings throughout the term. The
first meeting, about halfway through the
term, was used as a midpoint check-in
with directors and students. Students also
attended additional course meetings with
the overseeing faculty member, particularly
to prepare for the final presentations and
papers. At the end of the term, students and
directors copresented their projects to all
the students, directors, and faculty mem-
bers at a day-long meeting. Beginning in
spring 2016, students were also required to
submit a summary of their research project
and findings.

Methods

A cornerstone of the Probation Service
Learning Program has been the centrality
of critical reflection activities. On a weekly
basis, students and directors posted written
reflections in forums on the course’s web-
page in response to questions about their
experiences and observations. Directors
were assigned Cal State LA handles and
e-mail addresses, which enabled them to
participate in online discussions. In spring
2015, reflections assignments included
questions for the student to ask their direc-
tor during weekly meetings; in this way, all
the students in the course benefited from
all the involved directors’ perspectives in a
virtual discussion space. Students were also
required to respond to others’ reflections,
resulting in a productive online dialogue.

Based on Ash and Clayton’s (2004) frame-
work, we developed reflection activities that
prompted students to analyze their service-
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learning activities and experiences through
academic, personal, and civic lenses:

When engaged in academic analysis,
students examine their experiences
in light of specific course concepts,
exploring similarities and differ-
ences between theory and practice.
In analysis from the personal per-
spective, students consider their
feelings, assumptions, strengths,
weaknesses, traits, skills, and sense
of identity as they are surfaced and
sometimes challenged by service-
learning experiences. And when
examining their service-learning
related activities from the civic per-
spective, students explore decisions
made and actions taken in light of
consequences for the common good,
consider alternative approaches and
interpretations, identify elements
of power and privilege, and ana-
lyze options for short-term versus
long-term and sustainable change
agency. (Ash and Clayton, 2004, pp.
140-42)

We wanted students to explore the con-
nections between the academic, personal,
and civic perspectives. Accordingly, student
learning outcomes for this course were
categorized into three overlapping themes:
civic and personal outcomes, academic and
civic outcomes, and personal and academic
outcomes. In the following sections, we
review student perceptions of progress in
these three categories. With regard to civic
learning outcomes, questions were de-
signed to guide students to consider how
their experiences working in the Probation
Department related to greater knowledge
about and commitment to the civic purpose
of improving client outcomes. The intent
was for students to make connections be-
tween their personal interest in a career in
criminal justice (and their service-learning
work in the Probation Department) and
their expertise as criminal justice majors
and to consider how each provides them
with the commitment and skills to contrib-
ute to the public good.

Findings

Student Reflections

Civic and personal outcomes. The civic
and personal outcomes identified for the

Probation Service Learning Program fo-
cused on the project’s ability to (1) improve
students’ understanding of criminal justice
practice and its mission of public safety and
(2) impact students’ personal understand-
ing of what it means to work in Probation.
To this end, students were asked to charac-
terize the role of Probation in the criminal
justice system and discuss whether their
perception of this role had changed over the
course of their participation.

Without exception, students’ responses
showed an increased awareness of what
Probation does as an agency and the con-
tribution Probation makes to the overall
criminal justice system, and several stu-
dents noted their inaccurate perception of
Probation prior to the course. “[This experi-
ence] helped me understand what Probation
is—1I previously thought it was more limited
but know its purpose is to rehabilitate and
hold offenders accountable,” noted one stu-
dent. Another student wrote, “My thoughts
on probation are different now that [I]
worked with them. I saw that Probation is
making an effort to help these kids out and
not just lock them up.” Whether from neu-
tral or negative perceptions, these responses
demonstrate changes in students’ under-
standings of Probation’s work. With regard
to development of civic competencies, in the
second comment the student’s emphasis
on “help[ing] these kids out” expresses an
emergent awareness of having a personal
ethic of care as part of one’s professional
practice. It also suggests the beginnings of a
recognition of the importance of a Probation
professional’s interactions and communica-
tions with a client. As such it is instructive
for faculty and Probation directors’ future
efforts to redesign the course.

For some students, their understanding of
and affinity for a career in Probation was
reinforced and/or grew during this experi-
ence. One student wrote, “The Probation
Service Learning experience has helped
me see the reason why I decided to choose
this field. It reawakened my passion and
desire to make a difference in at least one
person's life.” Another student wrote,
“Probation Service Learning helped me
realize probation work is interesting and
challenging. . . . Having personal experi-
ence communicating and interacting with
juveniles made me determined to apply
to probation work.” Those who still were
unsure about applying to Probation ex-
pressed having a clearer vision of their
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career trajectory after the course. “Before
the Probation Service Learning Program,” a
student wrote, “I had no idea how I would
start my career upon completion of my
bachelor’s degree. It has been one of the
best decisions in my life.” Another student
noted, “I gained valuable insight by shad-
owing multiple probation employees and
have a better understanding of the different
job functions each have.”

Throughout these examples students return
to the importance of communication with
clients. This underscores their recogni-
tion of the value and significance that the
interpersonal dimensions of criminal jus-
tice professional practice can have for the
Probation clients as they try to improve
their lives. Such recognition of the impor-
tance of communication reflects personal
growth with regard to their professional
pathway and offers valuable evidence for
faculty and directors to develop more ex-
plicit emphasis on these nascent elements
of civic professionalism. We will return to
the issues of care and communication as a
part of the development of students’ sense
of civic professionalism in the “Lessons
Learned” section below.

Academic and civic outcomes. The Probation
Service Learning Program also focused
on the intersection of academic and civic
outcomes, which required students to re-
flect on the relationship between academic
knowledge and criminal justice practice,
and, in turn, the impact of this intersection
on public good for communities.

With regard to academic and civic outcomes,
we have mixed findings about students’
connections between academic course-
work, professional practice, and the public
good after completing the Probation Service
Learning course. Overall, student reflections
focused more explicitly on the relationship
between academic knowledge and profes-
sional practice and less on how academic
knowledge and professional practice related
to the public good. We note this in our dis-
cussion of representative examples from
student reflections in this section, and we
address it in “Lessons Learned” below. As
with students’ civic and personal reflections,
there was significant evidence of emergent
civic sensibility in their reflections related
to academic and civic outcomes.

Some students articulated sophisticated
understandings of the connection between
the classroom and workforce but were less

explicit about how and why that connec-
tion was important for ensuring that diverse
members of the public are served equitably.
For example, one student wrote,

Academic knowledge is truly the
foundation for professional prac-
tice. ... At one point I did not fully
understand why courses on theories
and criminal justice were necessary,
however, once you have an oppor-
tunity to interact with clients from
all different walks of life and back-
grounds, it becomes evident.

The student seems to be moving toward the
realization that academic theory prepares
one for participation in the workforce in
a role where one will encounter diversity
and possibly where diversity competencies
(e.g., the ability to listen to and acknowl-
edge diverse points of view) and knowledge
of inequalities and inequities are important
for better serving all members of the public.

A similar recognition is illustrated in a
student’s reference to evidence-based
practices in the classroom. This student
noted, “Practices that are based on em-
pirical research are more likely to produce
successful outcomes. . . . During my time at
my assigned facility, I would . . . have con-
versations with staff about evidence based
practices and its importance.” Clearly the
student demonstrates a competent if not
advanced explanation of why empirical
research is important when applied in the
workplace for quality improvement.

Another student found that academic study
helped shape their experiences in the field,
commenting,

My academic knowledge gives me
a better perspective on the field
and helped me understand a lot
of what was going on around me.
[. . .] During my internship I re-
member referring back to the things
I learned in my research class and
my stats class, as well as my child
development classes.

These students were able to make direct
connections between research and practice
in criminal justice, as the course design
intended.

What is unclear in these examples is
whether or how fully students can explain
the ways that improvement of professional
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practice through theory and empirical re-
search is successful in terms of the work
of the Probation Department in the com-
munities it serves. We believe it would likely
be a short step for faculty and Probation
directors to guide students to reflect about
how quality improvement of services can
result in tangible improvements for clients
that also ripple out to their families, social
networks, and communities.

Not all students, however, saw the linkage
between the classroom and the practical
application of theory and research. In some
cases, students did not think the link was
as strong as it should be, commenting that
the degree program needed to focus more
on probation issues in the classroom and
generally provide more service-learning
opportunities. One student described,

I think the classroom environment
and the actual criminal justice field
have little in common, because in
the classroom you learn the way
things are supposed to be, but in
the field, you get to experience it.
Sometimes what you learn in the
classroom rarely applies, and some-
times the opposite is also true. I
had some clue about probation, but
nothing like I experienced during
my internship.

Another wrote,

[Olnce a student graduates and
pursues a career, a lot of what they
learned in class becomes irrelevant,
a lot of what we learn is forgotten a
week after finals. I believe profes-
sionalism is taught by experiences
outside of the classroom, and we
should have more opportunities
to practice professionalism in the
classroom.

One student commented that the class
would have been better if led by a practi-
tioner rather than an academic. He stated,
“What I learned in the classroom in no way
prepared me for this experience. I think
the relationship should be more hands on.
I think a professor [sic] with a probation
background would have been beneficial.”
Whether framed as a critique of the specific
course or the current educational paradigm
broadly, for many students the intersection
between academic knowledge and criminal
justice practice was not readily apparent.

These last few reflections demonstrate how
some students conceive of academic knowl-
edge; however, the ways in which these
academic knowledge concepts were used
and understood in the Probation Service
Learning placements appears limited.
Although these reflections provide some
evidence that students made the connec-
tion between academic and civic outcomes
through these experiences, these connec-
tions were less evident than connections the
students made between civic and personal
outcomes or personal and academic out-
comes.

Personal and academic outcomes. A third
critical intersection of student learning out-
comes for the Probation Service Learning
course involved the impact of experiences
on personal and academic outcomes. From
this perspective, students were asked to
reflect on how the course, as part of the
degree program in criminal justice, im-
pacted their personal goals and career ob-
jectives. The majority of the students saw
themselves moving into careers that focused
on rehabilitating offenders and contributing
to public safety. A subsection of students
noted that the experience helped them
formulate a way to give back to the commu-
nities they grew up in. “With the experience
I have,” one student wrote, “I will be able to
obtain a job with probation and continue to
give back to my community.” Another said
she now knows she wants to “be a mentor
and role model for those who I can relate to
and help guide them positively by sharing
my experiences with them.” Connecting her
upbringing to the course, one student noted,

I currently work as a mentor for
high-risk youth in the areas of
Compton, Watts, and Inglewood.
Many of my students have come up
and told me I was a great influence
in their lives. Therefore, I feel I
would make some change in several
youths’ lives if I was to become a
probation officer.

Students’ personal connections to the
communities they served helped bridge the
academic and civic objectives of the course.

As the course instructors, the authors can
attest to the personal transformations
Probation Service Learning students expe-
rienced from the beginning of the term to
the end. The majority of students seemed
to emerge from the course with a palpable
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new confidence in their experience, writ-
ing skills, and professional networks. Of
the weekly reflections, one student wrote,
“Moodle assignments help us better un-
derstand our journey.” Much of the credit
for these transformations is owed to the
relationships between students and their
assigned directors. When asked what they
would take away from the course, a stu-
dent wrote, “I will keep the advice I received
from my director, DPOs, and supervisors
[and the] great experiences I had with the
department. I will also keep the confidence
that I could do a research project from
scratch.” Another student wrote,

I was able to talk to [my director]
about other things besides the proj-
ect and those conversations helped
me grow personally and profes-
sionally. . . . Building that bond
and having a professional we can
contact even after the project is over
is an invaluable experience.

Of his assigned director, another student
commented,

I loved that I was able to absorb
every direction and advice that he
provided for me. He truly is an in-
spiration and has encouraged me
to push past my goals. Not only
did I gain a professional insight to
Probation, but he also taught me
how to handle failure and how to
bounce back from it.

The course provided students with oppor-
tunities to assess the connections between
their curriculum, professional practice,
community improvement, and their own
personal growth.

Students made strong civic connections in
terms of how their academic study related
to a personal civic commitment to work in
a field that allowed them to work in com-
munities like the ones they came from. This
strongly correlates with data on Cal State LA
students from the Collaborative Institutional
Research Project Survey (Higher Education
Research Institute, 2016). In surveys ad-
ministered to first-time, full-time fresh-
men, the students at Cal State LA rated
the personal importance to them of “par-
ticipating in a community action program,”
“helping others who are in difficulty,” and
“helping to promote racial understanding”
higher than their counterparts at other,

comparable institutions (Higher Education
Research Institute, 2016). Cal State LA stu-
dent results for civic engagement in the
CIRP Survey are remarkably consistent with
the evidence of civic outcomes in Probation
Service Learning students’ reflections, indi-
cating that criminal justice students in the
Probation Service Learning Program, which
takes place near the end of their baccalaure-
ate careers, had the same personal connec-
tions to civic issues that students bring with
them to the university. This consistent cor-
relation between Probation Service Learning
students and the larger student population
at the university underscores the merit of
pursuing civic professionalism within their
degree programs. It also provides strong
evidence for the content focus in future re-
vision to the course and instruction.

Director Reflections

The directors were extremely positive about
their experience in the Probation Service
Learning Program, and many expressed an
interest in participating in future sessions.
Directors spoke highly of their students and
of having enjoyed working with them. They
often described their students in one or
more of the following ways: intelligent, able
to grasp things quickly, receptive to new
experiences, motivated, and inquisitive.
Directors received the additional benefit of
fulfilling internal requirements for continu-
ing education and community service.

Directors appreciated the freedom and
flexibility offered in the Probation Service
Learning Program to align student experi-
ences with Probation operations and offer
students a glimpse of Probation from a
deputy probation officer’s point of view.
The meetings were particularly appreciated;
as one director commented, “The meetings
provided a way to ‘surgically’ share experi-
ences and mentor students toward a specific
goal, making the experience more relevant
to the student.”

Based on comments from the directors, the
Probation Service Learning appeared to be
mutually beneficial to both students and
directors/Probation. Directors indicated
that the students provided valuable feed-
back about the practice they were observing.
One director wrote, “I feel this program has
had an impact on my professional practice. I
am more observant of my office and of other
operations.” Another said that she gained a
new perspective on her operation from her
student’s insights shared during weekly
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meetings. Some remarked that students re-
vitalized their office, offering opportunities
for deputy probation officers and other staff
to explain their work and act as mentors to
students. A director commented, “The fact
that I had tobe. .. thorough . .. to provide
my student with good information and build
a strong foundation for her, made me more
aware of my role.” Tongue-in-cheek, one
director wrote, “I realized it is hard work to
mentor a new excited student.” Although
civic professionalism was not discussed
explicitly with directors, these comments
suggest the possibility of consulting them
about emphasizing it more when working
with students.

Finally, directors were optimistic about
the impact on Probation of identifying and
recruiting well-matched candidates. One
director said he enjoyed hearing how stu-
dents viewed Probation before and after the
class. Another wrote, “It gives me hope that
there will be some good employees coming
to us in the future.”

Lessons Learned

As indicated above, both Probation directors
and students spoke highly of their expe-
riences and articulated ways in which the
experience was positive from their respec-
tive positions. Student reflections on their
experiences provided evidence that the
course impacted students’ ability to think
about the public good from the perspec-
tive of professional practice in Probation.
Perhaps most important, the experiences
offered students an opportunity to better
understand the role Probation plays in
community safety, how Probation operates
within the criminal justice system, and
the variety of potential career paths both
within and outside Probation. Similarly,
the directors enjoyed the experience, gain-
ing a greater appreciation of their role as
civic professionals and mentors to students
interested in following their chosen career
pathway.

Overall, findings showed that the Probation
Service Learning Program at Cal State LA
was successful. As with all experiments
in higher education, however, particularly
those that involve practitioners in the field,
issues arise that require faculty to “return
to the drawing board” for continuous course
improvement. Below, we discuss ways
in which the Probation Service Learning
Program can better attain its goals, particu-

larly the goal of civic professionalism. The
proposed revisions fall into three categories:
(1) defining the purpose of the course, (2)
revision of course curriculum, and (3) man-
aging student projects.

Defining the Purpose of the Course

In hindsight and based on evidence from
students’ reflections about their experi-
ences in the program, revising the course
to more explicitly relate to a definition of
civic professionalism may be beneficial.
Peters (2004), for example, defines the
“civic dimensions of educational practice
[emphasis added]” as enabling scholars
to “link the work of scholarship—teach-
ing and research—to the public work of
democracy—the articulation, deliberation,
and negotiation of public interests, ideals,
problems, and issues, and the development
and exercise of knowledge and power in ad-
dressing them” (p. 48). Clearly articulating
and explaining the identities of criminal
justice professors and Probation directors
as “civic professionals” may help students
to more fully and explicitly realize the con-
nection and develop civic competencies. In
other words, focusing attention on how
these professions, by definition, contribute
to the betterment of communities and the
public good will model and illustrate the
pursuit of a civic professional career for
students choosing a criminal justice profes-
sion. As Peters (2004) explains:

What makes professionalism more
or less “civic” is not just the degree
to which professionals’ intentions
can be shown to be “public-regard-
ing” but the degree to which their
practice can be shown to be so as
well. To practice one’s profession in
a public-regarding way in a full and
direct sense, professionals must
view themselves as active partici-
pants in civic life. (p. 48)

Revision of Course Curriculum

When moving from curriculum design to
teaching the Probation Service Learning
class, the assumption was that students
would develop greater civic-mindedness
by executing a research project related to
the improvement of services within the
Probation Department, which ultimately
serves the public good. Although that was
discussed explicitly, it seems that it was
not fully learned experientially. Students’
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reflections demonstrate that that assump-
tion about improvement of services only
made it as far as improvement of services
within the Probation Department. It seems
that the connection was too abstract—
though some projects like lobby surveys or
work on community information fairs were
more client-centered or community-based.
Emphasizing the connection to improve-
ment of the public good in, with, or for
communities can be reinforced in other
ways. Connection to communities and so-
ciety in terms of impact on public health or
other measures related to families or cohe-
sion within a community could be made an
explicit part of class readings and discus-
sions with Probation directors.

Perhaps a shift in emphasis from faculty
and directors’ end goal of “civic-minded-
ness” to a more explicit ongoing goal of
“civic professionalism in practice” would
help to accomplish this. Students’ connec-
tions to civic outcomes were more explicitly
connected to personal outcomes—such as
their consistent emphasis on the impor-
tance of communication with probation
clients—than when they were asked to re-
flect to connect them to academic outcomes.
Student reflections consistently emphasized
communication with Probation Department
clients, which holds great potential for revi-
sion of the course. Bringle and Steinberg
(2010) define communication and listening
skills as fundamental to civic professional-
ism:

The civic-minded professional
embarks on a career with a public-
service orientation in mind, rather
than a solely technical or economic/
profit orientation to practice. . . .
the civic-minded professional has
a variety of skills in addition to
professional knowledge and skills;
among these skills is the ability to
communicate well with others, and
especially the ability to listen to
divergent points of view. (p. 433)

Careers in the area of health and human
services depend upon listening and com-
munication skills, similar to the increased
importance of patient-centered care in
medicine (Epstein, Fiscella, Lesser, &
Stange, 2010) and student-centered learn-
ing in higher education. Because Probation
Service Learning students’ reflections
are also central to civic professionalism,
it would be relatively straightforward to

revise course outcomes to more explic-
itly focus on civic professionalism. Guiding
students by explaining how the very same
client-centered skills are necessary for
developing greater capacity for civically pro-
fessional practice would both allow for greater
connection between civic and personal
outcomes and build a stronger foundation
for students to make connections between
academic and civic outcomes.

Another area for revision targets students’
ability to explain relationships between
academic theory and its application for
evidence-based improvement of criminal
justice practice within a professional setting
like the Probation Department. The con-
nection between these two was not clearly
evident in their reflections. Students’ re-
flections showed emergent recognition of
the importance of diversity competencies
and diversity knowledge about structured
inequalities, but it was clear that students
need more explicit opportunities to connect
the use of data and information to assess
the impact of various practices and ap-
proaches on Probation clients and the wider
community—do they, for example, improve
outcomes for clients and increase public
safety within the community?

Civic professionalism conceived of as part
of a criminal justice professional’s role
underscores the relationship between their
actions and the advancement of institution-
al mission and outcomes for clients and the
community. In turn, this civic professional-
ism framework could be used to determine
whether students develop greater ability to
explain criminal justice professional prac-
tice in general and a more specific ability
to explain the civic dimensions of criminal
justice professional practice. Olson and
Dzur (2004, pp. 151-152) identify value in
this approach for several reasons. First, it
contributes to a greater sense of personal
integrity on the part of professionals be-
cause the reward and meaning of work is
more explicitly connected to furthering
the public good. This would resonate with
the civic commitments that Cal State LA
students bring to the university (Higher
Education Research Institute, 2016) and
with the reflections of Probation Service
Learning students. A second reason centers
on the importance of trust as central to
human services work with clients. Sullivan
(1995), an influential and frequently cited
scholar in the literature on civic profes-
sionalism, emphasizes that the legitimacy

126



127

of many professions is based on reciprocal
trust between professionals and the public
(as cited in Olson & Dzur, 2004, p. 151).
Reflection on civic professionalism would
encourage students—as future criminal
justice practitioners—to consider how the
status in criminal justice professions is
granted to them by “civil society’s struc-
ture of legal procedures and reasonings”
and that their “authority and autonomy .
. . to solve key social problems are based
on reciprocal trust” (Olson and Dzur, 2004,
p. 151). Finally, Olson and Dzur assert that
civic professionalism is valuable because it
contributes to democracy itself when pro-
fessionals find ways to foster engagement
with the lay public (Olson & Dzur, 2004, p.
152).

Managing Student Projects

After 4 years of offering the Probation
Service Learning course, one concern we
have is around students’ clarity (or per-
haps lack thereof) regarding the difference
between large-scale empirical assessments
of criminal justice policy and the small-
scale, less rigorous projects they undertake
during their placement in Probation. For
example, in May 2016, the County Board
of Supervisors abolished the use of solitary
confinement in juvenile detention facili-
ties in Los Angeles County, citing empirical
research highlighting the traumatizing im-
pacts of solitary confinement. This change
prompted several of the directors to assign
student projects assessing the increase of
assaults and physical violence inside de-
tention facilities, presumably to make the
case that the abolition of solitary confine-
ment has hindered their ability to “control”
detained minors, and in several terms, the
students’ final presentations digressed
into an open debate between directors and
sometimes present faculty as well on the
topic.

In light of this recurring conflict, one con-
sideration for the future would be to spend
some time in the classroom or through
reflections clarifying for students the dif-
ferences between large-scale empirical
research—for example, the research that
prompted the Board of Supervisors’ deci-
sion to end solitary confinement—and the
relatively small-scale evaluations students
undertake in the course of a single semes-
ter or quarter. One idea is to have students
find a peer-reviewed program evaluation
similar to the project they took on and
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compare the population size, methods, and
IRB requirements around the evaluation;
their findings could be included as a part
of their final presentation as acknowledged
limitations of their work. Another way to
connect students’ experiences in the field
generally to the published academic work
on the justice systems, implemented in a
more recent term the course was admin-
istered, is to have students read personal
testimonies of incarceration and probation
supervision and connect them to either their
experiences while in placement or empirical
research on the same topics. In this exer-
cise, students would connect qualitative
work on the experiences of detained youth
and adults to quantitative assessments of
effective programs and policies in the same
context, urging students to recognize how
different types of research can serve and
complement each other. A final suggestion
may be to have students perform a mock
IRB application, to better understand the
rather grueling process by which academic
researchers become qualified to speak for
the communities they work with.

Conclusion

The experiences and lessons learned from
the Probation Service Learning Program
reinforce the importance of fostering part-
nerships between academic departments
and professional practice to connect stu-
dents and their academic knowledge more
directly to the agencies that shape the health
and safety of our communities. Above all,
this article demonstrates the importance
of administering an assessment of service-
learning courses each time they are offered.

In our assessment we determined the
kinds of civic outcomes that students could
demonstrate—personal commitment to
make a difference, emergent awareness of
diversity—and those that students could
not: how improvement of professional prac-
tice within an institution can contribute to
the public good in society at large. We think
that greater focus on civic professionalism
is a promising framework from which to
support and grow students’ interest in
serving the public through criminal justice
or any human services profession.

Students of criminal justice at Cal State LA
are often drawn to the field with the goal of
improving community well-being in all the
ways it can be conceived. However, seldom
do students have the opportunity to glimpse
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what institutional and community change
looks like from the perspective of those with
the power to implement programs and poli-
cies that enable that change. A significant
asset of the Probation Service Learning
Program for Cal State LA students has been

unique opportunity for students to imagine
their own future opportunities to improve
the well-being of clients through effective
communication, collaboration with key
partners, and the implementation of best
practices and evidence-based practices in

to expose them to the daily operation of a
major criminal justice agency through the
perspective of the director. This provided a

criminal justice.

»
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