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 From the Editor . . . The Journal at 25

Shannon O. Brooks

O
n April 1, 1996, the first issue 
of the newly created Journal of 
Public Service & Outreach (JPSO) 
was published by the University 
of Georgia with great fanfare and 

an expressed desire to become the forum 
for emerging interdisciplinary scholarship 
and practice around public service. Reading 
through its pages today, you can sense the 
excitement about this new venture, buoyed 
by the posthumous publication of an ar-
ticle by Earnest Boyer (1996) introducing 
the  “scholarship of engagement” in JPSO’s 
inaugural  issue. With Boyer's challenge to 
higher education to recommit its consider-
able resources, influence, and knowledge to 
the public good, the journal was launched! 

Fast forward a quarter of a century, and 
JPSO’s name is now the Journal of Higher 
Education Outreach and Engagement (JHEOE). 
This change was designed to reflect and 
embrace a shift in scholarship and practice 
toward a broader conception of university-
community engagement, wherein public 
service and outreach are part of a larger 
continuum of engaged scholarship. The in-
troduction to JPSO’s first issue was penned 
by S. Eugene Younts, the journal's found-
ing publisher who was at that time serving 
as UGA’s vice president for public service 
and outreach. Younts writes with excite-
ment about taking up Boyer’s challenge 
to reaffirm higher education’s approach to 
its public commitments. Over the last 25 
years, this gauntlet has been thrown down 
and taken up again and again in innumer-
able, innovative ways in the journal's pages 
as scholars and practitioners advance the 
engagement movement. 

Yet, kicking off the first issue of the fledg-
ling journal, Younts (1996) describes the 
forum he and other members of the inter-
national editorial board hoped to create, 
saying—

Future issues of JPSO will cover the 
diverse nature of outreach, with an 
emphasis on awareness, apprecia-

tion, and innovative responses to 
the radical changes facing higher 
education today. Topics slated for 
upcoming issues include:

• involving students in outreach

• using technology to broaden 
outreach

• examining the many unan-
swered, pedagogical questions 
related to distance learning,

• escaping from the paternalistic 
approach of “top-down” out-
reach to create partnerships—
from the beginning—with 
those being served,

• accepting the challenge of serv-
ing increasingly diverse publics,

• analyzing critically the impor-
tance of interdisciplinary con-
nections,

• solving the nagging problem of 
faculty incentives and rewards, 
and

• making technology transfer 
work successfully. (p. 7)

Revisiting the beginning, I somehow ex-
pected there would be stark differences in 
the journal's editorial focus and approach, 
and an opportunity to smugly look at how 
far we have come. However, the first issue 
of JPSO is still a great read and feels, well, 
current. Yes, there have been shifts in the 
language and methods we use, and emerg-
ing scholars today find diverse outlets for 
their scholarly work; JHEOE is now one 
of many outstanding journals with broad 
support and readership focused on differ-
ent dimensions of community engagement, 
service-learning, outreach, and partnership. 
Yet, 25 years on, don’t we recognize these 
points of inquiry? What Younts describes are 
topics that remain at the core of our work in 
higher education outreach and engagement 
and are jarring in their familiarity.
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As we mark the 25th anniversary of the 
Journal of Higher Education Outreach and 
Engagement, it is perhaps fitting that as 
scholars focused on ways in which univer-
sities and communities must work together 
to address the “big hairy questions,” we 
should acknowledge that these questions 
have endured because this work is difficult 
and the inquiry will continue well beyond 
our own time. Considering the growth in 
our field, yet the lingering discussions 
around familiar questions, it seems time 
moves slowly and very fast all at once. If 

JHEOE represents the span of a human life, 
at 25 it would finally be entering the world 
of young adulthood, accountability, and 
carving out its own path. In other words, 
JHEOE would finally be a “grown-up.” 

Many thanks to those who birthed this 
journal, raised it carefully, and will befriend 
it as it ages with purpose over the next 25 
years. 

References
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 Unraveling University–Community  
Engagement: A Literature Review

Anouk Koekkoek, Maarten Van Ham, and Reinout Kleinhans

Abstract

University–community engagement has been implemented by an 
increasing number of universities across the world, in a period 
characterized by growing international competition. The growth of 
interest in university–community engagement has led to multiple 
definitions of this term and a high level of complexity in defining what it 
entails. Using a literature review, this article offers a critical assessment 
of the academic literature on university–community engagement. 
The article aims to provide insight into trends, commonalities, and 
variations in the literature, to enable the identification of an agenda 
for future research. We identify four main gaps in the literature, which 
we suggest addressing through a more critical conceptual discussion 
supported by empirical research, broadening the theoretical lens, and 
using particular research approaches, such as theories of change. 
Altogether, this will enable a more comprehensive understanding of the 
concept of university–community engagement.

Keywords: community engagement, higher education, engaged university, 
civic engagement, outreach, literature review

I
n recent years, university–community 
engagement has been implemented 
by an increasing number of universi-
ties across the world. Activities such 
as service-based learning and par-

ticipatory research are receiving more and 
more attention from various stakeholders 
such as policymakers, academics, and au-
thorities (Grau et al., 2017). Interestingly, 
these changes are taking place during a 
time when universities are expected to have 
a global impact through their research.

Since the second half of the 20th century, 
academia has been characterized by in-
ternational competition, global rankings, 
exchange programs for students, and sub-
stantial staff mobility. This seems to result 
in the promotion of “a model of university 
disconnected from the nation state and con-
stituent cities and regions as it concentrates 
on diversifying and privatising its funding 
base, recruiting talent internationally and 
engaging globally” (Goddard et al., 2016, p. 
3). In addition, higher education institutions 

are increasingly influenced by neoliberal-
ism (Goddard et al., 2016; Olssen & Peters, 
2005). More and more, “universities oper-
ate as entrepreneurial, purely competitive 
business-oriented corporations” (Lynch, 
2006, p. 7). These trends are accompanied 
by a loss of public confidence in researchers 
and science. Political parties often question 
the contribution that universities can make 
to society. Especially among less educated 
citizens, public confidence in science and 
universities appears to be low (Van der Waal 
et al., 2017).

In the context of the countervailing trends 
of internationalization and marketization 
in higher education (Goddard et al., 2016), 
universities across the world have adopted 
university–community engagement. Thus, 
universities are asked to conduct innovative 
and ground-breaking (global) work, while 
simultaneously remaining place-bound 
with strong ties to their local communities 
(Harris & Holley, 2016). University–com-
munity engagement has developed and 
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evolved both in academia and among prac-
titioners during the last decades, resulting 
in a variety of definitions and a high level 
of complexity regarding both the meaning 
of the term and what it entails.

There seems to be a need to comprehend 
the complex relation between universities 
and wider society and the role of univer-
sity–community engagement within this 
relation (Albertyn & Daniels, 2009). Some 
authors have aimed to improve the concep-
tual understanding of university–commu-
nity engagement. For example, Sandmann 
(2008) wrote about the evolution of the 
term “scholarship of engagement.” More 
recently, Jones and Lee (2017) performed 
a review of academic publication trends in 
the Journal of Higher Education Outreach and 
Engagement. However, to our knowledge a 
comprehensive overview of the literature 
on university–community engagement re-
mains lacking. Thus, we focus on this re-
search question: “What are the main ques-
tions and issues on university–community 
engagement that have been addressed to 
date, and what gaps can be identified in the 
academic literature?” This article aims to 
provide a better insight into the emergence, 
motives, and dynamics of community en-
gagement in the context of higher educa-
tion, and to provide an agenda for future 
research. It offers a deeper theoretical and 
conceptual reflection on university–com-
munity engagement by presenting a critical 
overview of the current academic literature 
in this field.

The literature review mainly focuses on 
publications written in English from the 
past 2 decades, as its aim is to assess the 
current state of the academic literature. 
The literature review was carried out in 
two phases. The first phase focused on a 
search through major online databases in-
cluding Google Scholar, Web of Science, and 
Scopus. The terms university, community, 
and engagement and their synonyms were 
used as keywords in the search for litera-
ture. In the second phase, more literature 
was found by using snowball methods, such 
as forward and backward reference track-
ing, to identify additional prior and subse-
quent relevant articles, book chapters, and 
books. Given the multidisciplinary nature 
of university–community engagement, no 
disciplines were excluded. In both phases, 
relevance of the literature was determined 
by examining the abstracts, to ensure that 
the works concerned some aspect of univer-

sity–community engagement.

The review begins with a discussion of 
the concept of university–community en-
gagement, diving deeper into the differ-
ent definitions and theoretical models. We 
then examine literature on the motivations 
of universities to engage with local com-
munities. Next, tensions and challenges for 
university–community engagement will be 
addressed. The article will then discuss the 
target groups of university–community 
engagement and what is known about its 
impact on these target groups and on the 
academic community. Finally, we conclude 
with a section on research recommenda-
tions.

What Is University–Community 
Engagement?

There are many ways to conceptualize 
and measure university–community en-
gagement. This results in broad, general 
definitions and overlapping terms such 
as “civic engagement,” “public engage-
ment,” “community outreach,” “commu-
nity–university partnerships,” “scholarship 
of engagement,” and “community–uni-
versity collaborations” (see, e.g., Hart & 
Northmore, 2011; Sandmann, 2008). In ad-
dition, terminology differs between various 
disciplines (Doberneck et al., 2010; McIlrath 
& Lyons, 2012). For example, in fields of 
arts, humanities, and design, such terms as 
“public scholarship” and “public engage-
ment” are common. In health and medi-
cal fields, “translational science” is often 
used, and participatory action research is 
an often-adopted approach (e.g., O’Fallon 
& Dearry, 2002). The terms “community 
partnerships” and “scholarship of engage-
ment” frequently appear in social sciences 
(Barker, 2004). When analyzing the litera-
ture, several main themes can be recognized 
in the definitions of university–community 
engagement.

Definitions and Perspectives

The first theme stressed by several authors 
is the spatial element of university–com-
munity engagement (e.g., Brabant & Braid, 
2009). For example, according to Goddard 
(2009),

The engaged civic university . . . is 
one which provides opportunities 
for the society of which it forms 
part. It engages as a whole with its 
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surroundings, not piecemeal. . . . 
While it operates on a global scale, 
it realises that its location helps to 
form its identity and provide op-
portunities for it to grow and help 
others, including individual learn-
ers, business and public institu-
tions, to do so too. (p. 5)

Several other authors emphasize the mutual 
and reciprocal dimensions in their defini-
tions (e.g., Bednarz et al., 2008; Bridger & 
Alter, 2007; Bringle et al., 2012; Fitzgerald 
et al., 2012; Holland & Ramaley, 2008). The 
Carnegie Foundation’s conceptualization of 
university–community engagement is one 
of the most well-known definitions in the 
United States: “Community engagement 
describes the collaboration between insti-
tutions of higher education 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” (Driscoll, 
2009, p. 6) 

Another perspective that can be distin-
guished is a developmental perspective on 
university–community engagement. Some 
authors focus on the transfer of knowl-
edge to communities outside academia 
(e.g., Bond & Paterson, 2005; Weerts & 
Sandmann, 2008), whereas others define 
community engagement from an entrepre-
neurial perspective in which universities 
have a role in technological innovation and 
economic development (e.g., Etzkowitz et 
al., 2000; Smith & Bagchi-Sen, 2012). For 
example, an engaged university “can lead to 
enhanced human and social capital develop-
ment, improved professional infrastructure 
and capacity-building and, more broadly, to 
benefits for the socio-economic, environ-
mental and cultural dimensions of the wider 
community” (Munck, 2010, p. 32). Swaner 
(2007) identified two definitional strands 
that both concentrate on the developmental 
aspects of university–community engage-
ment for students: The involvement per-
spective focuses on educational experiences 
and learning outcomes of students, and the 
civic engagement perspective “suggests that 
civic engagement entails the development 
of both citizenship capacities necessary for 
participatory democracy and social respon-
sibility necessary for community member-
ship” (p. 19).

Finally, several authors adopt a more in-
strumental approach to university–com-

munity engagement. Their definitions 
include concepts such as relevance, ac-
countability, and societal expectations (e.g., 
Bender, 2008; Benneworth et al., 2008). 
For example, according to Jongbloed et al. 
(2008), “Engagement here involves a set 
of activities through which the university 
can demonstrate its relevance to the wider 
society and be held accountable” (p. 313). A 
definition that offers a more holistic view 
on the concept of university–community 
engagement, by combining spatial, recipro-
cal, and developmental approaches into one, 
comes from Mulligan and Nadarajah (2008):

Community engagement can be 
broadly described as the process of 
working collaboratively with groups 
of people affiliated by geographic 
proximity, special interest and/or 
similar situations to address issues 
affecting the well-being of those 
groups of people. Discussion of the 
notion of community engagement 
suggests that its aim must be the 
empowerment of individuals and 
community-based organizations 
which can, in turn, implement 
relevant practices and influence 
broader policies. (p. 87)

University–Community  
Engagement Activities

Due to the broad range of definitions, many 
activities can be used as a form of univer-
sity–community engagement: for example, 
lifelong learning, volunteerism among staff 
and students, service-based learning, par-
ticipatory research, knowledge exchange, 
cultural and educational events, and access 
to universities’ buildings for others to use 
(e.g., art groups who rent a space for their 
classes; see Goddard et al., 2016; Humphrey, 
2013). Note that many of these activities al-
ready existed before the concept of commu-
nity engagement gained attention (Bender, 
2008; Mtawa et al., 2016).

It can be argued that these activities can be 
ordered in terms of degree of engagement 
of universities, based on the embeddedness 
and complexity of the activity. However, the 
literature is inconclusive on the categoriza-
tion of engagement activities. For example, 
Hall (2009) argued that lifelong learning “is 
the basis of all forms of community engage-
ment and still represents arguably the most 
profound set of community partnerships” 
(p. 15). In contrast, Furco (2010) did not in-
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clude lifelong learning in his classification 
of engagement activities. Furco proposed a 
model of an engaged university that aims to 
embed university–community engagement 
into the core work of universities, wherein 
the closer you get to the core of the model, 
the more closely the activities are related to 
the “ideal type” of engagement. According 
to Furco (2010), the ideal type of an engaged 
university is characterized by authenticity 
and genuineness:

(1) the intellectual, disciplined-
based resources at an institution 
are harnessed, organised and used 
to address community issues and 
concerns; and (2) the community 
issues and concerns are incorpo-
rated as a legitimate part of the 
scholarly, academic work of de-
partments, faculty and students. 
(p. 388)

Similarly, Goddard et al. (2016) placed vol-
unteerism on the lower end of the spec-
trum and “holistic civic engagement” as 
the ultimate level of university–community 
engagement, meaning that “engagement is 
a holistic, self-reinforcing and sustainable 
circle of activity, embedded across the entire 
institution, and acting as the horizontal and 
reciprocal glue linking teaching to research” 
(p. 70). Other authors do not develop a hi-
erarchy of engagement activities at all (e.g., 
Conway et al., 2009).

Theoretical Models

Over the years, several theoretical models 
have been developed in an attempt to pro-
vide an overview of different interpretations 
of university–community engagement. 
Most authors seem to base their theoreti-
cal models on the integration of engage-
ment activities into the core of academic 
work. From an organizational standpoint, 
universities can be described as consisting 
of three main pillars: teaching, research, 
and the “third” pillar—the latter including 
engagement with external parties such as 
local authorities, enterprises, organizations, 
and citizens. These three pillars are often 
used as a visualization of the organizational 
embeddedness of university–community 
engagement. For example, Figure 1 repre-
sents the balance between these pillars in 
both an “un-civic” university and a “civic” 
university (Goddard et al., 2016).

A civic university would be characterized by 

a number of principles: a sense of purpose, 
active dialogue and collaborations with 
“the wider world,” a holistic approach to 
engagement, a sense of place, willingness 
to invest, transparent and accountable 
communication with its stakeholders, and 
the use of innovative methodologies such 
as social media (Goddard et al., 2016, pp. 
10–11).

A similar way of visualizing different per-
spectives on community engagement was 
developed by Bender (2008), who distin-
guished the silo model, the intersecting 
model, and the infusion model. The silo 
model is similar to the un-civic univer-
sity model of Goddard et al. (2016), in 
which universities have three roles that 
they pursue separately (See Figure 2). 
According to Bender (2008), this view on 
university–community engagement is the 
most traditional. The intersecting model 
assumes that all activities of universities 
imply engagement with the community: 
All teaching and research activities have 
either a direct or indirect effect and make 
a social, cultural, or economic impact. As 
all activities of universities are perceived 
as a form of engagement, there is no con-
scious perception of social responsibility 
in university–community engagement in 
this model (Bender, 2008). Similarly to the 
notion of the civic university of Goddard et 
al. (2016), the infusion model argues that 
university–community engagement should 
be integrated within all universities’ ac-
tivities—but in a more explicit way than in 
the intersecting approach. In the infusion 
model, university–community engagement 
is actively pursued by universities, with 
a strong emphasis on collaboration and 
mutual relationships with communities. 
This model assumes that universities should 
prepare students “to be responsible citizens 
as demonstrated through civic engagement 
and social responsibility”—instead of just 
prepare them for employment (Bender, 
2008, p. 91).

A less common typology of universities is 
based on four pillars. For example, Conway 
et al. (2009) distinguished four areas: re-
search, teaching, service, and knowledge 
sharing (see Table 1). Similarly, Doberneck 
et al. (2010) composed a typology of four 
broad categories: research and creative ac-
tivities, service, commercialized activities, 
and instruction—similar to the area of 
teaching in the other typologies. The main 
distinction from the three-pillar typologies 
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8Vol. 25, No. 1—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

is the division of “service” and “knowledge 
sharing” or “commercialized activities,” 
whereas the typology of three pillars merges 
these areas into one—only “service.”

Another way of conceptualizing university–
community engagement involves differen-
tiating between the economic and social 
contributions of universities. Four differ-
ent dimensions can be distinguished that 
reflect the different interpretations of uni-
versity–community engagement: the en-
trepreneurial university model, the regional 
innovation system (RIS) model, the Mode 2 
model, and the engaged university model 
(Trippl et al., 2015). As Figure 3 shows, the 
first two models have a more narrow ap-

proach: They target the economic dimen-
sion but do not include social, cultural, and 
societal activities of universities. The latter 
two models do involve these activities; they 
differ in which type of activities they focus 
on. The Mode 2 model is related to knowl-
edge production. Mode 2 is a new form of 
university research that focuses on societal 
challenges, transdisciplinary research, col-
laboration, and applicability, in contrast 
to Mode 1 (not shown in Figure 3), which 
refers to traditional, linear, and disciplinary 
forms of research. The engaged model not 
only focuses on research, but “also includes 
teaching and other university functions, di-
recting attention of university contributions 

Figure 2. Silo Model, Intersecting Model, and Infusion Model
Note. Adapted from  “Exploring conceptual models for community engagement at higher education 
institutions in South Africa,” by G. Bender, 2008, Perspectives in Education, 26(1), pp. 88–90.
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to regional development that are related to 
their social, political and civic roles” (Trippl 
et al., 2015, p. 1728).

In short, university–community engage-
ment is understood in many ways, which 
results in a wide variety of activities and 
theoretical models. Key elements in uni-
versity–community engagement seem to 
be spatial, reciprocal, developmental, or in-
strumental aspects, or a combination there-
of. In addition, there is a normative ideal 
type of university–community engagement; 
some university–community engagement 
practices are perceived as “better” than 
others. University–community engagement 
that is completely embedded within all 
functions of a university—with the explicit 
aim to take on social responsibility—seems 
to be considered the ultimate form of uni-
versity–community engagement.

There is great variation in terminology 
used by authors, not only across articles, 

but even within articles. This raises the 
question of whether such variation is just 
a matter of language or reflects larger dif-
ferences in the phenomenon being studied 
(Giles, 2008; O’Meara et al., 2011). For ex-
ample, the variation could reflect univer-
sities’ different motivations for engaging 
with communities. The motives may be 
based on the perception of the concept of 
university–community engagement, or vice 
versa; definitions can be selected that sup-
port aims in relation to university–commu-
nity engagement. For this reason, the next 
section will address universities’ various 
motivations for engaging with communi-
ties.

Motivation—Why Do Universities 
Engage With Local Communities?

The origin of university–community en-
gagement can be divided in two catego-
ries. First, a number of authors state that 

Table 1. A Typology of Different Kinds of University Engagement Activity
Area of university activity Main areas of engagement activity

Engaged research

R1 Collaborative research projects

R2 Research projects involving co-creation

R3 Research commissioned by hard-to-reach groups

R4 Research on these groups then fed back

Knowledge sharing

K1 Consultancy for hard-to-reach group as a client

K2 Public funded knowledge exchange projects

K3 Capacity building between hard-to-reach groups

K4 Knowledge sharing through student 'consultancy'

K5 Promoting public dialogue & media

Service

S1 Making university assets & services accessible

S2 Encouraging hard-to-reach groups to use assets

S3 Making an intellectual contribution as 'expert'

S4 Contributing to the civic life of the region

Teaching

T1 Teaching appropriate engagement practices

T2 Practical education for citizenship

T3 Public lectures and seminar series

T4 CPD for hard-to-reach groups

T5 Adult and lifelong learning

Note. Reprinted from Characterising Modes of University Engagement With Wider Society: A Literature 
Review and Survey of Best Practice, by C. Conway, L. Humphrey, P. Benneworth, D. Charles, & P. 
Younger, 2009, p. 6, Office of the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Engagement), Newcastle University. 
Copyright 2009 by Newcastle University. Reprinted with permission.
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university–community engagement has 
an ideological, intrinsic basis (Albertyn & 
Daniels, 2009). For example, Goddard et al. 
(2016) argued that university–community 
engagement in the United States is linked 
to the idea that a sense of citizenship is an 
essential element of education, whereas in 
Europe, university–community engagement 
is more related to economic development 
and funding. Others argue that beliefs 
have changed on how to contribute to so-
ciety besides research and teaching, which 
has led to the formulation of explicit and 
intentional goals and the integration of 
university–community engagement into 
the core work of universities. This type of 
university–community engagement is often 
based on moral values (Benneworth et al., 
2008). Furco (2010) linked this trend to 
the generation of Millennials, who want to 
make contributions to society through their 
education. This attitude has led to more 
community-based learning.

Farrar and Taylor (2009) distinguished three 
different historical perspectives on (moti-

vations underlying) university–community 
engagement. First, the progressive perspec-
tive holds that universities perform a demo-
cratic function by transmitting knowledge 
to the working class in order to ensure the 
social order. This model was most common 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
The second model, the knowledge transfer 
business perspective, became dominant 
from the 1940s onward. This perspective 
emphasizes the importance of education 
and training at high levels for economic 
competitiveness. During recent decades, a 
third perspective has gained interest. The 
radical social purpose model argues that 
universities take responsibility for tackling 
social inequality by getting involved with 
community engagement, based on socialist 
and other progressive ideological stances. 
According to this model, universities should 
emphasize the social purpose of education, 
rather than the economic and political pur-
poses (François, 2015), by educating stu-
dents in various values that enable them to 
make a responsible contribution to society. 

Figure 3. University Models: Activities and Policy Implications
Note. Reprinted from “The Role of Universities in Regional Development: Conceptual Models and Policy 
Institutions in the UK, Sweden and Austria,” by M. Trippl, T. Sinozic, & H. Lawton Smith, 2015, European 
Planning Studies, 23(9), p. 1728.

Role of universities in regional development

Narrow view (economic / technological dimension) Broad view (social, cultural, societal dimension)

Entrepreneurial
university

Regional Innovation
Systems (RIS university)

NPK
(Mode 2 university)

Engaged University

Activities by universities

Commercialization
Activities: Patents,

Licensing, spin-offs

+ collaborative &
contract research,
consulting, ad hoc

advice, networking with
practitioners

+ contributions to solve
big societal challenges;
interaction with wide

range of non-scientific
actors

+ contributions related
to social, political and

civic roles

Policy implications
Regulation IPRs

Support for TTOs,
science parks, incubators
Promotion of academic

spin-offs

Strengthening of the role
of universities as actors

in RIS
Integration of

universities in regional
cluster initiatives &

innovation strategies

Public funding of inter-
transdisciplinary

research
Funding of research that

considers societal
challenges

Broad mix of policies
(various levels)
Integration of
universities in
innovation &

governance networks
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Nevertheless, Farrar and Taylor (2009) em-
phasized “that universities are inherently 
elitist institutions and that such egalitar-
ian impulses have remained relatively 
marginal” (p. 250). University–community 
engagement is often understood as knowl-
edge transfer and collaboration with large 
corporations—a result of the growing influ-
ence of neoliberalism on higher education 
institutions (Goddard et al., 2016; Olssen & 
Peters, 2005).

A second group of authors ascribe the in-
creasing interest in university–community 
engagement to the influence of external 
pressures, which have rapidly changed in 
the last 3 decades (Albertyn & Daniels, 2009; 
Benneworth et al., 2008). In general, uni-
versities are nonprofit organizations that 
receive subsidies and tax exemptions from 
local and national governments (Hayter & 
Cahoy, 2018). However, public investments 
have been declining in recent years, which 
seems to result in universities relying “on 
market discourse and managerial approach-
es in order to demonstrate responsiveness 
to economic exigencies” (Gumport, 2000, 
p. 67). Universities are increasingly self-
financed participants in the international 
market for higher education (Czarniawska 
& Genell, 2002; Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 
2006).

Hence, financial and economic incentives 
can function as external pressures for uni-
versities to engage with local communi-
ties. According to Chatterton (2000), key 
reasons for greater university–community 
engagement include new sources of fund-
ing that promote the practice. For example, 
in the United States, a number of federal 
grant programs were established in the 
early 1990s to engage colleges and uni-
versities more in addressing local societal 
issues (Furco, 2010). In Europe, European 
Union–funded research projects encourage 
universities to collaborate with industry “to 
develop their entrepreneurial and innova-
tive potential” (Hazelkorn, 2016a, p. 50).

Some authors argue that university–com-
munity engagement can also be regarded as 
a marketing tool to attract future students 
(Benneworth, 2013). In the context of global 
competition in higher education, students 
can be considered consumers who are an 
important source of income for universi-
ties—in particular international students 
(Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2006). This 
can be linked to the argument of Furco 
(2010) about the Millennial student gen-

eration, whose attitude toward education 
and societal relevance may have pushed 
universities to accommodate community-
based learning experiences. By advertising 
the opportunity to have these experiences, 
universities aim to attract new students. 
Finally, various stakeholders such as policy-
makers and political parties ask universities 
to demonstrate the societal impact of their 
research and their contribution to the public 
good. Universities are expected to be “good 
citizens” or “good neighbors,” and uni-
versity–community engagement is—pre-
sumably—a way to meet these expectations 
(Benneworth et al., 2008). By engaging 
locally, it is argued that universities could 
ensure their relevance to society, strengthen 
public trust, and partially justify the public 
resources they receive (Benneworth et al., 
2008; Hart & Northmore, 2011). Academics 
should reinvent themselves, get out of the 
perceived “ivory tower,” and engage with 
local communities. Supposedly, this would 
lead to the enhancement of “the goals of 
universities while also increasing local 
actors’ capacity to address and resolve the 
issues they confront” (Dempsey, 2010, p. 
360). However, little empirical research 
has been performed on the role of societal 
perceptions and expectations of universities 
and their effects on university–community 
engagement.

Concluding, the historically constituted 
relationship between the university and its 
surrounding communities is influenced by 
several factors. Two perspectives toward 
university–community engagement are 
dominant in the literature: Either intrinsic 
motivations or external incentives appear 
to be the major drivers behind university–
community engagement. However, it is also 
possible that both models simultaneously 
coexist in universities and their environ-
ment. Regardless of what motivates uni-
versities, they face several challenges in the 
actual implementation of university–com-
munity engagement into their core activities 
(Calleson et al., 2005). We now turn to these 
challenges.

What Challenges Occur in University–
Community Engagement?

Increasing engagement between univer-
sities and external stakeholders can be 
a complex process; multiple actors with 
different agendas are involved, requiring 
appropriate governance and organizational 
models (Goddard et al., 2016). The main 
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challenges seem to be linked to the pri-
orities, timelines, and goals of universities, 
caused by the current academic culture and 
its underlying research processes and regu-
lations (Racin & Gordon, 2018).

First, academia is characterized by an em-
phasis on disciplines rather than interdis-
ciplinary work. This approach is supported 
by the prevalent instrumentalist view that 
some disciplines are more important than 
others (Goddard et al., 2016). In another 
aspect of this hierarchy of knowledge, ab-
stract theoretical work is appreciated more 
than applicable research derived from prac-
tice (Klein et al., 2011). This approach has 
often led to a silo model of the roles of the 
university, in which research, teaching, 
and service are pursued independently of 
each other, with a bias toward international 
issues (Bender, 2008; Goddard et al., 2016). 
For example, reports on university–com-
munity engagement projects tend to be 
not recognized as valid for publication in 
academic journals and therefore have not 
been widely disseminated (Gelmon et al., 
2013; Hardwick, 2013). In such cases, uni-
versity–community engagement is seen as 
an add-on.

Second, the focus on competition in higher 
education has resulted in an absence of in-
centives or rewards reflecting appreciation 
of engagement activities that do not directly 
contribute to rankings and impact (Gelmon 
et al., 2013). This is in particular true for 
regions where university–community en-
gagement is a newer phenomenon, such as 
Africa and Continental Europe (Hazelkorn, 
2016b). In contrast, in the United States 
and the United Kingdom, promotion and 
tenure guidelines were at some universi-
ties revised to encourage and support uni-
versity–community engagement since the 
1990s, based on the work of Boyer and the 
Carnegie Foundation (Boyer, 1996; Gelmon 
et al., 2013; Klein et al., 2011). Nevertheless, 
criteria for promotion or tenure often puts 
more weight on traditional scholarly activi-
ties, such as publication in academic jour-
nals or acquiring grant funding, than on 
community work (Klein et al., 2011).

Finally, there are concerns among academic 
staff about the time it takes to engage with 
local communities. The content and logis-
tics of activities have to be created, part-
nerships have to be formed, and students, 
staff members, and participants have to be 
recruited (Hardwick, 2013; Holland, 1999). 
Some staff members report a lack of confi-

dence in skills and techniques of outreach. 
Academic staff who are engaging with local 
communities may have to learn new skills, 
communication styles, and sensitivity to 
community concerns and problems (Klein 
et al., 2011). In addition, a lack of clear pro-
cedures for documentation and evaluation 
leads to less participation by staff who are 
not personally motivated.

Thus, the global focus of the current aca-
demic system challenges universities in 
fully taking on university–community en-
gagement as a central component of their 
activities. At the same time, university–
community engagement is often framed as 
the general answer to the question of how 
universities should fulfill their local societal 
duties. This contrast between the demands 
universities have to meet raises questions 
about the benefits of university–community 
engagement.

For Whom: Target Groups and Impact

The question of for whom university–com-
munity engagement is most beneficial is 
closely related to the motivations of uni-
versities to engage with local communities. 
Where university–community engagement 
activities are based on altruistic beliefs, 
universities could be expected to pay more 
attention to the impact on local communi-
ties than universities that practice engage-
ment because of external pressures, as the 
latter may primarily have their own inter-
ests in mind. Central to this discussion is 
the concept of community, which in this 
article relates to which groups universities 
have in mind in terms of university–com-
munity engagement: that is to say, those 
groups who are targeted by the universities.

Most of the literature is not conclusive on 
what is meant by “communities” in the 
context of university–community engage-
ment. Most authors describe communities 
in a broad manner, for example “non-aca-
demic” (Bond & Paterson, 2005) or:

“Communities” refer to those spe-
cific, local, collective interest groups 
that participate, or could potentially 
participate, in the community ser-
vice activities of a higher education 
institution. They are regarded as 
partners who have a full say in the 
identification of service needs and 
development challenges. (Bender, 
2008, p. 86)
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Again, the notion of place in the context 
of university–community engagement 
comes forward. A recurring theme among 
definitions of community is the focus on 
vulnerable, socially disadvantaged, and 
hard-to-reach groups, but many authors do 
not elaborate on which specific communi-
ties these are (e.g., Blouin & Perry, 2009; 
Cahill, 2007; Klein et al., 2011; Schmidt & 
Robby, 2002; Zlotkowski, 1999). For ex-
ample, Benneworth et al. (2008) stated that 
“engaged” universities provide services for 
excluded communities to improve their 
social capital. Benneworth (2013) described 
excluded communities as “a group whose 
problems are societally urgent and who 
traditionally rarely interact with universi-
ties” (p. 4). They are “marginalized groups 
whose views are seldom sought, and whose 
voices are rarely heard” (Bergold & Thomas, 
2012, p. 197).

The lack of clarity in defining university–
community engagement and the targeted 
communities hinders research on the effect 
of university–community engagement ac-
tivities. While interest in university–com-
munity engagement has increased drasti-
cally over the last decades, the number of 
evaluation and audit studies has remained 
low (Hart et al., 2009; Hart & Northmore, 
2011). The majority of studies on effects are 
at the project-specific level. However, these 
findings do not necessarily indicate effects 
at a higher institutional level. In addition, 
longitudinal data are required for measur-
ing higher level outcomes and broader com-
munity outcomes, whereas most studies are 
short term (Hart et al., 2009). In addition, 
as mentioned earlier, many activities can be 
clustered under the heading of university–
community engagement. Therefore, one has 
to investigate a broad field when seeking 
effect studies.

An example of university–community en-
gagement is service-based learning. In this 
form of education, students learn how to use 
their academic knowledge and skills to solve 
actual social or civic issues, in cooperation 
with community organizations (Ferrari & 
Worrall, 2000). Evidence of student out-
comes is inconclusive. Postulated positive 
outcomes of service-based learning include 
improved grades and job skills; enhanced 
communication, analysis, writing, and data 
collection skills; increased civic engage-
ment; greater appreciation for diversity; 
personal growth; sense of autonomy; and 
the development of a professional iden-

tity (Blouin & Perry, 2009; Hardwick, 2013; 
Klein et al., 2011). However, other authors 
have argued that some of these positive 
outcomes are assumed, rather than proven 
(Spalding, 2013). Community organizations 
benefit from the extra help they receive 
through students participating in service-
based learning, access to campus resources, 
increased relationship-building capacity, 
improved local visibility, and participation 
in neighborhood planning (Blouin & Perry, 
2009; Klein et al., 2011).

Volunteerism of staff and students is an-
other way to engage with local communi-
ties, but this remains a relatively under-
researched field (Tansey, 2012). Research 
on the effects of university volunteering 
is inconclusive as well. Some research has 
found a positive relation between university 
volunteering and adult volunteering and 
well-being (Bowman et al., 2010), whereas 
others have shown that requiring college 
students to engage in community service 
reduced their intentions to volunteer in 
the future (see, e.g., Clary & Snyder, 1999; 
Stukas et al., 1999). During recent years, 
more critique has been vocalized about 
whether the expected benefits of student 
volunteering to communities have been re-
alized (Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010). Similar 
to other university–community engagement 
activities, evaluations of student volunteer-
ing are mainly based on the perspectives 
of community organizations and not the 
community members themselves (Edwards 
et al., 2001; Tansey, 2012).

University–community engagement ac-
tivities can also be used to increase higher 
education participation of people from a 
lower socioeconomic background. For ex-
ample, Scull and Cuthill (2010) examined 
an initiative that aimed to increase access 
to higher education through an action re-
search project. By involving potential stu-
dents, parents, and members of the broader 
community as relevant stakeholders in the 
research process, trust, mutual respect, 
and community awareness were increased. 
However, as the authors mentioned, it is not 
possible to conclude whether higher educa-
tion aspiration and participation increased 
solely based on this research project; long-
term and large-scale research will be needed 
for this purpose. Nevertheless, the findings 
of Scull and Cuthill (2010) raise this ques-
tion: If universities strive to increase higher 
education participation of people from  
socioeconomically disadvantaged areas, how 
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should they do this and to what extent are 
these activities effective?

In conclusion, the targeted community is 
often not clearly defined, and there is a 
lack of studies focused on effects and using 
longitudinal data. This makes it difficult 
to state whether university–community 
engagement is truly effective for its target 
groups; many benefits are assumed (Ferrari 
& Worrall, 2000; Harris & Holley, 2016). In 
addition, most research on effects addresses 
only learning outcomes of students and 
benefits for the community-based orga-
nizations, but no specific outcomes for the 
actual service recipients (Khalaf, 2017).

Discussion

We distinguish four main gaps in the lit-
erature: the underresearched role of soci-
etal perceptions, the need for a more global 
perspective, a lack of communities’ voice, 
and insufficient insight into the impact of 
university–community engagement on local 
communities and the academic community. 
These gaps will be discussed in further 
detail in the following section.

Societal Perceptions of Universities

As discussed in the section Motivation—
Why Do Universities Engage With Local 
Communities?, external incentives can 
motivate universities to get involved with 
university–community engagement. One of 
these incentives is the societal perception 
of universities. There is a growing pressure 
for corporate social responsibility and ac-
countability, which seems to affect public 
institutions as well (Albertyn & Daniels, 
2009; Munck et al., 2012; Powell & Owen-
Smith, 1998). Simultaneously, universities 
are more and more driven by business pri-
orities and “the imperative to survive and 
prosper” (Williams & Cochrane, 2013, p. 78), 
due to changes in funding (Benneworth & 
Jongbloed, 2010). Corporations use corporate 
social responsibility programs intending to 
contribute to society in a responsible and 
ethically correct way, by addressing social 
and environmental concerns (Vasilescu et 
al., 2010). As parallels can be drawn be-
tween the behavior of universities and that 
of corporations, university–community en-
gagement may be seen as universities’ way 
of fulfilling their social responsibility.

However, it can be argued that universities 
already make a contribution to society by 

educating students. Academics are engaged 
by default; “they in fact already perform a 
great deal of work that is of direct or indi-
rect benefit to the economy or society more 
widely” (Bond & Paterson, 2005, p. 348), 
making social responsibility redundant in 
the context of higher education (Nejati et 
al., 2011). The issue seems to be that, in 
general, social inequality in terms of levels 
of completed education is rising, widening 
the divide between “cans” and “cannots” 
(Van den Broek et al., 2016). Universities 
serve highly educated students, the “cans,” 
but their contribution to the “cannots” may 
be limited or perceived to be limited by the 
“cannots,” resulting in negative perceptions 
of universities.

In particular, societal expectations and 
perceptions may play a role in the motives 
of universities that have recently taken up 
university–community engagement. Many 
of the university–community engagement 
activities at these universities were already 
taking place, which introduces the question 
of whether these institutions are expanding 
their activities or merely reframing them in 
order to improve their reputation (Bender, 
2008; Mtawa et al., 2016). It is assumed 
that university–community engagement 
would ensure the relevance of universities 
to society and strengthen public trust in 
universities and science (Hart & Northmore, 
2011). However, research to date on the 
relationship between university–commu-
nity engagement and societal perceptions 
is limited.

A More Global Perspective

Another finding that emerged from this 
literature review is that the majority of the 
literature on university–community en-
gagement comes from the United States and 
United Kingdom. Although more recently 
authors have drawn attention to university–
community engagement in other regions, 
such as Africa, Europe, and Australia (e.g., 
Bender, 2008; Mtawa et al., 2016; Trippl et 
al., 2015; Winter et al., 2006), only a small 
body of literature addresses university–
community engagement beyond the U.S. 
and U.K. context (Doberneck et al., 2010; 
Sandmann, 2008).

In addition, research has mainly focused 
on universities in small towns, although 
many universities are located in urban 
areas (Harris & Holley, 2016). So far, little 
research has taken spatial factors such as 
universities’ locations into account, al-
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though they can be seen as anchor institu-
tions. Universities are geographically tied to 
a certain location and have an economic and 
social impact on that location (town, city, 
or region; Birch et al., 2013; Brammer et al., 
2012; Harris & Holley, 2016). This gap may 
be explained by the selection of literature 
for this review. As we mainly focused on 
publications written in English from the 
past 2 decades, we may have missed rele-
vant literature from other regions and writ-
ten in other languages. English has become 
the dominant language in all international 
domains of academia: conferences, publi-
cations, and research projects (Mauranen, 
2016). The field of university–community 
engagement is no exception. Interestingly, 
it seems that literature from practitioners, 
such as reports from universities and con-
sultancy agencies, is more diverse in lan-
guage and geographical background.

The lack of geographical diversity in the 
literature on university–community en-
gagement is particularly interesting as the 
notion of local is a fundamental element of 
university–community engagement. This 
can be seen in the frequent use of spatial el-
ements in definitions and theoretical models 
of university–community engagement, but 
also in the actual application of university–
community engagement by universities. 
Terms such as “local,” “surroundings,” 
and “regional” are often used, and activi-
ties such as service-based learning are often 
based on collaboration with organizations 
from universities’ local surroundings. As 
shown in the literature review, the location 
of a university influences its university–
community engagement behavior, through 
the broader political, economic, historical, 
and social context (Harris & Holley, 2016). 
University–community engagement mani-
fests itself in different ways in different 
regions, countries, and even cities. Since 
the majority of the literature is in English, 
it may not be applicable to institutions from 
other regions. Thus, the academic literature 
on university–community engagement can 
be enriched by taking spatial aspects and 
other “factors, structures, and processes 
outside of higher education” into account 
(Harris & Holley, 2016, p. 429).

Community’s Voice

Another gap in the literature is the lack of 
community’s voice. Much of the literature 
focuses only on the university side of uni-
versity–community engagement, whereas 
the community aspect is mainly absent 

from the research agenda—community is 
often “just” one of the variables (Cruz & 
Giles, 2000; Jones & Lee, 2017). In addi-
tion, when the community perspective is 
considered, representatives of community 
organizations are often the ones who are 
talking. However, as Brabant and Braid 
(2007, p. 72) argued, 

Speaking with the designated 
leaders of the neighborhood as-
sociations does not necessarily 
mean that they in turn share the 
information with their constituents 
or that the constituents think their 
associations’ leaders represent their 
views accurately or adequately.

There seem to be several reasons why the 
literature is not explicit about what com-
munities universities refer to in local en-
gagement. First, “community” is one of 
the most vaguely defined concepts in social 
sciences (Allman, 2015), thus “what we 
mean by ‘community’ continues to baffle 
scholars across fields of study” (Cruz & 
Giles, 2000, p. 29). The term has symbolic, 
moral, emotional, and spatial dimensions. 
The need to also take into account chang-
ing technologies such as communication 
and transportation (Allman, 2015) results 
in methodological issues that complicate 
understanding of the term “community” 
in the context of university–community 
engagement.

A political aspect may also play a role in the 
lack of focus on the voice of communities 
within university–community engagement. 
Many engagement activities target socially 
disadvantaged communities that lack social 
capital and competencies, and are less orga-
nized than universities (Bergold & Thomas, 
2012; Cruz & Giles, 2000; Miller & Hafner, 
2008; Northmore & Hart, 2011). These un-
equal power relations have resulted in a 
prioritization of students’ and universities’ 
outcomes from university–community en-
gagement (Cruz & Giles, 2000; Dempsey, 
2010), as well as a lack of trust between 
universities and communities. Historically, 
local communities have primarily been 
seen as sources of data, while often not 
receiving any output of the research they 
participated in and rarely perceiving any 
benefits (Bergold & Thomas, 2012; O'Fallon 
& Dearry, 2002). Negative attitudes of com-
munity partners and academic staff toward 
each other—such as distrust, prejudice, fear 
of science, and sense of superiority—hinder 
university–community engagement and the 
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evaluation thereof (Klein et al., 2011).

Concluding, the literature review shows 
that the perspective of local communities 
is lacking, even though these are one of 
the main stakeholders in university–com-
munity engagement, being its target group. 
Thus, future research on university–com-
munity engagement should aim not only to 
call for a dialogue, but actually put this into 
practice.

Impact of University–Community 
Engagement

The literature review shows a lack of thor-
oughgoing studies on effects of university–
community engagement activities as well 
as longitudinal data on these effects, which 
makes it difficult to establish how and to 
what extent university–community engage-
ment is effective at all.

Besides the possible impact on local com-
munities, university–community engage-
ment likely affects the academic commu-
nity as well. Often, local communities and 
the academic community have a negative 
perception of each other. The presence of a 
university and its students may have nega-
tive effects on local levels of social cohesion. 
Studentification of (inner) cities is a process 
of urban change, wherein neighborhoods are 
characterized by a high influx of students—
a societal process that can lead to conflict 
over ownership of space, services, and terri-
tory (Smith, 2008). It reduces opportunities 
for positive and mutually beneficial inter-
action between groups; students and locals 
seem to be separate communities with dif-
ferent outlooks, needs, lifestyles, and levels 
of economic capital (Kenyon, 1997; Smith, 
2008). Activities such as service-based 
learning may help bridge this town-gown 
divide, as both students and community 
members widen their horizons: “Students 
learn about the community beyond the 
university’s walls, and community mem-
bers discover that not all college students 
fit negative stereotypes” (Blouin & Perry, 
2009, p. 126).

As more and more universities engage with 
local communities, it is essential to under-
stand to what extent university–community 
engagement is effective. A greater focus on 
the (long-term) impact on both the local 
communities and academic community 
can contribute to the realization of the full 
potential of university–community engage-
ment.

Recommendations for Research

With regard to the aforementioned gaps in 
the academic literature on university–com-
munity engagement, we have some rec-
ommendations regarding research topics, 
theories, and methodology. First, future 
research can explore the motivations of 
universities more, by asking fundamental 
questions such as why universities adopt 
university–community engagement and 
what they aim to achieve with it. The lit-
erature review also reveals a need for more 
global perspectives on university–com-
munity engagement. For example, future 
research could focus on how the concept 
is understood and operationalized among 
universities across the world, beyond the 
situations already covered in the extant 
literature. Furthermore, future research 
should bring more attention to the variety 
of needs and expectations of different local 
communities regarding university–commu-
nity engagement. Finally, future research 
should focus more on the (long-term) 
impact of university–community engage-
ment on both local communities and the 
academic community.

With regard to theory, primary conceptual 
frameworks that have previously been used 
may have lenses too narrow to explain the 
complexities involved with university–
community engagement (Harris & Holley, 
2016). Rather than examining the phenom-
enon separately from its social, economic, 
and political environment, broadening the 
theoretical lens to the business and organi-
zational sociology literature can contribute 
to the conceptual understanding of univer-
sity–community engagement. For example, 
institutional isomorphism could play a role 
in the rise of university–community en-
gagement, implying that institutions adopt 
management practices and procedures 
that are socially valuable in order to seek 
legitimacy, resulting in convergence and 
isomorphic change (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Kitagawa et al., 2016). This process 
may have pushed universities toward uni-
versity–community engagement in an imi-
tation drift (Hayter & Cahoy, 2018; Teichler, 
2006).

In addition, applying frameworks from the 
corporate social responsibility literature can 
shed light on how to understand universi-
ties’ motivations for getting involved with 
university–community engagement, the va-
riety of approaches they adopt, and how to 
assess university–community engagement 
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activities (Maurrasse, 2002). By comparing 
university experiences with businesses’ 
practices and experiences, insights could be 
gained in “common practices and pitfalls 
that may assist in shaping the expectations 
of all parties involved” (Maurrasse, 2002, 
p. 137).

The field could benefit from methodologies 
such as meta-analysis, mixed-methods 
approaches, ethnographic approaches, 
and policy and discourse analysis, as these 
methods are currently underused in re-
search on university–community engage-
ment (Jones & Lee, 2017; O’Meara et al., 
2011; Sandmann, 2008). Another potentially 
useful research design could be compara-
tive case studies. The majority of existing 
research focuses on single-site case stud-
ies, which offer rich data on a given setting 
but lack the “explanatory potential that 
comparisons across multiple cases would 
offer” (Harris & Holley, 2016, p. 424). In 
addition, policy analysis will offer insight 
on how local, national, and global policies 
and regulations shape universities’ engage-
ment activities. Little research has focused 
on the policies enacted by different levels of 
government that might affect universities’ 
behavior in relation to community engage-
ment or on the dynamics and interplay be-
tween these different levels of policies and 
regulations (Harris & Holley, 2016).

A useful research approach to study the 
impact of university–community engage-
ment is making use of theories of change, 
which highlight underlying assumptions 
and mechanisms of specific programs. In 
particular, theories of change are focused 
on mapping out what has been described 
as the “missing middle” between what a 
program or project does (its activities and 
outputs) and how these mechanisms lead 
to the achievement of the desired goals 
(Ofek, 2017). Through this approach, the 
link between activities and the achievement 
of long-term goals (outcomes) can be more 
fully understood. This enables evaluation, 
as it is possible to measure progress toward 
the achievement of longer term goals that 

goes beyond the identification of program 
outputs—even after the activity is finished. 
Theories of change offer long-term data 
on the impact of university–community 
engagement, which is lacking from the lit-
erature so far (Harris & Holley, 2016).

Conclusion

This article has presented a critical over-
view of the academic literature on univer-
sity–community engagement. It aimed to 
provide better insight into trends, com-
monalities, and variations in the literature, 
to enable the identification of an agenda for 
future research. The main research question 
of this article was “What are the main ques-
tions and issues on university–community 
engagement that have been addressed to 
date, and what gaps can be identified in the 
academic literature?”

The majority of the literature has focused on 
the origin and development of university–
community engagement, best practices, 
and challenges. We have identified four 
gaps in the literature: the underresearched 
role of societal perceptions, the need for 
a more global perspective, a lack of com-
munities’ voice, and insufficient insight 
into the impact of university–community 
engagement on local communities and the 
academic community. We further conclude 
that a great part of the literature on univer-
sity–community engagement is descriptive, 
editorial, and anecdotal with a lack of criti-
cal theory perspective—the debate on com-
munity engagement has primarily remained 
normative and often based on assumptions 
(Bond & Paterson, 2005; Holdsworth & 
Quinn, 2010; Jones & Lee, 2017; Sandmann, 
2008). In general, there is a lack of empiri-
cal research. Concluding, we believe that, to 
adequately address the four main gaps we 
found in the literature, the need remains for 
a more critical and geographically diverse 
conceptual discussion that is supported by 
empirical research and a broader theoretical 
lens.
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Abstract

Despite the significant amount of research published regarding the 
effect of service-learning on attitudinal measures such as empathy and 
civic engagement, little is known about how service-learning influences 
direct student learning outcomes. This pilot study employed a repeated 
measures, quasi-experimental design with a comparison group to 
compare cognitive and behavioral learning outcomes of students in 
two courses: a service-learning public speaking course (n = 84) and 
a traditionally taught public speaking course (n = 92). No significant 
differences were revealed between service-learning and non-service-
learning students on measures of cognitive learning. However, service-
learning student groups significantly outperformed their non-service-
learning counterparts on measures of behavioral learning (application/
performance of a skill). The article concludes by addressing issues 
uncovered in this pilot project and offering suggestions for additional 
research.
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E
xperiential learning is becoming 
increasingly popular in universi-
ties across the United States. More 
specifically, service-learning is 
being embedded in college courses 

in general and communication courses in 
particular (e.g., Morse & Brooks, 2020; 
Oster-Aaland et al., 2004). By definition, 
service-learning is a pedagogical strategy 
in which students engage in volunteer work 
that will enhance their understanding of 
course concepts and also enable them to 
contribute to their communities (Rhodes & 
Davis, 2001). Furthermore, Eyler and Giles 
(1999) suggested that successful service-
learning experiences meet four criteria: (1) 
personal and interpersonal development, 
(2) understanding and applying knowledge 
learned in class, (3) perspective transforma-
tion, and (4) a developed sense of citizen-
ship. A substantial amount of research has 
been published on service-learning related 
to these outcome criteria (e.g., Able et al., 
2014; Astin & Sax, 1998; M. Bloom, 2008; 

Borden, 2007; Einfeld & Collins, 2008; Eyler 
& Giles, 1999; Flournoy, 2007; Gullicks, 
2006; Gutheil et al., 2006; Huda et al., 2018; 
Lee et al., 2008; Prentice, 2007; Simons & 
Cleary, 2006). However, as McIntyre and 
Sellnow (2014) revealed, such service ex-
periences typically enhance three of the four 
outcomes. Perspective transformation ap-
pears to occur infrequently. Very few studies 
actually examine the relationships between 
service-learning and direct cognitive and 
behavioral learning outcomes. Experiential 
learning theory provides a foundation upon 
which to do so.

Theoretical Perspective

Dewey (1938) was among the first to exam-
ine experiential learning as a pedagogical 
best practice. He argued that traditional ed-
ucation does not provide students with skill 
development to deal with potential present 
and future issues. Instead, he suggested that 
students need hands-on experience or to be 
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engaged in real-life experiences in order to 
facilitate comprehensive understanding of 
course concepts.

Kolb (1984) expanded on Dewey’s notions 
by suggesting that students need to expe-
rience four stages of learning: (1) concrete 
experience, (2) reflective observation, (3) 
abstract conceptualization, and (4) active 
experimentation. In other words, students 
learn best when they can focus on factual 
material regarding a concept (concrete ex-
perience), contemplate stories and specific 
real-life examples that exemplify a concept 
(reflective observation), examine visual 
representations of that concept (abstract 
conceptualization), and engage in activities 
that assist them with applying that specific 
concept (active experimentation). Although 
traditional classroom pedagogies typically 
afford students an opportunity to engage 
in the first three of the aforementioned 
stages, these pedagogies are not conducive 
to achieving active experimentation (i.e., 
activities applying an academic concept or 
skill in a real-life—beyond the classroom—
context).

Service-learning provides students with 
ways to engage in active experimentation. 
That is, they actually participate in real-
life, hands-on experiences where they apply 
specific concepts that they are learning in 
class. Rockquemore and Schaffer (2000) 
discovered that, although much is known 
about student perceptions of learning before 
and after completing a service-learning 
course, much less is known about how or 
why these positive affective learning out-
comes occur. Thus, based on a compre-
hensive mixed methods project, they pro-
posed a three-stage theory of the student 
engagement process in a service-learning 
course: (1) shock, (2) normalization, and (3) 
engagement. The first stage, shock, sug-
gests that when students begin their service 
experience, they are truly in shock because 
they are surprised by the conditions that 
they are expected to work in and also at 
the conditions that others exist in. During 
the second stage, normalization, the shock 
of the new experience eventually wears 
off and students adapt to the experience. 
During this stage, students begin to feel 
more comfortable with their service location 
and see it as a “normal” experience. Finally, 
the third and most important stage for the 
purposes of this study is the engagement 
stage. During the engagement stage, stu-
dents begin to apply what they are learning 

in class to the real-life examples they are 
experiencing at their service location. In 
other words, students become truly engaged 
and start to make connections between their 
experiences and what they are learning in 
class. As a result, students may begin to 
recognize course relevance, which may then 
lead to increased motivation to study and, 
ultimately, to better cognitive learning.

To clarify, a good deal of research reveals 
that student engagement behaviors are 
positively correlated with student moti-
vation to learn (e.g., Martin, 2010). More 
specific to service-learning, when students 
participate in and apply course material to 
real-life experiences, perceptions about 
content relevance increase (e.g., Flournoy, 
2007; Moely et al., 2002). When perceptions 
of relevance increase, motivation to study 
also increases (e.g., Frymier & Schulman, 
1995; Liem & Martin, 2012). Moreover, 
as student motivation to study increases, 
cognitive learning tends to increase as 
well. For example, both Strage (2000) and 
Lundy (2007) found that students involved 
in service-learning courses achieved higher 
exam scores than students involved in non-
service-learning courses. Similarly, Hsieh 
(2014), among others, discovered that 
motivation can predict behavioral learning 
outcome achievement. In essence, students 
engaged in a service-learning course should 
experience increased perceptions of content 
relevance, which should increase motivation 
to study and, ultimately, cognitive learning 
(see Figure 1).

Review of Literature

To date, service-learning research has fo-
cused on affective learning outcomes such 
as, for example, higher order thinking (Eyler 
& Giles, 1999), empathy (Lundy, 2007), cul-
tural awareness (M. Bloom, 2008; Borden, 
2007; Gutheil et al., 2006), personal and 
interpersonal development (Gullicks, 2006), 
awareness of social issues (Able et al., 2014), 
motivation to engage in social issues (Lee et 
al., 2008), motivation to study (Flournoy, 
2007), life skills (Astin & Sax, 1998), self-
efficacy (Simons & Cleary, 2006; Stewart, 
2008), and civic engagement/responsibility 
(Astin & Sax, 1998; Einfeld & Collins, 2008; 
Gullicks, 2006; Lee et. al., 2008; McIntyre 
& Sellnow, 2014; Prentice, 2007; Simons & 
Cleary, 2006). Relatively few studies are 
dedicated to measuring the degree to which 
service-learning experiences improve cog-
nitive or behavioral learning based on direct 
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outcome assessment measures. To clarify, 
Novak et al. (2007) conducted a meta-
analysis to evaluate cognitive outcomes of 
service-learning in higher education. Their 
research revealed only nine studies that 
examined service-learning and cognitive 
outcomes, and most of them were based on 
student self-reports or faculty testimonials. 
Therefore, these studies did not measure 
actual learning but, rather, student and 
faculty perceptions of learning.

The inherent challenges posed in measuring 
cognitive learning are well documented in 
both instructional communication and com-
munication education research (Richmond 
et al., 2006). Further, many of the instru-
ments used in them, such as the Learning 
Loss Measure (Richmond et al., 1987) and 
the Learning Indicators Scale (Frymier & 
Houser, 2000), measure student perceptions 
of their own learning. Although no single 
widely accepted measure for cognitive 
learning exists, Warren (2012) conducted a 
cross-disciplinary meta-analysis of 11 stud-
ies representing 2,129 service-learning stu-
dents. The studies used a variety of student 
learning outcome measures ranging from 
self-reported data to exam scores (e.g., 
Strage, 2000) to major assignments (e.g., 
Lundy, 2007) to posttest cognition scales. 
Warren’s (2012) analysis confirmed that, 
regardless of measurement tool, service-
learning appears to have “a positive effect 
on student learning outcomes” (p. 59).

One study by Strage (2000) used exam 
scores rather than self-reports to measure 
cognitive learning among students en-
rolled in an introductory child development 
course. Exam scores from students enrolled 
in the service-learning course were com-
pared with those of students who took the 
same course without the service-learning 
component. The service-learning students 
were required to complete a minimum of 20 
hours of service at a school site. Students 
involved in the service-learning course 
scored significantly higher on all three 

exams than the non-service-learning stu-
dents.

Lundy (2007) used exam scores along with 
a major assignment to measure cogni-
tive learning in a life-span development 
course. Students were required to choose 
one of three course projects: a service-
learning project, an interview project, or 
a research paper. Students selecting the 
service-learning project completed at least 
2 weekly hours of service for 12 weeks for a 
minimum of 24 hours of service. Students 
who completed the service-learning project 
scored significantly higher on exams than 
their non-service-learning counterparts.

More recently, Nowell et al. (2020) exam-
ined knowledge of autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD) among undergraduate students using 
a general ASD knowledge survey and found 
that a service-learning approach improved 
cognitive learning between pre- and post-
test. Another meta-analysis by Yorio and 
Ye (2012) revealed positive cognitive learn-
ing outcomes regarding service-learning 
and communication skills in business and 
management courses. However, no similar 
studies appear to have been published to 
date in communication courses specifically. 
Clearly, this gap in the literature warrants 
further research. As with any pedagogical 
strategy—and particularly one that often 
replaces in-class seat time with other ex-
periences—administrators seek confirma-
tion not only that it “works” to achieve 
student learning outcomes but also to po-
tentially improve and certainly not reduce 
them (e.g., Baepler et al., 2014). Given that 
cognitive learning of communication skills 
has improved in conjunction with service-
learning in other fields, it stands to reason 
that service-learning experiences may also 
improve them in courses dedicated solely 
to communication. Therefore, the current 
pilot study sought to begin addressing the 
gap by posing Research Question 1: “How 
does service-learning, as part of a basic 
public speaking course, affect students’ 

Service Learning
Experience

Content
Relevance

Motivation to
Study

Cognitive
Learning

 Figure 1. Service learning learning process 
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exam scores measuring understanding and 
application of public speaking concepts?”

Several studies have revealed that percep-
tion of content relevance increases student 
motivation to study (Frymier & Schulman, 
1995; Liem & Martin, 2012). Other studies 
have reported positive correlations among 
engagement, motivation, and learning. No 
published studies appear to focus specifi-
cally on communication skill performance 
as a behavioral learning outcome in service-
learning courses. It is plausible that stu-
dents involved in a service-learning course 
may deliver better speeches than those in a 
non-service-learning course simply because 
they are more engaged and motivated even 
if in-class seat time is reduced or replaced 
with the service experience. As a result, 
this exploratory study also posited Research 
Question 2: “How does service-learning, as 
part of a basic public speaking course, affect 
students’ performance on public speeches 
given in class?”

Method

Participants

Participants in this exploratory pilot study 
included 176 students enrolled in basic public 
speaking courses at a large public south-
eastern university of approximately 30,000 
students. Since the basic public speaking 
course is required at this university, par-
ticipants were already enrolled in the public 
speaking courses and, thus, not recruited 
for this pilot study. Of the 176 participants 
who were involved in this study, 84 were 
enrolled in service-learning public speaking 
courses and 92 were enrolled in traditional 
public speaking courses. Of the 176 partici-
pants, only 161 completed both the pre- and 
posttests, as 15 participants completed the 
posttest only. Approximately equal numbers 
of males and females participated, and the 
majority (approximately 71%) of the sample 
were freshmen and sophomore students. A 
variety of majors were represented in this 
study, ranging from accounting to art studio 
to social science majors. Finally, the ma-
jority of the sample (approximately 65%) 
did not have any previous experience with 
service-learning courses.

Procedures

A repeated measures, quasi-experimental 
study design with a comparison group was 
utilized in this study. Students enrolled 

in four service-learning public speaking 
courses at the university (n = 84) were 
compared with students enrolled in five 
traditional public speaking courses at the 
same university (n = 92). Four instructors 
taught these courses, and each was assigned 
to the classes they taught based on their 
availability (around their own graduate 
course schedules). Each instructor taught 
one service-learning course and one non-
service-learning course to ensure better 
comparability across sections. One instruc-
tor taught one service-learning course 
and two non-service-learning courses. 
Additionally, instructors received training 
from the course director on service-learning 
on several occasions before the start of the 
school semester. Furthermore, instructors 
met weekly as the semester continued to 
ensure consistency in teaching and in grad-
ing across sections. All four instructors were 
doctoral students and teaching assistants. 
Three of the four instructors were female 
and one was male, and all instructors were 
White/non-Hispanic ethnicity. Students 
were not randomized into these conditions. 
They chose to enroll in the specific sections 
of the course that they were enrolled in. 
This study was IRB approved, and students 
provided consent for their data to be used 
for research purposes.

Gullicks (2006) found that a 10-hour ser-
vice requirement provided a more effective 
experience for students. Therefore, students 
enrolled in the service-learning courses 
in this study participated in a 10-hour 
service requirement at one of five service 
locations, 2 hours per week over a 5-week 
period, as part of their course requirements, 
whereas traditionally taught students did 
not. Additionally, students were placed in 
teams of approximately five students. Each 
team visited the same service location five 
different times throughout the entire se-
mester. Teams were chosen based on the 
students’ choice of service location. On the 
first day of classes, representatives from all 
five service locations visited the students to 
describe their organization. All five organi-
zations were nonprofit organizations. As a 
result of this discussion, students returned 
the following class period with a list of the 
organizations, in the order that they pre-
ferred, with their first choice listed first. 
The instructor then formed teams within 
the class based on students' requests for 
service location.

Additionally on the first day of class, stu-
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dents in both the service-learning and non-
service-learning courses completed a web-
based pretest assessing cognitive learning 
of public speaking course concepts along 
with content relevance and previous expe-
rience with service-learning. Throughout 
the semester, students in both the service-
learning and non-service-learning courses 
completed a series of speeches, one of 
which was used for analysis in this study. 
All student speeches were video and audio 
recorded. At the end of the semester, each 
group in the service-learning course pre-
sented a group symposium speech analyz-
ing a problem associated with their service 
location and provided potential solutions 
to that problem. Students in the non-ser-
vice-learning course also delivered group 
speeches; however, these groups analyzed a 
social problem not associated with a service 
location and provided potential solutions to 
that problem.

Quantitative content analysis was utilized 
to evaluate student speeches (Krippendorff, 
2004). Two independent coders were trained 
to evaluate the student speeches via record-
ing. A code sheet was initially developed 
based on the grading criteria used to evalu-
ate speeches during the semester. The code 
sheet was then refined by the course direc-
tor/researcher. Coders then met for a 3-hour 
training session to review the code sheet 
and to practice coding speeches. A total of 
11 individual speeches not included in the 
sample for this study were coded. Coders 
reached 90% agreement after coding six 
speeches together. They coded an additional 
five speeches to ensure 90% interrater reli-
ability. After training was completed, a total 
of 45 group speeches were evaluated. Each 
coder evaluated approximately half of the 45 
group speeches. Once speeches were graded 
by coders, data was entered in SPSS and 
independent samples t-tests were used to 
examine speech score differences between 
students involved in service-learning versus 
those not involved in the service-learning 
course along several dimensions, includ-
ing content, structure, delivery, individual 
score, and overall group score.

At the end of the semester, students in both 
courses completed a web-based posttest 
questionnaire assessing content relevance. 
The same cognitive learning measure that 
students completed on the pretest was 
included on the final exam that students 
completed for the course.

Measures

Cognitive Learning 

For the purposes of this pilot project, cog-
nitive learning was conceptually defined 
as knowledge acquisition. Operationally, 
cognitive learning was measured using 18 
multiple choice questions that were com-
piled from the test bank associated with 
the textbook for the course. These exam 
questions are designed to measure multiple 
levels of thinking, including recall, applica-
tion, synthesis, and evaluation (B. S. Bloom, 
1956). The same 18 questions were asked 
on both the pretest and the final exam that 
students completed at the beginning and 
end of the semester. This cognitive learning 
measure had been tested for face validity 
with a group of 10 undergraduate students 
enrolled in a summer school course the pre-
vious semester. Students indicated that this 
measure made sense to them, and they did 
not have any problems completing the mea-
sure. Cronbach’s alpha was not employed 
because each item measured knowledge 
or application of different public speak-
ing concepts and, therefore, one would not 
expect the items to be internally consistent 
with one another.

Behavioral Learning 

Behavioral learning was conceptualized for 
this exploratory study as the degree of skill 
with which students delivered their final 
public speech in class. In order to opera-
tionalize behavioral learning, students com-
pleted one group actuation speech. Speeches 
were later coded by independent coders 
for skill development in terms of content, 
structure, delivery, individual score, and 
overall group score. Details of this process 
are provided in the Procedures section.

Content Relevance

Content relevance was conceptually defined 
as student perception of whether instruc-
tional course content satisfied personal 
needs, personal goals, and/or career goals 
(Keller, 1983). Frymier and Shulman's 
(1995) 12-item content relevance scale was 
used in this study to operationalize content 
relevance on two occasions throughout the 
semester: at pretest and at posttest. This 
scale was modified for the purposes of this 
study in order to represent relevance of the 
course content and not the degree to which 
the instructor made the course content 
relevant. Questions on this scale consist of 
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Likert-type questions measuring content 
relevance on a scale from 0, never, to 4, very 
often. Both high-inference questions (those 
measuring global or generic perceptions) 
and low-inference questions (those mea-
suring perceptions of specific behaviors) 
were included on this scale (∝ = .935), and 
it was found to be both reliable and valid 
(Frymier & Shulman, 1995).

Results

To assess cognitive learning outcomes be-
tween students involved in each version of 
the course, independent samples t-tests 
were used to assess differences between 
student cognitive learning scores. Although 
students in the service-learning courses 
scored slightly higher on the posttest cog-
nitive learning measure (M = 14.96, SD = 
1.91) than those involved in the traditional 
courses (M = 14.82, SD = 1.72), the difference 
was not significant, t(174) = .544, p > .05.

As mentioned earlier, in order to assess 
differences in behavioral learning among 
students in service-learning and traditional 
versions of the course, two independent 
coders were trained to evaluate the student 
speeches via recording. Once speeches were 
graded by coders, independent samples t-
tests were used to examine speech score 
differences between service-learning 
and non-service-learning students along 
several dimensions, including content, 
structure, delivery, individual score, and 
overall group score. Results indicated that 
service-learning students scored slightly 
higher (M = 13.96, SD = 1.19) than the non-
service-learning students (M = 13.72, SD = 
1.13) on the structure dimension. However, 
results were not significant, t(190) = 1.43, 
p > .05. Similarly, service-learning stu-
dents also scored slightly higher on the 
delivery dimension (M = 22.58, SD = 2.07) 
than non-service-learning students (M = 
22.37, SD = 2.16). Again, results were not 
significant, t(186) = .68, p > .05. Finally, 
service-learning student groups scored sig-
nificantly higher overall (M = 3.25, SD = .61) 
than non-service-learning student groups 
(M =2.97, SD = .43), t(191) = 3.75, p < .001.

In order to assess differences in perceptions 
of relevance among service-learning and 
non-service-learning students, indepen-
dent samples t-tests were used. Contrary 
to what was expected, non-service-learning 
students perceived the course as signifi-
cantly more relevant (M = 3.24, SD = .55) 

than service-learning students (M = 2.78, 
SD = .74), t(174) = −4.68, p < .001.

Discussion

An ever-increasing number of colleges and 
universities are offering service-learning 
courses as an option across the curriculum. 
Although research suggests a number of 
benefits to engaging students in service-
learning (e.g., Eyler & Giles, 1999; Gutheil 
et al., 2006; Yorio & Ye, 2012), relatively few 
have focused specifically on learning out-
come achievement using direct assessment 
measures (e.g., Lundy, 2007; Strage, 2007). 
Even less research has been published to 
date on communication courses in par-
ticular and cognitive or behavioral learn-
ing outcome achievement in them (e.g., 
McIntyre & Sellnow, 2014; Warren, 2012). 
Therefore, this exploratory pilot study at-
tempted to answer two research questions. 
Research Question 1 asked whether students 
in service-learning public speaking courses 
experienced increased knowledge of public 
speaking course concepts (cognitive learn-
ing). Research Question 2 asked whether 
these students performed better on their 
public speeches than students in tradition-
ally taught public speaking courses (behav-
ioral learning).

Although service-learning students per-
formed slightly better on a cognitive 
learning measure at posttest than their 
non-service-learning counterparts, the 
difference was not significant. There are 
several potential reasons for lack of sig-
nificant difference on the cognitive learn-
ing measure. First, this was a pilot study 
and, as such, represents a first attempt to 
implement a service-learning approach in 
the public speaking course at this univer-
sity. Consequently, coordination between 
students and service agencies was challeng-
ing at times and did garner some negative 
reactions among students in the service-
learning courses. It is plausible that these 
negative perceptions decreased motivation 
to study among the service-learning stu-
dents and, thus, cognitive learning (e.g., 
Novak et al., 2007). However, we find it 
encouraging that service-learning students 
performed slightly better on the cognitive 
learning measure than their non-service-
learning counterparts even though they 
spent less seat time covering material in 
the classroom than those in the tradition-
ally taught sections. This result seems to 
suggest what has been confirmed in other 
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fields: that “learning outcomes were at 
least as good, and in one comparison sig-
nificantly better than, those in a traditional 
classroom” (Baepler et al., 2014, p. 227). 
Finally, because the sample size was small, 
low statistical power could have contributed 
to the insignificant results.

Several encouraging conclusions can also 
be drawn regarding behavioral learning. 
On individual classroom speeches, for ex-
ample, service-learning students performed 
better than non-service-learning students 
on two of the three dimensions of effec-
tive speaking (delivery and structure) and 
similarly on the other (content). Moreover, 
service-learning students significantly out-
performed non-service-learning students 
in their group symposium team speeches. 
This conclusion extends what is known 
about reduced seat time in public speaking 
classes that employ problem-based learn-
ing (Sellnow & Ahlfeldt, 2005). To clarify, 
it appears that reducing seat time to allow 
for service experiences also does not hurt 
behavioral learning and, in fact, increases it 
on some dimensions. Our finding also ex-
tends research about improved behavioral 
learning outcomes among student groups 
enrolled in problem-based learning courses 
to that of service-learning courses.

Finally, non-service-learning students 
perceived the course material to be signifi-
cantly more relevant than did their service-
learning counterparts. Of note here is the 
fact that the communication course content 
was based on the same textbook and learn-
ing outcome criteria (content, structure, and 
delivery of effective public speaking) in all 
sections. Thus, this conclusion suggests 
that instructors of service-learning public 
speaking courses may need to do more to 
establish the relevance of service in a public 
speaking course.

Implications

Several implications for service-learning 
practice also emerged from this pilot study. 
First, although it was important that ser-
vice-learning students not feel they were 
doing “extra” work by completing service 
hours in addition to their regular classwork, 
decreasing time in class was not a good way 
to accomplish this. Because time in class 
was decreased, instructors often felt they 
did not have enough time to cover what they 
needed to cover, and students felt they were 
not sufficiently prepared for their exams 
and assignments. Therefore, it is important 

that service-learning instructors ensure 
there is enough class time to cover course 
content, yet not overburden students with 
additional work beyond what a traditional 
public speaking class would require. This 
could occur in a variety of ways. For exam-
ple, instructors for service-learning public 
speaking courses could implement lecture 
material online that students are required to 
engage with outside class. It is also possible 
to require that students simply complete the 
service-learning component of the course 
outside normal class time so that time in 
class is spent covering course content.

Next, students often were frustrated with 
coordination problems involving service-
learning organization representatives. 
Nonprofit organization representatives 
are extremely busy and often overworked. 
Representatives often struggled to find 
time to accommodate the students’ vary-
ing schedules at their organization, making 
it difficult for students to complete the 
required service hours. Therefore, it is 
important that educators who implement 
a service-learning component to their 
courses ensure that organization represen-
tatives will have time to work with students 
and involve them in meaningful projects. 
Communication is likely key here to ensure 
organization representatives understand 
what the course requires of students and 
of themselves. Integrating frequent meet-
ings or communication with organization 
representatives at times convenient for 
them, perhaps before work hours begin or 
during a lunch hour, is a promising way 
to ensure clarity of expectations for both 
students and their organization partners. 
It is also important that service-learning 
instructors make the rationale for service-
learning clear to students so students un-
derstand what is expected of them in the 
course. Finally, as results of this study sug-
gested, service-learning students perceived 
significantly lower content relevance than 
non-service-learning students at posttest. 
Therefore, it is important that educators 
continue making the connections between 
course material and the service work stu-
dents are performing.

Limitations

As with all research, the results of this ex-
ploratory study should be interpreted with 
an understanding of its limitations. First, 
because the sample is limited to one uni-
versity, results are not necessarily gener-



32Vol. 25, No. 1—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

alizable to students at other universities. A 
second limitation is the use of web-based 
survey methods to gather pre- and post-
test data. Although web-based surveys are 
convenient, they have inherent weaknesses. 
It is difficult to ascertain whether students 
took the pre- and posttests seriously. The 
advantages of using web-based survey 
methods, however, outweighed the disad-
vantages in this study. Using web-based 
survey methods allowed the researcher to 
quickly reach all public speaking students 
electronically and enter and analyze the 
data more efficiently.

Next, service-learning students spent 1 hour 
per week less time physically seated in the 
classroom than non-service-learning stu-
dents. This difference in groups could bias 
the results. Perhaps service-learning stu-
dents would have differed significantly on 
measures of cognitive learning if they had 
spent the same amount of time in class as 
non-service-learning students.

Finally, although both groups of students 
worked in teams throughout the semester, 
service-learning student groups may have 
exhibited more cohesion than non-service-
learning students because they participated 
in service assignments together. This dif-
ference could also influence the results 
related to behavioral learning in this study 
and is worthy of future research.

Directions for Future Research

Conclusions and limitations of this pilot 
study also point to several directions for 
future research. First, a replication study 
where service-learning and non-service-
learning students spend equal amounts of 
time in class might show changes in cog-

nitive learning outcomes. Future research 
might also explore why service-learning 
students significantly outperformed non-
service-learning students on the group 
symposium speeches. What aspects of the 
service-learning experience might have im-
proved overall speech quality? Possibilities 
include improved teamwork, group cohe-
sion, or service-learning students being 
more motivated by or more invested in 
their group speech because they spent time 
throughout the semester working in a real 
nonprofit organization. Finally, future re-
search should address best practices for 
working with organizations to ensure that 
the experience is mutually beneficial to both 
students and the organizations in which 
they serve.

Conclusion

Service-learning is increasingly prevalent 
among college and university classrooms in 
the United States, and especially in com-
munication departments. Research con-
firms that service-learning may increase 
a number of important student outcomes 
such as civic responsibility, empathy, 
engagement, and motivation to study. 
Equally and perhaps even more impor-
tant is assessing whether and how much 
service-learning influences direct student 
learning outcomes. This exploratory pilot 
study begins to fill that research void for 
communication courses generally and a 
basic public speaking course specifically. 
As we continue to integrate experiential 
learning such as service-learning into our 
courses, we are obligated to make informed 
choices based on data-driven, theoretically 
grounded research. Failure to do so is not 
only ill-advised but irresponsible.
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to Understand Their Scholarship of Engagement
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Abstract

Using a qualitative interview design and the conceptual framework of 
an engaged campus (Furco, 2010), this article examines the engaged 
scholarship of contingent academics in a university–community 
partnership with several professional development schools in the 
United States. This article highlights some facets that make their 
engaged scholarship different from traditional scholarship, and the 
challenges in meeting responsibilities to both the community and 
university. The purpose of this article is to extend our understanding of 
community-engaged scholarship and help higher education institution 
administrators think about policies to support contingent academics 
participating in other community partnerships.

Keywords: university-community partnerships, contingent academics, higher 
education policies, engaged scholarship

M
any research universities 
have made a scholarship 
of engagement one of the 
core components of their 
mission—to take the intel-

lectual, resource, and human capital found 
within the university and apply them to 
key issues that affect regional development 
(O’Meara, 2010; Puukka & Marmolejo, 2008; 
Stanton, T., 2008). One of the mechanisms 
for regional development is university–
community partnerships (Buys & Bursnall, 
2007; Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Murphy & 
McGrath, 2018) that take the form of long-
term, mutual working partnerships between 
the higher education institutions and the 
surrounding community stakeholders. In 
the case of education departments and 
programs in countries such as the United 
States, Canada, Australia, Finland, and 
Singapore, this partnership can involve 
working with schools via collaboratively de-
veloped immersive residency models where 
academics and school leaders use research 

to focus on a problem of practice (Darling-
Hammond, 2017; Latham & Wedwick, 2009; 
Zenkov et al., 2016). Partnerships with 
these schools can be beneficial for both 
parties—the university continues to meet 
its mission for regional development, and 
local schools and districts can address their 
specific concerns with some positive edu-
cational outcomes (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; 
Snow et al., 2016).

As policymakers, funders, and universities 
become more interested in university–
community partnerships, it is important 
for researchers to explore the work that 
academics perform in these partnerships. 
This understanding can inform institu-
tional policies around the work (Buys & 
Bursnall, 2007; Kajner et al., 2012; Murphy 
& McGrath, 2018). Depending on the model, 
the responsibilities of maintaining a suc-
cessful partnership from the university side 
can fall on contingent academics (Kezar & 
Maxey, 2015; Ward, 2003). In the United 
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States and Canada, contingent academ-
ics work full time or part time and are on 
contract rather than tenure track (Kezar & 
Sam, 2010). This employment model has 
parallels in “fixed-term contracts” in the 
United Kingdom and “casual” or “session 
employment” in Australia. Even for ten-
ured and tenure-track academics, finding 
a way to meet university and partnership 
responsibilities can be difficult, especially 
if the institutional policies do not support 
the work (Sandmann et al., 2008). For 
contingent academics who do not have the 
protection of tenure, being unable to meet 
responsibilities may lead to unemployment 
(Austin, 2003; O’Meara, 2010).

This article uses the conceptual lens of the 
engaged university (Furco, 2010) to explore 
the work of contingent academics and their 
scholarship of engagement. More spe-
cifically, it looks at contingent academics 
working in an immersive residency model 
termed the “professional development 
school” network at a public research uni-
versity in the northeastern United States. 
In this network, contingent academics are 
titled “professors-in-residence,” and they 
are situated within 11 local schools. We de-
signed a qualitative inquiry study and asked 
the following questions:

1. What are the experiences of contingent 
academics trying to conduct a scholar-
ship of engagement in these profes-
sional development schools?

2. How can the university support con-
tingent academics who are conducting 
engaged scholarship in a university–
community partnership?

To answer these research questions, we 
first provide a review of the literature. Next, 
we provide the conceptual framework for 
this research: the engaged campus (Furco, 
2010), situating academic work within that 
framework. We follow with a description of 
the methodology and our findings. This ar-
ticle ends with a discussion of how to think 
about institutional policies as a means for 
institutions to support community-engaged 
scholarship through these partnerships.

Review of the Literature

There are numerous ways to explore what 
community engagement means for a higher 
education institution’s mission. The form of 
such work ranges from community service 
to regional engagement (Kroll et al., 2013). 

For this article, we focus on a scholarship 
of engagement, or engaged scholarship 
(Barker, 2004, p. 125), in the form of a 
university–community partnership. Boyer 
(1990) argued for the value of engaged 
scholarship in his seminal work Scholarship 
Reconsidered. This scholarship involves a 
mutually beneficial relationship between 
academics and the community, and it is 
an “integration of teaching, research, and 
service” (Sandmann, 2008, p. 96). In the 
field of education, engaged scholarship can 
involve a partnership with schools to help 
solve problems of practice in a local context.

Sandmann (2008) has argued that engaged 
scholarship is currently in the fourth stage 
of its evolution, the “institutionalization 
of the scholarship of engagement within 
and across academe” (p. 98). At this stage, 
institutions have generally recognized the 
value of engaged scholarship, and the chal-
lenge is determining how to integrate it 
within institutional structures.

Even though many higher education insti-
tutions have made public and civic engage-
ment part of their mission, the result some-
times has been described as “tokenism” 
where programs and initiatives have “little 
or no real effect on the broader, overall mis-
sion and work of the academy” (Fitzgerald 
et al., 2012, p. 23). This may reflect the lack 
of alignment between the public engage-
ment mission of the institution and existing 
policies such as academic reward structures. 
The literature indicates that many academic 
reward structures do not place an equal 
value on engaged community scholarship 
compared to more traditional scholarship, 
to the extent that some academics have 
perceived that they are being discouraged 
from engaged scholarship (Buys & Bursnall, 
2007; Checkoway, 2013). When institutional 
tenure and promotion policies fail to align 
with a public scholarship mission, indicat-
ing that institutions may not value engaged 
scholarship, junior academics seeking 
tenure may be deterred from conducting 
such work (Buys & Bursnall, 2007; O’Meara, 
2010).

For those higher education institutions that 
want to maintain their mission of com-
munity engagement but will not or cannot 
align their tenure-track academic reward 
structures, there is another option: con-
tingent academics. In the United States, 
contingent academics are full-time or part-
time limited contract employees engaged in 
teaching, research, service, or any combina-
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tion of the three (Gerhke & Kezar, 2015). 
Often these positions lack job security and 
protections of academic freedom. In terms 
of degree attainment, Laurence (2013) found 
that in 4-year institutions, approximately 
30% of contingent academics had a doctoral 
degree, and 46.5% reported having only 
a master’s. There is also some crossover 
of contingent academic employment and 
graduate students. In a study on contin-
gent academics, the American Association 
of University Professors (2018) found that 
at research institutions, graduate students 
make up a large percentage of contingent 
appointments, replacing part-time posi-
tions.

Universities have used contingent academic 
staff for unbundling the professional com-
ponents of academic labor—teaching, re-
search, and service—into disparate parts 
(Austin, 2003; Gerhke & Kezar, 2015). A 
growing trend may also be unbundling 
types of scholarship, relegating engaged 
scholarship to contingent academics. 
Matthews and Wilder (2018) noted that a 
substantial number of contingent academics 
fulfill service-learning roles. Some institu-
tions explicitly unbundle engaged scholar-
ship by using the designation “professor of 
practice” for fixed-contract academics who 
are engaged in that type of work (Ernst et 
al., 2005; Willets, 2017).

Although once considered a small popula-
tion, contingent workers now constitute 
the majority of academic appointments 
in the United States (Kezar & Sam, 2010). 
Similar trends can be seen in the increase 
of casual contracts in the United Kingdom 
and Australia (Cavalli & Moscati, 2010; 
Loveday, 2018). Broadly speaking, contin-
gent academics have experienced an other-
ness that separates them from tenure-track 
academics (Haviland et al., 2017). The exist-
ing literature on contingent academics has 
examined their experiences in academia 
with regard to teaching (Kezar, 2013), ser-
vice (Levin & Shaker, 2011; Waltman et al., 
2012), and scholarship (Kezar, 2013; Ott & 
Cisneros, 2015). Contingent academics in 
the United States and Canada often lack in-
stitutional and social support for their work 
across all three missions of higher education 
(Kezar & Sam, 2010, 2013; Haviland et al., 
2017). Research on two-tiered academics 
in Australia (Kimber, 2003) and the United 
Kingdom has found that casual contract 
academics may be experiencing working 
conditions similar to those of their North 

American counterparts.

Regarding a scholarship of engagement 
that includes some combination of teach-
ing, research, and service, aside from a 
recent phenomenological study conducted 
by Matthews and Wilder (2018), little em-
pirical research has focused specifically on 
the contingent experience. Levin and Shaker 
(2011) argued that contingent academics 
tend to be overlooked. Much of the litera-
ture on scholarship of engagement already 
focuses on tenure-track academics (e.g., 
O’Meara et al., 2013; O’Meara et al., 2011; 
Sandmann, 2008). When they are included 
in research, the differences in their experi-
ence are not highlighted or the employment 
status of the participant is unknown (e.g., 
Buys & Bursnall, 2007; O’Meara & Niehaus, 
2009). Matthews and Wilder (2018) found 
that those non-tenure-track academics who 
engaged in service-learning community-
engaged scholarship experienced isolation, 
difficulty conducting scholarship, lack rec-
ognition for their work, and a need for their 
own academic community.

Professional Development Schools as 
an Example of University–Community 
Partnership

Current literature on immersive residency 
models, such as professional development 
schools, in the United States focuses on 
ways schools and universities collaborate 
to improve existing teacher education and 
practice (Zenkov et al., 2016) or student out-
comes (Castle et al., 2008). Similar univer-
sity–community partnership models can be 
found in other countries, such as Australia, 
where “university faculty are working with 
teams of teachers and student-teachers in 
schools—undertaking curriculum planning, 
school improvement strategies and re-
search” (Darling-Hammond, 2017, p. 300). 
This emphasis on either teacher education 
or school-level research often means that 
the literature focuses on elementary or sec-
ondary education rather than the university 
side of the work. Likewise, there is a dearth 
of higher education research that exam-
ines academics’ experience engaging with 
schools or any similar university–com-
munity partnership in education, though 
Coburn et al. (2013) described work that 
is making inroads in that area. With over 
1,000 school sites throughout the United 
States alone (Schwartz, 2002) working in 
partnership with higher education institu-
tions and their respective academic staff, 
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it is important to understand this work for 
future policy.

Theoretical Framework

The Engaged Campus

To understand the experiences of academic 
staff as professors-in-residence, we use 
Furco’s (2010) engaged campus as a theo-
retical framework. Furco (2010) connected 
the traditional three categories of academic 
work (teaching, research, and service) to the 
community. The result is three overlapping 
key components: (a) community-engaged 
teaching, (b) community-based research, 
and (c) community service and outreach. 
At the center of the engaged campus where 
the three circles converge is what Furco 
(2010) described as a community service–
based capstone experience that includes a 
“strong research component” and seeks “to 
provide service to the community to address 
an important, identified community need” 
(p. 382).

Furco (2010) defined community-engaged 
teaching as providing students opportuni-
ties to learn from and within the broader 
community while simultaneously being able 
to give back to it. In this article, commu-
nity engagement can include experiences 
like district-school internships or clinical 
experiences and clinical practice for teacher 
candidates. Community-based research differs 
from more traditional conceptions of public 
engagement because it encourages members 
of the community as well as university-
based academic staff to shape the research 
agenda by identifying the genuine interests 
of the community (Furco, 2010; Stanton, C. 
R., 2014). Lastly, in community service and 
outreach, scholars within the university uti-
lize their expertise to provide assistance to 
the community via volunteerism or outreach 
programs.

For this article, we locate professional 
development school work at the center of 
Furco’s (2010) engaged campus. We frame 
this capstone experience as four “nonne-
gotiable” responsibilities that each person 
must meet in their role as a professor-
in-residence. These responsibilities were 
established by the National Council for 
Accreditation of Teacher Education (2008) 
and guided the National Association of 
Professional Development Schools (2008) 
nine essentials of professional development 
school work. These four nonnegotiables 

were adopted as core principles: (a) provide 
practicum, student teaching, and intern-
ship experiences; (b) support and enable 
the professional development of school and 
higher education academics; (c) support and 
enable inquiry directed at the improvement 
of practice; and (d) support and enhance 
student achievement.

Methodology

Supported by the literature on engaged 
scholarship (O'Meara et al., 2011; Sandmann, 
2008) and the above theoretical framework, 
this study is part of a larger community-
based participatory research inquiry (Beh et 
al., 2013; Stanton, C. R., 2014) to improve 
the policies and practices for all academics 
engaged in professional development school 
work. This larger inquiry used documents 
that included qualitative memos from pro-
gram orientations and retreats, agendas, 
and minutes from monthly meetings. There 
were also mid- and end-of-year progress 
reports. From these document-based data 
we recognized that despite a large overlap 
in experiences with tenure-track academics, 
contingent academics also varied in signifi-
cant ways.

Recognizing a need to investigate these 
differences, we situated a smaller inquiry 
within the larger project. This particular 
study utilizes qualitative interview design 
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Patton, 2002) to 
delve further into the contingent academic 
experience. These interviews allowed con-
tingent academics to voice their own expe-
rience and their needs for conducting en-
gaged scholarship, separate from those who 
have different appointments. Institutional 
Review Board clearance was obtained.

Context of Study

The site of study is a college of education 
housed within a 4-year public research uni-
versity in the northeastern United States. 
In alignment with its mission, the college 
established a partnership with 11 schools. 
At this university, the Office of Educator 
Support and Partnerships is charged with 
supporting this model of engaged scholar-
ship and is the main point of contact for all 
schools and their respective academic staff.

Each professional development school in the 
network has one person who is a profes-
sor-in-residence, and that person must be 
employed by the university. In order to be 
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a professor-in-residence, the person must 
be employed in an academic capacity (i.e., 
teaching or research). These academics can 
be tenure track, tenured, or on a fixed-term 
contract. Even though a doctoral degree is 
not required, research experience is pre-
ferred. At the time of this study, very few 
pretenured or tenured academics have been 
willing to take the position of professor-in-
residence as part of their scholarship. Thus, 
a majority of professors-in-residence are 
fixed-term academics.

Participants

The nine participants for this study were 
all professors-in-residence working in 
this university–community partnership. 
All participants shared several sets of de-
scriptors. First, each participant was a 
contingent academic with a fixed-term 
10-month contract. Similar to other types 
of academics in the institution, for renewal 
each person had to submit a portfolio de-
tailing their research, teaching, and service. 
Their employment responsibilities included 
teaching at the university and participa-
tion in departmental service. Second, each 
participant had a teaching certification and 
extensive teaching experience in elementary 
or secondary school settings. Third, each 
participant was required to hold a master’s 
degree.

One participant had received a doctoral 
degree, and five held dual roles as doctoral 
students and contingent academics. Among 
the five, one held the position of professor-
in-residence a year prior to becoming a 
doctoral student. It is important to note that 
despite the dual academic identity of these 
five participants, they still had the same 
teaching, research, and service require-
ments that are expected of all university 
contingent academic hires in a similar po-
sition. It is also important to note that sev-
eral participants in this study had also held 
other academic fixed-contract positions as 
instructors prior to being professors-in-
residence. See Table 1 for an overview of 
participant demographics.

Data Sources

For this article, we collected data from all 
participants using three sources. First, as 
part of the broader community-based par-
ticipatory research inquiry, we conducted a 
round of in-person, informal conversational 
interviews (Fontana & Frey, 2000; Patton, 
2002). During these sessions, we spoke with 

the participants about their general experi-
ences working as professors-in-residence 
at their respective schools. We chose this 
approach because unstructured interviews 
allowed the participants to focus on any 
aspect of their work they wanted to discuss 
and offered the researcher freedom to ask 
questions as they arose from the immediate 
context (Patton, 2002). Brent kept memos 
from these interviews.

The next source of data was an addi-
tional round of in-person audio-recorded 
interviews. For this round, we chose a 
semistructured guided interview approach 
(Patton, 2002) because it allowed us to fur-
ther explore some of the emerging themes 
that arose from the first interview analysis. 
At the same time, the semistructured format 
also gave the participants flexibility to talk 
about any experiences that might not have 
been directly listed in the protocol and al-
lowed us to pursue different avenues of in-
quiry based on those particular experiences 
(Patton, 2002). Common questions in the 
second round reflected some of the themes 
that were emerging in the initial data anal-
ysis: (a) What advice would you give to an 
incoming professor-in-residence who has 
never done any professional development 
school work before? (b) What do you wish 
you knew about your roles/responsibilities 
as a professor-in-residence prior to begin-
ning your current position? (c) What types 
of supports would you like/would have 
liked in your position as a professor-in-
residence?

Finally, we conducted a third round of 
structured written interviews (Patton, 
2002). This third round of interviews was 
designed as a follow-up with the partici-
pants from the previous rounds of inter-
views, and any clarifying questions occurred 
via email.

Data Analysis

The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) steps for thematic analysis. Data 
analysis was an iterative process (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006) occurring between rounds and 
informing the next round of data collection. 
We coded data in three phases: open coding, 
axial coding, and selective coding (Bogdan 
& Biklen, 2007), which resulted in the 
identification of eight significant themes 
pertaining to the participants’ experience. 
We analyzed all data systematically and 
collaboratively to ensure intercoder reli-
ability (Patton, 2002) and organized and 
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maintained the data with Dedoose software 
(Lieber & Weisner, 2015).

Results

Below, we thematically present the results 
based on the data, using interview excerpts 
from the nine contingent academics.

Navigating Multiple Roles in One Position

The participants in this article had to play 
multiple roles that spanned the school and 
university settings. When asked to describe 
their role, most respondents answered with 
a series of numerous roles such as “super-
visor of clinical practice interns, facilitators 
of [culturally responsive pedagogy] profes-
sional development, researcher, teach on-
site courses, liaison between the university 
and school” (Macy).

Some of the roles described were specific 
to either the school or university setting. 

At the school level, the participants were a 
resource for the teachers and administra-
tion, providing professional development 
and on-site support to teachers. At the 
university level, the participants were also 
academics who belonged to departments, 
taught undergraduate and/or master’s level 
courses, and were expected to produce re-
search. However, participants also had roles 
that were at the nexus of the school and 
university settings (Gauntner & Hansman, 
2017). For example, they were key in the 
college’s student-teaching program. They 
were responsible for student-teacher place-
ment and providing those student-teachers 
with various supports and experiences. 
To develop a comprehensive professional 
development plan for school and other 
higher education academics, the contin-
gent academics also established themselves 
as liaisons between the schools and the 
university. Supporting people on various 
levels required them to develop nurturing, 
delicate, and vital relationships between 

Table 1. Description of Contingent Academics and Their  
Teaching and Research Experience

Contingent 
academic

Past K-12 teach-
ing experience 

Experience 
teaching in 

higher  
education 

Number of years 
as a professor-
in-residence

In a PhD  
program (y/n)

Contingent 
Academic 1:

Grace

14 years 1 year 1 year N

Contingent
Academic 2: 

Erica

8 years 1 year 2 years Y

Contingent
Academic 3:

Macy 

6 years 4.5 years 2 years Y

Contingent
Academic 4:

Derrick

10 years 7 years 2 years Y

Contingent
Academic 5: Nora

10 years 1 year 1 year Y

Contingent
Academic 6: 

Wayne

6 years 3 year <1 year N

Contingent 
Academic 7: 

Kelly

5 years 2 years 2 years Y

Contingent 
Academic 8: Lori

6 years 2 years <1 year N

Contingent 
Academic 9: 

Richard

6 years 3 years 2 years N
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student-teachers, the university, and the 
schools.

Having so many roles and responsibilities 
can be challenging. When asked about the 
sources of tension that they experienced, 
respondents also spoke about having these 
different roles. For example, Erica enumer-
ated, “Wearing several hats as a trainer and 
a colleague of teachers; balancing school 
needs and [university] perceptions of what 
a [professor-in-residence] is; being a PhD 
student and a professor; politics at [the uni-
versity] and at [the district].”

Aligning Scholarly Expertise and 
Community Interest

Research is a core part of a scholarship of 
engagement, but unlike traditional scholar-
ship, engaged research is driven by com-
munity needs. However, community needs 
and academic staff expertise and interests 
may not necessarily be aligned. The data 
indicated that some contingent academics 
needed more time to find ways to connect 
their expertise with the needs of the school. 
In the following excerpt, Macy articulated 
how she took a year to accomplish this task.

Having been [at the school] a year 
and working really hard build-
ing relationships is finally paying 
off. I feel like I am doing what the 
school needs me to do, and that’s  
great. . . . I was able to tie [the 
professional development] in with 
what I am passionate about, which 
is research on racial linguistics 
related to race, ethnicity, and lan-
guage.

Misalignment between the scholars and 
the community interest may cause several 
issues. First, the scholars may not be able 
to conduct research that is within their ex-
pertise, or they must devote already limited 
time to learning a new content area. Second, 
community needs may remain unfilled, 
which defeats the purposes of engaged 
scholarship. Nora described a misalign-
ment between her research interests and 
the needs of her school:

One of the things that I am grap-
pling with is that my concentration 
in my PhD program is urban edu-
cation, and my work is not in an 
urban context. So, moving forward, 
as we place professors-in-residence 
in schools, thinking about their 

research interests and how that is 
in alignment with the need at the 
school.

Although Nora felt her background and 
expertise did meet her school’s needs, she 
also felt that the suburban school with a 
majority of middle-class students did not 
fulfill her own interest in urban education. 
Because she specifically wanted to gain ex-
perience in urban schools, this misalign-
ment could keep her from engaging in the 
type of scholarship she desires and limit her 
productivity as a researcher.

Investing Time With the Community

All scholarship takes time. From develop-
ment of studies to implementation and final 
production, it is a labor-intensive process. 
In terms of a community service–based 
experience, contingent academics have 
reported investing a large portion of time 
trying to be recognized as members of the 
school community, or at the very least to 
develop trust among the community mem-
bers (Kajner et al., 2012). One participant, 
Erica, articulated how long it took to be rec-
ognized: “Prior to going to spring break, I 
was finally included as a true member of 
the community.” Once she felt accepted, she 
felt she could take her work with the school 
further.

In interviews, contingent academics con-
sistently discussed the need to develop 
trusting relationships with school partners 
as they strove to meet their responsibili-
ties. Grace underscored the importance of 
building trusting relationships. She stated,

So, what I think that’s going really 
well is the connection with the 
principals and with the teachers. I 
really understand the relationship 
and how it’s supposed to be. They 
have to fully trust me before they 
accept me in their classrooms or 
even as part of their school com-
munity.

Grace further explained how gaining trust 
was a gradual process. She believed the 
teachers and administrators valued her 
expertise and thus began welcoming her 
into various school spaces as a trusted and 
valuable resource.

Almost all the contingent academics report-
ed that it took at least several months and 
up to an entire school year to develop rela-
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tionships within the community. However, 
the “publish or perish” framework of some 
research institutions, as well as some of 
the outcome-driven decision making that 
occurs when evaluating the success of 
programs, squeeze contingent academics 
between institutional protocols demanding 
justification for investment of resources and 
communities where groundwork cannot be 
rushed. Not investing the appropriate time 
can result in the community shutting out 
the scholar, which may ultimately under-
mine the goal of the engaged research.

Having Rich Opportunities for Research

One of the potential benefits of situating 
academic labor within an engaged campus 
is the opportunity for academics to combine 
service, teaching, and research. This means 
that ideally professors-in-residence should 
be able to produce research from their re-
spective sites. Macy is one participant who 
recognized the potential for research in her 
position:

I’m like a kid in a candy store when 
it comes to data. It’s flying off the 
walls. It’s all over the place. Also, 
as someone growing as a novice 
researcher, this is the best situa-
tion for me. I appreciate way more 
now than I did [last year] . . . I am 
also co-authoring with teachers at 
my [site].

Once she realized her school was a source of 
rich data, Macy engaged teachers in the re-
search process, began coauthoring relation-
ships, and encouraged teachers to present 
their collaborative research at a symposium, 
highlighting how she was able to connect 
her teaching, research, and service in her 
work.

One of the challenges that such opportuni-
ties for research present is balancing the re-
search component with the rest of the work. 
Erica explained, “I feel like I don’t have a lot 
of time that I wish I had to dedicate myself 
to the research. It’s always a balancing act. 
Research is always a part of my job, like 
if I want my job, it has to happen. . . .” 
The other responsibilities that come with 
working as a professor-in-residence also 
required her time and attention.

Needing Research Support

Despite the rich potential for research, not 
everyone may be able to utilize that oppor-

tunity equally. As universities continue to 
unbundle professional academic labor into 
different components (Gehrke & Kezar, 
2015), staff performing engaged scholar-
ship may have varying levels of expertise. 
In this study, all of the contingent academ-
ics had extensive teaching and professional 
experience in schools, but less experience 
conducting research. Grace, who had the 
most professional experience, had the least 
research experience. She described her per-
ceptions:

So, the research piece is big. How do 
we even get started? What should 
it look like? How do I set achiev-
able expectations for myself while 
trying to get this big idea out there? 
And, how do I do this without a 
background in research? I feel like 
I’m at a disadvantage. Where do 
I even start? How do I get in the 
door? Being new to the university as 
well. Not necessarily knowing who 
to go to when different supports are 
needed.

Being contingent academic staff at the in-
stitution may also play a role in an inability 
to find research support. Macy explained, 
“Learning to do something while meeting 
the expectation of actually doing the work is 
a constant battle. As a part-time [academ-
ic], certain supports are not available, such 
as funding.” Research indicates that con-
tingent academics often are unfamiliar with 
institutional resources, or such resources 
may be unavailable to the staff (Kezar & 
Sam, 2010). Some of the resources the uni-
versity offered did not address the needs 
of contingent academics specifically—for 
example, several contingent academics de-
scribed how they wanted help applying for 
grants, but “some services are not provided 
to us because of our level” and they would 
like to know “how does that grant process 
look for ¾ time faculty?”

Some participants were able to tap into their 
doctoral studies resources to find support 
needed to conduct their research. However, 
even those who had more research experi-
ence reported still needing research sup-
port, as Erica illustrated:

Honestly, research has always been 
the area in which I needed the most 
support. I think now, being in the 
PhD program, I am a little bit more 
supported just because I am getting 
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the actual instruction in terms of 
how to do the research. I still feel 
like I am asked to fly the plane, and 
at the same time of being given the 
tools to build the plane.

All the contingent academics recognized 
that conducting research was a core aspect 
of their engaged scholarship. What they 
wanted was support for their work.

Needing Connections With Other Scholars

Given the different roles that the partici-
pants experienced, the data also indicated 
that they would have liked to connect more 
with other academics at the university. This 
collaboration could be either among contin-
gent academics or tenure-track academics. 
The administrative office provided opportu-
nities for all of the professors-in-residence 
to collaborate with one another during con-
sistent meeting times and planned monthly 
events. That data indicated that some con-
tingent academics needed such opportuni-
ties to collaborate. When asked about what 
the university could do to help her work, 
Kelly wanted “more time to collaboratively 
brainstorm with other professors-in-res-
idence.” This particular need may reflect 
that their work differs greatly from that of 
other academics in the institution, so that 
connecting with other academics with simi-
lar responsibilities and learning from one 
another could be useful.

The participants expressed that the need 
to work with others extended to more 
traditional academics at the university. 
Grace spoke about wanting to connect with 
academics to help meet the needs of her 
specific professional development school: 
“We actually reached out [to] the univer-
sity departments to see if anyone would be 
interested in coming in.” This need also in-
cludes finding ways to fulfill their research 
responsibilities. Derrick explained, “I work 
with the other [professors-in-residence] to 
help facilitate their ability to create pub-
lishable research.” Some of the contingent 
academics went on to coauthor conference 
proposals and/or copresent at research con-
ferences, but this was not the norm among 
most. Even with the connections that 
they made working with scholars, a need 
for more remained. Derrick voiced this as 
“I don’t think I have enough exposure to 
others’ work.”

Needing Mentorship and Guidance

As evidenced by the results thus far, en-
gaged scholarship is an immense and com-
plex undertaking. Even though the data 
indicate a desire to connect with others to 
learn from one another, there is also a need 
for mentorship and guidance. At times, es-
pecially for a new professor-in-residence, 
navigating the university’s expectations 
could be overwhelming. Nora expanded on 
her experiences:

I think that the expectations across 
the board are very clear, but what 
it looks like in every school is very 
different. So, [group meetings do 
not] always feel that helpful. I am 
just being honest. It feels over-
whelming. Especially when people 
are sharing what they are doing in 
their school and it doesn’t look like 
anything else of what is going on in 
anybody else’s school.

Instead of broader collaborative opportuni-
ties, Nora wanted a more specific one-to-
one mentorship process where “working in 
pairs would help, because you could know 
what someone else is doing in a situation 
a little bit closer to what you’re doing.” 
Seasoned professors-in-residence also 
wanted mentorship. Richard noted that 
one of the supports he wanted for his work 
was “a mentor to help you through the pro-
cess—not an informal mentor but a formal 
structure for peer-to-peer [professors-in-
residence] mentorship.”

University program administrators pro-
vided broader collaborative opportunities 
but, at her stage, Nora did not always find 
this structure helpful. Nora’s excerpt un-
derscores the need for flexibility in uni-
versity support for this work. Contingent 
academics’ needs may change and are not 
one-size-fits-all.

Discussion

The findings from this study answer the re-
search questions by highlighting the com-
plexities that are part of being a communi-
ty-based engaged scholar. First, this article 
illustrates that university–community part-
nerships can offer rich opportunities and 
potential for a mutually beneficial relation-
ship between academic staff and the com-
munity when the proper alignment among 
needs, interests, and experience exists 
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(Kajner et al., 2012; McNall et al., 2009). 
However, without the proper support, rich 
opportunities for research and collaboration 
can be missed. Second, within a universi-
ty–community partnership, academic staff 
had to navigate multiple roles and respon-
sibilities housed within one position that 
spanned two contexts. Though traditional 
definitions of unbundling of academic labor 
involve the separation of teaching, research, 
and service (Gerhke & Kezar, 2015), another 
type of unbundling may be called for: one 
that delegates to some academics the public 
scholarship work that other academic staff 
may not be incentivized to do.

Finally, we found that to meet their institu-
tional responsibilities that combine teach-
ing, research, and service into a communi-
ty-based research experience (Furco, 2010), 
the contingent academics had to establish 
themselves in two contexts: their respec-
tive professional development school site 
and the university. Despite the challenging 
nature of the work, the contingent academ-
ics seemed more comfortable navigating the 
roles and building relationships in the pro-
fessional development school setting and in 
need of more support at the university level. 
If universities want the idea of an engaged 
campus to move beyond the tokenism noted 
by Fitzgerald et al. (2012), one of the ways 
to begin is through institutionalizing sup-
port of the work through institutional poli-
cies and structures (Buys & Bursnall, 2007; 
Furco, 2010; Sandmann, 2008).

In terms of policy support, the institution-
alization of a scholarship of engagement 
may be even more important if universities 
assign (either de facto or purposefully) the 
work of engaged scholarship to contingent 
academics. This study answers the second 
research question by finding that there are 
key areas where institutions can provide 
more support, especially in terms of the 
research component of the position. The lit-
erature on contingent labor already reflects 
a lack of institutional policies that provide 
support and resources (Kezar & Sam, 2010). 
In addition, research indicates that uni-
versities in general do not value engaged 
scholarship as much as traditional schol-
arship (Checkoway, 2013; O’Meara, 2010), 
making contingent academics conducting 
engaged scholarship that much more vul-
nerable to being overlooked.

Our findings yield several implications for 
institutional policy. First, if institutions 
want to incorporate engaged scholarship, 

they must consider some academic reward 
systems that support this type of nontra-
ditional scholarly work. The data indicate 
that academics performing community 
work in schools require more time to situate 
themselves in the school context. Academics 
unfamiliar with this type of work may have 
unrealistic timelines for academic deliver-
ables. For fixed-term employees, recogniz-
ing their engaged scholarship could entail 
offering multiyear fixed-term contracts, 
differentiating productivity to better reflect 
the work, and including other stakeholder 
feedback to determine renewal.

Because this study was embedded in a 
broader community-based research meth-
odology (Beh et al., 2013), the needs of the 
contingent academics did not go unad-
dressed. We incorporated feedback from 
the contingent academics and made ad-
justments throughout the year. These ad-
justments resulted in the second and third 
policy suggestions. The second policy sug-
gestion is for the institution to find a way to 
develop policies for structured opportunities 
and mentorship for professors-in-residence 
to work with and learn from other scholars. 
Such opportunities can include convening 
scheduled, structured meetings where aca-
demic staff can connect and learn from one 
another. It also could include one-on-one 
mentorship programs between newer and 
more established scholars. The third policy 
suggestion is to have the institution create 
policy to share some of the responsibility for 
the logistical supports that the contingent 
academics need to carry on their work. The 
way that these contingent academics expe-
rienced navigating numerous roles showed 
how engaged scholars can be overwhelmed 
by their university-side responsibilities. 
Universities could institutionalize a schol-
arship of engagement by establishing a 
centralized higher education administra-
tive office or administrator(s) to provide 
logistical support for engaged academics 
(Sandmann, 2008).

Conclusion

Though this study documents the work-
ing experiences of contingent academics in 
the professor-in-residence position, their 
experiences also reflect much of the litera-
ture on other academics conducting engaged 
scholarship, especially those who are newer 
academics (e.g., pretenured academics; 
O’Meara, 2013). The differences between 
community-engaged scholarship and more 
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traditional forms can make it difficult for 
academics (regardless of the type of con-
tract) to navigate the institutional policies 
and structures designed for traditional re-
search. Support for contingent academics 
could also be made available to pretenured 
or newer engaged scholars.

As colleges and universities push to become 
engaged campuses and incorporate engaged 
scholarship as part of their overall mis-
sion, it is not enough to set the directive 
and expect academics to accomplish the 

task. Even though many academics may be 
interested in scholarship that both aligns 
with their interests and benefits the broader 
community, without proper support and in-
centives, it may not be an attractive option. 
Even if institutions employ contingent labor 
specifically to carry on the work of engaged 
scholarship, they must be aware of the 
complexities involved in such positions and 
be willing to reevaluate their structures to 
ensure that the relationships that the insti-
tution is building with community through 
these scholars are healthy and sustainable.
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Abstract

For a service-learning course focusing on poverty, students from a 
Hong Kong university took a 12-day trip to engage in various poverty 
alleviation services in Cambodia. This course was border-crossing on 
five dimensions: (1) urban versus rural, (2) developed versus developing 
world location, (3) classroom versus practical and experiential, (4) 
Hong Kong versus Cambodian (cross-cultural), and (5) teachers’ 
paternalism versus students’ voice. Students’ firsthand observation of 
service recipients’ absolute poverty gave them a deeper understanding 
of the problem of poverty. Evidence indicates that this service-learning 
experience led to incremental, rather than striking, empathy building 
and moral development, and built on cognitive empathy more than 
affective empathy. However, as an invaluable experience in the formative 
years of these undergraduates, this border-crossing service-learning 
trip may pave the way for future subtle or evident changes in their lives 
through having broadened their horizons and given exposure to another 
culture socioeconomically, culturally, and nationally.

Keywords: rural service-learning, pedagogy, urban students, empathy, 
education programme evaluation

E
ducation is often viewed as crucial 
in preparing students for adult-
hood. However, Dewey empha-
sized that education by itself is 
“a process of living” (Ganzert 

et al., 2017, p. xi). Thus, education can be 
regarded as important in terms of being a 
living and a worthy experience as well as a 
means toward achieving prosperous living 
in the future. Boyer stressed the scholarship 
of integration in higher education—that 
is, putting isolated facts into contexts and 
perspectives across disciplines (Ganzert et 
al., 2017, p. xii). Such a scholarship is im-
portant for academics in higher education 
not only as researchers but also as educators 
whose aims include engaging students in 
such an endeavor and facilitating students 
in achieving the scholarship.

Xing and Ma (2010) pointed out that “ser-
vice-learning” is mainly a term from the 
West, with its understanding and practice 

that vary from place to place. However, 
service-learning remains generally defined 
by the following characteristics: (a) course-
based and/or credit-bearing educational 
experience that integrates (b) academic 
course content with learning objectives; and 
(c) voluntary community services (Brower, 
2011; Holton et al., 2017; Le & Raven, 2015). 
Service-learning is a type of experien-
tial learning, comprising classroom and 
community-based learning experiences. 
Service-learning represents an educational 
effort to nurture students in what Boyer 
termed the “scholarship of integration” 
(Ganzert et al., 2017, p. xii), so that they 
apply what is learned within classrooms to 
the real-life community service context, 
thereby gaining a deep understanding and 
implanting such an understanding within 
a reoriented perspective or from a renewed 
angle. The service delivered during the pro-
cess of service-learning is an experience 
and living by itself, fruitful and beneficial 
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toward students, teachers, service recipi-
ents, and society at large, as well as con-
structive to students’ future development. 
Therefore, in service-learning, we can ob-
serve the convergence of all three: first, the 
process of living of students, teachers, and 
service recipients; second, the nurturance 
of scholarship of integration among stu-
dents and teachers engaged in the service-
learning undertaking; and third, the prepa-
ration of students for future living. From 
this perspective, service-learning can play 
a constituent part in education, especially 
in higher education.

This study examines a service-learning 
course focusing on poverty, wherein stu-
dents from a Hong Kong university were 
brought to Cambodia on a 12-day trip to 
engage in various poverty alleviation ser-
vices. This service-learning course is bor-
der-crossing in five dimensions: (1) urban 
versus rural—bringing urban students in 
Hong Kong to rural Cambodia; (2) developed 
versus developing world areas—taking stu-
dents out of the developed world to the de-
veloping world; (3) classroom versus practi-
cal and experiential—leading students from 
the theoretical and conceptual discussions 
of poverty in classrooms to real-life situ-
ations and working for practical solutions; 
(4) Hong Kong versus Cambodian culture—
cross-cultural expedition into learning the 
culture of a country remote from students’ 
experience; (5) teachers’ paternalism versus 
students’ voice—with teachers selecting 
Cambodia as the site for service-learning, 
integrating with students’ voice in service 
design. This research attempts to answer 
the following research questions:

1. How far does border-crossing service-
learning affect students’ understanding 
of the course content (poverty in this 
context)?

2. How far does border-crossing service-
learning facilitate students’ empathy 
and moral development?

Literature Review

Most previous research efforts on service-
learning have centered on a city context, 
with the targeted service communities 
being predominantly urban or suburban 
(Ganzert et al., 2017; Tullier, 2017). Rural 
service-learning can be defined as service-
learning in rural areas (Holton et al., 2017). 
This definition depends on what we regard 

as rural. The rural landscape is highly di-
verse (Holton et al., 2017), ranging from 
rural areas in the developing world (with 
underdeveloped amenities and infrastruc-
ture) to those in the developed world, such 
as the United States, which is increasingly 
connected through the internet and other 
technologies (Brown & Swanson, 2003, as 
cited in Holton et al., 2017). However, we 
may state that the defining characteristics 
of “rural” are its reliance on agriculture for 
income, low population density, and less-
developed built environment (Holton et al., 
2017).

Service-learning research focusing on a 
course that comprises all five aforemen-
tioned border-crossing dimensions has not 
been conducted to date. Typically, rural 
service-learning can incorporate the urban 
versus rural border-crossing dimension. 
Several studies on rural service-learning 
with the service delivered within the same 
country, especially in the United States 
(without border-crossing in the dimensions 
of developed vs. developing world areas, 
cross-cultural service, and teachers’ pater-
nalism vs. students’ voice), have been per-
formed (for example, Harris, 2004; Holton 
et al., 2017; Marken et al., 2011). Other rural 
service-learning research concentrates on 
service-learning through providing services 
in overseas countries, involving a cross-
cultural dimension, often together with the 
border-crossing dimension of developed 
versus developing world areas (for example, 
Brower, 2011; Hawkins & Vialet, 2012; Main 
et al., 2013).

Tullier (2017) pointed out the necessity and 
constructiveness of the inclusion of stu-
dents’ voice in service-learning. However, 
service-learning courses seldom signifi-
cantly incorporate students’ voice in the 
design of service, presumably because of 
the arduous logistics and administrative 
work involved in service planning. Thus, 
more paternalism in the planning of ser-
vice-learning is thought to minimize un-
predictability. The service-learning course 
under investigation is unique in that it 
involves crossing the border of teachers’ 
paternalism by allowing students’ voice 
in the service design—essentially with 
the teachers choosing a certain Cambodian 
village as the site for service-learning but 
encouraging students’ voice in specific or 
concrete service design. This pioneer re-
search investigates a distinctive course that 
simultaneously spans five border-crossing 
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dimensions and evaluates the efficacy of a 
service-learning course of such a specific 
nature in nurturing students’ empathy and 
moral development.

The border-crossing service-learning 
course under investigation takes poverty as 
the subject focus, with poverty alleviation as 
the target of the service efforts. According 
to Wisor (2012), poverty refers to “a core set 
of basic human deprivations.” Poverty can 
be relative (measured as a fraction of the 
national mean or median income) or ab-
solute (which often incorporates the threat 
of starvation); objective (in accordance with 
a set of internationally recognized criteria, 
such as income less than US$1 or US$2 per 
day) or subjective (involving self-assess-
ment as compared with peers; Walshalsh, 
2006). According to such classifications, the 
rural Cambodian service recipients in this 
border-crossing service-learning course 
may be simultaneously regarded as poor 
in absolute (in the sense of having enough 
food), relative (to Cambodia), objective (by 
global standards), and subjective (as re-
flected by certain service recipients conceiv-
ing the students from Hong Kong visiting 
Cambodia with the intention to help the 
poor) terms and standards.

Studies on service-learning with poverty 
as the learning focus are available. Several 
are related to in-country relative poverty. 
For example, Baggerly (2006) examined 
service-learning with children affected 
by poverty within the U.S. multicultural 
framework. Seider et al. (2011) also focused 
on changes in the conception of poverty 
through service-learning in the U.S. con-
text. Other studies on service-learning are 
related to global poverty, such as Le and 
Raven (2015), in which U.S. students pro-
vided service in Cambodia and Vietnam, 
involving various border-crossing dimen-
sions.

This study makes further efforts on service-
learning related to poverty by examining 
a service-learning endeavor with all five 
border-crossing dimensions in nurturing 
empathy, values, and moral development in 
students. Empathy is defined as the capac-
ity to “experience the emotion of another 
person,” essentially “seeing the world as 
others see, being non-judgmental, dis-
playing understanding of others’ feelings 
as well as conveying such understanding 
to the target person” (Donovan, 2008, p. 
121). Empathy consists of two components, 
cognitive and affective. Cognitive empathy 

refers to accurate perspective taking of 
others’ stand, whereas affective empathy 
refers to emotional resonance with others’ 
feelings (Davidov, 2018). Through training, 
one can acquire or enhance his or her ability 
to empathize (Donovan, 2008). The current 
research aims to evaluate the efficacy of 
service-learning as a pedagogy for nurtur-
ing empathy.

Moral development refers to “age-related 
changes in the thoughts and emotions 
that guide individuals’ ideas of right and 
wrong and how they and others should act” 
(Barnett, 2007, p. 587), involving different 
facets, such as moral cognition, feelings and 
emotions, motivation, justice orientation, 
care, behavior, action, and moral judgment 
(Barnett, 2007; Gibbs, 2003; Steckler & 
Hamlin, 2016). Moral development can be 
nurtured and enhanced through educational 
efforts, thereby providing a rationale behind 
various moral educational endeavors, par-
ticularly within family, schools, and society 
at large across all cultures, civilizations, and 
times.

Empathy is an important dimension in 
moral development. There is essentially no 
research on the efficacy of service-learning 
as a pedagogy for empathy nurturance 
and moral development, except Leung and 
Yung (2020). Researchers have examined 
the influence of service-learning on stu-
dents’ moral development. However, most 
have confined the definition of “moral de-
velopment” to cognitive moral reasoning, 
instead of espousing a holistic definition 
that comprises moral sensibility, feelings, 
motivation, intentions, actions, and empa-
thy (Bowdon et al., 2015). For example, Boss 
(1994) and Gorman et al. (1994) conducted 
such quantitative studies in the United 
States. Research efforts on service-learning 
and moral development that delineate the 
latter beyond cognitive moral reasoning are 
limited. For example, Zlotkowski (1996) 
offered a theoretical discussion of service-
learning and ethical behavior but presented 
only limited systematic data collection to 
support the arguments. Strain (2005) re-
vealed the relationship of service-learning 
and moral development. Such a relationship 
is comparatively and holistically defined 
using quotations from students’ writing 
and reflections to substantiate his argu-
ments. Leung and Yung (2020) adopted a 
comprehensive conception of moral devel-
opment in their research on service-learn-
ing. However, they mainly examined this 
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pedagogy within an urban context, without 
the border-crossing characteristics of the 
service-learning endeavor that the pres-
ent research aims to evaluate. The present 
study also adopts a comprehensive concept 
of moral development and explores moral 
sensitivity, moral guilt, care, moral motiva-
tion, and moral behavior. Furthermore, this 
research represents a pioneer attempt that 
adopts such a holistic definition of moral 
development in examining the effective-
ness of service-learning in the nurturance 
of empathy and moral development in a 
service-learning endeavor that involves 
all aforementioned five border-crossing 
dimensions.

Service-learning that involves crossing a 
cultural border (such as providing service 
overseas or for a cultural group that differs 
from one’s own within the same country) 
necessitates intercultural sensitivity and 
facilitates its development. Works ad-
dressing intercultural sensitivity include 
Bennett (1986) and Hammer et al. (2003), 
which highlight the developmental model of 
intercultural sensitivity (DMIS). This model 
suggests a multistage developmental con-
tinuum from ethnocentrism to ethnorela-
tivism. Empathy is an essential constituent 
of cultural sensitivity, which in turn is an 
important part in moral development.

Social Poverty in Developing 
Countries (Service-Learning Course)

At the university where this research was 
performed, each student must take a ser-
vice-learning course within the 4-year cur-
riculum. A range of service-learning courses 
are offered every semester. The course Social 
Poverty in Developing Countries includes 
an academic and preparatory component 
in the spring semester and a service field 
trip to a developing country in the summer. 
The course examines the nature and reality 
of social poverty and aims to cultivate an 
intellectual and empathetic understanding 
of social poverty, with special reference to 
developing countries.

In the particular year under study, 174 
students applied for this service-learning 
course, and 55 of them were selected for 
interview. Two rounds of interviews (in-
dividual and group interviews) were con-
ducted, and 20 students were selected for 
enrollment. Enrollees included 11 local stu-
dents and nine nonlocal students, including 
two from Taiwan, six from Mainland China, 

and one from South Korea. The selection 
criteria for course enrollment include the 
student’s interest in the course, their per-
sonality and maturity level, background di-
versity, and their commitment to attending 
the lectures and workshops on weekends in 
the spring semester and making the trip in 
the summer.

Classroom teaching was conducted in the 
spring semester in Hong Kong on Saturday 
mornings. The topics included service-
learning, poverty, the human development 
approach, the situation in Cambodia (with 
special reference to a village and a public 
school in rural Cambodia), a forum for re-
viewing a range of possible service works, 
group presentation of service proposals, and 
a deliberation and consolidation session, as 
well as three workshops on practical service 
works.

A previsit was initiated by the teaching staff 
to collect information about the site and 
people, to liaise with relevant parties, and 
to solicit views from the potential service 
recipients. The students were required to 
consider their preliminary understand-
ing of the needs and wishes of the people 
when designing suitable service works to 
be performed on the sites. The students re-
ceived relevant information from lectures, 
performed their own research following 
such lectures, formed groups and engaged 
in group discussion, and then presented the 
ideas on their group’s service plan in class. 
After the forum and presentation sessions, 
the final service plan was collectively de-
cided in a deliberation session. Groups were 
encouraged to make adjustments or revi-
sions to their service plan after their arrival 
on the sites.

The service works during the 12-day trip 
to Cambodia included installing four solar-
powered generators in the community 
office, primary school, kindergarten, and 
temple (with a well-illustrated user manual 
written by the students in English and 
translated into Khmer), service works for 
10 selected families (including installation 
of a simple solar lighting system, multiple 
visits, and interviews as well as custom-
ized gifts in response to the needs of the 
families), participating in the construction 
of a multifunction building (which was used 
as a temple, communal hall, and kindergar-
ten), conducting workshops in the primary 
school, and organizing a farewell party.

Debriefing sessions were held once every 2 
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or 3 days after the trip to the village on that 
day. The group presentation was arranged 
a few days after returning to Hong Kong, 
followed by an individual reflective journal. 
Other pre-service-trip assignments in this 
course included a test on the understanding 
of service-learning and a written proposal 
on service works.

Methodology

This research utilized a mixed-methods ap-
proach by using quantitative and qualitative 
data collection methods that enabled trian-
gulation, with qualitative and quantitative 
data complementing each other to give a 
more holistic view of the research topic. The 
data collection was conducted in strict ac-
cordance with research ethics requirements. 
All research participants were adults. The 
main quantitative method used was ques-
tionnaire. Pre- (at the beginning of the 
course) and postprogram (after the comple-
tion of the course; P–P) questionnaires were 
administered, targeting the entire student 
population of the specific service-learning 
course. We collected 19 valid sets of P–P 
questionnaires from a total of 20 students 
in the course, indicating a response rate of 
approximately 95%. The number of valid 
cases was small, so nonparametric statis-
tics was used for data analysis. Qualitative 
methods included a focus group for local 
(Hong Kong) students, five interviews with 
five nonlocal students, two interviews with 
the staff involved in the course, 11 inter-
views with service recipients (10 villagers 
and one monk teacher in a Cambodian 
temple, all of which were the targets of 
the community service), written English 
responses to data-collection questions by 
a teaching staff member from Cambodia 
involved in the course, and content analy-
sis of the reflective journals (which were 
written in English). Purposive sampling was 
adopted for the focus group and interviews 
with nonlocal students. The research team 
recruited students with various demon-
strated levels of enthusiasm (high, mid, 
and low level) for service participation in 
Cambodia as focus group participants and 
as interviewees. Purposive sampling was 
also adopted for interviews with staff who 
engaged in various types of work in the 
course. For interviews with service recipi-
ents, we adopted quota sampling, with one 
representative from each service-recipient 
unit being interviewed. The focus group 
and the interviews with staff members 

were conducted in Cantonese dialect, which 
is the mother tongue of most Hong Kong 
residents. Interviews with nonlocal students 
were conducted in English, supplemented 
by Putonghua/Mandarin. Service recipi-
ent interviews were conducted in Khmer, 
the Cambodian language, with the assis-
tance of an interpreter. The focus group 
and interviews were recorded, translated 
into English, and transcribed. They were 
manually analyzed, with emerging themes 
(related to the nurturance of empathy and 
moral development, understanding of pov-
erty, and appreciation of service-learning 
as pedagogy) identified and classified. 
Analysis along such themes was conducted, 
with the data being grouped and organized. 
The same qualitative data analysis process 
was also utilized for the content analysis 
of the reflective journals. The qualitative 
findings are presented in the latter parts of 
this article, substantiated by extracts from 
interviews, reflective journals, and the focus 
group.

This research takes a holistic conception 
of moral development that involves differ-
ent dimensions. It measures the students’ 
moral development by a moral development 
score, which assesses students’ consider-
ation of different parties when making de-
cisions, moral guilt, tendency toward moral 
acts, moral motivation, moral sensitivity, 
moral obligation, moral self-assessment, 
care for others, and willingness to help 
others. Empathy in this research comprises 
cognitive empathy and affective empathy, 
each gauged by an independent score. 
The cognitive empathy score measures 
students’ perspective-taking tendency 
and self-assessed capacity to understand 
others’ perspective. The affective empathy 
score measures whether they share others’ 
positive and negative feelings as well as feel 
unhappy when seeing suffering.

Efficacy of Border-Crossing  
Service-Learning

Out of the 19 P–P questionnaire respon-
dents, most (63.1%) are Year 1 students, 
whereas 31.6% and 5.3% are Year 2 and Year 
3 students, respectively. Of these respon-
dents, the majority (78.9%) are female, and 
the rest (21.1%) are male.

Interviews with the service recipients indi-
cated that the most common problem they 
face is economic difficulty, with certain 
families even having no income-earning 
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adult to support the household. Thus, their 
access to food is scarce; they find drinking 
water expensive (because of the lack of a 
nearby water well) and regard medicine as 
unaffordable. The shelter available to them 
does not even protect against rain during 
the wet season. As one villager pointed out 
during the interview,

[We are] in lack of economic 
[means]; [food] for eating is not 
enough; [the shelter] for living is 
difficult when it rains, [it becomes] 
wet. (Cambodian Service Recipient 
9, female)

The monk teacher in the Cambodian temple 
pointed out the lack of facilities in the 
pagoda during the interview:

Here, we lack electricity [for] light-
ing . . . young monks are afraid at 
night and I have to stay here [at 
night]; [young monks] go home; 
they [are] afraid [of] the dark. 
Another [difficult] thing is [about] 
water. Young monks are juvenile 
[with juvenile rights which need to 
be protected]. I do not want them 
to carry water [which is heavy] and 
I have to do it myself because we 
don’t have [water] pumps. I dare 
not ask them to cut the firewood by 
using saw; so I have to [do it]. We 
need some tools to do it, but we lack 
technical [tools and apparatus]. Not 
only this pagoda [is like this], but 

any pagoda around here [is] also 
[like this]. . . . (Cambodian monk 
teacher, male)

From Table 1, the students generally agreed 
that the service recipients in Cambodia 
were poor, especially when compared with 
general Hong Kong people (Statement 1.2: 
Mean = 1.53) and slightly less when com-
pared with people from different countries 
(Statement 1.3: Mean = 2.84). Therefore, 
students believed that these service re-
cipients were generally poor, but not the 
most desperate throughout the globe. In 
the following quote, a student in the focus 
group echoes these quantitative findings 
and vividly compares poverty in Cambodia 
with that in Hong Kong and demonstrates 
the deplorable situation in the former (re-
flecting the ability, on the part of students, 
to compare the developed world with the 
developing world after crossing the border 
between the two worlds in this service-
learning experience).

In Hong Kong, no matter how poor 
one is, if s/he goes to [Cambodia], 
s/he will be very rich [when com-
pared with other Cambodians]. 
[Cambodians] working in factories 
earn US$5 per day. In Hong Kong, 
a meal already costs US$5. In Hong 
Kong, no matter how poor you are, 
certain people are [willing to] help 
you, [like] those from Social Welfare 
Department and NGOs. Food banks 
also exist. We can donate many 

Table 1. Students’ Evaluation of Poverty Situation in Cambodia and Self-
assessment of the Efficacy of their Service-Learning Experience  

in Facilitating Their Understanding of Poverty

Statement Mean Standard 
deviation Minimum Maximum

1.1  The service-learning experi-
ence enables me to under-
stand the problem of poverty 
better.

1.84 0.62 1 3

1.2  The service-recipients are 
poor when compared to 
general Hong Kong people.

1.53 0.697 1 3

1.3  The service-recipients are 
poor when compared to 
people of different countries 
in the whole WORLD.

2.84 1.068 1 5

Note. Students were asked to indicate the degree of (dis)agreement with the statement on a seven-point 
measurement scale, with 1 being strongly agree, 4 being neutral, and 7 being strongly disagree.
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things. In Cambodia, no matter how 
poor they are, because everyone is 
poor, no one can help them. They 
simply cannot help because they 
cannot even help themselves. In 
Hong Kong, such a situation does 
not happen. In Hong Kong, people 
do not starve to death. However, in 
Cambodia, people can absolutely 
starve to death. (Participant of 
focus group with Hong Kong stu-
dents, female)

Such absolute poverty, without much read-
ily available assistance from the govern-
ment, NGOs, and fellow citizens, instills 
an eye-opening experience in the students, 
who all come from economically advantaged 
countries or cities, as reflected by the inter-
viewees after crossing the developed world 
versus the developing world border.

Going into the village, apart from 
seeing [what I] never saw before, 
was very shocking . . . I think I have 
never been to such a poor place. I 
think we should not use the word 
“poor,” [we] must use “primitive” 
to describe the place. . . . Although 
the place is very “primitive,” the 
villagers or the people are really 
very nice. Regardless if they un-
derstand what we say or do, they 
always smile when they talk to us. 
(Student D, female, nonlocal stu-
dent)

I thought I fully understand 
their situation before we went to 
[Cambodia]. However, when I saw 
and actually experienced being 
there, I was really shocked. We 
knew the situation [beforehand], 
but when we actually experienced 
it, it was still a shock. (Student A, 
female, nonlocal student)

Such reactions on observing service re-
cipients’ “primitive” conditions firsthand 
enabled students to further understand the 
problem of poverty after crossing the border 
of classroom versus real-life/practical expe-
rience (Table 1, Statement 1.1: Mean = 1.84), 
generating deep insights into the issue of 
poverty. Such quantitative data are further 
substantiated by the content analysis of 
students’ reflective journals.

In the lecture, I learned that pov-
erty means living with basic needs, 

but it was inside this house that I 
understood what poverty was like 
in the first time. Basic needs don't 
include any of my necessities like 
cosmetics, stationaries, cups and 
plates, but mean living with far less 
than I could imagine. (Reflective 
Essay 14)

Through interactions with villagers, 
we developed a sense of responsi-
bility not only to reduce poverty sit-
uations but also to think back over 
the reasons behind social poverty. 
Are the things we have been taken 
for granted causing social poverty? 
Are the ways people solve prob-
lems considered as morally right? 
Although I still don't have a certain 
answer to theses [sic] questions, 
the service learning experience did 
successfully raise my attention to 
the controversial issues happening 
in developing countries. (Reflective 
Essay 12)

The extreme situation faced by the 
Cambodian service recipients in this mul-
tidimensional border-crossing service-
learning engagement stimulated students 
to reflect further, providing a context and 
a nurturance ground for the fostering of 
empathy and moral development. 

Yes, [this course] can [help facili-
tate empathy development]. [It is] 
because you obtain information 
from the media and books in the 
form of others’ perspective on [the 
issue concerned]. This time, we 
go [to Cambodia], we view from 
our own perspective, first-hand. I 
feel that a step forward, [with] a 
great shocking [experience], can 
leave [us] a deep impression. . . . 
The situation is very different. The 
poor children in Taiwan [whom 
I gave service to in the past] still 
have what one should have. [Those 
in Cambodia] do not have what one 
should have, thus making me re-
flect a bit more. (Student A, female, 
nonlocal student)

As shown in Table 2, students concluded 
that the service-learning experience (with 
various border-crossing pedagogical de-
signs) is highly constructive in facilitating 
perspective taking (Statement 2.1.2: Mean 
= 2.11) and empathy nurturance (Statement 
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2.1.1: Mean = 2.00). Such quantitative find-
ings are echoed by qualitative data.

As for communication skills, the 
most important lesson I learnt is 
standing on others’ shoes to ac-
tively have constructive conver-
sations, especially when facing 
service recipients. There are two 
reasons behind, the first one is 
that constructive conversations 
are benefit [sic] for problems [sic] 
solving and making improvement, 
while the second one is thinking 
about others could show respect to 
service recipients, which reduces 
the gap between service recipients 
and providers and avoids potential 
or unnecessary conflicts. (Reflective 
Essay 13)

It can [help me develop empa-
thy]. Whilst communicating with 
the villagers, [I] need to think of 
ways to explain what we [plan to] 
do for them, including install-
ing solar panels. . . . From their 
level of understanding, [we must] 

explain the functions [of solar 
panels], how to use [solar panels] 
and what good solar panels are for 
them. Also, when playing with the 
children [there], although we do 
not understand their language, we 
try to stand from the perspectives 
[of the children] and do things that 
they will feel happy about. Thus, 
empathy can increase [after ser-
vice-learning]. (Student D, female, 
nonlocal student)

As displayed in Table 2, students indicated 
that this multidimensional border-crossing 
service-learning experience helped facilitate 
moral development on various dimensions, 
such as future moral acts in the form of 
community services (Statement 2.2.1: Mean 
= 2.11), moral motivation in helping those in 
need (Statement 2.2.2: Mean = 2.05), being a 
more caring person (Statement 2.2.4: Mean 
= 1.89), and developing into a morally better 
person (Statement 2.2.3: Mean = 2.05). In 
an example illustrating the above quantita-
tive findings, Student A (female, nonlocal 
student) suggested “service as a life-long 
endeavour,” indicating how far the service-

Table 2. Students’ Self-assessment of the Efficacy of Their Service-
Learning Experience in Empathy Nurturance and Moral Development

Statement Mean Standard 
deviation Minimum Maximum

2.1.1 My service-learning experi-
ence facilitates the develop-
ment of empathy.

2.00 0.58 1 3

2.1.2 The service-learning experi-
ence enables me to view 
a situation from others’ 
perspectives better.

2.11 0.66 1 4

2.2.1 The service-learning experi-
ence motivates me to do 
further community services.

2.11 0.81 1 4

2.2.2 The service-learning experi-
ence motivates me to help 
those in need.

2.05 0.62 1 3

2.2.3 The service-learning experi-
ence enables me to develop 
into a morally better person.

2.05 0.71 1 4

2.2.4 The service-learning expe-
rience enables me to be a 
more caring person.

1.89 0.66 1 3

Note. Students were asked to indicate the degree of (dis)agreement with the statement on a seven-point 
measurement scale, with 1 being strongly agree, 4 being neutral, and 7 being strongly disagree.
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learning experience can stimulate students 
to reflect upon their future moral acts. This 
mentality is reflected in one student’s as-
signment:

To conclude, this service trip is re-
warding and influences me a lot in 
terms of behaviour and thinking. I 
hope that I am able to learn through 
serving and become a better person. 
Moreover, I will dedicate myself to 
community work in my city and 
other countries because it is one 
of my responsibilities to help the 
needy, and I am able to do great 
things with great love. Poverty is 
no longer the most terrible, but 
instead, is that no one is willing to 
lend a helping hand to the needy 
(Teresa et al., 2000). I hope that 
more and more people can step a 
small step in doing small but good 
things, and cultivate a helping heart 
to better our world, to a world with-
out poverty. (Reflective Essay 1)

A staff interviewee further added value to 
the above quantitative findings and con-
cluded that the service-learning experience 
facilitates students’ moral development, 
which starts from showing basic respect 
toward others, including simple basic 
things, and may take various forms in prac-
tice, especially in a cross-cultural context.

The students are required to do 
service in Cambodia. They must 
learn to respect others—the basic 
component in moral development. 
[It is] easy to say, but implement-
ing this component [in reality] may 
not be easy to achieve. To deter-
mine how to respect local people 
[in Cambodia], different students 
may have different understand-
ings. Some students may think to 
respect the local people, they need 
to learn their language. Or if learn-
ing their language may be difficult, 

at least culturally or in the way they 
interact, they need to learn the way 
[of the local people]. For example, 
they will [learn their] way of greet-
ing or their body language. These 
examples show respect. . . . (Staff 
Member 2, female)

Empathy building forms an important part 
of moral development. Table 3 shows that a 
statistically significant, highly positive cor-
relation exists between the P–P difference 
in moral development scores and the P–P 
difference in cognitive empathy scores. By 
contrast, no significant correlation is found 
between the P–P difference in moral devel-
opment and affective empathy scores. This 
contrast reflects the background and up-
bringing of the students, who mostly come 
from nonpoor families and thus may never 
experience significant hunger and tremen-
dous poverty. These students can undergo 
perspective taking (and thus cognitive em-
pathy) and stand in the shoes of the ser-
vice recipients. However, to really feel the 
service recipients’ affective and emotional 
conditions may be difficult for these stu-
dents because hunger and desperate poverty 
are remote from their personal experiences. 
How the moral development of the students 
is built more on cognitive empathy than on 
affective empathy is vividly reflected in 
the following excerpt from the focus group 
(which may explain the statistical findings).

For example, you talk about hunger, 
no food. To us, even if we do not 
have food, the maximum is skip-
ping only one meal. However, their 
[Cambodians’ hunger] perhaps is 
two days. We cannot feel their pain 
vividly. I understand the conception 
of [hunger], but I cannot experience 
[thoroughly]. We lack the most vivid 
“understanding” [of their plight]. 
We have the general understand-
ing, but being very empathetic and 
feeling their situation as our own 
experience, frankly speaking, are 

Table 3. Nonparametric Correlations Among P–P Differences in Moral 
Development, Cognitive Empathy, and Affective Empathy

Differencea in moral development

Differencea in cognitive empathy  0.693**

Differencea in affective empathy −0.038
a Difference between P–P scores.
** Significant at 0.01 level.
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not [possible]. (Participant of focus 
group with Hong Kong students, 
female)

The circumstance of cognitively compre-
hending the difficulties faced by the vil-
lagers but being unable to vividly feel, 
emotionally and affectively, what they feel 
is further echoed in the interview with a 
nonlocal student, explaining the quantita-
tive findings also.

No, I do not think they [have 
enough] food. I do not think I 
can [feel what they are feel-
ing]. When they face us, they 
are very enthusiastic. . . . We 
cannot see their difficulties in the  
background. . . . They make 
us feel that they like us very  
much. . . . Our group is responsible 
for two families. One of the families’ 
situation is really, really bad. Their 
family is very poor. Their father has 
a severe disease and cannot work, 
with high medical expenditure each 
month. This family told us that they 
have this situation. . . . (Student A, 
female, nonlocal student)

As shown in Table 4, the Wilcoxon signed 
ranks test of the P–P of the general, af-
fective, and cognitive empathy scores as 
well as the moral development scores are 
all statistically insignificant, with a p-value 
greater than 0.05. This result reveals that 
the objective assessment of the differ-
ences (increments) in moral development 
and empathy building by P–P comparison 
of scores is not conclusive. However, the 
subjective self-evaluation (on the part of 

students) of the effectiveness of the ser-
vice-learning experience in moral devel-
opment and empathy nurturance is highly 
positive, as reflected in Table 2 (Statements 
2.1.1–2.2.4). The students in the focus 
group highlight that moral development 
and empathy nurturance are long-term 
engagements, rather than being enhanced 
suddenly and drastically by a short, one-
off service-learning course. Nevertheless, 
such a “soft” experience in service-learning 
provides certain inspirations for deep re-
flections on such issues as how to live one’s 
life and relationships with others within 
one’s society and the world (as reflected 
in Table 2), leading to a positive subjec-
tive self-evaluation of the efficacy of such 
a service-learning experience in facilitation 
of empathy nurturance and moral develop-
ment. However, great significant positive 
changes in moral development and empathy 
scores may not occur (as reflected in the 
comparison of P–P scores). That is, such 
a service-learning experience leads to in-
cremental, rather than striking, changes in 
empathy building and moral development. 
Such changes can be sensed subjectively by 
the students concerned, instead of being 
reflected in objective measurements. This 
finding is also echoed in the conclusion of 
Leung and Yung (2020).

This multidimensional border-crossing 
service-learning experience stimulates the 
students to rethink and reorient their re-
lationship with the service recipients and 
their views on the relationship between the 
developed and the developing world. The 
following excerpt from a student’s reflective 
essay illustrates this relationship.

Table 4. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test of P–P Scores of Students

Variable Time Mean Rank p-value

General empathy scorea
Postprogram < Preprogram 5.50 0.373

Postprogram > Preprogram 8.29

Affective empathy score
Postprogram < Preprogram 6.92 0.480

Postprogram > Preprogram 7.94

Cognitive empathy score
Postprogram < Preprogram 6.13 0.809

Postprogram > Preprogram 4.10

Moral development score
Postprogram < Preprogram 8.56 0.981

Postprogram > Preprogram 9.50
a Derived from cognitive empathy score + affective empathy score.
Note. A low score indicates a comparatively high achievement in that aspect.
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Driven by bravado, benevolence and 
maybe some curiosity, I decided to 
join this trip to Cambodia, my very 
first time to a country of the Third 
World. Before we arrive, I thought 
the purpose of our trip, exaggerat-
ing a bit, was to be “lifesavers” to 
the Cambodians living in the remote 
areas. I absolutely had no idea that, 
now, after these twelve amazing 
days, I unexpectedly find that it is 
them, the kind-hearted, adorable 
villagers who are truly being my 
"lifesavers." Beautiful, clean blue 
sky, simple and pristine villages, 
with enthusiastic villagers gather-
ing around us gave my journey a 
wonderful start. I thought I was 
ready to face the poverty, but real-
ized I wasn't when I found myself 
in a daze seeing the naked girls and 
boys running along the sandy road 
on their bare, tiny foot. I started to 
ask myself, do I really know what 
poverty is, or what poverty means 
to me? (Reflective Essay 2)

Within the context of intercultural sensi-
tivity, this student may be demonstrating 
signs of “reversal,” which involves assumed 
superiority of another culture while deni-
grating one’s own; at this point, the student 
has yet to progress to become a truly multi-
cultural person at the DMIS final integration 
stage (building one’s own identity within 
ethnorelativism and multicultural context 
by construing oneself in different cultural 
ways). 

At the beginning of the course, the students 
might have believed that they were in a good 
position to help the “needy” in Cambodia, 
but resolved that they should treat the vil-
lagers on an equal footing rather than adopt 
a patronizing attitude. In addition, the stu-
dents concluded that they learned a great 
deal from their interactions with the vil-
lagers. That is, in the process of giving, the 
students gained much in return, especially 
intangibly. This finding is reflected in the 
following:

I think that “co-workers” can best 
describe our relationship with the 
villagers. While they are assisting 
us, we learn from their positiv-
ity and simplicity. They will come 
over the site and interact with us, 
which I think it is very welcoming 
and supportive. (Reflective Essay 4)

Service-learning experience facilitates 
students’ deliberation on their relationship 
with the service recipients. In addition, the 
staff from Cambodia involved in the course 
highlighted in a written reply that the very 
fact that the service-learning trip took place 
in a rural community (with urban vs. rural 
border-crossing) in a developing country 
(developed vs. developing world border-
crossing) was advantageous “in terms of 
social contributions and social engagements 
to poverty reduction, education and cultural 
understanding.” Such a national border-
crossing service-learning endeavor can lead 
to cultural sensitivity and understanding, 
which may be difficult to achieve if the ser-
vice is conducted in a local context. Service-
learning in an overseas context provides an 
additional cross-border nurturance ground 
for student reflections.

Ultimately, such a multifaceted border-
crossing experience broadens students’ 
horizons, providing them memorable and 
unforgettable experiences that are food for 
thought and that function well beyond the 
mere measurement of credits and marks. 
These factors can be concluded from what 
the students expressed in the focus group.

[The service-learning experience] 
really broadens my horizons. You 
must go to another place to see 
what is happening in the other side 
of the world. It greatly broadens my 
horizons. I notice many things in 
this trip. It is valuable. (Participant 
of focus group with Hong Kong stu-
dents, female)

I really learnt how to be contented. 
If we went to Cambodia for visiting 
tourist attractions, we might not 
have such an unforgettable expe-
rience. During the whole course, I 
no longer worried about credits. I 
myself am like this. (Participant of 
focus group with Hong Kong stu-
dents, female)

Thus, this service-learning trip funda-
mentally differed from a travel vacation, 
broadening students’ horizons and granting 
them a memorable and extraordinary ex-
perience. The trip also provided students a 
new dimension toward studying and learn-
ing, something beyond the mere pursuit of 
credits and marks.
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Conclusion

We applied mixed-methods research in a 
pioneering study of a course that included 
service-learning experiences involving 
five border-crossing dimensions: (1) urban 
versus rural, (2) developed versus devel-
oping world areas, (3) classroom versus 
practical and experiential, (4) Hong Kong 
versus Cambodian culture (cross-cultural), 
and (5) teachers’ paternalism versus stu-
dents’ voice. We conclude that these experi-
ences were largely effective in facilitating 
students’ understanding of poverty, moral 
development, and empathy nurturance 
on the basis of students’ subjective self-
assessment of the efficacy of their service-
learning experience. Moral development on 
the part of students during such service-
learning experiences is more related to 
cognitive than affective empathy building, 
a relationship that can be explained by the 
huge gap involved in the developed versus 
developing world border crossing. This 
gap makes the real feeling of prolonged 
hunger too remote to be comprehensible 
to nonpoor students who never experience 
such ordeals in their place of origin in the 
developed world. Thus, imagining the feel-
ings involved in persistent hunger can be 
difficult for them, although they can cogni-
tively comprehend the degree of difficulty of 
such plights by putting themselves into the 
shoes of the Cambodian villagers. From this 
perspective, a local service-learning experi-
ence with a lesser degree of border cross-

ing by serving the disadvantaged within 
the same society may have an advantage in 
constructing affective empathy.

Nevertheless, such an exposure to a far-off 
world provides a rich ground for students 
to reflect on the issue of global poverty, 
their values, their relationships with others 
within their society and the global world, 
and their goals in life, resulting in high 
subjective self-assessment, on the part of 
the students, of the efficacy of the service-
learning experience in moral development 
and empathy nurturance. However, the 
objective measurement of P–P moral and 
empathy levels, on the part of students, 
does not conclusively echo such students’ 
subjective self-assessment because the ser-
vice experience may mainly serve as food for 
thought and reflection. Fundamentally, this 
cross-border service-learning trip served as 
an invaluable experience in the formative 
years of these undergraduates, paving the 
way for future subtle or evident changes 
in their lives through broadening their 
horizons and exposure to another culture 
socioeconomically, culturally, and nation-
ally. This research is an intensive study of 
a case of border-crossing service-learning 
that involved a limited number of students. 
Further research efforts to explore diverse 
service-learning experiences in different 
border-crossing contexts will lead to fur-
ther generalization and contextualization.
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Abstract

The fast-paced advances in technology and scientific knowledge in 
the 21st century call for learners to possess professional skills that 
complement their technical skills to make meaningful contributions 
in communities. This article introduces a cross-disciplinary leadership 
training program, Graduate Scholars Leadership, Engagement, and 
Development (GS LEAD), that was designed and implemented to 
train students in professional skills including problem-solving, 
interdisciplinary teamwork, leadership, communication, and 
engagement. This training program provided learning opportunities for 
incoming graduate students to work beyond their laboratories, across 
disciplines, and into communities to identify real-world problems and 
design sustainable solutions. The design and implementation of the 
program, the findings of participating students’ development in Program 
Year 1, and suggestions for future program design are discussed.
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D
ynamic changes in global so-
cieties coupled with advances 
in technology and scientific 
knowledge call for a STEM 
workforce that is technically 

advanced in its disciplines and readily 
adaptable and responsive to evolving op-
portunities (Bidarra & Rusman, 2016; 
Crippen & Archambault, 2012). Traditional 
educational approaches primarily train 
students in foundational knowledge and 
technical skills, but emerging scientists 
and engineers need skills that reach beyond 
the laboratory, across disciplines, and into 
communities to identify issues and develop 
resilient and sustainable solutions.

Students need to develop professional skills 
that complement their disciplinary training 
and proficiency. This is particularly critical 
at the graduate level, as many students are 
pursuing advanced degrees that will enable 
them to move into a variety of professional 
roles after graduation. Although many ex-

perts recognize the importance of profes-
sional skills (Shuman et al., 2005), most 
academic programs do not specify profes-
sional skills training as an explicit goal for 
their students, nor as a formal aspect of 
their curriculum. Rather, programs rely on 
the time-honored traditions of mentoring 
and modeling as informal means to develop 
professional skills in their students (Bates 
et al., 2009; Benbassat, 2014). Given the 
importance of these skills, the traditional 
paradigm of informal training needs to be 
challenged by immersing professional skills 
development at the inception of graduate 
training. In addition to better preparing 
students to make contributions in their 
careers, early training may equip gradu-
ate students to make more creative and 
innovative contributions in their research 
labs, their dissertation projects, and their 
chosen fields of study. In this article, we 
present the Graduate Scholars Leadership, 
Engagement, and Development project (GS 
LEAD), a formal interdisciplinary train-
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ing program developed at the University 
of Georgia (UGA) and implemented in the 
earliest stage of graduate education. We 
discuss the initial design, implementation, 
findings, and lessons learned thus far from 
the project to inform best practices for pro-
moting graduate student leadership in the 
community.

Context

The University of Georgia

As a prominent public land- and sea-grant 
institution of higher education, UGA is 
committed to academic excellence. This 
commitment, as well as its institutional 
mission and core values, are reflected by its 
motto, “to teach, to serve, and to inquire 
into the nature of things” (University of 
Georgia, 2014). In recognition of the critical 
impact that rapid advances in science and 
technology have in our global society, UGA 
has made a strong commitment to the ad-
vancement of STEM education at all levels. 
In addition, education leaders at UGA value 
diversity, interdisciplinarity, and teamwork 
and embrace the need to prepare all stu-
dents, both technically and professionally, 
for a 21st-century workforce that partners 
with communities locally and globally.

The GS LEAD Project

The University of Georgia initiated GS LEAD 
to address professional skills training in 
graduate education. This “project with 
promise” pilot program trains graduate 
students in problem solving, interdisciplin-
ary teamwork, leadership, communication, 
and community engagement, critical pro-
fessional skills that transcend disciplines 
and prepare graduate students with a focus 
on STEM for a broad range of career choic-
es. Critical to the success of GS LEAD are 
strategic partnerships that (1) embrace the 
institutional pillars of teaching, research, 
and service; (2) reshape the 21st-century 
STEM graduate scholar to meet the needs 
of the communities they will serve; and (3) 
transform graduate education.

The GS LEAD project is a campus col-
laboration led by the UGA Graduate School 
and funded through a National Science 
Foundation Innovations in Graduate 
Education (NSF-IGE) grant awarded to the 
Graduate School. As the central unit respon-
sible for supporting graduate education, the 
UGA Graduate School has brought together 

faculty leaders from across a broad span of 
academic and service units who possess the 
collective expertise to develop, coordinate, 
and implement the project goals.

The UGA Graduate School, in collabora-
tion with the institution’s Public Service 
and Outreach unit, partnered with the 
Colleges of Arts and Sciences, Education, 
Engineering, Journalism and Mass 
Communication, and Veterinary Medicine to 
carry out this project. The leadership team 
includes faculty in graduate education and 
public service and outreach, as well as STEM 
and STEM-related disciplines from across 
the UGA campus. The areas of expertise 
of the project implementation team range 
from interdisciplinary graduate education 
and program evaluation to communica-
tion, leadership, and community engage-
ment. The rich variety and expertise of the 
leadership and implementation teams are 
reflected in the innovative design, develop-
ment, and implementation of GS LEAD.

Project Details

Purpose of the Project

The GS LEAD approach focuses on newly 
matriculating doctoral students and infuses 
early doctoral education with experiential 
learning, beginning with facilitated instruc-
tion in professional skills that progresses to 
less-guided experiential learning, providing 
interdisciplinary collaborative opportuni-
ties and facilitating community-engaged 
opportunities. By aligning professional 
skill training with experiential learning, GS 
LEAD has piloted a novel approach in STEM 
graduate education. We hypothesize that a 
focused, student-centered learning model 
that pairs students with local communities 
to work on a problem of pressing impor-
tance will better prepare students to suc-
ceed in their graduate training, as well as in 
their chosen fields of work after graduation. 
GS LEAD uses a challenge-based learning 
model of professional skills training with 
three goals: (1) determining key consid-
erations in transferring this pedagogical 
model from the health sciences domain in 
which it was established to the domain of 
STEM graduate education; (2) determining 
the impact of providing skills training at the 
beginning of a student’s graduate career, 
both for the student and for the labs in 
which they may work; and (3) developing 
best practices for sustainably implementing 
the model, should it prove to be effective in 
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one or more of these contexts.

The results of this pilot study will sig-
nificantly advance our understanding of 
the impact that early, immersive training 
in professional skills has on career place-
ment and success and, just as importantly, 
on the contributions that students make to 
research during their graduate studies and 
beyond. In addition, the results will help 
assess whether pedagogies like challenge-
based learning (Johnson & Adams, 2011) 
that have been successful in health sciences 
training (Harris & Brophy, 2005; Sable et al., 
2001; Thistlethwaite et al. 2012) can be fea-
sibly applied to STEM graduate education.

Project Site

GS LEAD was implemented at the main UGA 
campus in Athens, Georgia. Newly admit-
ted doctoral students began GS LEAD in the 
summer before their first graduate semester 
at UGA (Summer Academy). The summer 
start also enabled students not familiar with 
the Athens area to get to know the campus 
as well as the surrounding community prior 
to the start of the academic year.

Participants

Newly admitted doctoral students in the 
agricultural and environmental sciences, 
biomedical and health sciences, engineer-
ing, public health, and social sciences were 
recruited to participate in GS LEAD during 
the spring term immediately preceding 
the start of the Summer Academy. Project 
participants received a stipend to partially 
offset living expenses during the summer 
program. The GS LEAD Year 1 cohort had 12 
incoming doctoral students, Year 2 cohort 
included 15 incoming doctoral students, 
and Year 3 cohort included 14 students. The 
results presented in this article focus on the 
Year 1 cohort. In-depth analysis of the data 
from Cohorts 2 and 3 is ongoing and will be 
presented in future publications.

Program Design

Overall, GS LEAD was designed to provide 
students with the opportunity to engage in 
experiences that would develop leadership 
traits necessary to become STEM scholar 
leaders. To do this, a set of leadership 
competencies was first developed by the 
project evaluation team. Through litera-
ture reviews, discussions, and interviews 
with co-PIs and leadership experts to align 
leadership, interdisciplinary thinking, and 

community engagement, a list of leadership 
skills that students should possess was pro-
posed. A semi-Delphi method was then em-
ployed to collect STEM experts’ opinions on 
six key competencies and associated attri-
butes across different disciplines. Potential 
attributes for these key competencies were 
collected from eight experts across differ-
ent disciplines. An initial list was developed 
based on attribute frequency. The experts 
were then asked to identify their top five 
attributes for each of the competencies. This 
process resulted in identification of the top 
five attributes for each of the six competen-
cies. These are referred to throughout the 
article as the GS LEAD leadership compe-
tencies and were used to guide the design of 
participants’ experiences as well as program 
evaluation. Table 1 describes in detail the six 
competencies, attributes, and their defini-
tions.

The GS LEAD program began with the 
8-week Summer Leadership Academy. 
The purpose of this Summer Leadership 
Academy was for students to develop and 
hone transferable competencies in problem-
solving, leadership, effective communica-
tion of scholarship, teamwork, and com-
munity engagement. A typical week in the 
summer academy included approximately 
three days of facilitated workshops, guest 
lectures, group exercises, one or two expert 
panel discussions, and dedicated time for 
self-reflection. Off-site visits with local 
or regional community programs were 
scheduled throughout the summer and 
provided students the opportunity to ex-
perience community issues firsthand. The 
workshops and lectures, usually delivered 
in a collaborative classroom setting, were 
organized by the course facilitators. Panel 
discussions included GS LEAD PIs/co-PIs, 
additional STEM scholar leaders from UGA, 
community engagement experts, and com-
munity leaders. Panelists and guest speak-
ers were selected because they exemplified 
GS LEAD leadership competencies. Field 
experiences in the local community as well 
as surrounding areas were arranged and led 
by the facilitators and community partners. 
These opportunities for students to engage 
with a variety of people expanded their un-
derstanding of community issues. The over-
all theme for the first Summer Leadership 
Academy was food, including food technol-
ogy, the politics of food, and then a growing 
emphasis on food access.

In the fall semester following completion 
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Table 1. Leadership Competencies, Definitions, and Attributes
Competency Definition Attributes

1. Self-awareness/lifelong 
learning

I understand my personal 
strengths and weaknesses and 
can reflect on and adapt to 
feedback and ideas for change.

1.1. I am open to feedback from others and to trying 
new ideas and methods based on this feedback.

1.2. I can adapt to changing conditions.
1.3. I have the courage to take risks.
1.4. I am eager to learn and grow.
1.5. I have a clear sense of how I am perceived by 

others and how this varies with context.

2. Community engagement/
public citizenship

Being aware of one’s role(s) 
within different communities, 
understanding the different 
perspectives of different  
communities, and being 
respectful of the community.

2.1. I can organize and maintain smooth, effective 
working relationships.

2.2. I have a clear sense of how scientific research and 
practice relate to nonscientific disciplines and 
communities.

2.3. I recognize and reward the contributions of others.
2.4. I can assess and respond to contexts, including 

political, legal, commercial, ethical, disciplinary, 
and interpersonal.

2.5. I am sensitive to and responsive about the dilem-
mas and ambiguity that arise when STEM leaders 
work in community.

3. Paradigmatic knowledge Understanding and appreciat-
ing the role of paradigms in 
one’s work in community.

3.1. I have a broad understanding of my discipline, 
including context and content as well as technical 
knowledge of my field.

3.2. I understand the perspectives of various disciplines 
and functions and conditions that affect these 
perspectives. 

3.3. I act in accordance with stated values and use 
ethical considerations to guide my decisions and 
actions.

3.4. I can integrate knowledge, perspectives, and enti-
ties that lead to new outcomes.

3.5. I understand how the social construction of 
knowledge can result in differences in perception 
dependent on context.*

4. Strategic problem-solving Uses design thinking to engage 
others in setting goals, and 
definition and implementation 
of plans for achieving these 
goals.

4.1. I am mentally agile—I can see things from new 
angles and ask insightful questions.

4.2. I analyze diverse viewpoints to make planning 
decisions and solve problems.

4.3. I have a bias toward action, distinguishing between 
relevant and irrelevant information, making timely 
decisions that lead to helpful solutions.

4.4. I manage my time wisely, deal with interruptions 
appropriately, and avoid spreading myself too thin.

4.5. I use effective strategies to facilitate change initia-
tives and overcome resistance to change.

5. Effective communication/
storytelling

Clearly and succinctly shares 
ideas and information that 
engage others by creating and 
sustaining a sense of shared 
meaning about the work at 
hand.

5.1. I can encourage and maintain constructive dialogue 
among participants.

5.2. I can develop a credible and compelling vision and 
can secure commitment from stakeholders for 
achieving a shared vision.

5.3. I am warm and have a sense of humor.
5.4. I use web-based communications and social 

networking tools appropriately.
5.5. I am an effective advocate and spokesperson for 

the work I am advancing.

6. Multicultural/multidisci-
plinary fluency*

Skilled with norms of interac-
tion that facilitate inclusive 
participation by people from 
diverse communities and 
disciplines.*

6.1. I can engage diverse partners (individuals and 
organizations) in collaborative networks and 
multidisciplinary partnerships.

6.2. I enjoy the challenge of working with and experi-
encing differences among people.*

6.3. I am aware of and respond positively to diversity 
in others, including disciplinary, class, gender, 
ethnic, and cultural differences.

6.4. I work effectively with people who differ in race, 
gender, culture, age, or background.

6.5. I facilitate individual and group self-expression, 
promoting the values of pluralism and diversity in 
society.

*Refined for Year 2.
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of the Summer Leadership Academy, the 
students advanced into a semester-long 
Grand Challenge Course with the overarch-
ing theme of connecting STEM disciplines 
to community needs. The purpose of the 
challenge course was for students to apply 
learned practices from the summer academy 
in a community setting, and to embrace 
these experiences in meaningful ways that 
could be carried forward into their disserta-
tion research and professional careers. The 
end product of the fall course was a com-
munity-engaged project that the students 
defined and completed in small teams. The 
projects focused on working with commu-
nities to identify and codesign solutions to 
complex problems, such as access to healthy 
foods, experiential educational spaces, and 
community-engaged needs assessments.

Building community partnerships was 
crucial to the overall success of the pro-
gram. However, gaining access to com-
munities and building trust is a process 
that can take years. Fortunately, with ser-
vice as a core pillar of its mission, UGA’s 
Office of Vice President for Public Service 
and Outreach (PSO) has built partnerships 
across the state, with public service pro-
fessionals deeply embedded in local com-
munities throughout Georgia. The GS LEAD 
program collaborated with two PSO units, 
the J. W. Fanning Institute for Leadership 
Development and the Archway Partnership, 
to identify communities for students to 
partner with for their collaborative projects: 
The J. W. Fanning Institute for Leadership 
Development is “dedicated to strengthening 
communities, organizations, and individuals 
through leadership development, training, 
and education” (J. W. Fanning Institute, 
2018), and the Archway Partnership ad-
dresses “self-identified community issues 
in geographically dispersed locations across 
the State” (About Archway Partnership, 2018). 
These units provided sites for field trips and 
identified local community leaders to act 
as guides for GS LEAD participants during 
these visits.

In addition to the experiences provided by 
the summer academy and fall course, stu-
dents were encouraged throughout the pro-
gram to engage in cohort-building activities 
to deepen their interpersonal relationships. 
For example, students had opportunities 
to continue engaging with their leader-
ship coaches from the Summer Leadership 
Academy into the Fall Challenge Course. 
This multitiered approach has been reported 

by others to be effective for leadership de-
velopment (Wendler et al., 2012).

Measuring the Impact of GS LEAD

Assessment of the impact of GS LEAD (IRB 
Approval #00003534) focused on how the 
students’ experiences in the program in-
fluenced their development of leadership, 
interdisciplinary, collaborative, and com-
munity engagement skills, as well as their 
personal development of self. Specific data 
collection instruments (see Table 2) were 
developed and employed to gather infor-
mation on participants’ experiences and 
were implemented according the schedule 
detailed in Table 2.

Findings to Date

GS LEAD Cohort 1 included 12 incoming 
doctoral students from STEM and STEM-
related disciplines. Outcomes of partici-
pants’ experiences of the program, includ-
ing each data collection method, as well as 
the initial results, are provided below.

The outcomes of the project were assessed 
through five different data collection in-
struments. (1) The Leadership Inventory 
examined participants’ understanding of 
leadership skills before and after the pro-
gram. (2) The course satisfaction surveys 
measured participants’ satisfaction and ex-
periences on a weekly basis throughout the 
summer and during the fall. (3) Open-ended 
reflection questions enabled participants to 
reflect on their experiences throughout the 
summer. (4) Interviews were conducted 
in both summer and fall for participants 
to share experiences related to their indi-
vidual growth through the program. (5) A 
simulation-based performance assessment 
assessed participants’ growth by examining 
their leadership, teamwork, communica-
tion, and decision-making skills before and 
after the summer program.

GS LEAD Leadership Inventory

The GS LEAD Leadership Inventory (GSLLI; 
see Figure 1) includes six key competency 
definitions (e.g., community engagement/
public citizenship) with five associated at-
tribute statements (e.g., “I can organize and 
maintain smooth, effective working rela-
tionships.”) for a total of 30 attribute state-
ments. The GSLLI was developed to measure 
student understanding and engagement 
with the GS LEAD leadership competencies. 
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The GSLLI was one way to measure the stu-
dents’ growth in leadership development as 
a result of their participation in GS LEAD. 
By having students express their views of 
current and ideal proficiencies in leadership 
throughout the program, changes in their 
understanding of leadership over the course 
of the program were measured.

Procedure

The GSLLI employed two activities for the 
students to complete using the leadership 
competency attribute statements. For the 
first activity, they were asked to rank these 
30 attribute statements into five categories, 
in order of their current proficiency (from 
most to least proficient). The statements 
reflecting their best-realized attributes go 
in the first category and continue through 
a total of five categories until they classify 
all 30 attribute statements.

The second activity provided the students 
with the same list of attribute statements. 
However, this time they were asked to 
categorize the attribute statements they 
think will be most important to them in the 
future as STEM scholar leaders. Again, they 
grouped the attribute statements into five 
categories in order of importance.

The responses from the two activities were 

scored using a 5–1 scale (from most to least 
proficient/important). For example, the six 
attribute statements that were placed in 
the “most important” category received 5 
points each. The six attribute statements 
that were placed in the “least important” 
category received 1 point each. Using this 
scale, a total of 90 points were assigned to 
30 statements. Each competency consists 
of five statements, thus the value of each 
competency could vary from a total of 5 
points to a total of 25 points, depending on 
the students’ responses.

GSLLI Results

Students (N = 12) participated in pre- and 
posttraining surveys, once at the beginning 
of the program and once at the end of the 
program, to examine how their current and 
ideal competencies have changed through-
out the Summer Leadership Academy and 
Grand Challenge Course (see Figure 1 and 
Figure 2).

Figure 2 illustrates students’ current and 
ideal proficiencies at the beginning (pre-
survey) and at the end (postsurvey) of the 
program. If the importance of each compe-
tency is equally distributed, then the total 
score for each competency is 15 points; this 
was used as a reference point.

Table 2. Data Collection Instruments and Implementation Schedule
Data source/instrument Description Implementation schedule

Leadership Inventory Twofold survey that assessed program 
competencies by ranking 30 leader-
ship attributes students perceive they 
possess, and then ranking those they 
perceive as ideal for a STEM scholar 
leader.

• Beginning of Summer 
Leadership Academy

• End of Fall Challenge 
Course

Course satisfaction survey Online Likert scale survey to gauge 
students’ satisfaction in their learning 
experiences.

• Weekly during Summer 
Leadership Academy

• Midterm survey during Fall 
Challenge Course

Open-ended reflection 
questions

Online questions that prompt students 
to reflect on session activities and 
personal/learning experiences.

• Weekly during Summer 
Leadership Academy

Face-to-face interviews Questions to elicit student feedback on 
the program experiences and effective-
ness towards self-development. 

• End of Summer Leadership 
Academy

Simulation-based 
performance assessment

Computer-mediated small group 
role-play activity to assess students’ 
leadership, teamwork, communication, 
and decision-making skills.

• Beginning of Summer 
Leadership Academy

• End of Summer Leadership 
Academy
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Comparison of current competencies be-
tween pre- and postsurvey results revealed 
that students awarded more points to self-
awareness/lifelong learning, paradigmatic 
knowledge, and multicultural/multidisci-
plinary fluency over time. This may indicate 
that students perceived that their compe-
tencies became stronger in self-awareness/
lifelong learning, paradigmatic knowledge, 
and multicultural/multidisciplinary flu-
ency in comparison to others. The award-
ing of points in strategic problem-solving 
remained relatively stable over time. In 
contrast, students awarded fewer points to 
community engagement/public citizenship 
and effective communication/storytelling 
over time. Given that the awarding of a 
fixed number of total points requires that 
increases in some areas lead to decreases 
in others, this finding suggests that the 
students felt less strongly about their 
proficiencies in these two areas, or that 
their earlier perceptions of their abilities/
knowledge were tempered by the real-life 
experiences they encountered during their 
training.

Figure 2 also shows changes over time in 
ideal proficiencies and suggests potential 
areas for enhancements in future training. 
Comparisons of ideal competency scores 
between pre- and postsurvey results re-
vealed that students awarded more points to 
self-awareness/lifelong learning, paradig-
matic knowledge, effective communication/
storytelling, and multicultural/multidisci-
plinary fluency over time, with the latter 
two competencies seeing the strongest 
increases. These findings may indicate that 
students perceived that future training for 
scholar leaders should be focused further 
in areas of communication/storytelling 
and multicultural/multidisciplinary flu-
ency. Corresponding decreases were noted 
in community engagement/public citizen-
ship and strategic problem-solving over 
time, suggesting that the students gave 
less weight to proficiency in these areas. It 
should be noted that these interpretations 
may be limited by the lower number of par-
ticipants in the postsurvey due to incom-
plete responses and/or low participation.

Course Satisfaction Surveys

Course satisfaction Likert scale surveys were 
used to gauge students’ (N = 12) perceptions 
of the usefulness of the sessions by asking 
them to rate their satisfaction.

Procedure

The 5-point Likert scale surveys (5 = high, 1 
= low) were implemented biweekly through-
out the summer academy. A midterm course 
satisfaction survey using a 3-point Likert 
scale (3 = high, 1 = low) was administered 
in the challenge course to elicit recom-
mendations for ongoing improvements of 
the course. All satisfaction surveys were 
distributed to the participants online using 
Qualtrics software.

Results

The participants’ survey responses from the 
summer academy implied satisfaction, with 
an overall median score of 4.09 in terms of 
the design and implementation of the ses-
sions (M = 4.02, SD = 0.51). The midterm 
evaluation of the challenge course indicated 
areas for improvement for the course design 
with an overall median score of 2.83 (M = 
2.54, SD = 0.64). Table 3 presents overall 
Summer Leadership Academy course satis-
faction survey results. Based on the satis-
faction survey results, ideas for interweav-
ing content for the Grand Challenge Course 
into the Summer Leadership Academy to 
improve transition were suggested and 
reflected in the overall revision of the cur-
riculum for Year 2. 

Weekly Open-Ended Reflection Questions 
for Summer Leadership Academy

Weekly open-ended reflection questions 
provided an opportunity for students to 
describe and reflect on their development 
and awareness of the competencies pro-
moted through the learning experiences. 
The open-ended reflection questions also 
allowed the GS LEAD implementation team 
to gain a deeper understanding of the stu-
dents’ perceived experiences of the pro-
gram. The reflection questions were posted 
from Weeks 1–6 on the program’s private 
website discussion board; the students (N = 
12) were also able to respond to the given 
questions through the secured website.

Procedure

The open-ended reflection questions were 
available to students starting at the end 
of Week 1 through the end of the Summer 
Leadership Academy. The reflection ques-
tions were formed based on the weekly 
themes and activities of the summer acad-
emy (see Table 4). The responses were 
analyzed and coded using the five attri-
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Table 3. Course Satisfaction Survey
Session Mean (SD) Median n

Summer course evaluation question:
This session had a positive impact on my development as a STEM scholar leader.

Opening Retreat: Welcome to the Summer Leadership Academy

Panel on leadership 4.64 (0.64) 5.00 11

Cohort introductions via pecha kucha 3.91 (0.79) 4.00 11

Leadership perspectives sorting exercise 4.00 (0.60) 4.00 11

Team-building activities 4.36 (0.77) 5.00 11

Cohort activity/Watching and discussing the movie “The 
Martian” 3.91 (0.67) 4.00 11

Week 1: Food for thought, leadership, and your new role as a PhD student

Simulation: Climb Mt. Everest 4.27 (0.86) 4.00 11

How people learn about leadership (KOLB & ORID) 3.73 (0.86) 4.00 11

Leadership practice inventory (LPI) 4.18 (0.72) 4.00 11

Guest speaker: STEM salaries 3.73 (0.86) 4.00 11

Marshmallow challenge 3.91 (0.79) 4.00 11

Science communication: Holistic vision of the lived experience of 
a STEM graduate student

3.73 (0.62) 4.00 11

Panel: Leadership & Food 4.64 (0.48) 5.00 11

Mindfulness sessions 4.18 (1.03) 5.00 11

Cohort activity/Campus tour & scavenger hunt 3.09 (0.79) 3.00 11

Field trip/Field trip to technical college 4.64 (0.48) 5.00 11

Homework/Observation assignment 3.09 (0.90) 3.00 11

Homework/Epistemology instruments 3.90 (0.83) 4.00 10

Week 2: We are what we eat, and community is about who you eat with

EMERGENETICS 4.82 (0.57) 5.00 11

Panel: Storytelling, implicit & embedded narratives 4.73 (0.45) 5.00 11

Guest speaker: Culturally sensitive approaches to community 4.00 (0.95) 4.00 11

Cohort activity/Lab visit 4.18 (1.03) 5.00 11

Homework/Prioritizing competencies 4.09 (0.67) 4.00 11

Week 3: Slow food, fast food: Polarities as a STEM scholar/practitioner

Politics of science 4.58 (0.49) 5.00 12

Panel with the regional commission 4.08 (0.76) 4.00 12

Discussion of Thomas Kuhn's Structure of Scientific Revolutions—
Normal science and paradigm shifts 3.00 (1.15) 3.00 12

Communication and conflict (Ladder of inference, implicit bias) 4.25 (0.72) 4.00 12

Difficult conversations and dialogue 4.36 (0.48) 4.00 11

Epistemology discussion 2.92 (1.11) 2.50 12

Design thinking 3.17 (1.14) 3.00 12

Field trip/Food Well Alliance partners—Harvest; food bank; West 
community garden 4.83 (0.39) 5.00 12

Table continued on next page.
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Table 3. Course Satisfaction Survey (cont'd)

Session Mean (SD) Median n

Week 4: Indigestion, innovation, and inspiration

The scientist discussion 4.33 (0.62) 4.00 12

Panel with LSAMP director; director of Regenerative Bioscience 
Center 3.83 (1.28) 4.50 12

Mangle of parsimony—Community engagement plan 3.00 (1.08) 3.00 12

Risk workshop 3.33 (1.37) 3.00 12

Innovation workshop 3.50 (1.12) 4.00 12

Culture, diversity, and personal/community narratives 4.00 (1.22) 4.50 12

Field trip/County partners—Westside Middle School; Oak Grove 
Landfill; Wimberly Community Center; Elementary Farm to 
School Project; Lazy B Farm

4.25 (0.62) 4.00 12

Mindfulness sessions 4.50 (0.67) 5.00 12

Week 5: Close-up on community/university partnerships

Field trip—“Extended” campus Food PIC 3.57 (0.98) 4.00 7

Field trip—“County–community” partnership visit 4.57 (0.53) 5.00 7

Week 6: Iron chef: Technical and adaptive leadership

Panel on ethics, sustainability, and safety 3.71 (1.60) 5.00 7

Ideation session 3.71 (1.11) 4.00 7

Week 7: Local flavor and community context

Visioning session with project partners using Visual Explorer 
pictures

3.29 (0.95) 3.00 7

Think tank with project partners 4.29 (1.11) 5.00 7

Week 8: Soup’s on! Bench to bedside

Case study write-up, work-through, and skit 4.00 (0.58) 4.00 7

Peer consulting triad 4.71 (0.49) 5.00 7

Week 9: Celebrate and on to the Challenge Course

Simulation game—Climb Mt. Everest 4.50 (0.55) 4.50 6

Final presentation—Personal leadership plan snapshot 4.17 (0.75) 4.00 6

Final presentation—Philosophy of community engagement 
snapshot 4.17 (0.75) 4.00 6

Final presentation—Project presentations 4.50 (0.55) 4.50 6

Self-graduation 4.33 (0.82) 4.50 6

Celebration reception 4.17 (0.98) 4.50 6

Fall course evaluation question: Rate the following activities for the program . . .

Bring your own faculty (BYOF) 3.00 (1.79) 3.00 6

Lectures 1.40 (0.89) 1.00 5

Team clinics 3.00 (1.26) 3.00 6

Team sharing/Presentations in class 2.20 (1.10) 3.00 5

Design Review #1 (presentation) 2.67 (1.97) 2.00 6

Special session: Dean “Dan” 3.00 (1.79) 3.00 6

Note. Each session was ranked on a 5-point Likert scale. 
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butes from each of the leadership compe-
tencies: self-awareness/lifelong learning, 
community engagement/public citizen-
ship, paradigmatic knowledge, strategic 
problem-solving, effective communication/
storytelling, and multicultural/multidisci-
plinary fluency.

Results

Based on a course content analysis, the 
six leadership competencies were distrib-
uted across the content (see Table 4) of the 
Summer Leadership Academy. Given that 
these competencies were the major learn-
ing objectives of the program, we believe 
that the content of the Summer Leadership 
Academy is aligned with the purpose of GS 
LEAD.

Students’ reflection responses were ana-
lyzed using the leadership competencies 
as the initial codes (see samples of student 
quotes in Table 5). The numerical values in 
Table 6 represent the frequency of the com-
petencies described by the students in their 

reflection responses. This process allowed 
the frequency of each individual competency 
to be compiled across each session week 
of the summer academy. Results indicate 
that students’ overall experiences with the 
competencies were well-distributed across 
the Summer Leadership Academy. In par-
ticular, students’ reflections indicated an 
emphasis around three competencies: (1) 
self-awareness/lifelong learning, (2) com-
munity engagement/public citizenship, and 
(3) effective communication/storytelling.

Interviews

The goals of the interviews were to collect 
constructive feedback on the experiences 
and effectiveness of GS LEAD, understand 
students’ learning experiences and learn-
ing processes, and check what, if any, 
leadership competencies were personally 
developed and how such development oc-
curred. Individual or small group (n = 2–3) 
interviews with participants (N = 12) took 
place at the end of the Summer Leadership 
Academy.

Table 4. Weekly Themes and Activities
Week Topic Activities

1 Food for Thought . . . Leadership 
and your new role as a PhD 
student 

Forum: STEM community and you
Cohort activity: Campus tour and scavenger hunt
Field trip: Learn-It Farm at regional technical college

2 We are what we eat & community 
is about who you eat with

Workshop: Community Engagement Dilemmas
Cohort activity:  Cook a meal together as a cohort
Field trip:  Visit labs across campus

3 Slow Food, Fast Food: Polarities 
as a STEM Scholar/Practitioner

Panel: Politics of Science
Lecture: Introduction to Design Thinking
Workshop: How to Have Difficult Conversations
Cohort activity: Work with partners to interview STEM 
faculty across campus
Field trip: Food Well Alliance and International 
Farmer’s Market 

4 Indigestion, Innovation, and 
Inspiration

Panel: Role of the “Scientist”
Lecture: Role of Innovation and Risk in STEM
Workshop: Culture, Diversity, and Community/Personal 
Narratives 
Cohort activity: Explore project ideas with team mem-
bers
Field trip: County school/Community field trip

5 Close-Up on Community/
University Partnerships

Cohort activity: Explore project ideas with team mem-
bers
Field trip: “County-Community” Partnership and the 
Food Product Innovation and Commercialization Center 
(Food PIC)

6 Iron Chef: Technical and Adaptive 
Leadership

Panel: On the Challenges of Modernity: STEM Safety, 
Ethics, Sustainability
Workshop: Ideation Session
Cohort activity: Work on community project plan with 
your team
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Table 5. Sample Quotes From Weekly Open-Ended Reflection Questions
Competency Quotes

Self-awareness/lifelong learning I thought that the hunger simulation was a great way to 
dismantle the privileged perspective that I have when it 
comes to food security.

Community engagement/public 
citizenship

I do want my research to make a difference and have a 
direct impact on the lives of others. Heeding his advice 
about establishing partnerships with groups and organi-
zations before collecting data will go a long way towards 
making my research more meaningful.

Paradigmatic knowledge The act of service has always been an integral part of my 
personal and professional life. I believe in service you 
find what you are most passionate about. I think when 
passion and service intersect is when we can really make 
a difference in communities.

Strategic problem-solving One of the things that I liked the most about it was the 
fact that it combined a for-profit model with trying to do 
better in the community and create economic develop-
ment.

Effective communication/storytelling I think most PhDs want their research to have a 
significant impact on society and would love an 
opportunity to discuss their research to the public.

Multicultural/multidisciplinary 
fluency

It’s nice to see how people from different backgrounds 
(Aerospace engineering, Ag engineering and even some 
of them with no academic degrees) come together to 
bridge the gap between consumers and local food pro-
ducers. I think it’s a great way to serve the community.

Table 6. Competency Alignment (Overall)
Competency Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6 Total

Self-awareness/lifelong learning 12 1 23 14 - - 50

Community engagement/public 
citizenship 9 3 24 17 9 1 63

Paradigmatic knowledge 6 2 13 5 1 27

Strategic problem-solving 2 - 11 20 5 1 39

Effective communication/ 
storytelling 4 - 26 14 - - 44

Multicultural/multidisciplinary 
fluency 2 - 15 13 - - 30

Total 35 6 112 83 15 2
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Procedure

Students were asked to participate in 1-hour 
interviews starting at the end of summer, 
which also included the first few weeks 
of the fall semester. The interviews were 
audio-recorded, then transcribed verba-
tim and coded using keywords from the 
list of leadership competencies. Additional 
themes and subthemes were generated in 
the analysis.

Results

The themes emerging from the analysis of 
students’ responses during the interviews, 
along with the associated competencies and 
sample quotes, are listed in Table 7. Overall, 
students expressed greater awareness of in-
terdisciplinary mind-sets and community 
engagement as a result of their experiences. 
Moreover, students began understanding 
what it meant to them to be a STEM scholar 
leader, and how their professional identities 
should be reflected.

Simulation-Based Team  
Performance Assessment

Working and learning together throughout 
the Summer Leadership Academy was a 
major component of the curriculum. Team 
performance was evaluated through the 
Mt. Everest simulation game developed by 
Michael A. Roberto and Amy C. Edmondson 
(Harvard Business School Publishing, 2011). 
As indicated on the website: 

The simulation uses the dramatic 
context of a Mount Everest expedi-
tion to reinforce student learning 
in group dynamics and leadership. 
Students play one of 5 roles on a 
team of hikers [e.g., leader, physi-
cian, environmentalist, marathon-
er, and photographer] attempting 
to summit the mountain. Team 
members analyze information on 
weather, health conditions, sup-
plies, goals, or hiking speed, and 
determine how much of that in-
formation to communicate to their 
teammates. Failure to accurately 
communicate and analyze informa-
tion as a team has negative con-
sequences on team performance. 
(Roberto & Edmondson, 2011) 

The simulation was selected and imple-
mented as an assessment to understand 
the students’ capabilities in communica-

tion and problem-solving while engaged in 
collaboration. To measure any changes in 
students’ capabilities, the simulation was 
implemented before and after the Summer 
Leadership Academy. 

Procedure

The pretest simulation was implemented in 
the first week of the Summer Leadership 
Academy; the posttest occurred at the com-
pletion of the Summer Leadership Academy. 
For the pretest, students (N = 12) were 
randomly divided into two groups (Team 1 
and Team 2) with six members each. Each 
member’s role in the group was randomly 
generated and assigned by the simulation 
program. For the posttest, the groups stayed 
the same, but students received different 
role assignments that were randomly dis-
tributed by the evaluation team. We used 
the following process to assign posttest 
roles for each member: (1) Depending on the 
type of role, the member who was the least 
active in the pretest was assigned the leader 
role. (2) Leaders from the pretest became 
observers. (3) Other members were assigned 
through a random drawing to ensure that 
different roles were assigned in the post-
test.

Students also completed an anonymous 
survey at two points during the simulation: 
(1) halfway through and (2) upon comple-
tion. Both the pre- and posttests were 
observed and video recorded by program 
evaluators. The survey results were col-
lected from the simulation program.

Results

During analysis of pretest observations, 
conflict among group members and their 
decision-making processes emerged as two 
important themes influencing their group 
dynamics. Therefore, the posttest analysis 
focused on these two themes. Each theme 
was analyzed in multiple ways: in groups 
and as individuals, as well as team/pair 
dynamics. Through comparison of the pre- 
and posttest simulation results, the groups’ 
ability to negotiate and communicate with 
each other throughout the simulation was 
assessed.

The overall observations and video analy-
ses identified several findings from the 
pre- and posttest simulations. Analyses of 
these data indicated that as the students 
worked and learned together in the Summer 
Leadership Academy, they developed an un-
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Table 7. Sample Quotes From Interviews
Competency Themes Quotes

Self-awareness/
lifelong learning

Confidence Interactions with other students in courses can 
only be benefited by the Summer Academy. Even 
in something like a journal club and making a 
presentation, I just feel a little more confident.

Community 
engagement/public 
citizenship

Empathy Like I feel more respect for the community and 
I feel more like an advocate for the community 
because I just know that a lot of people don't see 
that communities as actual human beings—and 
it's hard for people to connect that when they're 
doing research and I’ve been just able to see that 
and I just don’t want to ever be the person to do 
that.

Paradigmatic 
knowledge

Scope of discipline I think as scientists we’re trained to look smaller 
and smaller and smaller and sometimes the idea of 
having a big picture kind of gets weeded out. You 
don’t want to be the head in the clouds person, 
you have to have this very detail-oriented kind of 
person. You’re studying microbiology, the process 
inside of a single cell. It’s crazy to think that we 
also have to think like as big as space.

Strategic 
problem-solving

Changing mind,
new perspective

It [interaction with other people] was really 
beneficial I think to have that experiences to 
work with people from different disciplines and it 
showed me how we really do think in a different 
manner, may approach problems from different 
directions and being able to do that can help you 
see around the corner and come up with a better 
solution. . . .

Effective 
communication/
storytelling

STEM scholar Open-minded, driven, logical, and collaborative 
person. I feel like you need all those things. You 
can’t just be really smart. You can’t just be really 
good at doing research. You have to be able to 
work with others. You have to be able to commu-
nicate your research. Because if you’re doing the 
coolest research in the world but you can’t explain 
it to people outside your discipline, it’s useless. 
And you have to be open-minded to change be-
cause that’s the fun and hard thing about science. 
What we accept as fact is always changing.

Multicultural/
multidisciplinary 
fluency

Interdisciplinary,
collaboration

Because the Summer Academy really I guess, 
reassured that interdisciplinary approach and how 
that’s really important. And of course, I always 
thought that was important, but over the summer 
I was really able to see how people with 
different disciplines could come together and make 
something better than when you just have a team 
with one discipline. So I think that I would want 
to have a more interdisciplinary approach to my 
research and dissertation in the future.
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derstanding of each other as both individu-
als and team members (see Table 8). For 
example, during the simulation, students 
checked in more frequently with each other 
during the pretest, whereas posttest data 
indicated they were not checking in with 
each other as frequently, most likely be-
cause they had become more familiar with 
each other. Likewise, assigned roles were 
more important in the pretest than in the 
posttest, because students did not have as 
much awareness of each other at the begin-
ning of the program and, possibly, were less 
likely to express individuality. It should be 
noted that for Team 2, students’ behaviors 
based on the given roles were less evident; 
students’ personalities rather than the as-
signed roles were perceived to determine 
their behavior. Finally, over time student 
participation increased and problem-solv-
ing strategies became refined.

Survey Results

Aside from the observations, the Mt. Everest 
simulation also conducted a survey twice 
within each simulation: (1) halfway through 
the simulation and (2) upon completion 
of the simulation. Each survey included 
11 statements and asked the participant 
to rate their level of agreement with the 
statement on a 1 to 5 scale, where 1 rep-
resents strongly disagree and 5 represents 
strongly agree. The statements focused on 
the group performance, individual comfort 
with and trust in their group, and the per-
formance of the person in the leader role. 
For example, statements included “I would 
prefer to work with some other group of 
people, rather than this particular team, if 

I actually had to make important real-life 
decisions” and “We engaged in vigorous 
debate about alternative courses of action 
during the decision-making process.”

Overall posttest survey results indicated 
different results for the two groups. Team 
1 (n = 6) scored high on taking team opin-
ions and efforts into consideration, with 
evidence of analyzing each member’s situ-
ation, whole-group discussions for deci-
sion-making, and collaboration. In Team 
1, students participated in the simulation 
based on their assigned roles, and the level 
of students’ participation increased in the 
posttest. Team 2 (n = 6) reflected similar 
decision-making processes in both the pre-
test and posttest. A small group of students 
(n = 2) on the team were perceived to have 
more weight in the decision-making pro-
cess, as these students participated more 
actively in the pretest and were also more 
active in the posttest.

Next Steps

Recommendations for Future Cohorts

After completion of the first GS LEAD 
Summer Leadership Academy and Fall Grand 
Challenge Course, a preliminary evalua-
tion report (January) and an interim report 
(April) were presented to the key stakehold-
ers of this project. Based on the preliminary 
data analysis from this first cohort, recom-
mendations for changes to the curriculum, 
as well as in the evaluation strategies, were 
made and have been implemented for future 
cohorts. These changes were suggested to 
provide students with learning opportuni-

Table 8. Findings From the Simulation
Concept/element of  
observation

Key findings from pretest Key findings from posttest

Group dynamic Students checking in with each 
other frequently

Students checking in with each other 
less frequently

Student personality Not evident in pretest Assigned roles were less 
important to contribution style than 
student personality

Student participation Many members in Team 1 
stayed quiet; not all members 
in either group participated 
equally

Team 1 engaged more actively

Problem-solving 
strategies

Students created goals and 
made decision points clear

Students created goals and made 
decision points clear; students 
referred back to pretest experience to 
avoid mistakes
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ties that better align with curricular goals, 
and to enhance leadership, community en-
gagement, and strategic problem-solving 
skills that support students in their com-
munity project design and development.

Revisions to Data Collection Instruments 
for Year 2

GSLLI

The six leadership competencies were de-
veloped through STEM faculty input and 
used to guide the collection and evaluation 
of qualitative data (interviews, discussion 
posts, weekly evaluations, and performance 
simulation activity) in Year 1. Throughout 
the analysis of the results, interpersonal 
communication and collaboration emerged 
as important aspects for participants’ 
leadership development. The emergence of 
these themes led to modifications of the GS 
LEAD competency framework. As a result, 
the evaluation team recommended changing 
the name of Competency Number 6 from 
multicultural/multidisciplinary fluency to 
interpersonal collaboration/multicultural-
ism to better reflect the students’ learning 
experiences. Further, two attribute state-
ments in paradigmatic knowledge and 
interpersonal collaboration/multicultural-
ism were revised for clarification based on 
students’ feedback. These recommendations 
were accepted and implemented by the GS 

LEAD project leaders. The refined leader-
ship inventories were applied to the Year 2 
cohort (see Table 9 for more details).

Revisions to Curriculum for Year 2

The formative evaluation reports supported 
data-driven decisions for curriculum revi-
sions across both the Summer Leadership 
Academy and Grand Challenge Course. 
Tables 10 and 11 summarize the key curricu-
lum changes recommended by the evalua-
tion team, key curriculum changes made by 
the curriculum team, and preliminary data 
reflecting the results of the changes.

Data analysis has continued into the fall 
of Year 3 to include cross-year analyses of 
surveys conducted along with data from the 
Summer Leadership Academy, discussions, 
weekly personal reflections, and video 
analysis of students’ performances, dis-
cussions, and engagement. The cross-year 
analyses will result in better understand-
ing of the overall development of students’ 
perceptions and personal positions on what 
it means to be a STEM scholar leader in the 
21st century.

Outcomes and Implications

Development of Leadership Inventory 
(GSLLI) for Higher Education

Table 9. Refined Leadership Competencies
Competency Definition Attributes

Year 1 6. Multicultural/
multidisciplinary 
fluency

Skilled with norms of 
interaction that facilitate 
inclusive participation by 
people from diverse 
communities and 
disciplines.

6.2. I enjoy the challenge of 
working with and experi-
encing differences among 
people.

3. Paradigmatic 
knowledge

Understanding and 
appreciating the role of 
paradigms in one’s work in 
community.

3.5. I understand how collabora-
tion amongst peers and 
communities can result in 
differences in perceptions 
dependent on context.

Year 2 6. Interpersonal  
collaboration/ 
multiculturalism

Skilled with facilitating 
inclusive participation by 
people from diverse 
communities, backgrounds, 
and disciplines.

6.2. I acknowledge and respect 
differences among people.

3. Paradigmatic 
knowledge

Understanding and 
appreciating the role of 
paradigms in one’s work in 
community.

3.5. I understand how col-
laboration among peers and 
communities can result in 
differences in perceptions 
dependent on context.
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Table 10. Curriculum Revision Matrix (Recommendation 1)
Recommendation 1: Integrate summer and fall curriculum and experiences

Change recommended  
based on data

Change made in summer Year 2 Preliminary results of change*

1.1. In order to seamlessly inte-
grate leadership experiences 
and training in the Summer 
Leadership Academy with 
design thinking activities and 
community engagement in the 
Challenge Course, suggestions 
were made to combine (and 
partially flip) the Summer 
Leadership Academy and 
Challenge Course curricula.

The first week of the Summer 
Leadership Academy was 
revamped to focus more on com-
munity building with the cohort. 
Additionally, there was more of 
a focus on being a leader rather 
than doing leadership as demon-
strated through a project.

Curriculum focused a week on 
cohort community building.

Greater opportunity to focus on 
leadership, broadly as well as 
on a personal level. [Interview]

1.2. Leadership training and 
experiences, mainly introduced 
in the Summer Leadership 
Academy, should also be 
included in the fall so students 
can apply their leadership 
skills in the community-
engaged projects. 

Added two community events in 
the summer that were designed, 
developed, and implemented 
by the students so they could 
practice the leadership skills 
learned to date.

Added a retreat that allowed 
students time to reflect on the 
leadership skills they learned, 
which was helpful as they 
engaged with communities.

Moved the community project 
development to fall to allow 
students to apply their individual 
leadership and collaboration 
skills to identify issues, develop 
potential solutions, and imple-
ment plans with community 
partners.

Students perceived the 
community events as having 
high value for developing their 
leadership skills. [Week 4 
course satisfaction survey and 
open-ended responses]

Moving project development 
to the fall contributed to the 
ability to reduce the time in the 
summer, thus better meeting 
the needs of the participants. 
[Interview]

1.3. Design thinking, a focal point 
of the Challenge Course in Year 
1, should be introduced in the 
Summer Leadership Academy 
at an earlier stage.

Introduction to Design Thinking 
was moved to Week 1 of the 
Summer Leadership Academy 
instead of Week 4.

Earlier exposure to the concept 
of design thinking allowed 
the participants more time to 
integrate this into concepts 
related to leadership. It also 
enabled more engagement early 
on from faculty who work with 
the students in the fall, thus 
bringing in more seamless 
integration in the summer/fall. 
[Interview]

Increased satisfaction of 
students’ learning experi-
ences. [Week 4 course satisfac-
tion survey and open-ended 
responses]

1.4. Challenge Course needs to 
provide opportunities to 
use leadership training and 
experiences. More focus should 
be given in the fall to combin-
ing community engagement 
(summer) and design thinking 
(fall).

The community engagement 
project was integrated into the 
summer, enabling the partici-
pants to apply leadership skills 
and community engagement 
ideas in more seamless manners.

Integrating leadership 
concepts/practices in the fall 
promises to result in more 
seamless integration between 
the summer and fall (curri-
cula). [Interview]

*Data for results are from facilitators interview and course satisfaction survey data.
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Table 11. Curriculum Revision Matrix (Recommendation 2)
Recommendation 2. Streamline summer experiences to enhance leadership development

Change recommended  
based on data

Change made in summer Year 2 Preliminary results of change*

2.1. The Interim Evaluation 
Report, which analyzed 
students’ experiences of 
the program (through 
student interviews, 
weekly reflections, course 
satisfactions, Leadership 
Inventory, Mt. Everest, 
and Epistemic Belief 
Inventory), overall 
suggested a review of 
the experiences in the 
summer to enable a more 
streamlined focus on 
leadership experiences 
and activities. 

2.2. Summer Leadership 
Academy period could be 
shorter and closer to the 
fall semester.

Reduced the number of weeks 
from 8 (two classes a week) to 
5 (three classes a week) and 
ended close to the fall.

Better meeting the needs of 
the participants as incoming 
doctoral students. [Interview] 

2.3. Panelist questions too 
repetitive and the in-
formation gained not as 
valuable as it could be 
for enhancing leadership 
practices.

Reduced the number of panels 
and panel discussions better 
aligned with learning objec-
tives.

Reducing the number of panels 
and field trips enabled the 
participants to focus more 
on leadership concepts and 
understandings, broadly as well 
as for themselves. [Interview] 

Increased satisfaction of 
students’ learning experi-
ences. [Week 4 course satisfac-
tion survey and open-ended 
responses]

2.4. Some guest speakers 
are not relevant to the 
program.

Reduced guest speakers; selec-
tive based on the last year’s 
data.

Increased satisfaction of 
students’ learning  experi-
ences. [Week 4 course satisfac-
tion survey and open-ended 
responses]

2.5. Field trips are too numer-
ous and time-consuming. 
Field trips should be 
chosen strategically 
by their relevance and 
convenience. 

Reduced the number and sites 
of the field trips.

Reducing the field trips and 
having one in town and only 
one out of town enabled more 
time to be devoted to deepening 
understandings of leadership.  
[Interview]

*Data for results are from facilitators interview and course satisfaction survey data.



84Vol. 25, No. 1—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

Through the development of a community-
engaged leadership program for graduate 
students, the GS LEAD team designed a 
leadership inventory survey tool for use in 
higher education. Although validation of the 
GS LEAD Leadership Inventory is in its early 
stages, the identified competencies and at-
tributes are grounded in data gathering and 
analysis and serve as a framework for both 
the program curricular/instructional design 
process and strategies going forward.

Timing of Program Implementation

GS LEAD was designed as an introductory 
training program for incoming graduate 
students. The initial impact of the program 
on participants has met the program ob-
jectives of promoting STEM scholar leader 
competencies early in graduate training. 
As the program is in early stages of devel-
opment/implementation, the program’s 
impact on graduate scholars’ research and 
career development will be determined as 
the students become further engaged in 
their dissertation research and develop 
themselves as early career professionals. 
Nonetheless, preliminary results from the 
GS LEAD program reveal that the experi-
ences had positive effects as the incoming 
students expressed greater awareness of 
engaging with communities and stronger 
interests in formulating research ideas to 
create meaningful connections between 
their research and communities.

Limitations

A couple of limitations of the program eval-
uation are as follows. First, most of the re-
sults presented are from self-reports, which 
include variations that may have affected 
the outcomes. For instance, the partici-
pants’ shared experiences in the program, 
development of their leadership and com-
munity engagement skills, and so on, may 
have been influenced by their prior experi-
ences and/or expectations of the program. 
For this reason, in-depth interviews were 
implemented to triangulate the findings to 
better inform program experiences. Second, 
due to the intensive, student-centered 
nature of this pilot program, the number of 
participants in each cohort (N = 12–16) was 
kept intentionally low; this, coupled with 
the decreased participation in the voluntary 
evaluation activities toward the end of the 
program, impacted the ability to achieve 
statistical significance. Increasing the over-
all number of participants and the response 
rates of the evaluation activities through 
additional cohorts will better inform sta-
tistically significant results related to the 
participants’ leadership development and 
program experiences.
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Abstract

The rapid growth of the U.S. Latinx population has led to an increased 
need for community organizations and academic institutions to develop 
partnerships focused on addressing gaps in health maintenance 
and education of Latinx individuals. Medical schools also have a 
responsibility to educate future physicians in delivering culturally 
sensitive care through community-oriented learning experiences. 
This case study approach outlines the logistics of establishing a youth 
mentoring program between a medical school and a Latinx community 
and demonstrates the benefits to the institution, medical students, 
and the population served. We also discuss the challenges arising from 
this partnership and present early program evaluation data showing 
consistent mentor satisfaction reported over time. This description of 
the program development provides a framework for creating similar 
initiatives in medical education to address known disparities in health and  
well-being of Latinx individuals and other minority populations.

Keywords: Latinx, mentoring program, community partnership, medical 
education, mentor, service-learning

Background

Integration of Community Service in 
Medical Education

T
he ethnic composition of the 
United States is rapidly changing, 
and this trend is best demon-
strated by the increasing diversity 
of our nation’s youth (Polk et al., 

2013). Population projections predict that 
by 2050, nearly one third of U.S. children 
will be of Latin American origin or ancestry 
(Passel & Cohn, 2008). Significant dispari-
ties exist within the scope of health and 
well-being of Latinx (Latino/Latina) popu-
lations, including overall health and disease 
outcomes, acquisition of higher education, 
and representation of the Latinx popula-
tion among physicians (Polk et al., 2013). 
Furthermore, training a workforce of future 
physicians that is equipped to address these 
inequities necessitates the inclusion of both 

curricular and extracurricular opportunities 
targeted toward increasing medical student 
knowledge and breadth of experience in-
volving Latinx culture.

The Liaison Committee on Medical 
Education (LCME) recognizes the respon-
sibility of medical schools to respond to the 
health needs of an increasingly diverse U.S. 
population through training culturally com-
petent physicians (LCME, 2018). The LCME 
requires that medical school curriculum in-
clude training intended to increase student 
capacity to provide culturally competent 
care, including perception of health and ill-
ness of individuals of other cultures, recog-
nition of disparities in care, and demonstra-
tion of professionalism in a diverse society 
(LCME, 2018). An additional expectation set 
by the LCME is that medical schools encour-
age, provide opportunities for, and support 
medical student participation in service-
learning and community service activities 
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(LCME, 2018). Seifer and Connors (2007) 
described service-learning as a teaching and 
learning strategy that integrates meaning-
ful community service with instruction and 
reflection to enrich the learning experience, 
teach civic responsibility, and strengthen 
communities. Thus, medical schools and 
communities can achieve clear benefits by 
creating structured programs that allow 
students to work directly with Latinx pop-
ulations through service initiatives. Given 
the rapidly growing population of Latinx 
youth, we propose that programs designed 
to give medical students long-term experi-
ence working with Latinx youth have the 
potential to benefit both medical students 
and Latinx youth through promoting health 
education, improving communication skills, 
and facilitating intercultural exchange.

Benefits of Mentoring to Medical 
Students, Medical Schools, and the 
Community

Interventions in early childhood have been 
shown to improve health outcomes among 
marginalized populations (Thornton et al., 
2016), thus youth mentoring programs 
offer numerous potential benefits to men-
tees. Improvements in various dimensions 
have been reported in the literature, such 
as better outcomes in regard to social func-
tioning, social support, attitudes toward 
studying, and fewer symptoms of depressed 
mood (Chan et al., 2018). A randomized 
controlled evaluation of 1,139 students 
from 71 schools involved in school-based 
mentoring through Big Brothers Big Sisters 
of America reported improvements in 
teacher-rated academic performance and 
self-reported scholastic efficacy among 
mentored students with close relationships 
with adult mentors, regardless of duration 
of mentor–mentee match length (Bayer et 
al., 2015). The aforementioned research 
provides significant evidence suggesting 
that youth mentorship has the potential to 
make lasting impacts on a child’s life and 
can provide companionship, guidance, and 
stability during crucial years of develop-
ment.

Studies have shown that mentors also 
benefit from a strong mentoring relation-
ship. LaFleur and White’s (2010) review of 
mentor–mentee relationships in nursing 
and case management investigated the ben-
efits for mentors in these engagements. The 
authors identified several benefits for men-
tors found in the literature: personal sat-

isfaction, positive impact on the mentor’s 
professional practice (such as improve-
ments in managing conflicting roles and 
responsibilities), and increased professional 
success (such as advancement opportuni-
ties and organizational respect). Although 
these reviewed mentorships were between 
two adult professionals, the identification of 
common themes highlights the transferable 
nature of the potential benefits that men-
tors can attain from mentoring.

Existing Community–Academic 
Mentoring Programs

Various community-based mentoring pro-
grams exist that partner nursing students 
with at-risk youth (Juhn et al., 1999; Moody 
et al., 2003). Another program creates men-
toring relationships between university 
undergraduates and Latinx youth (Coller 
& Kuo, 2014). A few existing organizations 
offer programs supporting health-based 
outcomes of Latinx youth: Arlinghaus et al. 
(2017) documented a peer-to-peer program 
focused on obesity prevention, and Kelly et 
al. (2006) described a program related to 
pregnancy and sexually transmitted infec-
tion prevention. Currently, there is a lack 
of literature describing the development of 
a mentoring partnership between a medical 
school and a community organization with a 
focus on underserved Latinx youth. Here we 
outline the steps taken to establish a trusted 
partnership between a Latinx organization 
and a medical school that enhances com-
munication skills between medical students 
and the Latinx population and increases 
learning in health-related topics for both 
Latinx youth and medical students, which 
may potentially be used as a model for other 
medical schools.

Program Development and Structure

Building Trust With the Community

The Oakland University William Beaumont–
Hispanic Newcomer Outreach (OUWB–HNO) 
Mentoring Program was developed with the 
goal of creating positive mentoring relation-
ships between medical student mentors and 
Latinx youth. The program was designed 
through close collaboration with the leaders 
of Catholic Charities of Southeast Michigan 
(CCSEM), medical school faculty advisors, 
and medical students in order to provide an 
opportunity to serve the local community 
that aligned with the goals and values of 
each respective entity.
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The program structure has shifted over time 
as interest from both medical students and 
Latinx families has grown. Initially, the 
Hispanic Outreach Program of CCSEM, an 
organization in Pontiac, Michigan, created 
a mentoring program where local Latinx 
adults mentored Latinx youth at the or-
ganization (Figure 1). The initial connec-
tion between OUWB and CCSEM was made 
through a faculty member with a shared 
cultural background to community organi-
zation members. A Latinx faculty member 
became involved with the existing mentor-
ing program and proposed the inclusion 
of medical students within the mentoring 
program. Meetings were held between 
CCSEM and medical school faculty to discuss 
community needs, identify goals for the 
proposed partnership, and define roles and 
responsibilities of medical student mentors. 
This resulted in the development of educa-
tional sessions specifically targeted toward 
meeting community needs, which did not 
previously exist before the partnership 
with the medical school. The pilot program 
for the current OUWB–HNO Mentoring 
Program was thus created after extensive 
collaboration with CCSEM leadership, and a 
timeline for early program evaluation was 
established. The program then transitioned 
from a faculty-driven initiative toward a 
student, faculty, and community partner 
team initiative. It was soon recognized to 
be beneficial for the program to become af-
filiated with OUWB’s local chapter of the 
Latino Medical Student Association (LMSA). 
The partnership created additional avenues 
for funding and leadership support, both 
from students and faculty.

Key Personnel, Roles, and Functions

Specific definitions of leadership roles, 
mentoring roles, and supportive roles have 
been established to ensure consistency 
within the program. Table 1 describes the 
central role of each leadership entity. The 
program’s current structure partners stu-
dent and faculty leadership with leadership 
at CCSEM. The group is partially funded 
by the COMPASS program (OUWB Center 
for Community Engagement) and partially 
funded by CCSEM. Each year, the faculty 
advisor and former student coordinators 
hold an informational meeting to describe 
the goals of the program, and first-year 
medical students are invited to apply as 
either student coordinators or mentors. 
Participation in the program is entirely on a 
volunteer basis, and human resources from 
OUWB include volunteer student mentors 
and volunteer faculty members. The coor-
dinator role of our community partner is 
filled by a salaried employee of CCSEM. Up 
to $2,000 in yearly funding for program 
materials and transportation (field trips) is 
typically received through COMPASS, in ad-
dition to mini-grants awarded by COMPASS 
to provide resources for specific projects. 
CCSEM provides additional funding on a 
session-by-session basis.

Student coordinators are responsible for of-
ficial mentor recruitment, program activity 
design, and facilitation of communication 
between student mentors, faculty, and 
CCSEM leadership. Figure 2 describes the 
specific logistics involved in recruitment 
of mentors and mentees and program de-
livery. Student coordinators ensure that 
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Table 1. Roles and Functions of Key Personnel
Leadership

CCSEM coordinator Faculty coordinator Student coordinator

Role description Serves as a 
liaison between 
Latinx families 
and OUWB–HNO 
Mentoring Program 
leadership

Develops and 
maintains  
framework for sustain-
able programming 
through collaboration 
with student coordina-
tors, medical school 
faculty, and CCSEM 
coordinator

Serves as a liaison 
between students, 
faculty, and CCSEM, and 
collaborates in program 
planning and delivery

Primary task • Recruitment of 
mentees

• Communication of 
program events to  
parents, confirma-
tion of mentee  
attendance

• Codelivery of 
mentor training 
session

• Recruit and direct 
student coordinators

• Address questions/
concerns from CCSEM  
leadership

• Program planning and 
event design

• Budget determination
• Training session for 

mentors

• Troubleshoot mentor–
mentee concerns, 
supervise during 
group events

• Develop and refine  
educational events

• Deliver educational  
sessions

• Coordinate faculty  
involvement in ses-
sions

Secondary task • Assist with docu-
mentation, legal 
paperwork (back-
ground check)

• Coordinate usage of  
facility for program 
events

• Oversee program 
evaluation tasks and 
scholarly activity

• Maintain collaboration 
and communication 
between LMSA and 
mentoring program

• Recordkeeping of 
weekly meetings, 
mentor communica-
tion, and medical 
student attendance

• Assist in recruitment 
of future student 
coordinators

• Assist faculty advisor 
in program evaluation

Faculty and Medical Students

Medical students Faculty members LMSA

Role description • Develop positive 
mentoring relation-
ship with mentee

• Attend bimonthly 
program events

• Weekly phone calls 
to mentees

• Communication of 
concerns to student 
coordinators

Collaborate with student 
coordinators and faculty 
advisor to design and 
deliver educational 
sessions

• Oversee recruitment 
process, encourage 
involvement of Latinx 
students in mentoring 
program

• Provide avenue for 
presentation of 
scholarly work

• Allocate portions of 
student organiza-
tion budget from 
COMPASS to mentor-
ing program

Administration

OUWB–COMPASS CCSEM

Role Description • Monitor yearly activities and reported out-
comes

• Provide funding for program events

• Provide facility for 
program delivery

• Provide funding for 
program activities and 
transportation
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all appropriate administrative tasks are 
completed (background checks, program 
applications, and other paperwork) so that 
medical students are legally cleared to 
serve as mentors for local youth. CCSEM 
also provides a coordinator who is respon-
sible for recruiting youth to participate in 
the program, obtaining participant contact 
information, and facilitating communica-
tion between parents, mentees, and student 
mentors. The CCSEM mentoring program 
coordinator primarily communicates with 
student coordinators and the medical school 
faculty advisor to assist in activity planning 
and dissemination of information among 
families. Faculty advisors collaborate with 
students and CCSEM coordinators for the 
development of the educational sessions, 
creation of learning objectives, development 
of mentor training material, budgeting, 
organization of field trips, and approval of 
educational sessions. The faculty advisor 
and CCSEM coordinator codeliver a mentor 
training session to describe the goals of the 
program, strategies for being an effective 
mentor, the restrictions for mentors (e.g., 
no transportation of minors in personal ve-
hicles, no connection on social media), and 
mandated reporting.

Recruitment begins in the fall of the first 
preclinical year for medical students. The 
program runs from January to December 
within one calendar year to allow for over-
lap in leadership; it was found that this 
structure, which is based on the medical 
school’s academic calendar, aids the tran-
sition in leadership between previous and 
new student coordinators. Beginning the 
program in January of the first preclini-
cal year (after the conclusion of the first 
semester) and ending in December after 
the first semester of the second preclini-
cal year enables students to focus on being 
consistently present and participating fully 
in the program. Using this schedule avoids 
a number of potential conflicts, such as 
adjusting to the rigors of medical school in 
the first semester or studying for Step 1 of 
the United States Medical Licensing Exam, 
which is typically taken at the end of May 
in the second preclinical year.

Mentors are paired with mentees between 
the ages of 7 and 17 of the same gender, 
when possible. Although Spanish language 
fluency is not a requirement, bilingual 
mentors are paired with children whose 
primary spoken language is Spanish. The 
mentors are expected to call their mentee 

once a week, and contact hours are logged. 
Activities are scheduled approximately 16 
times per year, and usually involve four field 
trips and 12 educational activities. A variety 
of field trip experiences have been offered, 
including painting, visiting art or science 
museums, and exploring amusement parks, 
among other locations. Mentees have given 
positive feedback about field trips and 
report that they enjoy bonding with their 
mentors outside the classroom setting.

Educational Sessions

The educational sessions are broad in sub-
ject matter. Sessions have included hands-
on experiences with basic microbiology, 
handwashing activities, information about 
the risks of smoking, allergy education, and 
dialogue on facing personal challenges, in 
addition to other topics. Student coordina-
tors collaborate with the faculty advisor and 
other faculty members to develop engaging 
activities and basic learning objectives for 
each session. Prior to session delivery, the 
student and faculty coordinators meet with 
participating faculty members to design 
age-appropriate educational sessions relat-
ed to the faculty member’s area of expertise. 
The team collaborates on the development 
of session objectives, formative assess-
ment questions, interactive worksheets, 
and hands-on activities for mentor–mentee 
pairs, which are documented in a formal 
template for future use by the mentoring 
program. Sessions are typically copresented 
by the faculty expert and student coordina-
tors.

Educational sessions typically begin with a 
formative assessment including five multi-
ple-choice questions, followed by mentor–
mentee self-directed learning. The mentor–
mentee pairs then utilize technology to 
search for answers to additional questions 
and activities related to the session topic. 
Based on participant feedback, younger 
mentees and older mentees are generally 
separated, so that collaboration between 
mentor–mentee pairs can occur among 
similar age groups. After age-specific 
small-group discussions, the whole group 
reconvenes for further discussion, which 
allows mentees to share new knowledge in 
the group setting and develop confidence 
and leadership experience by teaching their 
peers. Some sessions involve interactive 
educational games after large group discus-
sions, which motivates the children to use 
the information they have just learned in a 
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friendly competition. Prior to the conclu-
sion of the lesson, mentees take another 
brief formative assessment, which allows 
program leadership to quantitatively assess 
the effectiveness of the lesson on mentee 
learning.

Early in the program, the mentees are in-
troduced to the opportunity to work with 
their mentor on a longitudinal project re-
lated to any aspect of health or well-being. 
Following the structured activity portion of 
the session, mentors and mentees are en-
couraged to learn about how their topic of 
interest relates to health and express this 
information by any medium of their choice 
(e.g., PowerPoint presentation, poster, or 
performance). Mentoring pairs are given 
a great deal of freedom in expressing this 
information, and the children are able to 
finish their mentoring year with an educa-
tional presentation in front of family and 
friends.

Use of Technology 

The utilization of strict organization and 
documentation of program activities is 
paramount for the program’s continued 
success. Our program utilizes a secure 
online shared drive to store a master list of 
all recordkeeping items created to date, in-
cluding attendance spreadsheets, budgeting 
documents, mentor–mentee weekly phone 
call logs, templates for all educational ac-
tivities, email templates, meeting agendas, 
legal forms, and recruitment materials. 
Educational activity templates are particu-
larly important for continued success of 
the program, so that faculty expertise can 
be carried forward in future sessions if the 
session is delivered by individuals not origi-
nally involved in activity design. The master 
list templates are used for each further iter-
ation of the program to ensure consistency 
of program delivery. Strong organization of 
program materials has increased the ease 
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of transition in medical student leadership 
from year to year, as well as contributing 
to decreased time spent on administrative 
tasks and activity planning. It also allows 
leaders to easily share these materials with 
other institutions interested in collaborating 
on the development of similar programs. 
Furthermore, consistent recordkeeping 
with an online shared database simplifies 
program evaluation.

Program Growth Over Time

The program has changed in structure and 
magnitude over time, as demonstrated in 
Table 2. Since its inception in 2016, mentee 
and mentor enrollment has consistently 
grown. The number of sessions has changed 
from year to year, in part because of struc-
tural changes with our community partner, 
CCSEM. Feedback from mentors and men-
tees has led to increased numbers of field 
trips, as both mentors and mentees stated 
that activities outside the center further 
facilitated bonding. The number of medical 
school faculty involved has also changed 
from year to year; this is largely a function 
of topic selection by student coordinators 
and the faculty advisor, in addition to the 
amount of educational sessions versus field 
trips. Sessions are created through collabo-
ration between student coordinators and 
faculty members, and are approved by the 
faculty advisor or other faculty members 
knowledgeable on the topic. Additionally, 
many of the sessions have been led by stu-
dent coordinators or other student interest 
groups.

Challenges

Many challenges arose during the develop-
ment and preservation of the mentoring 
program, which led to changes and adapta-
tions over several iterations of the program. 
Significant challenges addressed include 
scheduling conflicts with both medical 
students and mentees, inconsistent partici-
pation among mentees, changes in leader-
ship personnel, and effective development 
of age-appropriate activities for multiple 
age groups (Table 3). A student debriefing 
is held at the conclusion of each year-long 
program to discuss program strengths and 
weaknesses, and identify improvements 
for subsequent iterations of the mentoring 
program.

Program Evaluation

The program is evaluated at multiple levels, 
including a parental assessment of chil-
dren's behavior, assessment of the impact 
of the program on medical students, assess-
ment of mentee satisfaction with the pro-
gram, and brief quizzes that assess session 
effectiveness. A nonhuman subject research 
approval was obtained from the Oakland 
University (IRB #1192710).

Medical Student Satisfaction

At the termination of each program cycle, 
medical students are surveyed on their 
experience as a mentor and their overall 
satisfaction with the program (Table 4). A 
Likert-style scale survey is administered 

Table 2. Mentoring Program Outcomes (2016–2019)
Mentoring 
Program 

2016

Mentoring 
Program 

2017

Mentoring 
Program 

2018

Mentoring 
Program 

2019

Number of sessions 8 16 12 15

Part of LMSA chapter* No Yes Yes Yes

Student coordinators 1 4 2 2

Professors involved 1 5 2 2

Medical students 12 18 25 32

Mentees 11 19 25 32

Educational/bonding topics 5 13 8 11

Number of field trips 3 3 4 4

Community service hours 471 1,090 1,076 1,800

Program manual created No No No Yes

*Latino Medical Student Association (LMSA) has been actively involved since 2017.
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Table 3. Program Challenges and Solutions
Challenge Specific problem Solution Comments

Medical student 
scheduling*

Initial pilot program: 
one-semester mentor-
ing program → shorter 
mentoring relationships

Decreased mentor 
attendance due to 
academic obligations or 
commitment to other 
cocurricular activities

M1 and M2 calendars 
did not align → dif-
ficulty accommodating 
study needs of both 
classes

Recruit only M1 stu-
dents to commit to one 
year of participation 
from January of M1 to 
December of M2

Choose session dates 
that avoid weekends 
before M1 or M2 pre-
clinical exams

The first semester of M1 year is a 
challenging transition for many 
students. In the second semester 
of M1, the academic calendar 
improves in flexibility and more 
students have the availability to 
volunteer.

The second semester of M2 year 
is when most students focus on 
studying for the USMLE Step 1 
exam, leading to less time for 
cocurricular involvement.

Mentee 
participation

Challenges with trans-
portation to CCSEM → 
inconsistent attendance

Late arrival or last-
minute changes in 
family plans → de-
creased attendance

Some families did not 
have a reliable phone 
number → difficulty 
communicating antici-
pated absences

Establish minimum 
attendance requirements 
for program involve-
ment

Create an optimized 
program timeline based 
on medical student 
scheduling → improved 
attendance by both 
mentors and mentees

CCSEM coordinator calls 
and confirms mentee 
attendance each week

Attendance issues had some 
negative consequences on 
mentor–mentee relationships. 
This brought up the concern 
that mentees who did not feel 
that their interactions with the 
mentors were meaningful would 
be less likely to return for the 
program.

Communications with a trusted 
Spanish-speaking CCSEM coordi-
nator from within the community 
positively affected mentor–mentee 
bonding and led to increases in 
mentee attendance and enrollment 
in the program in the following 
years.

Personnel Midprogram changes 
in personnel (CCSEM 
coordinator) → issues 
contacting families for 
mentee recruitment 
→ delays in beginning 
a new iteration of the 
program

Clear communication 
with community 
partners to minimize 
impact in program

Strong recordkeeping 
through shared data-
bases

Utilizing a consistent format each 
cycle aids in leadership transi-
tion in the event of unexpected 
changes, allowing new iterations 
to build upon past iterations.

AGE Wide mentee age range 
(7–17) → decreased 
attendance on age 
extremes
• Youngest mentees 

had difficulty under-
standing the content 
of more challenging 
sessions

• Older mentees 
occasionally less 
engaged due to the 
information lacking 
complexity needed for 
their age group

Sessions designed with 
respect to median age, 
but mentor–mentee 
pairs separated into 
older (12–17) and 
younger (7–11) groups 
→ enhanced age-
appropriate discussion 
of educational topics

Alternate solution: Pair 
older mentees with 
younger mentees → older 
mentees motivated to 
work with their mentors 
to help teach younger 
peers

These changes emphasized build-
ing stronger relationships between 
mentees while allowing the older 
mentees to experience a leader-
ship role, which led to improved 
attendance from both younger and 
older mentees.

Regardless of the age group, pro-
viding sessions at the beginning of 
the program that promote the 
sharing of personal challenges and 
past experiences between mentors 
and mentees (i.e., life challenges)
seems to have facilitated a better 
environment for the mentor–
mentee bonding as reported by 
mentors.

*M1: first year medical student, M2: second year medical student.
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with community 
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impact in program
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to build upon past iterations.

AGE Wide mentee age range 
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attendance on age 
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• Youngest mentees 

had difficulty under-
standing the content 
of more challenging 
sessions

• Older mentees 
occasionally less 
engaged due to the 
information lacking 
complexity needed for 
their age group

Sessions designed with 
respect to median age, 
but mentor–mentee 
pairs separated into 
older (12–17) and 
younger (7–11) groups 
→ enhanced age-
appropriate discussion 
of educational topics

Alternate solution: Pair 
older mentees with 
younger mentees → older 
mentees motivated to 
work with their mentors 
to help teach younger 
peers

These changes emphasized build-
ing stronger relationships between 
mentees while allowing the older 
mentees to experience a leader-
ship role, which led to improved 
attendance from both younger and 
older mentees.

Regardless of the age group, pro-
viding sessions at the beginning of 
the program that promote the 
sharing of personal challenges and 
past experiences between mentors 
and mentees (i.e., life challenges)
seems to have facilitated a better 
environment for the mentor–
mentee bonding as reported by 
mentors.

*M1: first year medical student, M2: second year medical student.

Table 4. OUWB–HNO Mentoring Program—Medical  
Student Satisfaction Survey

Question 2016-2017 2018

Q1: Students with mentoring experience 69% 83%

Q2: Students who previously mentored Hispanic children 20% 26%

Average (SD)

Satisfaction with mentoring program (1 = Strongly dissatisfied, 6 = 
Strongly satisfied)
Q3: Overall, how satisfied are you with the mentorship 
program?
Q4: Overall, how satisfied are you with the educational activi-
ties?

5.13 (0.69) 5.17 (0.68)

Self-rated proficiency (1 = Not at all proficient, 6 = Strongly proficient)
Q5: How would you describe your proficiency as a mentor 
before you finished at HNO?
Q6: How would you describe your proficiency as a mentor after 
you finished at HNO?

2.69 (0.47)**

3.47 (0.50)**

3.04 (0.82)**

3.65 (0.49)**

Communication*
Q7: After this experience, I feel more comfortable 
interacting with children in general.
Q8: After this experience, I have learned to better 
communicate with children.

5.17 (0.57) 5.02 (0.49)

Understanding the needs of children*
Q9: After this experience I better understand the needs of the 
children in general.
Q10: After this experience I better understand the needs of 
Hispanic children in this community.

4.87 (0.65) 4.87 (0.59)

Recommendations to other students (1 = Strongly would not recom-
mend, 6 = Strongly recommend)
Q11: Would you recommend other medical students to become 
mentors for the OUWB–HNO mentoring program?

5.48 (0.59) 5.61 (0.72)

Impact on future career*
Q12: Being a mentor as medical student will help me as a 
future physician.

5.48 (0.74) 5.48 (0.90)

Health-related learning*
Q13: I have learned about health-related topics during the 
mentoring program.

4.1 (1.29)
(n = 18)

4.61 (0.89)
(n = 23)

Note. Data for each area of study was pooled. Averages and standard deviation were calculated.
* A Likert-style scale was given to mentors to rate 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree) on program 
attributes.
** Denotes statistically significant result in self-rated mentor proficiency before and after program 
participation.
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on program attributes involving several 
topics, including overall satisfaction with 
the program, self-rated proficiency as a 
mentor, communication skills with chil-
dren, and perceived relevance of the pro-
gram to a student’s career in medicine. In 
both 2016–2017 and 2018, a statistically 
significant difference in self-rated mentor 
proficiency was found (p < 0.00001 and p < 
0.0002, respectively). Additionally, 83% of 
2016–2017 mentors and 87% of 2018 men-
tors felt that they learned about health-re-
lated topics during the mentoring program. 
Mentors also consistently reaffirm the value 
of the program to their future career as a 
physician, and to understanding the needs 
of Latinx children, in addition to other chil-
dren.

Parent Assessment of Children

The 52-item BERS-2 tool uses separate 
rating scales that measure parent and youth 
self-ratings in several behavioral and emo-
tional categories, including interpersonal 
strength, intrapersonal strength, family in-
volvement, school functioning, and affective 
strength (Duppong Hurley et al., 2015). Our 
preliminary results demonstrate significant 
improvement in all five categories of as-
sessment, and will be presented in future 
studies of the program.

Children Self-Assessment

Additionally, the mentees were asked a 
variety of questions regarding their rela-
tionship with their mentor. The majority 
of mentees either agreed or strongly agreed 
that they achieved personal improvement 
on assessments of school functioning, 
feelings of encouragement from mentors, 
feelings of self-efficacy, and communica-
tion skills; continued assessment of these 
factors is ongoing and will be presented in 
future reports regarding additional program 
evaluation.

Evaluation of Educational Activities

Among 16 educational activities provided in 
the first three cycles of the mentoring pro-
gram, eight were evaluated utilizing pre-
session and postsession quizzes, including 
handwashing, healthy lifestyles, microag-
gressions, smoking prevention, dental hy-
giene, sleep habits, art therapy, and harms 
of drugs. Preliminary data, which will be 
presented in future studies, show signifi-
cant improvement in performance between 

pre- and postsession quizzes in six out of 
eight activities evaluated, suggesting that 
mentees are learning and retaining infor-
mation during these sessions.

Mentor Specialty Choice Outcomes

The program has graduated two classes of 
senior medical students since its incep-
tion. In the 2016 and 2017 classes, nine out 
of 17 (52.9%) and seven out of 22 (31.8%) 
graduating senior participants matched to 
specialties likely to result in a career in pri-
mary care (PC), including internal medicine, 
pediatrics, obstetrics and gynecology, and/
or medicine and pediatrics. In total, 16 out 
of 39 graduated mentors (41.0%), versus 
99 out of 236 (41.9%) of all 2016 and 2017 
graduating seniors, matched into PC spe-
cialties.

Other Outcomes—Leadership and 
Scholarly Activity

Participation in the OUWB–HNO Mentoring 
Program has led to multiple additional lead-
ership opportunities and scholarly activities 
for its participants. To date, five posters, 
two workshops, and two oral presentations 
have been developed as a result of continued 
development and evaluation of the program. 
Connection to a national student organiza-
tion through LMSA has allowed our group 
to interact with other chapters at national 
meetings in 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2020 to 
date. We have been able to network with 
students and faculty at other institutions, 
discuss the community endeavors of other 
groups, and advise other chapters on how 
to begin similar programs. This has allowed 
us to engage in cross-institutional philan-
thropic discussion, while simultaneously 
offering professional development opportu-
nities for our mentoring program members.

Reflection and Discussion  
of Program Impact

We have created a productive partnership 
between a school of medicine and the Latinx 
community by establishing a longitudinal 
mentoring program. This program has of-
fered 3,800 service hours to our medical 
students, increased Latinx youth and medi-
cal student knowledge of health-related 
topics, improved student communication 
skills with children, and increased students’ 
knowledge of the Latinx community. We 
predict that efforts to integrate this pro-
gram or similar programs as an elective 
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within a medical school curriculum, rather 
than as a cocurricular activity, could offer 
students a unique way to meet this learn-
ing requirement in a manner that has been 
evidenced to be mutually beneficial for the 
surrounding community. The program goals 
developed between OUWB and CCSEM align 
strongly with the core concepts of service-
learning, and future replications of this 
growing program may provide effective op-
portunities for medical students to improve 
their cultural competence while engaging in 
structured service-learning.

Building a partnership founded on strong 
mutual trust between CCSEM and OUWB 
was essential to developing a sustainable 
program. It is well established that com-
munity–academic partnerships can lead to 
beneficial outcomes for both community-
based organizations and academic institu-
tions (Nora et al., 1994; Voss et al., 2015). 
The steps taken to foster collaboration 
between our community partner, medical 
school faculty, and medical students has led 
to the creation of a program that aligns with 
each institution’s mission and vision (Figure 
1). Our partnership has led to goal-driven 
initiatives that address issues of health 
inequity, facilitate community service, 
and foster leadership development, much 
like what has been previously described in 
literature regarding development of suc-
cessful community–academic partnerships 
(Boothroyd et al., 2017; Stewart & Wubbena, 
2014; Voss et al., 2015). Continued inclusion 
of CCSEM personnel in program design and 
execution (Table 1) allowed for develop-
ment of trust early on in the partnership. 
This ensured consistent representation of 
community values in longitudinal planning 
and further contributed to the success of our 
community–academic partnership. We ac-
knowledge that the leadership provided by a 
Latinx faculty member may have facilitated 
the establishment of a strong relationship 
with the Latinx community program, which 
may correlate with trends seen in other 
instances where language concordance is 
an important factor in the development of 
interpersonal relationships (Diamond et al., 
2019). Furthermore, the trust built between 
the community and our institution has 
also resulted in the creation of additional 
programs, including a summer anatomy 
program and an SAT preparation course for 
Latinx high school students, which dem-
onstrates the strength of our partnership.

Many of the challenges observed during 

the process of developing this program are 
likely to be common among community 
service endeavors: Scheduling, transporta-
tion, unforeseen lack of key personnel, and 
mentee participation (Table 3) were the 
most relevant. The program faced several 
challenges related to mentee participation; 
however, external influences may have had 
unexpected consequences for mentee at-
tendance. The increased stigmatization of 
immigrants in the nation’s current political 
climate may have propagated the notion of 
unsafe conditions and contributed to de-
creased attendance in particular sessions 
(Morey, 2018).

Most students have reported positive ex-
periences regarding their involvement with 
the program, and we have not received feed-
back regarding difficulty with program time 
commitment and completing preclinical 
coursework. Student coordinators are able 
to serve as substitute mentors in the event 
of academic, family, or personal needs of 
participants. Student coordinators distribute 
the semester event schedule several weeks 
in advance, with ample opportunity for time 
management among mentors. We are not 
aware of specific positive or negative im-
pacts of program participation on academic 
performance or other outcomes. Cumulative 
service hours logged by the program are 
attributed only to hours served with the 
mentoring program (in-person mentoring, 
phone call mentoring, and student coor-
dinator service hours). Many students are 
also involved in other volunteer activities, 
though we do not have data including ser-
vice hour totals outside the program. Future 
program evaluation may involve additional 
study regarding these factors.

We believe that several factors have con-
tributed to maintaining consistent structure 
and organization of the program. The com-
bination of technology (i.e., Google Drive), 
content experts (faculty members), and the 
delivery of interactive sessions (pedagogy) 
plays a fundamental role in making the ed-
ucational sessions effective and sustainable 
throughout the year, which aligns with the 
educational framework proposed by Koehler 
et al. (2014). In addition, building the part-
nership (Table 1) also required defining 
clear goals based on the needs of commu-
nity stakeholders, building a highly skilled 
team, strategic planning, and resource 
acquisition, similar to strategies utilized 
in business growth and entrepreneurship 
(Machado, 2016). Rigorous attention to pro-
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gram structure (Figure 2) and establishment 
of key personnel and roles and functions 
(Table 1), in addition to strong recordkeep-
ing and organization, has allowed us to 
present a consistently beneficial program 
over time, even with the inevitable turn-
over in participants. These factors have also 
allowed us to gather data that shows the 
program’s success in meeting its primary 
mission: to create strong bonds between 
medical students and at-risk Latinx youth 
that encourage positive life choices, pro-
mote health, and enable mentees to maxi-
mize their full personal potential. Programs 
fostering strong relationships between 
minority youth and medical student role 
models may encourage youth participants to 
pursue higher education, which could con-
tribute to reductions in the higher dropout 
rate of Latinx students (Polk et al., 2013). 
We have also observed that Latinx mentees 
in our program have shown interest in be-
coming physicians or health professionals. 
It is warranted to evaluate these initiatives 
longitudinally to measure their impact.

There is clear evidence of the impact of the 
program among medical students, faculty, 
and the community given the significant 
growth of the program over time demon-
strated in Table 2. The service hours that 
students have accrued, in addition to partic-
ipation in other scholarly opportunities (ab-
stracts, posters, workshop presentations) 
made possible by consistent program evalu-
ation, may increase competitiveness for the 
residency match process; such results have 
been demonstrated in surgical professions 
(Rinard et al., 2010). Several students have 
also described their participation in the 
mentoring program as a meaningful topic 
of discussion during the residency inter-
views. We are currently unable to determine 
whether the program results in a significant 
difference in the selection of primary care 
specialties among participants, given that 
there are similar overall rates of primary 
care specialty selection between our two 
graduated mentor cohorts and their re-
spective classes. Regardless of chosen spe-
cialty, students and faculty members have 
been recognized for their experiences in 
the program through awards and scholar-
ships, further contributing to professional 
advancement.

The establishment of partnerships between 
community organizations and medical 
schools meets the dual goals of providing 
service opportunities for medical students 

and fulfilling the need for mentorship to 
community youth. There is a lack of litera-
ture describing specific strategies for insti-
tuting outcomes-based mentoring programs 
that allow medical students to engage with 
and serve the local community. Based on 
mentor satisfaction data (Table 4), we have 
observed that medical students are highly 
satisfied with the program, and through it 
they have gained communication skills and 
increased their understanding of the needs 
of Latinx children. Analysis of early program 
data has given us an optimistic outlook on 
the capacity of this program to make a posi-
tive impact on both medical students and 
Latinx youth. Thus, this program has the 
potential to fulfill the LCME requirement for 
cultural competence training in early medi-
cal education. Of note, we have observed 
in postprogram reflection sessions that 
medical students have expressed personal 
motivation to continue learning about other 
cultures, suggesting that similar programs 
could be used to foster the crucial element 
of cultural humility extensively described 
in the literature (Campinha-Bacote, 2011; 
Tervalon & Murray-García, 1998). We envi-
sion that future iterations of this program 
intended to serve populations other than the 
Latinx community would find similar suc-
cess with development of cultural humility 
in medical students.

Conclusion

We have described our 4-year experience 
in cultivating an effective partnership 
with a local Latinx community organiza-
tion through the creation of an outcomes-
based mentoring program within a student 
organization. Mentors and mentees have 
experienced personal growth from their 
interactions, and they report improved con-
fidence and communication skills, among 
other strengths. The central elements for 
providing this unique opportunity for medi-
cal students to become leaders and mentors 
include detailed program organization and 
implementation, and strong dedication to 
development of trust with our community 
partner. Our current direction includes the 
development of a program manual that 
directly outlines the foundational steps for 
creating a similar program and provides a 
detailed account of educational activities. 
We also aim to implement additional ses-
sions focused on cultivating cultural hu-
mility in medical students. It is our hope 
that other academic institutions can utilize 
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 Creating an Elementary to College  
Education Pipeline Through a  

University–School–Community Partnership

Katherine E. L. Norris and Gerardina L. Martin

Abstract

Higher education institutions are in a great position to create authentic 
programming to support local underfunded or underperforming public 
school districts. This article gives an overview of an education outreach 
collaborative between a 4-year public university, local schools, and a 
community institution and highlights lessons learned from the project. 
This community outreach program emphasizes literacy, social justice, 
and college preparation. It consists of a fifth grade literacy program, a 
high school tutoring and mentoring program, and a scholarship program 
for precollege students, all situated within a local public school system. 
Literature reviewed shows how collaborative projects can be utilized 
to support community outreach programs using university resources. 
Preliminary results from impact measures show positive outcomes 
among program participants. The program can be replicated in similarly 
situated university–school–community collaboratives.

Keywords: literacy, college preparation, mentorship, tutoring, university 
collaborations, university, community, and school partnerships

W
ith a large percentage 
of public school funding 
coming from property taxes, 
inequity in funding exists in 
United States public school 

systems. Often, underfunded schools are 
also schools with a higher population of 
Black and Latinx students (Boschma & 
Brownstein, 2016). Universities located 
near underfunded schools, with access to 
resources and research opportunities, could 
potentially serve and benefit the schools, 
the children, and the local communities. 
More colleges and universities are recog-
nizing that it is not enough to enter the 
schools for the purpose of research and not 
establish authentic lasting collaborations 
to benefit the schools, children, and their 
communities. Partnerships and collabora-
tions are key to ongoing support, both for 
the school district and for the education 
departments of area education-oriented 
universities. The mutual benefits show the 
reciprocity both types of institutions gain 

by forming long-term relationships. The 
university–school–community partnerships 
can also increase the education experiences 
for students and provide a foundation for 
college readiness to students at an early age, 
which is especially valuable for students at-
tending underfunded or underperforming 
schools or districts. Universities have the 
ability to reach out to community agencies 
to support their efforts in creating authentic 
partnerships with districts. Although uni-
versity, school, and community collabora-
tions are needed and can be beneficial, they 
often come with challenges.

The purpose of this article is to highlight a 
university-led education outreach program 
between the university, the community, and 
the local school district and to discuss the 
project planning and implementation phase 
along with the challenges in an effort to 
support education attainment and college 
readiness for students in underfunded com-
munities.
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Background

University–School–Community 
Collaborations

Partnerships between universities, schools, 
and local community agencies have recently 
achieved success in addressing education 
attainment among urban minority, under-
represented, and low-income youth (Ward 
et al., 2013). Combining human and finan-
cial resources for underperforming schools 
can maximize the ability to effect change. 
Universities are increasingly realizing their 
destinies are linked to community engage-
ment (Harkavy & Hartley, 2009). Successful 
university, community, and school collab-
oratives share buy-in from all institutions 
(Ward et al., 2013). Harkavy and Hartley 
(2009) acknowledged that the challenge 
in this work is moving beyond limited and 
short-term community involvement and 
moving toward establishing lasting and 
deep collaborative partnerships aimed at 
addressing real-world problems faced by 
the communities. Dostilio et al. (2017), in 
their preliminary competency model for 
community engagement professionals, 
identified competencies that community 
engagement professionals should possess 
when engaging in community collabora-
tions. Among other competencies outlined, 
Dostilio et al. recognized that professionals 
should be able to articulate connections be-
tween institutional mission and community 
engagement, connect campus and commu-
nity assets, initiate and maintain effective 
partnerships, and assess and evaluate the 
effectiveness of the program.

The collective gathering of resources 
through university, school, and community 
partnerships in an effort to support students 
from low-income, low-performing schools 
can take the pressure off underfunded 
school districts (Harkavy & Hartley, 2009; 
Ward et al., 2013). The collaboration out-
lined here is between a 4-year public higher 
education institution; a local underperform-
ing, underfunded school district; and a local 
branch of a nationally recognized financial 
institution.

High School to College Pipeline

School to college bridge programs are not 
new to universities. Universities have been 
creating bridge programs in an effort to 
provide education, access, and support to 
first-generation, low-income, and un-
derrepresented historically marginalized 

students. In the past, these efforts have 
been geared toward helping students bridge 
the gap in their knowledge, with the belief 
that the students were developmental. 
Developmental programs have been under 
scrutiny lately, with many programs chang-
ing their names or redesigning their inter-
ventions (Cooper et al., 2019).

Educational attainment beyond high school 
depends on many factors, such as higher 
median earnings among young adults and 
sustained employment. Higher education 
enrollment among low-income and minor-
ity youths continues to lag behind that of 
their nonminority peers (Ward et al., 2013). 
Universities have created high school to 
college bridge programs to address college 
readiness for students upon entering their 
first year of college. Summer bridge pro-
grams typically occur in the summer after 
high school graduation and offer academic 
and social skills necessary for college suc-
cess (Sablan, 2014). According to Ward et 
al. (2013), the goal of student academic en-
richment and support programs is to raise 
students’ awareness of college as a realistic 
option for their future by

• developing skills for optimal school 
performance,

• increasing self-efficacy in master-
ing academic tasks,

• improving educational engagement,

• increasing knowledge and aware-
ness of the college planning pro-
cess, and

• heightening educational aspira-
tions. (Ward et al., 2013, p. 315)

Over the years, programming created for 
first-generation high school students or 
students in underrepresented populations 
has provided a high school to college pipe-
line for many students.

This pipeline outreach program attempts to 
address the blame pipeline. Typically, the 
education gap blame pipeline can begin at 
the university level, with colleges blaming 
education deficiencies on the high schools, 
high schools blaming middle and elemen-
tary schools, and the elementary schools 
blaming the parents for the education chal-
lenges that students experience. Many rea-
sons underlie the achievement gap between 
Black and Latinx students and their White 
counterparts: family and home life, school 
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factors, teacher expectations, and funding 
inequalities (Weir, 2016). This program at-
tempts to work at each level—elementary/
middle level, high school, and college—to 
provide support and access to address the 
complicated problem of the academic gap 
experienced by students of color in often 
underfunded school districts.

The Collaborators

The university realized that its very exis-
tence places burdens and demands on the 
local community; therefore, university ad-
ministrators have made diversity, engage-
ment, enrichment, and sustainability key 
themes in its strategic plan (West Chester 
University, 2020c). But simply saying there 
is a mission is not enough. It takes effort 
and dedication to commit to activities to 
enrich the surrounding community, and 
a collaboration helps to relieve workload 
pressure on any contributing individual.

The University and the Frederick  
Douglass Institute

The 4-year higher education institution 
involved in the collaboration is a public 
university. For over 20 years, the Frederick 
Douglass Institute (FDI) at the institution 
has worked to address the challenges of 
social justice and equity on campus and 
throughout the community (West Chester 
University, 2020b). The FDI within the 
university, guided by the work of Frederick 
Douglass, seeks to uplift the education 
attainment of children in the area of lit-
eracy and college achievement. The institute 
works to educate on multicultural education 
and social justice both inside and outside the 
university. Through an educational outreach 
program the institute engages elementary, 
middle, and high school students and offers 
educational programming with a focus on 
literacy and social justice.

An influential writer and speaker, Frederick 
Douglass had a powerful discourse that 
radiates through time. Douglass is known 
for entwining figures of speech and liter-
ary prowess to express his belief that our 
country would thrive when diverse voices 
were heard (Leeman, 2018, p. 289). In an 
inscription of The Life and Times of Frederick 
Douglass, Douglass wrote, “The way to 
conquer contempt for the lowly is to work 
for their elevation” (Powell, 2017, para. 3). 
Douglass had a mission of education and 
found ways to educate himself in order to 
free himself from slavery, not just physical-

ly, but also emotionally and intellectually. 
In order to advance Douglass’s mission, 
the FDI continues to promote equity and 
quality education for all. The members of 
FDI take it upon themselves to continue to 
educate the community and provide access 
to educational opportunities to all commu-
nity members. From one-book projects to 
exhibits, speeches, and oratorical debates, 
the institute supports both current under-
graduate students and the larger neigh-
boring community by envisioning ways to 
model Douglass’s desire to share knowledge 
with others.

The School District

A local steel mill in one of our neighbor-
ing communities is America’s oldest and 
longest continuing steel mill and drew 
many people to the area for jobs in the 
early 1800s. In 1968, the mill created 152 
steel “tree” beams used in the World Trade 
Center. Automation over the years increased 
the amount of steel forged annually from 
500,000 tons in 1919 to 900,000 tons an-
nually today (McCullough, 2010). However, 
jobs decreased due to automation, and the 
mill currently employs only 638 of the 
population (DiStefano, 2020). The shift 
created a loss of income for many people 
in the area; 30.1% of residents now live 
below the poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2018a), so sending high school students to 
college is difficult. The local school district 
lists its mission as providing “equitable 
opportunities for all students so that they 
will take ownership of their education 
and grow within a community of learn-
ers” (Coatesville Area Senior High School, 
n.d., para. 1). However, the Coatesville Area 
School District has the lowest graduation 
rates and is in the highest area of need in 
the county. In Coatesville, 15.2% of resi-
dents have graduated college, compared to 
34.7% and 56.5% in two nearby towns of 
similar stature (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018a). 
Nationally, an average 30.9% of residents 
have a bachelor’s degree or above, which 
leaves Coatesville City at about half the na-
tional average (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018b). 
Within the district, there are a fast-paced 
city, several suburbs, and an expansive rural 
area, which make equity in socioeconomic 
status difficult to achieve. In order to pro-
vide equitable opportunities for all, partner-
ships with others in the community are a 
necessity.
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Financial Institution

The bank partner has a long history of sup-
porting the community with local grants 
that fund projects aimed at education and 
solving complex societal problems (Wells 
Fargo, 2020). Through the bank’s founda-
tion, communities are supported, and part-
nerships are forged to tackle community 
and societal ills. The university applied for 
an initial bank grant; with the bank, it had 
a joint goal of building a bridge of academic 
success spanning elementary through col-
lege graduation into professional success in 
an effort to support a community in need. 
The grant was divided into three programs: 
the Elementary Reading Program, Tutoring 
and College Readiness and the Scholars 
Program. Additional funding to support this 
program beyond its initial 3 years has since 
been secured. This grant has given the uni-
versity and the institute an opportunity to 
collaborate and plan with the school district 
a program aiming to offer equity opportu-
nities for the students in the local school 
district through an elementary school to 
college pipeline. Here we give an overview 
of the three programs funded.

Program and Grant Overview

When universities consider preparing stu-
dents of color and strengthening the high 
school pipeline specifically for students at 
underfunded public schools, creating col-
laborations between universities and PK-12 
schools is recommended (Alford, 2014). The 
university–school–community partnership 
depended on a reciprocal relationship be-
tween the university, schools, and a local 
community agency. University constituents 
first met with a local financial institution 
and proposed a potential win-win collabo-
ration, where the financial institution would 
get a tax benefit and support the local com-

munity, thereby adding to their credibility 
in the community, and the institution would 
receive grant funding to support their en-
deavors for community outreach and sup-
portive funding.

The university then researched underper-
forming schools in the area and began part-
nering with the most underfunded of the 
districts. University faculty, in collaboration 
with district leaders, met to discuss the best 
way to meet the needs of the district. The 
focus of the program would include increas-
ing literacy skills, supporting college pre-
paratory activities, and providing access to 
students who would not normally be able 
to afford college. A letter of understand-
ing was developed with the school district 
that enabled faculty and tutors to enter the 
schools. Faculty then could submit their 
needs to the grant funders in the form of 
a grant request (see Table 1). The request 
involved all components of the program and 
provided for program reporting back to the 
institution in order to secure future funding 
from year to year.

The program consisted of three components, 
the elementary school reading program, 
the high school tutorial program, and the 
precollege scholars’ program, all of which 
were supported by a community grant. The 
programs were created with best practices 
and shared goals of successful commu-
nity engagement and high school to college 
pipeline goals in mind. This article takes a 
look at the collaborators, the project, and its 
challenges (see Table 2) while identifying 
community professional competencies used 
for program success.

This education and community outreach 
effort utilized three of Dostilio et al.’s (2017) 
community engagement competencies 
across the programs: facilitating students’ 

Table 1. General Budget Requests

Component Description Quantity Requested funds

Component 1: 
Elementary Reading 
Program

Books or ebooks 500 $4,000

Component 2: 
Tutoring and 
College Readiness

Tutors 4–5 @ $10 an hour 
for 5 hours a week 
for 30 weeks

$6,000– $7,500

Component 3: The 
Scholars Program

Scholarships, laptops, 
and software

3 students each 
year

$12,000

Total grant request $22,000– $23,500
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civic learning and development, adminis-
tering community engagement programs, 
and cultivating high quality partnerships. 
Table 3 illustrates how components of the 
competencies (i.e., skills and commitments) 
are demonstrated across the three outreach 
programs.

Component 1: The Elementary 
Reading Program

For many years, the university’s Frederick 
Douglass Institute has had an education 
outreach component that seeks to increase 
literacy, multicultural education, and social 
justice awareness for elementary school 
children, especially children of color or in 
high poverty areas. The Elementary Reading 
Program, instituted as the Fifth Grade One 
Grade One Book Literacy Project, was de-
signed to give children access to books and 
activities dealing with African American 
history and touching on issues of equity and 
social justice. The program was intended to 
support and supplement the literacy efforts 
of the schools. After receiving a grant, the 
program was able to expand. Instead of 

working with one or two classes a year, the 
program expanded to all fifth graders in that 
local school district. Because Pennsylvania’s 
standardized tests (PSSA) are administered 
in the fifth grade year, the school district 
curriculum coordinator decided to imple-
ment the program across all fifth grade 
classrooms in the district. Prior to this, the 
program had been offered in surrounding 
districts for fourth, fifth, and sixth grade 
students.

The reading program had three main goals: 
(1) increase the literacy skills of area fifth 
graders, (2) engage the students in critical 
thinking surrounding issues of social jus-
tice, and (3) provide reading resources to 
classroom teachers and fifth grade students. 
Teaching with multicultural children’s lit-
erature is a way to begin conversations on 
inequalities, race, culture, and discrimina-
tion under the guidance of the teacher, and 
using authentic multicultural children’s 
literature allows children to see each other 
in nonstereotypical ways (Morgan, 2009). 
Using the state standards, the activities 
focused on reading with accuracy and flu-
ency, comprehending and recalling a text, 

Table 2. Overview of Program Goals Evaluation and Challenges

Component 1: 
Elementary Reading 
Program

Component 2: 
Tutoring and 
College Readiness

Component 3: The 
Scholars Program

Program goals 1. To introduce 
students to  
concepts of equity, 
fairness, and social 
justice

2. To provide stu-
dents with quality 
literature

3. To engage 5th 
graders in literacy 
skills

1. To tutor high 
school students 
for college  
readiness

2. To engage under-
graduates with  
service-learning

3. To provide  
mentorship 
to high school 
students

1. Provide  
scholarships to 
two students 
to attend the 
university

Program evaluation 1. 5th grade pre- & 
posttests

2. Teacher survey

1. Self-assessment 
survey

2. Student  
participation

3. Tutor survey

1. Program  
recipients finish 
the 5-week 
Summer Bridge 
Program

Program  
considerations

1. Scheduling and 
time for both the 
teachers and the 
faculty

1. Transportation
2. The future of 

funding

1. Consider  
opening the 
scholarship 
(pending  
funding) to other 
programs on 
campus
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reading informational nonfiction texts, and 
increasing writing in response to literature.

The Key Players

When starting up any program, identify-
ing the key players to run the program is 
critical. Frequently, with time constraints 
and lack of funding, finding individuals to 
share in the responsibility can be challeng-

ing. Initially, a faculty member was charged 
with organizing, planning, and implement-
ing the Elementary Reading Program. At the 
onset of the project, Year 1, one designated 
faculty member was in charge of the pre-
planning, meetings, communication with 
teachers and district administrators, and 
planning curricula and assessments. During 
Year 2, two faculty members carried out the 
project. The faculty member who designed 

Table 3. Community Engagement Competencies
Competencies Skills Commitments The Frederick Douglass 

Elementary, High 
School, and College 
Pipeline Program

Facilitating students’ 
civic learning and 
development

Able to facilitate 
peer-to-peer discussion 
that positively impacts 
student learning

Able to construct solid 
learning outcome goals

Able to collaborate with 
and support historically 
marginalized students

Committed to cultivat-
ing authentic relation-
ships with students

Committed to develop-
ing students’ critical 
consciousness

Developing relation-
ships with students 
in all sections of the 
pipeline

Introducing elementary 
school students to  
critical concepts of 
social justice

Administering com-
munity engagement 
programs

Able to collaborate and 
work across role and 
disciplinary silos

Able to cultivate and 
maintain relationships

Able to cultivate and 
manage multiple 
funding streams and 
budgets

Able to develop and 
supervise staff

Able to collect and 
analyze data

Committed to dialogue 
with communities

Able to unveil and 
disrupt unequal power 
structures

Open dialogue between 
district, university, and 
community financial 
organization about the 
needs of the students 
and the programs

Providing access and 
attempting to close 
gaps in education and 
finances

Cultivating high quality 
partnerships

Able to connect campus 
and community assets

Able to initiate and 
maintain effective 
partnerships

Able to involve part-
nership members in 
reflection on and 
assessment of partner-
ships

Conscious of power 
relations inherent in 
partnerships

Committed to cultivat-
ing authentic relation-
ships with communities

Allowing students, 
teachers, district 
leaders, and university 
faculty/staff/students 
to offer feedback and 
reflect regularly on the 
program

Note. Adapted from Dostilio, L. D., Benenson, J., Chamberlin, S., Crossland, S., Farmer-
Hanson, A., Hernandez, K., & colleagues. (2017). Preliminary competency model for community 
engagement professionals. In L. D. Dostilio (Ed.), The community engagement professional in higher 
education: A competency model for an emerging field (pp. 46–61). Campus Compact.
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and currently runs the program has over 
30 years of experience in education, 18 of 
which were spent teaching for a large school 
district in the region. Both faculty members 
have a wealth of experience in education 
and in public school teaching. Graduate as-
sistants handled the behind the scenes as-
pects of the project. The district classroom 
teachers had the bulk of responsibility for 
carrying out the reading and literacy activi-
ties in the classroom.

Getting Started

The planning for the program began in 
summer 2016 before the anticipated fall 
2016 start. This planning included select-
ing the first book, incorporating the fifth 
grade English–Language Arts standards, 
writing an activity guide to pair with the 
book, and creating a pretest and posttest. In 
the past, the project had been carried out on 
a smaller scale in a different district. This 
was an opportunity to refine and enhance 
the already existing methodology. For Year 
1 and Year 2, the selection of the book was 
easy. Who Was Frederick Douglass? by April 
Jones Prince (Prince, 2018) was selected 
as a nonfiction work that would allow the 
students to learn more about the life and 
legacy of Frederick Douglass. Although the 
book’s reading level was not challenging, 
we hoped that its historical nature and the 
high content focus would challenge even the 
children who thought the reading was easy.

The literacy activity guide included activities 
the teachers could use paired with reading 
of the book. The activities were supported 
by the state standards for the fifth grade. 
The guide included comprehension ques-
tions tied to each chapter, end of the book 
suggestions for activities, and activities that 
encourage writing and critical thinking. The 
teachers were given the option of using the 
guide in addition to creating their own ac-
tivities. For Year 3, the teachers opted to 
select a different title. Who Were the Tuskegee 
Airmen? by Sherri Smith (Smith, 2018) was 
selected. The grant allowed all fifth grade 
students (approximately 450) in the local 
school district to participate. Each student 
received a copy of the book to keep upon 
program completion.

The Project

The initial phase of the project included 
communication with the teachers in an 
effort to ensure smooth program imple-
mentation. The program began in the 

2016–2017 academic year, just after we had 
completed Year 3 of the One Grade One Book 
Literacy Project, sponsored by the univer-
sity. Initially, after meeting with the dis-
trict curriculum coordinator, we decided to 
begin the project during PSSA testing. The 
fifth graders would test in the morning and 
then read the book and complete activities 
during the afternoon. The project ran for 
2 full weeks. Upon completing the pretest, 
students read the book with guidance from 
their teachers. The children completed lit-
eracy activities, discussions, and ongoing 
writing activities centered on the book.

Pennsylvania fifth grade English and Lan-
guage Arts state standards were considered 
when creating activities. Once the book was 
completed, each class was allowed to select 
how they would show what they learned. 
Some classes elected to do individual proj-
ects, and in other classes the students 
worked in small groups, with each group 
creating their own project. As an impact 
measure, teachers were sent a survey to 
share their thoughts on improving the pro-
gram or making changes.

Assessment

In order to determine program impact, 
quantitative and qualitative measures are 
performed at three separate levels: the 
students, the classroom teachers, and the 
faculty. The students receive a pretest and 
a posttest to assess comprehension, reading 
standards, and writing reflecting on issues 
of social justice. The tests include both 
multiple choice questions and open-ended 
questions. At the end of the project, the 
classroom teachers are given a short survey 
to gather information to guide the program. 
This survey includes multiple choice ques-
tions and an open-ended question, allowing 
the teachers to reflect on the program, both 
the content and organization. Finally, the 
program faculty are able to offer reflection 
on what worked well and what challenges 
exist. Early preliminary impact measures 
show positive feedback and program success 
through the students, classroom teachers, 
and faculty overall satisfaction. A few chal-
lenges were identified, but all teachers and 
faculty thought the program was worthy 
and wished to continue.

Existing Challenges

When starting a new initiative, it is benefi-
cial to examine the program for challenges 
and opportunities for improvement. As in 
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most university–community collaborations, 
challenges may arise. The university faculty 
members were able to identify challenges 
from the perspectives of both the univer-
sity faculty and the teachers in the schools. 
From the perspective of the university, 
having enough human resources to run the 
program was an initial challenge. Faculty 
members are often pulled in many direc-
tions, and finding enough time to spend in 
the schools can pose a challenge. Project 
sustainability can also be a challenge. To 
ensure our program continued in the event 
the primary faculty were no longer at the 
institution nor running the program, we 
talked with department chairs and selected 
dedicated faculty to administer the pro-
gram, with the understanding that the FDI 
is the supervising body for the project. This 
way, reporting for all three components can 
be collected in one area and provided to the 
financial institution. Additionally, if faculty 
turnover occurs, the FDI has the function 
and capacity to search for substitutions.

Schoolteachers tend to have busy schedules, 
and sometimes adding one more project to 
their plate can feel overwhelming. Being 
able to agree on the best time to run the 
project was also a challenge, since holidays, 
test preparation, and statewide testing 
make finding a stretch of time that makes 
sense for the students and teachers chal-
lenging. To overcome these challenges, 
school administration and faculty met at the 
beginning of the year to communicate how 
the graduate students and faculty would be 
assisting in the creation of activities and 
lesson plans. Additionally, we looked at 
the university and school calendars to find 
the appropriate stretch of time. Of course, 
changes in the academic year schedules will 
require that this time budgeting be repeated 
each year.

Moving Forward

In an effort to strengthen the program, 
ongoing use of survey data will enable 
the teachers to indicate the best time and 
method of communication. All participating 
teachers will be encouraged to respond to 
the survey. An attempt will be made to in-
clude planning and meeting times occurring 
at least once before the start of the program. 
Ensuring that each fifth-grade teacher has 
an opportunity to meet and plan and get on 
the same page will be helpful. In the future 
we also hope to include funding to compen-
sate teachers for meeting times.

Component 2: Tutoring and College 
Readiness at the High School

Tutoring is a method of helping learners 
find their own paths. A successful peer-
assisted learning atmosphere incorporates 
strategies and interventions requiring a 
tutor to have a perfected skill set (Topping, 
2001). For this tutoring program, tutors are 
trained to understand the academic needs 
of high school students who may be only 
a few years younger (College Reading and 
Learning Association. 2018). Highly pre-
scriptive tutoring programs with specific 
tasks for tutors are more effective than less 
organized ones (Roller, 1998, p.1); therefore, 
we ask students what they would like to 
accomplish, and tutors have a plan designed 
for moving through the learning process. 
Programs where students have to find 
their own answers are “more effective than 
those in which the tutor provides answers” 
(Roller, 1998, p. 1). Our tutors do not simply 
answer students’ questions; rather, they 
use a questioning method to help students 
learn new ways to find the information on 
their own. Utilizing the Socratic method 
helps experienced tutors ask probing ques-
tions in order to lead their students to a 
process of critical thinking (Boghossian, 
2006). If a tutor understands how learners 
might not have the preparation needed to 
accomplish the student learning outcomes 
of their current coursework, the tutor can 
help the learner by searching for more root 
problems.

This method, incorporating Vygotsky’s 
zone of proximal development (ZPD), was 
originally designed for youth peer-to-peer 
learning experiences, but the idea that a 
more skilled person can help lesser skilled 
peers is also applicable in adult learning 
(Harland, 2003). Colvin’s (2007) study de-
fined the skills needed for peer tutoring, as 
well as the ethical implications of tutoring, 
while coding and quantifying the tutoring 
experience. The study gave a definition of 
peer tutoring and described its challenge 
(Colvin, 2007, p. 173). For this project, the 
tutors are trained to understand their roles 
as peer tutors, select an academic focus 
within the session, and draw learning from 
the student while building study skills ap-
plicable across subjects. The tutors also 
have to be dynamic in order to engage their 
high school counterparts in learning needed 
material.
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The Key Players

The tutoring program is run by a profes-
sional with 20 years of experience managing 
a learning assistance center and 17 years of 
teaching in higher education. Four or five 
tutors have been chosen each year, and the 
positions are coveted due to the limited 
number of hours and competitive pay rate. 
The tutors are undergraduate students at 
the university and must have completed 
at least one semester in order to provide a 
GPA. The tutors were selected based on their 
cumulative GPA of at least a 3.0, their abil-
ity to travel to the school, and their proven 
dedication to working with high school stu-
dents. An upper-class student was chosen 
to help support the other tutors while on 
site, as well as to help promote the program 
to additional teachers and students while 
at school.

Getting Started

Planning for the high school portion of 
the program included designing a tutoring 
program to meet the needs of high school 
students who may or may not be making 
the decision to go to college. During the first 
year, tutors got to know the students at the 
high school and determined which students 
could best benefit from the program. No 
students were turned away, but many of 
the students had never considered going to 
college, and therefore the project goals and 
objectives had to be rewritten as needed.

The revised program included between 
five and 10 tutors, a driver to transport the 
tutors to the school, and increased collabo-
ration between the tutors and the school 
contacts. Enticing the students included 
creating a frequent flyer card, so students re-
ceived punches for the number of times they 
came to tutor. After a designated number 
of on-time, prepared attendance punches, 
students were offered the choice of several 
rewards, from snacks to T-shirts.

The Project

Tutors are trained at the beginning of 
each semester in valuable student learn-
ing methods and theories (College Reading 
and Learning Association, 2018). They ride 
together on Tuesdays and Thursdays out 
to the school district, which is about a half 
hour ride from the university. When they 
arrive, they are greeted by the assistant 
principal, who has been a valuable asset to 
the team. Tutoring is announced during the 

morning and afternoon announcements by 
the assistant principal, and the program is 
well supported by the teaching faculty and 
coaches at the high school.

Tutor training occurs at the beginning of 
each semester, and tutors are asked to assess 
student levels at the beginning of each day. 
The tutors are available every Tuesday and 
Thursday afternoon at the end of the school 
day throughout the school year. They ask 
their students to complete a survey at the 
end of each session for programmatic as-
sessment, which helps to redesign future 
tutor training.

Assessment

When tutoring begins, students fill out a 
preassessment asking what they would like 
to work on and how they are feeling about 
their coursework. They meet with tutors 
who can help them in their needed subjects. 
The tutors are interdisciplinary but also 
have some main focus areas, such as math, 
writing, and SAT prep. At the end of each 
session, students receive a postassessment 
and their attendance cards are stamped. 
The assessments are used for programmatic 
design and tutor retraining, not for studying 
student progress. If students attend more 
than five sessions, they are offered a choice 
of prizes, such as a West Chester University 
lanyard or T-shirt, all provided by the uni-
versity.

We found that incentives, such as prizes and 
snacks, make students more motivated to 
attend; however, in satisfaction surveys, 
students have said they appreciate the 
services, and some had never thought they 
would attend college but are now not only 
considering applying, but actively filling out 
applications. The students enjoy the pro-
gram, but they feel more of their friends 
would attend if they had transportation 
home. No second bus is available after 
school, so if they do not have transporta-
tion from friends, they cannot attend the 
program. Students also appreciate the food 
and snacks, so one addition for the 2019–
2020 year is offering snacks at each session. 
Because many of the students come from 
food-insecure families, they appreciate the 
healthy snacks provided by the tutors.

Existing Challenges

Initially, the main challenge for the tutoring 
program was transportation. Many students 
need and desire tutoring, and the under-
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graduate student tutors wanted to help, 
especially when they discovered they could 
be paid for the opportunity. Transporting 
the tutors to the school and not having 
after-school transportation for the stu-
dents hindered the attendance at first. After 
brainstorming ways to transport the tutors, 
the challenge was solved by hiring a gradu-
ate student and using a university van. This 
graduate student also serves as a supervi-
sor to keep the tutors on track, as well as a 
role model tutor. Incorporating incentives 
for students provided them more reason to 
stay after school for the program.

Moving Forward

Assessing the program’s effectiveness has 
been the key to moving forward. As with 
any program, more funding means more 
opportunities, so presenting our results to 
key stakeholders is imperative. During Year 
3 of the program, as the numbers of tutors 
and students increased, we implemented a 
pre- and postassessment for each tutoring 
day. The future of the tutoring program is 
centered on funding, as the need is there, 
and the students are willing to participate. 
Since the transportation issue has a long-
term solution, the learning component can 
take place at a sustainable level, as there is 
no lack of students who need the help and 
no lack of college-aged, trained tutors who 
want to support their local community.

Component 3: The Scholars Program

The third program supported by the bank 
grant is the Scholars Program. Two students 
are selected from the Coatesville High School 
tutoring program to attend the Academic 
Development Program (ADP; now known 
as the ASP—Academic Success Program, 
West Chester University, 2020a). ADP is a 
summer bridge program aimed at students 
with potential who were not accepted into 
West Chester University’s regular admit 
programs. The program offers support 
structures for students ranging from tu-
toring and mentoring to college prep basic 
skills classes. The scholarship supports 
students through their summer program, 
including tuition and room and board.

Key Players

The Scholars Program is a link to the uni-
versity’s bridge program. The funder de-
cided it would be an appropriate aspect of 
the grant and overall collaboration to finan-

cially support students who went through 
the tutoring program and wanted to attend 
the university.

The Program

As with other bridge programs, the univer-
sity’s bridge program provides access to the 
institution for students who may not have 
the SAT scores needed for regular admis-
sion. However, students attend a summer 
bridge, where they live in a learning com-
munity and take classes with their peers, 
in order to provide them academic skills in 
reading, writing, and math (West Chester 
University, 2020a). They are supported 
through individualized academic advising, 
tutoring, mentoring, and counseling. The 
Scholars Program allows students from the 
supported local school district the funding 
to attend the summer bridge program.

Moving Forward

No current challenges have presented them-
selves in this part of the program. Looking 
to the future, as students come through the 
program from fifth grade through gradu-
ation, we hope to have funding to funnel 
more students through the pipeline and 
have access to college through the summer 
bridge program.

Discussion: Creating University–
School–Community Partnerships

Creating a collaboration between the uni-
versity, the community, and a local high-
need school district allowed programming 
to support students’ college preparation and 
access. The partnership of the university, 
the schools, and the community funding 
agency helped to strengthen the mutual 
missions of the institute—equity in educa-
tion and support through school to college. 
In creating this partnership, the leaders 
considered the skills and abilities of the 
competency model for community engage-
ment professionals (Dostilio et al., 2017) 
to ensure the creation of a successful and 
sustainable project. Looking back on the 
three-part project, there are implications 
for other institutions looking to establish 
similar programs.

Timeline for Success

Developing a successful timeline includes 
taking into consideration the needs of the 
students and instructors involved. The fol-
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lowing are steps to take when replicating 
the program (see Figure 1).

First, become familiar with the competen-
cies necessary for community engagement 
professionals and incorporate best practices 
into your planning. University, school, and 
community partnerships require knowl-
edge, skills, and abilities to ensure the part-
nership is reciprocal and authentic. Next, 
when planning collaborations, it is critical 
to find common missions and goals for the 
university, schools, and community. Begin 
program planning based on the common 
thread in the missions of each institution 
and identify the program challenges. As the 
program is running, and after each leg of 
the program, stop and take a close look at 
the challenges. At the start of a program, 
be aware of the importance of assessing 
with key learning outcomes. Undergraduate 
students at universities are eager to partici-
pate actively in university-led community–
school partnerships—they just need the 
resources and support. Finally, time needs 
to be set aside for planning and support for 
all involved. Planning and scheduling time 
can too easily be overlooked or altogether 
omitted in the funding. Making time for 
planning and scheduling helps to support 
the project’s sustainability.

University–school–community partnerships 
can be beneficial to all agencies and the stu-

dents they serve. Establishing funding from 
an outside source allowed the FDI to expand 
upon education outreach work.

Conclusion

Institutions can benefit and have a larger 
impact on the local community by working 
as partners to effect change in the educa-
tion arena. Universities and community 
agencies hold a wealth of resources and 
can serve as assets to local underfunded 
or undersupported school districts and 
students. Creating university–school col-
laborations can be a way to begin to bridge 
the equity gap within those districts. These 
collaborations, although beneficial, can pose 
challenges that hamper or impede success. 
Community engagement professionals 
should utilize the competencies necessary 
for successful collaborations (Dostilio et al., 
2017) in an effort to plan, implement, and 
assess the accomplishments of these alli-
ances. Programs created should be built on 
shared missions between the university, the 
schools, and the community while evaluat-
ing programs to better address presented 
challenges. Partnerships and collabora-
tions are key to ongoing support, both for 
the school districts and the community. 
The mutual benefits show the reciprocity 
institutions gain by forming long-term 
relationships.

Figure 1. Timeline
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Abstract

There is broad recognition that anchor institutions—universities, 
hospitals, and other locally embedded organizations—can leverage their 
economic and human resources to revitalize and empower distressed 
neighborhoods. In Milwaukee, five anchor institutions, including 
Marquette University, collaborated with residents, city officials, and 
other stakeholders to transform the seven neighborhoods surrounding 
their campuses. The Promoting Assets and Reducing Crime (PARC) 
initiative is an innovative, data-driven, and place-based model of 
community collaboration to address neighborhood challenges. Over the 
last 3 years, PARC has helped stimulate economic development, enhance 
housing stock, improve public safety, and strengthen neighborhood 
connections in the city’s Near West Side. In this article, we detail how 
PARC was established, the role of the university in this multianchor 
partnership, and how the initiative PARC integrates data and community 
input to inform and evaluate its work. The PARC initiative demonstrates 
promise as an effective model of university engagement in neighborhood 
revitalization efforts.

Keywords: anchor institutions, neighborhood revitalization, crime, public 
saftety, economic development

U
niversities have long capitalized 
on their human, physical, and 
financial resources to address 
pressing social problems in their 
communities. From the mid-

1800s through the early 1900s, the federal 
government created land-grant universities 
to expand educational access and improve 
livelihoods in rural America (McDowell, 
2001). The popularization of the Wisconsin 
Idea—the notion that university resources 
should be applied to solve problems and 
address the well-being of people in the 
state—further advanced what many in 
American higher education consider com-
munity engagement (Butin, 2007). By the 
1990s, many urban colleges and universities 
found themselves surrounded by deteriorat-
ing and declining neighborhoods, as sub-
urbanization, capital flight, and the loss of 
manufacturing jobs hollowed out the urban 
middle class, concentrated urban poverty 
(Wilson, 1987), and brought the economic 

gains that African Americans had achieved 
during the civil rights era to a grinding halt 
in many cities (Sharkey, 2013). It has now 
been more than 20 years since the Kellogg 
Commission (1999) called on colleges and 
universities to focus on “urban revitaliza-
tion and community renewal comparable in 
its own way to our rural development efforts 
in the last century” (p. 10). Over the last 
2 decades, urban colleges and universities 
have invested their resources in neighbor-
hood revitalization efforts, broadening their 
educational missions and targeting strate-
gies to address the needs of their adjacent 
neighborhoods (Ehlenz, 2017; Rodin, 2007).

There is now broad recognition that anchor 
institutions, including universities, hos-
pitals, and other locally embedded orga-
nizations, can leverage their economic 
and human resources to revitalize and 
empower distressed urban neighborhoods 
(for a review, see Dubb & Howard, 2012). 
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Researchers have documented the place-
based strategies of anchors, such as uni-
versities’ investments in physical infra-
structure, public safety, and other amenities 
(Adams, 2003; Ehlenz, 2017; Rodin, 2007; 
Taylor & Luter, 2013). Other studies high-
light the ways that anchors can build trust-
ing relationships with community partners 
and develop coalitions that can be mobilized 
to address neighborhood challenges (Cantor 
et al., 2013; Harris & Pickron-Davis, 2013). 
At the same time, however, universities 
have also been urged to more actively pursue 
strategies that “better the long-term wel-
fare of the community in which they reside” 
(Dubb et al., 2013, p. v), particularly given 
growing concerns about urban inequality 
and gentrification (see, e.g., Smith, 2008).

Milwaukee’s Near West Side is home to five 
anchor institutions, including Marquette 
University. In 2014, the five anchors 
joined together to form the Near West Side 
Partners (NWSP), a nonprofit organization 
dedicated to improving the quality of life 
for those who live, work, and visit in the 
community. In 2015, NWSP launched the 
PARC initiative, a multiyear collaboration 
between the anchors, residents, city lead-
ers, and other stakeholders to “promote 
assets” and “reduce crime” in the area. In 
just under 4 years, the initiative has at-
tracted 37 new businesses, improved public 
safety, increased university and community 
engagement, and won several awards for its 
unique collaborative model. In this article, 
we detail how the initiative was established, 
the role of the university in this multian-
chor partnership, and how the initiative 
has integrated data and community input 
to inform and evaluate its work. We also 
discuss how these efforts have enhanced 
experiential learning opportunities for 
students and advanced the mission of the 
university.

Milwaukee’s Near West Side

Milwaukee’s Near West Side is home to 
over 28,000 residents, 10,000 of whom 
are students at Marquette University. The 
area, also referred to as the “neighborhood 
of neighborhoods,” includes seven distinct 
neighborhoods directly west of Milwaukee’s 
downtown business district. At its height, 
the seven neighborhoods that constitute the 
Near West Side were home to historic single 
and duplex family homes, multifamily 
buildings, schools, places of worship, and 

major employers, including seven hospitals, 
a medical school, two universities, indus-
try giants like Harley-Davidson and Miller 
Brewing, dozens of nonprofit institutions, 
and hundreds of small businesses. Most 
houses were owner occupied and residents 
walked to work. Its proximity to downtown 
made the Near West Side a prime location 
for residential and commercial develop-
ment.

Like many older industrial cities throughout 
the United States, Milwaukee experienced 
an economic downturn in its manufactur-
ing base, resulting in the loss of family-
sustaining jobs and the exodus of major 
employers from the city. Families moved to 
the suburbs to follow the jobs, and housing 
values declined. Between 1970 and 1990, 
many institutions closed or moved to the 
suburbs, including six hospitals, a medical 
college, and a university. The neighbor-
hoods were hard hit: There was a dramatic 
decline in the walk-to-work residential 
population, massive vacancies in the mul-
tiunit buildings, and a decline in home-
ownership. These changes also impacted 
the small business climate, leading to the 
closure of neighborhood grocery stores, 
restaurants, and other amenities. With the 
loss of institutional employers, a declining 
residential population, a growing number 
of absentee landlords, and a reduction in 
resident incomes, violent crime rose dra-
matically in the 1980s–1990s, prompting 
Marquette University to launch a neigh-
borhood revitalization initiative focused on 
reducing blight and crime on the campus 
and in the surrounding area. From 1990 to 
1996, Marquette’s Campus Circle Project, in 
collaboration with the City of Milwaukee, 
helped stabilize the area. In 1992, a busi-
ness improvement district was created to 
focus on neighborhood improvements in a 
portion of the Near West Side. Though such 
early efforts helped stabilize conditions, 
particularly in the immediate campus area, 
the Near West Side continues to face chal-
lenges. Poverty rates remain higher in the 
Near West Side compared to the city aver-
age. Commercial corridors are plagued by 
vacant storefronts, and the Near West Side 
has struggled to attract and retain small 
businesses. Much of the existing housing 
stock needs repairs and restoration—a far 
cry from its former grandeur. And in the 
years before the launch of PARC, residents 
and employees remained concerned about 
elevated rates of crime and violence (see 
Table 1).
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Today, the Near West Side reflects the city’s 
racial and economic diversity (see Table 2). 
There are a variety of housing options, in-
cluding single family homes, duplexes, large 
multifamily complexes, apartments, and 
historic mansions. About 86% of housing 
units are renter-occupied, and subsidized 
or assisted units account for nearly one fifth 
of the area’s housing stock. There are 2,412 
site-based low-income housing units in the 
area. The Historic Concordia Neighborhood, 
one of the seven Near West Side communi-
ties, is Wisconsin’s only neighborhood on 
the National Register of Historic Places.

There is also a wide array of assets across 
the seven neighborhoods, including K-12 
schools, places of worship, nonprofits, cul-
tural venues, historic buildings, government 
and social service agencies, a university, and 
one hospital. There are four parks, and the 
area is conveniently located in close prox-
imity to the Menomonee Valley, which in-
cludes the Hank Aaron Trail and opportuni-
ties for biking, jogging, and canoeing. Over 
350 employers are located in the Near West 
Side and nearly 29,000 employees work 
in the community. The major employers 
include five anchor institutions that have 
a long history and strong presence in the 

Table 1. Near West Side Boundaries Part I Crime 
January 1–December 31, 2007–2014

Crime categories 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Homicide 5 4 2 6 3 5 5 8

Rape 29 22 30 17 29 26 24 20

Robbery 243 185 176 154 180 199 204 200

Aggravated assault 203 185 177 157 146 201 193 234

Burglary 218 215 220 212 276 278 251 218

Theft 1025 870 851 923 856 649 594 539

Auto theft 472 372 282 240 224 269 175 205

Arson 10 12 8 7 4 7 11 7

Total violent crime 480 396 385 334 358 431 426 462

Total property crime 1725 1469 1361 1382 1360 1203 1031 969

Table 2. Demographics of the Near West Side and the City of Milwaukee
Near West Side City of Milwaukee

Total population 28,501 594,833

White, non-Hispanic 10,572 37.1% 266,339 44.8%

African American or Black, non-
Hispanic 11,429 40.1% 237,769 40.0%

American Indian or Alaska Native, 
non-Hispanic 123 0.4% 4,695 0.8%

Asian, non-Hispanic 3,087 10.8% 20,851 3.5%

Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islander, non-Hispanic 23 0.1% 241 <0.1%

Some other race, non- 
Hispanic 31 0.1% 44,650 7.5%

Two or more races, non-Hispanic 1,128 4.0% 20,288 3.4%

Hispanic or Latino 2,108 7.4% 103,007 17.3%

Note: Data for the Near West Side come from the American Community Survey 5-year population 
estimates from 2009 to 2013. Data for City of Milwaukee come from the 2010 Census.
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community. Marquette University is located 
in the southeastern corner of this “neigh-
borhood of neighborhoods.”

Near West Side Partners

In 2014, after 7 years of decreasing overall 
crime and increased collaboration between 
the police department and the anchor in-
stitutions’ private security operations, the 
Near West Side experienced an increase in 
violence and property crimes. Of concern 
was a significant increase in homicides 
and aggravated assaults coupled with the 
persistent issues of domestic violence and 
auto theft.

These concerns escalated in midsummer 
2014 when a bullet went through an occu-
pied conference room of one of the anchor 
institutions. This crisis prompted a meet-
ing between Marquette University’s new 
president, Dr. Michael Lovell, and Harley-
Davidson’s then-president and CEO, Keith 
Wandell, to discuss neighborhood safety. 
These leaders quickly concluded that en-
gaging other long-standing anchors, as 
well as large area employers, was critical to 
addressing the neighborhood’s challenges. 
The following fall, after a presidential 
inaugural address in which he commit-
ted himself to deeper, more meaningful 
neighborhood partnership, Dr. Lovell, along 
with Keith Wandell, convened 18 CEOs from 
the Near West Side. Out of that gathering a 
nonprofit organization emerged: the Near 
West Side Partners. A comprehensive ap-
proach to community issues was developed 
using strengths of the anchors; NWSP’s 
“anchor mission” galvanized institutional 
economic power while partnering with the 
community to mutually benefit the long-
term well-being of the entire neighborhood.

NWSP is funded through the support of five 
anchor institutions. The NWSP’s mission is 
to revitalize and sustain Milwaukee’s Near 
West Side as a thriving residential and 
business corridor through a collaborative 
effort to improve housing, promote eco-
nomic development, unify neighborhood 
identity and branding, and provide greater 
safety for residents and businesses. In 2015, 
NWSP launched the Promoting Assets and 
Reducing Crime (PARC) initiative, an IRB-
approved community-based participatory 
research project. The initiative is NWSP’s 
model for facilitating change and capturing 
the input of neighborhood stakeholders.

Marquette University

Marquette University is a Catholic, Jesuit 
institution in the urban heart of Milwaukee. 
Throughout its 135-year history, Marquette 
University has remained steadfast in its 
mission “to develop men and women who 
will dedicate their lives to the service of 
others, actively entering into the strug-
gle for a more just society” (Marquette 
University, n.d., “Service”). The universi-
ty’s mission is shaped by four foundational 
pillars—excellence, faith, leadership, and 
service—that guide Marquette University’s 
decisions and activities. An ethos of ser-
vice runs deep in the self-understanding of 
Marquette University’s 11,400 undergradu-
ate and graduate students and throughout 
the University’s 12 separate colleges and 
schools. Students and graduates of bach-
elor’s, master’s, doctoral, and professional 
degree programs carry forth a commitment 
to building a better world that links alumni 
across generations.

Beyond its clear missional commitment, 
Marquette University has embedded civic 
engagement in its strategic plan, designat-
ing “social responsibility through com-
munity engagement” as one of six themes, 
and ensuring it is appropriately costewarded 
through oversight by the vice president 
of public affairs and the executive direc-
tor of community engagement. Marquette 
University’s mission and strategic plan, 
which are well publicized and familiar to 
students, faculty, staff, alumni, and friends, 
make clear that the university’s purpose is 
inextricably tied to engagement within the 
Milwaukee community and the wider world.

Marquette University’s commitment to 
engagement is cocurricular. It includes a 
strong commitment to applied research, 
teaching, and service. This commitment to 
maintaining academic rigor while simulta-
neously addressing pressing social realities 
is embodied in the Marquette University 
Center for Peacemaking—an academic re-
search and program center housed within 
the College of Arts and Sciences. The Center 
for Peacemaking’s programs and activities 
contribute to a combination of the three foci 
of peacemaking at the university: instruc-
tion, research, and community engage-
ment. For the last 10 years, the Center for 
Peacemaking’s primary research initiatives 
have included youth violence, economic 
development, international development, 
nonviolence, and community-based peace-
making. The Center for Peacemaking leads 
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the PARC project. The director of the Center 
is the principal investigator of the project.

Promoting Assets and Reducing 
Crime (PARC) Initiative

PARC is designed as a 4.5-year initiative of 
NWSP. Currently in its 4th year, PARC takes 
a two-pronged approach to neighborhood 
improvement by simultaneously promoting 
the area’s assets and working to improve 
public safety. To accomplish these goals, 
PARC convenes researchers, university staff, 
community members, businesses, city de-
partments, and nonprofit organizations to 
leverage resources; it also uses practices to 
facilitate systemic and sustainable commu-
nity change. The anticipated outcomes of 
PARC as outlined in NWSP’s strategic plan 
are summarized in Table 3.

The promoting assets component of PARC 
is a multifaceted campaign to change both 
perceptions and the environment of the 
Near West Side. This effort focuses on 
strengthening existing residential organi-
zations, addressing the underlying dynam-
ics that lead to violence, attracting high 
quality commercial businesses, improving 
the housing stock, and linking the seven 
neighborhoods.

The crime reduction aspect of the initiative 
focuses on using data-driven interventions 
to address problem places, incidences of 
crime, and sexual assault. At the core of the 
crime reduction strategy is the Community 

Prosecution Unit, a collaborative team of law 
enforcement, city and community resourc-
es, and social service agencies that focus on 
a confined geographic area and implement 
targeted interventions addressing the root 
cause of problems. Interventions are de-
signed to be specific to each issue.

Choosing the PARC Strategy

Prior to the implementation of the initia-
tive, NWS anchor representatives traveled to 
Indianapolis, Philadelphia, Chicago, Detroit, 
and Chapel Hill to learn about the successes 
and challenges of other anchor partner-
ships. These experiences, combined with 
in-depth research on community-based 
safety strategies, asset-based community 
organizing, and community prosecution, 
informed the PARC initiative. Table 4 pro-
vides a summary of the projects and models 
that were examined and the goals of each.

The urban revitalization models employed 
by Chicago, Indianapolis, Detroit, and other 
areas of Milwaukee informed PARC’s com-
mercial corridor revitalization and business 
recruitment strategies. The Cardiff Model 
for Violence Prevention informed the PARC 
team’s use of data integration strategies. 
The Milwaukee Byrne Grant from the U.S. 
Department of Justice inspired the Near 
West Side team to pursue the community 
prosecution model for crime reduction. An 
important lesson from the Byrne Grant 
model was to pursue systemic solutions 
that include both addressing the immedi-

Table 3. PARC Goals

1. Decrease overall crime, fear, and 
disorder;

2. Develop pedestrian-focused  
amenities;

3. Address catalytic projects from the 
City of Milwaukee Near West Side Area 
2004 plan and work on Near West 
Side 2.0 plan;

4. Establish grocery stores offering fresh 
produce and quality food;

5. Establish new restaurants and im-
proved retail corridors to promote 
small businesses;

6. Develop 35th Street as “iconic way”; 
27th and Vliet Streets as thriving 
commercial corridors;

7. Reconstruct Wisconsin Avenue to 
restore Milwaukee’s main street to its 
former grandeur;

8. Increase owner-occupied housing and 
employee walk-to-work  
programs;

9. Increase workforce opportunities for 
Near West Side residents;

10. Strengthen residential associations 
among Near West Side  
neighborhoods;

11. Establish brand identity of the Near 
West Side so it reflects the brand of its 
key anchors and stakeholders;

12. Secure recognition of NWSP’s PARC 
initiative as a national model for com-
munity redevelopment.
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Table 4. Anchor Partnership Projects and Models
Location Model Synopsis

Indianapolis, Indiana LISC Indianapolis Super 
Bowl Legacy Initiative

A holistic approach to neighborhood revi-
talization attracted $150 million in public 
and private investment in Indianapolis’s 
Near East Side neighborhood. Efforts 
focused on renovating housing, attract-
ing local businesses, diversifying retail, 
and strong resident communication.

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania University of Pennsylvania 
West Philadelphia 
Initiative

University-led town and gown model 
to revitalize West Philadelphia’s retail  
districts, improve quality of life for 
residents, and improve the community’s 
educational capacity. This model focuses  
on the role of anchor institutions in 
urban renewal at the neighborhood level.

Chicago, Illinois MacArthur Foundation  
funding partnerships

Loyola University Lake 
Shore Community Partner 

McArthur Foundation and the Chicago 
Neighborhood Initiatives partnered to 
address issues of violence in Englewood 
by bringing in a Whole Foods to create 
jobs and spark affordable housing.

Loyola University Chicago’s Lake Shore 
Community Partners is a university-led 
effort to improve quality of life for res-
dents in the two communities surround-
ing Loyola through economic and social 
efforts. Key components include student-
run businesses in the community and 
resident-submitted proposals for projects 
and initiatives.

Detroit, Michigan Fitzgerald Neighborhood 
Project, Detroit Future 
City, Live6 Detroit, and 
Detroit Mercy’s work 
around community 
engagement and social 
innovation

Ongoing learning effort for comprehen-
sive community revitalization, housing 
stabilization, communication, and 
resident mobilization to enhance quality 
of life and economic opportunities.

Chapel Hill, North Carolina Marian Cheek Jackson 
Center for Saving and 
Making History

A community-led model dedicated to 
strengthening and preserving the histor-
ically Black communities surrounding the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill. This model combined documenting 
local history with community, nonprofit, 
faith-based, and university partnerships 
to pursue creative community-first 
development. 

Cardiff, Wales Cardiff Violence 
Prevention Model

Multisector approach to combining police 
and hospital data to map where violence 
occurs. This model encourages informa-
tion sharing to create collaborative place-
based approaches to violence prevention.

Milwaukee, Wisconsin Menomonee Valley 
Partners

Public–private partnership that trans-
formed Wisconsin’s largest brownfield 
into an attractive business, recre-
ation, and employment destination. 
Menomonee Valley Partners leveraged 
anchor partnerships, local, state, and 
federal support, and community engage-
ment. 
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ate issue and creating a long-term solution 
so that problem locations become areas 
of productive use for the community. The 
Menomonee Valley Partners served as a 
model of public–private partnerships for 
urban renewal, environmental remediation, 
and economic development. Conscious of 
gentrification concerns, the team examined 
the Marian Cheek Jackson Center for Saving 
and Making History, which has focused on 
resident retention located in the Chapel Hill 
neighborhood near the University of North 
Carolina. Team members also examined 
case studies of resident engagement ef-
forts from across the country to devise an 
engagement strategy that would be sensi-
tive to the unequal power dynamics that 
can often arise in economically and racially 
diverse neighborhoods (Fung, 2004).

PARC took time to develop. The relatively 
lengthy time frame (about 14 months) 
turned out to be advantageous. PARC team 
members had time and space to learn from 
one another and from each of the anchor 
institutions. As a result, all were able to 
better understand each partner’s priorities. 
The prep time spent visiting and research-
ing other initiatives also strengthened 

collaboration, trust, and communication 
among individuals who had not previously 
worked together.

Components of the PARC Initiative

PARC is designed to support NWSP’s mis-
sion to revitalize and sustain the Near West 
Side as a thriving business and residential 
corridor. It is a collaborative effort, with 
four focus areas: economic development, 
public safety, housing, and neighborhood 
identity. The initiative is implemented 
by a team divided into four groups: Asset 
Promotion, Crime Reduction, Community 
Organizing, and Data and Research (see 
Figure 1).

Each of these groups is led by two cochairs. 
One cochair for each group is selected based 
upon community representation. Three of 
the four community representation co-
chairs are Near West Side residents, and 
the fourth community representative is a 
PARC staff member focused on resident 
engagement. The remaining four cochairs 
are representatives from different anchor 
institutions. Crafting these constituencies 
was intentional, with the goal of ensur-
ing a truly representative community and 

Figure 1. PARC Partners and Focus Areas
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anchor partnership rather than being driven 
by the university or a single anchor partner. 
The members of the four groups—Asset 
Promotion, Crime Reduction, Community 
Organizing, and Data and Research—in-
clude employees of anchor institutions, area 
businesses, nonprofits, and local govern-
ment, as well as residents.

The Asset Promotion group is led by a full-
time community outreach specialist who is a 
Near West Side resident. The group also in-
cludes undergraduate and graduate students 
to assist in resident and employee engage-
ment. PARC provides partial funding for a 
team that focuses on commercial corridor 
activation, community events, and hous-
ing initiatives. Together, the group leads 
neighborhood interventions that stimulate 
economic and housing development and, 
critically, help promote collective efficacy 
among residents (Bandura, 2000; Sampson, 
2012; Sampson et al., 1997). Additionally, 
PARC employs a communication firm to 
ensure that residents, stakeholders, and the 
wider community are aware of and invited 
to participate in the transformation taking 
place in the Near West Side.

The Community Prosecution Unit is com-
posed of a full-time assistant district attor-
ney and full-time Community Prosecution 
Unit coordinator who both work daily with 
the Milwaukee Police Department, key gov-
ernment agencies, and community-based 
organizations to pursue strategies to reduce 
crime, prevent domestic violence, and im-
prove the quality of life within the Near 
West Side. The Community Prosecution 
Unit is supplemented by Near West Side 
Ambassadors—two residents who are 
employed to patrol the Near West Side to 
report blight and crime, connect residents 
and businesses to safety information, and 
act as additional sets of eyes and ears in the 
seven neighborhoods.

Data and research are central to PARC. Data 
collection and evaluation of PARC initia-
tives is conducted by the data team, which 
is coled by a Marquette University faculty 
member who leads an academic research 
center and is a Near West Side resident. 
The other coleader of the data team is a 
faculty member who directs Marquette 
University Democracy Lab and whose pri-
mary connection to the community is as a 
Near West Side anchor employee. The mem-
bers of the data team include researchers 
from DataShare and Marquette University 
Democracy Lab. DataShare, a research group 

housed at a local medical college, integrates 
and geocodes multiple data sources from 
across the community to inform the design 
of interventions and measure impact. 
PARC employs a part-time representative 
of DataShare to assist with crime reduction 
strategies. The Democracy Lab, directed by a 
political science professor, conducts annual 
surveys of residents, students, and em-
ployees. The Democracy Lab also provides 
recommendations for interventions related 
to neighborhood engagement and collective 
efficacy, and conducts impact evaluations of 
these efforts. Additionally, the PARC initia-
tive employs undergraduate and graduate 
students to help with resident engagement 
activities and evaluation.

The entire PARC team meets weekly to iden-
tify problems, analyze data, and evaluate 
successes or failures. To ensure account-
ability, oversight, and effective manage-
ment, the PARC team provides a monthly 
update to the board of NWSP and provides 
updates at the monthly meeting of all seven 
neighborhoods.

Marquette University’s Involvement

PARC is housed within the Marquette 
University Center for Peacemaking and 
coled by representatives of the Office of 
Community Engagement, the Office of 
Public Affairs, and the Office of Research 
and Innovation. PARC provides an oppor-
tunity for community-based participatory 
research and a multitude of informal learn-
ing and service opportunities for students. 
Marquette University provides approxi-
mately 20% of the funding for PARC. The 
other 80% is provided by the other anchor 
institutions. Additionally, funding is se-
cured through private donations, govern-
ment grants, and foundation support. To 
date, over 1,200 students, 26 departments, 
and more than 50 faculty members from 
across campus have been involved in the 
partnership. Additional labor is provided 
by over 50 employees of Near West Side 
anchor institutions, businesses, and non-
profits. Furthermore, the partnership has 
been featured at several local and national 
conferences. Some highlights of students’ 
participation in—and contributions to—
PARC include

• Graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents in the Economics Department 
compiling and evaluating commer-
cial and residential real estate data, 
which have been used to attract 
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new businesses and market vacant 
homes.

• Peace studies students conducting 
public awareness campaigns to pre-
vent domestic violence and sexual 
assault.

• Political science students conduct-
ing surveys of residents, employ-
ees, and their fellow students, and 
implementing impact studies of 
community engagement efforts.

• History students engaging in re-
search on place-making and the 
history of the Near West Side.

• Criminology faculty and students 
studying eviction rates in the Near 
West Side.

• Business faculty and students or-
ganizing charrettes and business 
competitions to revitalize vacant 
storefronts and attract new busi-
nesses.

• Students from the Marquette 
University Student Government at-
tending local landlord compacts to 
learn more about the concerns and 
efforts of local property owners/
managers.

• Students across all disciplines con-
tributing to neighborhood cleanups 
and participating in efforts to in-
crease sexual violence awareness in 
the community.

• Several of the anchor institutions 
and local nonprofits creating in-
ternships for students.

Through such efforts, the PARC initiative 
provides students with practical opportuni-
ties to use their discipline-specific knowl-
edge to address pressing social issues. The 
partnership has also created opportunities 
for productive discussions about how an-
chors, residents, students, and employ-
ees can contribute to building a stronger, 
healthier community. It is important to note 
that although the university plays a promi-
nent role, each anchor institution and resi-
dent makes significant contributions to the 
initiative. The structure of PARC described 
above includes employee and resident rep-
resentation and engagement at every level. 
This structure distributes both the labor and 
the power within the organization to ensure 
no single anchor is the primary driver. The 

fact that nearly 25% of the individuals 
employed through PARC are residents and 
that the initiative hosts numerous resident 
volunteers helps ensure this is truly a com-
munity project.

PARC’s Targeted Approach to  
Community Change

NWSP staff, the NWSP board, and PARC 
team members worked together to create 
the PARC model, drawing on components 
from other neighborhood improvement 
models as described above. PARC’s process 
for change has four steps: (1) identifying 
goals; (2) gathering data and benchmark-
ing conditions; (3) designing collaborative 
interventions; and (4) evaluating impact 
to inform future interventions (see PARC 
model, Figure 2).

Over the past 4 years, the initiative has used 
the PARC model to improve living conditions 
in the Near West Side by focusing on spe-
cific, place-based goals (Figure 2, center). 
PARC uses resident, student, and employee 
input to identify pressing neighborhood 
problems and opportunities. Surveys, focus 
groups, resident meetings, complaints, and 
frequent resident interactions inform the 
PARC initiative’s priorities.

Once goals have been set, the PARC team 
takes a data-driven approach to better 
understand the issues at hand. PARC team 
members identify and talk to key stakehold-
ers and residents, collect data and bench-
mark conditions, and (where appropriate) 
analyze legal and policy systems that pose 
barriers to change (Figure 2, upper right 
quadrant).

One of the unique components of PARC 
is collecting, synthesizing, and integrat-
ing data sets from a variety of sources to 
create a more holistic understanding of 
community conditions. DataShare, one of 
PARC’s key partners, takes the lead role in 
analyzing data and creating data visualiza-
tions to help inform and evaluate interven-
tions. DataShare draws upon a wide array 
of information to provide a holistic picture 
of community well-being, from crime sta-
tistics and real estate transactions to asset 
maps and community engagement indica-
tors (see Table 5). In this way, DataShare 
acts as a “local data intermediary,” helping 
to make “data that are often confidential 
and indecipherable to the public” accessible 
and useful to local stakeholders (Lawyue & 
Pettit, 2016, para. 4). Each year the PARC 
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team conducts a commercial corridor audit 
to provide a more detailed assessment of 
vacancies and integrates this data with 
additional property information from the 
city; they also regularly complete crime 
prevention through environmental design 
(CPTED) surveys to identify public safety 
improvements to the built environment 
(Crowe, 2000). Democracy Lab conducts 
community surveys each year to better un-
derstand neighborhood perceptions, com-
munity concerns, and the issues that matter 
most to residents, students, and employees. 
Finally, the PARC team maps community 
events and meetings to assess resident en-
gagement efforts.

This information is then used to identify 
opportunities for action. Interventions are 
data-informed and goal-oriented, draw 
on best practices from other place-based 
models, and leverage existing assets and 
relationships in the community (Figure 2, 
lower right quadrant). Interventions are 
implemented by a PARC team who works 

collaboratively with residents and other key 
stakeholders.

PARC is a complex project seeking to ac-
complish the 12 goals outlined in Table 3. 
Data are collected to track progress and 
evaluate results, and the team often seeks 
early wins to help mobilize stakeholders, 
build collective efficacy, and maintain mo-
mentum (Figure 2, lower left quadrant). 
The evaluation of PARC interventions is 
conducted by a data team composed of fac-
ulty from criminology, business, political 
science, and sociology. The data team also 
includes representatives from DataShare, 
law enforcement, residents, and the prin-
cipal investigator. The PARC data team 
utilizes quantitative and qualitative meth-
ods to answer specific research questions 
and evaluate the impact of PARC. Results 
are then shared broadly with stakeholders 
and help inform future projects (Figure 2, 
upper left quadrant). Media resources are 
also used to highlight accomplishments and 
recognize stakeholders.

Figure 2. The PARC Model
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Interventions and Findings

Examples of Success for PARC

Before we describe the myriad interventions 
that have been implemented over the past 4 
years, we first briefly discuss two examples 
that help illustrate how the PARC model has 
been used to achieve the initiative’s goals. 
The first comes from an early win in the 
PARC initiative: the launching of a light-
ing and camera installation initiative. The 
second is drawn from an impact study of 
PARC’s community engagement efforts. 
Both examples follow the model outlined 
in Figure 2.

Addressing Lighting to Improve Per-
ceptions and Public Safety. Every year, 
residents and employees are surveyed about 
their perceptions of the neighborhood and 
what they think could improve the quality 
of life in the Near West Side. To ensure that 
the survey draws from a broad cross-section 
of the community, PARC students canvass 
every block in the Near West Side (see 
Figure 3). The need for improved lighting 
was one of the top aesthetic and safety con-
cerns identified by residents and employees 
in the Near West Side. The PARC team used 

Harley-Davidson’s light meters to measure 
the foot-candles (a unit commonly used to 
measure light levels) in various outdoor 
spaces. The light measurements confirmed 
the resident-identified need for improved 
lighting and that many spaces did not 
meet the Illuminating Engineering Society 
recommendations for the appropriate 
foot-candle levels to adequately illuminate 
neighborhood areas for safety.

PARC team members brought their expertise 
to the table to expand upon and fine-tune 
the idea. They researched possible solutions, 
spoke with architects and safety experts, 
and ultimately proposed a subsidized light-
ing program to respond to the communi-
ty-identified need. Drawing on research 
documenting the crime reduction benefits 
of enhanced lighting (see, e.g., Chalfin et 
al., 2019) and best practices for crime pre-
vention through environmental design, the 
finalized program articulated three goals: 
(1) highlight the diverse architectural styles 
throughout the Near West Side, (2) create 
a visible message that improvements were 
taking place in the community, and (3) il-
luminate areas to increase perceptions of 
safety.

Table 5. Data Elements Collected to Inform PARC Interventions
Data source Type of data

Health Department • Immunizations
• Blood lead levels
• Communicable diseases
• Births

Milwaukee Police Department • Arrests
• Incidents
• Shotspotter

District attorney data • Pretrial services
• Milwaukee Circuit Court

Publicly available city data • Property records
• Building inspector requests and violations
• Evictions
• Foreclosures
• Vacancies
• Licenses
• Real estate transactions
• Census data (e.g., household income, homeowner-

ship rates, demographic profiles)

Near West Side Partners data • Resident meetings
• Number of businesses
• PARC-developed intervention and public incident data
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Next, PARC team members identified a 
target area for the lighting project and 
camera installation, using crime reports, 
input from residents, a nighttime lighting 
audit of the Near West Side to identify areas 
that fell short of illumination levels recom-
mended by the Illuminating Engineering 
Society, and police calls for service. The 
targeted neighborhood, Concordia, has a 
diverse mix of homes and apartment com-
plexes, both of which benefit from enhanced 
lighting; it is also part of the primary trans-
portation route for employees at the anchor 
institutions. The program subsidized the 
purchase of porch and architectural light-
ing for owner-occupied homes. Enhanced 
lighting was purchased to illuminate build-
ing exteriors and parking lots at larger, 
multiunit apartment buildings to deter loi-
tering and other unwanted behavior.

NWSP leveraged its relationship with area 
businesses to raise money to offset the cost 
of light and camera installation. A grant 
from the city and NWSP supported a cost-
sharing program in which property owners 
paid approximately one quarter of the cost 
of light installation. A local nonprofit ar-
ranged for discounted camera installations 
in apartment buildings that had a dispro-
portionate share of police calls for service. A 
local lighting supplier who was a vendor for 
an anchor institution agreed to provide the 
light fixtures at a discounted price.

Although the Concordia neighborhood 
seemed an ideal fit to pilot this program, 
an unexpected obstacle emerged because 
of its national historic designation, which 
required that the Historic Preservation 
Commission first approve any changes to 
the exterior of buildings in the neighbor-
hood. In an attempt to ensure the historic 

designation was not a deterrent for partici-
pants, PARC staff conducted a survey of the 
neighborhood with staff members from the 
Historic Preservation Commission. After 
compiling a complete listing of light fix-
tures that matched the historic character 
and archetype of the neighborhood, PARC 
team members distributed a lighting guide 
to each residence in the neighborhood and 
solicited resident applications. By the end of 
the project, lights had been installed on 21 
properties and cameras on 11. Community 
members who lived on blocks where lights 
were installed reported that the lighting in-
creased perceptions of safety and improved 
the neighborhood aesthetic.

Impact Evaluation of Community Outreach 
Efforts. The Neighborhood of Neighborhoods 
(NeON) community meetings are a tool for 
residents to stay connected, learn about 
what is happening in the community, and 
voice concerns and ideas about neighbor-
hood developments. These meetings are 
held monthly at the same place and time 
and draw an average of about 50 residents. 
The venue provides an opportunity for resi-
dents to inform and improve local decisions 
by communicating views that might go un-
heard otherwise (Fung, 2007).

Local civic engagement, however, has de-
clined significantly over the last several de-
cades (Sinclair-Chapman et al., 2009), re-
flecting a deep socioeconomic divide (Verba 
et al., 1995). Community meetings, for ex-
ample, tend to engage an unrepresentative 
subset of residents, such as long-time resi-
dents, relatively advantaged homeowners, 
and those who already vote in local elections 
(see, e.g., Einstein et al., 2019). Consistent 
with this research, data on monthly at-
tendance showed that the NeON meetings 

Figure 3. Resident Survey and U.S. Census Data
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tended to engage the same residents, that 
some neighborhoods were consistently 
underrepresented, and that lower income 
renters were noticeably absent.

Drawing on research suggesting that per-
sonal invitations can increase civic par-
ticipation (Gerber et al., 2008; Hock et al., 
2013), faculty and students from Democracy 
Lab designed a field experiment to test 
whether such outreach could increase and 
diversify participation at NeON meetings. In 
the first impact study, residents were ran-
domly assigned to receive a postcard invit-
ing them to the upcoming NeON meeting. 
Random assignment to treatment ensured 
that any observed difference in attendance 
between the two groups could be attribut-
able to the outreach. Mailing postcards to 
a random sample of residents yielded an 
additional eight attendees, the majority of 
whom were renters, suggesting that the 
outreach helped diversify participation. 
Though this was a statistically significant 
difference between the treatment and con-
trol groups, it was a substantively small 
treatment effect (less than half a percentage 
point bump in participation), particularly 
given the cost of the intervention.

In a subsequent study, students randomly 
assigned residents to receive a text mes-
sage in advance of the NeON meeting. As 
before, those who were randomly assigned 
to receive an invitation—in this case via 
text message—were more likely to attend 
the meeting than those who were not. What 
is more, the treatment effect was more than 
double the size of the first study (a 2 per-
centage point increase in attendance). In 
a third study, students randomly assigned 
residents with equal probability to one of 
three groups: (1) phone call invitation, (2) 
text message invitation, and (3) control 
group (no invitation). Outreach increased 
attendance at the NeON meeting, but there 
was no statistically significant difference 
between the response to a message delivered 
personally over the phone or impersonally 
via text message. Attendance was higher 
in the phone call (6.2 percentage point 
increase, p < 0.05) and text message (4.5 
percentage point increase, p = 0.12) groups 
compared to the control group. The PARC 
team now regularly sends text messages 
to residents about important community 
events, including the NeON meeting, and 
has worked to expand its resident contact 
database.

As a follow-up to these outreach stud-

ies, PARC team members conducted focus 
groups with lower income renters on the 
Near West Side to identify other venues for 
residents to voice their concerns and ideas. 
In response to these discussions, sev-
eral renters have worked with PARC team 
members to form a resident tenant council. 
Together, these community outreach efforts 
help ensure that PARC’s work is responsive 
to community interests and concerns.

The Broader Suite of Interventions

The two examples discussed above (regard-
ing lighting and NeON meeting attendance) 
are different in type and scale. But though 
the particulars of the intervention may vary, 
PARC uses a similar strategy to develop 
interventions and assess progress toward 
meeting the 12 goals outlined in NWSP’s 
strategic plan (Table 3). In the paragraphs 
that follow, we briefly describe the suite of 
interventions that have been implemented 
to date.

Housing. Since the launch of PARC, owner 
occupancy has risen in the Near West Side 
by approximately 4%. The PARC team 
worked to achieve this goal through five 
primary interventions:

• Good Neighbor Designation Program 
recognizes properties that go above 
and beyond minimal state and 
local requirements to provide good 
quality, safe housing for tenants. 
Although 52 properties have been 
awarded the designation, 27 other 
properties were inspected and not 
granted the designation.

• Near West Side home tours invite 
employees of the Near West side’s 
anchor institutions to come and 
see firsthand the available hous-
ing stock in the Near West Side 
and the neighborhoods’ diverse set 
of assets. Additionally, NWSP and 
PARC have supported a decades-
old resident-led tour of homes that 
allows visitors to view homes of ex-
isting residents and meet potential 
neighbors.

• Housing resource fairs showcase the 
city’s immense and often under-
utilized housing resources; these 
are available to new and existing 
homeowners and renters. Some of 
the resources on display at the fair 
include information on loans and 
financial assistance, home repairs, 
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counseling, materials and tools, 
and energy and weatherization 
programs.

• NWSP helped host Block Build in 
2017, where PARC partnered with 
an organization called Revitalize 
Milwaukee to repair homes in the 
Miller Valley neighborhood in the 
Near West Side. The comprehensive 
day of service saw hundreds of vol-
unteers provide free home repairs 
to eight houses.

• Live, Work, Play is a housing incen-
tive that provides down payment 
and rental grants to employees of 
Near West Side businesses who 
would like to live in the Near West 
Side. The homeowner incentive 
program provides funding to help 
prospective homeowners purchase 
homes they will occupy as their 
primary residence. Forgivable down 
payment incentives of $3,000 are 
available to assist eligible home-
buyers with the purchase of homes 
in the seven Near West Side neigh-
borhoods. Homebuyer participants 
will receive both financial and 
technical assistance as part of the 
program. For employees not yet 
ready to buy, the Live, Work, Play 
rental incentive provides employ-
ees of Near West Side businesses 
a $500 rental incentive when they 
sign a lease with any certified Good 
Neighbor landlord.

Safety. The Near West Side contains pockets 
of high crime density. The PARC team and 
the Community Prosecution Unit focused 
on these specific geographies as high pri-
ority areas. Comparing the 5 years before 
(2010–2014) and after (2015–2019) the 
launch of PARC, total offenses for crimes 
against persons and property have dropped 
more in the Near West Side (down 21.4%) 
compared to the city average for the same 
time period (down 10.9%). The PARC team 
employed several interventions that likely 
contributed to the crime decrease:

• The closing of 27th Street tobacco shop 
occurred in 2016. Residents, anchor 
institutions, local and governmen-
tal officials, law enforcement, trade 
associations, and tobacco shop 
business neighbors worked collab-
oratively to close the problematic 
tobacco shop that was a frequent 

site of violence and police calls for 
service. NWSP worked closely with 
a bipartisan group of legislators to 
change state law so that tobacco 
licenses can now be denied to ap-
plicants who have a track record 
of not operating their business 
responsibly. After the demolition 
of the tobacco shop, the land was 
transformed into a temporary park-
ing lot for a children’s center next 
door. This children’s center is plan-
ning to build out a new child care 
facility on the property.

• In pursuing receivership of nuisance 
properties, the PARC team worked 
with law enforcement to identify 
locations that were consistent sites 
of violence, crime, and disorder 
for several years. If the property 
owners were unwilling to change 
their management strategies to 
ensure safety on their property, the 
PARC team worked with the city to 
place the properties in receivership 
and ensure residents were offered 
housing within the neighborhood.

• The Community Prosecution Unit 
(CPU) addresses the environmental 
factors that can lead to crime. The 
team, an assistant district attorney, 
a Community Prosecution Unit co-
ordinator, and the Near West Side 
Ambassadors engage residents, 
landlords, and businesses to imple-
ment crime reduction strategies. To 
date, the CPU has also performed 
over 100 crime prevention through 
environmental design (CPTED) sur-
veys to ensure the physical envi-
ronment is conducive to safety.

• The Near West Side Waypoint acts 
as the central location for the CPU 
team, as well as a meeting location 
for community members and police 
officers to strategize on community 
safety.

• Security personnel was an interven-
tion identified by residents, em-
ployees, and students that would 
improve safety. In response, each 
anchor expanded the boundary pa-
trolled by their security personnel 
to include more of the residential 
and commercial areas surrounding 
their campuses. This expansion 
improved safety, increased com-
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munication, and helped build trust.

• Near West Side Ambassador Program 
consists of two full-time security 
professionals. These ambassadors 
spend their days patrolling the 
neighborhoods to provide a greater 
sense of safety and security for 
the Near West Side businesses and 
residents. These daily interactions 
provide insight into problem prop-
erties and ongoing nuisances to 
neighborhood vitality.

• Blight reporting occurs once a week. 
Litter was the top concern raised 
by residents in the first commu-
nity survey in 2016. In response to 
these community concerns, PARC 
team members worked with resi-
dents to design a blight reporting 
program. PARC representatives 
canvass areas of the Near West Side 
and report incidents of blight to the 
city’s Department of Neighborhood 
Services. These blight reports in-
clude incidents of graffiti, trash, 
potholes, and building code viola-
tions. To date, 570 reported inci-
dents of blight have been resolved 
by the Department of Neighborhood 
Services.

• Neighborhood cleanups address the 
persistent litter problem in the 
Near West Side. The PARC team or-
ganizes neighborhood associations 
and groups of Marquette University 
students to complete neighbor-
hood-wide cleanups.

Commercial Corridor. Since the launch of 
PARC, 37 new businesses have opened in the 
Near West Side. The PARC team has imple-
mented several key interventions to activate 
commercial corridors:

• Two local grocery stores catering to 
the needs of Near West Side resi-
dents opened in what was previous-
ly a food desert (Economic Research 
Service, 2019) to increase access to 
fresh produce, eggs, and seafood. In 
2017, NWSP revived a farmers market 
during the summer months in the 
Near West Side.

• Rev-Up MKE, a Shark-Tank-style 
competition, is held annually in 
the Near West Side and helps busi-
nesses open or relocate in the Near 
West Side. The competition, judged 

by lead business professionals in 
the area, offers a $10,000 grand 
prize to the winner as well as over 
$25,000 of in-kind services; one 
year of free computer power, stor-
age space, and internet bandwidth; 
and free marketing and advertising 
from NWSP. The competition has 
resulted in over six locations open-
ing or relocating in the Near West 
Side; many of the businesses have 
hired residents.

• A design charrette brought together 
residents, architects, developers, 
city officials, funders, and business 
owners to reimagine the Near West 
Side and brainstorm “big ideas” for 
the revitalization of the neighbor-
hood. The ideas developed at the 
charrette were incorporated into 
the 27th Street redevelopment plan 
later enacted by the city.

• The Mobile Design Box transformed 
a vacant storefront in a commercial 
corridor to a space that builds com-
munity by showcasing the work of 
local artists and entrepreneurs in a 
series of pop-up galleries.

• Good Business Standards were created 
by the District Attorney’s Office and 
NWSP to provide baseline business 
practices and standards for respon-
sible business operators in the Near 
West Side.

Neighborhood Identity and Branding. Since 
surveying began in 2015, there has been a 
19% increase in the share of residents re-
porting a positive perception of the Near 
West Side. There has also been an increase 
in the number of engagement efforts.

• Once a month NWSP hosts a 
Neighborhood of Neighborhoods 
(NeON) resident meeting. The 
meeting provides residents with 
updates on crime, community 
events, and redevelopment efforts 
throughout the Near West Side. It is 
also a venue for residents to express 
their concerns and ideas to NWSP, 
local officials, and other community 
stakeholders.

• NWSP hosts a number of signature 
events throughout the year, includ-
ing neighborhood movie nights, 
cleanups, and holiday celebrations. 
These events help build a sense 
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of community and link the seven 
neighborhoods to one another.

• Employee engagement sessions forge 
relationships between employees 
of the Near West Side and their 
workplace community. These ses-
sions provide information about the 
work being done in the community, 
as well as highlight the area’s rich 
collection of assets that employees 
can utilize.

• Students recently formed CAMPus 
Impact, an organization that seeks 
to help change students’ percep-
tions of the Near West Side by 
connecting students to volunteer 
opportunities in the community 
and encouraging them to support 
neighborhood businesses.

• The PARC team has given numerous 
presentations at community meet-
ings and academic conferences. 
Partnering with a communications 
firm, NWSP actively works to in-
crease public awareness of the Near 
West Side’s assets and ongoing 
development efforts through high-
profile media coverage.

Discussion

In this article we have detailed the work 
of a multianchor initiative in Milwaukee 
and identified several promising practices 
for university engagement in neighborhood 
revitalization efforts. To date, the PARC ini-
tiative has focused on four key areas: eco-
nomic development, public safety, housing, 
and neighborhood identity and branding. At 
the outset, PARC researched other initia-
tives and projects, integrating best practices 
that fit the Near West Side’s needs and the 
anchor institutions’ capacities and missions. 
PARC’s model guides each intervention 
and provides an accountability framework 
that is used to communicate results to the 
broader public and inform the initiative’s 
ongoing work. With the initiative heading 
into its fourth year, the evidence to date 
suggests that PARC has been particularly 
effective in a short period of time.

Residents, anchor institutions, area busi-
nesses, nonprofits, and all levels of gov-
ernment—city, county, state, federal, and 
tribal—have demonstrated their commit-
ment to PARC and played influential roles 
supporting the success of the Near West 

Side. The partnership has been strength-
ened and will continue. Recently, each of the 
anchor institutions renewed their financial 
support of PARC for another 3 years. This 
investment is an affirmation of the suc-
cesses to date and an invitation to do more. 
After reviewing data benchmarked against 
conditions from when the initiative began, 
the PARC team has outlined the following 
next steps:

• Continue efforts to improve housing 
conditions for all residents. One no-
table addition to the existing hous-
ing strategy is to more fully engage 
public housing residents and ensure 
public housing is preserved in the 
Near West Side. In order to ac-
complish this, the PARC team has 
secured a $1,300,0000 HUD Choice 
Neighborhood Planning grant to 
preserve 250 units of senior and 
disabled public housing.

• Continue implementing a safety 
strategy utilizing the community 
prosecution model detailed earlier. 
The group also is forming a home-
less intervention team with the goal 
of finding permanent housing for 
residents experiencing a housing 
crisis. This multisector approach 
attempts to understand the chal-
lenges individuals face and connect 
them to resources to improve their 
safety, health, and well-being.

• Remain focused on commercial cor-
ridor efforts to attract a vibrant mix 
of amenities and retain the busi-
nesses that are in the Near West 
Side. The PARC team is expanding 
its façade grants program, pursuing 
traffic-calming measures to slow 
traffic, and transforming vacant 
lots on commercial corridors into 
productive uses such as parks, out-
door dining, and pop-up markets.

• Improve the health of the Near West 
Side through creation of a health 
working team. This team’s charge 
will be to drive racial equity and 
inclusion while improving social 
determinants of health.

• Continue and strengthen program 
evaluation by adding faculty in 
criminology and health science to 
the data team and leveraging the 
longitudinal data that have been 
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collected since the launch of PARC 
to conduct a panel study of resi-
dents’ perceptions of the Near West 
Side.

Each of these components can be replicated 
by other universities and partnerships, but 
four additional points are worth noting. 
First, having institutional leadership sup-
port at the highest level matters. The 
commitment expressed by the university 
president and respective anchor CEOs cre-
ated momentum. For faculty, it also gave 
incentive and encouragement to engage in 
community-based research.

Second, the initiative has been success-
ful because of the resources dedicated to 
these projects. Anchor institutions not 
only provided funding, but also committed 
individuals who have been involved in the 
day-to-day operations of the PARC initia-
tive. Critically, all five anchor institutions 
provided similar levels of funding, and the 
funds were committed over multiple years. 
The decision not to have a primary funder 
helped ensure no single anchor institu-
tion had more power and influence over 
the initiative and each anchor was invested 
in the project’s success. The stability of a 
multiyear secured budget has allowed the 
PARC team to focus on implementing in-
terventions as part of a long-term strategic 
plan, rather than as short-term, disjointed 
projects.

Third, community collaboration and com-
munication have been integral to PARC’s 
successes. The PARC team takes advantage 
of formal venues for community input, 
including neighborhood meetings and 
employee engagement sessions. These ef-

forts have increased resident and employee 
participation in several of PARC’s projects. 
PARC team members have also studied these 
engagement efforts, looking for opportuni-
ties to deepen and diversify relationships 
with community stakeholders.

Finally, PARC did not start out with any pre-
determined plans for interventions. Instead, 
considerable time was spent listening to the 
concerns and suggestions of residents and 
employees. Community input and data were 
then used to design and implement inter-
ventions. Similarly, community and data 
have played critical roles in evaluation of 
the PARC initiative.

Conclusion

In 2015, stakeholders in Milwaukee made 
a major commitment to improve the Near 
West Side. The PARC initiative represents a 
concentrated effort by Marquette University 
and the partnering anchor institutions to 
revitalize and sustain the Near West Side as 
a thriving residential and business commu-
nity. The involvement of more than 1,200 
students, 26 departments, and 50 faculty 
members demonstrates the deep commit-
ment to this initiative. NWSP and the PARC 
initiative were established as long-term 
projects to improve the quality of life for 
those who live and work in the community; 
however, even in the short term, initial re-
sults suggest that the initiative is on track 
to meet the goals outlined in the strategic 
plan. Importantly, we argue that the PARC 
initiative is a model of how to develop mul-
tianchor strategies that are responsive and 
accountable to the concerns and interests 
of residents.
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 Sounds of a City: Listening with Podcasts and 
Public Humanities in Baltimore

P. Nicole King

Abstract

"Sounds of a City: Podcasts and Public Humanities in Baltimore" 
reflects on the Baltimore Traces: Communities in Transition project, 
a collaborative teaching endeavor that began in 2015 to document 
changing Baltimore neighborhoods through student-produced media. 
The essay provides a definition of public humanities and a discussion of 
organic methodological innovations that evolved through the process of 
creating a series of student-produced podcasts focused on listening to 
a city in a specific moment. Sharing authority and deeply listening to 
both students and the diverse voices of a city led to the “on the street” 
interview methodology. Organic methods blending journalism with 
scholarship, push engaged research into new transdisciplinary territory 
that centers voices from the street within the university classroom.

Keywords: public humanities, podcasts, methodology, engaged research and 
teaching, American studies

Share why ’cause some people will listen. 
A lot of people might not and just see vio-
lence, but a lot of people will listen if you 
say why.

  —Nadja Bentley Hammond 
(Baltimore Traces, 2015b, 42:07–42:16)

A
s I walk by ransacked busi-
nesses, members of the National 
Guard flash automatic weapons 
while police helicopters buzz 
above.  I reluctantly board the 

shuttle to campus to teach my Baltimore 
Traces course. As we take the ramp toward 
the interstate, I can see dozens of National 
Guard vehicles gathered in the parking lot 
of the Ravens’ football stadium as if prepar-
ing for war. It feels strange to be heading 
out of the city. But I have class and I feel 
a responsibility to my students. My phone 
buzzes. I look down and see a text from a 
student asking if he could miss class to go 
record interviews in the city for our podcast 
project.

The previous day, Monday, April 27, 2015, 
felt as if the city was going to explode. 

Freddie Gray, a Black man killed by police, 
was buried that afternoon. Police in riot 
gear cornered city youth as they gathered 
at a transportation hub in West Baltimore 
after school when city officials shut down 
public transit. The nearby CVS Pharmacy at 
Pennsylvania and North Avenues burned as 
unrest spread throughout the city. Working 
from home in downtown Baltimore, I looked 
out my window at a city in turmoil. I heard 
people running, yelling, windows break-
ing, and sirens as the buzz of helicopters 
chopped through it all.

I text the student back: “Yes.” He can miss 
class to go into the neighborhood where 
we were working that semester to conduct 
interviews and listen to the city.

That day, April 28, 2015, the student record-
ed the sentences acting as an epigraph for 
this article and the concluding lines of the 
podcast my students produced that semes-
ter on the Station North arts and entertain-
ment district for local public radio. It turned 
out to be the first podcast in what became 
the Baltimore Traces podcast series, all of 
which were informed by that moment in 
2015, when a student headed to the streets 

https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu/station-north-voices/
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instead of the classroom to ask questions 
and listen.

Introduction

The Baltimore Traces: Communities in 
Transition project is a collaborative teach-
ing initiative that brings students from a 
variety of disciplines in the arts and hu-
manities together to create media focused 
on Baltimore neighborhoods. It evolved 
from years of collaboration with professors 
in other departments such as Visual Arts; 
Media and Communication Studies; and 
Gender, Women’s, + Sexuality Studies. All 
of the project’s media, which in addition 
to podcasts include digital maps, films, and 
zines, are archived on the Baltimore Traces 
website (https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu), 
and the project has Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) approval and informed consent 
forms that are available for use in all as-
sociated courses. The foundational question 
of the project is “How do neighborhoods 
change and how do people feel about those 
changes?”

This reflective essay focuses on the first 
few years of this public humanities proj-
ect—spring 2015 through fall 2017—when 
students in my courses produced a dozen 
podcast episodes for public radio. The proj-
ect evolved out of an exploratory partner-
ship with the host and producers of The Marc 
Steiner Show, a daily program that aired on 
WEAA 88.9, the “voice of the community.” 
The first two podcast series—Station North 
Voices (spring 2015) and Bromo Speaks (fall 
2015)—focused on relatively new arts and 
entertainment districts in Baltimore. “Arts 
district” is a state designation providing 
tax incentives for artists and development 
within the district’s boundaries (Maryland 
State Arts Council, 2020). For the Downtown 
Voices (spring 2016) podcast series, stu-
dents talked to city dwellers on the west 
side of downtown, part of the Bromo Arts 
District, about their thoughts on the past, 
present, and future of Baltimore. And the 
final podcast series, Learning from Lexington 
(fall 2017), explored the impending rede-
velopment of the west side anchor and the 
oldest continually running public market 
in the United States, Baltimore’s Lexington 
Market, which is located in the Bromo Arts 
District. We were interested in how neigh-
borhoods change and reactions to potential 
gentrification in parts of the city that have 
been resistant to it.

In this reflective essay, I argue that organic 
and inductive methodological innovations, 
which evolve in the moment and are de-
veloped through listening, should be cen-
tered in publicly engaged humanities proj-
ects. Education researchers (Casey, 2008; 
Hashtroodi, 2013) have applied an organic 
food analogy to pedagogy. Public educator 
Leo Casey argues in his teaching blog that 

just like modern farming we have 
over-engineered our education 
system, we have over-relied on 
fostering narrow skills, we are 
obsessed with measurement, we 
continuously intervene in learn-
ing, we confine the site of learning 
to the classroom and we strive to 
make people homogeneous in their 
thinking. (Casey, 2008, para. 9)

In turn Casey argues for a new way, an 
“organic movement in learning and teach-
ing” (Casey, 2008, para. 10). The Baltimore 
Traces project has evolved through em-
bracing organic methods tuned through a 
process of engaged listening to a city in a 
specific moment.

When a group of university professors de-
signed the Baltimore Traces project in fall 
2014, no one knew the Baltimore Uprising 
was going to happen, but we were able to 
bend toward the moment and amplify voices 
not normally covered in the national media. 
Centering how these organic methodologi-
cal innovations—most clearly illustrated 
through our “on the street” interviews—
evolved during the first 2 years of the proj-
ect adds a more humanistic perspective on 
engaged research and teaching, which is 
often analyzed from a social science per-
spective focused on quantitative rather than 
qualitative and narrative-based assessment. 
Publicly engaged projects must be designed 
with clear but flexible goals, which allows 
for the development of new tactics that 
arise in and with the moment. These tactics 
arise from listening, both to students and 
to the city.

For the instructor, giving agency to stu-
dents and allowing them to be collabora-
tors involves a radical act of listening and 
sometimes ceding the power and authority 
(and even the credit). We should model 
the methods we want our students to take 
from the classroom into the streets. There 
needs to be a shift in higher education, 
especially in engaged research and teach-

https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu
https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu/station-north-voices/
https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu/station-north-voices/
https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu/bromo-speaks/
https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu/downtown-voices/
https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu/downtown-voices/
https://baltimoretraces.umbc.edu/learning-from-lexington/


139 Sounds of a City: Listening with Podcasts and Public Humanities in Baltimore 

ing, to integrate the cacophony of voices 
in our cities in new ways. And this shift 
must foster an understanding that publicly 
engaged projects do not always involve one 
central long-term community partner, but 
sometimes a cacophony of voices. The ethi-
cal directive to do no harm is central and 
admittedly more complicated when projects 
evolve and move organically into new terri-
tory. The focus should shift from “solving 
problems” and measurable outcomes and 
move, instead, toward asking questions 
and listening. Active listening as a public 
humanities method can address discon-
nections, misrepresentation, and inequali-
ties on the streets of our cities and in our 
classrooms.

There is a plethora of scholarship on listen-
ing in oral history practice (Norkunas, 2011; 
Pollock, 2007; Shopes, 2002; Thompson & 
Bornat, 2017) and acoustemology, “one’s 
sonic way of knowing and being in the 
world,” in anthropology (Feld & Brenneis, 
2004, p. 462). As an interdisciplinary 
scholar in American studies, I am combin-
ing these practices and theories to rethink 
the impacts of engaged humanities projects 
when students listen in place and produce 
media. The emerging work on podcasts cur-
rently in the literature primarily focuses on 
how to incorporate podcasts in the learning 
process or individual assignments (Altvater, 
2009; Jarvis & Dickie, 2010; Moss et al., 
2010; Perez & Kite, 2011) rather than collab-
orative and student-produced podcast series 
for the public. Here I reflect on podcasts 
as a theoretical and methodological tool for 
expanding engagement with a place and a 
cacophony of voices (for an audio example 
of the “cacophony of voices,” listen to the 
Bromo Speaks intro; Baltimore Traces, 2015a, 
1:16–2:05).

Using Baltimore Traces as a case study, I 
first foreground listening as a method in 
the fieldwork and production of public hu-
manities projects that engage the idea of the 
public good from a humanistic perspective. 
I then use the concept of “scholarly report-
age” to examine how ethnography and oral 
history methods can be expanded and en-
hanced through collaboration with journal-
ists and through emerging transdisciplinary 
fields of study, like sound studies. Building 
on this organic methodological framework, 
I then show how, once a course is designed 
with clear goals, students can shape and 
reshape the project’s methodology through 
“on the street” listening. As we continue 

to develop engaged projects in higher edu-
cation, we should remain open, dynamic, 
flexible, and iterative in our methods but 
never compromise our ethics, which must 
center the agency of the voices we honor 
and the students we educate through the 
process.

Yet, as I tried to turn the podcasts into 
scholarly articles, like this one, I found 
that something was lost in translation—
the trace, the sounds in time and place. My 
colleagues and I decided to call the proj-
ect Baltimore Traces to evoke the layers of 
change and traces upon the landscape that 
you can see and feel in historic cities like 
Baltimore. But we also sought to conjure 
up the poststructural idea of the trace, the 
“mark of the absence of a presence, an 
always-already absent present” (Spivak 
& Derrida, 1998). For us, the term traces 
evokes remnants of the past that can mean 
different things to different people depend-
ing on their social location and the histori-
cal context. These projects are designed to 
present perspectives and questions for the 
public to grapple with rather than offer 
solutions or answers, which I argue dif-
ferentiates public humanities projects from 
more traditional civic engagement projects 
focused on outcomes over process.

Traces of New Approaches: Listening 
as Theory and Method

Public humanities projects are transdisci-
plinary, combining methods and theories 
from history, literature, media, anthropol-
ogy, and art to seek a better understanding 
of “what it means to be human,” a phrase 
that offers the most simplistic definition of 
the humanities and evokes our inalienable 
rights as human beings. Learning to listen, 
in a critical and humanistic way, is the most 
central method in engaged public humani-
ties teaching and research. As George Lipsitz 
wrote in “Listening to Learn and Learning 
to Listen: Popular Culture, Cultural Theory, 
and American Studies”:

In this period of creative ferment 
and critical fragmentation, virtu-
osity entails listening as well as 
speaking; it requires patient ex-
ploration into spaces and silences 
as much as it demands bold and 
forthright articulation. As a field, 
American Studies always has been 
at its best when engaged in dialogue 
with the complex and conflicted re-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oP1Jijr0NQY&t=76s


140Vol. 25, No. 1—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

alities of American life and culture. 
Yet too often its dominant para-
digms have suffered from an over-
emphasis on what has been articu-
lated from within the profession, 
and a consequent underemphasis 
on the voices, power struggles, and 
ideological conflicts outside it. The 
complicated relationship between 
scholarly methods and popular 
cultures, political economies, and 
ideologies of America demand a 
scholarship capable of adopting . . . 
and learning how to do careful and 
comprehensive listening. (Lipsitz, 
1990, pp. 615–616)

Through the Baltimore Traces project, we 
learned to listen with the city and to build 
a sense of community with its people and 
places. Kathleen Woodward, director of the 
Simpson Center for the Humanities at the 
University of Washington, wrote, “In the 
humanities, communities of inquiry often 
come into being through the articulating 
of questions, which are often inchoate in 
the beginning and can never be defini-
tively answered. Communities are formed 
around questions; they are communities of 
the question” (Woodward, 2009, p. 117). In 
Baltimore Traces, we were after the human 
aspects of change in all of its intricacy, 
which we sought in the voices of the people 
experiencing these changes most directly in 
the places where they occurred.

Public humanities projects are based on a 
narrative approach to culture, a belief that 
it is the stories we tell and interpret that 
make up our culture, our humanity, and 
our political economy (Mechling, 1989). In 
producing the Baltimore Traces podcasts, 
the focus was on the process of listening, 
analyzing, and editing, which turns stories 
into narratives (Abbott, 2008). Public hu-
manities projects also entail a focus on the 
public good and the belief that we are in it 
(being human) together, though access to 
humanity in society is often not equitably 
provided to everyone. However, we strive 
toward and listen for traces of what hu-
manity sounds like to better understand the 
public good.

Defining the public good is an ongoing proj-
ect, and one documented in the Journal of 
Higher Education Outreach and Engagement. 
From decoding over 200 descriptions of 
the “public good” for themes such as com-
munity, society, and knowledge (Chambers 

& Gopaul, 2008) to an extensive and long-
term institutional process of defining and 
integrating the public good at specific 
universities (Fretz et al., 2010; Harkavy & 
Hartley, 2012), these important conversa-
tions are never designed to come up with a 
single or monolithic definition of the “public 
good,” because there is not one. However, 
we keep having these conversations with 
our students, within our institutions, and 
with each other because the conversation, 
the process itself, is productive. Ann P. 
DePrince, a researcher on gender-based 
violence, provided a framing for the public 
good that is applicable to Baltimore Traces. 
She wrote that the public good is based on 
a “responsibility to hold a light to people, 
issues, and places that for whatever reason 
were cloaked in shadows . . . a responsibility 
to tell and retell those stories” (DePrince, 
2009, p. 71). With the Baltimore Traces 
project, we did not seek to “give voice,” 
as the people we interviewed already have 
a voice; we used a microphone to amplify 
voices and stories from the streets through 
the airwaves of public radio and online.

The humanities are public when they include 
everyone and serve no single institution. As 
“traces” connotes, meaning is always shift-
ing, changing, and moving through human 
context and experience; only remnants or 
recordings of the voices remain. The Bromo 
Speaks podcast series from fall 2015 begins, 
“It seems to me like a city is impossible to 
understand, it’s too big” (Baltimore Traces, 
2015a, 2:05–2:09). Yet, with Baltimore 
Traces, we are seeking to understand a city, 
something we will never fully understand, 
but the striving toward understanding is the 
goal. This striving, to understand a city or 
define the “public good,” is a never-ending 
and beautifully incomplete project, because 
the city, like the humanities, remains a ca-
cophony of voices.

Historian Jacquelyn D. Hall, the found-
ing director of the Southern Oral History 
project, alluded to her collaborative oral 
history/performance studies project with 
communications professor Della Pollock as 
a “fantastic failure.” She explained that the 
project was a “failure” only in the sense 
of the “impossibilities it revealed” and 
“fantastic” “precisely because of what the 
project dared and what limits daring will 
always reveal” (Hall, 2005, p. 196). Hall’s 
work with her students centers deep listen-
ing across difference as essential to ethical 
work attuned to our collective humanity: 

https://youtu.be/oP1Jijr0NQY?t=125
https://youtu.be/oP1Jijr0NQY?t=125
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“Listening beyond and beneath words. 
Listening for layers of meaning, for the 
cacophony of voices embedded in every story” 
(Hall, 2005, pp. 191–192, emphasis added). 
Thinking critically about how to take the 
multitude of voices that make up a city and 
produce an engaging podcast for the public 
entails critically rethinking traditional oral 
history and ethnography methodologies. We 
recognized the differences in our Baltimore 
Traces interviews between oral history 
(focused on understanding the past), eth-
nography (in-depth life history or cultural 
analysis), and “on the street” interviews, 
which get at the pulse of what people on the 
ground are thinking in the moment. These 
categories provided different perspectives, 
but they also overlapped the more we lis-
tened beyond the words.

Jonathan Sterne, editor of The Sound Studies 
Reader, defines sound studies as the “inter-
disciplinary ferment in the human sciences 
that takes sound as its analytical point of 
departure or arrival . . . it redescribes what 
sound does in the human world, and what 
humans do in the sonic world” (Sterne, 
2012, p. 2). There is a focus on position-
ality, reflexivity, and “transdisciplinary 
curiosity,” and Sterne argues “the differ-
ence between sound studies and those other 
[more disciplinary] fields is that they don’t 
require engagement with alternative episte-
mologies, methods, or approaches” (Sterne, 
2012, p. 4). Through these collaborative 
Baltimore Traces projects, professors and 
students were becoming “sound students” 
as we developed our “sonic imaginations” 
and became “fascinated by sound but driven 
to fashion some new intellectual facility to 
make sense of some part of the sonic world” 
(Sterne, 2012, p. 5).

The sonic world itself is embedded in the 
tensions and inequalities of our cities. For 
students from a predominantly White in-
stitution of higher education working in a 
majority Black and hypersegregated city like 
Baltimore, issues of race, power, and social 
location cannot be elided. Cultural histo-
rians, such as Mark M. Smith, have writ-
ten extensively on issues of race and sound 
(Smith, 2001, 2006, 2008). Jennifer Lynn 
Stoever’s concept of the “sonic color line” 
astutely “describes the process of racialized 
sound—how and why certain bodies are ex-
pected to produce, desire, and live amongst 
particular sounds—and its product, the 
hierarchical division sounded between 
‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’” (Stoever, 

2016, p. 7). We developed diverse student 
teams when working in the field with a 
recognition that we all listen from some-
where. While we often see race as a visual 
marker in society, working with podcasts 
it becomes clear that the sonic color line 
pushes us to grapple with the multimodal 
and multisensory issues of race, place, and 
power. For example, in class listening ses-
sions students sometimes misgendered or 
misidentified race when listening to inter-
views other students recorded in the field. 
These moments led to discussions on why 
we make such assumptions. By listening to 
each other in these moments, as closely as 
they had previously listened to the city, the 
students further developed their community 
of inquiry.

Our students occupy many positions, iden-
tities, and communities simultaneously. 
They belong to various demographic and 
cultural groups, in addition to being stu-
dents (Creed, 2006; Joseph, 2006). When we 
recognize the multiplicity of identities we 
all inhabit, we are able to see and hear the 
world in new ways.

Listening to Scholarly Reporters

Andrew Ross has described methods in 
American studies as “scholarly reportage,” 
a “blend of ethnography and investigative 
journalism” that meets people where they 
are (Williams, 2009, para. 10). Historian 
Mark Tebeau wrote in “Listening to the 
City: Oral History and Place in the Digital 
Era” that “oral historians working in media 
contexts, along with radio producers using 
voices to evoke emotional response to audio 
storytelling, have led the way in exploring 
the capacity of sound to evoke place, offer-
ing a model for public historians to emu-
late” (Tebeau, 2013, p. 28). Steiner, his pro-
ducers, and the Center for Emerging Media 
were our most central partners throughout, 
but we also worked with other public radio 
journalists, such as Aaron Henkin (WYPR 
88.1 Baltimore) and Andrea Seabrook (past 
National Public Radio congressional corre-
spondent). The podcast process made deep 
listening in place essential to the work, 
from fieldwork through to editing and pro-
duction.

The combination of reading scholars and 
working with actual public radio journal-
ists pushed me and my students to rethink 
our methods of listening. We began to think 
more critically about the questions we 
asked, our assumptions, and our process. 
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In spring 2014 when we were working on 
our first podcast, our public radio partner 
Marc Steiner gave a talk on campus, “The 
Importance of Deep Listening,” which drew 
on his decades of work in theater, activism, 
and public radio in Baltimore. He explained 
the centrality of listening in his approach:

One of the things I was think-
ing about with this project you’re 
doing is you’re out there inter-
viewing people, talking to them, 
meeting them. And listening is 
very critical. . . . one of the things 
about being an actor is that you 
focus in on a moment. You’re in a 
moment. You’re in a place at that 
time, in a moment. And everything 
else around you is suspended. You 
know, you don’t let anything come 
in your head. You’re that character. 
You’re somebody else. Well, when 
you’re doing this kind of work 
you’re doing, you also have to be 
like an actor, because you have to 
be in that moment and just focus 
on what that person is saying and 
what that story is around you . . . 
because that’s listening. (Steiner, 
2014, 18:13–19:08)

Steiner discussed the importance of re-
search and clear methods in the planning 
and preparation process. Yet he advised 
students to follow the organic trajectory of 
the conversation:

I ask a question. But then it’s like 
improv jazz. You go with the flow. 
Someone talks to you and gives 
you an answer, you hit that key, 
you play with that key. Someone 
else has another key, you play with 
that key. But you always have the 
composition in the back of your 
head, so you know how to connect 
the keys to bring it to where you 
want it to go. But you let it be like 
improv. You just don’t worry about 
all the questions you have on the 
paper. It will flow and it will all 
come out eventually. (Steiner, 2014, 
22:10–22:39)

Improvisation is an apt metaphor for how 
listening as an essential organic method-
ology integrates into community-engaged 
projects. You must really know the struc-
tures and practice them to move beyond 
into new territory.

The two most central aspects of this pro-
cess are simply to show up and listen. Aaron 
Henkin told students that in making the 
award-winning Out of the Blocks podcast—
“one city block, one hour of radio, every-
one’s story”—he would show up for weeks 
before ever bringing along a microphone. 
Listening in place is part of building trust 
and relationships, which helps prevent 
purely extractive practices. We were striv-
ing for honesty in the podcasts more than 
objectivity. “If you’re going to tell some-
body that you’re going to listen to their 
story and you’re going to let them tell their 
story, you better be honest about it,” Steiner 
told the students. “Not use people for your 
own ends. Which we all have a tendency 
to do. We’re human beings” (Steiner, 2014, 
24:19–24:30).

After rigorous readings on Baltimore histo-
ry, reflection on methodology, and the clear 
formulation of our project goals, I take stu-
dents into the city for walking tours, which 
makes boundary spanning a physical and 
social intervention (Romero, 2014; Weerts 
& Sandmann, 2010). Boundary spanning is 
often discussed in the context of the change 
that comes from being in a new place when 
we take students outside the classroom. 
There is less focus on the practices and the 
ethics that help students engage once they 
have crossed those boundaries. As Romero’s 
work on boundary spanning gets students 
on the bus, I ask them to get off the bus and 
hit the street and talk to strangers, which 
pushes the boundary further (Romero, 
2014). One of the ways historically hy-
persegregated cities remain divided is in-
grained conceptions (often misconceptions) 
about place—this place is or is not for me; 
I do or do not belong here (Cresswell, 1996; 
McKittrick & Woods, 2007). Engagement 
with scholarly reportage allows for induc-
tive and emergent approaches to emerge.

We learned that a podcast is made not 
simply from the human voice, but from the 
human voice recorded in place. As the proj-
ect developed and we became better sound 
students, we learned that collecting “room 
tone,” the nuanced and distinct sound of the 
room or space where the interview is con-
ducted, is essential for the editing process. 
The editing/production process pushed us 
to hear on a new level and to realize that in 
addition to interviews, we needed to docu-
ment the ambient sounds of the city—the 
dings of the light rail train as it passes, the 
caws of birds overhead, the blend of music 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=94VbjJ9QuRw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=94VbjJ9QuRw
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and voices in a crowded public market on 
a Saturday afternoon. Voice exists in place.

As students became embedded in place, 
they also became attached to the voices 
they recorded for the project. However, as 
Andrea Seabrook told the students in a class 
talk titled “On Podcasting and Listening,” 
doing so was half of a two-part process: 
“You must fall in love with your subject 
but, when it’s time to edit, you have to 
break up and fall in love with your lis-
tener” (A. Seabrook, personal communica-
tion, February 25, 2016). This advice made 
us consider our audience and the economy 
of listening. The traditional trajectory of 
scholarly interview analysis is to transcribe, 
code for themes, analyze, synthesize, and 
write up your findings. Seabrook, however, 
explained that for a podcast we should base 
our selections not only on what was said but 
on how things were said as well. The hu-
manity, the emotional resonance, is found 
in the intonations, the slight rise in pitch, 
the crack in the voice, the slowing of the 
pace, the breath, and even the pause or the 
uncomfortable silence. These are human 
sounds that can be used but not created in 
the editing process.

The “On the Street” Methodology

On April 28, 2015, when a student missed 
class to go interview people in the city, it 
shifted the conclusion of the Station North 
Voices podcast and our methodology moving 
forward. The “vox pop”—asking people on 
the street their thoughts to locate the “voice 
of the people”—has a long history in radio 
(Loviglio, 2005). For our “on the street” 
practice, students approached strangers, 
explained our project, received informed 
consent, and completed an interview on the 
spot in a public place. Over time, we came 
to see that these interviews yielded differ-
ent types of sounds and perspectives. The 
more formal “oral history” interviews were 
often with officials, such as arts directors, 
developers, and managers of city markets 
or arts districts, and often had a more flat 
or public relations feel. The emotional heart 
of the podcasts often came from the “on the 
street” interviews.

For the “on the street” interviews we de-
veloped a clear script using language from 
our IRB-approved consent forms. We con-
sulted with a Baltimore Traces professor 
who works at the university’s media studio, 
which has legally vetted language for film 
interviews. The process evolved in part from 

working with journalists and media produc-
ers and was driven by the goal of finding 
the perspectives and sounds we lacked. For 
example, the “on the street” interviews 
often included voices of the city’s home-
less residents or people who preferred not 
to remain anonymous, an additional option 
we later added to our consent forms. Almost 
every concluding line in the podcasts comes 
from an “on the street” interview.

The conclusion of the Station North Voices 
podcast in 2015 moved from a focus on how 
an arts district can change a city to how 
larger structures of inequality connect to 
redevelopment, including issues of policing. 
The theme of policing was not engineered 
into the course; it emerged organically from 
the city at the moment. The students pulled 
this theme from the interviews we had 
conducted, including ones recorded before 
the death of Freddie Gray. When asked 
questions about arts districts and change, 
people often talked about policing, which 
made us think about how gentrification, 
crime, and policing are connected. In the 
concluding segment of the podcast, one 
of our interview participants explained: “I 
don’t know. Something seems it’s changed 
within the police force in the last year and a 
half.” The student interviewer asked, “How 
so?” He replied, “I don’t know. You have 
more policemen walking the beat and ha-
rassing people” (Baltimore Traces, 2015b, 
29:49–30:13).

Because we were willing to learn from our 
reporting, a podcast series about the Station 
North arts district had to make room for 
stories of police harassing employees at 
local businesses and an especially chill-
ing story from a resident of Greenmount 
West, a majority Black neighborhood in the 
arts district, describing attempts to help a 
neighbor who was shot. When her family 
called 911 for help, the police arrived and 
began to harass the family who called the 
police in the first place (Baltimore Traces, 
2015b, 30:52–32:04). The earlier speaker 
concludes, 

I would like, not only Station North, 
but I would like to see the police 
make an effort to interact with the 
community. I mean, instead of just 
telling us what to do and randomly 
beating the shit out of people, I 
think you could try and connect, 
find out what people’s concerns are, 
what their gripes are, if you will, 

https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=29:49
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=29:49
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=30:52
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=30:52
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work with it. (Baltimore Traces, 
2015b, 32:09–32:34)

Next, the audio shifts to a restaurateur who 
managed a business located in the neigh-
borhood in 1968 during unrest in Baltimore 
following the assassination of Martin Luther 
King Jr. The White restaurant manager de-
scribed working with the police to make 
sure his predominantly African American 
staff members got home safely (Baltimore 
Traces, 2015b, 33:03–34:39). Then, in a 
voiceover, a student says, 

Now, nearly 50 years later, 
Baltimore finds itself again at the 
beginning of a new uprising. On the 
first night of the riots, people saw 
looting of buildings and cars set 
ablaze. They saw a city divided. The 
following morning, I saw a com-
munity come together. (Baltimore 
Traces, 2015b, 34:41–34:59) 

The student saw it because he was there. 
He was on the street instead of in the class-
room, and it was the right place to be.

Next, the listener hears a cacophony of 
voices recorded on April 28, 2015 (Baltimore 
Traces, 2015b, 35:00–35:03). We meet 
Kate Khatib of Red Emma’s Bookstore 
Coffeehouse (a cooperative bookstore and 
café) and Nadja Bentley-Hammond of the 
YES Drop-in Center for homeless youth. 
Khatib explains that the drop-in center’s 
space in Station North was “hit pretty hard” 
the previous evening, so she opened up Red 
Emma’s, not only to provide food and a safe 
space for youth who couldn’t access the 
drop-in center but for the community “to 
gather and reflect and regroup” (Baltimore 
Traces, 2015b, 35:03–39:09). The students 
wanted to present media that showed the 
other side of the cable news images of 
fires and looting and the stereotyping of 
city youth as “thugs,” a word used at the 
time by both Baltimore’s mayor, Stephanie 
Rawlins-Blake, and the president of the 
United States, Barack Obama.

The conclusion of the podcast episode is 
a plea to listen more to the people on the 
streets, not talking heads broadcasting 
from afar. Rather than seeking to address 
problems or offer solutions, the Baltimore 
Traces students chose to listen to and am-
plify voices that challenge simplistic ste-
reotypes of city residents. Our motto could 
have been “Share why ’cause some people 

will listen. A lot of people might not and 
just see violence, but a lot of people will 
listen if you say why” (Baltimore Traces, 
2015b, 42:07–42:16).

As the project evolved, the “on the street” 
method produced emotional connections, 
evoked tensions, and challenged pre-
conceived notions for students and—we 
hoped—for listeners. Students’ own am-
bivalence rather than a misguided com-
mitment to “speak for,” “help,” or “solve 
problems” is expressed to Marc Steiner in 
the in-studio dialogue that followed the 
airing of the Bromo Speaks podcast in fall 
2015. Steiner asked, “So what did you walk 
away with that you didn’t expect?” A stu-
dent responded, “I think I was left feeling 
ambivalent” (Steiner, 2015, 13:36–13:49). 
Asked to explain, the student continued:

Feeling a renewed sense of hope 
but rivaling with this sense of 
cynicism at the same time. Seeing 
that people are really engaged, and 
they . . . aren’t stupid. They know 
what’s going on. They see it very 
vividly and clearly. And there are 
these pockets of dissent or these 
pockets of yearnings for collabora-
tion, meaningful solidarity amongst 
different demographics. But there 
does seem to be this ingrained 
sense of disability to actually cross 
those lines in a focused and effec-
tive way. And it seemed to me, it 
was interesting that people who 
had maybe the social or financial 
privilege to be passé about changes. 
Kind of, I think I started this class 
with this very idealistic envision 
of what the arts do for culture, for 
society, what they bring to all of us, 
and then the reality of sometimes 
how the arts are used to package 
economic developments. (Steiner, 
2015, 13:52–15:17)

Another student added her thoughts, which 
are framed very much in the context of 
sound:

I would definitely say I have this 
uneasiness about the project, be-
cause you come into the Bromo Arts 
District and there’s a language there 
on the streets that you hear that 
you had, their sounds, their sights. 
There’s this beautiful historic part 
of this city and it’s changing. And 

https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=32:09
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=32:09
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=33:03
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=33:03
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=34:41
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=34:41
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=35:00
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=35:00
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=35:03
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=35:03
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=42:07
https://soundcloud.com/new-media-studio/snae-voices#t=42:07
https://youtu.be/8hZZJ0-ejZc?t=816
https://youtu.be/8hZZJ0-ejZc?t=832
https://youtu.be/8hZZJ0-ejZc?t=832
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there’s a tension there that it’s hard 
to miss, and I don’t want the beat 
and the sound of that area to be 
completely taken away or missed by 
future generations. (Steiner, 2015, 
15:18–15:51)

These are deeply nuanced responses derived 
from listening in place. Often, the goal or 
the payoff of the podcasts was to challenge 
preconceived notions and honor the “beat 
and the sound” of the place. Through lis-
tening, students began to feel ambivalent 
or uneasy about things they thought they 
knew, and that is a productive outcome.

The purest example of the “on the street” 
methodology is the 10-minute podcast 
segment “Word on the Street,” which was 
framed as “a little sidewalk talk from the 
west side of downtown, what people love 
about downtown and what needs to change 
for it to serve its citizens better” (Steiner, 
2016, para. 2). This was the second episode 
in the four-part podcast series Downtown 
Voices from spring 2016. 

The student narrator asks: “Is the west 
side of downtown safe? If so, for whom 
and who keeps it safe?” (Singlenberg, 2016, 
4:18–4:22). Using a collagelike editing tech-
nique, the students juxtaposed contradic-
tory perspectives and voices:

“The police actually—the police look out for 
us. Actually, they come up and say, ‘Hey, 
Man, hey, are you okay?’ Because this is 
kind of a rougher part of town.”

“One thing I hate about Baltimore, [beep] 
police, I mean, I don’t hate the police, I 
hate the way they treat us. That’s not right. 
That’s not right at all. The way they treat 
us, that’s not right at all. And that got to 
change” (Singlenberg, 2016, 5:51–6:02).

Then the students cut to an interaction they 
recorded on a city sidewalk:

Speaker 1: Take for instance down 
at the Harbor [Inner Harbor tour-
ist area downtown], it’s a lot more 
laid back. But then again you got to 
deal with the security officers. And 
if you’re homeless, they don’t really 
dig on that, down there, ’cause they 
got all the tourists coming in there. 
So, I’d rather hang out, like, in the 
more, I’d say, like, “ghetto places,” 
because I’m more accepted than 
places where the security guards, 

they’re going to come up to you, sit 
there for a second. They’re coming 
up going, “Yo.”

Student 1: No, I hear ya.

Student 2: [Voiceover] Literally as he 
said it, the cops broke us up.

Speaker 1: All right. Gotcha. Gotcha, 
Boss.

Speaker 2: We’re taking off.

Police officer: Thanks, y’all, I ap-
preciate it.

Speaker 2: All right.

Student 2: All righty, folks. Thank 
you guys so much for talking.

Student 1: Yeah, thanks, guys. 

[Crosstalk] 

Speaker 1: That was the policeman, 
by the way. (Singlenberg, 2016, 
7:28–8:13) 

We had a discussion in class about adding 
the 10-word voiceover. The student team 
who did the recording thought the inter-
action spoke for itself because they were 
there. The rest of the class felt they needed 
more context to get the point, the payoff.

This section of the “Word on the Street” 
podcast concludes with a student voiceover:

Standing there on Howard Street, 
we were shouted at to disperse. 
A group of citizens standing on a 
public street, no drugs, just con-
versation. It’s impossible to talk 
about the west side of downtown as 
if it was an island. Like its future 
is somehow disconnected from the 
rest of the city’s. If you’re from 
Baltimore, you want the best for 
it and despite its faults, the west 
side is home. Everyone included. 
There’s a love here. A love that 
echoed across everyone’s thoughts 
about the future for Baltimore. As a 
new administration begins in City 
Hall, what does the future hold for 
the west side of downtown? What 
do we need and how do we get it? 
(Singlenberg, 2016, 8:15–9:04) 

https://youtu.be/8hZZJ0-ejZc?t=918
https://youtu.be/8hZZJ0-ejZc?t=918
https://www.steinershow.org/podcasts/local-and-state-politics/downtown-voices-episode-2-word-on-the-street/
https://www.steinershow.org/podcasts/local-and-state-politics/downtown-voices-episode-2-word-on-the-street/
https://www.steinershow.org/podcasts/local-and-state-politics/downtown-voices-episode-2-word-on-the-street/
https://www.steinershow.org/podcasts/local-and-state-politics/downtown-voices-episode-2-word-on-the-street/
https://www.steinershow.org/podcasts/local-and-state-politics/downtown-voices-episode-2-word-on-the-street/
https://www.steinershow.org/podcasts/local-and-state-politics/downtown-voices-episode-2-word-on-the-street/
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We discovered that policing was the word on 
the street in neighborhoods dealing with the 
long history of inequitable development and 
potential gentrification. Following these 
podcasting projects, policing has become 
part of my research and teaching on gen-
trification (Laniyonu, 2017). Now, espe-
cially in light of the role of police associated 
with gentrification efforts in the death of 
Breonna Taylor specifically (Beck, 2020) and 
the growing emphasis on the Black Lives 
Matter movement in general, thinking 
through structural inequities seems even 
more relevant for publicly engaged humani-
ties projects.

Futures: “What do we need and  
how do we get it?”

With Baltimore Traces, we were studying 
and documenting change and people’s reac-
tions to it. But what we were really trying to 
get at was what the public needs, what they, 
or really what we, deserve. Through those 
early years of the Baltimore Traces project, 
we were trying to decode the public good by 
listening to the sounds of the city: “Share 
why ’cause some people will listen.” For 
the people of Baltimore City, and humanity 
in general, we have to ask why, and then 
we have to actually listen to the responses, 
even if those responses, those sounds, push 
us into new territory we never anticipated—
even if they produce more questions rather 
than definitive answers. Organic and induc-
tive methodological innovations in publicly 
engaged research and teaching evolve in the 
moment and are most productive when we 
center listening.

When producing podcasts for public radio or 
any public humanities project, there is a real 
responsibility to be honest, to be respectful, 
and to represent the nuances of divergent 
perspectives. Acknowledging that we are all 
part of the cacophony of voices, despite the 
ways privilege and access to resources often 
divide us, is the theoretical underpinning 
of the “on the street” methodology. The 
moment that begins this article illustrates 
the spark for a methodological innovation 
that evolved from giving students agency 
in a moment of crisis and ends with a stu-
dent’s question.

In Baltimore Traces, we were listening to 
the sounds of the city in a period of mo-
mentous change and instability. These 

moments—uprisings, global pandemics, 
political upheavals—cannot be planned, but 
engaged courses must be designed in a way 
that offers an organic methodology open 
to embracing them. The 2015 Baltimore 
Uprising was such a moment for Baltimore 
Traces, one that loomed over our project in 
a difficult yet productive way. Baltimore, 
like many other postindustrial legacy cities, 
continues to struggle with complex issues, 
ranging from gentrification to police vio-
lence, that skew its image and dehumanize 
its residents.

Through listening, my students and I began 
to better understand not only how people 
on the street distrust the police, but how 
this distrust is reflected in their distrust of 
scholars in higher education who desire, 
often with good intentions, to come to the 
streets of a city to “solve” problems, “give 
voice,” or “help.” My own ambivalence 
about the ethical complexity of the work is 
what made it so difficult to turn the pod-
casts into this reflective essay. There is 
always so much that is left out, unheard, 
unrecognized—beyond words.

As we tried to answer our central guid-
ing question—“How do neighborhoods 
change and how do people feel about those 
changes?”—another question rather than 
a definitive answer arose. “What do we 
need and how do we get it?” With the latter 
question, we can attempt to think through 
our collective needs, both as a city and as 
human beings. Higher education, especially 
when committed to public engagement, 
must learn to value the cacophony of voices 
in new ways. What would institutions of 
higher education look like if we listened, 
really listened, to the word on the street 
and embedded those sounds, those voices 
and human strivings, more deeply in our 
institutions? 

“Share why ’cause some people will listen.” 
“What do we need and how do we get it?”

Through the process of listening and reflec-
tion, we see that our collective needs and 
what we all deserve as human beings is 
what comprises the public good. We all have 
stories, and we all deserve to be listened to 
and respected. We did not define the public 
good through the Baltimore Traces project, 
but we do have a better understanding of 
what it sounds like and how to listen for it. 

The project is ongoing.
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Review by David E. Procter

A
drianna Kezar, Yianna Drivalas, 
and Joseph A. Kitchen’s 
Envisioning Public Scholarship 
for Our Time: Models for Higher 
Education Researchers is an im-

portant and timely volume for all higher 
education administrators, faculty, and staff, 
but especially those working as community-
engaged scholars. This text makes a cogent 
and powerful argument for understand-
ing and promoting public scholarship and 
seems to be taken from the very news of the 
day. The authors cast their theoretical and 
methodological orientation within today’s 
audiences and salient issues. They make 
a compelling argument for community-
engaged scholars who wish their research 
to be mutually beneficial to the audiences 
studied and for their scholarship to make 
a difference around the issues and contexts 
they study. This edited volume is informa-
tive, highly readable, and, at times, quite 
provocative.

Kezar, Drivalas, and Kitchen’s book is di-
vided into three sections. Part 1 defines and 
describes public scholarship. Part 2 provides 
a variety of examples of what public schol-
arship can look like in higher education, and 
Part 3 offers paths to institutionalize public 
scholarship in the academy. Throughout the 
book are roadmaps indicating how to con-
duct public scholarship and recognitions of 
the challenges of doing this work.

In the first section of the book, the editors 
lay the foundation for their perspective 
by defining public scholarship as scholar-
ship that supports an equitable, diverse 
democracy through social justice. When I 
have thought of public scholarship prior 
to reading this text, I thought of public 
scholarship as a public product of one’s 
research. I envisioned public scholarship as 
the way research is presented, as a pub-
licly accessible and public-facing scholarly 
product. Public scholarship, to my think-

ing, was a fact sheet, a policy document, an 
infographic, or a white paper written for a 
public, rather than strictly an academic, au-
dience. When Kezar, Drivalas, and Kitchen 
describe public scholarship, they speak of a 
research orientation that should guide fac-
ulty work. As they write, “for the editors of 
this volume, public scholarship is connected 
and closely related to the words diverse de-
mocracy, equity, and social justice” (emphasis 
in original; p. 4). I scanned their introduc-
tory chapter looking closely for a nice, clear, 
succinct definition of public scholarship that 
incorporated the ideas of diverse democracy, 
equity, and social justice. I never found it. 
But after reading their edited volume, which 
features rich exemplars of faculty writing 
about how their scholarship promotes a 
diverse democracy and advocates for equity 
and social justice, I came to see that the edi-
tors envision the process of conducting and 
publishing public scholarship as service to a 
diverse democracy and social justice, which 
are interconnected and necessary to build an 
equitable society. The authors argue that the 
entire scholarly enterprise—from concep-
tion of the research project, through data 
collection and analysis, to finally presenting 
the results of one’s research—should sup-
port an equitable, diverse democracy and 
promote social justice. Public scholarship 
ultimately is an “action” that promotes 
diverse democracy, equity, and social jus-
tice; it is the entire process that results in a 
product or outcome, rather than merely the 
outcome itself.

The editors make an interesting distinction 
between engaged scholarship and public 
scholarship. After reviewing tenets of en-
gaged scholarship, they conclude that they 
find that work too narrow. The engaged 
scholarship movement, they argue, offers 
particular approaches to research rather 
than inviting scholars into a broad set of 
activities that can have a greater impact on 
policy and practice. The editors argue that 
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it is a scholar’s responsibility to bring their 
research to the public; it is not their choice 
but an obligation driven by the mores of 
equity, social justice, and diverse democ-
racy.

In Chapter 2, Kezar discusses her own jour-
ney as a public scholar. She highlights how, 
over time, her research interests and differ-
ent points in her career helped her evolve 
as a public scholar. She acknowledges that 
serendipity and opportunities presented 
themselves to her and played important 
roles in her scholarly evolution. In this 
chapter she also discusses the importance 
of listening to the publics one works with, 
writing for public audiences, and forming 
partnerships. She then provides examples 
of the many different ways she has worked 
as a public scholar.

Kezar acknowledges that working as a 
public scholar is not without its struggles. 
She enumerates several challenges, includ-
ing writing for a general audience, navigat-
ing the power and politics of the contexts 
in which one works, and dealing with the 
current state of reward structures in the 
academy. Kezar notes that many working 
as public scholars believe promotion and 
tenure policies remain the largest bar-
rier to performing this work. She observes, 
however, that she never felt constrained in 
her role as a public scholar because of pro-
motion and tenure concerns. She believes 
senior faculty often exaggerate the role of 
promotion and tenure as a barrier paralyz-
ing younger scholars who wish to do this 
work. At the end of Chapter 2 Kezar argues 
that she wants to use this volume to make 
the case for public scholarship agency while 
also acknowledging the risk for some schol-
ars.

The introductory section of the text con-
cludes with a chapter by Sam and Gupton on 
cultivating ethical mindfulness. According 
to the authors, ethical mindfulness is a re-
flective process that attunes the researcher 
to the potential ethical decisions that may 
arise during the public scholarship process. 
These authors note that the choices we make 
as public scholars have important conse-
quences. They begin by making a distinc-
tion between procedural ethics and ethics 
in practice. Procedural ethics are formalized 
external codes of ethics that often involve 
IRB approvals. Procedural ethics provide a 
minimum threshold to determine ethical 
behavior. Ethics in practice, by contrast, 
focuses on day-to-day decision making 

for everyday ethical decisions; it is guided 
by personal ethical paradigms and prin-
ciples. Working as a public scholar means 
there are numerous ethical decision points 
throughout the research process, and ethi-
cal mindfulness provides an epistemological 
paradigm to guide one’s practice of public 
scholarship. Sam and Gupton identify key 
elements of ethical mindfulness and then 
use the remainder of the chapter to flesh out 
those key ethical components, offering their 
own research experiences as exemplars of 
how ethical mindfulness guided their work.

Part 2 highlights public scholarship case 
studies by scholars at different points in 
their careers, working at different types 
of institutions, studying a variety of social 
and political contexts and audiences, using 
a variety of research methods and modes of 
presentation.

Consistent with the text’s orientation, 
Kezar, Drivalas, and Kitchen assembled a 
number of case studies that focus on issues 
of equity, diverse democracy, and social 
justice. The case studies presented in this 
text are extremely relevant and timely to 
our academic, social, and political lives. 
They illustrate how public scholars are 
making differences in public policy, politi-
cal movements, higher education, and social 
issues. For example, several chapters speak 
to the impact public scholarship can have 
with vulnerable populations. In Chapter 
4, Hurtado writes about her work in legal 
arenas. She offers the example of her work 
documenting the argument for diversity in 
the academy. In Chapter 5, Davis et al. dem-
onstrate how public scholarship can con-
tribute to vulnerable populations resisting 
various forms of state violence. Specifically, 
these authors illustrate how their research 
critically informed and shifted the discourse 
about the Movement for Black Lives. In 
Chapter 6, Bensimon highlights her work 
to create awareness of racial inequality in 
higher education and to build educators’ 
capacity to adopt racial equity as a norm in 
classrooms, departments, curricula, hiring 
practices, evaluations, and accountabil-
ity systems. In Chapter 8, Dache-Gerbino 
writes from a position of faculty activism 
about the importance of creating knowledge 
in the service of liberation and public good. 
She argues that public scholarship must 
come from organizing and planning along-
side and on behalf of the working class, the 
homeless, the targets of the police state, the 
marginalized, and the forgotten.
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Three additional case studies highlight re-
search with a range of audiences and public 
scholarship products. Nehls et al. offer a 
case study that highlights an institution’s 
commitment to providing an infrastructure 
and incentives for faculty to create knowl-
edge for the public policy arena. For these 
authors, the target audience is legislators 
and the products are policy white papers. 
In Chapter 11, Drivalas and Kezar write 
about arts-based research, arguing that 
the arts have the ability to provide data, 
audiences, and a mode of communicating 
public scholarship research results. Chapter 
9 is particularly relevant, as it is a general 
discussion of the Cooperative Extension 
System and its long-standing commitment 
to public scholarship. I liked this chapter, 
as it provided a history of Extension and its 
record of engaging a wide variety of adult 
learners. One common critique of Extension 
has been that it tends to be organized to 
disseminate prepackaged information to 
audiences, rather than working with them 
to understand challenges and collaborate 
on solutions. Mull et al., in this chapter, 
provide examples from the University of 
Georgia where community partners helped 
form research questions, collect data, and 
disseminate research results. The au-
thors conclude their chapter arguing that 
Extension exemplifies public scholarship 
and community engagement by offer-
ing higher education a model for building 
partnerships and collaboratively creating 
knowledge bases around salient local issues.

The final case study chapter, by Hoh, ex-
plores using social media as public scholar-
ship. I appreciated this chapter, as it was 
written consistent with the orientation of 
the text. That is, Hoh argues that using 
social media helps dismantle structures 
that limit public scholarship, democratizes 
knowledge, and supports underrepresented 
scholars. She points out how social media 
can be used at all points in the research 
process: identifying research opportunities, 
collecting data, and disseminating research 
results. Hoh also discusses how social 
media can help build community, cultivate 
academic identity, and provide information 
outlets for minority faculty. I found this 
chapter very illuminating, providing useful 
information about social media itself as well 
as strategies for using social media in the 
service of public scholarship.

In Section 3 of the text, the editors included 
contributed chapters that describe ways to 

institutionalize and integrate public schol-
arship into higher education. Three of the 
concluding chapters talk about graduate 
student education and socialization. Lanford 
and Tierney, in Chapter 12, argue that grad-
uate-level training needs to be reenvisioned 
specifically to stress publicly accessible 
research reporting. They urge that gradu-
ate students be taught not only writing 
for academic, peer-reviewed journals, but 
also for other outlets—magazine articles, 
newspaper opinion pieces, policy papers. 
In Chapter 13, Clark-Taylor et al. discuss 
graduate student training and socializa-
tion through participation in community-
engaged scholarship. The authors argue that 
community-engaged faculty should model 
and mentor research and classroom teach-
ing opportunities for graduate students that 
illustrate relationship-building strategies 
among stakeholders, other faculty, and 
students. In their view, these educational 
experiences help cultivate graduate student 
identities as public scholars. In Chapter 15, 
McBain urges new and established public 
scholars to consider working with higher 
education nonprofits and professional asso-
ciations. She focuses much of her chapter on 
emerging scholars and graduate students, 
whom she encourages to think beyond the 
traditional, tenure-track academic path. She 
advocates that emerging scholars get public 
scholarship experience while in graduate 
school, seek interdisciplinary experiences, 
and expand their writing capacities for ad-
dressing audiences beyond those of peer-
reviewed journals.

The volume concludes with Lester and 
Horton’s chapter on how faculty might 
pursue and sustain public scholarship 
across the stages of their academic career 
and Kezar, Corwin, et al.’s final chapter of 
reflections on lessons learned from their 
work and from the scholarship presented 
in the text. Both chapters serve as road-
maps for public scholars and discuss the 
importance for public scholars to identify, 
understand, and engage with audiences and 
stakeholders. Lester and Horton note that 
attending to these tasks is especially impor-
tant for faculty early in their careers, as it 
will help scholars set their research agendas 
and establish the groundwork for potential 
practical and policy impacts. Kezar, Corwin, 
et al. argue that public scholars should also 
capitalize on their strengths. This may 
mean building research agendas with au-
diences or organizations with which one is 
familiar or has a connection. It may mean 
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capitalizing on strengths of communication, 
whether that be social media, infographics, 
policy writing, or more traditional academic 
writing. It could mean drawing and building 
on research methodologies with which one 
is familiar.

I strongly urge faculty and graduate stu-
dents interested in community-engaged 
scholarship to explore this text. I have 
reported on the high points of this edited 
volume. There is, however, much more for 
readers to dig into. Each chapter offers both 
emerging and established public scholars’ 
insights, directions, and cautions for con-
ducting this work. 

As Kezar, Corwin, et al. conclude, 

For researchers who want to engage 
in public scholarship, this book 
offers advice on how to identify 
stakeholders, different modes for 
engaging stakeholders, varying 
methodologies, ways to collaborate 
with colleagues, approaches to tan-
gible and intangible research prod-
ucts, and ways to learn the skills of 
public scholarship. (p. 232) 

I invite you to engage this public scholar-
ship text.

About the Reviewer

David E. Procter is a professor in the Department of Communication Studies at Kansas State 
University. 
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 Yunkaporta, T. (2019). Sand talk: How Indigenous thinking  
can save the world. Text Publishing Company. 285 pp.

Review by Tony Syme and Tobias Gebhardt

W
hat happens when you 
look at the world from 
an Indigenous perspec-
tive? Tyson Yunkaporta 
provides a sophisticated 

and thought-provoking answer that puts 
Indigenous Knowledge into the spotlight 
for scholars and nonacademic thinkers 
alike. In Sand Talk Yunkaporta explicates 
How Indigenous Thinking Can Save The World. 
He shares insights gained from his “yarns” 
with Indigenous wisdom holders, insights 
that are simultaneously entertaining and 
deeply thought-provoking. Yunkaporta de-
scribes yarning as the traditional form used 
to transmit knowledge and explains it as 
a structured cultural activity grounded in 
“story, humour, gesture and mimicry for 
consensus-building, meaning making and 
innovation. . . . It has protocols of active 
listening, mutual respect and building on 
what others have said” (p. 131). In this way 
knowledge emerges, rather than being ac-
quired.

We yarn about the book’s impact, its in-
sights into the Indigenous realm, and its 
possible application for research. Early in 
the book Yunkaporta explains his concept 
of us-two as a dual-first-person pronoun 
that stems from an Aboriginal language. We 
see this as two versions of self: One is a 
cultural and relational being of place, and 
the other is a product of the system that 
inflicts its ideology onto people, creating 
two beings: us-two, with an unexplored 
space in between. Tyson uses the us-two 
concept “to provoke thought rather than 
represent fact, in a kind of dialogical and 
reflexive process with the reader” (p. 22). 
We engage with this thought experiment, 
treating this review as emerging from the 
in-between space of the yarning process and 
our relational positions of our own us-two 
version: that of European Australians who 
do research in the Indigenous Knowledge 
space while wrestling with being steeped 

in Western knowledge traditions. We look 
at what exists and is created in(-between) 
our yarns about the book, and this review 
is compiled from excerpts of this yarning 
process.

Tony: I would like to start our conversa-
tion by acknowledging Bundjalung Country 
(an area in the north of the state of New 
South Wales in Australia), where our yarns 
take place. The Indigenous relationship to 
Country is paramount in Yunkaporta’s Sand 
Talk, and I actually feel challenged by him to 
reassess my relationship to place and to find 
my own ancestral roots that were embedded 
in the land—to relearn how to be a custodial 
being of Country myself.

Tobias: Thanks, Tony. The Indigenous re-
lationship to Country is indeed very spe-
cial. Country itself is seen as a sentient 
being with agency, an active partner who 
shares knowledge (which is why we capi-
talize Country: to show that it is an equal 
knowledge holder and research partner). It 
means taking into account relationship with 
all of creation. Tyson Yunkaporta helps us 
understand these complex patterns of cre-
ation that keep the world in balance. The 
predominant and controlling patterns of the 
Western world have disrupted this balance 
for a long time, and it feels like we are get-
ting closer to a turning point, which is why 
so many people are now interested in How 
Indigenous Thinking Can Save the World.

Tony: Yunkaporta “walks the talk” by 
demonstrating a different view of this 
“patterned” complexity. He elucidates how 
Indigenous thinking expresses the com-
plex patterns of the world through many 
different mediums, such as song, dance, 
stories, paintings, or carvings. These me-
diums connect the dreaming-mind, the 
story-mind, the kinship-mind, and the 
ancestral-mind, which he describes in 
some detail in the book. He also describes 
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how strong Indigenous voices need to do 
more than recount Indigenous experiences. 
They also need to examine and challenge 
the narratives of the occupying culture with 
counternarratives.

Tobias: This different thinking comes 
through in the book. Yunkaporta has a 
unique way of captivating the reader that 
is grounded in Indigenous Knowledge 
passed on from his yarning sessions. This 
knowledge is portrayed through the sym-
bols depicted in the book, which makes Sand 
Talk such a rich resource for academic and 
nonacademic readers alike, as the knowl-
edge within exercises its own agency. The 
book can provide different insights for each 
individual reader.

Tony: There are so many messages that the 
Elders wanted Yunkaporta to convey to the 
world, and even though he states that he is 
not a high-level knowledge keeper himself, 
he does have the right skill set to translate 
their patterns of thinking to the reader. At 
the same time, Sand Talk also speaks for 
itself and different knowledge will emerge 
from it for different people.

Tobias: I like how you say he does not see 
himself as a high knowledge keeper. It 
shows his humility, something that stands 
out for me among Indigenous scholars and 
knowledge holders in general. Such humil-
ity is missing in Western systems. Tyson 
refers to this lack of humility in the book 
through one of the Sand Talk symbols from 
a major contributing Elder, “Oldman Juma.” 
The symbol depicts the “I am greater than 
you; you are less than me” equation that, as 
Tyson writes, is “the most destructive idea 
in existence” (p. 30).

Tony: Thanks for bringing up Oldman Juma, 
because he introduced Tyson to the sym-
bols that hold so much knowledge. These 
symbols, drawn in the sand, led to the term 
Sand Talk. Tyson passes the knowledge that 
viewing the symbols will change us on a 
molecular level and that his words are 
simply the delivery systems for these sym-
bols. We are invited to feel the knowledge 
in these symbols through a gut–brain rather 
than our head–brain relationship. Through 
the “gut,” symbols impart huge amounts of 
knowledge with very few words. In this way 
the book actually accompanies the symbols, 
not the other way around.

Tobias: The book invites us to trust our in-
tuitions, to engage with a deeper truth that 

stems from the process of creation, not from 
so-called verifiable data. Knowledge will 
show itself when you are ready. I love how 
the book does this: Open it anywhere and 
it will reveal another layer of knowledge. I 
just randomly opened the book, to the place 
where Yunkaporta speaks of the “shadow 
spirit” that he relates to how Westerners 
used to engage in certain ceremony them-
selves (pp. 107–108). Today it seems we are 
out of touch with such practices. This is true 
of Indigenous peoples as well, to an extent, 
due to the legacy of colonialism. Another 
reason why this book has such an impact: It 
can reconnect us with our own spirit worlds.

Tony: Yes. The book reminds us that we 
were all indigenous to “place” at some time, 
and this last 200 years of human industrial 
civilization is but a blink in time. Our very 
DNA is deeply rooted in Indigenous ways 
of knowing, being, and doing that we re-
awaken by changing our perspective. My 
own research explores this connection to 
place: our connection to Country that is 
not about taking knowledge content away 
as data, but as witnessing what Country is 
actually teaching us—as you said earlier, 
Country is a research partner, and we need 
to learn how to listen and connect with it 
again.

Tobias: We could use a bit of “cultural hu-
mility,” Tyson writes, to understand that 
the Western way is not the only way of un-
derstanding the world—realizing that each 
of us is a mere “single node in a coopera-
tive network” (p. 98) of a complex system. 
Yunkaporta relates this to the possibility of 
being an agent of sustainability who accepts 
differences, embraces them, and interacts 
with different systems. I relate this to an 
invitation to reconnect to each other, to 
work together, as well as to reconnect to 
Country and the spiritual world. That’s 
what I like about Sand Talk: It invites us all 
to communicate and collaborate.

Tony: Also realizing that it is about learning 
to be human and recognizing that our civi-
lization, education, and resultant worldview 
actively work against being human. Many 
Indigenous people across the globe under-
stand this dilemma and despite the suffer-
ing they have endured under the dominant 
ruling bodies, they are still willing to offer 
a way back to our humanity. Yunkaporta 
maintains that our only chance to survive 
into the future is by relearning our rela-
tionship with being in the world through 
the knowledge held by the few remnant 
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Indigenous knowledge holders. This knowl-
edge lives on through the sharing of stories.

Tobias: Yeah, in my own work I investi-
gate how it can be achieved through the 
power of yarning and its inherent method 
of sharing stories. This implies active and 
deep listening to Indigenous wisdom hold-
ers, and Sand Talk is the perfect example. 
The story-mind, as Tyson explains, “is a 
way of thinking that encourages dialogue 
about history from different perspectives, as 
well as the raw learning power of narrative 
itself” (p. 130). He later writes that there 
is great opportunity for dialogue between 
non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples, 
yet so far our skewed power relations have 
made it a predominantly one-way conver-
sation. It is time for a different dialogue, a 
different story, where all voices are heard 
equally.

Tony: So true. Through such dialogue we 
could learn how to be a custodial species 
again, like we knew how to be in our own 
ancestral lands not that long ago.

Tobias: I know what you mean. If there is 
one fundamental message in the book, it is 
the one Tyson points out that everyone asks 
of life: Why are we here? His answer: “It’s 
easy. . . . We look after things on the earth 
and in the sky and the places in between” 

(p. 109).

Tony: And, for humans to survive into the 
future, our fundamental relationship with 
the earth and sky must move from being 
extractive to being custodial. This capacity 
for adaption is presented as the only choice: 
“if you don’t move with the land, the land will 
move you” (p. 3).

We hope our yarn about the book has pro-
vided some insight into how knowledge 
emerges through dialogue, and that it has 
encouraged readers to engage with Sand Talk 
and discover for themselves what kind of 
knowledge it will reveal. Yunkaporta pres-
ents the terms respect, connect, reflect, and 
direct as a form of progression to engage 
with living systems, which sum up what 
his yarns with Indigenous wisdom holders 
revealed for him. Through yarning about 
the book, it was the story-mind and the 
invitation for cross-cultural collaboration 
that grabbed Tobias; for Tony, it was the 
ancestral-mind and his pursuit of recon-
necting to Country. Sand Talk holds some-
thing for everyone, and if you approach it 
with an open mind and heart, you may find 
some guidance from How Indigenous Thinking 
Can Save The World, whether for research or 
for your own life.
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