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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to illuminate the experiences of 
undergraduate students who participated in academic community-
engaged learning, specifically as those experiences related to student 
mental health and wellness. The data for this qualitative interpretative 
phenomenological analysis (IPA) was collected through semistructured 
interviews with seven undergraduate students. Analysis resulted in 
the identification of essential components of the student community-
engaged learning experience as it relates to students’ mental health and 
wellness and included three main themes: Identity (Head), Belonging 
(Heart), and Agency (Hands). The implications of these findings are 
many, including pedagogical considerations for community-engaged 
classrooms and campuswide considerations for the inclusion of high-
impact practices, as well as community partner implications. Ultimately, 
the findings of this study will lead to a better informed, nuanced, 
macrolevel strategy that higher education institutions can use to impact 
the state of student mental health and wellness broadly.

Keywords: community-engaged learning, student experience, mental health, 
wellness, trauma-informed

M
ental health and wellness 
should be a top priority for 
higher education institutions 
(HEIs) nationally. Mental 
health is a persistence and 

retention issue, wherein students with a 
mental health disability tend to earn lower 
grades, have less social engagement on 
campus, be less likely to seek out or receive 
campus services, and have lower rates of 
persistence to graduation (Amaya et al., 
2019; Cleary et al., 2011; Goss et al., 2010; 
Hartley, 2013; Hawley et al., 2016; Jorgensen 
et al., 2018; National Council on Disability, 
2017; Quin, 2017). Perhaps even more im-
portantly, mental health and wellness is a 
life-or-death issue. The American College 
Health Association (2018), in the National 
College Health Assessment, estimated that ap-

proximately 11% of undergraduate students 
have seriously considered suicide, and ap-
proximately 2% of students have attempted 
suicide (p. 14). HEIs are struggling to meet 
the increasing demand resulting from the 
rise in the number of students reporting dif-
ficulty with mental health (Ackerman et al., 
2014; Katz & Davison, 2013; Kruisselbrink 
Flatt, 2013; Marsh & Wilcoxon, 2015; 
National Council on Disability, 2017). Due 
to the invisible nature of mental health and 
wellness concerns, it is difficult for HEIs to 
identify students who could benefit from 
services.

As the demand for student mental health 
services increases, it is important to con-
sider all strategies that HEIs could imple-
ment to promote improved student mental 
health and wellness as well as improved 
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persistence and retention. Community-
engaged learning, an experiential pedagogy 
in which students participate in educational 
activities in partnership with the commu-
nity, has been presented as a proactive, 
macrofocused strategy that HEIs can use 
to promote positive outcomes among its 
participants, including positive impacts on 
mental health and wellness (Attree et al., 
2011; Checkoway, 2007; Conway et al., 2009; 
Flanagan & Bundick, 2011; O’Meara et al., 
2011; Ortega-Williams et al., 2020; Swaner, 
2007). Community-engaged learning prac-
tices are thought to have a connection to 
student mental health and wellness, as evi-
denced by participant reports of improved 
decision-making and problem-solving 
skills, increased self-confidence and self-
esteem, and improved social relationships 
(Checkoway, 2007; Conway et al., 2009; 
Flanagan & Bundick, 2011; O’Meara et al., 
2011; Ortega-Williams et al., 2020; Swaner, 
2007). More specifically, student partici-
pants have reported improved physical and 
emotional health and wellness, less feel-
ings of depression, loneliness, and anxiety 
(Attree et al., 2011; Conway et al., 2009; 
Flanagan & Bundick, 2011), lower incidence 
of substance abuse (Checkoway, 2007), and 
improved socially responsive knowledge and 
moral development (Conway et al., 2009; 
Swaner, 2007).

Although some research has shown a con-
nection between student participation in 
community-engaged learning practices 
and positive mental health and wellness 
outcomes, other findings have revealed po-
tential negative mental health and wellness 
outcomes, such as increased anxiety, stress, 
and exhaustion (Attree et al., 2011; Kulick et 
al., 2017). The evidence is sometimes con-
tradictory regarding the impact of participa-
tion on students’ mental health and well-
ness outcomes. In addition, little research 
has directly examined the lived experiences 
of the student participants, specifically as it 
relates to their mental health and wellness. 
We need to learn more about the nuances 
of the lived experiences of community-en-
gaged learning student participants in order 
to better understand the role HEIs can play 
in supporting students who participate in 
community-engaged learning, in an effort 
to maximize potential positive impacts and 
to mitigate potential negative impacts on 
student mental health and wellness. This 
study examined the following research 
questions:

1. What are the lived experiences of un-
dergraduate student participants of 
academic community-engaged learning, 
specifically as they relate to their mental 
health and wellness?

2. How do undergraduate student partici-
pants of academic community-engaged 
learning make sense of the impact of 
these pedagogical experiences on their 
mental health and wellness?

Theoretical and Conceptual 
Framework

Community-engaged learning scholarship 
provides the theoretical grounding for my 
research. Community-engaged learning is 
supported by the theoretical foundations 
built by Dewey (1938), Kolb (1984), Mezirow 
(1997), Kiely (2005), and Kuh (2008). Each 
of these foundational theories differs from 
the others, but they all contribute to our 
understanding of how students experience 
community-engaged learning, how they 
make meaning of their experiences, and 
how that meaning impacts their learning 
and lives. Welch and Plaxton-Moore (2019) 
provided a triadic theoretical framework 
that helps to synthesize these foundations 
of community-engaged learning:

Engaged teaching and learning are 
composed of the following compo-
nents: (a) epistemology as multiple 
ways of knowing with an emphasis 
on the intellectual development of 
a student as well as generating new 
knowledge that builds capacity for 
society at large, (b) ontology as a 
way of being or doing in the world 
by applying what is learned and ex-
perienced, and (c) critical reflection 
to contemplate and make meaning 
of the learning and doing. (p. 39)

Welch and Plaxton-Moore’s (2019) theoreti-
cal framework provides the base for my con-
ceptual framework, shown in Figure 1. My 
conceptual framework situates the existing 
scholarship on community-engaged learn-
ing and student mental health and wellness 
within this existing theoretical base. This 
resulting conceptual framework provides 
an overall picture of how I understand the 
phenomenon of community-engaged learn-
ing and specifically its impact on student 
mental health and wellness. Items noted in 
bold italics are those that I have mapped onto 
Welch and Plaxton-Moore’s existing frame-
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work. To read more about this conceptual 
framework and the corresponding relevant 
literature, see the full dissertation (Brewer, 
2023).

Brief Overview of Relevant Literature

The existing scholarship shows that 
community-engaged learning experiences 
provide mental health and wellness ben-
efits for student participants (Attree et al., 
2011; Checkoway, 2007; Conway et al., 2009; 
Flanagan & Bundick, 2011; O’Meara et al., 
2011; Ortega-Williams et al., 2020; Swaner, 
2007). Scholars have pointed out that these 
benefits include increased feelings of con-
nection (Bronsteen, 2016; Checkoway, 
2007), an improved sense of belonging 
(Flanagan & Bundick, 2011; Ribera et al., 
2017; Soria et al., 2012), increased feelings 
of empowerment (Attree et al., 2011; Conway 
et al., 2009; Swaner, 2007), and increased 
self-efficacy (Bronsteen, 2016; Conway et 
al., 2009). Scholars have also agreed that 

these student benefits are impacted by cer-
tain factors related to the experience, such 
as intensity and duration of the experi-
ence (Conway et al., 2009). Additionally, it 
has been noted that providing intentional 
critical reflection opportunities is essen-
tial to producing these student benefits 
(Bronsteen, 2016; Conway et al., 2009).

Although less research exists on the po-
tential negative impacts to student partici-
pants’ mental health and wellness, scholars 
agree that these potential negative impacts 
exist. Specifically, scholars have found 
negative impacts for those students who 
were already experiencing high stress as a 
result of existing conditions such as a dis-
ability (Attree et al., 2011), as well as for 
those students who identify as part of mar-
ginalized communities (Kulick et al., 2017). 
Additionally, it is important to understand 
the potential negative impact of com-
munity trauma on the student experience 
(Falkenburger et al., 2018; Pinderhughes et 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework for Understanding Community-Engaged 
Learning and Student Mental Health and Wellness at Higher  

Education Institutions
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al., 2015; Weinstein et al., 2014). Although 
more information is needed to better un-
derstand the experience of these students, 
it is agreed that HEIs have a responsibility 
to avoid these potential negative outcomes 
and to support and prepare their student 
participants in these experiences.

Gaps remain in the existing literature re-
garding what we know about community-
engaged learning and student mental health 
and wellness outcomes. The definition of 
“community-engaged learning” has ex-
panded to include multiple implementation 
strategies (direct service, advocacy, commu-
nity building, etc.), curricular models, and 
modalities for delivery (virtual, in-person, 
hybrid). The majority of existing scholar-
ship is based on traditional direct service. 
Therefore, we do not yet know if partici-
pation in different types of community-
engaged learning results in differences in 
student mental health and wellness out-
comes. Additionally, are student experiences 
different for virtual versus in-person com-
munity engagement? How do these experi-
ences differ for students who are experienc-
ing poor wellness outcomes, or high anxiety, 
already? How do students make meaning of 
their experiences, and to what do they attri-
bute their mental health and wellness out-
comes? HEIs need to know more about the 
student experience of community-engaged 
learning in order to better understand how 
they may best support the mental health and 
wellness of student participants.

Methodology

This study used interpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis (IPA) to illuminate the lived 
experiences of students who participated 
in community-engaged learning. The main 
objective of IPA is to elucidate experience 
and to understand how individuals make 
sense of their experience. IPA is a method 
that allows the researcher to gather rich de-
scriptions and personal meanings of lived 
experience (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012/2014). 
IPA is grounded in the basics of phenom-
enology and hermeneutics. Although IPA 
draws on the foundations of phenomenology 
in that it is interested in examining the lived 
experiences of the participants, it is differ-
ent in that it does not aim to transcend, or 
rise beyond, our everyday assumptions. IPA 
acknowledges that people exist in a broader 
context and world and are in relationship 
with others, and participants and research-
ers cannot remove this existence from their 

experience of the world; therefore, IPA seeks 
to understand the meaning made by the 
participants about those experiences (Larkin 
& Thompson, 2012; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 
2012/2014; Shinebourne, 2011).

Before gathering data, IRB approval was 
obtained, and participants were recruited. 
At a large Midwest Research 1 university, the 
researcher identified seven different under-
graduate academic courses that included a 
community-engagement requirement. 
Recruitment emails were sent to 134 under-
graduate students. The student participants 
were selected from the self-identified inter-
ested pool of students to ensure representa-
tion from multiple courses and disciplines, 
as well as varied demographic backgrounds, 
in order to ensure that the phenomenon 
under study was considered from multiple 
perspectives or lived experiences. Seventeen 
students voiced interest in participating in 
the study, 10 individuals were invited to 
interview, and seven students confirmed 
and participated in interviews. As part of 
this study, participants were asked to talk 
about their community-engaged learning 
experiences and how those experiences re-
lated to their mental health and wellness. 
Participants were not asked to disclose 
personal or confidential information about 
their mental health and wellness status, 
including such information as diagnoses, 
symptomatology, or treatment. The inter-
views were semistructured, which allowed 
for the telling of experience in rich detail 
(Larkin & Thompson, 2012; Pietkiewicz & 
Smith, 2012/2014). As part of the interview 
process, students were asked to submit an 
example of an assignment they completed 
as part of the community-engaged learning 
portion of their course. Possible submissions 
included reflection papers, journal entries, 
discussion board submissions, and other 
related artifacts. The submitted artifact al-
lowed the researcher to access participant 
thoughts and experiences as they occurred 
during the community-engaged learning 
experience, as opposed to the reflective 
comments obtained during interviews.

Analysis and Key Findings

IPA seeks to understand the examined phe-
nomenon as a whole (Dibley et al., 2020; 
Groenewald, 2004; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 
2012/2014). IPA directs the researcher 
to fully immerse themselves in the data 
in order to best understand the partici-
pant’s experience and meaning making 
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(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012/2014). The re-
searcher followed the IPA analysis steps as 
outlined by Larkin and Thompson (2012). 
After considerable time and reflection, three 
main themes were identified—informed by 
the researcher’s conceptual framework—
that provided a meaningful way to talk 
about the experiences of all the participants: 
(1) Identity (Head), (2) Belonging (Heart), 
and (3) Agency (Hands). Table 1 provides a 
summary of these themes.

The first theme, Identity (Head), high-
lighted that reflection on identity, and 
knowledge development around identity, 
are essential parts of the mental health and 
wellness experience of community-engaged 

learning. It is important that these reflec-
tion experiences be restorative, give space 
to explore personal identity–based trauma, 
and provide opportunities for validation, so 
that participants are more likely to feel safe 
to continue exploring new ways of thinking 
and knowing. One participant stated:

I know that this really did bring out 
like a lot of emotion to things that 
I’ve been through. I’ve never seen it 
be categorized in a specific way. But 
it has, has really helped me figure 
out myself and who and how I am.

This finding is supported by existing lit-
erature. Critical reflection is identified as 

Table 1. Summary of Findings

Theme Summary

Identity (Head)

• Reflection and knowledge development around the topic of identity are essential 
parts of student participants’ mental health and wellness experience.

• Intentional facilitation of reflection activities focused on identity allowed students 
to explore their preexisting understandings of who they are as individuals, and 
who they are in relation to others.

• Reflection and knowledge development on the topic of identity are inherently 
emotional experiences.

• In-class discussions, and opportunities to share personal stories, allowed students 
to explore their personal identity and develop a new understanding of self.

• Providing space for restorative reflection around identity, and the opportunity to 
process these reflections with others in the class, resulted in participants feeling a 
validation of self.

Belonging (Heart)

• Developing a sense of belonging is an essential part of the mental health and 
wellness experience of community-engaged learning participants.

• Intentional facilitation of opportunities to practice vulnerability, empathy, and 
compassion, as well as opportunities to observe others doing the same, helped 
participants to feel connected to one another, to their classroom community, the 
campus at large, and the broader community.

• Feeling validated and cared about by their peers, faculty, and community 
partner(s), as well as having the opportunity to validate and care for others, 
improved participants’ sense of belonging and ultimately had a direct impact on 
student mental health and wellness.

Agency (Hands)

• Developing agency is an essential part of the mental health and wellness          
experience of community-engaged learning participants.

• Students developed their voice in the classroom and community by making     
decisions and telling their stories.

• Students developed a sense of purpose by struggling with the concept of impact, 
including what it means to be impactful as well as questioning their own ability to 
make an impact.

• Ultimately, this process of developing agency resulted in a sense of pride and 
gratitude for their experience and had a positive impact on student mental health 
and wellness.
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a key component of community-engaged 
learning and can lead to knowledge develop-
ment and behavior change (Ash & Clayton, 
2009; Jacoby, 1996). The experiences of 
this study’s participants add to the idea 
that critical reflection on identity should be 
focused on the cultivation of compassion 
for self as well. Participants described the 
impact of participating in restorative con-
versations around identity with their peers, 
faculty, and community partners wherein 
they felt encouraged to disrupt their exist-
ing perceptions of their social identities and 
their associated histories.

The second theme, Belonging (Heart), high-
lighted that developing a sense of belonging 
is an essential part of the mental health and 
wellness experience of community-engaged 
learning. Participants’ sense of belonging 
was facilitated by the practice and recipro-
cation of vulnerability, empathy, and com-
passion. One participant stated:

I think that the only thing is just 
like I think that stronger connec-
tions are formed through shared 
vulnerability and like openness. And 
so even my saying, like from my 
covering that or her reading about 
it, like that is a vulnerable piece of 
me and that, that she responded to 
really openly. And I think that in 
general that makes her really, that 
like, opens up the ability to have a 
stronger connection.

A second participant shared:

One of the things that felt very im-
pactful to me is that people, whether 
they’re from different communities, 
different cultures, some identities 
that they held, whether that was 
like their sexuality and stuff like 
that, was never accepted. And they, 
this was one of their first times 
being in a group that would accept 
the identity of them. And I think 
that was very impactful. To me to 
see and see the emotions and the 
backstory of them as people. It was 
such a common occurrence.

This finding is supported by existing lit-
erature. Soria et al. (2012) defined “sense of 
belonging” as a student’s sense of connec-
tion and affiliation with their community. 
The participants of the current study all 
discussed the various ways in which their 

community-engaged learning experience 
contributed to their sense of belonging. They 
specifically highlighted the relationships 
they were able to build with their classmates 
and how those relationships helped them to 
feel connected and important to others. The 
participants of this study also highlighted 
that their developed sense of belonging did 
not just happen by chance. Rather, they 
noted the impact of in-class reflections 
and in-community experiences that helped 
them to practice vulnerability, empathy, and 
compassion for others. It needs to be noted, 
however, that being vulnerable and show-
ing compassion for others was only half of 
the scenario. Participants in this study also 
highlighted the importance of a reciprocal 
experience with their peers, faculty, and 
community partners. They not only shared 
vulnerability, but they also witnessed vul-
nerability; they not only showed care for 
others, but they felt cared for by others as 
well.

The final theme, Agency (Hands), high-
lighted that agency is an essential part of 
the mental health and wellness experi-
ence of community-engaged learning. 
Participants practiced taking control over 
their environment and telling their stories, 
and also struggled with what it means to 
have impact while ultimately working to 
understand their sense of purpose. One 
participant shared:

The positive emotions are immedi-
ately following the moment when 
I’m having fun with the kids and 
the kids are enjoying themselves. 
But when I zoom out to look at the 
grand scheme of things, it’s more 
negative because it does feel like 
making an impact, yes, but there’s 
so much more that needs to be done.

Another participant commented:

I think it goes back to the idea of 
the impact that I can have with my 
effort and my time within a com-
munity. I think that has changed my 
idea of thinking about what my time 
and effort means and what me con-
tinuing my education can mean for 
being able to make a bigger impact 
to our community.

This finding is supported by existing lit-
erature. Attree et al. (2011) defined stu-
dent agency as “the feeling that they are 
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being useful to others, feeling in control 
of events, being able to express ideas and 
having an awareness of individual rights” 
(p. 252). The participants of the current 
study all discussed some of the ways that 
their community-engaged learning experi-
ence contributed to their sense of agency. 
Specifically, students noted that this sense 
of agency resulted in part from having the 
opportunity to make decisions about their 
engagement experience and having the op-
portunity to tell their stories. The findings 
of this study also noted that students devel-
oped a sense of agency by grappling with the 
idea of impact, including questioning both 
what it means to be impactful and their 
ability to generate their desired impact. The 
participants of the current study struggled 
with understanding their purpose in relation 
to the community experience. They asked 
questions about why they were engaged in 
the community, what they could do while 
they were there, and how they may be able 
to further their impact in the future. It was 
the reflection on these questions, and the 
ability to make sense of them, that ulti-
mately led to students feeling empowered 

rather than stuck. Community-engaged 
learning pedagogy creates tension that can 
decrease student mental health and wellness 
in the short term (Attree et al., 2011; Kulick 
et al., 2017; Swaner, 2007). This emotional 
experience can be processed, and reframed, 
through the intentional use of resilience-fo-
cused and asset-based reflection opportuni-
ties. These types of reflection opportunities 
pose questions, or engage students in read-
ings or other activities, that help them to 
focus on community strengths rather than 
deficits, on individual students’ strengths 
as well as their classmates’, and to encour-
age the understanding that individuals and 
communities are more than their trauma 
(Ginwright, 2018).

Implications

This section summarizes and briefly outlines 
relevant implications from this study. Figure 
2 summarizes these essential components of 
the mental health and wellness experiences 
of community-engaged learning student 
participants and the resulting implications 
for practice. Additionally, implications for 

Figure 2. Essential Components of the Mental Health and  
Wellness Experience of Community-Engaged Learning Student  

Participants and Implications for Practice
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higher education practice broadly will be 
elaborated.

Implications for Identity (Head)

Community-engaged learning faculty–
practitioners should facilitate critical reflec-
tion on student identity and positionality. 
Further, this reflection should challenge 
students’ existing narratives around self-
identity and work toward cultivating com-
passion for self. This reflection process 
should allow space for students to share 
their own stories and hold space for the 
processing of emotion that will inevita-
bly be tied to the sharing of those stories. 
Additionally, faculty–practitioners should 
incorporate culturally informed and diverse 
voices into the course curriculum through 
scholarship and readings, testimonies, com-
munity partners, and the faculty themselves. 
Thus, in order to increase the likelihood that 
students will see themselves represented in 
their classroom faculty, HEIs should hire, 
support, include, and champion culturally 
diverse educators throughout campus.

Implications for Belonging (Heart)

Faculty–practitioners who are facilitat-
ing community-engaged learning experi-
ences should implement curriculum that 
facilitates peer-to-peer relationship de-
velopment. These relationships can then be 
used as a base for facilitating vulnerability, 
empathy, and compassion between class-
mates. Critical reflection activities should 
be designed to incorporate these acts of 
vulnerability and help students learn to de-
velop empathy and compassion for others. 
Faculty–practitioners should focus on 
the cultivation of a learning environment 
that reciprocates compassion and should 
not leave this reciprocation up to chance. 
Reflection activities should be developed and 
implemented to ensure this reciprocation is 
happening. Additionally, faculty–practitio-
ners should be student-centered, should 
incorporate trauma-informed pedagogy 
in the classroom and broader campus, and 
should consider the inclusion of brave space 
concepts and practices. These frameworks 
exist in the literature and can be used as 
guides (Arao & Clemens, 2013; Cless & Goff, 
2017; Davidson, 2017; Harper & Neubauer, 
2021; Harrison et al., 2023; Henshaw, 2022; 
Wood, 2021).

Implications for Agency (Hands)

Faculty–practitioners should include oppor-

tunities for students to make choices about 
their community-engaged learning experi-
ence. Students might implement such choice 
through choosing their community partner/
project, choosing which reflection activities 
they will complete, having a voice in the due 
dates and timelines of the course, and so on. 
The reflection activities in the course should 
help students think about their “why,” in-
cluding questions around their purpose, 
their definitions of impact, their under-
standing of their own impact, and future 
action. Students may benefit from the facili-
tation of future-focused narratives, wherein 
they connect their community-engaged 
learning experiences to their broader goals 
and purpose. Finally, faculty–practitioners 
should implement resilience-focused and 
asset-based reflection experiences that 
highlight the strengths of the community 
as well as each student’s own strengths as 
an individual. These reflections should be 
intentional in helping students understand 
that individuals and communities are more 
than their trauma.

Implications for Higher Education 
Institutions Broadly

In addition to these implications sur-
rounding identity, belonging, and agency, 
implications for HEIs broadly also remain. 
First, as the results of this study have 
shown, community-engaged learning as a 
pedagogy has the potential to be incredibly 
emotionally impactful, particularly if critical 
reflection is included that explores identity-
based trauma and community trauma. In-
class activities around vulnerability, empa-
thy, and compassion have the potential to 
impact students in negative ways. Faculty 
who choose to include community-engaged 
learning pedagogy in their courses should 
do so intentionally and thoughtfully. This 
type of classroom learning requires a com-
mitment from the faculty–practitioner, and 
thus it should not be considered an add-on, 
but rather a fully integrated course compo-
nent.

Second, campuses must consider similar 
implications when making decisions around 
setting graduation requirements involv-
ing high-impact practices as community-
engaged learning. Community-engaged 
learning experiences have very real-world 
implications, for both students and commu-
nity partners, and therefore it is important 
to consider faculty motivations for including 
such experiences in their courses. If faculty 
are required to include community-engaged 
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learning but are not personally motivated to 
facilitate this type of curriculum, the inten-
tional care needed to support these learning 
experiences may not exist. Additionally, if 
community-engaged learning is a campus 
requirement, then the campus also needs to 
consider how they are providing the finan-
cial and human resources needed to support 
this work, how they are training their faculty 
in these areas, how they are supporting and 
removing barriers for student participation 
(transportation, financial support for work 
release, etc.), and whether the community 
partners are interested and/or ready to sup-
port that scale of student involvement. This 
same level of consideration should be taken 
by HEIs when including community engage-
ment and community-engaged learning in 
campus strategic plans and other visionary 
work.

Finally, this study has implications that 
relate to community partners and site se-
lection. Community partners are considered 
coeducators in community-engaged learn-
ing experiences, and as such, they have a 
similar set of responsibilities for student 
learning, student support, and, in the case 
of this study, student mental health and 
wellness. HEIs frequently offer a focus on 
faculty training and support for this type of 
pedagogy, but we also need to consider the 
training and support that our community 
partners receive in regard to their role as 
coeducators. Community partners and HEIs 

need to have clear expectations around part-
ner roles and the responsibilities for taking 
on these students as learners. Consideration 
for community partner orientation and 
training should be similar to that taken for 
faculty–practitioners. Additionally, HEIs 
need to provide the financial and human 
resources needed to support these partner-
ships and the orientation, training, and 
support required to work toward student 
learning objectives together.

The purpose of this qualitative IPA study was 
to illuminate the experiences of undergrad-
uate students who participated in academic 
community-engaged learning, specifically 
as those experiences related to student 
mental health and wellness. Data analysis 
resulted in three main themes—Identity 
(Head), Belonging (Heart), and Agency 
(Hands)—which provided a meaningful way 
to talk about the experiences of all the par-
ticipants. The study results concerning the 
lived experiences of community-engaged 
learning participants will help HEIs to better 
understand their role in supporting these 
students, and to create trauma-informed, 
healing-centered, and resilience-focused 
community-engaged learning practices.

Link to full dissertation: https://www.pro-
quest.com/openview/e0912aca9ab55624cb2
6d3dc8aa3bf86/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl
=18750&diss=y
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