
216	 Section Two			   Chapter Nineteen
	 Case Studies 			   Civic Engagement, Community Development and Implications 
					     for the Academy: From Los Angeles to Ireland

Civic Engagement,
Community Development 
& Implications 
for the Academy:From 
Los Angeles to Ireland

19



Civic Engagement,
Community Development 
& Implications 
for the Academy:From 
Los Angeles to Ireland
Maria Avila 
Occidental College, USA

////////////

Introduction
What is civic engagement? Is civic engagement part of the mission of academia? Should it 
be? Civic engagement for whose benefit? What is the role of community as a partner in 
reciprocal engagement?  Even after decades of academic engagement with community, 
these questions are still relevant for many involved in the civic engagement movement in the 
United States and internationally. I know this from conversations with many of those involved 
in this movement for the past 30 years.59  

Asking these questions from the beginning of our curriculum based civic engagement efforts 
at Occidental College has been tremendously helpful to me and my colleagues on and off 
campus. The questions were influential as we embarked on the process of creating and 
institutionalizing a model of civic engagement that would work for, and would be owned by, 
the College and the surrounding community. This model is the Community Organising 
Approach to Institutionalize Academic Civic Engagement, and it is based on community 
organising practices. 

Since the 1980s, Service Learning is the term most commonly used in reference to connecting 
academic institutions with the larger community. Notwithstanding this fact, however, many 
other terms are often used interchangeably, including community outreach, field work, 
volunteerism, and internships (Campus Compact, 2003). For the sake of this paper, I am 
using civic engagement  to signify all efforts connecting academia and community, but 
focusing on the specific model created at Occidental College. 

////////////

My Irish Connection
In the Fall of 2005 and in the Spring of 2006, I had the good fortune of visiting Ireland, 
specifically Dundalk and Athlone, respectively. I was a keynote speaker at a seminar organized 
by the Cross Border Centre for Community Development at the Dundalk Institute of 
Technology in Dundalk, Ireland in October, 2005.  During my visit to Athlone, I was a presenter 
at the Service Learning Academy.60 These two visits originated from a series of email and 
phone communications with Dr. Seamus Lillis; and personal conversations when Dr. Lillis 
visited Occidental College in August 2005. At the time our communications began, Dr. Lillis 
worked at the Dundalk Institute of Technology. Through my visits to Ireland I learned about 
Ireland’s new and beginning efforts to connect academia with community. 
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59 For example, Frank Fear at Michigan State, Dick Cone who recently retired from USC, Nadine Cruz, who until a few years, was director of the Haas Center 
at Stanford University, Barbara Holland, Director of the Service Learning Exchange, Amy Driscoll, Associate Fellow Scholar with The Carnegie Foundation, 
and Harry Boyte, Co-director of the Center for Democracy and Citizenship at the University of Minnesota, amongst others. 
60  The title of the seminar was  “Engagement – Transforming Learning, 3rd Level and Community.”  The title of my talk and paper was: Transforming Culture 
by Transforming the Academy: A community Organizing approach to civic engagement. (Avila, 2005, unpublished). My second visit took place in March, 
2006, where I participated in the Service Learning Academy: A collaborative project between the National University of Ireland Galway, National University of 
Ireland Maynooth, Dublin City University (DCU) and Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT), Athlone, Ireland. I, along with two Occidental students, Surya



Based on this general understanding, and in response to Dr. Lillis request, I am writing 
this chapter with a focus on how the Community Organising Approach to Institutionalize 
Academic Civic Engagement has evolved at Occidental College. Readers are welcome 
to reflect on potential applicability of aspects of this model, for Ireland. 

Following is a section describing the model.  I include here specific examples from a 
student, a faculty member, and a community partner prospectives (see appendix).  
These examples illustrate the relationship between personal story –specifically self-
interest - and involvement in academic civic engagement. The stories also illustrate 
the use of community organising tools and techniques, as they built leadership and 
collective ownership within their various projects. The following description of 
Occidental College is meant to provide a geographical context for the model.
 

The Occidental College Context 
Occidental College is a small, residential, Liberal Arts college in the North East area of 
Los Angeles, California. The College is surrounded by a number of communities, 
including Eagle Rock, Highland Park and Cypress Park, al of which are dealing with 
various issues of poverty. The surrounding communities are an ethnic mix of Latinos, 
Asians, Anglos and a small number of African-Americans. As US President Obama 
testifies in his book Dreams From My Father61 (2004:105), Occidental has had a long 
and strong tradition of engaging its students in community service, and students have 
long connected local, national and international politics to their academic learning. 
This,  however, was done without an institutional strategy to connect social responsibility 
to curriculum. This changed in 2001, when the Center for Community Based Learning 
(CCBL) was founded. 

Prior to the CCBL, there was the Center for Volunteerism and Community Service 
(CVCS). CVCS served as a clearinghouse for students, community organizations and 
schools interested in volunteerism, but without any connection to curriculum. The 
focus was on providing students with opportunities to do good in the community, and 
not yet on connecting community service to curriculum. CCBL replace CVCS, with 
the goal of creating a culture of academically connected community engagement. 
Thus, CCBL’s main purpose is to provide guidance and resources to faculty, students 
and community partners engaged in Community Based Learning (CBL) courses and 
Community Based Research (CBR). The CCBL still hosts many co-curricular student-
run community projects. Students running these projects are now aware of the 
importance of creating and sustaining community partnerships with understanding, 
interest and benefits for all involved. These students have also integrated guided 
reflection with their community projects, to help them better integrate the connection 
between their interest in serving, and their long-term roles as engaged members of 
society. 

At this point, there are signs of a continuum of community engagement emerging on 
campus. This applies to students and faculty, in relationship to the depth and 
complexity of the community engagement. Namely, the continuum allows students to 
engage with community whether through a one-day community service event, a 
semester-long community project, through service oriented student clubs and Greek 
organizations, Community Based Learning classes or Community Based Research. 
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Kalra and Lorena Nunez, gave a presentation at the National University Ireland, Maynooth, and at the Service Learning Academy.

61 President Obama attended Occidental College for his first two years of college, until 1983. He states this in his book Dreams From My Father, for example. 
On page 105, he talks about an event in which he played a role regarding awareness of divesting in South Africa. Articles highlighting Obama’s connection 
to Occidental include:  Boston Globe, Aug. 25, 2008, U.S. News, Aug. 22, 2008, Times of India, Aug. 19, 2008
Chicago Sun-Times, Aug. 18, 2008, Daily Times, Aug. 16, 2008, Bloomberg, June 7, 2008, USA Today, June 3, 2008



Similarly, faculty can choose to enter the continuum by connecting their classes with the 
community with a field trip but with no engagement with a community partner, by jointly with 
a specific community partner defining the syllabus for the class as well as the community 
project, or by responding to a community need for specific research, for example.62 

In November 2001, I was hired by a group of faculty and Occidental’s former President Ted 
Mitchell, to create a curriculum connected civic engagement program. Their goals were to 
ensure a strong voice from the community.  From the beginning, the goal was to change the 
culture of mostly charity oriented service, and to create awareness of a more political and 
transformational approach so students and faculty could have more choices. Carnegie 
Senior Scholar Tom Ehrlich points out that although ‘Political participation is necessary for 
democracy to survive and flourish,’ in the United States we have seen that ‘political 
participation by young people, including college students ‘is distressingly low.’ 
(www.carnegiefoundation.org, California Campus Compact and Carnegie Select 
Faculty for Political Engagement Effort)

Occidental’s approach aims at creating the space for students and faculty to work at 
addressing the roots of the social issues about which many of them care. Hearing from 
colleagues around the country that there was a certain disappointment  with Service Learning 
often neglecting to teach students the policy and political implications of their community 
projects, reinforced my efforts for providing an avenue for this to be part of Occidental’s 
model. In addition, I also learned from my colleagues and from the community projects and 
classes at Occidental at the time, that reciprocity between university and community was not 
always clear or intentional.  The Carnegie Foundation for Advancement of Teaching stresses 
the importance of mutual benefit:  
	 “Carnegie defines Community Engagement as the collaboration between 		
	 institutions 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.” (http://www.compact.org).  

The Community Organising Approach at Occidental College has attempted to address some 
of the concerns expressed above regarding partnerships where there is a mutually beneficial 
exchange of knowledge and resources; where whether through curriculum or co-curriculum 
connected community service students integrate guided reflection; and where there is a 
awareness of long-term change. Although Occidental is a private college, its mission clearly 
points to a commitment to providing an education that engages students in public life. 

	 The mission of Occidental College is to provide a gifted and diverse group of 	
	 students with a total educational experience of the highest quality – one that 	
	 prepares them for leadership in an increasingly complex, interdependent and 	
	 pluralistic world. The distinctive interdisciplinary and multicultural focus of the 	
	 college’s academic program seeks to foster both the fulfillment of individual 	
	 aspirations and a deeply rooted commitment to the public goo. (bold italics added 	
	 for emphasis).

	 The mission is anchored by four cornerstones: excellence, equity, community and 	
	 service. These building blocks, in one form or another, have long been the basis 	
	 for the college’s commitment to providing responsible leaders and citizens for our 	
	 democratic society (bold italics added for emphasis). Choosing them to support 	
	 the future helps to ensure that the college remains true to its mission while 		
	 adapting to a changing world.  http://www.oxy.edu/x2990.xml  
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62 For examples of various levels of curriculum connected community engagement, see http://departments.oxy.edu/ccbl/



In addition to the recent example of the student given in the appendix, another example 
is given in a different chapter of this book, with a letter from Surya Kalra regarding an 
experience as a student in India. Below is a description of how this model evolved at 
Occidental College, starting with a brief description of community organising. 

////////////

Community Organising
Let me start with a brief explanation about the reasons behind using community 
organising practices for this model. Starting as a student of social work in Juarez, 
Mexico in the 1970s, I developed an interest in figuring out ways to guide residents of 
Juarez’ rural communities how to organize and educate themselves to bring 
improvements to their areas, especially in the form of public education, electricity and 
water. Fast-forwarding to the 1980s, when I immigrated to the US, I picked up with 
my interest to be involved in contributing to community improvements by working 
mostly with non-for profit educational and social service organizations. Toward the 
end of 1990, I found my way back into community organising in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico, where I was assisting residents organize around ground water 
contamination. 

This is also when I found out about the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF), an organising 
network in the U.S, founded in Chicago in the 1940s, and with chapters in twenty 
states and  affiliates in England (For more on IAF, see  Osterman 2002, Gecan 2002, 
Shirley 1997, Boyte 2003, and Chambers 2003).  My IAF training and experience of 
nine years in New Mexico and California, combined with my continued interest to find 
ways to contribute to a better society is what guided the decision to, and the steps in 
using what I knew best in crating CCBL: community organising. 
 
Community organising is used here somewhat similarly to community development in 
Ireland, based on my understanding from conversation with several of my Irish 
colleagues.  Dr. Lillis uses the following definition of community development: ‘intricate 
networks of purposeful conversations about the issues that matter most to people’ 
(2006).  For the purpose of the specific approach used at Occidental, I would add to 
this definition of community development that these conversations are meant to build 
long-term networks of relational, bilateral, shared power to take action toward solving 
those issues. The approach used at Occidental, thus, focuses on tools that can help 
bring about long-term social as well as cultural transformation from a foundation 
based on many conversations through which interests, knowledge and resources are 
clarified for all stakeholders involved in the partnerships. The purpose is for the 
networks formed in this process to move into action toward issues affecting all 
involved. Examples of these actions include creating community based learning 
classes and community based research projects together, as well as actions involving 
college and government elected officials invested in creating cultural and social 
change. 

A contemporary example of how community organising practices can play a role in 
creating and sustaining an engaged citizenry,  is President Obama’s now widely known 
use of community organising practices in his campaign, (see Wellstone Action!, May 
16, 2008, for a list of articles addressing the role of community organising in Obama’s 
presidential campaign),  and his open acknowledgment of the role that community 
organising played in his development as a public official. (See Moberg in The Nation, 
April 3, 2007).
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The following section describes the three main community organising practices used in our 
academic civic engagement model, and the ways in which they are used: 1. The first step in 
this model is learning about the institution, its history, its leaders and its culture through  
relational one-to-one meetings; 2. The purpose of these meetings is to help us learn about 
people’s self interest and to create collective, shared leadership; 3. Based on what is learned 
from these meetings a strategy is designed and implemented based on an analysis of 
institutional and community power points and power dynamics. Following is a more detailed 
description of how these organising practices have worked at Occidental. 

	 1. One-to-one, relational meetings 

I began my work at Occidental by getting to know key faculty first, then community partners 
and students. I did this through a series of one-to-one meetings with people who are seen 
as established and respected leaders on and off campus. The nature of these meetings was 
relational as opposed to one-sided interviews.  From my experience as an organizer I have 
learned that these types of meetings are the foundation and the on-going glue for all effective, 
long-lasting and deep organising. 

During these meetings, I asked questions about the culture of the college, who was who, 
their thoughts, experiences and feelings about community based learning and engaging with 
community in general. I asked questions to find out about the things that people really cared 
about, which in organising language is called “self-interest.” In the process of doing these 
meetings, I shared the things I care about, and information about the purpose of my position 
and the CCBL. I tried not to define how the program would work in detail because I wanted 
to engage others in the process of defining the details of the programmatic aspects 
collectively. This process included all stakeholders, as well as colleagues from around the 
country whom, as mentioned earlier, I met at conferences and while visiting their 
institutions.

	 2. Building Collective, Shared Leadership

The purpose of paying attention to what people really care about is to find out what is 
important enough for them to want to get deeply involved in, over a long period of time. 
Knowing people’s self-interest helped me determine what roles people could play in CCBL’s  
efforts. Through this process, I identified a group of faculty first, then added community 
partners and students, who became my co-thinking and co-visioning team. In my experience 
of over 20 years as a community organizer I learned that successfully community organising 
is based on deep, well informed, collective ownership. Therefore, my main role has been to 
find those whose passion is related to creating change through their respective fields and 
occupations, and to bring them together to jointly lead the process of change with me.

A different and more familiar way to create and sustain programs is to come up with the 
details of the program and then try to convince others to be part of it. This often results in 
mostly the “choir” participating, while the bulk of the program is carried out by only a few 
people. With what I learn through relational meetings about their self-interest, I invite people 
only to what they are likely to be interested in, or find useful for their own work. The first year, 
for instance, we offered CBL related workshops and lunch gatherings in response to what I 
had found out through my relational meetings. The second year we took the proposal to the 
faculty assembly to create a CCBL Faculty Committee that would be officially connected to 
faculty governance. The proposal was passed unanimously. The third year, as President 
Mitchell led the college into a process of defining key goals for the following five to seven 
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years, the college as a community decided that connecting the campus with Los 
Angeles should be one of the main three priorities. All these were major steps in, and 
results of, creating a model owned and lead by a leadership team, and based on 
hundreds of relational, one-to-one meetings. We had built momentum and the timing 
gelled with the moment to decide institutional priorities.

	 3. Power Analysis

Power is a concept that often symbolizes corruption and abuse. Partly because of 
this, many of us are not comfortable with being associated with having or wanting 
power. However, in community organising, power dynamics are addressed and 
discussed openly. Community leaders and organizers recognize that power does not 
have to equal corruption or abuse. Osterman (2002) quotes IAF organizer Ernesto 
Cortes while giving a talk: 
	 Organising means understanding that power comes in two forms: unilateral, 	
	 top-down, expert-driven power from organized money…But power also 		
	 comes from organized people with their institutions. Power can also be not 		
	 just unilateral but also relational. Relational means when two or more people 	
	 get together and have a plan and begin to act on that plan. When you put 		
	 together a house meeting, you are building power. When we build power 		
	 across our region, then we can have the kinds of initiatives, the kinds of 		
	 programs we want. We have to remember our mantra ‘power before 		
	 program.’ ‘Power before program.’ Got that? 
	 (Pages 3-4)
 The faculty with whom I consulted, envisioned and created the CCBL, included some 
faculty who were well respected amongst the administration and amongst their peers. 
They had a certain kind and amount of power based on recognition and respect from 
their peers, and they were familiar with the power structure of the institution. They 
became my leadership team.

Let me share here my observations about power dynamics regarding academic-
community engagement? With the faculty leadership team, and through my relational 
meetings with administrators and students in addition to faculty and community 
partners, I learned early on that the power to create something long-term and 
collectively owned at Occidental lay primarily with professors. This makes sense 
especially because CCBL is curriculum based, but also because professors, at least 
at Occidental, once tenured tend to stay until retirement.  On the other hand, 
administrators and students stay for limited periods of time. I also learned that 
administrators and professors tend to distrust each other. A few of the professors I 
met with early on, told me that they were tired of administrative initiatives in which they 
were expected to participate without additional rewards, which added duties on top 
of what they already were expected to do. Therefore, this particular professor was 
choosing not to participate with CCBL. 

On the other hand, throughout my years at Occidental and in my observations of 
other academic institutions, I have learned that high level administrators often feel 
compelled to do what faculty members request of them, with the implication that if 
they don’t they may have to face a dissatisfied faculty body. An academic institution 
may function with administrative high turn-over, as has been the case at Occidental 
for close to five years now (2009). But students enroll in college to learn from professors, 
hence the institution cannot function without a strong, qualified, stable body of faculty. 
I have also seen students organize around issues that affect them. They often succeed 
in their efforts, but only temporarily; after all, they will be graduating in a few years. 
Students’ parents have power too, but again, only during the years that their sons and 
daughters are enrolled in the institution. Further, I have seen cases where certain 
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alumni may have a high level of influence regarding certain institutional issues and decisions, 
but they are not around enough to monitor daily operations.  The Board of Trustees is the 
body that oversees policy and financial decisions for the campus, and they make hiring and 
firing decisions regarding college presidents, but they can only use their power with buy-in 
from at least some high-level administration and faculty. 

Community partners have a certain amount of power, however isolated community 
organizations and schools rarely have enough power or resources to influence the operations 
of the college. One of the unique features of the Occidental model of civic engagement is the 
organization of a regional network, which is further explained in the next section. The overall 
purpose of creating this network was to create an entity that the college and other people 
and institutions with power in the region can respect. Once this group becomes a strong 
player in the region, working toward creating long-term change can be a real possibility. 
Having a community entity that has a significant role in the regional power structure can be 
good for stronger and solid academic-community partnerships. It can ensure that academic 
institutions recognize community’s interest, knowledge and resources, and it can protect 
and support the college if faced with public pressure for its engagement with community.

////////////

Regional Partnership For Long-Term Change
In 2003, I began organising a regional cluster in partnership with a number of schools and 
community organizations in North East Los Angeles. The purpose of this network, the 
Northeast Education Strategy Group (NESG), is to create a long-term partnership for change 
around education related issues. The stories of Ref and Alan63 (See appendix)  tell stories of 
how this network has influenced their work, and their professional development.

The group began with an interest in trying to create a partnership that would evolve through 
a relational process, through sharing each other’s stories and interests regarding education; 
learning together about the power structure, demographics, and literature about education 
reform efforts locally and elsewhere. The NESG has grown in a gradual, relational, and 
strategic way, and it currently fluctuates between twelve to fifteen schools and community 
organizations, represented by principals, teachers, students and parents. 

In 2005, the group concluded that the issue clearly connecting all participating schools and 
organizations was college access. This has become the focus of its work. Many CBL classes 
and Community Based Research  projects have resulted from this partnership, contributing 
to building a collective of leadership and expertise to enhance college access 
opportunities. 

In 2006-07, NESG engaged in a series of sessions and discussions about the concept of 
individual, institutional, and collective power. In 2007-08, NESG was engaged in meetings 
with people of power, including, at that time Occidental President Susan Prager and the 
elected official for the Los Angeles Unified School District Board of Education. An important 
element of NESG is on-going, political education. Most members of NESG have attended 
community organising training held by the IAF’s local affiliate organization, One LA. Most 
schools and NESG organizations are members of One LA. This gives the group on-going 
access to all aspects of community organising training, and to an organization that has the 
power and resources to impact locally, regionally and nationally. 
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63 These three stories are fully narrated in an unpublished paper Ref Rodriguez, Emily Rasmussen and Alan Knoerr wrote with me and shared as part of a 
pre-conference session in San Jose California, on April 12, 2007, entitled: How Community Organizing Can Build Deep, Long-Term, Sustainable Academic 
Civic Engagement: Using the Occidental College Model as an Example



////////////

Overall Results At Occidental 
As we approach CCBL’s eight anniversary, a culture of civic engagement and civic 
discourse is evident and growing, interwoven throughout the institution, and throughout 
several disciplines and departments. In 2007, 13 departments offered CBL classes, 
(38% of all departments); 33 faculty members taught CBL classes (21% of the faculty 
body); and 800 students, or 44%, enrolled in CBL courses. The number of community 
connected courses offered annually has increased from 15, to an average of 40. The 
number of community partners who are interweaving this culture of engagement 
throughout their institutions and in partnership with others is also significantly growing. 
We have access to a network of about 150 community organizations and schools, 
and many of them attend our annual faculty workshops and other events throughout 
the year. There is a showing of the beginnings of social transformation, especially by 
the increase of social capital through the participating institutions, the number of 
parents organized around education, and the increasing role NESG is playing within 
the power structure of North East Los Angeles.  It is evident that the model is owned 
by all stakeholders involved because this social transformation is progressing in spite 
of several leadership transitions64 on and off campus, as well as financial challenges in 
CCBL’s staffing and resources. If the program were led primarily by the CCBL’s staff, 
any one of these challenges could have led to the closing of the office, or to a more 
service oriented model. 

Other results include:
1—Our civic engagement model has been recognized for a third consecutive year by 
the President’s Honor Role for community engagement. Nearly 900 Occidental 
students (roughly 50% of the student population) contributed 5,800 hours of 
community service.
2—We were selected in December 2008 as a community engaged institution by the 
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, becoming one of a handful of 
liberal arts colleges to be so designated for its commitment to mutually beneficial 
collaboration with its surrounding communities. 
3—Five years of assessing students opinions about CBL classes show that CBL 
classes enhance students’ critical writing and thinking skills, their understanding of 
academic subjects and their understanding of their role in society. 
4—The model has won national and international recognition, and its has been 
featured in various articles and books, including Harry Boyte’s Everyday Politics (2004), 
and Democracy and Civic Engagement: A Guide for Higher Education (2004).
5—Candidates for new faculty positions are introduced to CBL during their interviewing 
visits, thus making it easier for CCBL staff and faculty committee to invite them to 
workshops and other events.
6—The faculty committee in charge of reviewing faculty for tenure and promotion has 
begun to discuss ways to evaluate community based learning and community based 
research. 
7—Students created a new project called Education In Action, which is currently 
training students to assist professors teaching community based learning, particularly 
with logistics, community partnerships and leadership development.
8—CCBL has received over $300,000 in grants from California Campus Compact, 
Project Pericles, and from the Mellon Foundation to support the institutionalization of 
Community Based Learning and Community Based Research. 
9—Occidental has invested in CCBL by providing the salaries for two full time staff,  
budget to hire about 12 student staff per year, and a fund that provides stipends for 
community partners to participate as community scholars, class and event
speakers.
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64 Occidental has gone through three years of interim Deans of the College (equivalent to Provost), a year of interim College President, and a year 
of transition for the new president, all between 2003 and 2007. One of the founders of the NEESG, the High-School principal mentioned above, 
transferred to a school in a different area of the city. This brought a new principal to our partnering school, who after three years, has only 
marginally participated in the partnership. Also Ref Rodriquez moved up as co-CEO of his new organization PUC, and the new leaders he 
developed in his organization are still figuring out how to best integrate themselves in the partnership
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Conclusion
In my work, as a community organiser, I focused on the distribution of power and resources 
as the organising goal for creating more equitable social conditions. My IAF training, as 
Ernesto Cortes’ earlier quote states, taught me that the main sources of power are organized 
people and organized money. My work in academia has taught me, however, that there can 
be no justice and equity, nor fully engaged citizens, without including academic power and 
resources as an additional source of power. Our society functions to a great extent on the 
foundation of the knowledge and skills gained in academic settings. I called this organized, 
established, patented knowledge. It behoves academic institutions to stay relevant with the 
changing times we are experiencing, for their own survival, for their effectiveness in educating 
successful future leaders, and for new creative ways of benefiting themselves and their 
surrounding communities, as responsible, reciprocal neighbours. 
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Reflections 
on 
Civic Engagement
Saranne Magennis 
National University of Ireland Maynooth

The task of reflecting in this chapter on the work that is documented in Mapping Civic 
Engagement within Higher Education in Ireland, is both a privilege and an honour. Neither 
theorist nor practitioner in the field of civic engagement, if I am anything in this context, it is 
a listener who, in keeping with the entire ethos of the volume, has been given an opportunity 
to engage in the dialogue. Dialogue is at the heart of the book and of the endeavours that it 
documents. I thank the authors and the editorial team for all that I have learned from their 
work. 

The meaning of the term “civic engagement” is contested territory, residing as it does within 
the vocabulary of citizenship, community, democracy, civil society and the public purposes 
of higher education.  Any one of these words admits of many meanings and each holds 
within its folds a history of usage by the proponents of many ideologies and beliefs. Part of 
the value of this volume is that it makes explicit its usage of the term in a variety of contexts 
and so does justice to the riches that two words can hold.  The contexts include geographic 
and practical, rural and urban, social and epistemological, student, academic and community 
organization, and the treatment of these contexts ranges across the theoretical, operational 
and the passionate. What the many analyses and descriptions have in common is a 
commitment to the value of the relationship between the university and society – a relationship 
upon which the very being of the university is dependent.  

The volume opens with a paper by McIlrath and Lyons, outlining the development of civic 
engagement in Ireland and situating it within national and international theory and practice, 
while keeping the focus on what is uniquely Irish (Chapter 1).  It demonstrates a deepening 
of the understanding and practice of civic engagement in Irish higher education, illustrating 
how a complex set of drivers, local, national, European and international, has facilitated the 
development of civic engagement policies in Ireland, stimulated debate and enabled practice. 
One of the most interesting aspects of this paper is, perhaps, the progress outlined in the 
development of civic engagement in Ireland.  The work flows from the same core network of 
practitioners who organised a seminal conference in NUI Galway in June 2005, which 
considered civic engagement from a variety of international perspectives, leading to the 
publication of Higher Education and Civic Engagement: International Perspectives, edited by 
Lorraine McIlrath and Iain Mac Labhrainn in 2007 (McIlrath 2007). The 2007 volume focuses 
on conceptual issues, international considerations, policies and practices in a range of 
contexts.  The intervening years have seen a blossoming of civic engagement initiatives in 
Ireland and, as a consequence, the current volume is able to reflect Irish, international  and 
collaborative projects, and to frame these in the context of a debate on theory, policy and 
practice firmly within the landscape of Irish higher education. 
 
The framing of this task is made simpler in the light of the clear support of the Higher 
Education Authority (HEA), the statutory planning, funding and development body for higher 
education and research in Ireland, and of the National Qualifications Agency of Ireland (NQAI).  
In a thoughtful and informative chapter Caitríona Ryan of the HEA and Deirdre Stritch of 
NQAI note that “… dialogue between academic and civic cultures is vital to the progress of 
an advanced and self-aware society, capable of identifying and addressing emergent social, 
cultural and economic challenges”(Chapter 2).
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As the HEA has wide advisory powers throughout the entire higher education sector 
in Ireland this acknowledgement is a firm basis on which that dialogue and the 
initiatives that proceed from it can stand.   The knowledge that it is ”… an objective of 
the HEA to facilitate and support active citizenship in higher education” is an important 
and supportive driver for those who seek to further a civic engagement agenda in the 
Irish higher education sector. That the objective has been implemented through a 
diversity of funding initiatives on the part of the HEA is also clear from this same 
chapter.  Moreover, the discussion is set in the context of mainstream objectives and 
policies for higher education such as access and equality.  The centrality of partnership 
is clearly acknowledged and the authors indicate that, in their view, partnership is 
developing in Ireland as “higher education institutions foster active links with a range 
of community, voluntary, regeneration and development agencies”.

Within this supportive framework an element can flourish that brings success to 
initiatives in civic engagement like no other, and that element is passion.  Throughout 
the chapters of this volume the reader will find evidence of the passionate commitment 
of the participants in the work of civic engagement and in the documenting and 
sharing of that work.   And passion brings an energy that is unmistakable, and usually 
unstoppable.  The energy that can be detected in numerous voices in this volume, 
and nowhere more clearly than in that of Professor Gerald Quinn, former Dean of Law, 
and present Director of the Centre for Disability Law and Policy at NUI Galway, whose 
speech delivered in 2001, at an event to launch and celebrate the introduction of the 
Community Knowledge Initiative (CKI) at NUI Galway is reproduced in Chapter 3.  

At a time when the Celtic Tiger was at the height of its powers and the consequent 
‘social deficits’ were far from Irish minds, this address reminded us that “while we live 
in market economies we are not necessarily fated to live in market societies.” It argued 
that civic virtue and community values were important elements of a democratic 
society that should be protected, not simply because they underpinned our economy 
but as good in themselves, and as essential to the continued health of our democratic 
ideals.  In the closing paragraphs of his address Professor Quinn reminded his 
audience, as he now reminds us, his readers, of two important dimensions of the 
relationship between higher education and the communities in which it exists and 
which it serves.  

Referring specifically to the CKI, NUI Galway’s major civic engagement project, he 
commented that
	 “This Initiative marks yet another step in achieving one of the core missions 		
	 of any university which involves harnessing knowledge for the benefit of 		
	 humanity.  In pioneering the democratisation of knowledge we aim to play 		
	 our part as a corporate citizen in the regeneration of community.  We owe 		
	 this to the community from which we spring.  It may well be that we are also 	
	 re-situating our University life within the democratic life of the nation.  To me, 	
	 this represents the University at its best.”

But civic engagement is not limited to specific projects or individual initiatives, however 
comprehensive:  

	 “We should consciously see our students as agents of change and equip 		
	 them to take some responsibility for the ‘way things are’ and to motivate 		
	 them to participate in the public life of the nation to help make things ‘what 		
	 they ought to be’.”  

As such the entire teaching mission of higher education is situated in the territory of 
civic engagement and service to the community.

230	 Section Three			   Chapter Twenty
	 Conclusion 			   Reflections on Civic Engagement



The third level research agenda also has a role to play, and this is explored by Finbarr Bradley 
in his chapter entitled Defining Innovation in the Engaged University.  He suggests that the 
university can offer communities a window on the world, channelling and creating knowledge 
to its communities.  In adapting knowledge, whatever its source,  to local conditions, and 
aligning its own contribution to the realities of the place in which it is situated the university 
can “help unlock and redirect knowledge that is already present within communities located 
in that region but not as yet put to productive use.” (Chapter 4)

Bradley suggests that in shifting focus to “value creation” rather than “knowledge”, as a  
guiding principle and assisting students to understand, “through engagement and practice, 
the value of resources, whether financial, human, social, cultural, technological or natural” 
universities can make a significant contribution to the development of a sustainable culture 
of innovation.    And it is a culture of creativity and innovation, he believes, that is needed for 
a sustainable, learning society.  He says:
	 “The heart of an innovative culture is really a frame of mind or way of thinking 	
	 rather than the discovery of new knowledge.  The best way to create a powerful 	
	 educational environment is through active learning activities that help students 	
	 understand how to create, exchange, share and sustain value.” 
The active learning approaches described throughout the present volume offer what might 
well be characterized as “an apprenticeship form of education” which Bradley believes 
particularly suited to the type of learning he proposed.  In addition, the testimony of tutors 
and students alike in the case studies presented here demonstrates that mutual learning 
networks of academics, students and community members are both possible and 
productive.

In a thoughtful and thought provoking essay, constructed around the BSc Honours 
Community Development offered by the University of Ulster, Eilis Rooney shows how the 
world of the academy interacts at a multiplicity of levels with the socio-political, economic 
and historical context (Chapter 11).  Her context is Northern Ireland in the post-agreement 
period (1998 onwards). She paints an illuminating pen picture of Northern Ireland in all its 
complexity and outlines the motivation, development and benefits of the degree programme, 
the   initial proposal for which was supported by a ‘stakeholder group’ composed of  
representatives from the community sector. The students who take up the programme are 
typically non-traditional, mature students who live and work in some of the most socially and 
economically deprived communities (Unionist and Nationalist) in Northern Ireland, and indeed 
in Western Europe.   

Although these students would rank highly among Government target groups for increased 
access to higher education, public policy can encompass threats as well as benefits.  
European policies, on worker mobility and mutual recognition of qualifications, carry risks for 
locally grounded and community based programmes.  Arrangements for credit transfer that 
are designed to facilitate flexibility and easy movement across national systems can become 
a bureaucracy of credentialism.  Though avenues can be negotiated through APEL and the 
like, there is a danger, inherent in bureaucracy, of what Boyte has characterised as, ‘a silent 
civic disease’, a disengagement of the university in its language and pedagogy from its 
commitment to, and practice of civic engagement. 

Rooney notes that “whilst this contribution to thinking about community development 
education in higher education derives from reflections on Northern Irish experiences, which 
may be viewed as atypical, these exchanges can be beneficial for other institutionally unequal 
societies.”  There is much to learn from her essay, which combines scholarly reflection, 
practical experience and a deep commitment to the betterment of society and the lives of its 
citizens.
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The concept of engagement is investigated from a slightly different perspective by 
Rosemary Moreland in her chapter entitled Engaging Learning Communities: Valuing 
Experience. (Chapter 16) Outlining the shared premises of adult education and 
community education, namely that of  using students’ experiences and knowledge as 
the starting point for learning and  understanding learning as a dialogical process in 
which students are encouraged to take responsibility for their learning, Moreland notes 
that the concept of ‘engagement’ has not gained the widespread acceptance in 
higher education that one might have hoped and the tradition of ‘outreach’ still holds 
sway in many of the relationships between institutions and their communities. The 
chapter focuses on an  Accreditation of Prior (Experiential) Learning Programme, that 
has enabled non-traditional adult students to commence higher education study and 
gain recognition for formal and informal learning, and specifically has facilitated 
community development practitioners to gain access to the B.Sc in Community 
Development, the programme referred to by Eilish Rooney in Chapter 11. Once again 
the chapter demonstrates a commitment to and passion for societal transformation.  
Although aware of the difficulties faced by those who espouse an engaged model – 
which is essentially values based - especially as institutions retrench in a time of 
financial stringency, the author reiterates the challenge to institutions to reflect on the 
nature of learning, formal and informal, to develop genuinely collaborative working 
partnerships with their constituent communities. 

Seamus Lillis provides an essay that is passionate in its commitment to the theoretical 
and the practical in relation to civic engagement (Chapter 15). Commenting on the 
work of Michigan State University in the area he notes that
	 “Key factors in the effectiveness of the Michigan State University’s 			 
	 experience are its commitment to critical theoretic approaches for its 		
	 research in community development and its practice of ‘engagement’ with 		
	 communities, where it honours communities’ right to lead the process.”  

The concept of ‘engagement’ is particularly fruitful.  It offers a context where respect 
and mutuality can flourish; thereby providing a richer experience for all participants in 
whatever practical endeavour is undertaken together.  It is interesting that the concept 
of “community engagement” has served universities and communities globally, 
including Australia, in the development of programmes with Aboriginal communities 
and other groups that have traditionally been marginalised in higher education. 

Throughout the essay, Lillis offers instructive insights into the language of civic 
engagement and service learning, and in an area where language is contested he 
serves us well in doing so.  His discussion, for example, of the contrast between 
“expressive” and “instrumental” acts is illuminating.  He characterises the dominant 
Western mode of thought as instrumental, portraying action “as a means to 
predetermined ends, as an instrument or tool of our intentions.  The only possible 
measure of such action is whether it achieves the ends at which it is aimed.”  Expressive 
acts, on the other hand, lack the predictability of instrumental activity and are open to 
unexpected consequences and unforeseen learning, to a much more creative world 
of discovery. When applied in the realm of service learning, this analysis allows us to 
move away from the expert/amateur relationship that can characterise university/
community interaction, to a two-way journey of learning and knowledge creation, 
dependent on reflective dialogue. Potentially, this “constitutes a new scholarship”, 
bringing rich rewards to the academy.  With rewards come responsibilities. Reminding 
the academy of its civic responsibility and privilege Lillis asks “If third level does not 
connect meaningfully with communities, from whom can communities seek for the 
means of their emancipation?”  
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When a university accepts this responsibility and embeds civic engagement in the structure 
of the institution, the benefits are palpable.  This is well illustrated by the declared mission of 
Occidental College.  Maria Avila tells us that the College is committed to providing an 
education that prepares its students for leadership in “an increasingly complex, interdependent 
and pluralistic world” (Chapter 19). Through an interdisciplinary and multicultural academic 
programme it supports the fulfilment of individual aspirations and fosters a deep commitment 
to the public good. 
	 “The mission is anchored by four cornerstones: excellence, equity, community and 	
	 service. These building blocks, in one form or another, have long been the basis 	
	 for the college’s commitment to providing responsible leaders and citizens for our 	
	 democratic society.”

The experiences related by a graduate of Occidental College illustrate how this mission has 
been fulfilled. 

In the work of Surya Karla, volunteering in India, the reader will find passion and commitment 
in a different voice.  Chapter 18, written in the form of a letter home, begins with a remarkable 
sense of immediacy in the words “I write you from Rajgurunagar, Maharashtra”.  Surya, an 
Occidental College graduate, documents and reflects upon her year of volunteering in India 
with Indicorps.  In a deceptively simple narrative style, she describes, situates and interrogates 
her experience of working in partnership with a local community organisation in India, a 
pioneer in micro-credit and lending.  The organisation has helped many women improve their 
own lives and Surya’s task is “to start a volunteer wing for local youth to participate in 
developing the well-being of their own communities.” It proves to be a challenging task, not 
as easy as may have been envisaged and one that has led to months of “riding the waves of 
a lot of accomplishments and disasters”.  

The letter is partnered by a response from Richard Bawden of the University of Western 
Sydney at Hawkesbury. Invited to write a third party commentary on the experiences narrated 
in the letter and on the key lessons that could be drawn from the author’s reflections, he 
responded instead by writing directly to the author.  The editors were happy to accept this 
response as entirely appropriate to the personally engaged narrative which Surya Karla had 
written. Commending the exchange to the reader, and wholeheartedly acknowledging its 
impact, both intellectual and emotional, a difficulty arises, similar to that which faces the film 
or literary critic:  to say too much is to risk interfering with the direct and personal impact of 
the work itself.  To avoid this possibility, it is perhaps best to end this reflection with just two 
statements: a brief quotation from the response that is the second part of the chapter and a 
single comment of my own.  Richard Bawden wrote:
	 Let me start by stating that I am in awe of your skills as a critical observer of the 	
	 life you are experiencing and of your power to so effectively communicate what 	
	 you are seeing, thinking and feeling.

I too am in awe of these skills, and equally in awe of the unmistakable energy, commitment 
and passion in this letter home: may it indeed prove to be unstoppable.

The geographical scope of the work is impressive:  Karla and Bawden bridge the Indian 
Ocean and two continents, while Diane Doberneck, and two MSU students, Cook and Pitera 
bridge the Atlantic Ocean to link Ireland and Michigan.  Michigan State University, a research-
intensive, land-grant university, with a mission of advancing knowledge and transforming 
lives, boasts of over 200 study abroad programmes across all continents. Among these is 
collaboration with the Tóchar Valley Rural Community Network, a limited partnership 
company, established in 1998 to help rural communities to help themselves. TVN is comprised 
of 17 villages in southwest County Mayo, spanning from Balla in the east to Murrisk in the 
west.  (Chapter 5)
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Diane Doberneck asks us to reflect on the role of the university and (quoting Schon, 
1987, p.3.)  whether it is proper to remain on “the high ground, manageable problems 
lend themselves to solutions through the application of research-based theory and 
technique” or to descend into “the swampy lowland, (where) messy, confusing 
problems defy technical solution”.  Whichever choice we make we confront the irony 
of the situation “that the problems of the high ground tend to be relatively unimportant 
to the individuals or society at large, however great their technical interest may be, 
while in the swamp lie the problems of greatest human concern” (Schon, 1987, p.3).

While the  tension between the high, hard ground of the academy and the swampy 
lowland of the practitioner continues, civic and community engagement take place  in 
a “dynamic, evolving, co-constructed space—a collaborative community of inquiry—
where partners work together with an activist orientation to seek transformative ends 
for both the community and the academy” (Rosean, Foster-Fishman, & Fear 2001, 
p10).  “The engagement interface” in Doberneck’s words “is the swampy lowland.” 
 
Ryan Cook and Scott Pitera, two MSU students,  spent part of a semester in Tóchar 
Valley in Co. Mayo working on a community engagement strategy organised by 
Michigan State University and the Tóchar Valley Rural Community Network.  Chapter 
6 captures the voice of the two students, highlighting their academic and personal 
journey as they faced the challenges of engaging with Mayo Abbey residents.  In their 
own words: 
	 “For almost six weeks, we collaborated with community leaders and 		
	 community members to prepare materials for the ‘Pride of Place’ 			 
	 competition for the rural village of Mayo Abbey, Co. Mayo, Ireland. In the 		
	 chapter, we will describe our background and expectations, the challenges 		
	 we faced and how we overcame them, key learning from our experience, 		
	 and how the experience changed us personally and professionally.” 

In closing their chapter the students comment that reflection on their experience is a 
key element of the programme, so that they  understand the lessons learned and 
identify “key learnings.”  And their list of those key learning points is both precise and 
comprehensive.  Their understanding of community came to include the knowledge 
that “place” is fluid, that history influences the future and that everyone is connected.

In terms of process they came to understand the importance of:
—recognising and involving youth;
—including stakeholders early and often;
—acknowledging  the power of volunteers;
—managing communications clearly;
—remembering that  ‘there are many ways forward’;
—expecting the unexpected.

Every teacher would rejoice in the success of a programme that in six weeks generated 
learning of this quality and breadth in her students. That these outcomes should be 
achieved while facilitating significant benefits with and for a rural community thousands 
of miles from the student’s home land makes it all the more significant.
  
Diane Doberneck uses the concept of community engagement, also acknowledged 
by Seamus Lillis in Chapter 15, to explain the processes that are involved in the 
exchange between MSU and the Tóchar Valley Network. This is a powerful concept, 
possibly the most powerful in the language of interactions between the academy and 
civil society.  “In community engagement the flow of knowledge is multi-directional; 
that is communities inform universities and universities inform communities in a 
generative, iterative exchange.”  (Chapter 5) This delineation of the territory is important 
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because it recognises and values the social capital of each partner. It is the language of 
equals.  Doberneck tells us that “in community engagement settings, new understandings, 
meanings, knowledge and practices are often co-generated from the interactions between 
community partners and members of the third level institution.”  It is a collaborative community 
of inquiry with the potential to transform both partners, “in other words, the engagement 
interface is the swampy lowland”. In a chapter that encompasses the theoretical and the 
practical, integrated and mutually supportive, the reader is educated in the possibilities, 
pitfalls and mutual benefits that can be found when the university, its students and its 
academic staff, truly engage with a community. 

Sr Maureen Lally, with Diane Doberneck, Seamus Lillis, and Brendan Sammon of the Tochar 
Valley Rural Community Network (Mayo) outline this fruitful collaboration from the perspective 
of the community leaders in a chapter entitled:  A Partnership Between the Tochar Valley 
Rural Community Network (Mayo) and Michigan State University: A Community Perspective.  
They tell the story of the development of their partnership with Michigan State University, a 
unique transatlantic relationship that has evolved in the ten years since its inception, and led 
to numerous successful community development activities.  In giving the perspective of the 
community leaders, the chapter explains the philosophical position embedded in the process. 
It is a community-led strengths-focussed process and has proved successful on a wide 
range of indicators. As the authors conclude, “the partnership approach adopted by TVN 
and MSU relies on appreciating the assets that already exist in communities and determining 
ways of investing these to create strategies to help all segments within the community 
proper”  (Chapter 7).

In the voices of students in case studies throughout this volume, the profound nature of the 
possibilities and the benefits of this type of education can be found.  The learning achievements 
reported in Chapter 6, by Scott and Pitera are impressive, as are those of Karla in Chapter 
18.  In a different context, Meadbh Sheridan and Siobhan Lynch in Chapter 9, NUI Galway 
students, comment on their service learning experience, telling us that they “cannot 
recommend this experience highly enough and encourage students to avail of the chance to 
participate in this dynamic learning opportunity”. This is the module described by Casey and 
Murphy (Chapter 8), designed to meet the identified need among student nurses of developing 
the skills to understand and treat patients from ethnic minorities.  If the enthusiasm of the 
students were insufficient to convince the reader of the success of the module, their articulate 
and insightful analysis of what they learned would certainly make good any deficit. 

They acknowledge that they find it difficult to convey “the full human and emotional impact 
of our service learning experience.”  These two student nurses undertook their project in 
Zambia. They identify key learning outcomes such as:
—a better understanding of the complexities of health care delivery in a 
developing country;
—the wider socio-political context that influences such care;
—the importance of an open mind for a successful learning experience.

Their assessment of the experience is holistic, expressed in terms of the impact on their 
personal and professional development.  They felt challenged by the experience at a personal 
and cultural level, and comment that they developed maturity and independence as they 
adapted to a very different world of health/nursing care (Chapter 9).  The depth and 
transformational nature of the learning is a point that is also reflected in O’Donnachda’s 
chapter, outlining experiences in the US.  He comments that the changes he and his 
colleagues experienced “went beyond academic learning to incorporate personal 
development and social awareness” (Chapter 17). 
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Not all civic engagement activities discussed in this volume take place at such a 
distance from the students’ home campus.  The Centre for Nonprofit Management 
(CNM) at the School of Business Trinity College Dublin utilised a service learning 
approach to provide value to the nonprofit organisations and enable student learning 
through, among other activities, the establishment of the Visiting Practitioner Scheme 
at the CNM. The Centre had identified dialogue as one of its primary ways of engaging 
with its partners as documented in Chapter 14. Through various activities and stages 
of engagement with its Non-Profit Organisation partners CNM concluded that “Part of 
the required investment is the identification, recognition and development of dialogical 
competencies among the partners involved.”  As in many of the projects discussed in 
this volume, dialogue is once again identified as at the heart of engagement and the 
skills of dialogue, which include respect and listening as well as speaking, are identified 
as an area where investment is essential.  Once again, reflecting the findings of 
colleagues across the globe, the paper concludes with the recognition that service 
learning and civic engagement are not uni-directional processes: the academy too 
must change.   “The success of these dialogical approaches also implies that non-
traditional outputs in academic terms become recognised and valued as mainstream 
productive activity.”(Chapter 14)

On Dublin’s north side, Dublin City University (DCU) is the focus for a variety of 
innovative projects that support and accredit student engagement at a local community 
level too.  The University recognises that it has   ‘a civic responsibility to this wider 
community in the pursuit of social, economic and cultural development and a shared 
commitment to civil society empowerment’ (DCU, 2007).   A range of activities and 
partnerships in the area of service learning and civic engagement contribute to the 
achievement of this responsibility and are integrated into the core innovation strategies 
of the University. 

Particularly interesting as a way of accrediting students for civic, social and sporting 
engagement, is the Uaneen Module, named for Uaneen Fitzsimons a DCU graduate 
and successful media personality who died tragically in a car accident in November 
2000. The module was in development at the time of her death and was named in her 
memory. It was designed to recognise and reward extra curricular activity by DCU 
students and, although it has changed over time, it is now available for academic 
credit, or as non-credited recognition of extra curricular activity, through which students 
gain  many ‘soft’ and  transferable skills traditionally outside the formal assessment 
and accreditation processes. The range of activity is broad and can include involvement 
in a diversity of volunteering and sporting activities. Students are required to document 
and describe the activities in which they have participated, and to reflect on the 
learning and personal development which they have achieved through these activities.  
In a particularly poignant recognition of the bonds of community that persist over time 
the Uaneen Awards Ceremony, held for all those who participate in the module, is 
faithfully attended by the parents of Uaneen Fitzsimons. (Chapter 10)

Another example of a “closer to home” community engagement activity is represented 
by the activities undertaken by DCU students through the Universitiy’s partnership 
with Finglas for Diversity, an organisation consisting of a wide range of locally and 
community based groups.   Examples of the activities include  the development of the 
Finglas for Diversity website, designed by two third-year BSc in Multimedia students 
and the development of the Volunteer English Language Tutor training programme in 
which six DCU students, together with six community members, took part in a pilot 
community-based training programme for volunteer English as a Second Language 
tutors. 
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The benefits reported include: 
—development of skills and capacities within the network and wider community;
—effective contribution to the  research and development work of the network;
—a range of practical resources for future and further community use.

In addition there were a number of key learning points around the following:
—the need not to make assumptions of the community benefits of university-led 
community-based learning initiatives;
—the importance of clarity about how much time, energy and resources the 
community organization can contribute;
—an evaluation of whether the contribution is justified by the outputs, 
—an acknowledgement that respect, equality in terms of power and an attitude of mutual 
listening are essential if the projects are to succeed in being mutually beneficial. 

The developments in DCU have been designed to demonstrate that academic credibility and 
coherence can be achieved outside of traditional academic structures, if the will and the 
flexibility to allow this are present in the University. As Lawless indicates, this is a challenging 
process, requiring commitment and a willingness to change:  “It is clear that any successfully 
embedded community-based learning needs to be supported by the political climate of the 
educational institute, an ideal that Boyer (1996) describes as requiring engaging as peers 
meaning that ‘power is distributed equitably; respect is accorded consistently; and listening 
is practised constantly”.

A programme in IADT is a further example of using non-traditional methods in the context of 
higher education. Hannah Barton and Jean Hughes describe a project, entitled the Altruism 
Project, undertaken by third year applied psychology students in IADT Dun Laoghaire, in 
which a service-learning initiative is used to assist students to understand the concept of 
altruism. The chapter offers interesting insights into the varied reactions of the students and 
staff to the use of non-traditional pedagogy in higher education. The project required a 
significant level of personal engagement from the students.  The format of the chapter is that 
of an interview between the authors through which the programme is outlined and discussed. 
(Chapter 13)

Part of the challenge of the programme lay in the need for the student to make a link between 
the academic learning outcomes of their course (in Social Psychology) and the service 
learning project.  It is this link that validates the experience as meaningful and valid.  The 
module outcomes in Social Psychology include a requirement that students have an 
awareness of three levels of analysis - personal, interpersonal and societal. The societal level 
entails that they be able to provide a critical account of key social psychology concepts such 
as altruism and pro-social behaviour.  Resistance from students is recorded for a number of 
reasons: that the programme, which is time intensive, is compulsory. In addition, it is not 
always viewed as equivalent to experimental work.  One of the most interesting comments 
on contemporary culture comes in the form of a the statement that  “one student … did not 
wish to put in the hours due to potential clashes with … paid employment and just wanted 
to donate an agreed sum of money to a charity instead.” 

The Altruism Project described in this chapter is a challenging experience, offering them
	 “disorienting dilemmas and novel situations which can force them to rethink 	
	 stereotypes and previous ways of problemsolving. Structured reflection through 	
	 learning journals / blogs can aid in the application of academic content to real 	
	 world situations and experiences. Social issues can be viewed through a new lens.”  

The opportunities for skills development through service learning are clear. It is also clear that 
the time commitment and personal investment in planning,  flexibility, openness to new 
experiences and patience are significant.  The authors indicate a next step: to quantify the 
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benefits to the students’ longterm career and personal development. We may 
lookforward to the study into the long term affects of participating in the altruism 
project which is commencing as we go to press.
  
Diane Doberneck reflects at the close of her chapter on the impact that embracing 
civic engagement is likely to have on institutional structure, noting that “If institutions 
of higher education choose to help communities address issues, confront challenges, 
and solve problems, they will need to revise institutional expectations of lecturers and 
realign institutional structures to reward their work at the engagement interface”.  The 
quality and breadth of learning demonstrated in the case studies in this volume as an 
outcome of engagement projects provides compelling evidence of the benefits of 
embracing that change. 

The territory covered in this volume includes the urban and rural, local to Ireland and 
its universities, and international, including four continents.  The communities include 
those impoverished in monetary, developmental and health care terms and those with 
knowledge and skills deficits but equally with commitment, history and energy from 
which individuals and institutions can learn.   The language used ranges over the 
contested language of academic analysis and discussion, the diverse languages of 
communities engaged with the academy and the direct words of students, community 
representatives and academic staff.  

A common cause has been made in these diverse locations: where initiatives have 
succeeded authentic dialogue has been achieved between universities and colleges 
and their local or international community partners and the benefits have been mutual.  
Where students have succeeded in engaging with the community to which they have 
gone out (or been sent) authentic learning has been achieved and they have changed 
as a result. 

If there is a commonality across the projects reflected in this volume, whether in 
Ireland, India or the United States, it is that authentic engagement facilitates change 
in all those involved.  Communities, students and universities change for the better 
through civic and community engagement and the fabric of society is strengthened 
and enriched thereby.

If there is a deficit identified, it is possibly at the level of system, though this is not easy 
territory to navigate.  There is clearly strong support from the HEA for the initiatives, 
collaborative ventures and innovative strategies outlined in this volume.  There is not, 
however, a clear definition or national policy on higher education civic engagement.  
Equality, quality and appropriate planning are enshrined in primary legislation and are 
subject to evaluation in one form or another.  There are clear lines of communication 
and responsibility set out between policy and practice at a national level, at an 
institutional leadership level and at the level of implementation within institutions. 
 
Many new beginnings in higher education and in society more generally, commence 
as tightly defined projects, limited geographically and designed to meet local needs.  
If the project proves worthwhile, it may be replicated, and the landscape may evolve 
to contain pockets of endeavour in a variety of locations.  The work documented in 
this volume would seem to indicate that the development of civic engagement in Irish 
higher education has moved to, or possibly beyond this stage.  Initiatives are becoming 
part of the mainstream.  There are indications of some structural changes in institutions 
to accommodate a new understanding of learning and the routes students can take 
to it. This leads us to the question of whether it is time to establish a clearly defined 
policy on civic engagement in higher education. 
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Such a move would not be without its critics.  Institutions, however committed to civic 
engagement, could read such a move as an encroachment on legally guaranteed autonomy.  
Practitioners might well view it as an unwelcome attempt to channel their activities into less 
than creative avenues.  Communities might feel that this was an unwarranted incursion and 
an undermining of their ownership of their projects.  On the other hand, for demonstrable 
systemic change to happen, an agreed national framework could offer authoritative scaffolding 
in which to create a powerful and sustainable transformative process to the betterment of 
our institutions, our communities and Irish society as a whole.     
 
When society has for decades been reduced to economy in the minds and lives of citizens 
of the developed world, and now facing a time when that economy has collapsed into global 
crisis, the questions raised in this book, and the answers built through collaborative, 
community based dialogue and action, speak to the very future of society, in its many 
communities and the universities that serve it.  Civic engagement is not an added extra, an 
unnecessary bonus in that relationship. The Glion Declaration, reflecting on the exact nature 
of the relationship between the university and society emphasises the need to challenge the 
university “to play a transforming role in society, and thus to transform itself.”
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