
Forthcoming	  in	  Journal	  of	  Public	  Affairs	  Education.	  Do	  not	  cite	  or	  distribute	  without	  author	  permission.	  

1	  
	  

Beyond Job Creation and Service Learning: Putting the Public Back 
in Public Affairs Education 

 
Thomas A. Bryer 

thomas.bryer@ucf.edu 
 

ABSTRACT 
 In the midst of vigorous debate on the future of higher education, we have an opportunity 
to restore the focus of the institution, and public affairs education in particular, on the public. 
This article establishes a role for higher education as one that empowers individuals and 
communities to pursue the good life for all, integrating across potentially conflicting roles to 
include development of citizens, generation and dissemination of knowledge, job creation, and 
skills development. A framework for advancing this mission is encapsulated by an acronym, 
SEE DEMOS: Student Empowered Education/Democratizing Education for Members of 
Society. A pedagogical case example demonstrates how public affairs education can go beyond 
job creation and beyond service learning to place the public squarely at the heart of the 
educational enterprise. In conclusion, questions are suggested for faculty members considering 
this framework at their institution.  
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INTRODUCTION 
	  
 Governor Rick Scott of Florida created a Blue Ribbon Task Force on State Higher 
Education Reform in May 2012. In creating it, he made a statement: “The state has a vested 
interest in ensuring its higher education system produces world-class talent to serve as engaged 
citizens and meet the demands of Florida’s emerging knowledge-based economy. It’s time to 
assess the progress of prior reform efforts and identify strategies to improve efficiencies and 
enhance the system’s effectiveness as an economic catalyst” (italics added by author). With this 
statement, Governor Scott entered a centuries old dialogue about the function and purpose of 
higher education. The dialogue has often seen philosophers, thinkers, politicians, and 
administrators separate into carefully delineated camps, or what Williams (2012) refers to as 
“vistas” and Watson, Hollister, Stroud and Babcock (2011) consider “grand narratives” of 
universities. In describing these vistas, Williams summarizes the dilemma (p. 52): 

 
Like other modern social institutions, one thing that has defined the history of the 
university has been the continual struggle among the competing interests of the 
groups comprising it, from students and parents to administrators to legislators, 
and over the general public vista that they each purport to represent. 

 
He continues (p. 53-54), suggesting there is no single purpose to the university, but the 

question is “which interests deserve priority, how to adjudicate among them, and how one might 
serve all interests justly.” Writers representing each of the varied interests, unfortunately, largely 
talk past each other; there is little if any shared objective. Indeed, the statement from Governor 
Scott is firmly in the camp of seeing universities as performing primarily a market function, as 
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job creators and “economic engines” as described by Berman (2012). Other vistas identified by 
Williams (2012) describe the university as devoted to religious teaching, civic training, research, 
and corporate support. Not only are these perspectives prioritized differently but they are often 
seen to be in conflict. For instance, Newman, in writing about The Idea of the University, made 
the following observation (1852): 

 
The view taken of a University . . . it is a place of teaching universal knowledge. 
This implies that its object is, on the one hand, intellectual, not moral; and, on the 
other, that it is the diffusion and extension of knowledge rather than the 
advancement. If its object were scientific and philosophical discovery, I do not 
see why a University should have students; if religious training, I do not see how 
it can be the seat of literature and science. 
 

Similarly, Watson et al. (2011, p. 13) describe how their grand narratives can be and have been 
“re-cast in a dysfunctional or negative light” by advocates of competing narratives. 
 

The liberal aspiration [to promote social mobility and self-realization] can become 
a means of social selection and exclusion. Aggressively individualistic notions of 
advancement can lead to discrimination. Professionalism [intended to ensure 
vocational training] can lead to narrow and self-interested instrumentalism. 
Research [to promote national and regional economic growth] can ignore some of 
its wider ethical responsibilities, and national pride can convert into short-term 
state priorities. And so on.  
 

 Thus, absent a common language and given the conflict across each vista or narrative 
when each is taken as an end unto itself, we find the potential for one perspective to take over, 
superseding the other vital interests. It is only when one interest becomes dominant that radical 
proposals such as the elimination of tenure for faculty or funding based on a singular outcome of 
job placement for alumni are considered in a serious manner. These are radical proposals insofar 
as their implementation would threaten one or more other interests with a stake in the university. 
For example, eliminating tenure, a purely market-based idea to maintain flexibility in hiring and 
firing in order to align with current job or economic needs, would also freeze individual faculty 
members and potentially prevent them from writing, without condition and restriction, what they 
recognize as important for understanding the past, strengthening the present, or preparing society 
for the future. Without tenure protections, faculty members would potentially be “held hostage” 
to the whims and wishes of not only industry and commercial enterprise (Derrida, 2002) but to 
politicians as well (Ginsberg, 2011). Similarly, enacting procedures and policies that take a 
decidedly research-centered approach—such as tenure requirements that recognize and reward 
only publications written in top ranked peer reviewed journals, rather than journals related to 
pedagogy or practitioner publications—may prevent faculty from engaging in important 
community-partnership and service activities.  
 

The aim in this article is to suggest an umbrella “end state” or aim for higher education, 
in which each of these four vistas are vital components. To continue the standard approach to 
higher education reform by selecting one vista, theory, or grand narrative to the exclusion of 
others is perhaps naïve given the withdrawal of public financial support over the past couple of 
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decades and more prominently in the past few years. Universities are well placed to leverage 
relationships, act as conveners and facilitators, and to take advantage of their vast amounts of 
human, intellectual, social, and political capital. The modern and future university needs to be at 
once versatile, innovative, perceived as a partner, and not be dependent on any one or two 
sources of revenue. To quote Lay (2004, p. 111), “the university should be valued as an 
intellectual resource of inherent social usefulness.” For public affairs education, this means the 
public needs to be placed at the center of the enterprise.  

 
BEYOND JOB CREATION 
  

This is undoubtedly a period of change for higher education in the United States (Ehrlich, 
2000), including, as is the focus of this article, four-year university and graduate education. 
Embracing the language of the marketplace, focusing on jobs, and individualistic success alone 
risks forfeiting the larger purpose of higher education institutions—a purpose that includes 
promotion of democracy and ethical active citizenship. Universities are not merely market 
mechanisms to craft the newest and best cog in a machine; they are institutions embedded within 
communities and empowered with significant human strength and social bonds, with both 
obligations to help citizens grow and flourish and to help communities become stronger 
civically, economically, and socially.  
  

The model developed and presented in this article claims the potential for community 
empowerment through strategic university-community partnerships. The model is expanded 
through an integration of the four vistas defined by Williams (2012), which I argue are necessary 
for the ultimate social, economic, and democratic aim: empowered individuals and communities 
to successfully pursue the good life (discussed further below) for all based on a process that is 
collaborative, boundary-spanning, and more than individualistic in orientation. Thomas Jefferson 
(1818) saw this multi-purpose potential in creating the University of Virginia, finding purpose 
both in developing citizens and in attending to the interests of commerce.  

 
Fundamentally, to meet the needs of commerce, or the job market, requires more than 

skill development; to cultivate strong and ethical citizens requires more than preparing students 
for employment. As Newfield (2008) describes, to see a singular path towards strong employees 
or strong citizens misses the point. He cites Ray Bradbury’s book, Martian Chronicles, which 
told of a place that was advanced technologically through excellence in science, technology, 
engineering, and math, but the place lacked culture. Lacking culture (and presumably the related 
concepts of ethics and civility), the place still failed. Back on earth, Newfield draws a further 
parallel to the Dodgers baseball team in the 1960s, which invested heavily in their pitching staff 
but neglected their batters and other field positions. The result was a team that failed, in that it 
was not well balanced.  

 
Failure to adopt a common language that synthesizes across the higher education vistas 

risks permanent damage to higher education and unintentional dismantling of institutions based 
on adherence to only one vista. Universities can serve multiple purposes, as community and 
regional centers of democracy, skills development venues, and research institutes, but they can 
only do so with a common core commitment to the empowerment of individuals they serve and 
communities in which they engage, in pursuit of the good life for all.  
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The Good Life 
 
 Skidelsky and Skidelsky (2012) observe that education “is increasingly seen not as a 
preparation for the good life but as a means to increase the value of ‘human capital’” (p. 41). We 
are effectively monetizing students by applying business models to higher education; alumni are 
seen more as commodities than as citizens, and thus we haggle over the cost of tuition as a 
function of future expected salary, understanding in nickel and dime terms the price without 
having any real sense of the intrinsic and psycho-social value. In his book, Liquid Life, Bauman 
(2005, p. 88) observes: “The market penetrates areas of life which had stayed outside the realm 
of monetary exchange until recently. It relentlessly hammers home the message that everything 
is or could be a commodity, or if it is still short of becoming a commodity, that it should be 
handled like a commodity.” This is the state of affairs in higher education, but there is an 
alternative.  
 
 To suggest there is such a thing as the “good life” is to reject the notion that goodness is 
derived from allowing individuals the freedom to express their own preferences and pursue their 
own ambitions, so long as they do not interfere with others’ similar pursuits. Though this is a 
fundamental attribute of liberal philosophy, it does not satisfy our need as a society to give all 
people truly equal opportunity to live free and exercise liberty, where liberty is defined as both 
securing individualism and as taking care of others around us (Ringer, 2012), a notion akin to 
Tocqueville’s (1990) concept of self-interest rightly understood .  

 
Instead, to state that there is the good life is to suggest there is a truth that exists beyond 

the individual. Discussed in this section is a summary of this notion, as developed by Skidelsky 
and Skidelsky (2012) and integrated with other scholars’ writings. This truth that exists beyond 
the individual can be based on the metaphysical, the spiritual, or on human reason. Regardless of 
the source of the truth, there is a general consensus in the history of thought and philosophy in 
the world that certain values and needs are more important than others (Skidelsky & Skidelsky, 
2012). In so prioritizing values and needs, thinkers and philosophers have implicitly at least 
acknowledged such a thing as a good life as a life that is not only well lived but is worth living. 
The good life is based on achievement or pursuit of a proper goal (telos) made possible through 
satisfaction of basic needs and following a course of proscribed duties in our actions for 
ourselves and towards and with others. Simple utility maximization does not represent a good 
life, even if it became possible for all individuals in society to maximize utility (e.g. all 
individuals have not only regular access to resources needed to physically survive but have all of 
their pleasures met, whether they be material, sexual, or relational). That possibility of universal 
individual utility maximization is not in fact feasible, given the inability to meet insatiable 
demand in the capitalist culture in which we exist (Skidelsky & Skidelsky, 2012), nor is it 
desirable, given the moral perversity from a duty-bound perspective of some individuals’ utility 
(e.g. pornography, environmental degradation).  
  

Integrating across several philosophical perspectives, we can suggest that the good life is 
one in which basic needs are met (to be elaborated momentarily), thus a life worth living as it is 
free from avoidable pain and discomfort, and in which certain duties are adhered to. The duties, 
we will find, are closely aligned with the basic needs; in other words, there are certain ways of 
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acting for ourselves and towards and with others that can enable active pursuit of a life worth 
living for all individuals.  
 
 The ambition of the good life does not assume every person will be prepared to engage in 
dialogue on philosophy and debate on rhetoric. It is not the place of every citizen to participate in 
a forum, like that of the Museum in Alexandria, where the State provided for the material needs 
of a group of Egyptian citizens so they could be free from distraction to debate philosophy and 
pressing issues of the day (Murrou, 1956), or in the age of Peter the Great who is reported to 
have mandated the participation of his nobles to take part in philosophical discussion “on pain of 
torture” (Skidelsky & Skidelsky, 2012, p. 149). One observer of the Museum described it as “a 
kind of bird cage . . . where they fatten up any amount of pen-pushers and readers of musty 
tomes who are never tired of squabbling with each other” (Murrou, 1956, p. 189).  
  

Instead, the notion of the good life recognizes the diversity of the citizenry, in terms of 
skill, talent, intellect, and passion. Thus the focus on “basic goods” advanced by Skidelsky and 
Skidelsky (2012) seems a reasonable approach. They define basic goods as those that are 
universal, “meaning that they belong to the good life as such, not just some particular, local 
conception of it” (p. 150), and they span ages and cultures. Basic goods are also final, “meaning 
that they are good in themselves, and not just as a means to some other good,” (p. 150), thus 
limiting any material wealth as a basic good. Basic goods are “sui generis, meaning that they are 
not part of some other good” (p. 152). The authors give the example of freedom from cancer as a 
good that is universal and final but can also be subsumed by the more general category of good 
health. Last, basic goods are indispensable, “meaning that anyone who lacks them may be 
deemed to have suffered a loss or harm” (p. 152).  
  

The basic goods Skidelsky and Skidelsky (2012) suggest, and those that contribute to a 
life “worthy of desire” and not just “widely desired” (p. 145), are: (1) health as the “full 
functioning of the body, the perfection of our animal nature” (p. 153), (2) security as “an 
individual’s justified expectation that his life will continue more or less in its accustomed course, 
undisturbed by war, crime, revolution or major social and economic upheavals” (p. 156), (3) 
respect, meaning to “respect someone is to indicate, by some formality or otherwise, that one 
regards his views and interests as worthy of consideration, as things not to be ignored or 
trampled on” (p. 157), (4) personality as “the ability to frame and execute a plan of life reflective 
of one’s tastes, temperament and conception of the good” that also includes “an element of 
spontaneity, individuality, and spirit” (p. 160), (5) harmony with nature as a “sense of kinship 
with animals, plant and landscapes” (p. 162), (6) friendship, meaning when “each party embraces 
the other’s good as his own, thereby bringing into being a new common good” (p. 163) and when 
people “love one another for what they are, not for what they can offer” (p. 164), (7) leisure as 
“that which we do for its own sake, not as a means to something else” or due to some “external 
compulsion” (p. 165) 
  

Pursuing the good life as individuals and helping others pursue the good life requires 
adhering to certain duties. These duties may take many forms, but they can be condensed to a 
few core duties that align with the basic needs identified by Skidelsky and Skidelsky (2012). The 
first is to act as a virtuous citizen in work, family, and play. Hart (1984) identifies four attributes 
of virtuous citizens: (1) doing moral philosophy, (2) belief, (3) individual moral responsibility, 
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and (4) civility. To do moral philosophy is to understand and internalize the “American regime 
values” (p. 114), grounded in not only self-reflection and action but also through self- and group-
identity formation. Values are affirmed and reaffirmed through interaction with others; leading 
isolated or atomistic lives prevents a realization of these values “in the lives of all citizens” (p. 
114). In so affirming and reaffirming these values, citizens must believe in their normative truth, 
not just that “the majority accepts them” (p. 114). This aligns with Skidelsky and Skidelsky’s 
(2012) notion that the good life is one that is desirable and not just that it is desired by many.  
 
 Virtuous citizens must also exercise and develop a sense of individual moral 
responsibility, and they must practice civility and understand the reason for it (Hart, 1984), or, to 
ensure that all citizens receive respect (Skidelsky & Skidelsky, 2012). Lack of civility and 
respect for diversity of appearance, thought, and personality threatens pursuit of the good life for 
citizens.  

 
Though this and other aspects of the virtuous citizen are necessary, there are also duties 

or obligations to social, economic, and environmental outcomes that are required to direct our 
institutional, social, and political attention to achievement of the good life for all or as many 
citizens as possible. Box (2008) describes these commitments as the distinctions between 
progressive (p) and regressive (r) values: (1) knowledge (p) versus belief (r), (2) economics as 
means (p) versus economics as end (r), (3) limited inequality (p) versus great inequality (r), (4) 
earth as home (p) versus earth as resource (r), and (5) cooperation (p) versus aggressiveness (r).  

 
The task before us then is to educate and develop our citizens to be virtuous, and to shape 

our institutions to pursue progressive versus regressive values. This is the role of higher 
education: to help individuals and societies pursue the good life for all and not to create cogs for 
a marketplace independent of that aim. This can be accomplished through the empowerment of 
individuals who are enrolled university students and other community members. Individual 
empowerment that is grounded in principles of the common good (good that is “collectively 
defined, collectively brought about, and . . . collectively and critically reexamined”, Ringer, 
2012, p. 291) can help produce strong communities. Empowering individuals in this way 
requires including multiple higher education vistas and not any single vista acting independent 
from the others. Figure 1 shows the conceptual relationships. 

 
The core essence depicted is the interdependence and interconnectedness of each 

vista/interest on the other, contributing differently but co-equally to the empowerment of 
individuals to contribute meaningfully in concert with others towards strengthening communities 
and pursuing the good life for all. To be empowered in this way requires individuals to be: (1) 
socially connected, meaning individuals have wide and deep connections with others (i.e., 
bridging and bonding social capital; Putnam, 2000), (2) politically intelligent, meaning 
individuals understand how to pursue their individual and collective interests within the 
governing and political processes, (3) socially aware, meaning individuals have developed an 
empathy for the conditions in which others live and the unique needs individuals have, both 
place-based and more globally, and (4) economically self-sufficient, meaning individuals acquire 
the skills necessary to earn a regular paycheck in a field of their choosing to accommodate the 
standard of living they desire. 
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Figure 1 
Including Multiple Interests of Higher Education 
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BEYOND SERVICE LEARNING 
 
 Despite the wide attention being given to service learning as pedagogical strategy in 
recent years, to focus on this alone without deeper connections to community through research, 
teaching, and service is going to be limiting.  Many service learning projects are mostly if not 
purely instrumental—designed to meet a specific need of a particular client. Instrumentality may 
develop professional skills and help meet a real community or organizational need, but it is not 
likely to shift cultures of institutions and communities. Though there are examples of service 
learning projects that are deeply impactful and community transforming, they are often small 
scale and well outside the public eye. Thus, it would seem preferable if transformation and civic 
rebirth is at least part of the objective in higher education to begin with service learning as 
pedagogical practice but to go beyond it. What is proposed here is summed up in the dual 
purpose acronym: SEE DEMOS (Figure 2).  
 
 Let us start with the phrase before spelling out the meaning of the letters. SEE DEMOS. 
“See” is clear enough. “Demos” is the populace, the “common people,” the masses. Preparing 
our students for a life and career outside of school ought to be premised on an obligation to lift 
up the people and lift up our communities, whether students are preparing for careers in 
government, the nonprofit sector, private industry, in the faith community, as community 
volunteers, or as full time parents. We are preparing, in Salamon’s (2005) phrase, professional 
citizens who commit to using their unique skill and talent, across the professions and life 
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choices, to look as much to the care and development of others as to the care and development of 
self.  

 
Figure 2 
A Framework for Public Affairs Education 

 
 To see the people requires both students and faculty in universities to engage the broader 
public in and through research, teaching, and service activities. In and through research, faculty 
and students can enrich public dialogue about pressing social and economic issues and empower 
community stakeholders to claim a role in the development of solutions to community 
challenges. In and through teaching, faculty and students can engage in joint learning enterprises 
in which students and community stakeholders co-learn and co-teach. In and through service, 
faculty and students can give of their time, talent, and expertise to strengthen the foundations of 
organizations and whole communities, thus enabling more healthy and sustainable communities.  
 
 SEE stands for Student Empowered Engagement. We want to experientially empower 
our students to become sustainably empowered and to emerge as active ethical citizens. 
Empowerment of students is not a simple task; the traditional teacher-student model of learning 
is unidirectional, providing substantial power to the teacher to shape the values, ideas, and future 
of students. At its worst, the traditional model allows for the perpetuation of the status quo, 
which may serve to disempower students by preventing their questioning their identity, social 
standing, or the values of the society in which they reside. Freire (2011) points us to these 
possibilities in his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and Shor suggests similar worst case 
scenarios in his work on classroom democratization (1996). At its best, the traditional model may 
provide the tools for critical thinking and reflection but stop short of allowing students to use or 
experience the use of those tools for any kind of community or societal change process.  

 
Bryer and Seigler (2012) suggest three rationales for student empowerment: (1) Develop 

ethical reasoning and judgment in complex contexts, (2) Develop leadership and management 
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skills in complex contexts, and (3) Develop ownership in the learning process. Together, these 
rationales can form to establish Dewey’s (1916) vision of higher education, in which institutions 
through their teaching and service, promote democracy, encourage citizenship, and serve 
community. They also serve to bolster Freire’s (2011) notion of the vocation of humanity, 
through which students are empowered to understand and act on principles of justice, freedom, 
autonomy, and responsibility (Ringer, 2012). Ultimately, these principles contribute to individual 
pursuit of the good life for self and for others.  
 
 Student empowerment can specifically be achieved through engagement in two activities: 
Community Engaged Teaching (CET) and Participatory Action Research (PAR). CET 
encompasses but necessarily goes beyond service learning. Service learning is student-centered 
and may neglect the needs of community partners (Stoecker & Tryon, 2009). Community 
Engaged Teaching suggests equal and deliberative partnership between faculty, students, and 
community stakeholders, in which curriculum is strategically aligned with community need to 
develop a project that takes advantage of students’ available time and emerging expertise. The 
outcome of CET should be learning for all three core stakeholder categories: faculty, students, 
and community stakeholders (Redlawsk & Rice, 2009).  

 
Participatory action research offers students a learning experience unlike typical 

classroom learning because PAR necessarily includes student input and perspectives (Cahill, 
2004). Cahill (2007) highlights a multitude of benefits of PAR, to include equalizing the power 
imbalance between the researcher and the researched by conducting research "with, rather than 
on participants" (p. 301) and empowering students with a sense of self-determination about the 
future of their communities. Moreover, students can readily unmask issues that present 
challenges in the community. Cahill (2007) elaborates by suggesting that students’ "challenges in 
achieving 'success' implicitly expose the failures of our society" (p. 298).   
 
 DEMOS stands for Democratizing Education for Members of Society. We want to lift up 
whole communities through our educational process, including education of our elite actors and 
the general population. This can be accomplished through teaching (CET), research, and service 
in the community. Examples include research in healthy communities (Sloane, et al, 2003), 
neighborhood governance (Kathi & Cooper, 2005), and in other social service areas (Siplon, 
1999; Boyte, 2004), that ultimately help align institutional, political, and social levers with Box’s 
(2008) progressive versus regressive values. The balance of this article demonstrates the 
principles through a pedagogical example that is beyond service learning and beyond job 
creation.  
 
EXAMPLE OF PEDAGOGY 

 
This case is “Cross-Sector Governance,” a graduate course offered in spring 2011 and 

2012. The course syllabus states the following objective: “The solution to many social problems 
requires the combined strengths of the public, for-profit/private, and nonprofit sectors. This 
course highlights this emphasis on cross-sector governance by providing a foundation in the 
purpose and usefulness of cross-sector relationships, and by providing the knowledge and tools 
necessary for the effective management of such relationships.” The university’s catalogue 
provides the course description:  “This course examines the structures, dynamics, and processes 
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associated with developing and delivering public services through networks and partnerships 
involving public, nonprofit, voluntary, and private sectors.”  
 
 In designing the course as one anchored in community engagement, the dual objective 
was to both instruct on the practice and theories of collaborative governance while demonstrating 
through service to a set of community partners how collaboration can be successfully achieved. 
The example involved graduate students, in two classes over two semesters a year apart, working 
in partnership with high school students from a low-income community to recommend 
community capacity changes to better meet the needs of high school students and their 
families—a particular form of community engaged teaching and learning I label “joined up 
service learning.”  
 
“Joined Up” Service Learning 

 
There were twenty-five graduate students enrolled each semester, working with 

approximately twenty high school students each term. The first year, high school students came 
from the International Baccalaureate program at the school; in the second year, students were 
drawn from a student leadership council. The high school is located in the Pine Hills community 
of Orange County, Florida. The graduate course is an elective course for the Masters in Public 
Administration and Masters in Nonprofit Management programs, and it is a required core course 
for the Masters in Urban and Regional Planning and the graduate certificate in Emergency 
Management and Homeland Security. Students from each of these disciplines were represented 
in the class during the semesters discussed herein, with a different class of students each 
semester.  

 
The rationales for the CET effort were three of the four outlined by Dicke, Dowden, and 

Torres (2004): (1) community service, (2) moral, and (3) instrumental. The project was intended 
to provide a benefit to the community, discussed below; it was intended to encourage active 
reflection by graduate and high school students regarding their role in community and society; 
last, it was intended to develop research and communication skills of students. Beyond this, the 
course was designed to empower students to both consider and promote the good life for 
themselves and for others in the community. 

 
Context. The Pine Hills population includes characteristics of low-to-very low income, 

limited educational achievement, steady population growth, and a recent rise in single-parent 
households (Pine Hills Business Redevelopment Task Force, 2010). Evans High School serves 
the Pine Hills community. Between 2004 and 2010, the school received grades of “F” three times 
and “D” four times based on a Florida system that assesses school performance using 
standardized test scores and school improvement. The graduation rate at the school in 2009-2010 
was 79.4%, which represented a 5.4% positive change from the previous year, and an even more 
significant improvement from 2006-2007 (49%) and 2007-2008 (66%). The graduation rate is 
slightly above the 79% district and state average. Recent Florida Comprehensive Assessment 
Test (FCAT) scores reveal an achievement gap across certain demographics. In FCAT reading, 
20% of ninth graders scored three or better in 2010. A score of three indicates that the student 
demonstrated only partial mastery of the test content. Broken down, white students scored better 
than black students by twenty percentage points and better than Hispanic students by ten 
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percentage points; male and female students achieved about equally; free or reduced lunch 
students performed less well than those students not on free or reduced lunch by a factor of ten 
percentage points. 

 
Given these conditions, both in the school and the surrounding community, leaders from 

multiple sectors came together to craft a plan to build a new school campus, modeled as a wrap-
around service community school. Leaders came from the school district, the nonprofit 
Children’s Home Society, the College of Health and Public Affairs at the University of Central 
Florida (UCF), the College of Education at UCF, and other partners, including a funding 
partnership with J. P. Morgan Chase Bank.  

 
 “Joined Up” Service Learning Partnership Structure 

 
In order to determine the student, family, and community needs the community school 

might address in Pine Hills, the leading partners engaged with a faculty member at the University 
of Central Florida to develop a service learning project that would assess need and make 
recommendations for the development of the school. Figure 3 presents the functional structure of 
the partnership between students during the first year. The core activity was for graduate and 
high school student researchers during this year to conduct focus groups with various stakeholder 
groups across sectors within the Pine Hills community—students, parents, teachers, faith 
organizations, and other community members. Pairing high school students with graduate 
students accomplished several goals which included (1) the high school students providing local 
knowledge of the school and community to the graduate students, (2) the high school students 
helping the graduate students develop a short-term trust relationship with the focus group 
participants, (3) research that provided a learning opportunity for both the high school and 
graduate students. 

 
The purpose of the focus groups was to address the following questions in connection 

with understanding the needs of the community with respect to the new community school. (1)  
What factors outside of school time facilitate and/or hinder student success in school? (2) What 
facility and human resources exist for occupying students outside of school time? (3) How do 
Pine Hills faith community members perceive their role in relation to youth educational 
achievement? (4) What does the community want out of a community school? (5) How are 
parents of Evans students currently utilizing school resources to engage with their child’s 
learning? 

 
At each focus group, one graduate student researcher served as a moderator, and at least 

one high school student researcher served as a recorder or note-taker. The moderator was 
charged with asking the questions to the stakeholder group. The recorder was charged with 
recording participant responses to the questions posed by the moderator thereby creating a record 
of focus group answers. The answers were collected from the recorders and compiled by the 
UCF graduate student researchers. 
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Figure 3 
Structure of the Partnership Semester One 

International	  Baccalaureate	  
High	  School	  Students	  

Graduate	  Students

Joint	  Research	  Activity	  
(e.g.	  Community	  Needs	  
Assessment)

• Moderate	  focus	  groups
• Conduct	  data	  analysis
• Perform	  literature	  review
• Collect	  photographic	  

documentation

• Record	  focus	  groups
• Assist	  in	  interpreting	  data
• Caption	  photographic	  

documentation

Devise	  
Recommendations	  and	  
Report	  to	  the	  
Community

 
Shortly after concluding the focus groups, the high school student researchers were asked 

to help formulate recommendations based on observations from the various focus groups.  
In addition to the focus groups, graduate student researchers were charged with conducting a 
literature review on topics of concern in developing the future community school. Specifically, 
students reviewed available literature on the following subjects: community school models, 
parental engagement in education, and faith organization-school partnerships. These reviews 
were also contained in the final report delivered to the community.   
 
 In the second year, the model was altered to accomplish three objectives based on student 
feedback: (1) creating more opportunities for intensive interaction between high school and 
graduate students, (2) providing high school students with more opportunities to learn about 
college life, and (3) providing graduate students with more opportunities to immerse themselves 
in the community. Figure 4 shows the year two model. 
 
 The second year model deployed students differently. Rather than have teams of high 
school and graduate students conduct focus groups jointly, in this iteration high school students 
were charged with independently administering a survey of their fellow students. Graduate 
students independently conducted interviews with key community stakeholders. Building on 
what the students from the previous year learned about the needs of the community, the students, 
in their own independent efforts, sought to assess the resources already available in the 
community to meet those needs. Recommendations were produced for the community school to 
fill in the gaps between needs and existing resources and programs.  
 

The other significant change was in how the two student groups interacted with each 
other. The second class session for the graduate students was conducted at the high school in a 
joint session with the high school students. The objective was to give the high school students a 
taste of the content the graduate students would be studying throughout the semester and how it 
related to the research activity. 
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Figure 4 
Structure of the Partnership Semester Two 

High	  School	  Students	   Graduate	  Students

Joint	  Research	  Activity	  
(e.g.	  Community	  Needs	  
Assessment)

• Conduct	  interviews
• Analyze	  interview	  data
• Perform	  literature	  review
• Collect	  photographic	  

documentation

• Conduct	  survey	  of	  students
• Analyze	  survey	  results
• Report	  on	  results

Joint	  Class	  Session	  to	  Devise	  
Recommendations	  and	  
Report	  to	  the	  Community

Joint	  Class	  Session

Conference	  Call	  Check-‐Ins

 
An additional objective was to forge close bonds and trust between the graduate and high 

school students. To accomplish this end, a set of image cards were spread around the room at the 
joint class session at the high school, each depicting a scene from nature, sport, education, 
family, or something else. Students were asked to walk around the room and select an image that 
represented for them their ambition or career goal. Once returned to their seats, students 
introduced themselves using the “popcorn” method of introduction, in which one student 
volunteered to go first, giving his or her name followed by an explanation of the image. The next 
person to introduce identified something in common with the person, and the process continued 
until everyone “popped” or introduced themselves. What became apparent was that, despite the 
age, education and economic differences, these students had much in common with respect to 
their passions, concerns, and life interests. The tone was set for a productive semester of working 
together.  

 
Students came back together face-to-face at the end of the semester to craft the 

recommendations during one class period and again to make a final joint presentation to the 
community. They came together twice in the middle of the semester via conference call to update 
each other on the research they had been conducting, challenges they had encountered, and to 
share other stories.  

 
In designing, preparing, and evaluating the course, several lessons learned are apparent. 

Notably, the model shifted from the first iteration to the second, which represents the first lesson: 
to be adaptable and responsive to student feedback. Particularly as student empowerment is part 
of the objective, and empowerment intended to extend beyond the classroom to the broader 
community, responsiveness to student interests is vital. In this case, the model for teaching 
became more integrative and more fulfilling, both from a teaching and learning perspective. 
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Second, maintaining open communication with the community partner (in this case, the 
high school) is vital. The process required a good bit of change and some extra work on the part 
of high school faculty and administrators, including the devotion of class periods to the research 
(during the first iteration) and setting up after school times for graduate and high school students 
to convene both face-to-face and via conference call.  

 
Third, the model described here was implemented over two semesters a year apart. This 

kind of process, implementing the SEE DEMOS model and integrating across the higher 
education vistas of skill development, job preparation/creation, citizenship development, and 
knowledge creation, can occur within a single semester with a more narrowly defined project. 
That said, developing and maintaining a trusting partnership with a community partner for 
repeated interactions and engagements, where ability to contribute to the good life of youth and 
residents in a single community over time, is powerful and impactful for students, as they see 
how their contribution fits into a broader movement. A recognition develops that community 
change that is truly transformational takes time and repeated engagements.  
 
Outcomes for Students and Community 

 
Following the method employed by Bryer (2011), student reflection journals were 

content coded to assess learning outcomes. This analysis is particularly focused on the moral 
rationale described by Dicke, Dowden, and Torres (2004), which emphasizes the development of 
student empowerment and orientation towards an active role in the community. The other 
rationales pursued in the project—community service and instrumental—are not assessed here. 
To analyze the journals a volunteer not involved with the project and I read through all student 
journals, coding statements as whole sentences and/or paragraphs related to student 
empowerment and the development of a role orientation in the community. Coders grouped 
statements independently into categories based on similar meaning, after which time the coders 
met to discuss the categories created. A final set of categories and statements were defined 
through consensus, and coders independently re-coded all statements into the agreed upon 
categories. The final inter-coder agreement was 96%; the statements presented herein are based 
on the coding of the author. 
  

Graduate students entered the project with great anticipation for what they could achieve; 
high school students were more measured in their approach, particularly during the first year. By 
the end of the project, graduate students were generally upbeat on the potential of their work to 
inform decision-making; high school students were mixed in the extent to which they believed 
they had the power to affect positive change in their school during the first year but were much 
more enthusiastic during the second year. All students recognized the unique characteristics of 
the community engaged service project. Overall, one conclusion is that this “joined up” model of 
service learning, while logistically challenging, can be effective for giving voice to those who 
generally do not perceive themselves to have such power; however, for the high school students 
who experience their lives continually subjugated by the conditions of their neighborhood and 
family life, the continued lack of perceived power suggests the need for on-going collaborative 
partnerships such as this. To do otherwise (i.e. one-time research partnership, followed by 
departure by the university) would perhaps be more damaging to the students’ efficacy. What 
follows are more detailed findings from the student journals.  
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Uniqueness of the Community Engaged Teaching Experience. This was a fully unique 
experience for all parties involved. Graduate students who had prior opportunities for service 
learning projects were in a position to assess the difference, and some of them offered their 
conclusions. “I have done service-learning projects in previous classes before, but the Evans 
High School focus groups were different because it actually allowed me (and my peers) to 
interact with the individuals that would be affected directly by the outcome of our research.” 
Similarly, another student offered that “not all of [my prior service learning courses] have 
students civically engage in the activities such as finding the problems a particular community 
faces, and addressing those problems through offering the best alternative and practice.” 

 
The most unique part of this project, of course, was the “joined up” partnership between 

graduate and high school students. Graduate students seemed to learn more from the high school 
students than vice versa; indeed, the high school students lamented a lack of overall interaction 
during the first year but reported great enthusiasm and desire for more opportunities in the 
second year. Those high school students who did respond positively to the interaction discussed 
how they observed professionalism, but they longed for more of a mentoring relationship.  

 
Graduate students, on the other hand, were split between gaining inspiration from the 

high school students and, like the high school students, finding the interactions to be limiting 
during the first year. On a practical note, one graduate student considered how “working with the 
students was very enlightening because it showed me their dynamics as a student and what they 
wish to see in a future school.” Another student wrote that the “collaborations with the students 
surpassed my expectations; the students were very interactive during the focus groups and 
offered innovative ideas.” This student continued: “The [high school] students are great students 
that really want to see their school become a safe, fun, and productive learning environment for 
them.”  Similarly, one graduate student noted the commitment and empowerment of the high 
school students: “This project isn’t something that the students are just letting happen to their 
school they want to be a part of the transition. The students have actually made me more excited 
about this project.” One student summarized this positive outlook: “I feel that working with them 
was inspiring and gave me hope that this project would be a success.” 

 
Still other students saw the unique partnership as a mentoring or even parental 

relationship. One graduate student wrote that he sees a need to ensure the “unheard” have a 
voice. Another wrote: “I hope that through the class interaction with the students and community 
we have shown them that they do have a voice and the leaders of Evans Community School want 
to hear what they have to say”—a pivotal component of student empowerment in pursuit of the 
good life for self and others. 

 
Further in the parental frame, one graduate student stated that “as college student and 

faculty interacting with students, we serve as role models for them and encourage them that 
higher education is a possibility.” More directly, another student wrote that “what’s important is 
that we invest in those children, not only funds, but leadership that guides them to college, while 
more emphasis is placed on high school students  being prepared for college overall.” This 
perceived obligation to help others achieve and guide others to a better future is significant. 
Though some of the graduate students readily adopted this mentoring role, it was not designed as 
such and was not perceived as such by the high school students, at least during the first year.  
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Anticipatory Contributions. High school students were more muted in what they thought 
they could contribute, as they never had this kind of prior experience. For those who did state 
some kind of anticipation, the comments reflected a strong desire to see their community 
improve. For instance: “I personally just hope to contribute some ideas that might benefit my 
community and make Pine Hills a better place for everyone.” Another offered: “My expectation 
for this project is to help Evans High get a better name and not be a School that people look 
down to.”  

 
Graduate students saw their role in less personal terms but, consistent with the graduate 

professional degree they were seeking, perceived themselves as playing a small part in a larger 
narrative of change. One student summed it up with the parable of the ant: “In short, the interest 
in and commitment to the high ideals here, belief and trust I have, sharing the same goals and 
responsibilities with other stakeholders will help me at least pour a bucket [of] water to 
extinguish this societal fire. Perhaps, I will not be able to see the outcomes; however, my side 
will be determined to the public good.” Another student reflected an awareness that his was but a 
component of a larger process, stating that he “hopes to be able to say that I assisted in putting 
together a project which will improve the community of Pine Hills.” Others spoke more broadly 
about the opportunity to “give back to the community.”  

 
In recognizing their role as agents, however minor, of change, students recognized the 

unique opportunity to assist those who are in need. “I believe it is a wonderful idea that we are 
joining privilege[d] students with students that are misfortunate. This connection allows students 
to actually become involve[d] with the external disadvantages of other[s] rather than to just read 
about it.” Another offered: “My background is extremely different than those that live in the Pine 
Hills area, and it will be interesting to gain insight of how I can reach out more and help my 
community.” Recognizing these two worlds, another student wrote how he wished to “get their 
voice heard through ethical research, dedication to presenting accurate information, and working 
with group members and classmates to obtain the best result possible.” Another student hoped to 
serve as a “catalyst for younger people to be actively engaged citizens.”  

 
Overall, across high school and graduate students, there was palpable desire to engage 

with the project and to pursue change in the community. The differences were in intensity and 
personalization; high school students, with the lived experience in the community, were more 
intent on pursuing an improvement in their own lot in life, and they recognized to varying 
extents that this process enabled or empowered them to do so.  

 
Empowerment and Achievement. Self-empowerment can be realized through observable 

achievement. As one graduate student suggested: “Engaging ourselves in field work brings us a 
sense of fulfillment, as we can see first-hand the results of our labor, class lectures, readings, and 
theories discussed.” Students reflected on some of what they think they achieved. “I think we 
contributed also with our approach to the data collected. We worked hard to encourage 
participation from each stakeholder, including students, teachers, administrators, and community, 
faith and business leaders of the Pine Hills area.” Another graduate student reflected on his work 
and the link to an improvement in the community: “I have through my work contributed to Evans 
High School and the Pine Hill community in that through the focus groups I helped facilitate 
communication between stakeholders, brought my unique understanding of the course content I 
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learned, and have exhibited a professional demeanor that show-cased UCF in a good light—as 
did we all!”  

 
Other students reflected on their own self-fulfillment and hope for desired change. For 

instance, a graduate student offered that he “continues to remain optimistic that our project can 
build knowledge and provide feedback that may prove valuable to the Pine Hills community.” 
Another related that he is “so much happy and consider myself lucky since I have been involved 
in this public participation process, feeling and hoping wholeheartedly that a more stable, secure, 
and prosperous neighborhood in Pine Hills will be a hub for our children, our future.”  When 
asked if they felt empowered, high school students also responded affirmatively: “I think I do 
because if I make good grades I can help Evans better its name. To let people know that Evans 
kids are smart. I feel that I can change that.” Another offered simply that “I do because I’m 
shaping the future of my school.” 

 
Despite these general feelings of optimism and empowerment, both graduate and high 

school students recognized through their observations or their own self-awareness that change is 
challenging. The graduate students recognized the challenges ahead based on their learning in the 
course. “My optimism has had a glimpse of reality after learning so much about the difficulties 
encountered in a cross-sectoral effort. I understand that the road to success will be hard and filled 
with mishaps.” Another stated: “Collaboration across sectors is difficult. It’s tempting to think of 
only yourself and the agency you may represent. As if individual internal struggles weren’t 
enough, one has to take into consideration that everyone involved in collaboration has their own 
beliefs and doubts as to whether or not they are working for the right cause.” The high school 
students who raised concern were more introspective, given their personal lived experience in the 
environment that is the subject of change. “Not that I don’t think I have the power, but I don’t 
think I would be willing to start a change on my own. It takes time, a dedicated leader, and others 
to back you up.” This same student reflected: “I really enjoyed being part of the change that I 
would like to see.”  

 
There were, however, a number of high school students in the first year who did not, after 

the completion of the project, feel empowered to affect change, most particularly in the first year. 
Though it must be noted that these responses were collected prior to the release and presentation 
of the final report and recommendations, and one student cited this as the reason for lack of felt 
power: “. . . because I have not seen the result of us participating.” Besides this explanation, 
students offered a variety of justifications for their feeling. 

 
• No decision authority. “I do not feel I have the power to shape Evans because I 

can sit here and demand a million things, but when I will actually see the effect of 
that is years from now until I see change. We begged for a new school for years 
and now we got it because somebody with power somewhere decided it.” 

• Lack of passion. “I feel that I do not have that power. I feel that way because I’m 
just one little person, and I don’t have enough drive and passion for this project.” 

• Lack of control. “I feel that I don’t have the power to shape the future of Evans 
Community School. A lot of people might want to shape it for the better, but it is 
unknown if we will succeed or not. It all depends if the future students of Evans 
High keep it on positive and for the best.” 



Forthcoming	  in	  Journal	  of	  Public	  Affairs	  Education.	  Do	  not	  cite	  or	  distribute	  without	  author	  permission.	  

18	  
	  

• Lack of support. “I feel that I don’t have the power, because I feel people 
wouldn’t cooperate.” 
 

These perceptions largely changed in the second iteration of the project, with students  
finding more power given their closer working relationship with graduate students and 
participation in the final presentation to community leaders at the end of the semester. One 
student summarized the hope, optimism, and gratitude of embedded within the partnership model 
within an anonymous journal and without prompt: 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to be part of the community school focus group 
process. I speak on the behalf of Evans High students when I say we appreciate 
your efforts to try to make our school not feel like a school, but a home, and for 
that we are grateful. We know that you do not have to do these things for us, most 
people don’t know us and don’t know how great we can be and the things we can 
do or our talents and hopes and dreams that we hold. They don’t know what we 
go through and the pain and struggles we deal with. Evans is my home. I walk 
these halls and I see my brothers and sisters fall, they fall into the temptations and 
cruelty of this world. I see how great and stunning they are, things other people 
will never see. So on behalf of my family I say thank you UCF . . . Thank you.  
 

Case Conclusion 
  

The good life, defined as meeting basic needs of health, respect, security, personality, 
harmony with nature, friendship, and leisure, can be pursued for individual students and broader 
members of communities served by students through community engaged teaching efforts that 
bridge community engaged teaching and participatory action research. The case addresses these 
needs on a couple of levels. First, individual students, through the process of stakeholder 
engagement and partnership in research with diverse students, developed a capacity for greater 
respect, an opportunity to share their unique personalities, and a chance to forge new potential 
friendships. Their research activity was aimed at providing more healthy communities to 
residents, enhancing security or mitigating through their recommendations the chance that crime 
or poverty would disrupt their lives, and exploring their relationship with the natural and 
manmade environment around them. The project helped students strive for community change to 
facilitate the pursuit of the good life by others, while simultaneously empowering students to 
affect the change they perceived as necessary. 

 
The project further incorporated the four vistas of higher education: developer of citizens, 

creator and disseminator of knowledge, trainer of workers, and creator of jobs. Figure 5 
summarizes how these purposes were enacted in the case, all combining to empower individuals 
in pursuit of the good life, leading, in the long-term, to stronger communities. The project helped 
develop citizens by forging social relationships across high school and graduate students, and 
between students and various institutions in the community. Further, students came to develop 
their political intelligence, both realizing the limits of their power as well as the institutional and 
organizational entry points to affect desired change.  
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Figure 5 
Revealing Higher Education Vistas within the Case 
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As a creator and disseminator of knowledge, the project went beyond Freire’s (2011) 
banking method of education typified by depositing bits of information into the vaults of 
students’ minds. The project experientially created the political intelligence needed by students 
to affect change (as well as recognition of their own limited power without support from 
appropriate officials) and created social awareness of the complex needs of communities. The 
latter was particularly true for graduate students, who gained exposure to lifestyles and customs 
that were unique to their own, given the different socio-economic context of students living in an 
urban poor environment. 
  

Last, the project helped train (future) workers and create jobs by conducting research that 
can lead to the strengthening of community foundations. Students reflected on this long-term 
potential, recognizing both that the necessary change will take time and that, once in place, the 
change will help families gain a more firm financial foothold in their community. The 
community itself, in the longer-term, might become a center for new businesses to open or 
existing businesses to expand. As skill developer, students developed skills, such as in inter-
personal communication, stakeholder engagement, and leading in diverse communities. Such 
skills can be valuable for future academic and career pursuits.  
 
CONCLUSION 

 
The role of higher education is multi-faceted: to develop skills, facilitate citizenship, 

disseminate knowledge, create jobs, and, ultimately, advance an agenda that strengthens 
communities and gives more opportunity to more people to live a good life. Developing a 
curriculum focused on technical skill development to meet “in-demand” needs of the job market 
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or economy first treats the economy as an end (one of Box’s regressive values) but also loses a 
critical dimension of education: students will not necessarily learn their relationship with others 
or their place in a broader, more complex world. Community engaged teaching that empowers 
students (SEE: student empowered education) and opens the doors of the university to the 
community (DEMOS: democratizing education for members of society) helps students prepare 
for a better individual future. It also helps students, working with others, to prepare our 
communities and society for a better future, recognizing multi-faceted needs of jobs, 
relationships, health, security, and civility. Higher education and public affairs education in 
particular can and should go beyond job creation and beyond service learning by putting the 
public at the center of its activities.  

 
Though the case reported here is from a professional graduate degree class, the integrated 

model across vistas, and the values behind SEE DEMOS, are relevant for the whole higher 
education enterprise. Rather than universities asking about Return on Investment (ROI), we can 
ask about Return on Engagement (ROE)—whether the disciplinary focus is engineering, biology, 
business, anthropology, or public affairs. The challenge is applying our knowledge in ways that 
are empowering for whole communities and individuals within communities. In a community 
like Pine Hills, the setting of the case, other disciplines can engage in an integrative fashion, 
including medical students to provide low-cost medical services or assistance, education students 
to assist in youth mentoring and tutoring, business students to assess barriers to business success, 
and engineering and planning students to promote infrastructure development that is responsive 
to the needs of the community.  

 
For public affairs education specifically, SEE DEMOS can be a call to action for 

individual faculty members and whole programs. Projects developed need not be year-long, 
multi-class projects, but they can be if community change is part of the objective. Projects need 
not be classroom based either, as suggested previously in the list of community-engaged research 
initiatives (e.g. Sloan et al, 2003). In designing projects, faculty members should ask the 
questions: (1) How is this effort contributing to the knowledge development of my students and 
others in the community? (2) How is this effort building the skills of my students and other 
members of the community? (3) How is this effort facilitating social connections and ethical, 
active citizenship? (4) How is this effort leading to a path to strengthen economic, social, and 
cultural foundations of communities? If all of these questions can be answered, then you are 
indeed SEEing DEMOS and using the university for the multiple purposes it is well suited to 
achieve. 
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