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At PSU, civic engagement is defined as "active involvement in the discourse dealing with the need to develop and utilize knowledge for the improvement of society, to use talents and offer wisdom for the greater good, and to provide opportunities for education in the spirit of a democratic society. A civically educated and engaged citizen is one who is skilled in coalition-building, collaboration, negotiation and synthesis of multiple perspectives" (PSU Delphi process, March 2001).
“I love this stuff!  Being active and involved has become a part of who I am.  It’s important to me because it makes me happy, knowing that I’m putting out effort to change things and not just complaining.”

Tami Wallis, a 21-year-old junior at Portland State University (PSU), obviously means every word.  She speaks enthusiastically, leaning forward and making full eye contact, grinning hugely as she talks about her experiences as a member of Student Leaders for Service, a student group focused on civic engagement, leadership development, and community-based learning.  Wallis is a perfect example of the type of engaged student that PSU seeks to cultivate by providing an environment in which service of all types may flourish.

After graduating from McMinnville High School, Wallis decided to move to Portland and enter PSU as a pre-health major.  Moving from rural McMinnville to the urban center of Oregon was a dramatic shift for Wallis, and she quickly found herself lost, feeling little connection with the campus or her peers.  

While walking on campus one day, Wallis spied a flyer for a student organization called Student Leaders for Service, a civic leadership and community-based learning program administered by PSU’s Center for Academic Excellence (CAE).    Wallis was taught the importance of community service at an early age and spent many happy hours volunteering for the McMinnville Humane Society.  She quickly realized that her passion for service could be the key to connecting with the campus community and decided to apply for a position with Student Leaders for Service program.

Wallis was accepted to the program and spent the next year working with the Multnomah County Youth Innovation Fund (YIF) and planning and participating in campus service projects, such as the Martin Luther King, Jr. Day of Service.  As a Student Leaders for Service member, she also attended a required weekly leadership development class.  Wallis’s service experiences with this small group provided her with the friendship and sense of connection that she desired, and she enjoyed the program enough to apply for a Team Lead position during her sophomore year.  Wallis received the position and quickly found her life dominated by service, and she had never been happier.


However, as she focused increasingly on the Student Leaders for Service program and her work with YIF, Wallis’s interest in her biology courses began to wane.  She began to wonder if a career in biology was the appropriate path.  Although she enjoyed her biology classes, they did not fulfill her in the way that her experiences with the Student Leaders for Service program did.  After mulling over the issue for several months, Wallis decided to leave the biology program for a major in community development.


Wallis has been in the community development program for only six months, but she already knows that she made the right decision.  “I get constant personal inspiration from the program,” said Wallis.   She hopes to have a career in neighborhood livability and community organizing, serving marginalized communities.


Wallis continues to serve in the Student Leaders for Service program, currently serving as the community partner liaison.  She fully intends to stay with the organization until her time at PSU is complete.  “I love to watch the team develop,” said Wallis.  “The people in the program make it absolutely perfect.”


Without her experiences with YIF and Student Leaders for Service, Wallis may never have discovered the personal satisfaction that being civically engaged can bring and that volunteering can be not only a pastime, but can be a professional career as well.  She was a capable biology student and had a family history of success in the medical field.  However, she truly feels that a medical career could never provide the happiness that she gets from her community development program.


It is PSU’s goal to encourage students to make the same discovery as Wallis, that each person can play a critical role in the positive development of society.  By fostering the development of programs like Student Leaders for Service, the Senior Capstone, and the Civic Leadership Minor, PSU strives to create an institutional climate supportive of civic learning.  This article will highlight the development and implementation of the Civic Leadership Minor and Student Leaders for Service (two of the most unique civic engagement opportunities at PSU), and the potential for future collaboration between these programs.  However, before examining these programs, it is important to examine the institutional climate of PSU that made the creation of these programs possible.

Institutionalization of Civic Engagement at PSU

PSU is frequently cited as an institution which has undertaken and institutionalized some of the most comprehensive community-university engagement reforms in the past decade (Kecskes, Kerrigan & Patton, 2005).  For the past four years, PSU has been ranked among top institutions nationally by U.S. News and World Report’s “America’s Best Colleges” issue
 in the categories of Service-learning, Senior Capstone, First-year experience, Internships/Co-ops and Learning Communities.  PSU is one of only two higher-education institutions (public or private) in Oregon noted in the "Programs to look for" section (a list of schools with outstanding examples of academic programs that lead to student success), joining schools such as Brown, Duke, Harvard, Princeton, Reed, Stanford and Yale.


PSU’s commitment to civic involvement is best exhibited by the school motto, “Let Knowledge Serve the City”.  Visitors to the PSU campus and much of the downtown Portland traffic pass daily under a skybridge connecting two campus buildings, the motto emblazoned in gold for all to see.


In order to make the motto a reality, PSU drastically modified its core curriculum to incorporate community-based learning (CBL).  Faculty are encouraged to integrate CBL into their classes in order to address the four learning goals established by the University Studies (General Education) core curriculum:  inquiry and critical thinking, communication for learning and expression, awareness of broad human experience, and ethics/social responsibility (Ostrander, 2004).  PSU further institutionalized civic engagement by implementing a community-based learning requirement in the University Studies curriculum.  Student enrollment in formal community-based learning courses during 2003-2004 was 7,789, involving more than 400 faculty members and one thousand community partners
.


In 1996, PSU created the Center for Academic Excellence (CAE), a faculty development center designed to support faculty in teaching and learning excellence, student learning assessment, diversity awareness and community-based learning.  This focus on faculty development allowed PSU to encourage all faculty members to access professional support for community-based learning regardless of academic focus area or individual teaching style (Kecskes, Kerrigan, & Patton, 2005).


This curricular integration could only be successful with the support of a vast number of committed community organizations that are interested in utilizing students to meet organizational goals while supporting the educational endeavors of the students. Community-University Partnerships (CUP), the formal division of CAE focusing on community-based learning support, facilitates relationships with community organizations that serve as CBL sites, and has since expanded to manage much of the civic engagement activity at PSU (Kecskes, Kerrigan, & Patton, 2005).


CUP has expanded faculty commitment to CBL through the creation of the “Engaged Department Initiative,” designed to provide modest funding and collaboration opportunities academic departments expressing interest in making community-university partnership activities a core part of departmental work. The initiative was designed to shift the focus of support from individual faculty members to collective teams in departments where they are located in order to increase the collaborative integration of CBL into their respective units.  Coupled with university dollars, grants from the Corporation for National and Community Service/Learn and Serve America program have made it possible to incorporate civic engagement as a primary activity in twenty departments to date (Kecskes, Kerrigan & Patton, 2005).

In the summer of 2001, PSU attended the first “engaged department institute” offered by National Campus Compact.  This institute focused on concepts and mechanisms for developing the department as a unit of engagement and change.  The following fall, seven departments participated in year-long program that encouraged department-wide community-university engagement. In the 2002-2003 academic year, 12 units participated in the engaged department initiative.  Currently 12 departments (many of the same and some new units) are participating in an extended, three-year iteration of the program (Kecskes, Kerrigan, & Patton, 2005).


Such a commitment to civic and community involvement would not be possible without substantial support from the upper-level PSU administration and the subsequent institutional investment of making CBL a part of the undergraduate curriculum.  “My vision is of a university so thoroughly engaged with its community... that people throughout the region refer to it as 'our university',” said PSU President Daniel Bernstine.  “PSU is recognized as a national leader in community-based learning and research strategies that provide meaningful opportunities for students and faculty to address complex issues in diverse communities locally and worldwide” (Ryan, 2003).  PSU’s Vision Statement
, developed in 2003 under the leadership of the University Provost, calls for PSU to become “an internationally recognized urban university known for excellence in student learning, innovative research, and community engagement that contributes to the economic vitality, environmental sustainability, and quality of life in the Portland region and beyond”.

In addition to engaged and dedicated administrative leadership, PSU enjoys an undergraduate curriculum that places a priority on engaging students in community-based activities.  Each undergraduate receiving a degree from PSU must take a Senior Capstone course.  As the culmination of the University Studies program, the Capstone (a six-credit CBL course) is designed to provide students with the opportunity to apply, in a team context, what they have learned in their major and in their other University Studies courses to a current challenge emanating from the community. The purpose of Capstone courses is to enhance student learning while cultivating crucial life abilities that are important both academically and professionally, establish connections within the larger community, develop strategies for analyzing and addressing problems and work with others trained in fields different from one's own.

The Capstone ensures that each PSU student will have at minimum one significant CBL experience prior to graduation.  

In 2001, Tufts University faculty member Susan Ostrander produced a study entitled “Democracy, Civic Participation, and the University:  A Comparative Study of Civic Engagement of Five Campuses.”  Ostrander identified four key elements necessary to sustain rigorous, campus-wide civic engagement:  

1. The main components of engagement (student learning, curriculum transformation, community-defined priorities, and knowledge production) vary and change in emphasis as the work develops and as circumstances change;

2. Local community factors and conditions present both facilitators and barriers that need to be identified, understood, and taken into account;

3. An intellectual rationale and a set of intellectual projects are important to involving faculty; 

4. New organizational structures appear necessary to develop and sustain campus-community partnerships that share power and resources.


As a participating university in Ostrander’s research, PSU exhibited the capacity for the dynamic, malleable framework she found integral to the successful institutionalization of civic engagement (Ostrander, 2001).

Elements of Ostrander’s four points have guided the development of many programs at PSU, including two innovative programs developed with the assistance of the Bonner Foundation:  the Civic Leadership Minor and Student Leaders for Service.  By exploring the development, implementation and current progress of these two programs, one can readily observe the overall institutional support for civic engagement manifesting itself in concrete and useful ways.

 I. Civic Leadership Minor 

Made possible through financial support from the Bonner Foundation and the U.S. Department of Education Fund for the Improvement of Post-secondary Education (FIPSE), the interdisciplinary Civic Leadership Minor is designed to deepen and further integrate the university’s commitment to sustained institutional engagement with the Portland metropolitan community and beyond.  In accordance with Ostrander’s first principle, the Civic Leadership Minor is intentionally developmental in nature, building on and focusing students’ theoretical and practical understanding with a limited set of community partners over time.

The Civic Leadership Minor consists of 27 required credit hours of coursework drawn from more than 20 courses throughout the campus, combining newly developed courses with more than 15 other relevant courses offered by nine different departments located in three colleges.  The Civic Leadership Minor features several specific programmatic elements not previously available to PSU students, including:

a. Introductory, foundations course with rigorous civic leadership and community engagement components, which are tied to a final integrative seminar;

b. Long-term, focused community partnership development;

c. Final integrative / reflective seminar, which culminates in a professional portfolio presentation;

d. Intentionally connected community-based practicum requirement;

e. Recognition and integration of multi-disciplinary approaches to civic engagement and leadership development;

f. Balanced attention given to both theoretical understanding and practical civic skill-building;

g. Broad, non-hierarchical presentation of “leadership,” including the recognition and integration of emerging political challenges to re-engage citizens in public life and democratic governance;

In order to provide all participants in the Civic Leadership Minor with the same level of leadership skills and community engagement opportunities regardless of individual academic focus areas, it was integral that each student attend an introductory course called Foundations of Civic and Community Leadership.  The curriculum for this course was collaboratively developed with faculty from multiple academic departments and is currently administered by CUP staff trained in community-based learning pedagogies.  This gateway course will consistently have a community-based experience as a core element of its curriculum.

By developing an academic program that intentionally places civic engagement at the root of the curriculum, PSU has provided students and faculty with a concrete structure that a) facilitates the development and sustainability of community-university partnerships and b) providing students with intellectually interesting projects that are consistent with faculty agendas, two components that Ostrander feels are integral to a successful civic engagement program (Ostrander, 2001). 

Each step of the design and implementation process for the Civic Leadership Minor was a collaborative process, ensuring a broad and dynamic selection of courses covering a variety of academic departments, including political science, public administration, urban studies and planning, conflict resolution, etc.  

In order to receive a Civic Leadership Minor, students must successfully complete 27 course credit hours and a pre-approved civic leadership community-based experience.  Many students will choose a community partner during the gateway course and maintain that partnership throughout the completion of all Civic Leadership Minor courses.  The culminating educational experience will require students to develop a civic leadership portfolio that documents the civic leadership skills, attitudes and capacities the student developed while completing the Civic Leadership Minor courses and working with their community partner.

The first year of the Civic Leadership Minor funding saw the convening of faculty, staff and administrators to develop the program framework.  Existing courses were evaluated for use in the Civic Leadership Minor curricula, and new courses (such as the Foundations course) were developed to address needs that existing courses could not.  Data for PSU’s thousands of community partners was sifted to identify partnerships that could best meet intended program outcomes.  Much time was also spent exploring the institutional requirements for each stage of new program development, from finding the proper administrative home for the Civic Leadership Minor to ensuring that the program was adequately and accurately publicized.

Through the diligent efforts of a broad cross-section of the PSU community, the Civic Leadership Minor was successfully implemented in Fall 2004.  Year Two focused on increasing marketing and recruiting efforts to ensure high program enrollment.  Although students from any academic background are welcome in the Civic Leadership Minor, the most successful recruitment efforts were those targeting academic departments with a history of engagement, such as public administration and political science.

Regular meetings between Civic Leadership Minor faculty were convened to evaluate the progress of the program and make adjustments while maintaining a cohesive program with strong academic integrity consistent with the goals identified during the minor’s development.  A student worker was hired to serve as the administrative assistant for the program in order to streamline communication between the myriad involved departments.

As enrollment increased in Year Three, it became necessary to refine aspects of the program based on the experiences of previous participants.  For example, it was determined that the introductory course, Foundations of Citizenship and Community Leadership (a 400-level course housed under the Division of Public Administration), was too robust for an introductory course, so a 300-level course entitled Introduction to Civic Leadership was developed, and the 400-level course was made available as an elective. Viewing the Civic Leadership Minor as a malleable entity will ensure that it is consistently and thoughtfully adapted as the needs of the participating students and community organizations change.  Ostrander views such adaptability as being key to maintaining a successful civic engagement program, stating that components of engagement may substantially change as work develops and circumstances vary (Ostrander, 2001).

During Year Three, faculty and staff continued to seek out avenues to increase student enrollment in the program.  Developing simultaneously with (yet independently of) the Civic Leadership Minor was the Bonner Leader Student Leaders for Service program.  As each student in the Student Leaders for Service program is selected because of an intense interest in civic leadership and community engagement, it is a natural repository of strong candidates for the Civic Leadership Minor.

II. Student Leaders for Service


Founded in Fall 1999, the Student Leaders for Service program provides PSU students with the opportunity to act as campus leaders and ambassadors for community-based learning and civic engagement activities. Student Leaders for Service also provides a service to the PSU student body by serving as the campus Volunteer Resource Center, a clearinghouse for volunteer opportunities throughout the Portland metropolitan region.


Housed under the CUP, the Student Leaders for Service program allows PSU to create and maintain deep relationships with community partners by providing partner organizations with a dedicated student volunteer to assist in volunteer recruitment, project planning and any other efforts deigned to meet organizational goals. These students also act as campus spokespersons for civic engagement and assist PSU in effectively recruiting students to be involved in community-based projects. 


Student Leaders for Service members are required to serve a minimum of five to ten hours per week at their community partner site throughout the entire academic year.  Details of services performed are determined by the Student Leaders for Service program coordinator, the community site supervisor and the student.  Additionally, Student Leaders for Service members attend a weekly leadership class facilitated by the program coordinator.  This course complements the direct service component by providing students with a rigorous academic component designed to strengthen civic leadership skills, which can in turn be directly applied to the direct service experience.  Providing this combination of varied service experiences with a strong academic learning environment ensures the intellectual diversity that Ostrander identified as integral for effectively engaging students and faculty (Ostrander, 2000).

Student Leaders for Service members receive a monetary stipend for their work during the academic year.  Members receive $1000 the first year they are with the program.  For each additional year they stay with the program they receive an additional $500 with a maximum stipend of $2500.  In addition to this stipend, Student Leaders for Service members have the option of receiving a $1000 to $2300 education award through the Bonner Leader AmeriCorps Program.  


Student Leaders for Service enrolled five students during the inaugural 2000-2001 academic year.  Now in its sixth year, the Student Leaders for Service currently enrolls twenty-three students and works with more than twenty-five community organizations, providing more than 7,500 hours of community service.  Additionally, the Student Leaders for Service program has expanded to serve as the PSU Volunteer Resource Center, providing the entire PSU community with volunteer opportunities, educating students, staff and faculty on civic engagement and CBL, and coordinating national days of service (Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, Earth Day, etc.).


As the Student Leaders for Service program has expanded, it has become embraced by the entire university, as evidenced by its inclusion as an official PSU student organization under the auspices of the Student Activities and Leadership Programs office. Student Leaders for Service members are routinely asked to participate in high-visibility campus activities and present at a variety of conferences, such as the annual American Democracy Project conference and the Students Actively Changing Society (SACS) conference.  This illustrates not only the increasing demand for Student Leaders for Service throughout the community, but the overall institutionalization of the program at all levels of the PSU administration.  Ostrander identified the need for specific organizational structures designed to develop and sustain community-university partnerships, and the Student Leaders for Service program serves as a key organizational structure for promoting civic engagement and PSU and the community-at-large.

III. Integration of Student Leaders for Service/Civic Leadership Minor 


During the past several years, the Student Leaders for Service and Civic Leadership Minor programs have expanded exponentially, each coming to serve as a powerful example of the level of campus civic engagement that can be achieved by making engagement an institutional priority.


Although Student Leaders for Service and the Civic Leadership Minor share the goal of developing civically engaged students, the two programs currently operate independently.  However, as the programs have progressed, several potential areas for overlap have been identified.  Merging aspects of the two programs will ideally result in a synergistic effect, strengthening the foundations and increasing the capacity of both programs.


As Student Leaders for Service participants are interested in community engagement and civic leadership, they consequently are the students who would be most interested in earning a Civic Leadership Minor.  To date, Student Leaders for Service and the Civic Leadership Minor have developed on parallel tracks, as each Student Leaders for Service member participates in a credit-bearing academic course that resembles the gateway course for the Civic Leadership Minor.  Given the program similarities, Year Four of the Civic Leadership Minor , will focus on intentionally engaging Student Leaders for Service in enrolling, co-teaching, and supporting the community engagement connections in the minor courses.


The Student Leaders for Service program continues to be one of the most visible student organizations at PSU; they are constantly in demand for campus events, community service projects, etc.  Having the Student Leaders for Service program intertwined with the Civic Leadership Minor is expected to provide a substantial increase in Civic Leadership Minor student enrollment, as each Student Leaders for Service event typically draws anywhere from 20 to 60 students.


Each Student Leaders for Service member serves on a committee, with focus areas, including grant development, marketing/promotions, etc. Creating a Civic Leadership Minor committee would provide a team of dedicated, skilled, and connected students focused solely on the development and promotion of the Civic Leadership Minor.  As all Student Leaders for Service members are required to recruit students for service projects at community sites, they are familiar with the nuances of student recruitment at PSU and have access to groups of students that are likely to have a strong interest in the Civic Leadership Minor.


Student Leaders for Service members will also provide instruction in the Civic Leadership Minor introductory course.  Part of the Student Leaders for Service curriculum is producing a final project with applicable results; Student Leaders for Service members now have the opportunity to develop instructional curriculum for the Civic Leadership Minor and gain invaluable leadership experience by presenting the material to students enrolled in the Civic Leadership Minor.

Conclusions


The process of developing the Civic Leadership Minor and Student Leaders for Service clearly illustrated the need for institutional support in order to create and implement effective community-based learning and civic engagement programs.  Although it is possible to develop stand-alone programs, PSU’s experience has shown that institutional support (not merely financial support, but curricular and programmatic support as well) enables new programs to leverage existing funds, courses and academic initiatives into creating programs that are largely sustainable from the outset.  Additionally, institutionalization of the program ensures that the university, the students enrolled in the programs, and the community-at-large reap the greatest amount of benefits from each program.


Rather than create programs from scratch, PSU has found it incredibly helpful to explore the university to uncover existing courses and programs that could by adapted and applied to the new program being created.  In the case of the Civic Leadership Minor, this meant that portions of the curriculum already existed, requiring the development of foundational courses but relying on myriad existing courses to provide the bulk of the curriculum.  Creating connections between existing academic and administrative entities (such as housing the Civic Leadership Minor under the Division of Public Administration) provides fledgeling programs with experienced, sustainable leadership from the outset.
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