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1

1
I N T R O D U C T I O N  A N D 

O V E RV I E W

[T]he dominant paradigm of civic engagement in higher education does 
not express or actively seek to fulfi ll a democratic purpose, and . . . col-
leges and universities, in the absence of this larger sense of purpose for 
civic engagement work, have failed to pursue the kind of institutional 
change needed to realign the central premise and core work of the academy. 
( Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2012, p. 1)

I am a community organizer engaged in and committed to creating a cul-
ture in which higher education can fulfi ll a larger democratic purpose 
through civically engaged scholarship. In this type of culture, the various 

 stakeholders within higher education will create spaces where they, engaged 
with off- campus stakeholders, can cocreate and enact a democratic purpose 
for their campus and surrounding communities. In this scenario, the inter-
ests, knowledge, and resources of all parties involved will be the basis for civi-
cally engaged projects and partnerships. This reciprocal process can then lead 
to creating institutional change in higher education, communities surround-
ing colleges and universities, and society at large. Furthermore, this process 
will be based on intentionally building individual and collective civic agency. 

In this book, I present an approach through which community  organizing 
can help create a civically engaged, democratic culture inside and outside col-
leges and universities, by cocreating collective leadership, and I do this by 
sharing the processes and results of my work of over a decade. This approach 
to civic engagement is different from dominant approaches that are based on 
opportunities for student volunteerism and from approaches based on faculty 
providing technical assistance to communities. These different approaches 
are often transactional, short term, and project specifi c, in ways that all too 
often exclude long-lasting human and community development. My point, 
however, is not to condemn any civic engagement modalities, and I know 
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2  TRANSFORMATIVE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

from experience that the ideal reciprocal engagement I am presenting here 
is not always possible for a variety of reasons. I recognize, too, that the com-
munity organizing approach I offer here is not the only way to create insti-
tutional and societal change, but it is one I have been experimenting with 
in various local, national, and international contexts. Therefore, writing this 
book is a way for me not only to synthesize the lessons I have learned but also 
to recognize the many faculty members, administrators, students, and com-
munity partners who have been part of my work. 

My organizing work in higher education has focused primarily on work-
ing with faculty who are interested in creating this type of culture within 
their institutions and working on this endeavor along with other relevant 
stakeholders, such as their faculty colleagues, administrators, students, and 
community partners. My interest in working primarily with faculty stems 
from experiential and empirical knowledge that they have the potential to 
create this type of culture, much more than students or administrators do, in 
part because faculty tend to stay the longest at their institutions. I know that 
many faculty members are already civically engaged scholars, but I also know 
that in many cases they are not doing this with the intent of creating insti-
tutional culture change, and they are not doing it as part of a collective. In 
fact, in many cases, civically engaged scholarship has offered faculty a way to 
escape institutional conditions where they do not feel valued and supported. 
The approach I am presenting here fi rst evolved at Occidental College in Los 
Angeles, where I was founding director of the Center for Community-Based 
Learning (CCBL) from 2001 to 2011. 

I have explored the community organizing approach I used at Occidental at 
other higher education institutions, particularly through my doctoral research 
at Maynooth University in Ireland (2009–2012) and postdoctoral research at 
the University of Southern California (USC) in Los  Angeles (2012–2014). 
In addition, I have explored this approach at the national level in the United 
States through various roles I have played with Imagining America (IA)—a 
national consortium of more than 100 higher education institutions involved 
in advancing publicly engaged scholarship that draws on arts, humanities, 
and design—and through collaborative research projects with the Kettering 
Foundation. The most recent of these projects took place at California State 
University, Dominguez Hills (CSUDH), in Los Angeles, from 2015 to 2016, 
in my role as tenure-track faculty in the master of social work program.

Through these various projects I have learned that civically engaged 
scholarship, although practiced at most institutions in the United States and 
in many other countries, is not generally supported, valued, or rewarded. I 
have also learned that a signifi cant reason for this is that higher education, 
like most other public sectors in society, has lost signifi cant fi nancial support. 
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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW  3

One consequence of this loss is that higher education is relying on a business 
model in which education is transactional, and thus not conducive to a cul-
ture that values civically engaged scholarship. Related to this business model 
is a pattern that has become familiar to those of us working in higher educa-
tion; namely, the short time administrators tend to stay at a given institution, 
often driven by an interest in career advancement. Students, too, tend to see a 
college education as a ticket to well-paying jobs—another form of careerism. 

Many point to the success of the market and the integration of its  values 
and practices into all or most sectors of society as a signifi cant driver for 
this business model that many colleges and universities are seemingly fol-
lowing. Rather than focusing on lamenting such conditions, I argue that it is 
important to understand this reality. In organizing terms this means under-
standing the world as it is, which is necessary in order to come up with strate-
gies that can help us create spaces where various stakeholders can dialogue 
and deliberate about what higher education’s democratic mission could and 
should be. Cocreating a vision of what this democratic mission could and 
should be would be part of creating the world as we would like it to be, to use 
another community organizing phrase. Integrating community organizing 
practices into civic engagement work—particularly reciprocal, cocreative, 
and relational civically engaged scholarship—is one strategy for creating the 
world as we would like it to be. This argument is based on the well-known 
fact that knowledge produced in higher education already has a major infl u-
ence in societies throughout the world. Thus, a higher education sector with 
this type of cocreated civically engaged democratic mission is then likely to 
enhance democratic societies. I illustrate how this can take place by using 
examples from my community organizing, civic engagement work in several 
contexts and institutions. 

The Origins of My Community Organizing Work in Higher 
Education

I aspired to bring my organizing practice into my civic engagement work at 
Occidental, but this became clear only within the fi rst year of developing what 
CCBL’s charge would be. Three events and three people played a signifi cant 
role in bringing this realization to me. First, I met Dick Cone shortly after he 
had retired as director of the Joint Education Project (JEP) at USC. The JEP 
is a civic engagement–related center that recently celebrated its fortieth anni-
versary. Cone told me that he was intrigued by my organizing background 
and how I was approaching civic engagement. He suggested that I attend 
an upcoming national civic engagement conference. Before long, I received 
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4  TRANSFORMATIVE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

an invitation to this conference to present about my work at  Occidental. 
 Second, after the conference, I met with Ted Mitchell, at the time Occiden-
tal’s president, and shared my presentation with him. I asked him to give me 
feedback. When the CCBL was founded, it was housed under the president’s 
offi ce; therefore, meeting with him was not unusual. Mitchell said that he 
could see that I was using my community organizing training to develop the 
work of the CCBL, and he seemed to like this. The third event happened the 
following year. I attended another civic engagement conference, where Harry 
Boyte, at the time codirector of the Center for Democracy and Citizenship at 
the University of Minnesota, was a panel presenter. In his presentation, Boyte 
spoke about his organizing work at his center, and after his presentation I 
spoke with him. Boyte became a friend and a mentor in further integrating 
community organizing into my civic engagement work at Occidental, and he 
has continued to play an important role throughout the years. 

My community organizing approach to civic engagement is an adaptation 
of what I learned as an organizer with the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF) 
from 1990 to 2000, in New Mexico; Los Angeles, California; and northern 
 California. The IAF was founded by the late Saul Alinsky in 1940 in Chicago, 
and its purpose is to build broad-based organizations through which member 
institutions, such as places of worship, unions, and schools, can learn how to 
obtain and practice relational power to create positive societal change (Alin-
sky, 1969, 1971; Chambers, 2003; Gecan, 2002; Osterman, 2002; Rogers, 
1990). The IAF has chapters in many states in the United States, as well as in 
other countries, such as Australia, England, Germany, and Canada. 

As this approach to civic engagement was evolving at Occidental, I 
became interested in whether this type of civic engagement could be repli-
cated in other institutions. This led me to pursue a PhD. I did my doctoral 
studies in adult and community education at Maynooth University (for-
merly National University of Maynooth) in Ireland from 2009 to 2012. My 
research focused on exploring whether the approach I used at Occidental 
could work at Maynooth to build a movement that would interest academ-
ics and administrators in institutionalizing civically engaged scholarship. I 
interviewed faculty, administrators, and community partners, exploring their 
views and experiences on civically engaged teaching and research and on the 
role the university can play in their surrounding region. 

After graduation from Maynooth, I started an Andrew Mellon post-
doctoral fellowship at USC. There, from 2012 to 2014, I interviewed fac-
ulty and community partners around the same themes I used at Maynooth. 
During this time, I also became part of a national project led by IA that 
explored whether other higher education institutions would be interested in 
using community organizing through their civic engagement work. My role 
was to codesign and cofacilitate one national summer organizing institute 
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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW  5

in 2013 in Los Angeles, California and another one in Atlanta, Georgia in 
2014. These institutes were attended by participants from various colleges 
and universities, including faculty, administrators, community partners, 
and graduate students. I was invited to join IA’s National Advisory Board 
in 2015, and in this capacity, I began organizing an IA regional cluster in 
southern  California later that year. 

In connection with my postdoctoral research and my work with IA since 
2009 I have collaborated in several research workshops and projects with 
the Kettering Foundation. For example, the foundation funded the second 
year of my postdoctoral research on civic engagement at USC. In addition, 
it funded a research project, also on civic engagement in 2015–2016, at 
CSUDH, through my role as tenure-track faculty in the Master of Social 
Work program. The foundation’s research collaborations with academics 
from various higher education institutions aim to explore and experiment 
with ways in which faculty scholarship can contribute to increasing citizen 
participation in solving problems that affect them and their communities. 
This stems from the foundation’s research question: What does it take to 
make democracy work as it should? 

Throughout my work with these various institutions and projects, I have 
gained valuable lessons as I have built from one experience to another, as well 
as from the diversity of types of institutions and organizations. For example, 
Occidental is a small (around 2,000 students), private, liberal arts, residential 
college; Maynooth is a public, medium-sized (about 9,000 students) institu-
tion, and it increasingly resembles a research type of university; and USC is a 
large (over 40,000 students), private research university. IA, in contrast, has 
given me the opportunity to learn about the national state of higher educa-
tion regarding civically engaged scholarship. 

Civic Engagement as a Movement That Aims to Realize a Larger 
Purpose for Higher Education

My approach to civic engagement was infl uenced by conversations with many 
scholars and practitioners of the civic engagement movement I met at confer-
ences in the early 2000s (e.g., Dick Cone, Harry Boyte, Barbara  Holland, 
Nadine Cruz, and Amy Driscoll). In these conversations many of these pioneers 
of the movement said that civic engagement (at the time referred to mostly as 
service-learning) had not accomplished what many of them saw as its original 
intent. This original intent, as discussed by several authors, was to enhance 
the social responsibility of college students during and after their college edu-
cation through courses in all disciplines. Thus, Campus Compact (2016a), 
an organization that has promoted  service-learning and civic engagement for 
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6  TRANSFORMATIVE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

decades, states on its website that its mission is to advance “the public purposes 
of colleges and universities by deepening their ability to improve community 
life and to educate students for civic and social  responsibility.” 

This intent came in response to what many have described as a predomi-
nant civic disengagement and the role that higher education should play in 
reversing this disengagement. Colby and Ehrlich (2000) affi rm this in the 
introduction to the book Civic Responsibility and Higher Education: 

The essays in this volume are rooted in the common concerns of the authors 
about the increasing public disdain for civic engagement, particularly polit-
ical involvement, in this country, and their common beliefs that higher 
education should have important roles in reversing those trends. (p. xxi)

This contemporary attempt to connect higher education with social prob-
lems, however, is not new.

   One such attempt can be traced back to 1862, during President 
 Lincoln’s administration and in response to Congressman Justin Smith 
Morrill’s advocacy for farmers, who at the time were the overwhelming 
majority of the national population (Cantor, 2012). Former chancellor and 
president of Syracuse University Nancy Cantor writes that the Morrill Act 
“launched a revolution in higher education by providing for what would 
become known as ‘democracy’s colleges’. [These colleges] were aimed 
simultaneously at spreading innovation through university-community 
collaboration and fostering access to education for the next generation of 
farmers” (p. 2). 

Adding to this historical event, in his book Democracy and Higher Edu-
cation: Traditions and Stories of Civic Engagement, Scott Peters (2010) offers 
a more recent perspective, based on a report from a commission appointed 
by President Harry S. Truman in 1947. This commission, states Peters, was 
charged with examining “the functions of higher education in our democracy 
and the means by which they can best be performed” (p. 4). Peters  comments 
that the commission’s report included higher education’s off-campus engage-
ment, thus indicating that higher education has a role in a free and demo-
cratic society, and that it must cease to be campus bound. 

Connecting higher education’s purpose with societal problems has never 
been a coherent, clearly defi ned, or understood movement, however, and the 
dissatisfaction expressed by many in the early 2000s is still present today. 
To this effect, John Saltmarsh and Matthew Hartley (2012) offer a critical 
analysis of civic engagement in their book To Serve a Larger Purpose: Engage-
ment for Democracy and the Transformation of Higher Education. The authors’ 
analysis is founded on Ernest Boyer’s (1996) call for higher education to 
serve a larger purpose in the 1990s:
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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW  7

But, at a deeper level, I have this growing conviction that what’s . . . needed 
is not just more programs, but a larger purpose, a larger sense of mission, a 
larger clarity of direction in the Nation’s life . . . creating a special climate 
in which academic and civic cultures communicate more continuously and 
creatively with each other. (Boyer, p.1; cited in Saltmarsh & Hartley, 2012, 
pp. 32–33)

Saltmarsh and Hartley (2012) argue that Boyer’s call for engagement goes 
beyond creating new programs; it is about a larger sense of mission in con-
nection to the nation’s life, and in communication with civic cultures, that 
has not yet been fully achieved by higher education. In this current state of 
civic engagement, the authors argue that

innovative practices that shift epistemology, reshape the curriculum, alter 
pedagogy, and redefi ne scholarship are not being supported through aca-
demic norms and institutional reward policies that shape change that 
occurs institutionally, and the civic engagement work appears to have been 
accommodated to the dominant expert-centered framework. Democratic 
engagement is not embedded in the institutional culture. It remains a mar-
ginalized activity, and its sustainability is questionable. (p. 33)

While Cantor’s and Peters’s reminder that there have been historical 
shifts in the understanding of what higher education’s public mission should 
be is important, Saltmarsh and Hartley’s analysis of the current state of civic 
engagement regarding its purpose, goals, and methodologies is an urgent 
call for action. Their analysis is a reminder that civic engagement is still not 
addressing the larger purpose that Boyer hoped for. This is not to say that 
there are not many cases of civic engagement accomplishments, as articulated 
by so many authors (Benson, Harkavy, & Puckett, 2007; Boyte, 2004; Cress 
& Donahue, 2011; Fear, Rosaen, Bawden, & Foster-Fishman, 2006; Koritz 
& Sanchez, 2009; Maurrasse, 2001; McIlrath, Lyons, & Munck, 2012; 
Peters, 2010; Stanton, Giles, & Cruz, 1999; Stoecker & Tryon, 2009; Strand, 
Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & Donohue, 2003;  Zlotkowski, 1998), but 
these accomplishments rarely include transforming the culture of higher edu-
cation institutions and the regions where they exist in the way Boyer hoped 
for. As displayed on the websites of many universities’ and colleges’ civic 
engagement programs, thousands of college students are involved in projects 
such as tutoring low-income students in public schools; working with the 
homeless; effecting economic community development; and participating 
in electoral, political projects. Per my research and practice, however, many 
civic engagement  projects are not created reciprocally with the organizations 
with which they partner so that interests, resources, and knowledge of the 
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8  TRANSFORMATIVE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

students (faculty if the projects are academically based) and the community 
partners are clearly and intentionally addressed. Equally important, many of 
these projects do not, in general, intentionally and clearly address the power 
disconnect between universities and colleges and their community partners. 

What Saltmarsh and Hartley refer to in Boyer’s previous quote, “larger 
clarity of direction in the Nation’s life . . . creating a special climate in which 
academic and civic cultures communicate more continuously and creatively 
with each other,” has to do with the culture of higher education and of society 
at large. These are challenges that require continuous, creative, educational, 
and challenging conversations between campus and off-campus stakehold-
ers. In addition, understanding the national context for the parts of higher 
education’s culture that we need to change requires us to understand the 
larger global economic forces affecting our nation, including neoliberalism. 
It also requires an awareness that these global forces are often intentionally 
 organized by those who advocate for a free market society, and that they have 
an effect on how institutions operate, including higher education institutions 
(Brown, 2005; Peters & Avila, 2014). 

The Market and Its Effect in Democratic Societies and in Higher 
Education

Wendy Brown (2005) writes that it is common to refer to the current 
regime in the United States as neoconservative. According to Brown, the 
 neoconservative principles

increase US global hegemony, dismantle the welfare state, retrench 
civil liberties, eliminate the right to abortion and affi rmative action, 
 re-Christianize the state, deregulate corporations, gut environmental pro-
tections, reverse progressive taxation, reduce education spending while 
reducing prison budgets, and feather the nest of the rich while criminal-
izing the poor. (p. 37)

While not disagreeing with this scenario, Brown (2005) aims to focus on 
what she calls our predicament “in terms of a neoliberal political rationality,” 
which to her is more important than political stands on particular issues. 
Such rationality has emerged as a way of government not just in the state, 
and it results in “forms of citizens and behaviors, and a new organization of 
the social” (p. 37). This rationality has become part of the culture of demo-
cratic societies and their various institutions. 

Irish scholar Kathleen Lynch (2008) comments on what this neoliberal 
political rationality has done to higher education: “Over the last decades 
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INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW  9

. . . universities have been transformed increasingly into powerful consumer-
oriented corporate networks, whose public interest values have been seriously 
challenged” (p. 1). She adds,

What is happening in the universities is that they are being asked to pro-
duce commercially oriented professionals rather than public-interest pro-
fessionals (Hanlon, 2000). . .. The danger with this advancing marketised 
individualism is that it will further weaken public interest values among 
those who are university educated. Yet a welfare-oriented democratic state 
depends on the realization of such values to provide services on a universal 
basis. Without adhesion to such values, the only basis on which services 
will be provided is on the ability to pay. (pp. 2–3)

U.S. political theorist Sheldon Wolin’s (1989) essay on contract and 
birthright offers an analysis that expands on Lynch’s comments, but he does 
this referring to the implications of what he sees as a U.S. contract-based 
society. This contract-based society, he states, has been infl uenced by con-
tract theory, which 

conceives of political society as the creation of individuals who freely con-
sent to accept the authority and rules of political society on the basis of 
certain stipulated conditions, such as each shall be free to do as he or she 
pleases as long as his or her actions do not interfere with the rights of 
others; or that an individual shall not be deprived of property except by 
laws that have been passed by duly elected representatives; and so on. The 
contractual element is needed, according to the theory, because all per-
sons being free and equal by nature and society being by nature in need 
of coercive power to protect rights, and preserve peace, and defend against 
external invasion, the freedom of individuals will have to be limited and 
regulated. Individuals will contract, therefore, to surrender some part of 
their rights in exchange for the protection of the law and the defense of 
society from foreign or domestic enemies. (pp. 138–139)

The rights that we have surrendered, according to Wolin, represent our 
politicalness, which to him is something we are born with. Based on this 
view, our politicalness is our birthright. By politicalness Wolin means “our 
capacity for developing into beings who know and value what it means to 
participate in and be responsible for the care and improvement of our com-
mon and collective life” (p. 139). 

I interpret Wolin’s defi nition of politicalness for my public scholarship 
and organizing work to mean that our birthright is about the rights and 
responsibilities with which we were born; to preserve and even improve the 
society we inherited for ourselves, those we love, and future generations. 

9781620361030_Avila_Transformative Civic Engagement Through Community Organizing.indb   99781620361030_Avila_Transformative Civic Engagement Through Community Organizing.indb   9 10/9/2017   9:02:27 PM10/9/2017   9:02:27 PM

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



10  TRANSFORMATIVE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

This concept of our human legacy is the foundation of a democratic soci-
ety, and hence Wolin (1989) calls us to create a vision for a society with a 
 nonco-optable politics. “This means,” as he sees it, “different actors, differ-
ent scales of power, and different criteria of success” (p. 50) than what we 
now have. Above all, he believes that democracy needs a different type of 
participation than simply “‘taking part,’ as in elections or offi ce holding. It 
means originating or initiating cooperative action with others” (p. 50). Wolin 
sees that in doing this in response to issues that affect us as a society “the 
political can become incorporated in the everyday lives of countless people” 
(p. 150). Or put in international scholar Harry Boyte’s (2004) terms, this 
means that we as members of society become cocreators and political actors 
in our  everyday routines. 

Recovering this historical democratic, public mission of higher educa-
tion through a culture that values and rewards civically engaged scholarship is 
central to this book. I am, however, compelled to comment about an assump-
tion that we often make regarding the role that civic, nonprofi t organizations 
can also play in enhancing the democracy. It is true that there is a signifi cant 
resources and power gap between universities and colleges and the organiza-
tions with whom they partner. However, this recognition of inequality can 
easily turn into demonizing higher education institutions and idealizing (even 
victimizing) civic, nonprofi t organizations. However, the contract-based soci-
ety in which we have surrendered our rights as political beings referred to by 
Wolin affects these types of organizations as well. In addition, these types of 
organizations also have knowledge, power, and resources that can be combined 
with those from colleges and universities with whom they partner. This type 
of acknowledgment and understanding of resources, knowledge, and power 
that all stakeholders bring to campus-community partnerships is central to 
creating mutually benefi cial, reciprocal partnerships. It is also important to 
acknowledge that because the two types of societal sectors have different cul-
tures, calendars, ways of communicating, and reward systems, achieving this 
level of reciprocity requires signifi cant effort, at least at the beginning. It is 
wise and benefi cial to all stakeholders involved in civic engagement to keep 
this reality in mind, and for us to integrate it in the context of the type of 
civically engaged higher education institutions we aim to create. 

The state of our democratic society, thus, is the larger context in which 
higher education operates as a sector. These are clearly not conditions in 
which the movement of civic engagement can succeed in infl uencing the 
direction of the national life. Therefore, civic engagement must have a strong 
focus on changing the culture of higher education and revitalizing its public 
mission, and not on creating outreach activities and programs, as mentioned 
in Boyer’s quote. It is in this context of the state of democracy inside and 
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outside higher education institutions that community organizing can cre-
ate new spaces where the “cooperative action with others” that Wolin writes 
about can be originated, and where the institutional policies that reward the 
shifts in scholarship that Saltmarsh and Hartley call for can be pursued. 

Collective Civic Agency

The process for creating this type of culture change is slow and intentional, 
and fi nding those who can commit to intentionally using their individual 
and collective civic agency requires a great deal of patience. Harry Boyte 
(2009) defi nes civic agency as “self-organizing, collective citizen efforts to 
solve problems and create public things in open settings without tight prior 
scripts” (p. 1). Boyte continues with the following: 

A civic agency approach is built through what we call public work, based on 
a sense of the citizen as a cocreator of a democratic way of life and a view 
that emphasizes politics’ productive as well as participatory and distribu-
tive aspects. Such an approach is an alternative to conventional ideological 
politics, on the one hand, and community service and volunteerism, on the 
other. An alternative with rich emergent practices and concepts, it intimates 
the fulfi llment of the vision of humanizing an impersonal world. (p. 1)

Boyte further makes the argument that we live in a society where academics 
are viewed as the ultimate knowledge holders, and he calls this “the cult of 
the expert” (p. 1). This cult of academic expertise makes it diffi cult to create 
reciprocal campus-university partnerships between academics and nonaca-
demics as cocreators of a new society. 

Given this scenario, we need to relearn, as individuals, institutions, com-
munities, and a society, a new way of doing politics; we need to educate our-
selves about the art of public life. Doing this requires that we as individuals 
refl ect on and understand our birthright as civic agents, and it requires that 
we collectively fi gure out how to do this in the context of the market culture 
that predominates in our institutions and in society. Furthermore, we need 
to start small, include all relevant stakeholders, and be selective of those we 
invite to begin this important task. This can be started by aiming to cre-
ate small spaces where this takes place, as opposed to aiming to change the 
entire culture of the institutions where we work. Because this type of change 
requires partners in and outside of academia, creating such spaces is impor-
tant for nonacademic institutions and organizations as well.

Only by creating these spaces in our institutions and in our communities 
can the political become part of everyday life, to use another one of Boyte’s 
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12  TRANSFORMATIVE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

concepts. I believe this is possible within all sectors of society, because the 
daunting problems faced by humanity today affect everyone at various lev-
els, including those who work in the business sector and in government. I 
have been building such spaces throughout my community organizing work 
with the IAF since the 1990s and in higher education since 2001. I also 
have worked on short-term consulting projects with government and elected 
offi cial offi ces. I am not alone in this work, and while institutions and com-
munities cannot be transformed overnight, progress has been visible and pal-
pable often within months of sustained organizing in all the arenas in which 
I have participated. This is what I strongly believe, from experience, that 
community organizing has the potential to do. But long-term, sustainable 
work must start from our personal narratives.

Organizing for change is deeply rooted in being in touch with our pur-
pose in life. The late Brazilian adult educator Paulo Freire (1995) talks about 
the importance of refl ecting on our historical reality as a way to develop 
our power to understand the way we exist, in order to transform ourselves 
and our world. Anne B. Ryan (2001), an Irish adult educator, explains that 
women often go through a journey of personal, critical refl ection to fi nd their 
way into political action for social justice. The late Cherokee chief Wilma 
Mankiller (1993) said in her biography that some Native American nations 
have a tradition of approaching social problems by refl ecting on what related 
to this problem seven generations back, then engaging in creating a vision of 
what could be, seven generations forward. This is how certain they were of 
the importance of their past, present, and future stories, through which they 
reminded themselves of their inherited rights and responsibilities to enhance 
their communities. As IAF organizers, we learned that in order to be effec-
tive in building collectives of leaders we needed to be grounded in our own 
stories—the origin of our organizing work to create change in the world. 
Only then, we learned, could we help others act on their own stories. This 
type of critical refl ection on an ongoing basis always feeds my soul, and it also 
reminds me of where I come from and why organizing is important to me. 
Critical refl ection grounds me. 

Learning through our narratives and through narrative interviews, which 
will be a signifi cant part of this book, fi ts within participatory practices to 
create social change, as discussed by Margaret Ledwith and Jane Springett 
(2010). The authors of Participatory Practice: Community-Based Action for 
Transformative Change write that in their book they 

emphasise the use of story as a way of anchoring the process of change in 
lived experience. True to this approach, we shape aspects of our own story 
with you here. A participatory approach calls for us to acknowledge the 
ways in which our own life experiences have shaped the ideas that we share 
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with you, and these vignettes give you insight into critical moments that 
have infl uenced our theory and practice over the years. (p. 1)

They conceive of participatory practice as ontological and transforma-
tional for us as academics and organizers, with implications for our work to 
transform society and the world. It is in this context that I share the evolution 
of my organizing work in higher education throughout this book. This is also 
the context in which I share excerpts from narrative interviews I conducted 
with faculty, administrators, students, and community partners, particularly 
in chapters 3 and 4. These interviews were spaces where those I interviewed 
and I engaged in participatory learning about our stories, views, and experi-
ences regarding civic engagement in higher education. I resonate with this 
type of conversational interview because it is similar to the one-to-one rela-
tional meetings I learned as an organizer. This type of two-way conversation 
is similar to what Miles Horton and Paulo Freire (1990) did in their spoken 
book We Make the Road by Walking. In the beginning of their conversation, 
Freire says to Horton that a spoken book “should give us a duality in the 
conversation, a certain relaxation, a result of losing seriousness in thinking 
while talking” (p. 5). During my conversational interviews, I tried to create 
this back-and-forth atmosphere of relaxation, while also discussing matters 
important to me and those I interviewed. In effect, we were participating in 
cocreating knowledge, which, in many cases, advanced our thinking about 
our work and about action-related strategies. That is, it advanced our civic 
agency. My hope is that those who read this book also engage with me and 
those whose voices you will read about, who have shared with me in this 
learning journey.

Community Organizing: My Birthright

I was born and raised in the state of Chihuahua, in northern Mexico. 
Although my parents met in Chihuahua, during the fi rst few years of their 
marriage they lived in a hacienda in the state of Durango, where my father 
worked. My parents had 13 children; I was number 12, the second to the 
youngest. There were 11 women and 2 men. My father had about 3 years of 
schooling, and my mother probably only a single year. I am the only child 
who attended college. My younger brother entered high school but did not 
fi nish. Three of my sisters fi nished elementary school. The rest of my siblings 
had probably 1 to 3 years of schooling, in part because they had to work with 
my father in the agricultural fi elds to contribute to supporting the family. 
All of my siblings had children. I did not, partially by chance and partially 
by choice. When I was growing up, my father worked in agriculture and my 
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14  TRANSFORMATIVE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

mother raised us, but she also sold food and candies she made at the house. 
During my lifetime, we lived in rental homes until I was 19 or 20, when my 
factory salary contributed to buying a house for the family. 

My fi rst job was at a General Electric factory in Ciudad Juárez, when I 
was 17. I worked there for 5 years. At the time, I had decided that I did not 
want to fi nish middle school, mainly, I know now, because I was afraid our 
poverty conditions would prevent me from staying in school until gradua-
tion. We also had just moved to Ciudad Juárez, and I was afraid of the big 
city. I had lived in small towns most of my life. My parents moved four times 
by the time I was 16, mostly looking for work. Within the fi rst year of my job 
at the factory, noticing the harsh working conditions there, I decided to go 
back to school. Experiencing injustice at the factory—like not being allowed 
to use the bathroom or attend to a bleeding fi nger because this would slow 
production—made me want to study social work.

My community organizing practice began when I was a young, under-
graduate student of social work at the Universidad Autonoma de Ciudad Juárez 
in the 1970s. During this time, a group of classmates and I realized that the 
school did not offer community organizing fi eld placement and decided to 
create our ideal version of fi eldwork, which resulted in a project to organize 
in rural communities in the Valle de Juárez. We distributed ourselves in vari-
ous small towns lined up along the Mexico-U.S. border, all located within a 
3-hour driving distance southeast of Ciudad Juárez. We organized on various 
issues, including education, water, and health care, for over a year. Through 
this experience my classmates and I began learning about community organ-
izing but also about institutional organizing, as we navigated the university 
system to convince our professors and university authorities to make a vehi-
cle and a driver available to transport 6 to 10 of us to the Valle de Juárez. 
Every Saturday and/or Sunday morning a university-owned bus dropped me 
and my classmates in the towns where we were organizing, and the same bus 
would return at the end of the day to take us back to Ciudad Juárez. This 
is how we, as students, used our evolving civic agency to create a new space 
that would address our educational interests. Navigating through the univer-
sity’s system itself turned out to be quite an educational experience, one that 
taught us a great deal about how to understand and leverage power within 
the institution. Thus began my life’s work as a  community organizer. 

Defining Community Organizing

Throughout my professional life I have been part of a wide range of  organizing 
approaches, including rural organizing in Mexico,  neighborhood and 
 resident based, short-term mobilization and protest, union, environmental, 
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electoral, and broad-based organizing in the United States. Most people 
think of community organizing as activism, but there is an important dis-
tinction between the two. 

Mark Rudd (2013) realized the importance of understanding this dif-
ference after hearing from many young people who believed that “noth-
ing anyone does can ever make a difference.” Intrigued by such a sense of 
powerlessness, Rudd decided to look into where this might originate. His 
conclusion is that young people are so removed from the experience of suc-
cessful social change movements, such as those in the 1960s, that they seem 
to assume that these movements just happened, unaware of the political 
education, planning, and strategizing that were part of such movements. 
This is important because it helps explain why they feel defeated by recent 
unsuccessful antiwar protests. Rudd began to understand these young peo-
ple’s sense of powerlessness when he read Letters From Young Activists: Today’s 
Rebels Speak Out (Berger, Boudin, & Farrow, 2005). In that book, Andy 
Cornell, addressing punk rock activism, defi nes activism and organizing as 
the following:

Activists are individuals who dedicate their time and energy to  various 
efforts they hope will contribute to social, political, or economic change. 
Organizers are activists who, in addition to their own participation, work 
to move other people to take action and help them develop skills, political 
analysis and confi dence within the context of organizations. Organizing is 
a  process—creating long-term campaigns that mobilize a certain constitu-
ency to press for specifi c demands from a particular target, u sing a defi ned 
strategy and escalating tactics. (pp. 72–73)

Rudd interprets Cornell’s words, saying, “In other words, it’s not enough for 
punks to continually express their contempt for mainstream values through 
their alternate identity; they’ve got to move toward ‘organizing masses of 
people.’ Aha! Activism = self-expression; organizing = movement-building” 
(pp. 72–73).

Activism thus defi ned is often expressed through anger and frustration 
about something considered an injustice. Activists are more likely to  organize 
through mobilization and protest. These two activities can be effective when 
there is an urgency to block an action damaging a community, such as build-
ing a new prison without residents’ input or in electoral campaigns. However, 
these are often short-term projects and are not always focused on building a 
collective of leadership involved in long-term societal and institutional cul-
ture transformation. The Occupy movement against economic inequality, 
which started in New York in September 2011, is an example of activism 
through massive mobilization. Although powerful, it dwindled almost as 
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quickly as it had grown. In fact, much to my surprise, in a class on leadership 
in the community I taught at USC in the fall of 2012 none of the students 
(most of whom were students coming from low-income neighborhoods) had 
heard of it. Mobilization of this type, as the movement founders and activists 
found out, is hard to sustain for the long term.

Long-term, sustainable cultural and societal transformation, as  Cornell’s 
description establishes, is most successful when it includes a strategy for polit-
ical education and leadership development (Berger et al., 2005). This type of 
education for successful movement building is also addressed by Horton and 
Freire (1990). The women’s and the civil rights movements are examples of 
this type of long-term cultural and societal change. They both lasted a num-
ber of years; had a clear goal; and emphasized intentional,  ongoing leadership 
training and development. The United Farm Workers Union is another such 
example, which, although it may not have the same level of power or visibil-
ity that it once had, continues to exist even after its founding leader, Cesar 
Chavez, died in 1993. 

Given this confusion between activism and organizing, it is not surpris-
ing that organizing to create change in higher education might be perceived 
as mobilization and protest aimed at fi ghting those in positions of power, in 
this case senior administrators. In the community organizing approach I use 
in higher education, however, conversation, political education, delibera-
tion, relationship building, and relational power are the foundation. This is 
something I took away from working with the IAF. I will explain more about 
the IAF, and about the organizing approach I use in academia, in chapter 2. 

Organization of the Chapters

The premise of this book is that community organizing can help create a 
culture that values and rewards civically engaged scholarship, thus advancing 
higher education’s public, democratic mission. I demonstrate how this takes 
place through lessons I have learned from experience and research in vari-
ous institutions and in various contexts. I also discuss how the infl uence of 
dominant market forces has created antidemocratic conditions that make it 
diffi cult for civically engaged scholarship to be valued and rewarded, and con-
sequently, this also makes it diffi cult to create reciprocal  campus-community 
partnerships. I introduce these key themes in this chapter. I also emphasize 
the essential role of our personal narratives in creating change in higher edu-
cation, give an introduction to the concept of community organizing, and 
share parts of my own narrative. In chapter 2, I elaborate in detail the specifi c 
community organizing approach I have been using in higher education for 
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over a decade. In chapter 3, with voices from faculty, students, and commu-
nity partners, I illustrate how this specifi c approach developed at Occidental 
College, where I fi rst integrated community organizing with civic engage-
ment. In chapter 4, I elaborate on the infl uence of the market in higher edu-
cation through a discussion of neoliberalism. I make a connection between 
neoliberalism and the business models adapted by many colleges and uni-
versities, and how this affects the institutionalization of civically engaged 
scholarship. I end with a discussion of the concept of reciprocity as it pertains 
to creating reciprocal civic engagement partnerships. I illustrate these themes 
with excerpts from interviews at Maynooth University and at USC. In chap-
ter 5, I summarize key themes of the book and make a strong argument for 
the use of community organizing practices to transform the culture of higher 
education and society in general. I emphasize the role of our personal stories 
and the intentional and strategic building of collective leadership. Most of 
all, this book is a narrative of my personal and professional journey of over 
a decade, and of how I have gone about cocreating spaces where democracy 
can be enacted and individual, institutional, and community transformation 
can occur. 
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