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INTRODUCTION

Intentions: The Role of the Student Companion in  

Community-Engaged Learning

In a recent podcast a woman was recounting a story from her 
childhood. She described a summer when she was 9 years old 
when her dad tried to teach her to swim by literally throwing 

her into the deep end of the pool. The woman described the sense 
of initial shock and panic that came over her in the moments after 
she hit the water, coupled with (somewhat surprising) feelings of 
embarrassment and resentment. She recalled that she flailed for a 
while, staying afloat long enough to notice her dad’s look of dis-
approval before sinking below the surface. Moments later, her dad 
reached in and pulled her out without saying a word, and that was 
the end of the swim lesson for the day. Later that night, she recalled 
overhearing her dad tell her mom, “I just don’t understand why she 
didn’t swim!”

This story struck a chord because jumping into community-
engaged learning is like being thrown into the deep end of a pool. 
For many students (not all, and we’ll elaborate on this further in a 
moment), community-engaged learning may require them to enter 
spaces they never knew existed and connect with people they haven’t 
previously encountered. Just like dropping into a deep pool can be 
disorienting for those who have never swam before, going into a com-
munity that is very different from one’s own can be disorienting, too. 
This is especially true when the community is struggling against the 
effects of systematic oppression and marginalization, and when the 
student has had limited prior experience with such communities. 
It’s important to note that the converse is also true: Many students 
who come from marginalized groups and communities often feel as 

1

Donahue.indb   1 20-06-2018   21:21:24

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



2  STUDENT COMPANION TO COMMUNITY-ENGAGED LEARNING

though navigating college is a sink-or-swim endeavor that requires 
them to deploy skills and knowledge that may not have been explic-
itly cultivated in their educational formation and lived reality.

In this case, community-engaged learning courses might be like 
diving into a familiar pool. These courses may provide an oppor-
tunity for students to return to their own communities or ones 
that are similar in terms of demographics, culture, or geography. 
Students returning to familiar community spaces may experience 
a range of feelings from excitement to apprehension to resistance. 
Some students talk about how their community-engaged courses 
helped them develop a sense of home away from home, whereas 
others feel they struggled to get out of their community and don’t 
want to have to re-enter oppressive spaces. Whatever their feelings 
associated with community engagement, students who are from 
underserved communities or marginalized groups tend to be able 
to draw on specific relevant skills and knowledge that they’ve honed 
through lived experience. In chapter 3 we will talk about commu-
nity cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005) as a set of competencies that allow 
racially minoritized students, in particular, to navigate higher educa-
tion successfully. However, although particular students might be 
more familiar with social justice issues because of their own lived 
experience, that doesn’t mean they should be expected to speak on 
behalf of a particular group or community.

This book is written for you—the student embarking on a  
community-engaged course experience. It is meant to honor you 
(and all students) by recognizing that each person is a unique amal-
gam of multiple identities, including (but not limited to) socio-
economic status, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual orientation 
(Abrams & Hogg, 1990; Adams, 2000; McIntosh, 1988; Tajfel, 
2010). Understanding diversity as a “given,” we attempt to resist 
assumptions about what makes someone the “typical” or “ideal” 
community-engaged learning student and instead provide relevant 
and accessible information that can be used by diverse students to 
illuminate new ways of thinking about, and acting in, the world.

Now, back to our swimming metaphor. We can imagine that, 
at the most basic level, staying afloat in a pool requires knowledge 
of how to hold one’s breath and application of basic kicking and 
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INTRODUCTION  3

paddling skills. With regard to community engagement, the equiva-
lent basic knowledge and skills might include understanding the 
geography and demographics of the neighborhood and utilizing skills 
like interpersonal communication and navigation of public trans-
portation systems. At the very least, these skills should allow you to 
reach your destination, a host organization or other site for engage-
ment. Of course, just as one can learn and apply more advanced 
skills and knowledge in the act of swimming (think breathing tech-
niques, butterfly strokes, and kick turns), students can develop and 
implement more advanced skills and knowledge that allow them 
to engage more meaningfully and impactfully with the community 
(think self-reflection skills, community organizing techniques, and 
knowledge of power dynamics).

In the podcast, the girl’s father seemed frustrated and surprised 
that she didn’t immediately start swimming when he threw her into 
the pool but instead panicked and flailed. To set her up for suc-
cess, he should have prepared her by providing safety information 
and practicing basic skills with her. In the same way, instructors of 
community-engaged courses should not expect students to make 
their first foray into community without preparation. In fact, ensur-
ing students exhibit open-mindedness, empathy, and commitment 
necessitates more than “jumping in.” Fostering these dispositions 
requires modeling, reflecting on, and practicing them. Whether one 
expects a student to learn to swim or do community engagement, it 
is incumbent upon an instructor to teach the skills and knowledge 
necessary to do so effectively.

This book will help you develop and deploy the necessary skills 
and knowledge to participate in effective community-engaged learn-
ing. To be clear, when we talk about community-engaged learning, 
we mean a course-based experience that cultivates your academic 
and civic knowledge and skills, as well as values and commitments, 
through direct engagement with communities and groups work-
ing to overcome systemic injustice. Engagement might look like 
direct service (think tutoring or serving meals), advocacy or activism 
(think registering voters or participating in organized demonstra-
tions), participatory action research (think administering surveys or 
collecting oral histories to inform community change efforts), or 
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4  STUDENT COMPANION TO COMMUNITY-ENGAGED LEARNING

simple solidarity (think talking and listening to people describe their 
struggles to resist oppression and honoring their lived experience). 
Although doing community-engaged learning isn’t a life-or-death 
situation in the way staying afloat in a deep swimming pool is, the 
experience does entail high stakes. It’s remarkably easy for students to 
inadvertently do harm if they aren’t mindful about how their actions 
can impact others. That harm might translate into individuals feel-
ing disrespected and dehumanized or into entire organizations wast-
ing resources and time to work with students only to discover that 
the project they needed wasn’t completed. Assuming you and your 
instructor want to avoid such issues, think of this book as the com-
panion that will coach you through those first few toe-dips into the 
deep end of the community engagement pool.

We begin by setting the context for our work of community 
engagement. Each of us can probably identify a justice issue that 
directly affects us or people we love, or at least an issue that we wit-
ness playing out on a daily basis and care deeply about. We know 
that these issues are complicated and not easy to solve. Chapter 1 
provides information on just how pervasive and complex some of 
these issues are. In addition to providing critical contextual informa-
tion, this chapter is meant to spark a sense of urgency to act, and to 
help you start thinking about how your community-engaged course 
connects with these issues.

Chapter 2 then speaks to why community-engaged learning is a 
valuable way to acquire, analyze, and apply new learning because it 
allows students to organically navigate authentic contexts. Through 
this chapter, we explore the power of learning by doing, the pos-
sibility of opening up your worldview by interacting with diverse 
individuals, and the ways you can function as a teacher as well as 
a learner. Further, community-engaged learning has the power to 
move you and your peers toward informed and effective community 
action. You’ll be interacting with, and learning from, community 
residents and change-makers. Instead of peeking out the windows of 
your ivory tower (a common metaphor for colleges and universities) 
and observing social justice issues from afar, you will be engaging 
those issues at ground level to analyze their root causes, symptoms, 
impacts, and interventions.

Donahue.indb   4 20-06-2018   21:21:24

Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com



INTRODUCTION  5

To prepare you for this dynamic learning experience, in  
chapter 3 we’ve curated some unique insights and advice from 
those involved in community-engaged learning, including students, 
alumni, faculty, community partners, and community members. 
We’ll suggest dispositions that set you up to maximize your learning 
and your contribution to community change efforts. Although it 
is said that “the road to hell is paved with good intentions,” being 
mindful about your intentions related to community engagement is 
a necessary first step in getting beyond that (seemingly low) bar of 
“do no harm” so you can act in ways that benefit the community.

To accompany these new ways of thinking, we provide advice 
on how to put your values and dispositions into practice in chapter 
4. This is where we are going to get really concrete. What should 
you do when you enter your host organization for the first time? 
How should you interact with the organization’s staff, volunteers, 
and clients? What clues can you pick up about the culture and values 
of the organization or broader community just by being observant? 
How do you operationalize “professionalism”? What does it mean 
to “unpack” uncomfortable community-engaged experiences? Don’t 
worry! You’ll find the answers to all of these questions if you just 
keep reading.

In chapter 5, this book ends by introducing you to case stud-
ies of students who have experienced the transformative power of 
community-engaged learning. These stories illustrate common 
themes inherent in the student experience, including listening to 
understand, challenging stereotypes, learning your role, and seeing 
the world through a new lens. Our hope is that these stories inspire 
you to orchestrate your own transformation through community 
engagement.

Note that we’ve integrated a special feature into this book. You 
can scan embedded QR codes in most of the chapters to explore par-
ticular themes and perspectives more deeply. In some cases, the code 
will take you to a video intended for public viewing (on YouTube or 
Vimeo). Please be aware that public content on many media sites is 
open to viewer comments that are not reviewed, curated, or edited. 
Some of the comments may be inflammatory and offensive, so we 
encourage you to avoid reading them and focus on the content in 
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6  STUDENT COMPANION TO COMMUNITY-ENGAGED LEARNING

the videos. In other cases, you’ll access original video content that 
we produced specifically to accompany this companion book. If you 
don’t already have one, you can download a QR code reader onto 
your smart phone. The QR code reader app is easy to use, and new 
users can walk through the app’s instructions to learn how to scan 
the codes in the book.

You’ll also notice that we’ve woven critical questions into each 
chapter to prompt you to reflect on the ideas and perspectives pre-
sented in this book. When you come across these questions, we sug-
gest that you read them and then process your thinking through 
writing or peer discussion. In fact, it’s a great idea to frequently dis-
cuss themes and questions from this book, as well as insights about 
your community-engaged experiences, with classmates, community 
partners, and your instructor. Our hope is that you enter into your 
community-engaged learning experience, and this book, with intel-
lectual curiosity, critical consideration, a desire to contribute to the 
common good of your community, and a commitment to building 
authentic relationships across differences.
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