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This summer I overheard a chat between
my son and daughter that gave me pause. 
Adam, a high school junior, was standing next to Gillian, a college soph-

omore, as she looked at Facebook pages of college students from vari-

ous schools. Facebook is a popular social networking Web site on which

students create personalized Web profiles. “That kid goes to a party

school,” Gillian told her brother as she stopped to look at one student’s

page. “See? You can tell by the photos. Have you ever seen that many

empties lined up? Talk about ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall.” 

“I wonder how long it took him to drink all of that beer.” 

“I’m sure he didn’t drink them all by himself. With a bunch of

friends, it probably only took him a couple of weekends,” she said

matter-of-factly as she clicked onto another student’s Facebook page.

Party school reputations for many undergraduate institutions,

deserved or not, are alive and thriving. The Princeton Review 2008

Best 366 Colleges rankings list party schools under headings such as

“Lots of Beer,” “Reefer Madness,” and “Lots of Hard Liquor.” In the

2006 Student Monitor's Lifestyle and Media Study, a market

research survey of undergraduates, 75 percent of the students polled

reported that drinking beer was "in" on their campuses—this activity

was surpassed in popularity only by students listening to their iPods.

In the Winter 2007 edition of Liberal Education, Donald W.

Harward, director of the Bringing Theory to Practice (BTtoP) proj-

ect reported that “Over the past decade or so, campuses nationwide

have reported dramatic increases in binge drinking.” In response to

this and other harmful forms of student disengagement, the

Bringing Theory to Practice project, developed by the Charles

Engelhard Foundation in partnership with the Association of

American Colleges and Universities, promotes engaged learning as

an important strategy to reintegrate the multiple purposes of liberal

education. BTtoP, now in its fourth year, has involved more than 200

institutions and funded more than 40 campuses to participate in a

national effort to advance engaged student learning and determine

how it might improve the quality of students’ education, develop-

ment, health, and commitment to civic engagement.

The goals of BTtoP are

• To explore the connection of forms of engaged learning to

the health of students with the objective of increasing the full

and healthy development of each learner, and the fostering of

productive interrelationships among learning, individual real-

ization, and the forming and sustaining of a civic society.

• To increase the number of campuses that effectively address

these issues; to provide resources to help them to do so; and

to assist campuses to consider additional ways to prevent or

intervene in responding to incidences of student mental-

health related problems and abusive behaviors.

• To encourage greater utilization of the fundamental academic

strengths of institutions to address the intellectual, emotional,

and civic development of students. To encourage cross-cam-

pus discussions and the valuing of the interdependency of

student affairs and academic affairs.

• To increase the involvement of faculty in changing the prac-

tices and culture of the academy to focus on teaching and

learning methods that contribute to students’ success as well

as their health and civic development.

• To increase the involvement of students in bringing about

these changes—on campuses and in the communities that

they will form and affect.

• To increase institutional attention and commitment to these

effects including the creation of systems of support, reward,

and maintenance that value them.

This issue of Peer Review, coedited by Barry Checkoway, fea-

tures articles from three BTtoP campus demonstration sites. Each

campus story tells how that institution uses engaged learning and

participation in activities such as service learning to foster student

well-being and civic responsibility. Checkoway notes in his

Analysis piece in this issue that “the number of colleges and uni-

versities that share our cause is growing, and there is enough evi-

dence to cause us to imagine that some combination of engaged

learning, mental health, and civic development holds promise to

establish this as a field of practice and subject of study.” While

there is still much to be learned about the effects and affects of

engaged learning on student behavior, the BTtoP project has

shown that providing and supporting learning contexts that enable

student transformation has shown great promise in developing the

whole person—a fundamental goal of a liberal education.  

—SHELLEY JOHNSON CAREY
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David Tritelli introduced the Bringing Theory to Practice

(BTtoP) project to readers of Liberal Education in the

Winter 2007 issue with the following narrative (Tritelli 2007):

Developed in 2003, by AAC&U and the Charles

Engelhard Foundation, the project is … gathering

evidence of measurable and replicable outcomes

that link specific forms of engaged learning—

mainly service-learning and community-based

research experiences—to behavioral choices and to

student development. [It] explores the key ques-

tions about engaged learning through a focus on

certain prevalent patterns of student disengage-

ment, including substance abuse and depression.

Through multiple conferences, workshops, publica-

tions, commissioned studies, research within and across

seven national demonstration sites, and the support and

study of nearly forty campus programs, the BTtoP

project has moved from the articulation of a hunch to

the establishment of a hypothesis that has now gained

evidentiary support: There are measurable and replica-

ble outcomes that link specific forms of engaged learning

to student mental health and behavior and to students’

civic engagement. In this respect, confirming outcomes

reveal not only a meaningful approach to addressing

patterns of disengagement by students (depression, sub-

stance abuse, academic disengagement, and civic disen-

gagement) but also the complexity and interrelation-

ships among the core purposes of liberal education.

Evaluating BTtoP Work across Campuses

This issue of Peer Review focuses on how several of the

campuses engaged in the BTtoP project are working at

deeper levels of framing, then describing outcomes: docu-

menting effects, some affects, some dispositional, some

“soft,” some “hard.” By doing so, they are beginning the task

that is absolutely central to our understanding of the core

purposes of liberal education and to whether or not we, and

our students, are achieving those core purposes. The articles

herein come from those leading the BTtoP demonstration

sites and from those evaluating the work on and across cam-

puses. They move the discussion from the general to the

particular, from the more abstract to the transferable level.

The articles begin to translate outcomes and to show institu-

tions what a deeper level of attending to them might involve.

The grammar of “inputs” and “outcomes” is bor-

rowed from mechanistic or causal models and may not

be as applicable to education as one would think, looking

at the higher education literature of the last twenty years

or more. Many of us can recall the admonition to our

campuses that our attempts to determine our quality and

that the rankings of our institutions provided by others

were based solely on inputs such as student high school

credentials, standardized test scores, faculty size, PhD

percentages, and salaries paid. How these inputs are

related to what we actually do (as we have students

under our influence for four years) rarely moved beyond

conjecture. Some of our institutions have claimed (with-

out any more than the occasional apocryphal example) to

“take students further” than even the most prestigious

institution, taking students with lower inputs and carry-

ing them to higher levels. After all, the reasoning goes,

how can the prestigious institutions screw up when they

start with great students? They say that while the presti-

gious institutions may move the student somewhat in a

Examining the Outcomes of the Bringing
Theory to Practice Project
By Donald W. Harward, president emeritus of Bates College and director of the Bringing Theory to Practice project
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linear progression, the impact of their insti-

tutions is categorical.

Measurements, metrics, and qualitative

and quantitative indices of what actually hap-

pens to students became a common request.

We needed to know more than inputs; we

needed to know the outcomes. The clamor

for such evidence—which would justify the

greater expenses of higher education and jus-

tify the individual institution’s claim that it

does influence what happens to students in

ways that are beneficial to the students and to

society at large—resulted in much attention

being given to measurable outcomes, such as

the percentage of graduates, persistence rates,

job placements following graduation, and

graduate and professional school placements.

Three Distinct Emphases

Currently, there are, in my view, at least three

distinct emphases found in the conversation

regarding outcomes. Each has its own voice,

proponents, and interest group. First, there is

the politically charged emphasis regarding

why outcome measurements are needed—

namely, the judgment that there must be

greater accountability in higher education.

Typical reasons for demanding outcome

measurements include the perception that

the undergraduate experience is of low qual-

ity (on what this judgment rests remains

unclear), that graduates are not prepared for

the workplace, and that our higher education

institutions have been too long receiving pub-

lic financial support without real accountabil-

ity. For proponents of this judgment, a pre-

scription appears to follow: Universal assess-

ment tools should be used to hold all institu-

tions receiving any form of public financial aid

accountable by comparatively measuring a

particular set of quantifiable outcomes.

The second emphasis has sought to jus-

tify “surrogate outcomes”—what some would

claim as the push to value what we measure

rather than measure what we value. Some

institutional research offices, data-gathering

consortia, and national reporting structures

present “evidence” of higher education’s suc-

cess or failure with the concession that while

we are not able to assess student learning or

educational gains, we can measure “attain-

ment” or persistence to a credential, and,

they say, isn’t that really the goal?

The third emphasis has been to take a

much more in-depth look at how undergradu-

ate learning might be assessed, not with cur-

rent standardized tools, but with much more

analytic means of assessing the development

of argument, critical skills, and analytic and

synthetic thinking and expression. This

emphasis on assessing the real learning and

development of students has gained recent

audience and attention. However, this empha-

sis asks for significant investment by the insti-

tution and presents to the institution the real

risk that the results could be unsettling.

Overall, in my judgment, for most of

these emphases in the current conversa-

tion, we would benefit from deeper think-

ing about the multiplicity of dimensions of

what students bring to college and about

what they leave with. “What happens to

students here” has too often been cast in a

rudimentary, causal model that may do

more to distort what could actually be

meant by an educational experience and

what we should be looking at as evidence

of its depth and profundity.

BTtoP and the Advancement of

Liberal Education 

The call for attention to outcomes is of

the utmost importance if the call is for a

more sophisticated analysis of learning

outcomes, such as that being proposed

by College Learning Assessment project,

joined with a better understanding of

what could be called transformational

outcomes and civic outcomes. As the evi-

dence of the BTtoP project attests,

attending to these complexities and types

of outcomes and recognizing that they

are not all causal or direct or linear is to

take a huge next step in the advancement

of liberal education and in the restora-

tion of what that education promises.

The call for outcomes must reflect not

only effects of a causal model but also

affects, dispositional and attitudinal

changes, patterns of behavior and per-

spective, propensities to act, and so on

that lead us to a deeper understanding of

what the range and depth of outcomes

might actually be. I don’t know if these

will be easily quantified or easily ranked.

Probably not. But unless we do attempt

to gain some deeper understanding and

to use more subtle metaphors and mod-

els when appraising the educational

experience, we are likely to achieve

hardly more than superficial and mis-

chief-making generalities—fodder for the

marketing of rankings and the continua-

tion of the commodification of higher

education. �

Reference

Tritelli, D. 2007. From the editor. Liberal
Education. 93 (1): 4.
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WWhat happens when colleges and universities build

capacity for engaged learning in ways that promote the

mental health and well-being of students—specifically

by addressing depression and alcohol abuse—and that

contribute to their civic development? This question is

significant, especially in light of alarming increases in

depression and alcohol abuse on the campus. Too many

of today's undergraduates experience depression or

abuse alcohol that interferes with their academic work,

and also disengage from democracy to the extent that

there is concern about its future.

With funding from the Charles Engelhard

Foundation of New York in partnership with the

Association of American Colleges and Universities

(AAC&U), and led by Donald Harward, the Bringing

Theory to Practice (BTtoP) project’s demonstration site

program was created to address these concerns.

The program assumes that depression is not sim-

ply a symptom of students as individuals who have per-

sonal problems that require clinical psychological, psy-

chiatric, or medical treatment, but rather of students as

group members who are disengaged from learning in

their educational institutions and withdrawn from par-

ticipation in their society. The program thus constructs

mental health and well-being as problems of education

and democracy and, in the spirit of John Dewey,

ascribes instrumental roles to campus and community.

The program does not assume that engaged learn-

ing should substitute for clinical care needed for stu-

dents with severe depression or mental illness. Instead,

it assumes that if students were more engaged in their

learning, then their mental health and civic develop-

ment would be affected.

The program is based on the belief that colleges

and universities have a level of responsibility for the

mental health and well-being and the civic develop-

ment of the student as a whole person and not just as

a consumer of education or a mere recipient of

knowledge.

Finally, the program assumes that if institutions

formulate strategies for engaged learning through serv-

ice-learning, community-based research, and other

approaches, and that if such efforts truly engage stu-

dents and increase active involvement in learning on

campus and in the community, then the program has

the potential to promote the mental health of students

and to contribute to their civic development.

Despite the significance of the relationships among

engaged learning, mental health, and civic develop-

ment, there is too little research in this area. Although

there are scientific studies of older people that demon-

strate how civic engagement can change their psychoso-

cial condition, affect their body chemistry, and even

reduce their depression and dependence on medica-

tion, there are few such studies of young people.

Launching the Program

BTtoP seeks to develop and assess engaged-learning

strategies that promote the mental health and civic

development of students. The initiative builds on a

Engaged Learning, Student Mental
Health, and Civic Development: 
Can We Demonstrate the Relationship?

By Barry N. Checkoway, professor of social work and urban planning, University of Michigan–Ann Arbor
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series of national conferences and leader-

ship colloquia with students, faculty

members, professional staff, and presi-

dents of institutions who share the notion

that addressing these phenomena as a

subject of study will contribute to their

quality as a field of practice and, when

viewed in a systematic fashion, will

advance the core academic mission of

higher education.

For this purpose, we received a

large number of proposals from colleges

and universities nationwide and

selected seven institutions that were

already seeking to increase engaged

learning and wanted to take their work

to the next level: Barnard College,

Emory University, Morgan State

University, Dickinson College, St.

Lawrence University, Georgetown

University, and Syracuse University.

Because this is a pilot program, we

placed special emphasis on identifying

the initial institutions in what we expect

will become a longer-term initiative. Our

objective was to start the process and

learn from experience, not necessarily to

find a representative sample of institu-

tions nationwide.

Evaluation is instrumental to the

program as a vehicle for building the

knowledge base. Evaluation operates at

the institutional, cross-site, and national

levels. At the institutional level, evalua-

tors gather empirical data, answer spe-

cific questions, and assess outcomes in

each college or university. At the cross-

site level and national levels, an evalua-

tor assesses the work of each institution

and of the overall program. We visit sites

and stay in regular communication about

our common cause.

Cross-site meetings bring partici-

pants together to review our fundamen-

tal purpose and gain in-depth knowledge

of each campus effort. We discuss opera-

tional meanings of key terms, issues that

cut across sites, and strategies for imple-

mentation. The meetings help us

develop our working relationships and

build a mutually supportive learning

community.

Evaluation includes information about

the project's objectives, activities and out-

comes, individual and institutional out-

comes, facilitating and limiting factors, and

cross-site themes and lessons learned. It

includes quantitative and qualitative meas-

ures, pre-and post-testing, and comparison-

group tracking of differences between stu-

dents involved in the project and students

who are not involved.

All demonstration site campuses par-

ticipate in the National Survey of Student

Engagement, administrated by Indiana

University. This allows our program to add

to the survey's core questions assessing stu-

dent engagement in learning, a common

set of questions assessing substance abuse,

depression, and civic development.

At this writing we are assessing data

for more than 3,000 students across the

seven campuses, hoping to further illumi-

nate the relationship between engaged

learning, mental health, and civic develop-

ment. . This special issue of Peer Review

includes a preliminary analysis of these

data.

After two years, the demonstration

program has a lengthy list of activities and

accomplishments at the national, cross-site,

and institutional levels. It is fascinating to

observe how each institution, while work-

ing toward a common purpose, has

employed a distinct strategy, including the

following:

• Involving students in academic semi-

nars on campus, living-learning com-

munities in residence halls, and place-

ments in the community

• Establishing a center for civic

engagement and leadership that

involves students in curricular and

cocurricular activities on campus and

in the community

• Infusing content on mental health and

wellness into courses in disciplines like

anthropology, biology, psychology, and

philosophy

• Strengthening service-learning to

address depression and drug use in a

target neighborhood of a large city.

Bridging the Divide

As our learning community develops, an

analytic framework is emerging from

empirically based practice, resulting in two

initial questions that presently guide some

of our discussion: What have we learned

about bridging the divide among engaged

learning, student mental health, and civic

development? What have we learned about

implementing institutional change in

higher education?

To help answer the first question,

BTtoP commissioned a literature review

by Lynn Swaner, which quickly became
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the best work of its kind. The Association

of American Colleges and Universities

then published a special issue of Liberal

Education (Winter 2007) that enabled

participants to provide perspectives on the

program.

Now the first empirical findings

from the demonstration program are

being featured in this special issue of

Peer Review. The articles draw upon

campus visits, cross-site meetings, evalu-

ation findings, and case studies by insti-

tutional representatives, who give a

strong flavor of what we are trying to

accomplish.

Lynn Swaner and Ashley Finley

describe the evaluation to date, including

initial findings from the data showing that

engaged learning leads to deeper learning

that is personally transformative and highly

satisfying for student participants, and that

it generates positive outcomes for meas-

ures of mental health and civic develop-

ment. They observe that the overall BTtoP

Project is laying the foundation for a new

subject of study and new methodological

approaches. Swaner and Finley also

express concern about self-selection bias as

a challenge for evaluation: Students who

are civically inclined and tend to drink less

may have self selected to participate

in the various projects.

Because of this, the question

arises as to the extent to which

we can generalize from the

data. Out of our concern for

the societal problems that

motivated the BTtoP ini-

tiative, however, our pri-

mary purpose was to

involve initial institutions

and address a real-world

problem. Thus we pro-

ceeded, with the expec-

tation that a more

sophisticated scientific

approach would

develop.

The project has

grown faster than antici-

pated, raised expecta-

tions, and enabled us to

see that we faced the

classic issue of self-selection

bias in research. In retrospect, this

allowed us to realize what we might have

done differently in retrospect.

The activities and accomplishments of

some demonstration sites, and the lessons

learned at these sites, are significant. At St.

Lawrence University, for example, Ronald

Flores, Catherine Crosby-Currie, and

Christine Zimmerman describe the cre-

ation of the Center for Civic Engagement

and Leadership. Through this center, fac-

ulty members and student mentors work

with college students in a living-learning

community whose residents enroll in

courses on community and citizenship, and

participate in placements on the

Akwesasne Mohawk Reservation and with

other organizations. The center combines

curricular and cocurricular activities

through which students work together with

community partners to develop and direct

community projects that address locally

identified needs. The experience enables

them to question their assumptions,

develop their thinking, and gain self-confi-

dence, which makes them stronger and

prepares them for active participation in a

diverse democracy.

At Georgetown University, Joan Riley

and Mindy McWilliams describe a large-

scale curriculum infusion initiative in

which faculty members bring mental

health issues into courses in biology,

English, mathematics, philosophy, theol-

ogy, and other academic disciplines and

professional fields. The courses increase

students' awareness of mental health

issues and increase faculty sensitivity to

students' situations. The courses also
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improve campus relations among health

providers and students by involving the

providers in the classroom.

At Dickinson College, entering stu-

dents enroll in first-year seminars on a

wide range of subjects, live in common res-

idence halls, and develop through educa-

tional experiences. The initiative has

involved more than 180 students who

reportedly consumed alcohol less often

than control group students, although their

levels of depression were more uneven

during the experiment.

Institutional Change

In considering our second guiding ques-

tion, what have we learned about imple-

menting institutional change in higher edu-

cation? We observe from our institutional,

cross-site, and national efforts that no sin-

gle strategy characterizes all approaches to

practice. Indeed, each institution has some

measure of support from campus leaders

who show commitment to the goals,

although leadership varies from one insti-

tution to another.

For example, there are institutions

whose president, chancellor, or provost has

shown especially strong support. There are

vice presidents for academic affairs and

vice presidents for student affairs who have

provided cash and in-kind matching, sus-

tainability plans, evaluation personnel, and

campus stakeholder participation in plan-

ning and implementation.

Most campuses have at least one

champion or change agent who shows

exceptional leadership and management.

These champions are broadly talented indi-

vidual leaders who arise from academic

affairs or student affairs, who have abilities

in project planning and organizational

development, and who have formulated a

political strategy for engaging stakeholders.

These champions also develop small

core groups that are passionate about the

issues and instrumental to the work. The

project offers opportunities for them to use

their expertise at bringing together faculty

and staff members with student partici-

pants on campus and in the community.

Each team is structuring its efforts dif-

ferently. Examples include efforts to cen-

tralize the BTtoP function in existing

offices of executive officers, create entirely

new institutional units and bureaucratic

structures, and decentralize the function to

academic units campuswide. Before the

project, schools had no units that com-

bined the constituencies of engaged learn-

ing, mental health, and civic development,

and in some cases our site visit comprised

the first meeting for this purpose. Each

campus has its own culture, and the effec-

tiveness of its efforts is affected by the abil-

ity to find the right fit.

Faculty members participate in the

project, but this is uneven from one insti-

tution to another. Faculty participants

include senior faculty members with a his-

tory of involvement and junior faculty with

strong commitment but without tenure.

Faculty are strategically situated through

their multiple roles in the institution, their

responsibilities for fulfilling its core objec-

tives, and their relationships with those

that influence implementation. We believe

that faculty are instrumental to the success

of the program, for without the faculty,

nothing lasting is likely to happen.

However, many faculty do not participate

in the program, and while a campus might

have an exceptional living-learning pro-

gram in a residence hall, some of its faculty

will have never set foot in a residence hall.

But despite the obstacles, the number

of colleges and universities that share our

cause is growing, and there is enough evi-

dence to cause us to imagine that some

combination of engaged learning, mental

health, and civic development holds prom-

ise to establish this as a field of practice

and subject of study.

Unanswered Questions

We also realize that there are many, many

unanswered questions or unresolved issues

that remain for future work:

• Will the project demonstrate and

develop knowledge of the process of

bridging the divide over the long haul?

• Will the project build institutional

capacity for engaged learning in ways

that promote mental health and con-

tribute to civic development?

• Are there best-practice strategies for

successfully implementing institutional

change?

• What are some ways of increasing the

involvement of faculty members in the

implementation of institutional change?

• Will the institutions sustain the

efforts? If so, how?

• What are some ways of building a

learning community and sustaining the

work? What institutional, cross-site, or

national initiatives are needed to
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accomplish the purpose? What is, or

should be, the long-term vision of the

project?

• What are the lessons learned? What

have we learned from empirically

based practice? What are the implica-

tions for this as a field of practice and

subject of study?

These are not the only questions, but

they are among the important ones.

Moving Ahead

As we ponder these questions, however,

we continue to move ahead in taking

actions that we think complement our

common cause. With all due respect to

social science and scientific positivism, we

do not need definitive data to know that

there is a serious problem and that there

are people who want to do something

about it.

We have reason to be optimistic and to

expect that some of our objectives will be

fulfilled and that the evaluation will answer

some of the questions it asks.

We believe that higher education is

ideally positioned for work of this type.

Yet we also know that even exceptional

efforts by colleges and universities will

remain limited without increasing the

involvement of other entities and building

an arena around BTtoP issues in the

larger society.

We know that colleges and universi-

ties are anchor institutions in American

society, that they have addressed prob-

lems of a magnitude equal to ours, and

that we are learning a great deal from

these institutions. But there is no reason

to expect that they will be able to address

these problems without an effort of

unprecedented proportions.

Indeed, higher education is only one

of numerous institutions in a society

whose levels of depression and alcohol

abuse and whose rates of civic engage-

ment are affected by forces that originate

outside of colleges and universities. We

are coming to realize that only part of

the solution is to motivate institutions

and demonstrate outcomes from this spe-

cial initiative. But we are coming to real-

ize that while educational institutions

move forward, there are other powerful

institutions—such as the medical estab-

lishment, the pharmaceutical industry,

and alcohol producers—that also are

strategically situated.

And while we have learned less about

civic development than we have learned

about engaged learning and mental health,

we know enough to know that too many

people have withdrawn from participation

and disengaged from democracy and that

the responsibility for this cannot be under-

stood as only that of higher education.

After all, who has responsibility for

the civic development of young people? Is

it higher education, or is it also the com-

munity, the family, and the individual? If

it is everyone's problem, then it is no

one's problem, and this is unacceptable to

us.

We strongly believe in what we are

trying to accomplish, and we are acting in

the assumption that we can make a differ-

ence, and in the final accounting, we

expect that we will.  �

Bringing Theory to
Practice Campus
Demonstration Sites

Barnard College
Identity, Community, and Belonging:
Engaged Learning for Mental Health: A
Demonstration Project

Dickinson College
Student Impact Assessment of
Engaged Learning Initiatives

Emory University
Sophomore Year at Emory Living and
Learning Experience: An Interdisciplinary
Seminar Course/Internship in Addiction
and Depression

Georgetown University
Connecting the Safety Net to the Heart
of the Academic Environment:
Curriculum Infusion of Mental Health
Issues into Lower-Division Courses

Morgan State University
SHARED (Students Helping and
Receiving Educational Development)
Experiences

St. Lawrence University
St. Lawrence Center for Civic
Engagement and Leadership: Creating
Opportunities for Agency and
Intentionality in Student Learning
Experiences

Syracuse University
SAGE (Self-Assess, Grow, Educate)
Options
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TTwo years ago, St. Lawrence University and six other

Bringing Theory to Practice (BTtoP) campus demon-

stration sites accepted the challenge of the Association

of American Colleges and Universities and the Charles

Engelhard Foundation to introduce innovative pro-

gramming designed to engage the whole student in his

or her learning experience as a way to understand the

complex relationships between pedagogies of engage-

ment, civic development, and student mental health

and well-being. With a growing body of scholarship

showing student disengagement from the college expe-

rience and persistently high levels of alcohol abuse,

stress, and depression on college campuses (Harward

2007), the time for integrating programming and

research dedicated to solving these problems was long

overdue.

The planning for the project was driven by a num-

ber of goals that reflected the underlying philosophies

of both the liberal arts and engaged learning:

• To increase the opportunities for agency and inten-

tionality in student learning

• To create programming that speaks to the entire

student experience through seamless integration

across all components of campus life

• To enhance our campus–community partnerships

as a way to collaboratively address community

needs and provide authentic opportunities for stu-

dents’ civic engagement

• To expand activities that expose students to differ-

ent points of view and to perhaps burst the campus

“bubble” 

• To develop an assessment protocol that would pro-

vide insights into the connections between peda-

gogy and student well-being

With these goals in mind, we created the Center

for Civic Engagement and Leadership (CCEL) and

designed an assessment model to measure the relation-

ship between the center and student outcomes such as

civic engagement and mental health.

Increasing Student Involvement

The mission of the Center for Civic Engagement and

Leadership at St. Lawrence University is to increase

and enhance opportunities for students to be agents of

positive social change both on and off campus. The

center combines academic and cocurricular activities

within a living–learning community in which students

work with community partners to develop and direct

projects that address locally identified needs. The

emphasis of the programming is to develop citizenship

and leadership skills through community-based learning

(CBL) including course work, independent studies, par-

ticipatory action research and dialogue training; volun-

teerism, through which students, faculty, and staff sup-

port and enhance initiatives that address community

needs; and leadership training that encompasses both

Engaged Pedagogies, Civic Development,
and Student Well-Being within a Liberal
Learning Context
By Ronald J. O. Flores, associate professor and director of community-based learning; Catherine Crosby-Currie,
associate professor of psychology; and Christine Zimmerman, director of institutional research, all of St. Lawrence
University



12 AAC&U Summer 2007 peerReview

practice and reflection. Because the center

emphasizes student ownership, we instituted

the Community Mentors (CM) program, in

which students, who are paid members of

the center staff, work with community part-

ners to identify needs within their organiza-

tions and develop partnership programs to

address those needs. The CM program

empowers students to identify problems and

develop programs in collaboration with com-

munity partners, faculty, staff, and fellow

students. These initiatives resonated with

our university’s aims and objectives, which

include the development of citizens who will

contribute to the greater good of society on

the local and global levels.

Our project focused on a particular

first-year living–learning community of

thirty students enrolled in a course on

community and citizenship in a multicul-

tural society. Each student was assigned to

a campus–community partnership program

and spent an average of two to three hours

per week engaged in that service. The stu-

dents were exposed to a variety of engaged-

learning pedagogies including community-

based learning, collaborative problem-solving

projects, a community learning journal, and

a liberal learning/advising portfolio. The lat-

ter two of these pedagogical methods were

used because of the emphasis that each

places on student intentionality in learning

(Zubizarreta 2004). In our assessment

model, these students served as our experi-

mental group in a quasi-experimental design,

and their behavior over the semester was

compared via pre- and post-test instruments

to a second group of students matched

across relevant demographic and academic

interest characteristics who have not been

part of this living–learning community.

Initial Findings

Our comparison of these two groups after

their first semester in college gave prelimi-

nary support to our hypothesis that

engaged-learning pedagogies have positive

effects on student outcomes. For example,

we found that during the first semester, the

average number of drinks consumed per

week had declined among students living in

the center and participating in the course on

community and citizenship but increased

for students in our comparison group and

for all first-year students. Further, we found

that during the first semester, the levels of

binge drinking among first-year students

had increased but had decreased for the

first-year students living in the center.

However, we did not find any notable

changes in mental well-being. Although the

results appear to be headed in the desired

direction, our relatively small sample size

suggests that we should temper our enthusi-

asm until more data are collected. We are

currently studying a second cohort of exper-

imental and comparison-group students.

Based on the National Survey of

Student Engagement (NSSE 2006), we

also found that the first-year students liv-

ing in the center were more engaged in

both academic and cocurricular activities

than students in the comparison group and

first-year students as a whole. Relative to

the comparison group, the first-year center

students were more likely to find their

academic experience challenging and

enriching, to engage in collaborative proj-

ects and assignments, to work interactively

with faculty, and to consider the campus a

supportive environment. We also uncov-

ered very interesting results in the changes

in civic development. First-year students

that lived in the center and were exposed

to CBL pedagogies experienced greater

increases in levels of civic engagement rel-

ative to the comparison group. However,

those same students who participated in

CBL activities demonstrated notable

decreases in (measures of) leadership,

empathy, and self-confidence compared

with modest changes (typically increases)

among the comparison group. These find-

ings suggest a complex process of self-dis-

covery and growth that is encouraged by

The average number of drinks consumed per

week had declined among students living in the

center and participating in the course on

community and citizenship but increased for

students in our comparison group.
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engaged-learning pedagogies and that

includes a period of self-doubt and perhaps

some deep soul-searching.

Mezirow’s (1991) theory of transforma-

tive learning identifies an early phase during

which experiences lead students to question

their prior assumptions and become critical

of those assumptions. Although such disori-

entation might suggest regression or nega-

tive effects from engagement with the com-

munity, this disequilibrium is the necessary

precursor to further development, as

Piaget’s general model of cognitive develop-

ment predicts (Piaget and Inhelder 1969).

These models predict, as we expect, that as

students continue to be actively engaged

and intentional in their learning over time,

their self-confidence will become stronger.

Expanding Opportunities for

Engagement

In addition to these encouraging findings,

the CCEL has had noticeable effects on

and off campus. For example, on the sec-

ond and third floors of the CCEL, we now

have a new living–learning initiative called

the Civic Engagement and Leadership

Suites. This year, suitemates integrated

civic responsibility into their residential life

and reflected on these experiences in CBL

courses. The suitemates also coordinate

Project Democracy, in which students and

community members discuss issues affect-

ing the campus and the community. Project

Democracy is also tied to CBL course work

that offers the critical reflective component

of engaged learning.

Another outgrowth of the CCEL is the

Akwesasne Semester, offered in the fall, in

which students participate in learn-and-

serve programming on the Akwesasne

Mohawk Reservation. Students take all

their classes on the reservation while

interning at local tribal agencies and organi-

zations and then serving as tutors and men-

tors at the Akwesasne Boys and Girls Club.

The program strives to create an engaged-

learning environment that enables students

to develop an understanding of democratic

principles in a multicultural society. The

center also sponsors a first-year seminar at

the Akwesasne Boys and Girls Club as a

community-based learning course that

emphasizes an array of engaged-learning

pedagogies, including portfolio and journal

assignments. All students engage in some

form of original research and collaborate

with professional staff and fellow students

on a grant-writing project designed to

locate and secure funding to meet a specific

club need. These programs on the reserva-

tion have had a visibly positive effect on the

children in the club, who have not only

received tutoring with their homework and

steady supervision during their games and

activities but also gained good friends and

positive role models.

Through the CCEL, we were able to

sponsor a number of new engaged-learn-

ing/CBL courses in various disciplines,

including psychology, philosophy, global

studies, biology, history, sociology, econom-

ics, and performance and communication

arts. Recently, the sociology department

redesigned its major requirements to

include a civic-engagement component

aligned with CCEL initiatives. All of these

courses have been tied to the development

and enhancement of a number of campus-

community partnerships that have

addressed community needs while facilitat-

ing the hands-on experiences so vital to the

development of future active global citi-

zens. Next year we will introduce the Civic

Engagement and Leadership minor, which

will further integrate our engaged-learning

initiatives both on and off campus and

across academics and student affairs.

After two years we have begun to see

signs of important transformations at St.

Lawrence University. As more engaged-

learning programming threads it way

across our campus, we are confident that

the effects on student development and

well-being will manifest themselves in posi-

tive ways. Much work needs to be done,

however, because of the complexity we

quickly discovered of the relationships

among our key variables of engaged learn-

ing, civic development, and mental health

and well-being. The work is needed; the

time is now. �
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GGeorgetown University’s Bringing Theory to Practice

(BTtoP) demonstration project, Connecting the

Safety Net to the Heart of the Academic

Environment, addresses student depression, alcohol

and substance abuse, and other student health and

wellness issues through various forms of engaged

learning, including community-based learning, to

reach students on a personal level. Georgetown’s

unique focus is on a pedagogy called curriculum

infusion, which brings real-life college health issues

into the curriculum of academic courses through

readings, guest speakers and discussions, and class

assignments.

The success of curriculum infusion depends on

the intrinsic connections that can be made between a

course’s intellectual content and the health issues.

When curriculum infusion is successful, students go

beyond merely absorbing information by integrating

reflections on how these health issues apply to col-

lege students, or to groups they work with in com-

munity-based learning components of their courses,

with the academic content of their courses, across a

wide range of disciplines. Our objective is that the

engaged pedagogies of curriculum infusion and com-

munity-based learning will achieve the following

goals:

• To increase Georgetown students’ awareness of

and reflection upon issues of college mental

health and wellness in ways that enhance and

reinforce the intellectual content of their courses

• To strengthen the campus Safety Net by training

faculty and teaching assistants to be alert to

trouble signs in their students, to approach stu-

dents effectively, and to know where to direct

students for help

• To create relationships among campus health

providers and students through guest lectures

and discussions so that students will feel com-

fortable approaching these professionals for their

personal needs

After four semesters piloting our project, seven-

teen Georgetown faculty have implemented curricu-

lum infusion in what we refer to as Engelhard

Courses, some in combination with community-based

learning (The disciplines represented are anthropol-

ogy, biology, English, mathematics, nursing and health

studies, philosophy, performing arts, psychology, busi-

ness, foreign service, and theology.) In addition, thir-

teen graduate student teaching assistants and three

undergraduate teaching assistants were trained in

campus Safety Net procedures and served as assistants

in these Engelhard Courses. Five campus health pro-

fessionals conducted the Safety Net trainings and col-

laborated with faculty to implement curriculum infu-

sion in their courses. The leadership team is a cross-

campus collaboration of student affairs, curriculum

development, assessment, community-based learning

staff, and faculty (see sidebar).

Most significant, perhaps, is this project’s broad

reach among our student body. In four semesters,

Engaged Learning through 
Curriculum Infusion
By Joan B. Riley, assistant professor, School of Nursing and Health Studies; and Mindy McWilliams, assis-
tant director for assessment, Center for New Designs in Learning and Scholarship, both of Georgetown
University
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nearly 1,200 Georgetown undergraduates

have taken one or more courses infused

with mental health components. In addi-

tion to completing required readings and

engaging in conversation with guest

speakers, students have written reflection

papers relating the classroom topics of

mental health to their lives and have

responded to quantitative surveys. Focus

groups of students from these Engelhard

Courses revealed that they experience a

more personal connection with their pro-

fessors, that they appreciate the time and

space in an academic classroom to hear

and think about student health issues,

and that their thinking and attitudes

toward these issues have changed. One

student characterized his experience this

way: “It made my relationship to my pro-

fessor more personal. He made it per-

sonal. He told us how it affected his fam-

ily. He cared about us, rather than want-

ing to indoctrinate us.” Another student

said that “this expanded my horizons”

about what was healthy, wellness-promoting,

and normal.

Selected Engelhard Courses: 

A Diversity of Disciplines and

Approaches

Introduction to Math Modeling

Professor Jim Sandefur of the

Mathematics Department has offered

this course to nonscience majors for

more than twenty years. He has designed

the course to delve into the mathematics

of the everyday world, such as problems

with the elimination of caffeine or alco-

hol from the body, the sustainable man-

agement of renewable resources, and

managing lottery winnings. As an

Engelhard Faculty Fellow, Sandefur

dedicated two course modules to the

student health topics of alcohol and

weight control. After three semesters

teaching this way, with graded assign-

ments and guest speakers for each topic,

Sandefur is convinced that he is reaching

students, improving their knowledge

about the effects of alcohol and food

consumption, and providing them the

tools for making informed choices.

Reflection papers from his students con-

firm this view. Students reflect on their

eating and drinking habits, reveal how

little they know about the effects of alco-

hol and unhealthy eating, and express

changes in their attitudes and behaviors

regarding consumption choices.

Responsibility, Resilience, and Self-

Respect

Professor Alisa Carse has taught philoso-

phy courses with a community-based

learning (CBL) component for a number

of years. Her desire to support her stu-

dents’ work in Washington, DC commu-

nities, along with her compassion for her

students as flourishing human beings,

motivated her to combine curriculum

infusion with community-based learning.

Her aim was to breathe life into the

philosophical content of the course while

developing students’ moral reflection

about their experiences at their CBL

sites and encouraging them to contem-

plate the moral and psychological chal-

lenges they were witnessing in the com-

munities with which they were working.

Carse arranged for voluntary weekly

debriefing sessions with Patrick Kilcarr,

director of the Center for Personal

Development at Georgetown, creating a

time and place for her students to discuss

the personal challenges they were experi-

encing at their CBL sites. According to

Carse, the “infusion effect” was powerful,

as evidenced by intense student engage-
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ment in the course, “beautiful written

work,” and the fact that, while the tenor

of the class remained high, at least eight

of eighteen students shared with her that

they sought mental health support during

the semester. Carse will next apply a sim-

ilar model by extending curriculum infu-

sion into her 250-student Introductory

Ethics course.

Acting I

In her many years of teaching acting,

Professor Karen Berman had noticed that

the theater population seemed especially

vulnerable when it came to depression

and other mental health issues. For this

reason, she chose to address mental

health concerns in her beginning acting

class through an exercise where students

create scenes based on typical college

pressures. On the day the scenes were

performed, Phil Meilman, director of

Georgetown’s Counseling and Psychiatric

Services, attended class and contributed

to the class discussion from his unique

professional perspective. He shared statis-

tics about how often mental health issues

occur nationally and on the Georgetown

campus and provided problem-solving

measures and resources to assist students.

In their reflection papers, students wrote

how the experience “surprisingly raised

my awareness about potential college

issues that myself or my peers could face,”

how the “presentations were very thought

provoking and stimulating,” and how

important it was to learn about the cam-

pus counseling resources available to

them.

Existentialism

In his philosophy course on existential-

ism, Professor William Blattner collabo-

rated with Kilcarr to combine student

health and wellness information with con-

cepts central to the study of existential-

ism. Existentialist writings deal front and

center with issues of depression, anxiety,

stress, suicidality, alienation, and loneli-

ness, so the curriculum infusion model

offered by the Engelhard Project was a

natural fit for this course. Early on, stu-

dents read Dostoyevsky, Sartre,

Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche. Professor

Blattner created two new course activities

for students to engage more deeply with

the health and well-being issues uncov-

ered by these readings. In the first assign-

ment, students wrote and exchanged

anonymous letters on sources of confu-

sion in their lives and significant deci-

sions that they make. Professor Blattner

was struck by the magnitude of loneli-

ness, alienation, depression, anxiety, sex-

ual assault, and sexual confusion that sur-

faced in these letters. The second new

activity involved the collaboration of

Kilcarr, who, after class discussion on

Dostoyevsky, talked to the class about

depression, anxiety, stress, alcoholism,

and other associated psychological chal-

lenges and disorders. His presentation

provided students with a richer vocabu-

lary with which to talk about Dostoyevsky

and connected the extreme versions of

the characters’ psychological disorders

with the milder (or at least less literary)

challenges students face.

Integrative Nature of Georgetown’s

Curriculum Infusion Project

These Engelhard Course stories illus-

trate successful aspects of the

Georgetown University BTtoP project.

Preliminary findings based on two hun-

dred written student reflections, eighty

end-of-course surveys, and focus groups

with student and faculty participants

indicate that the classroom integration of

theoretical concepts with the real-world

experiences facing students on issues of

mental health and well-being has yielded

positive outcomes for faculty, staff, and

most importantly, for our students.

Benefits to student participants

include increased awareness of issues of

personal well-being and relevant campus

Benefits to student participants include

increased awareness of issues of personal well-

being and relevant campus resources [and]

positive changes in attitudes and behaviors.
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resources; positive changes in attitudes

and behaviors; including becoming less

judgmental about peers facing mental

health issues; improved communication

with faculty; and a new appreciation of

faculty interest in their lives. There is

also strong evidence that the program

increases their engagement with the

academic material. As Professor

Blattner puts it, “After the curriculum

infusion module, in addition to all the

other benefits, they are just doing better

philosophy.”

Engelhard Faculty Fellows benefit

through increased awareness of and sen-

sitivity to the complex and challenging

issues faced by students in their daily

lives. They also experience greater con-

nections to and improved rapport with

their students as they develop a com-

mon language for discussing these top-

ics. Significantly, faculty report

improved student engagement with

course materials, as evidenced by class

participation and conceptual clarity in

students’ written work.

BTtoP expands and strengthens

Georgetown’s Safety Net by promoting

knowledge about health resources

offered by the university, helping to nor-

malize the campus conversation around

issues of mental health, and reducing

student inhibitions about seeking help.

As BTtoP faculty and students share

their knowledge and insights with com-

munity members outside the project,

they create a beneficial and integrative

multiplier effect across the Georgetown

campus.

To inform faculty about BTtoP and

its benefits, our project was included in

new faculty orientation and as a course

offering in the annual Center for New

Designs in Learning and Scholarship’s

summer institute. It was also featured in

Georgetown’s new Apprenticeship in

Teaching program for graduate students.

At Georgetown, we have only just

begun the process of uncovering the

potential that integrating campus

resources into academic courses holds.

Looking ahead, key questions that we

must address include how best to sup-

port faculty involved with this pedagogy,

how to recruit new faculty, how to bal-

ance campus health professionals’ roles

inside and outside the classroom, and

how BTtoP will change behavior and

campus culture over time.

Georgetown is reaping the benefits

of this integrative program and curricu-

lar approach at the levels of individual

student learning and course content and

at the university level through the col-

laboration and integration of academic

faculty and professional health staff.

Confident in the benefits to the quality

of campus life that the BTtoP project

has already conferred, we continue our

efforts toward goals that are fully consis-

tent with and supportive of

Georgetown’s core mission of educating

the whole person. �
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AAs a demonstration site supported by the Bringing

Theory to Practice project, Dickinson College has, for

the past two years, implemented an ambitious

engaged-learning initiative for first-year students with

an accompanying research project to assess what

impact these experiences have had on student

engagement, well-being, alcohol use, and civic

engagement.

All first-year students at Dickinson take a first-

year seminar in their first semester. This program,

taught by faculty from every department, is designed

to engage students in a seminar-style course on varied

subjects. Incoming students identify their six top

choices for seminar topics and are assigned to one of

these choices. No matter the topic, all seminars

emphasize writing, information literacy, and research

skills. The faculty member, in contact with these stu-

dents two or three times per week for the first semes-

ter, also serves as the students’ academic advisor and

remains in this role until the student declares a major.

Four years ago, Dickinson began to experiment

with building a learning-community program by link-

ing first-year seminars that share a common theme,

housing students in these seminars in a common resi-

dential hall, and developing out-of-the-classroom

educational experiences for this larger group of stu-

dents at the intersecting points of the two seminars.

Faculty met with students in their residence halls

over dinners, shared weekend-long experiential edu-

cation programs, and incorporated other campus-

based and off-campus learning opportunities into the

overall learning-community experience. We were

interested to see if we could confound the students’

binary thinking about where learning happens and

what constitutes social experience by introducing

learning and stimulating social interaction among stu-

dents and faculty across the boundaries of classroom,

dorm life, and campus experience.

A Closer Look with BTtoP

Working with Bringing Theory to Practice became a

vehicle for rigorous assessment. We wanted to explic-

itly study the effects of student participation in our

first-year engaged-learning initiatives to examine

whether variously structured learning experiences

would yield different impacts on student learning and

engagement, mental health, alcohol use, and civic

engagement over the short and long term.

Our first question was whether students partici-

pating in the learning-community programs yielded

any difference compared to those enrolled in stand-

alone first-year seminars. Our second question was

whether variations in the learning-community

model—whether principally classroom based or

incorporating service-learning pedagogy or experi-

ential learning, and even a noncredit, community-

service-focused residential clustering not linked to

the seminar—yielded different results.

In terms of the engaged-learning initiatives

during the first year of the project, we had eleven

Assessing the Impact of Engaged Learning
Initiatives for First-Year Students
Shalom D. Staub, assistant provost for academic affairs, and Ashley P. Finley, assistant professor of sociology,
both of Dickinson College
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faculty members and approximately 160

students participating in five seminar-

based learning communities, and an

additional 22 students in the noncredit

community-service learning community.

(The first year of our project involved a

sample of 153 learning-community stu-

dents and 419 students not in the learn-

ing communities. Of students in learning

communities, 52 percent were in the

classroom-based track, 20 percent in the

experiential track, 14 percent in the serv-

ice-learning track, and 14 percent in the

noncredit community track.) Collectively,

these students participated in more than

forty-five separate out-of-class informal

learning experiences, including dinner

discussions, film viewings, guest speak-

ers, field trips, service-learning, outdoor

physical activities such as caving and rock

climbing linked to course content, and

community service.

Our evaluation agenda involved both

quantitative and qualitative data collec-

tion, and supplementary data from insti-

tutional sources. To collect baseline,

midyear, and end-of-year quantitative

data, we administered three surveys dur-

ing the year. These administrations uti-

lized controlled environments in the fall

semester (an auditorium during first-year

orientation and first-year seminar class-

room), and an uncontrolled web-based

administration in the spring semester. To

gauge change in student engagement

behaviors, pretest and posttest adminis-

trations of the College Student

Expectations Questionnaire and College

Student Experiences Questionnaire were

conducted in August and April, respec-

tively. Administrations of wellness and

mental health instruments were con-

ducted at all three time periods through-

out the year: August (pretest), November

(midyear), and April (end-of-year).

Additional information regarding student

behaviors and expectations prior to col-

lege and experiences at the end of the

year were obtained through the

Cooperative Institutional Research

Program survey in July (before students

arrived on campus) and the National

Survey of Student Engagement adminis-

tered in April. Qualitative data were gath-

ered through six focus group sessions

held the end of April. In Year 2, we

added an instrument by Eyler and Giles

(Where’s the Learning in Service

Learning?) to better address elements of

civic development among students in our

experimental and control groups.

Examining the Data

Results from the first year of data collec-

tion reveal complex trends in the rela-

tionships between engaged learning, civic

development, and student mental health

and well-being. This is to say that while

we did find strong indications that posi-

tive correlations exist between engaged

learning, civic development, and better

mental health and lower alcohol con-

sumption, the triangulation of effects is

complex.

With regard to wellness behaviors,

findings indicated significant divergences

between students in engaged-learning ini-

tiatives and those who were not. Pretest

data showed no significant differences in

the amount and frequency of alcohol con-

sumption before the start of the school

year between learning-community stu-

dents and other students. However,

though the groups began the school year

with indistinct drinking behaviors, by

November students in learning communi-

ties reported consuming alcohol signifi-

cantly less often and in lower quantities

than their peers in regular first-year semi-

nars. Moreover, these same differences

persisted through the spring. Although

learning-community students and stu-

dents not in learning communities did not

differ in the degree to which they experi-

enced negative outcomes as a result of

drinking (such as feeling sad, feeling bad

about oneself, or driving under the influ-

ence), differences in the frequency and

amount of alcohol consumption suggest a

strong positive impact of engagement on

drinking behaviors.

Furthermore, these effects became

clearer when comparing alcohol-related

behaviors across types of learning com-

munities. Specifically, the differences

found at the end of the first semester

were largely attributable to significantly

lower reported rates of the frequency and

amount of consumption by students in

both the classroom-based and the non-

credit community-service tracks.

Similarly, effects at the end of the year

were again attributable to the classroom-

based track but also to the much lower

consumption levels of students in the

service-learning track. Thus, while

engaged learning significantly impacts



alcohol consumption, it also appears that

civic engagement specifically plays a criti-

cal role in explaining the beneficial

effects of engagement.

Differences across groups suggest

that the benefits of engagement on alco-

hol consumption may be attenuated by

negative impacts on mental health. As

with the pretest findings for alcohol

behaviors, learning-community students

showed no significant differences from

other students at the beginning of the

school year with regard to depression lev-

els. However, at the end of the first

semester, learning-community students

reported significantly higher levels of

depression relative to their counterparts

in regular first-year seminars. These dif-

ferences were reduced to non-signifi-

cance by the end of the school year in

April. The emergence and regression of

this effect indicates a unique effect of the

first semester on learning-community stu-

dents. A refinement of the analysis to

examine tracks of learning communities,

suggests the effect found in November is

due primarily to a substantial spike in the

reported depression levels of students in

the service-learning track relative to the

other tracks. By the spring, however,

these students were not divergent from

the other tracks. Nevertheless, these find-

ings indicate that while civic engagement

may uniquely discourage drinking, these

initiatives may have unique adverse

effects on mental health.

Qualitative data from focus groups

were particularly helpful for understand-

ing this trend. After talking with students

in learning communities, and in particular

those in the service-learning and non-

credit community-service tracks, we

believe the higher depression levels are

largely manifestations of stress that devel-

oped in response to the additional time

commitment of their off-campus commu-

nity work. Students in the service-learn-

ing and the noncredit community-service

tracks discussed the strain of doing their

community work while managing their

course loads. Nevertheless, these stu-

dents, more than any other learning-com-

munity track, also expressed the greatest

positive impact from this experience on

their identity, their choice of major, and

their outside interests.

The focus groups also offered insight

into the differences between how learn-

ing-community students and other stu-

dents reflected upon their first semester

of college. First, learning-community stu-

dents were far more apt to speak about

the impact of their experiences on how

they interacted with friends, their world

perspectives, and their future course of

study (either their major or their selec-

tion of other courses). These statements

were almost completely absent from dis-

cussions with students not in the learning

communities, who talked about engage-

ment conceptually, such as what it should

be rather than something they had specif-

ically experienced. Second, though stu-

dents in both groups did not clearly see

the relationship between engagement and

wellness, learning-community students

spoke more about the degree to which

being engaged can lower stress, mainly

through the rationale that students are

less stressed “if [they] are really inter-

ested in [the] classes.” In contrast, stu-

dents not in the learning communities

more often equated mental health with

time management and preparation rather

than engagement.

Data at Year 2 is less clear than Year

1 on the patterns of triangularity between

engaged learning, student mental health

and well-being, and civic development

among learning community and non-

learning community students.

Specifically dimensions of these learning

inititiatives and depression (student men-

tal health) remain inconclusive, in addi-

tion to how these programs vary the

learning process for these students.

Though focus group data, specifically

from Year 1, suggested better correlations

of learning community experiences with
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deeper and more engaging learning expe-

riences than non-learning community

experiences, quantitative data has not

reflected this trend.  Moreover, com-

ments from focus groups with first-year

students in Year 2, though quite clear

about what the definition of “engaged

learning” is, did not suggest this type of

learning necessarily happened in or out of

a learning community experience.  

Nevertheless, trends from Year 1 to

Year 2 do suggest some indication that

students in learning communities consume

less alcohol (one indication of better well-

being) than their peers not in learning

communities. Moreover, this effect is

largely motivated by students in the serv-

ice-learning track, the group with the

closest link to building civic integration

and awareness.  Second, Year 2 data, at

least with our second cohort of first-year

students, indicates that the effects of

being in the service-learning track indeed

may correlate with increased civic devel-

opment. The strong positive effect of not

just being in a learning community, but

specifically one that incorporates commu-

nity involvement with academic learning

suggests civic development is motivated

by this specific type of learning over

other types (i.e. seminars not linked to

learning communities, and learning com-

munities that do not incorporate commu-

nity involvement).  Ultimately, we feel

the overall pattern of results warrants a

continued and systematic investigation of

the relationship the impact of learning

communities on engaged learning, stu-

dent mental health and well-being, and

civic development.  Specifically, our

research agenda includes further varying

the types of learning communities stu-

dents participate in, and the exploration

of more nuanced dimensions of  research

foci, in particular student mental health

and alcohol use.  

Looking Forward

As we continue to explore trends into

additional years, we are cognizant of two

challenges. First, our design is not

immune to selection bias. Students are

aware when registering for a first-year

seminar if it is part of a learning commu-

nity, though not the track or type of

learning community. Thus, we cannot be

certain to what degree students who are

already more engaged and/or less prone

to drink are opting into the learning-com-

munity experience, and similarly to what

degree their presumably less-engaged,

heavier-drinking counterparts are opting

out. We also face the significant challenge

of maintaining response rates. As the

campus environment has become increas-

ingly inundated with questionnaires, we

face a real prospect of students experi-

encing survey fatigue, which translates

into greater attrition across administra-

tions of surveys. Though we have taken

steps to address both of these challenges,

our approach is ultimately less about

eradication than it is to understand the

ways in which these issues have and will

continue to impact our project design.

Faculty and administration at

Dickinson College have responded with

interest to these engaged-learning initia-

tives. We have seen increasing formal and

informal campus conversations about

appropriate strategies to create more

seamless experiences that help students

bridge the classroom, the campus, and

their broader community involvement.

Over the last two years, for instance,

Dickinson faculty have initiated joint

meetings of key all-college committees

(Enrollment and Student Life, with

Academic Programs and Standards), and

our president created a task force,

“Pathways to Engaged Citizenship: The

Dickinson Student Experience,” to make

recommendations on bridging the divide

between a student’s academic life and

campus experience in the service of

engaged learning and students’ civic

development.

Dickinson is poised to move ahead

even more substantially, particularly in

the context of emerging data on student

engagement, alcohol use, depression, and

civic engagement. The demonstration site

research is enabling Dickinson to evalu-

ate and integrate the research data into

campus discussion about the future

design of students’ first-year experience

and other dimensions of academic and

student life. �
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TThe Bringing Theory to Practice (BTtoP) project

seeks the advancement of knowledge and the estab-

lishment of best practices centered in the BTtoP

triangularity of engaged learning, student mental

health and well-being, and civic development.

Since its inception, BTtoP has established an

aggressive research agenda through systematically

evaluating funded projects that intentionally

address this triangularity. The most substantial

research effort in this vein is the BTtoP demonstra-

tion project, for which this article discusses the

development and design of a research approach,

encapsulates findings to date, and describes future

research directions.

Conceptual Framework

Extensive review of the literature (Swaner 2007)

identified suggestions as to linkages between

engaged learning, student mental health and well-

being, and civic development. First, at the out-

comes level, correlations have been identified

between elements of engaged learning (e.g.,

involvement in group projects and interaction with

faculty) and self-report of better emotional health

(Astin 1993), and between student participation in

pro-social activities (such as community service)

and lower rates of heavy drinking (Wechsler et al.

1995, Jessor et al. 1995, Fenzel 2005). On a theo-

retical level, research on stress in academic envi-

ronments has demonstrated that while moderate

levels of environmental stress can lead to optimal

performance, extreme levels of stress can lead to

“anger, fatigue, anxiety, fear, depression, or bore-

dom” (Whitman, Spendlove, and Clark 1986). This

would suggest that if engaged learning can opti-

mize stress levels for students, better emotional

health may result. Additionally, because students’

level of moral development has been negatively

correlated with substance abuse and other self-

injurious behaviors (Berkowitz 2000), engaged-

learning experiences that promote moral develop-

ment may help reduce these behaviors. Finally, in a

developmental view of students’ health behaviors,

both depression and substance abuse can result

from developmental overchallenge posed by the

college environment (Rivinus 1992). Thus, counter-

balancing challenges with support may improve

students’ health, as might equalizing levels of free-

dom and responsibility by increasing students’

“social responsibilities through community work”

(Schulenberg and Maggs 2001, 33).

Given these potential linkages, the project

began to formulate its central research goal to

explore and describe the relationships between

engaged learning, student mental health and well-

being, and civic development. It was understood at

the project’s inception that engaged learning would

most likely not constitute a silver bullet for either

depression or substance abuse, but that there was

also enough preliminary evidence to consider

The Scope of BTtoP Research: 
Design and Findings from the Demonstration Project
By Lynn E. Swaner, assistant professor of counseling and development at the C. W. Post Campus of Long
Island University and cross-site evaluator for the Bringing Theory to Practice project; and Ashley P. Finley,
assistant professor of sociology, Dickinson College
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engaged learning as a promising com-

munity-level approach worthy of sys-

tematic investigation. The central chal-

lenge of this effort is to conduct inquiry

that is multivariate, contextual, and

time sensitive in nature.

Multivariate Inquiry

Due to the complexity of BTtoP’s trian-

gularity, project research necessarily

extends beyond the traditional focus on

one or two research variables to a mul-

tiplicity of variables that are psychologi-

cal (motivation, self-concept, and self-

esteem), affective (empathy and caring),

values-related (moral and civic), and

social, among others. Additionally, there

is the largely unanswered question of

whether and how these variables actu-

ally influence student behavior.

This is particularly true in the case

of mental health and well-being, as

much is still unknown about the inter-

play between genetic, psychological,

and environmental factors in students’

experiences of depression and sub-

stance abuse in college. This includes

whether students have any history of

problems or previous diagnoses and

whether students experience “collateral

events” that may impact outcomes. For

example, joining a fraternity or sorority

has been correlated with higher levels

of binge drinking, and the disruption of

interpersonal relationships can lead to

an increase in depressive symptoms.

Thus, the multivariate nature of the

research necessitates an equally com-

plex research strategy, one that can

determine whether observed changes or

lack of changes “in educational per-

formance, or psychological functioning,

or other outcomes are due to the pro-

gram under study or to confounding life

events” (Waterman 2003, 80). And that

moves beyond one or two univariate

instruments that “are not designed to

capture the full range of potential

impacts of a complex, individual pro-

gram” (Furco 2003, 15).

To account for these issues, BTtoP

research involves a two-pronged

approach: first, to develop multivariate

instrumentation that allows for the

identification of broad correlations

between variables; and second, to

employ a diverse range of data-collec-

tion methods and instruments, thereby

creating a composite picture of stu-

dents’ experiences that enables a

deeper understanding of the relation-

ships between variables, and, ideally, to

advance research into the realm of

causality. This approach is in keeping

with what Johnson and Onwuegbuzie

(2004) describe as “mixed methods”

research, which seeks to integrate both

quantitative and qualitative paradigms

into a single study of complex problems.

As the authors explain, “Today’s

research world is becoming increasingly

interdisciplinary, complex, and

dynamic…. [A] mixed position allows

researchers to mix and match design

components that offer the best chance

of answering their specific research

questions” (15).

Contextual Inquiry

BTtoP research must take into account

the convergence and variance of at least

two specific contexts that affect

research phenomena: the forms of

engaged learning in which students par-

ticipate and institutional culture. As

Hecht (2003) describes, service learning

is not “a specific program with identifi-

able characteristics... [but] an approach

to teaching and learning that is given

meaning by the school or organization

where it is based…. Studies [should]

account for the tremendous variability

across and even within programs” (107).

In a developmental view of 
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Thus, BTtoP research goes beyond

mixed methods to describe across con-

texts the nature of the programs under

study and the campus cultures in which

they are situated.

The grand-design approach (Furco

2003) is one specific methodology that

is promising for multisite studies of

engaged learning, and service learning

in particular. First, a set of both quanti-

tative and qualitative measurements are

selected and used across all participat-

ing sites to measure various outcomes.

Then, in addition to this common group

of instruments, a “second set of proto-

cols that allows the researcher to inves-

tigate each unique program site in

fuller detail” (26) is also developed.

According to Furco, this approach

“strives for comprehensiveness as well

as for universality” and is therefore

“applicable and relevant” across diverse

programs (25). The use of this approach

has been documented at the secondary

school level in the use of the Evaluation

System for Experiential Education, a

package of ten qualitative and quantita-

tive instruments assessing outcomes

(academic, social, personal, career, ethi-

cal, and civic) of service-learning partic-

ipation. The BTtoP research design

adapts and extends the grand-design

approach to assess engaged learning at

the postsecondary level.

Time-Sensitive Inquiry

Finally, BTtoP research is necessarily

time sensitive. First, the effects of spe-

cific forms of engaged learning may not

become evident either during or imme-

diately following student exposure. The

impact of an engaged learning experi-

ence may extend beyond the actual

experience (see Astin, Sax, and Avalos

1999), or it is also possible students may

not recognize the value of an intense

learning experience until after its con-

clusion and they have had time to reflect

on it. Secondly, maturational effects dur-

ing college are important to consider, as

a significant number of students “mature

out” of binge drinking over the course of

four years (Rivinus 1992).

BTtoP research uses two methods to

address this issue. First, it monitors stu-

dent change using longitudinal data col-

lection at multiple points of students’

program participation and then analyzes

data from each point as well as aggregate

data. Second, it employs a quasi-experi-

mental design that uses a comparison

group comprised of adequately similar

students not participating in the

engaged-learning experience, with the

assumption that changes observed in the

program groups above and beyond nor-

mal maturation (as witnessed in the

comparison groups) are attributable to

the engaged-learning experience.

Research Design

To address the question of what rela-

tionships exist between engaged learn-

ing, student mental health and well-

being, and civic development, the

BTtoP Demonstration project involves a

two-tiered, simultaneous approach to

research using quantitative and qualita-

tive methods at the campus level and

cross-site level:

• Campus level: All seven campuses

submitted local research protocols

and designated a local evaluator

prior to project commencement.

Campus research plans were

required to involve longitudinal

evaluation, formative and summa-

tive data collection, and adequate

comparison groups. The range of

quantitative instruments employed

among the seven sites includes

campus-developed pretest and

posttest measures; mental health

measures (i.e., Brief Symptoms

Inventory), engagement measures

(i.e., College Student Expectations

Questionnaire), civic engagement

scales (i.e., Scale of Service

Learning Involvement), and exist-

ing institutional data sets from

national surveys (i.e., Cooperative

Institutional Research Program

Freshman Survey). Qualitative

methods include clinical interviews,

focus groups, and analysis of reflec-

tion journals and course evaluation

feedback.

• Cross-site level: A national, cross-

site evaluator worked with each

demonstration site to implement a

set of qualitative and quantitative

measures administered uniformly

across all seven institutions.

Quantitative instruments consist of

the National Survey of Student

Engagement (NSSE), administered

in spring 2006, and the College
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Student Experiences Questionnaire,

also administered by sites with pop-

ulations not sampled by NSSE

(e.g., sophomores and juniors). The

2006 NSSE administration

appended eleven supplemental con-

sortium questions to the NSSE

Core Survey to assess student men-

tal health, well-being, and civic

development at the seven demon-

stration sites only. (The BTtoP con-

sortium questions are available at

nsse.iub.edu/html/consortia-

list_2006.cfm.) Qualitative methods

at the cross-site level include stu-

dent and cross-constituency focus

groups (comprised of faculty and

staff) using a collaboratively devel-

oped set of uniform focus-group

questions, and cross-site confer-

ences held in September 2005,

June 2006, and June 2007 that con-

centrated on the central themes of

the demonstration sites.

Project Findings 

The following preliminary report of

findings from the BTtoP demonstration

project’s first year is drawn from two

data sets: cross-site data from institu-

tional reports, site visits, and cross-site

conferences; and the NSSE consortium

administration. In keeping with the

grand-design approach, which “orga-

niz[es] information from all the data

sources into recurring themes” (Furco

2003, 30), a thematic analysis of cross-

site data follows, proceeded by an

analysis of NSSE data on the initial cor-

relations between engaged learning,

student mental health and well-being,

and civic development.

Thematic Analysis

Campuses reported the effectiveness of

engaged learning programs on several

levels. First, in confirmation of previous

research, participation in these pro-

grams leads to deeper learning: Both

students and their faculty reported bet-

ter content mastery, level of engage-

ment with material, and application of

concepts to real-life settings. Student

experiences in these programs were also

described as personally transformative:

Civic-development programs in particu-

lar were found to foster a more realistic

understanding of the effort and com-

mitment needed to effect community

change. And a majority of involved con-

stituencies, from students to faculty to

administrators, reported high levels of

satisfaction with engaged-learning and

civic-development initiatives.

While the learning and civic-

engagement outcomes of these pro-

grams were clearer than those related

to student mental health and well-

being, several sites found that student

involvement correlated with lower alco-

hol usage. At the same time, however,

involvement often correlated with

higher levels of stress. Paradoxically,

while students reported that the extra

commitments of engaged-learning expe-

riences produced added stress, they also

claimed, often effusively, that these

programs positively impacted their

lives. Thus, higher levels of engagement

may increase stress levels but at the

same time produce the kind of deep,

transformative learning sought by

engaged-learning programs. Campus

findings regarding effects on depression

levels were mixed, with most sites

reporting the need to further analyze

data in light of gender differences in

depression symptoms.

Regarding the research process

itself, campuses highlighted the multi-

dimensional nature of the research vari-

ables and described their ongoing strug-

gle to accurately define and measure

concepts of engagement, mental health

and well-being, and civic development.

Demonstration sites likewise confirmed

the insufficiency of instrumentation to

this task, as well as the challenges to

evaluation, including survey fatigue and

maintaining response rates. Along these

lines, campuses underscored the impor-

tance of time as a necessary condition

for conducting this research, as longitu-

dinal data are necessary to delineate

further the relationships between the

variables under study.

Cross-Site Results from the

National Survey of Student

Engagement

The following analysis uses NSSE data

gathered across demonstration sites to

quantitatively analyze relationships

between engaged learning, student

mental health and well-being, and civic

development. Benchmarks from the

NSSE Core Survey were utilized as



indicators of engaged learning. The

consortium questions measured civic

development at the campus, commu-

nity, and national levels using scales

ranging from zero to three, with zero

indicating low engagement; health

behaviors by the frequency and amount

of alcohol consumption and the fre-

quency of drug use (marijuana, other

illegal drugs, and prescription drugs

used for a purpose other than which

they were prescribed); and mental

health according to scales of both

depression and stress. (A selected num-

ber of health-related items were used

with permission from the Core Alcohol

and Drug Survey and the American

College Health Association–National

College Health Assessment).

Sample Characteristics and

Descriptive Results

A total sample of 2,545 students was

drawn from a random sample of first-

year and senior students at the seven

demonstration sites. Only students who

reported they had ever used alcohol or

drugs were included in the sample—

notably, this variable eliminated only

five students. The sample consisted of

1,562 first-year students and 983 sen-

iors, the majority of whom were women

(65.9 percent) and white (73.3 per-

cent); 7.6 percent of respondents iden-

tified themselves as Asian, 4.4 percent

as Hispanic/Latino, 4 percent as black,

2.6 percent as multiracial, and 6.4 per-

cent preferred not to indicate their

race.

On the NSSE benchmarks, students

reported experiencing the highest levels

of “academic challenge” and “support-

ive campus environments,” and the low-

est levels of “student/faculty interac-

tion” and “enriching education experi-

ences.” A descriptive analysis of civic-

engagement scales showed students

report slightly higher levels of campus

involvement than national involvement

and the lowest levels of local commu-

nity involvement (see fig. 1).

In terms of substance use, the

majority of students reported that they

have never used marijuana, other illegal

drugs, or prescription

medications for recre-

ational use, a finding that

supports indications that

alcohol is the drug of

choice on college cam-

puses. Regarding alcohol

use, the average number of

drinks reported per sitting

was 4.32, a mean strikingly

close to the five-drinks-

per-sitting designation

commonly used to define

binge drinking. Students

also reported drinking, on

average, 2.74 times per

week. Results did indicate

a maturational effect of

binge drinking: First-year

students consumed more

alcohol per sitting than

seniors; however, seniors

drank significantly more

times per week than first-

year students. In terms of mental

health, students were found to have

moderate stress levels (1.2 on a 0 to 3

scale) and relatively low depression lev-

els (1.06 on a 0 to 4 scale).

Correlations with Alcohol and Drug

Use

In terms of the relationships between

the NSSE benchmarks and student

alcohol use, higher levels of “active

and collaborative learning,”

“student/faculty interaction,” and

“enriching educational experiences”—

all closely tied with engaged-learning
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NSSE Benchmarks Mean Scores (0–100) 

Academic Challenge
59.37

(12.27)

Active and Collaborative
Learning

44.72
(15.14)

Student/Faculty Interaction
37.52

(19.74)

Enriching Educational
Experiences

41.61
(17.35)

Supportive Campus
Environment

59.76
(16.71)

Type of Civic
Engagement Mean Score (0–3)*

Campus
1.31

(0.72)

Community
0.847
(0.69)

National
1.30
(0.74)

Figure 1. 
Mean scores, NSSE benchmarks and civic 
engagement scales*

* Standard deviations in parentheses
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experiences—correlated with students

consuming fewer drinks per sitting.

However, students indicating they

experienced high levels of “active and

collaborative learning” also correlated

with drinking more times per week.

Similarly, scales of civic engagement

indicate that students engaged at the

community level consume less alcohol

in a sitting; however, those with higher

degrees of involvement at the campus

and national levels are drinking more

often (see fig. 2).

Thus, the pattern of relationships

between engagement and substance use

is not entirely linear. It may be that

although engaged-learning and civic-

development programs may discourage

binge drinking, these same initiatives

may also provide, through increased

social contact and interaction, the oppor-

tunity for students to drink more often.

This seems to suggest that while it is

unrealistic to believe college students

will abstain from alcohol, engaged-learn-

ing programs may promote more

responsible drinking behaviors.

Correlations with Mental Health

In contrast to alcohol and drug use, civic-

engagement scales and NSSE benchmarks

reflected a clearer pattern of association

with mental health indices. Specifically,

correlations indicate, almost universally,

that higher levels of engaged learning and

civic development are associated with

lower levels of depression. However,

more-engaged students were also consis-

tently found to have higher levels of stress

(fig. 3). Thus, while engaged students may

not be as depressed as their counterparts,

they also report feeling greater stress.

This supports both the thematic findings

at the cross-site level and research in the

literature regarding optimal stress levels.

It is possible that programs that engage

students civically and in their learning

may be stressful in a way that is actually

beneficial to students. And given that

some NSSE benchmarks and civic-

engagement scales correlated with lower

amounts of alcohol consumption, it is pos-

sible that students are not necessarily

responding to this stress with negative

behaviors. Ultimately, greater analysis of

“collateral events,” such as student partici-

pation in campus organizations, will be

NSSE Benchmarks # of Drinks Per
Sitting

# of Days Drink
Per Week Marijuana Use Other Illegal

Drug Use
Prescription

Drugs

Academic Challenge −.036 .015 −.051* .008 .018

Active and Collaborative
Learning

−.054** .060** −.070*** .013 .012

Student/Faculty
Interaction

−.082*** .030 −.048* .012 .022

Enriching Educational
Experiences

−.125*** .098*** −.051** .018 .003

Supportive Campus
Environment

.019 .038 −.058** −.067*** −.046*

Civic Engagement
Scales

# of Drinks Per
Sitting

# of Days Drink
Per Week Marijuana Use Other Illegal

Drug Use
Prescription

Drugs

Campus Involvement .027 .110*** −.051** −.034 −.014

Community Involvement −.069*** .000 −.075*** −.026 −.032

National Involvement .007 .079*** −.039* −.005 .022

Figure 2. 
Correlations: NSSE benchmarks, civic engagement, and alcohol and drug use

*= p<.05, **= p<.01, ***= p<.001



critical in further understanding these

relationships.

Considerations and Future

Directions

The BTtoP demonstration project con-

tinues to face a number of issues, chief

among them self-selection bias. For the

majority of demonstration sites, stu-

dents who are civically inclined have

self-selected to participate in the vari-

ous initiatives. Thus, any findings may

be due the fact that students who are

more drawn toward engaged-learning

experiences simply tend to drink less or

have better mental health or both. The

use of comparison groups is helpful in

addressing this to a degree, but the

larger issue is finding a way to system-

atically target students who have lower

patterns of engagement and who there-

fore may be more prone to heavier

drinking and mental health concerns.

One approach is to implement a

research design that involves close to

100 percent of the target population

(for example, all first-year students

enrolled in service-learning courses) to

examine the impact of engaged learning

on students with various (pre)disposi-

tions. Such a strategy would also

address engaged learning’s peripheral

status in most college curricula,

reflected by the small percentage of

students nationwide that are involved in

service-learning and other engaged-

learning experiences. To this end,

BTtoP has launched a new initiative

with the creation of “intensive site”

grants, which enable colleges to con-

duct programming and research on this

scale.

Another persistent concern is that of

instrumentation. Evaluators have

reported frustration with the univariate

nature of existing instruments and the

limited ability of these instruments to

accurately gauge program impacts. In

light of project findings, BTtoP research

must continue to ask whether an “addi-

tive” approach to instrumentation, by

which several of these instruments are

used and analyzed simultaneously, or the

development of new, multivariate instru-

mentation constitutes a more promising

approach to yielding accurate data.

Finally, regardless of the persua-

siveness of any BTtoP findings, mixed-

methods research is not yet widely

accepted through the educational

research community, largely due to its

nature as an “inclusive, pluralistic, and

complementary” methodology (Johnson

and Onwuegbuzie 2004, 17). As a

mixed-methods approach, BTtoP

research stresses the criteria of applica-

bility and adaptability rather than the

traditional and largely quantitative con-

cern over the degree to which one can

generalize from research findings. In

other words, the robust solutions gener-

ated from the design and implementa-

tion challenges of BTtoP research may

yield adaptable blueprints for institu-

tions of higher education to follow as

they consider ways to address the trian-

gularity of engaged learning, student
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NSSE Benchmarks Depression Scale Stress Scale

Academic Challenge .053** .153***

Active and Collaborative Learning −.044* .115***

Student/Faculty Interaction −.047* .134***

Enriching Education Environment −.035 .148***

Supportive Campus Environment −.260*** −.118***

Civic Engagement Scales Depression Scale Stress Scale

Campus Involvement −.144*** .121***

Community Involvement −.093*** .117***

National Involvement −.094*** .090***

Figure 3. 
Correlations: NSSE benchmarks, civic engagement, depression, and stress scales

*= p<.05, **= p<.01, ***= p<.001
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mental health and well-being, and civic

development.

Along these lines, one of the most

promising contributions of BTtoP

research is the exploration of a new

field of study and the development of

new approaches to conducting inquiry

in this field. Ultimately, project

research may yield not only a good

example of mixed-methods and grand-

design approach, but also a valuable

new methodology for examining com-

plex and largely unanswered questions

in higher education research. �
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TThe Bringing Theory to Practice (BTtoP) project

came into being out of concern for the camouflaged

but significant and increasing prevalence of students

abusing alcohol and other drugs, experiencing too

much stress, suffering from depression, and attempt-

ing suicide, and the corrosive effects of these prob-

lems on the purposes and outcomes of what is sup-

posed to be a liberating education. The project’s pur-

pose is to make sure these issues are no longer rele-

gated to the margins of campus life, hidden in coun-

seling offices, and segregated from the traditionally

but narrowly understood intellectual life associated

with “higher” education.

This issue has been referred to by student devel-

opment professionals metaphorically as a time bomb

and has taken on a new, grim reality. The tragedy at

Virginia Tech was a horrific way for the country to

learn that emotional and mental health are and

should be central educational concerns on college

and university campuses. It is all the more reason

that BTtoP’s work to date needs to be taken seriously

and understood as context for the much-needed

expansion of dialogue and research required if under-

graduate education is to be successful.

Through conferences, papers, and small research

projects, the BTtoP initiative has been inordinately

successful in raising campus consciousness nation-

wide about the inextricable links between emotional

and intellectual health and the means and ends of

higher education. The ubiquitous phrase life of the

mind must now encompass a far wider sense of

meaning-making if we are to help students develop a

strong sense of self, a resiliency that enables them to

face the ups and downs of modern life, and a yearn-

ing for and capacity to learn from different people,

cultures, and ideas.

The Right Kind of Engagement

BTtoP’s starting hypothesis that student engagement

is a key variable in promoting stronger and healthier

learning was a logical beginning, but the situation has

turned out to be more complex. Further research

suggested that while engagement worked well for

many students, some of the most stressed and

depressed students were also heavily engaged. For

students who were lonely, disengaged, alienated, or

feeling lost in their own meaning-making quandary,

the amount and quality of engagement, normally

understood to mean some combination of active par-

ticipation in classes, social life, and community serv-

ice, is best understood by absence of engagement.

As the articles in this issue of Peer Review attest,

campuses are employing a variety of strategies to

engage students meaningfully. To date, little effect

has been shown from these interventions for at least

two reasons. First, because the research has—until

recently—had to rely on student volunteers, positive

effects, if found, may be a function of self-selection—

students who volunteer for enriched engagement

activities are often those who are least in need of

them. Unless much larger research projects on single

campuses and across many similar campuses can con-

trol for this self-selection bias, we will learn little.

Second, the concept of engagement usually refers to a

well-defined intervention over a relatively short time,

such as a community-service project linked to one’s

Terms of Engagement
By Richard H. Hersh, codirector of the Collegiate Learning Assessment Project and former president of William
and Hobart Colleges and Trinity College (Hartford, Connecticut)



first-year seminar or residential-living sit-

uation. In short, the notion of engage-

ment is often narrowly bounded.

Developmental psychology tells us that

the BTtoP’s desired outcomes require far

more time, as much as if not more than

four or five college years, and a far more

extensive and intensive set of experi-

ences, including appropriately linked

reflective components, for there to be a

significant educational effect. What we

are talking about here is a quality of

change we refer to as transformational.

The terms of engagement need to be

expanded not only to encompass the

broader ends BTtoP has so nicely elabo-

rated as central but also to understand

that the means for reaching such ends

through pedagogy and curricula (in and

out of class) are both collective and

cumulative. By this I mean that the cam-

pus culture itself is a teacher in that its

collective and cumulative effects, by

chance or design, are what make the ulti-

mate difference in the kinds of outcomes

we most value, such as critical thinking,

good writing, ethical development, ego

strength, and perspective taking. Students

do not fully learn any of these things in

one or a few classes dedicated to such

outcomes, just as they cannot master a

college major in one or a few courses.

Positive outcomes are developed over

time through hundreds or thousands of

engagements far more purposefully

planned than is the case now.

In this sense, the terms of engage-

ment are multiple; they require the

involvement of all the faculty as well as

administrators, staff, and students. They

require pedagogy and curriculum over

four or more years that are far more

coherent horizontally and vertically and

that span departments and disciplines. In

short, the kinds of learning we all espouse

as liberating require an immersion in a

culture far more publicly demanding of

such learning and far more shared by

those who recruit for and run the institu-

tion. This requires a campus culture radi-

cally different from the naive, freedom-

of-choice academic rhetoric used now to

rationalize a system of higher education

that ultimately victimizes students by

allowing them extraordinary freedom of

choice, as if the students alone know best

what is educationally good for them.

Meaning-making is somewhat akin to

learning how to swim—one learns best by

not being pushed into the deep end.

Dangerous Freedom

Students come to college today having

been poorly served by immersion in what

I have labeled a national culture of neg-

lect that has asked them more than ever

before to rely on themselves and their

peers for nurturing and wisdom. They

have been informed more by television

and the Internet than by the wisdom of

parents, teachers, and other caring, men-

toring adults. Cell phoning and e-mailing

are not the equivalent of face-to-face

interaction.

Students coming to campuses are

given even greater freedom in the name

of learning from failure and an increas-

ingly reified notion of consumer choice:

They can choose from empty-calorie

fast-food restaurants in glorious student

centers or select from a seemingly infi-

nite menu of courses, connected or not.

As for advising, students can solicit

advice from an adviser, if available,

while they seek class schedule signa-

tures or visit a counselor if and when

they can get an appointment. Moreover,

with the freedom students are given,

they need only devote relatively little

time to complete thin academic assign-

ments in return for which they receive

inflated grades.

BTtoP’s goals are to be lauded, and

the project’s ability to raise consciousness

nationally for its ends is its strength. But

if we are to take the BTtoP agenda seri-

ously, as we must, if we really value the

kind of learning for which the academy

has made monopolistic claim, our terms

of engagement have to change. �
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The campus culture

itself is a teacher in

that its collective and

cumulative effects, by

chance or design, are

what make the

ultimate difference in

the kinds of outcomes

we most value. 
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