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Introduction: Students’ learning about community-based human service organizations’ role in providing services, programs, and advocacy for social change can be greatly enhanced by having them talk to 
people working in such organizations to experience first hand the organizational challenges and successes (Evans, Malhotra, & Headley, 2013).  Students’ ability to identify, analyze, and frame the problem in 
systemic ways and develop practical action plans is greatly enhanced when they are in highly experiential and reflective courses (Eyler, 2002).  In our undergraduate seminar in “Understanding Human Service 
Organizations”, a required course in the Human and Social Development major at UM, we attempted to develop critical reflection habits in our students through a community engagement project. An essential 
component of this project was the student reflexive journal that aimed at increasing deeper critical analysis and at helping students integrate theory and practice.  The purpose of this poster is to highlight our 
experiential teaching methods and the lessons we learned along the way.   
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Community Engagement Project 

Goals 
• For students to examine HSO’s functions, structures, culture, processes, and 

practices through the lens of course material and related community 
psychology concepts. 

• For groups to identify organizational strengths and challenges and develop 
thoughtful ideas for solutions. 

Structure and Activities 
• Groups of 3-5 students 
• Roles and group norms established with the help of a TA 
• Students select a community-based HSO in local area 
• Obtain permission from HSO to observe activities and interview personnel 
• Groups interview one leader and three other employees 
• Attend at least two staff meetings/fundraising events 
• Use other resources (e.g. website, promotional materials, staff handbooks, etc.) 
• Each students visits site at least twice 

Resources and Support Provided 
• List of potential community-based HSOs 
• Letter from instructor to use in recruiting participation 
• Timeline with a list of milestones 
• Some sample interview questions 
• Group meetings with the TA (at least three in the semester and more as needed) 

Deliverables 
• Proposal: HSO selected, brief description of the organization, and contact info of 

HSO 
• Reflexive journals: critical reflection on project experiences (at least 8 

throughout the semester) 
• Assets and challenges summary: based on info collected from the HSO 
•  Ideation: creative and innovative solutions to challenges identified 
• Class presentation on case study 
• Group paper on case study with recommendations for the HSO 
•  Individual papers reflecting on the group process 

1. Objective: 
Describe concrete 

experiences 

2. Reflective: 
Highlight personal 

reactions and 
feelings related to 

experience 
 

3. Interpretive: 
Make sense of 

experience using 
course concepts 

4. Decisional:  
Examine personal 

beliefs and 
assumptions to see 

how experience 
shapes future 

decision making 

I. Analyze Students Reflexive Journals 

Reflexive Journal: In this course we asked students to keep a 
reflexive journal using a format based on Kolb’s  experiential 
learning theory (1984) and the Institute for Cultural Affairs 
‘‘ORID’’ model for focused conversation (Stanfield, 2000).  
Students were given guidelines to reflect on their community 
experiences on four levels (Evans, Malhotra, & Headley, 2013):    

II. Formulate Lessons Learned  
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Our Process: 

Two Important Lessons Learned: 
 
(a)   Importance of Setting Group Norms and 

Sufficient Project Structure:  
-- The first few times this format was 
implemented, students were given freedom to 
structure their own group process and work, 
leading to disastrous results. Now groups are 
provided more structured meetings with the TA 
and given more specific timelines and 
milestones for each aspect of the project. 
 
(b)Importance of Nudging Students for  
      Deeper Reflection: 
-- Students usually do a great job with the 
objective and reflective aspects of the journal 
but struggle with the interpretive and 
decisional aspects.  Regular feedback on each 
journal post helps students understand how to 
be more reflexive and critically analyze their 
experiences.  Additionally, students are given a 
grading rubric for journal posts in advance so 
they can see the weight we place on these 
deeper levels of reflection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lessons Learned: Based on student feedback 
and our own experiences through the process, 
two essential lessons stood out: 
 
 
 

  
"As we discussed in class, organizations need to work to 
address problems in living now and also change the 
conditions so it no longer exists in the future. This 
organization follows these principles; they try to ameliorate 
and transform the community problems by empowering the 
people within it." 

III. Student Impact  


