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Abstract

Bringing a college or university campus, students, and local organizations together for a greater 
good has been happening for decades. This process involves much more than sending university 
students out to work or to volunteer with local organizations. The process includes placing students 
in for-profit and nonprofit organizations that have real needs and problems to solve. Helping stu-
dents reflect upon their experience and learn from it is important to understand. This manuscript 
provides an innovative example of how one university is making history by connecting with the 
local school corporation and presenting a considerable number of opportunities for both students, 
faculty and staff to connect with and learn from. Additionally, it explains the difference between 
experiential learning and volunteering, examines the traditional models of experiential learning, and 
explores the benefits to the student, organization and campus. 

In Stepping Forward as Stewards of Place: A 
Guide for Leading Public Engagement at State 
Colleges and Universities the American Associa-
tion of State Colleges and Universities discusses 
what it means to be a steward of place (AASCU, 
2002). The report discusses how linkages be-
tween institutions of higher education and 
communities can include outreach, applied re-
search, technical assistance, policy analysis, 
learning programs, and service-learning, to 
mention a few. The important thing is that the 

“leaders translate the rhetoric of engagement 
into reality,” “how to walk the walk” and “talk 
the talk.” (AASCU, 2002). The report laments 
the lack of a clear definition of “public engage-

ment” and offers the following: “The publicly 
engaged institution is fully committed to direct, 
two-way interaction with communities and 
other external constituencies through the devel-
opment, exchange, and application of knowl-
edge, information, and expertise for mutual 
benefit” (p. 9). Furthermore, it notes the impor-
tance of “getting all elements of the campus 
aligned and working together in support of 
public engagement efforts” (p.10).

INNOVATIVE PARTNERING

This mindset is clearly in motion at Ball State 
University (BSU) in Muncie, Indiana. BSU is 
engaged in an innovative, historic path as it 
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connects on a deeper, more profound level with 
the Muncie community. In 2015, its commit-
ment to the local community earned BSU the 
Community Engagement Classification from 
the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching. This classification recognizes col-
leges and universities that demonstrate an insti-
tution-wide commitment to public service, civ-
ic involvement, and community partnerships 
(BSU, 2019).

Ball State President, Geoffrey S. Mearns, initi-
ated his “Better Together” campaign in 2017 
and “Spreading Our Wings” strategic planning 
process in 2018. Ball State has been engaging 
with the community for decades through  
internships, student teaching, educational ini-
tiatives, and service-learning opportunities. 
During the 2016-2017 school year over 3,000 
students volunteered in over 130 community 
organizations, providing 57,762 hours of labor 
(Slabaugh, June 20, 2018). BSU’s most recent 
connections are through its Building Better 
Communities and Immersive Learning pro-
grams, and the new campaign, “Better Togeth-
er.” To that end, the campaign started with 
three community forums: one on Neighbor-
hoods and Education, a second on Arts and 
Culture, and a third on Economic Development 
in the fall of 2017 (BSU, 2018). The goal of 
these forums was to discover ways the campus 
and community could discuss struggles and op-
portunities to help each other and connect in 
more meaningful ways. 

Campus and community groups are in the pro-
cess of fleshing out new paths for collaboration 
based on these discussions. The first of these ini-
tiatives was a “Community Campus Experience” 
serving as a kickoff to BSU’s centennial anniver-
sary celebration in June, 2018. Feedback from 

the forums suggests that community members 
are reluctant to come on campus because they 
don’t know where to park or where buildings 
are. For this event free parking was open across 
campus, there was food, games and entertain-
ment, and visitors toured everything on campus 
from the auditoriums and planetarium, to the 
greenhouses, to the classrooms, and a host of 
other interesting locations. Its goal was to get 
community members familiar and comfortable 
with the campus and what we do.

Along with the initiatives mentioned above, 
BSU quietly, and to the surprise of many in the 
community and at the university, pursued legis-
lative action that would give control of the local 
struggling Muncie Community School Corpo-
ration (MCS) that was under emergency man-
agement over to the university. In 1899, BSU 
was a “private teacher training school,” and in 
1922 it became Ball Teachers College (BSU, 
2019). It has a long history running elementary 
through high school initiatives, such as Burris 
Laboratory School and the Indiana Academy 
for Science, Mathematics, and Humanities. The 
university was ready and able to step in and 
help.

Taking over an entire distressed school corpora-
tion that was under emergency management 
had only been tried once before. Boston Uni-
versity ran Chelsea Public Schools for 20 years 
ending in 2008 (Seltzer, 2018). One main dif-
ference with the BSU collaboration is that MCS 
will remain financially independent from the 
university. On May 14, 2018 the Indiana Gen-
eral Assembly passed HB 1315—legislation 
that provided BSU with the “opportunity to  
appoint a new school board to manage the 
Muncie Community Schools” (G. S. Mearns, 
personal communication, May 14, 2018). On 
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May 16th the BSU Board of Trustees passed a 
resolution accepting the responsibility to ap-
point a new school board to manage Muncie 
Community Schools. In effect, as of July 1st 
Ball State took over the local school corporation. 
Another “key difference” between the Boston 
University case and the BSU case is that the 
Chelsea School Committee “reserved power to 
override Boston University on policy matters af-
fecting the whole district” (Seltzer, 2018). 
Mearns was quick to point out that this is a 
community partnership, not just a BSU  
initiative. He also discussed assembling a “large 
community engagement counsel” to help ad-
dress ways BSU and the Muncie community 
can collaborate (Mearns, June 23, 2018).

“By marshalling BSU faculty, student and staff 
resources and mobilizing a coalition of external 
partners, the university ‘can change the trajec-
tory’ of Muncie schools” (Slabaugh, May 14, 
2018). To date, BSU has already generated more 
than $2.9 million in private support (G. S. 
Mearns, personal communication, May 16, 
2018) for the school corporation. They have  
received a record 88 applications for seven posi-
tions on the new school board (Slabaugh, June 
7, 2018) and interviewed 20 of those applicants 
(Slabaugh, June 11, 2018). The former school 
board will serve in an “advisory” capacity until 
its members’ terms expire (Slabaugh, June 13, 
2018).

President Mearns is encouraging faculty to 
think of innovative and creative ways to actively 
participate in this endeavor while simultane-
ously attempting to garner student engagement. 

“The thinking is that this presents an opportu-
nity to design some innovating programing in 
the district” (Seltzer, 2018). More specifically, 
this partnership is in the process of planning 

and implementing “audits of curriculum,  
instruction, and technology,” and “developing 
executive dashboards to monitor academic and 
financial indicators for the school system” (Sla-
baugh, February 19, 2019). President Mearns is 
clear that MCS teachers and staff are the “foun-
dation of this partnership” (G. S. Mearns, per-
sonal communication, May 16, 2018) and that 
they are “valued” and “respected.” He promotes 
the true spirit of collaboration with the current 
school board members and families of MCS 
students as well. BSU is well aware that it needs 
to remain cognizant of the town-gown relation-
ship. Mearns states “What we’re attempting to 
do is address a significant, profound challenge 
in Muncie and bring together the experience 
and expertise of our campus” (Seltzer, 2018). 
Ultimately, this partnership aims to be more 
than BSU fixing a problem, and then removing 
itself at some future date. BSU’s commitment, 
according to President Mearns, is long-term. 

Exactly how this partnership will play out re-
mains to be seen; details are emerging as new 
ground is being broken in the campus and com-
munity connection. Certainly, there will be 
bumps in the road and a steep learning curve. 
BSU’s initiatives through “Better Together” and 
the school corporation takeover, along with 
other community engagement programs, pres-
ents so many ways students and faculty can con-
nect with the community through service-
learning, internships, immersive learning, 
experiential learning, cooperative education 
and volunteering. For example, opportunities 
for engagement can come in the form of educa-
tional programs for teachers, resource develop-
ment for the classroom, rebranding of the cor-
poration, marketing, human resource 
development, policy revisions, early childhood 
development programs, long term planning,  
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finance, training, fundraising, after school pro-
grams, sports management, promoting the arts, 
and politics.

DEFINING EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

Programs whereby students are connecting with 
the community, such as those now underway at 
BSU, might be called different names and each 
has its own nuances, but the premise of learn-
ing-by-doing is the same for all. The 1993  
National and Community Service Trust Act  
defined service-learning, in particular, as an ed-
ucational experience that includes an organized 
service experience that meets actual community 
needs, is coordinated through a university or 
school, is integrated into students’ academic 
curriculum, makes continual links between the 
service experience and classroom content, pro-
vides structured opportunities for students to 
talk and/or write about the experience, and en-
hances what is taught in school (Schine, 1997). 
It is distinguished from basic volunteerism or 
community service because of its focus on inte-
grating the service or work component with 
academic content and reflection. Jeffrey (2001) 
adds the importance of academic rigor, estab-
lishing learning objectives, and having “sound 
learning strategies” as part of these experiences. 
Similarly, internships and sometimes coopera-
tive education are defined as a form of experien-
tial learning that integrates knowledge and the-
ory learned in the classroom, with practical 
application and development in a professional 
work environment (What is Cooperative Edu-
cation, 2018, CEIA, 2015). Diambra, Cole-
Zakrzewski and Booher (2004) highlight the 
importance of “adequate planning, structure, 
supervision, monitoring and opportunities for 
ongoing reflection” as part of a successful in-
ternship experience (p. 211). 

Table 1 illustrates some of the differences  
between volunteering, service-learning and in-
ternships (Fisher, 2018).

DEVELOPMENT OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

According to Sweitzer and King (1999), experi-
ential learning has its roots in the apprentice-
ship system of the medieval times. Professional 
schools and training programs required “practi-
cal experiences as integral components” of these 
programs (p. 11). This experience sets the stage 
for what we now refer to as “internships.” The 
call for “public engagement” is almost a return 
to our “roots and a reengagement of the core 
purpose of higher education” (Hoffman, 2016). 
In more recent times, according to the Council 
for the Advancement of Standards in Higher 
Education (CAS), the partnership between 
community and campus became more promi-
nent during the Civil Rights Movement and the 
social activism of the 60s and 70s. There was 
intentional engagement regarding the social, 
political, and economic strife of the community 
and institutions of higher education. University 
organizations began to focus on neighborhood 
development and outreach programs. 

The 80s witnessed student activism with the 
birth of COOL—The Campus Outreach and 
Opportunities League—to promote communi-
ty involvement with students. In 1985 Campus 
Compact created a coalition of university and 
college presidents committed to enhancing the 
public purpose of higher education. Gorgal 
(2012) discusses the growth of service-learning 
and civic engagement efforts during the 1990s 
noting that higher education had renewed its 
commitment to community and democracy.

During the 2000s the scope of experiential 
learning widened to include more service-learn-
ing courses and added an array of “course-based 
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strategies” and “high-impact pedagogies” geared 
towards improving citizenship (CAS). These in-
clude opportunities such as alternative spring 
breaks, community-based research, campus ser-
vice days, internships, political engagement,  
experiential education, immersive learning, and 
service learning. Campuses also began to “docu-
ment” the accomplishments of these programs 
which lead to the development of more formal 
academic programs and structures to support 
faculty and students. Often these offices can be 

found under departmental internships, academ-
ic affairs or student affairs (Sponsler & Hartly, 
2013).

Not all experiences out of the classroom are ed-
ucative, however. Kolb (1984) emphasized that 
these experiences still need to be organized and 
geared toward learning. The learning context 
must engage students’ development through 
real-world problems and conflicts that the stu-
dents must solve. “For real learning to happen, 
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students need to be active participants in the 
learning process rather than passive recipients 
of information given by a teacher (Sweitzer & 
King, 1998, p. 11). The teacher’s role is to guide 
and facilitate the learning and coach students 
through the experience (Garvin, 1991).

MODELS OF EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

Traditionally, three models have guided experi-
ential learning: group process, simulation-
games and field experience (Wagner, 1992). The 
group process model builds upon interactions 
among the group members, the group “process” 
itself. Sensitivity training workshops were a 
popular form of this in the 70s. Individuals 
learn by analyzing the interaction process with-
in the setting itself. The simulation-games  
approach relies on “gaming” activities to engage 
students in specific patterns of interaction. The 
games are structured in a way that encourages 
these patterns. For example, students might 
play the game Scrabble in competition against 
each other, then in cooperation with each other 
as they share their letters. Students learn by 
making connections between the gaming situa-
tion and real-world problems. The field experi-
ence model emphasizes integrating academic 
content with off-campus student experiences, 
much like a course on persuasion that assists 
with a political campaign. Learning comes 
through the value of participating in non-aca-
demic settings (Wagner, 1992). 

Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (1984) is a 
commonly used framework for developing and 
implementing service-learning curricula and is 
based on widely accepted learning theories 
(Pritchard & Whitehead, 2004). In sum, Kolb’s 
cycle recognized that reflection transforms the 
service into new and applicable understanding. 

Service is the experience, and the reflection im-
pacts the students’ education, along with skills 
and values. More contemporary frameworks ad-
dress collaborative and social processes impor-
tant in the learning experience. For example, 
The Collaborative Service-Learning Model 
(Pritchard & Whitehead, 2004) builds upon 
Kolb’s (1984) work and integrates the elements 
of “involvement, commitment to shared pur-
poses, planning, teamwork, team consultation, 
reflexive dialogue and consummatory activity” 
(p. 12). Fiore, Metcalf and McDaniel (2007) 
suggest the Transfer Appropriate Process Theory 
(TAP) can be used to “support an understand-
ing of experiential learning within a variety of 
different domains” (p. 37). They suggest that in 
the context of experiential learning, TAP theory 
addresses the synchronization between the 
thought processes engaged during learning and 
the eventual use of that learning. 

While internships can be done at nonprofit or 
for-profit organizations, at BSU most often ser-
vice-learning is done with nonprofit entities. 

“Service is fundamental to our own United 
States culture” (Pritchard & Whitehead, 2004, 
p. 1). “Civic Participation” and “social problem-
solving” are embedded in our social fabric (p. 
1).

BENEFITS FOR CAMPUS, STUDENTS AND 

COMMUNITY

Campus and Faculty

In the report, “The Future of Learning: How 
Colleges Can Transform the Educational Expe-
rience,” the Chronicle of Higher Education 
(2018) discusses how to “remove barriers,  
experiment, and innovate to prepare for the fu-
ture of learning.” Immersive learning and active 
learning are presented as important ways to im-
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prove education. Experiential learning pro-
grams, including internships and service-learn-
ing, are considered controversial at some 
institutions (Sweitzer & King, 1998). They can 
be expensive to administer, a “management 
nightmare” for some universities (p. 12), and 
their scholarship is often met with skepticism. 
However, this approach to learning has evolved 
into a disciplined and goal-focused form of edu-
cation. It continues to thrive because of its  
potential.

Institutions have recognized that their regional 
and local communities offer great opportunities, 
serving as “learning laboratories” that enhance 
classroom instruction, research, and creative en-
deavors (AASCU, 2002, p. 11). These connec-
tions are “powerful vehicles to affirm institu-
tional mission; to connect teaching, research, 
and outreach with the ‘real world’ for faculty 
and students; to bring knowledge in service to 
society; and to provide accountability for public 
funds while extending public dollars and lever-
aging extramural funds” (p. 11).

While institutions of higher education are not 
“corporations” per se, they can still posture 
themselves as supporters of corporate social re-
sponsibility. Our “consumers” include current 
and future students, parents, donors, alumni, 
employers and community members looking 
for more than just a piece of paper document-
ing students have passed their coursework. 
These “consumers” want to see the tangible evi-
dence of student achievement in the communi-
ty. Furthermore, they want to understand and 
be involved in the options for students to en-
gage outside the classroom and make those  
important community contributions. Fallon 
(2017) suggests that “undertaking socially re-
sponsible initiatives is truly a win-win situation. 

Not only will your company (university) appeal 
to socially conscious consumers and employees, 
but you’ll also make a real difference in the 
world.”

Along with the campus, individual faculty ben-
efit as well. For example, managing internships 
for 30 years as both a faculty supervisor and a 
site supervisor, and facilitating immersive learn-
ing projects for 10 years has personally changed 
the way I teach. I love bringing situations from 
those experiences into the classroom and offer-
ing them up for analysis and discussion. Most 
often those discussions are framed as “This is 
what happened. What could we have done dif-
ferently?” Students appreciate hearing about 
real-life situations, especially when the teacher 
and their counterparts are directly involved.

Student

Melchior and Bailis (2002) discuss how experi-
ential learning can have a positive impact on 
students’ “civic, academic, social and career de-
velopment” (p. 202). They further advocate that 
the impact on students is directly tied to the 
quality of these programs. These authors pres-
ent evidence from three major national service-
learning initiatives: Serve-America, Active Citi-
zenship Today, and Learn and Serve. While 
their focus is on middle and high school stu-
dents, it is also relevant to college-age students.

We can look at four specific benefits of experien-
tial learning for the student. First, Pritchard and 
Whitehead (2004) discuss how the process can 
enhance students’ cognitive and intellectual de-
velopment. Experience-based activities can 
stimulate their “intellectual capacities” (p. 4). A 
second benefit is the potential to improve stu-
dents’ academic achievement. Pritchard and 
Whitehead (2004) note how students who en-
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gage in these experiences may be more moti-
vated to learn, and therefore perform better in 
their academic subjects. A third benefit is the 

“potential for strengthening students’ citizen-
ship education, their sense of community re-
sponsibility” (p. 4). The fourth benefit is the 
potential for developing more active problem-
solving skills in students, rather than focusing 
on information consumption and “imitative 
learning” (p. 5). This could lead to re-thinking 
the educational process across college campuses. 
Additionally, The Center for Community-En-
gaged Learning (2018) at the University of 
Minnesota suggests students can benefit aca-
demically, personally and professionally through 
increased understanding of course content, ex-
amining values and beliefs, developing critical 
thinking and problem-solving skills, connecting 
with professionals and community members, 
and learning more about social issues. Wein-
traub (2018) notes that “students are no longer 
simply receivers of knowledge but active learn-
ers who engage with the material and link their 
experiences with the course content.” They 
learn that they can be “agents of change” and 

“identify the interconnectedness of their lives 
with the lives of others” (p.25). Connecting 
with the community outside the walls of a tradi-
tional classroom can encourage interactive 
learning strategies, give new dimensions to 
classroom discussion, engage students, provide 
networking opportunities, give insight into 
community issues, and develop civic and lead-
ership skills (Center for Community-Engaged 
Learning, 2018). 

Finally, and probably the most important from 
the students’ perspectives, is that the experienc-
es give them practical experience to put on their 
resumes. They are able to talk about what they 

did and what they learned in job interviews and 
on cover letters. Many job descriptions list “ex-
perience” as a preferred, if not mandatory, re-
quirement. The National Association of Col-
leges and Employers reports that “Nearly 91 
percent of employers in the Job Outlooks 2017 
survey prefer that their candidates have work 
experience” (NACE, 2017). These experiences 
are key for students entering the job market. 
Experiential learning programs give students 
the opportunity to attain that experience in a 
learning context.

Organization/Community Partner

Community partners receive valuable service 
and support (Why Use Service Learning?, 2018), 
and the opportunity to address specific needs. 
They also receive additional resources to achieve 
organizational safety and human resource goals, 
new energy, perspectives and enthusiasm, help 
in preparing future leaders, access to university 
resources, and increased awareness of important 
organizational issues. It also helps create the po-
tential for additional partnerships and collab-
orative efforts between the organization and the 
campus (Benefits of Service-Learning, 2018, 
Center for Community-Engaged Learning, 
2018). McCarrier (1992) discusses how stu-
dents’ enthusiasm brings a “freshness” to the job 
that more than makes up for their initial inex-
perience.

Bandy (2018) suggests that community part-
ners receive “satisfaction with student participa-
tion, valuable human resources needed to 
achieve community goals, new energy, enthusi-
asm and perspectives applied to community 
work, and enhanced community-university re-
lations.”
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SUMMARY

Connecting the campus with community is not 
a new concept. Public institutions of higher 
education have considered it part of their pur-
pose and mission for centuries. Since medieval 
times students have been expected, and even re-
quired to go into their communities and learn 
by practicing their trades. This manuscript 
looked at how one university is making history 
by connecting with the local school corporation. 
It discusses the difference between experiential 
learning and volunteering, the traditional mod-
els of experiential learning, and the benefits to 
the student, organization and campus.

 

Ball State University is currently positioning it-
self to have a significant impact on the local 
school corporation that will involve connecting 
students and faculty with struggling schools. 
This endeavor will provide a plethora of experi-
ential learning opportunities including service-
learning, internships, immersive learning, and 
volunteering that students, faculty, staff and the 
community can benefit from. 
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