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Engaging Citizens and Transforming Designers: 
Analysis of a Campus-Community Partnership 
Through the Lens of Children’s Rights to Participation

Victoria Derr, Laura Healey Malinin, and Meredith Banasiak 

Abstract
While an engaged citizenry is often the goal of community service learning, the rights of children to 

be active agents in this process are largely considered in a separate academic literature. Yet community 
service learning and children’s participation share much in their goals and approaches to engagement. 
This paper analyzes a campus-community partnership between undergraduate environmental design 
and middle school applied science students. The partnership began as a way to promote participatory 
design processes for the redesign of a middle school and evolved to a proactive co-design program.  
We describe the goals and approaches to service-learning employed through the partnership, and  
critique the evolution of the program through the realm of a participation model that has emerged 
from three decades of children’s participation research. By analyzing a campus-community partnership 
through this framework, we hope to deepen the discourse on approaches to and evaluation of successful 
service-learning programs.

Introduction
Campus-community partnerships are typically 

undertaken to promote meaningful engagement 
and to enrich traditional pedagogies through expe-
riential learning. Similarly, children’s participation 
research and advocacy promotes engaged learning 
through the inclusion of children in decision-mak-
ing and transformative education (Malone & 
Hartung, 2010). Both bodies of literature address 
many of the same topics and goals. Rarely do the 
two literatures intersect. This paper brings together 
these two literatures through the analysis of a cam-
pus-community partnership between university 
undergraduates and middle school students. We 
identify the common threads of each literature, 
describe the goals of each type of initiative, and 
critique the evolution of a seven-year partnership 
using a Seven Realms of Participation model that 
emerged from analysis of 30 years of children’s 
participation research (Francis & Lorenzo, 2002). 
This model is used to illustrate a process of growth 
and to inform awareness about the strengths and  
shortcomings of campus-community partnerships.

Common Threads
Campus-community partnerships that pro-

mote service-learning and children’s participation 
scholars and advocates share much in their  
approach and concern for authentic, dialectic 
partnerships. Both view the relationship as trans-
formative: faculty, university students, community 
partners, and children all can be deeply affected 
by exchanges that give voice to and address issues 

of real concern (Carroll, LaPoint & Tyler, 2001; 
Chawla, 2002; Malone & Hartung, 2010). In addi-
tion, service-learning and children’s participation 
both must address issues of equity and barriers 
to participation that exist within university-com-
munity and child-adult relationships (Angotti, 
Doble & Horrigan, 2011; Carroll et al., 2001; Derr, 
Chawla, Mintzer, Cushing & van Vliet, 2013; Hou, 
2011; Malone & Hartung, 2010; Sutton, 2012). 
Both need to extend beyond descriptions of the 
types of activities and interactions that occur to 
also include the degree of influence and types of 
impacts among those involved (Gelmon, Holland, 
Seifer, Shinnamon & Connors, 1998; Iacofano, 
1990; Malone & Hartung, 2010). And finally, effec-
tive service-learning typically involves reflection 
and reflective practice (Angotti et al., 2011; Car-
roll et al., 2001; Sandy & Holland, 2006). Gauging 
similar reflections among children participants is 
sometimes challenging, and identifying impacts 
perhaps even more so, because “it is within the 
adult-centric structure that all children’s participa-
tion comes to be recognized” (Malone & Hartung, 
2010, p. 33). Yet it is these challenges that make 
children’s participation in service-learning an 
area of particular significance. Recent initiatives 
to reinstate democratic education into schooling 
(e.g., IDEA, 2012; Westheimer, 2008) further  
support the need for stronger linkages between 
service-learning and children’s rights to partici-
pation in meaningful, real-world issues (Carroll et 
al., 2001; Fusco, 2001). 
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Children’s Rights and Engaged Learning
Discourse on children’s rights to participation 

began with the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, which recognizes that dignity and equal 
rights of all people are the foundation of freedom, 
justice, and peace. The Declaration promotes 
health and well-being, education, and oppor-
tunities to participate in government and civic  
activities (United Nations, 1948). Though the Dec-
laration specifically states that these rights should 
be extended to all people, child advocates in  
the 1980s promoted the drafting of the United  
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC). This led to the United Nations Education, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s (UNES-
CO) support of the Growing Up in Cities Initia-
tive (Chawla, 2002; Lynch, 1977). The goal of these 
projects was to create opportunities for genuine 
participation of children in development and plan-
ning their cities (Chawla, 2002). These projects 
have provided a framework for the inclusion of 
children in a variety of projects, primarily focused 
on planning and urban design. 

While engaged citizenry is often the goal of 
community service learning, the rights of chil-
dren to be active agents in this process is largely 
considered in a separate academic literature (e.g., 
Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010). Yet the inclusion 
of children’s rights to participate in community 
life and decision-making about the places where  
children live is a natural ally and potential  
contributor to the scholarship of community  
service learning. Children’s rights scholars and 
young people themselves have expressed both 
the need for and desire to participate in deci-
sion-making in real-world contexts (Chawla, 2002;  
Derr, Chawla, Mintzer, Cushing & van 
Vliet, 2013; Driskell, 2002; Malone & Har-
tung, 2010; Percy-Smith & Thomas, 2010; 
Westheimer, 2008). Focus has been given to 
young people’s heightened awareness and agency 
around international and environmental issues 
(Chawla & Heft, 2002; Hart, 2001; Malone  
& Hartung, 2010) but can be equally significant 
at the local level, where issues of disparity or  
sustainability also exist (Derr et al., 2013; Tolman  
& Pitmann, 2001). For example, this model  
of participation could readily extend to  
place-based environmental education and envi-
ronmental justice (e.g., Toman & Pitmann, 2001; 
Gruenewald & Smith, 2008), as well as science  
education (Hulleman & Harackiewicz, 2008)  
or science, technology, engineering and math 

(STEM) programs, which promote experiential 
learning (Thiry, Laursen, & Hunter, 2011).

Models of Participation
The process and authenticity of engagement 

has been critiqued in the planning profession, 
with Arnstein (1969) providing a ladder of citizen 
participation, in which the rungs of the ladder 
represent levels of engagement, from non-partic-
ipation to consultation to high levels of control 
and power-sharing. This ladder was later adopted 
for children (Hart, 2001). Though the ladder has 
been heavily used and referenced in the children’s 
participation literature, Hart himself suggests its 
time has passed (2008) and that there are multiple 
models of participation depending on the purpose 
and intent of a project. Other models and analy-
ses of children’s participation both simplify and 
give detail to types of participatory practice. For 
example, Lansdown (2010) examines approaches 
to measuring the extent, quality, and impacts of 
engagement. She classifies the extent of engage-
ment into three levels: consultative participation, 
in which adults seek children’s views on issues; 
collaborative participation, in which children and 
adults have a greater degree of partnership and 
where there is opportunity for engagement at any 
stage of decision-making, or project implementa-
tion; and child-led participation, in which children 
are given the opportunity to initiate activities and 
advocate for themselves. Chawla and Heft (2002) 
also describe characteristics of effective participa-
tion. Among these are conditions for competence, 
in which children are given real responsibilities, 
play a role in establishing goals and decision-mak-
ing, and have opportunities to be heard and to  
influence the process. They describe this ability to 
exert control over valued aspects of one’s life as a 
universal contributor to psychological well-being. 
Francis and Lorenzo (2002) describe seven realms 
of children’s participation based on a review of 30 
years of participatory practice (Table 1). Among 
these realms are the Learning Realm, in which 
projects focus on imparting knowledge and chang-
ing perceptions in educational contexts, the Needs 
Realm, in which children’s participation is used to 
better understand their needs, and the Proactive 
Realm, in which projects strive for children’s  
empowerment and substantial change through 
participation. In the Proactive Realm, conditions 
for competence balance children’s empowerment 
with the need for tangible outcomes.
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Though there are notable exceptions,  
frequently service-learning courses with children 
and youth involve a transference of knowledge  
rather than with young people serving as co-pro-
ducers of this knowledge, placing them in the 
Learning Realm rather than a participatory  
Proactive Realm (Francis & Lorenzo, 2002). Not 
only does this leave little room for engaged and 
critical thinking that can lead to competence of 
school children (Chawla & Heft, 2002; Westheimer, 
2008), it also does not allow university students the 
opportunity to participate in the transformative 
educational process that community service  
learning was designed to provide. 

The ability for young people to actively  
engage with university students in service-learning 
course formats is significant for both partners. For  
example, service-learning that is integrated into 
the curriculum is more likely than co-curricular  
volunteer service to foster a desire to promote racial 
understanding and activism and to increase levels 
of critical thinking among university students  
(Vogelgesang & Astin, 2000). Service-learning can 
also increase understanding of content more than 
classroom study alone, in part through its experi-
ential pedagogy and integrated reflective practice 
(Eyler, 2009). In addition, for service-learning to 
truly be transformative, it must challenge bound-
aries between academia and community and in-

Realm Limitations Lasting Contribution

“Ideological” period

Children are active 
designers and can “do 
better” than adults

“Planners for children” 

Adult advocacy for 
children

“Social scientists for 
children”

Research to understand 
children’s environmental 
needs

“Children as learners”

Environmental education 
as focus of participation

“Children as adults” 
Children expected to 
perform and have same 
knowledge as adults

“Participation with vision” 
Empowering children & 
adults for genuine and 
shared participation

Often ignored adult 
input, leading to 
marginalization of 
ideas

decision-making 
processes; children 
not directly involved

Children sometimes 
not participants in 
research studies

Does not always lead 
to changes in physical 
environments studied

Ignores the child-cen-
tered and sponta-
neous desires of 
children within a 
participatory process.  
Can result in limited 
change or authentic 
participation.

May not be possible 
in every situation; 
facilitators may need 
special training

Continues to provide 
ideological focus of children’s 
participation

Techniques to engage 
children in large and 
complex projects

Foundational understanding 
of children’s environmental 
needs

Emphasis on learning and 
social change as outcomes 
of participatory process

Provides greater awareness 
of importance of children’s 
participation

Recognizes children as 
children and provides 
associated frameworks for 
participation; increases 
perceived control

Romantic

Advocacy

Needs

Learning

Institutional

Proactive

Table 1. Seven Realms of Participation (Francis, 1999; Francis & Lorenzo, 2002; Hester, 1999)
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clude reflective practice (Angotti, Doble & Hor-
rigan, 2011; Eyler, 2009). When children’s active  
participation is excluded from the process of  
engagement, not only are barriers maintained,  
but the process reinforces the discrepancy that 
young people feel and express when they say no one 
cares what they think. However, when young people 
are included as active agents in service-learning, 
the effect can be transformative for undergraduates  
and children alike. 

An Evolving Partnership
The Children, Youth and Environments Center 

for Community Engagement (CYE) is part of the 
University of Colorado (CU) Program in Environ-
mental Design (ENVD). CYE supports research, 
teaching, and outreach projects that promote chil-
dren’s health, safety, and welfare through environ-
mental design. At the forefront of these efforts has 
been promotion of the rights of children and youth 
to participate in the design of their own environ-
ments. Both ENVD and CYE have a long history of 
incorporating community service learning projects 
into undergraduate education. Often these projects 
arise when community members come to ENVD 
or CYE with an identified need for environmental 
design services (planning, architecture, or land-
scape architecture) and the undergraduate design 
students provide those services to fulfill course  
requirements or through independent studies. The 
campus-community relationship typically ends 
with completion of the design project. We describe 
here a campus-community relationship between 
CYE/ENVD and a local public middle school  
(Casey) that began similarly in 2007, and has since 
evolved into an ongoing partnership. An analysis 
of the first seven years of this partnership con-
siders the different relationship structures and  
potential benefits of children’s participation in 
campus-community partnerships and serves to 
bridge theoretical models from the two literatures. 
In the following sections we use the Seven Realms 
of Participation Framework (Francis & Lorenzo, 
2002) (Table 1) to describe each stage in the evolu-
tion of the partnership as a cycle of application and 
analysis (Table 2). This participation model helps to 
organize and analyze the evolution of the partner-
ship while also allowing analysis of the effectiveness 
of the campus-community partnership. 

Evolution One: Youth Voice and the Advocacy Realm
When the local school board decided to re-

place the Casey Middle School building located 

near the University of Colorado campus with a new 
energy-efficient facility, CYE welcomed the oppor-
tunity to engage the middle school students in the 
design of their school building. The CYE/Casey 
partnership began with a participatory planning 
activity that included students from the middle 
school, the project architects, and ENVD students 
and professors. The project also had strong support 
from the middle school principal. The goals of the 
activity were to collaborate on ideas for the design 
of the new middle school and to generate a mu-
tual dialogue about sustainability in general. Upon 
completion of the participatory planning activity, 
a Casey teacher sponsored an after-school design 
club where CU graduate students worked with 
a small group of Casey students. The goal of the 
design club was to elicit greater participation from 
the Casey student community in the new school 
design. Guided by the CU students, members of 
the design club interviewed and surveyed their 
peers and school staff to identify features of the 
existing school they liked and disliked and brain-
stormed sustainable ideas for the new facility. 

Evaluation of the first evolution of the cam-
pus-community partnership between CYE and 
Casey was conducted through interviews with  
Casey students and teachers, the project architects, 
and the CU graduate students who participated 
in the design club (Table 2). With respect to the  
primary goal of incorporating Casey student ideas 
into the new facility design, the impact of students’ 
participation on school design outcomes was dif-
ficult to assess. The interviews suggest that youth 
participation may have had some influence on the 
decision to retain the historic façade of the original 
middle school in the design of the new sustainable 
building. Through the participatory design process 
it became evident that the façade was meaningful 
to school students and staff. However, during the 
same time period, a neighborhood organization 
was also involved in efforts to garner community 
support to save the historic façade and this group 
organized the fundraising that ultimately made 
it possible to incorporate the two architecturally  
significant walls from the original structure into the 
new school design. This phase of the project was 
also impacted by timing: the architectural firm was 
under a tight timeline and utilized a design advisory 
team whose meeting times did not always match 
the middle school schedule, thus limiting the abil-
ity of Casey students to participate. The secondary 
goal of fostering dialogue about sustainability was 
much easier to assess, and both participating Casey 
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staff and CU partners considered this a successful 
outcome of the campus-community partnership. 

Evolution Two: Sustainability Ambassadors and the 
Learning Realm

Building on the successes of the first evolution, 
the structure of the campus-community partner-
ship expanded to include environmental design 
undergraduates enrolled in an elective course  

titled Sustainable Planning and Design. With  
construction of the new school building underway, 
the focus of the partnership also shifted from the 
Advocacy Realm to the Learning Realm with the 
goal of preparing Casey students to be “sustain-
ability ambassadors” for the new school facility.  
Casey students continued to participate through the  
after-school design club, but club activities were 
now led by CU undergraduates and focused on 

Realm Evaluation Tools Analysis

Students engaged in 
thinking about their 
school’s design with 
professionals, faculty 
and graduate students 
serving as advocates in 
translating their ideas 
into designs.

A design club encouraged 
middle school learning 
about sustainable behav-
iors and “green” fea-
tures of new school with 
undergraduates acting as 
teacher/mentors.

Undergraduate course/
middle school elective 
involved weekly partic-
ipation in middle school 
curriculum.  Students 
collaboratively immersed 
in a living laboratory to 
evaluate the school func-
tion based on student 
needs.

Shift in the course struc-
ture emerged from feed-
back requesting greater 
desire for engagement in 
design-based and place-
based activities.  Focus 
was on empowering 
participants to address 
issues in their immediate 
lives through design and 
implementation

Interviews with mid-
dle school students, 
teachers, project ar-
chitects, and graduate 
students

faculty and under-
graduates

Pre- and post-course 
assessments and 

project artifacts, 
middle school written 

observations

Course survey; focus 
groups; undergradu-
ate pre- and post-as-
sessments; written 

-
tifacts; middle school 

and direct observa-
tions

After school approach 
engaged a limited number 
of students; motivation for 
participation varied; impacts 
were limited by timing and 
entry into process; partici-
pation at this realm helped 
move the partnership to the 
learning realm

After school design club was 
popular, but actual learn-
ing and social change were 

informal setting

Intrinsic motivation of 
middle school students was 
linked to extent of experi-
ential, “hands-on” learning 
methods.

Undergraduates held pre-
conceived notions about 
design and participation that 
were challenged through the 
partnership.

More direct and structured 
experiences in a formal 
course format allowed for 
more transformative experi-
ences among students.

Some middle school stu-
dents showed greater locus 
of control during experien-
tial, “hands-on” activities.
Provided format for di-
alogue around issues of 
desired campus aesthetics 
and school culture between 
students and authorities. 
Resulted in transformations 
of participants on both sides 
of partnership

Evolution 1:
Advocacy

Evolution 2:
Learning

Evolution 3:
Needs

Evolution 4:
Proactive

Table 2. Partnership Evolution. Analyzed Through the "Seven Realms of Participation"
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helping Casey students understand some of the 
sustainable design features of their new building. 
The CU students helped create curriculum for 
the Sustainability Ambassadors program and led 
project-based learning activities during weekly 
club meetings. Although the club was open to all 
middle grades, the intention was that sixth grade 
participants would become the eighth grade sus-
tainability ambassadors the year the new school 
opened. The goals of the partnership aligned with 
ENVD curricular goals to focus on sustainable  
design and also supported the Leadership in Energy 
& Environmental Design (LEED) certification  
process for the new middle school building. LEED is 
a rating system where buildings are assessed points 
for sustainable design strategies. The intention 
behind the sustainability ambassadors program 
is that it would help the school occupants un-
derstand how to optimally use the sustainable  
features of the building. LEED also awards points 
for education programs. However, the sustainability 
ambassadors program was not formally consid-
ered for Casey’s LEED Platinum award (the most  
sustainable rating). 

Evaluation of the second evolution of the cam-
pus-community partnership was concerned with 
assessing both transfer of knowledge between CU 
undergraduates and middle school students and 
the development of undergraduate participatory 
design competencies, such as leadership, flexibility, 
and reflection. These outcomes were primarily  
assessed through weekly written reflections in a 
blog forum and faculty observation (Table 2). The 
middle school project-based learning activities 
were generally found to be successful; however, 
participation in the design club varied from week to 
week and some older students were not motivated 
to work on projects geared toward implemen-
tation in the new school, since they would be in 
high school by the time they were implemented. 
Although the reflection prompts did not specifi-
cally address undergraduate learning outcomes, 
many CU undergraduates expressed in their writ-
ings a deeper understanding for the design process, 
the role of stakeholder participation, and how to  
engage with youth. The long-term goal of preparing 
middle school students to become “sustainability 
 ambassadors” was not assessed because the pro-
gram never formally developed after occupation of 
the new school building, although aspects of the 
program were incorporated into later evolutions of 
the campus-community partnership.

Evolution Three: School Design and the Needs Realm 
The third evolution of the campus-commu-

nity partnership arose from another structural 
change in the nature of the relationship as well as 
a response to undergraduate observation and feed-
back. In this evolution the partnership comprised 
of Casey students enrolled in an applied science 
elective class and CU undergraduates enrolled 
in an elective course titled Design For and With 
Schools. The course became part of the middle 
school curriculum, thus addressing the irregular 
attendance experienced through after-school par-
ticipation. However, although the Casey course 
was an elective, not all students enrolled were 
enthusiastic about the class content or the incor-
poration of design activities, which were required 
in order for them to pass the class. The CU course 
change reflected a shift in goals toward the Needs 
Realm of participation. In the Needs Realm, rath-
er than focusing solely on the sustainable features 
and design of the school (Learning Realm), un-
dergraduate students also began to ask questions, 
through mapping and discussions, about how the 
school impacted students’ learning, experiences, 
and attachments. The curriculum shifted to under-
standing children’s needs in the design of a learn-
ing space and viewed the middle school as a “living 
laboratory,” in which students and undergraduates 
jointly explored how the school did or did not meet 
middle school students’ needs. 

Evaluation of the third campus-community 
evolution came from undergraduate pre- and post-
course assessments and written reflections, project 
artifacts, middle school written reflections, and 
direct observations (Table 2). Outcomes suggest 
that the middle school applied science students 
were overall less intrinsically motivated to partic-
ipate than design club participants, but they gen-
erally became highly engaged when class activities 
involved “building” something and/or addressed 
concrete issues they perceived as personally 
important. Reflections and assessments from the 
CU students revealed that the “living laboratory”  
approach helped design students understand the 
complex relationships between design process-
es, pedagogy, administrative policy, the physical 
manifestation of design in the school building, and 
school culture. 

Once the new school facility opened, un-
dergraduates anticipated that the architectural  
features of the new “green” school would improve 
understanding of sustainable design and increase 
sustainable behaviors. They were surprised to find 
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that although middle school students were proud 
of their new school building, they were unhap-
py about some aspects of their environment and 
had misperceptions concerning the sustainable 
school features. That the green school building was  
intended to serve as a “teaching tool” was not, by  
itself, sufficient to support increased understand-
ing or behavioral change. For example, although 
the building was designed to promote energy 
conservation by making energy-efficient building 
systems (such as photovoltaic panels) highly visi-
ble, students misinterpreted this information by 
assuming these systems provided all the energy 
required to operate the school and felt less need to 
engage in energy-conserving behaviors. Addition-
ally, the high level of environmental control neces-
sary to fulfill school goals for a sustainable and zero  
waste campus appeared to cause some middle 
school students to feel disenfranchised in their 
community. Undergraduates frequently described 
how their experiences often did not align with 
preconceived notions about how middle school  
students would use, care for, and feel about aspects 
of their school environment.

Evolution Four: Praxis and the Proactive Realm
In the Proactive Realm, children and adults 

are empowered through genuine and shared par-
ticipation (Table 1). This stage in the partnership 
is characterized as proactive because it empowered 
both Casey and CU students to envision and create 
their own projects. This evolution was informed 
by feedback suggesting middle school engagement 
increased during design-based and place-based 
activities and a desire to incorporate a more sig-
nificant “Praxis” experience for undergraduates 
during their junior year in the CU program. Praxis 
is a term used to describe significant, community 
service learning opportunities in environmental 
design that incorporate both practice and reflec-
tion. In this way it builds upon Paulo Freire’s ide-
ology that praxis is “reflection and action upon the 
world in order to transform it” (Freire, 1986, p. 33). 

The Learning Spaces Praxis experience for CU 
students consisted of two required and integrated 
courses: a service-learning seminar and an envi-
ronmental design studio. In the seminar course, 
undergraduate students continued to work with 
the Casey applied science students. However, the 
focus of the course shifted to a problem-identifi-
cation approach with the goal of co-discovering  
issues in the school that could be addressed 
through participatory design processes and  

implemented by the undergraduate and middle 
school students. Together Casey and CU students 
worked to identify an issue of importance to the 
middle school students, developed a design inter-
vention using participatory processes, and collab-
oratively constructed/implemented their design  
in the school campus. 

To date, two design-build projects have been 
completed by the partnership: a “sustainability 
garden” and an outdoor informal learning space. 
In the studio course, undergraduates transferred 
knowledge they gained during the immersive 
campus-community partnership activities about  
the relationship between pedagogy, process, and 
place to inform the design of other schools and/or 
learning spaces. In both studio projects the under-
graduates applied their understanding of participa-
tory design processes to engage stakeholder input 
on design strategies. 

The focus of the fourth evolution of the cam-
pus-community partnership was to empower 
participants to address issues in their environ-
ments that they could improve through design. 
In this phase, partners used a “problem-finding”  
approach where the Casey students and undergrad-
uates jointly identified issues and opportunities in 
their school, including its physical design and curric-
ular strategies. These issues are co-designed through 
design recommendations, design-build projects, 
and school planning initiatives. Undergraduate 
students were provided opportunities to transfer 
knowledge from Casey to other situations, and were 
empowered to manage a real construction project 
including writing a project budget and construction 
schedule, purchasing supplies, and organizing build 
sessions. Outcomes were assessed through course 
survey and focus groups, undergraduate pre- and 
post-course assessments and written reflections, 
project artifacts, middle school written reflections, 
and direct observations (Table 2). 

A key theme that emerged from the program 
evaluation was that both middle school students 
and undergraduates felt they were transformed 
by the experience. Undergraduate students noted 
that some middle school students who exhibit-
ed low control over their environment were em-
powered during the “build” phase of the project. 
At the outset, these students had claimed that 
they did not believe their ideas would make a dif-
ference. Yet as the project progressed, and their 
ideas started to become real, CU students noted a 
marked difference in the attitude and engagement 
of these students over the course of the semester.  
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CU students communicated a significant increase 
in their perceived level of competence toward 
becoming professional designers both as a result 
of their participatory design-build experiences 
through the campus-community partnership and 
the transference of lessons learned to new school 
design contexts. In their reflection papers, CU  
students also expressed a greater awareness for and 
appreciation of the value of young people’s partici-
pation in the design process.

Analysis of the Partnership Evolution
Advocacy Realm

Analysis of the campus-community partner-
ship evolution reveals that the cycle of application 
and evaluation improved program goals and out-
comes as well as depth of participant engagement 
and learning (Figure 1). The first evolution of the 
campus-community partnership highlights some 
of the challenges that may be faced when working in 
the Advocacy Realm of community participation. 
In this realm, participants are often not directly in-
volved in decision-making processes. Instead, spe-
cialists advocate for inclusion of issues into a final 
product. While the intent of the partnership was to 
include children as active participants in the design 
process, the timing and timeline of activities did 
not consistently allow this to occur. For example, in 
the first design club, only a small number of Casey 

students were significantly engaged in the partner-
ship and motivation to participate was influenced 
by the fact that the students who were asked to give 
input on the school design would not reap the ben-
efits of their efforts. By the time construction on 
the new building was completed, they would be  
attending high school on another campus. Simi-
larly, the tight timeframe of the architectural firm 
limited the ability of students to consistently par-
ticipate in dialogue and decision-making, thus 
reinforcing the concept that adults can advocate 
for children’s ideas without their direct participa-
tion (Table 1). The greatest benefit of the first cam-
pus-community partnership evolution appears to 
be increased understanding by the participating 
middle school students about design processes 
and factors of sustainable design. Middle school 
students also talked with peers about their experi-
ence, thus fostering greater interest in the elective 
course. This helped to facilitate a culture of partic-
ipatory, collaborative work. It was these successes 
that informed the goals and structure of the second 
evolution of the campus-community partnership.

Learning Realm
The Learning Realm of participation was 

emphasized in the second evolution of the cam-
pus-community partnership, which intended to 
encourage sustainable behaviors of the Casey  

Proactive Realm
Greatest potential for transformative 
community service learning; includes 
aspects of all other stages and realms. 
Resulted in tangible outcome and 
increased competencies.

Learning Realm
Provided an important foundation in 
initial sustainable education goals and 
a ready entry-point to the school.

Advocacy Realm
Provided an entry-point to the school 
at initial stages of the partnership. 
While engagement was limited on this 
stage, it did provide some tangible 
outcomes. Timing of this realm earlier 
in the design phase might have 
facilitated more tangible outcomes.

Needs Realm
Building on the Learning Realm, this 
stage of the project allowed for greater 
attention to students needs and desires 
for their school.

Learning Realm

Needs Realm

Proactive Realm

Advocacy Realm

Figure 1. Depth of Participant Engagement and Learning
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students through educational experiences related 
to the “green” features of their new school build-
ing. CU undergraduates primarily assumed roles 
of teachers or facilitators of learning. Although 
the design club appeared to be popular with the 
Casey students, it was difficult to assess whether 
participation impacted sustainable behaviors and 
social responsibility. One tension in campus-com-
munity partnerships has been between the goals of 
students for learning and community partners for 
efficiency (Mills, 2012). A potential benefit of part-
nerships that engage university students with K–12 
students in the Learning Realm is that the learn-
ing goal is shared fairly equally. Operating within 
the Learning Realm, however, can be limiting for 
both groups of students if there are no specific and 
tangible outcomes. In this phase of the partnership, 
for example, while emphasis was given to sustain-
able behaviors, there were few tangible outcomes 
that represented true change, either in the physical 
environment or the social supports needed for be-
havioral changes to occur. Research in the environ-
mental education literature suggests that increased 
knowledge about a subject is not enough to effect 
changes in behavior. People must also have a sense 
of efficacy, or belief in their ability to act, as well as 
opportunities to act before they will change their 
behaviors (Bandura, 1997; Chawla & Derr, 2012). 
Partnerships that operate solely in the Learning 
Realm tend not to increase competencies or op-
portunities to take action, and thus are limited in 
their overall impact.

Needs Realm
The Needs Realm of participation revealed 

that undergraduates have preconceived notions 
about school design that are challenged during 
immersion in the school environment when  
experiences do not align with expectations. As 
“social scientists” they can have difficulty inter-
preting observed behaviors and sometimes make 
assumptions about motivations behind observed 
behaviors that may be unfounded or untrue. These 
shortcomings, however, are largely overshadowed 
by the transformations in knowledge and under-
standing about the complexity of factors experi-
enced by the undergraduate participants through 
immersive teaching, research, and design activities 
with middle school students. 

Here again, the tension between undergradu-
ates’ readiness to engage with a community partner 
can conflict with the community’s desire for ready 
engagement (Mills, 2012). In order to be effective, 

undergraduate students require training in a suite 
of skills that go beyond their typical professional 
competencies, to include those of social researcher, 
community facilitator, or educator. Design students 
at this level can be disadvantaged in performing as 
desirable community partners in cases where proj-
ect delivery is the expectation because they have 
not fully developed the skill sets expected for pro-
fessional practice. While their expertise in product 
delivery (design and construction) is limited, they 
are able to share experience in creative problem 
solving and environmental ethics. 

However, it was within the Needs Realm that 
students began to work toward a co-construction 
of knowledge, wherein undergraduates consid-
ered social and cultural experiences of the school 
and its students (Carroll, LaPoint & Tyler, 2001). 
They learned to understand students’ values and 
interests. In the context of school design, under-
graduates gained a deeper understanding of the 
connections between middle school student inter-
ests, pedagogical activities, educational needs, and 
the physical function of the school building. In the 
Proactive Realm, K–12 school teachers may also 
take on the responsibilities of educating college 
students about these issues. Sandy and Holland 
(2006) discuss that “one of the most compelling 
findings [in campus-community partnerships]... 
is the community partner’s profound dedication 
to educating college students” (p. 34). Through 
these interactions, undergraduate students began 
to see young people as peers in a process. This shift 
is important in understanding what comprises a 
transformative experience in a campus-commu-
nity partnership. By asking questions about how a 
community perceives and uses a space, they begin 
to understand the “other,” and in so doing may be 
transformed (cf, Hou, 2012). These social connec-
tions to community partners can be the most edu-
cationally significant aspects of a service-learning 
experience (Cushing, Bates, & Van Vliet, 2013).

Proactive Realm
Participation in the Proactive Realm provides 

even greater opportunity for transformation on 
both sides of the campus-community partnership. 
This realm can also produce the most challenges. 
The opportunity for middle school students to 
ideate and implement environmental designs in 
their school in itself is transformative. Students 
are rarely asked about the design or function of 
their schools and are even less frequently asked 
about school policy. Proactive engagement helps 
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students see that they can have an impact in their 
school community and thus provides the sense of 
efficacy and opportunities to act that are critical 
components in behavioral change (Bandura, 1997; 
Chawla & Derr, 2012). If an engaged citizenry is 
an important goal of campus-community part-
nerships, facilitating proactive experiences would 
seem to be a key indicator for how to empower 
people to actively engage in their communities. 

For the undergraduate design students, par-
ticipation in the Proactive Realm may ultimately 
better prepare them to become “citizen designers” 
who practice socially and environmentally  
responsible design. Undergraduates in this realm 
expressed a sophisticated understanding of stu-
dents and their cultures, teachers and their needs, 
and the internal functions of the school environ-
ment. In future iterations, it will be important to 
better align expectations of community partner-
ship outcomes with the level of expertise which 
undergraduate students can provide. In the same 
way that undergraduates studying in a pre-medi-
cine curriculum would not be expected to execute 
medical procedures, it may not be appropriate to 
expect third year design undergraduates to have 
the competencies to manage a design-build project. 
Two approaches to address these issues are possi-
ble: i) to simplify projects and revise expectations 
for tangible outcomes; or ii) to adjust the under-
graduate curriculum so that it can better support 
such partnerships. 

Under the first scenario, simplifying projects 
may be able to produce tangible outcomes for 
some projects. However, since the projects that are 
both designed and built through the partnership 
can also be correlated with the strongest outcomes 
for both partners under the seven realms model, 
reverting to earlier iterations with simpler project 
scopes may undermine the gains achieved in these 
later partnership evolutions. New undergraduate 
curricular developments are testing the feasibility 
for this course to occur as an elective studio during 
the final year. It is anticipated that such a structur-
al change will enhance the quality of engagement 
because undergraduates will be self-selecting  
this experience, and will have a year’s worth of  
additional skills and competencies. 

Additional challenges to the Proactive Realm 
may include tensions that can form between  
students and campus administration, parents or 
other partners in the decision-making phase of a 
project. At times, youth needs, desires and creative 
expressions may be different from those of  

administration and adults. As an example, an area 
near the front entrance of Casey had been desig-
nated for students to re-design. Students elicited 
input from peers, teachers, administrators, and 
parents to create a “sustainability ecosystem”  
concept for the space that included murals, painted 
flower planters made from hard-to-recycle  
materials including metal barrels, plastic pipes 
and rubber tires, and fruit and vegetable gardens. 
This space was designed and installed through 
the partnership. Once installed, some parents and 
administrators did not agree with the aesthetic 
choices made for the space. The installation was 
pulled up and over time, replaced with more stan-
dardized planters. Reflecting on this, partners may 
have thought they were working well within the 
Proactive Realm, where children and adults share 
in the participation process (Table 1). However, 
once the installation was completed, it became 
clear that partners had been at least partially  
operating in the Romantic Realm, where chil-
dren’s ideas were idealized and did not align with 
the formal landscape design some adults expected 
at the front entrance to the school building. This 
was addressed in future semesters in two ways: 
(i) by carefully coordinating with administration 
future locations for permanent installations that 
would influence the campus environs, and (ii) by 
experimenting with smaller scale design challeng-
es that improved the classroom environment of 
the partnering teacher. This latter approach also 
helped address the disparity between undergrad-
uate design competencies and project demands. 
These smaller scale projects allowed the partner-
ship to operate in the Proactive Realm while also 
working with appropriate skill sets. Results were 
positive for both middle school and undergradu-
ate students, but perhaps not as profound as those 
projects where students were able to permanently 
transform their school.

These challenges exemplify the barriers and 
tensions often found between campus-commu-
nity partnerships. If ignored, these tensions can 
lead to negative consequences or a dissolution of 
a partnership (Dumlao & Janke, 2012). Yet active 
dialogue, and an evolution in the understanding 
and values that each person brings to problem 
solving, have helped to reduce these barriers. 

Conclusion
Campus-community partnerships are 

typically undertaken to promote meaningful  
engagement and to enrich traditional pedagogies 

10

Journal of Community Engagement and Scholarship, Vol. 9, Iss. 2 [2017], Art. 6

https://digitalcommons.northgeorgia.edu/jces/vol9/iss2/6



Vol. 9, No. 2 —JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SCHOLARSHIP—Page 63

through experiential learning. There are many  
factors that consistently describe a successful  
partnership. These include cooperative goal set-
ting and shared power and decision-making. These  
factors are consistent with the Proactive Realm of 
children’s participation. Both allow for genuine 
sharing in a participatory dialogue and process. 
Successful partnerships also create opportunities for 
reflection and transformation. This tends to happen 
in longer term partnerships that address real issues 
of concern and produce tangible outcomes. These 
relationships also present opportunities for dialec-
tic, reflective, and transformative experiences that 
break traditional barriers to authentic participation. 
Effective partnerships seek to produce individuals 
who are competent and empowered and produce 
tangible outcomes. 

The Casey-CU case illustrates a process for 
growth through iterative changes to the campus 
community partnership and curriculum. The 
growth model we present provides a framework for 
increasing awareness about where partnerships fall 
in realms of participation. This can allow critical 
analysis of the partnership but also can help frame 
goal setting and desired processes for evolving to a 
new realm as well. The case example also illustrates 
how sometimes partner goals are disrupted. The  
seven realms framework provides a tool for ana-
lyzing and communicating where a project lies and 
what might be needed to help it grow. Despite some 
challenges, this long term relationship has helped 
illustrate the importance of critically evaluating 
where a partnership falls in its degree and type of 
participation at any given time. Ultimately, greater 
awareness of the realms of participation helps 
partners see how they can better meet the goals of  
service-learning for transformation and reflection. 
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