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Responses to the Call for a National Strategic Plan

 Lori E. Kniffin Jeffrey Howard
 University of North Carolina at Greensboro DePaul University

The Service- Learning and Community Engage-
ment Future Directions Project (SLCE- FDP) was 
launched in 2015. Since then approximately 40 in-
dividuals from a wide range of perspectives have 
come together as contributors of thought pieces 
that issue bold calls to guide the future of SLCE. 
In an essay accompanying the ten thought pieces 
in Fall 2015, Howard and Stanlick (2015) called 
for the “development and implementation of a U.S. 
national SLCE strategic plan” (p. 128). Their essay 
provides one answer to the question of how all of 
the ideas about the future of SLCE being assem-
bled by the SLCE- FDP –  and also being articulated 
in other publications over the last few years –  can 
become more than individual thoughts, questions, 
and actions. In this essay we review the highlights 
of the call for a national plan and then share some 
of the responses to it as a basis for ongoing engage-
ment with the proposal.

Howard and Stanlick (2015) have in mind “an 
intentional organizing effort broadly developed by 
multiple stakeholders . . . [to] move us beyond the 
current prevalence of independent, individuals ef-
forts . . . to a more coherent nationwide collective 
endeavor” (p. 128). Although the SLCE movement 
has made strides in the last twenty years, it has pri-
marily occurred at the individual level: individual 
students, individual faculty and staff, individual 
courses, individual programs and centers, individ-
ual institutions, individual community organiza-
tions, individual disciplinary associations, individ-
ual regional and national organizations. Howard 
and Stanlick wonder “what collaborations might 
evolve if there were a platform to which many 
SLCE stakeholders and entities could contribute 
their voices,” and they offer the metaphor of a com-
pass that “not only guides individuals . . . but also 
synergizes across all levels of organizations . . . and 
all stakeholders . . . for more lasting civic engage-
ment that has greater impact on social justice” (p. 
129).

Their rationale for a national plan for SLCE 
includes the sheer growth of the movement with-
in higher education, the recent calls among many 
thought leaders for new ways to think about and 
implement SLCE, the innovation and synergy that 

a national conversation can engender, and the value 
of greater clarity regarding our ultimate purposes as 
a movement and how best to advance them. Their 
sense is that a national planning process is need-
ed to leverage the bold calls for enhancing SLCE 
being gathered by the SLCE- FDP, providing “the 
impetus, the structure, and the focus to bring each 
of them into conversation with other visions and 
strategies within and beyond this project” (p. 129). 
Their essay acknowledges several challenges: that 
the “very idea of a national strategic plan is likely 
to be contested,” that inevitably some voices will 
not be at the table, and that reaching consensus on 
either general directions of or specific elements in 
a national plan will be difficult (p. 130). It asks: 
“What is the critical mass needed to move forward 
collectively and how do we best maintain open- 
ended dialogue around contested ideas?” (p. 131). 
And it proposes as a first step the identification or 
creation of a coordinating entity: Could the plan-
ning process be driven by a national organizational 
leader or by a group of representatives from several 
national organizations and a variety of other stake-
holders? However it is coordinated, the authors 
note, there will need to be a way to engage stake-
holders, identify funding, facilitate conversations, 
and develop and disseminate a product.

Howard and Stanlick summarize their call as fol-
lows:

Intended to support the flourishing of the work 
and its purposes across a wide range of con-
texts, such a large- scale strategic plan would, 
of necessity, be grounded in a sense of our 
ultimate vision(s), emerge from a set of broad 
goals, be accompanied by illustrative strate-
gies, and point to indicators of positive change 
–  all dynamic and co- created by the SLCE 
community as a whole .  .  .  . We envision a 
multitude of opportunities for co- creation and 
collaboration –  from conversations to white pa-
pers to a finalized strategic planning process. 
We urge you to become involved and join us. 
(pp. 130–131)

Building on the invitation to share ideas regard-
ing a potential national plan issued in Howard and 
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Stanlick’s essay, the SLCE- FDP has worked over 
the last year in a variety of venues to solicit respons-
es to and invite ongoing thinking about the call for 
such a plan. To investigate interest and investment 
in the idea of a national plan and to begin gather-
ing suggestions for how a planning process might 
proceed and what a plan might include, we have 
hosted in- person conversations, assembled recom-
mendations and concerns from hundreds of individ-
uals at conferences, and solicited the perspectives 
of national SLCE organizations. In the remainder 
of this essay, we summarize what we have heard 
to date; a third essay on the topic of a national plan 
for SLCE, forthcoming in the Spring 2017 Special 
Section of MJCSL dedicated to the SLCE- FDP, will 
provide analysis of the conversation to that point 
and offer substantive recommendations for subse-
quent action.

Perspectives from National  
SLCE organizations

We invited leaders of national SLCE organiza-
tions to read Howard and Stanlick’s (2015) essay 
(as well as the Introduction and Framing Essay 
for the SLCE- FDP, also published in the Michigan 
Journal of Community Service Learning, Fall 2015) 
and to respond on behalf of their organizations to a 
set of questions we sent them. our questions ad-
dressed six issues:

(a) their overall reactions to the Howard and 
Stanlick essay;

(b) their suggestion(s) regarding the content to 
be included in a national plan for SLCE;

(c) their suggestion(s) regarding the process of 
developing a national plan for SLCE;

(d) their organization’s potential involvement in 
developing a national plan for SLCE;

(e) their reactions to the proposed coordinating 
entity for the development of a national plan 
for SLCE and their organization’s potential 
role with such an entity; and

(f) their view of the goals for the SLCE move-
ment in the next two decades.

Five1 organizations participated: Community- 
Campus Partnerships for Health (CCPH), Campus 
Compact, Imagining America, the International 
Association for Research on Service- Learning 
and Community Engagement (IARSLCE), and 
the International Partnership for Service- Learning 
(IPSL). While they are by no means a comprehen-
sive set of national organizations, their responses 
offer some key thought leader perspectives regard-
ing the idea of a national plan to guide the future of 

SLCE. These responses are summarized below by 
question, not linked specifically to the respondent 
organization and in no particular order within each 
question.

Overall Reactions to the Essay

None of the five organizations objected to the 
idea of a national plan for SLCE, although they 
did raise some questions and cautions regarding 
the timing and the process through which it might 
move forward. They also wanted to ensure that 
such a plan would honor the autonomy of each 
organization to pursue its respective mission. one 
organization, in the midst of its own planning pro-
cess, suggested that we should “get everything that 
can be got out of the current effort before focus-
ing on something else.” Another expressed support 
for “the spirit of creating a national strategic plan 
for SLCE and much of what it advocates” but was 
“skeptical about the specific approach suggested”; 
that organization proposed instead that “we could 
begin a process to first create a statement of stra-
tegic intent, or to craft a shared agenda” as a step 
toward “achieving a living, generative framework 
from which to articulate a general direction to pur-
sue and a few basic principles for how to get there.” 
one response emphasized the importance of iden-
tifying the best community engagement work and 
cultivating it through an organizing model. one in-
dicated that developing such a plan “offers opportu-
nity for important self- scrutiny.” Another organiza-
tion’s leadership fully supported examining current 
practices and gathering “stakeholders and thought 
leaders around the table to discuss our collective 
future” and also asked “How does one gather the 
(many) disparate voices that now operate largely in 
silos?” 

Content Ideas for a National Plan

The leaders of all five organizations offered sug-
gestions for topics to be addressed in a national plan 
for SLCE. one proposed that the plan focus on the 
faculty reward system, explain social justice and 
how to measure movement toward it, and address 
“ways of enhancing the permeability of academic- 
community borders at multiple levels” (e.g., “entry 
points for community members to study, teach, en-
gage in collaborative research”). Another similarly 
shared multiple suggestions: intertwining SLCE 
with diversity, inclusion, and equity; developing 
scholars’ “epistemic orientation around communi-
ty engagement”; and focusing on trans- disciplinary 
and asset- based approaches to SLCE. one response 
indicated that a “comprehensive vision for engage-
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ment” includes approaching engagement “in an 
integrated way across teaching, research, and func-
tional areas of the institution such as purchasing, 
real estate, development, human resources, financial 
aid, and admissions” and “integrating institutions 
into community ecosystems in ways that promote 
a more just, equitable, and sustainable democra-
cy.” Another cautioned against creating a percep-
tion that the content of any national plan developed 
has been predetermined, suggested returning to the 
work begun by Zlotkowski’s focus on SLCE in the 
disciplines, and called for new research on how two 
trends in higher education –  the rise of adjunct fac-
ulty and neoliberalism –  may affect SLCE’s future. 
one organization wanted to ensure that any nation-
al plan developed would emphasize the ethical un-
derpinnings of SLCE; its response also questioned 
whether the academy should be the “de facto de-
livery model for ethical service- learning practices.”

Process Ideas for a National Plan

The leaders of all five organizations offered sug-
gestions for how the process of developing a nation-
al plan for SLCE might best proceed. one response 
indicated that any process would need to “support 
existing organizations pursuing complementary 
objectives.” Two organizations did not explicitly 
answer this question, but process suggestions were 
embedded in their responses to other questions. 
one of them suggested producing “a roadmap and 
suggested milestones for the journey  .  .  . in order 
to ensure accountability, mark progress, and make 
appropriate adjustments along the course”; artic-
ulating a “problem statement”; and developing a 
“conceptual framework for what such a plan might 
address, as well as a vision for how that plan might 
be articulated, disseminated, implemented and ul-
timately evaluated.” The other noted the difficulty 
and importance of “identifying the many actors in 
service- learning and in inviting them to participate 
in a way that serves not only the field, but the com-
munities we purport to serve” and emphasized the 
importance of “open dialogue.” one organization 
suggested that a national planning process be con-
sidered as “a collective, movement- building activi-
ty, not only a strategic plan but a ‘theory of change’ 
–  this could focus attention on the long- term out-
comes and how to achieve those outcomes.” An-
other response supported the idea of a coordinating 
entity but not the notion that it be composed of and 
led by representatives of existing SLCE organiza-
tions, proposing instead locating leadership of the 
planning effort in a cross- cutting body (specifically, 
the Academy of Engaged Scholars (ACES) serving 
as a convener and secretariat).

Potential Organization Involvement in Developing 
a National Plan

Responses from four of the five organizations 
indicated readiness to be involved in developing 
a national plan for SLCE; the fifth indicated not 
knowing what their role might be until after their 
organization’s planning process is completed. one 
organization expressed the desire to be represented 
on a coordinating entity and indicated that it could 
“help conceptualize and guide the steps needed to 
develop and advance the plan.” one indicated want-
ing to “remain in dialogue with the process as it 
unfolds.” Another proposed being a “core associ-
ation involved in this endeavor.” Another indicated 
willingness to “commit resources to an open dia-
logue” around content areas that fit their mission 
(e.g., ethical underpinnings of SLCE).

Reactions to a Coordinating Entity and 
Organizational Role Therein

The responses to the idea of a coordinating en-
tity to guide the development of a national plan 
varied from suggestions for specific organizations 
to take on the role to important considerations for 
the formation of such group, including who should 
be involved. one, as mentioned above, proposed 
a crosscutting body such as ACES to serve in a 
coordinating role.  one organization leader noted 
that any new structure would require resources 
that “existing organizations have no surplus of.” 
Another indicated that a coordinating entity “as a 
coordinating GRoUP is required” because “this is 
too large a task for one organization and there is 
tremendous value in getting broad buy in through 
contributing to plan development and feeling own-
ership .  .  . result[ing] in a stronger plan .  .  . more 
likely to be used as a guide to change.” Another 
suggested strongly that community members must 
be involved with a coordinating entity to avoid 
the process of developing a national plan being an 
“‘about them, without them’ exercise.” one pointed 
to Campus Compact’s 30th anniversary gathering as 
an example of providing space for many organiza-
tions to showcase their work –  noted as an essen-
tial step in movement building –  and wanted to see 
more opportunities to work across organizations to 
build a movement.

Goals for the SLCE Movement

The set of responses about goals for the next two 
decades of the SLCE movement is multi faceted. 
one organization noted that its answers to the pre-
ceding questions reflected the goals of SLCE (e.g., 
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equitable resource distribution, social justice). one 
response indicated: “We need higher education col-
lectively to reclaim its public purposes by organiz-
ing all of its activities in ways that maximize public 
goods.” Another suggested the purpose is social jus-
tice and specified that “the goals must include state-
ments related to reducing/eliminating racism and 
discrimination, building community capacity for ad-
vancing community- defined social justice goals, and 
redistribution of power to promote equity.” Another 
organization saw SLCE as “representing more of a 
struggle for the soul of higher education, its potential 
for racial and social justice, its promise of address-
ing social and economic inequality, and the explicit 
recognition that this is a political struggle –  for the 
distribution of resources, for power and authority, for 
institutional policies and structures”; it proposed “an 
alliance between diversity, inclusion, and equity, and 
student success, and community engagement” and 
highlighted as a goal “the emergence of community 
engagement as an explicit and critical alternative to 
neoliberal logic –  and an alternative future for higher 
education that emphasizes its public and democratic 
aspirations and purpose.” Another organization was 
reluctant to specify goals, given concerns about tradi-
tional strategic planning processes, but noted “We are 
very concerned about the growing schism between (a) 
neoliberal values that have infiltrated the SLCE move-
ment and (b) the democratic values that encourage 
education for education sake as a means to promote 
critical- thinking, justice- minded, responsible citizens 
who are engaged with their communities.”

Perspectives from Individuals  
and other organizations

In addition to gathering responses from national 
organizations about the idea of a national strategic 
plan to guide the future of SLCE, the SLCE- FDP 
also collected ideas from other organizations and 
individuals throughout the past year, primarily (al-
though not exclusively) at conferences. In these 
sessions, we asked for feedback from potential 
stakeholders on both the process of creating a na-
tional plan and the content of such a plan. These 
discussions proved to be fruitful, with contributors 
candidly sharing opportunities, concerns, and criti-
cal feedback on the prospect of creating such a plan. 
Here we share a few preliminary themes emerging 
in each of these three areas, some of which overlap 
with the responses from the national SLCE organi-
zation leaders.

overall, the feedback from individuals and or-
ganizations supported the development of a shared 
plan. Comments noted that this kind of plan is 
“timely and urgently needed” and that “it is clear 

that acting in unison on this topic would be of great 
benefit to the SLCE movement as it would be for 
any national movement.” There was a broad base of 
interest to participate in the process, provide feed-
back, and in some cases take on an organizing role. 
Those who did not express full support of a shared 
plan mostly cautioned regarding timing and poten-
tial duplication of work (e.g., with Campus Com-
pact’s Campus Action Plans).

When asked to provide thoughts on a process 
for a national plan, the majority of the respondents 
provided feedback on the coordinating entity and 
method of a plan and the stakeholders/participants 
to be included. The following ideas about the coor-
dination of a planning process were suggested:

Grassroots organizing methods
Neutral convener/facilitator
SLCE organizations, consortiums, or regional 

partnerships
SLCE- FDP independently
Third-party organization not tied to SLCE
Communities of practice around content areas

Echoing the emphasis on including a diverse range 
of stakeholders from the national organization 
leaders, specific ideas regarding who should be in-
volved in the development of a national plan con-
verged around the following:

Government (local to national)
SLCE community partners and other practi-

tioners of SLCE in communities (e.g., non- 
profit agencies, non- government organiza-
tions, faith- based organizations)

All types of educational institutions (4- year in-
stitutions, community colleges, K- 12)

Students, administrators (including chancellors 
and presidents), faculty, staff

People from underrepresented cultures and back-
grounds

Diversity of disciplines

Feedback cautioned against assuming that a sin-
gle individual can speak for an entire stakehold-
er group and also urged the use of technology to 
include those who cannot travel to conferences or 
other convenings.

A wide range of topics were proposed as po-
tential content for a national SLCE plan. Specific 
suggestions for what such a plan should speak to 
included, for example: faculty salaries and com-
pensation for community partners, the ethics of 
responsible engagement, relationships between 
SLCE and other fields or movements (e.g., civic 
education in K- 12, Black Lives Matter), decon-
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structing academic- community borders and power 
structures, assessment, intercultural understanding, 
and working both within and across disciplines. 
Broader ideas for how to determine the content of 
a national plan included, for example: dream big 
but be realistic, provide examples and case studies, 
name the role of neoliberalism in higher education, 
push for better practice, incorporate contested ideas 
and values, list overarching goals for the move-
ment, use language that works for all stakeholders, 
focus on social justice, and speak to the full range 
of where campuses and communities are in their 
journeys with SLCE.

Two opportunities for thinking about the possi-
bility of a national plan for SLCE were somewhat 
in- depth and, in addition to highlighting some of 
the same issues noted above, generated questions 
and tension points for further consideration, a few 
of which follow. There was general agreement that 
the SLCE movement should better articulate shared 
ends or purposes that transcend individuals, pro-
grams, organizations, institutions, and national as-
sociations; but there was less consensus on whether 
those ends are already established (e.g., social jus-
tice as the ultimate goal of SLCE) or should emerge 
organically through ongoing conversation about 
what we do and do not share in terms of our sense 
of purpose. Several participants in these discus-
sions noted that how we think about a national plan 
and whether and how we proceed to develop one 
depends on whether SLCE is a “field,” a “move-
ment,” both, or something else entirely. Relatedly, 
the question arose of whether we ought to be envi-
sioning the future of SLCE (whether as a field or a 
movement) or of the world more generally. Echoing 
some of the thinking of the national organization 
leaders, one issue identified by several participants 
concerned the danger of losing SLCE’s radical na-
ture; one example was the question of how, assum-
ing a plan will likely speak to civic skills, that be 
done through a broad- based national conversation 
in ways that maintain a critical edge? Some point-
ed to the range of barriers to having a voice in a 
planning process as a significant challenge to the 
development of a vision and strategies that are tru-
ly shared; the SLCE- FDP itself was discussed in 
these terms, with some individuals suggesting it is 
too academic to be truly inclusive. Use of the term 
“strategic plan” was also questioned as the most ap-
propriate representation of what it might mean to 
generate and document a strong sense of direction 
for SLCE and guidance on how we might move 
forward together. And the distinction between de-
veloping a plan that is “strategic” and one that is 
“tactical” in orientation arose –  the suggestion be-
ing to try to achieve shared understanding, purpose, 

principles, and goals but not to try to reach consen-
sus on specific methods.

As with the national organization leaders’ re-
sponses to our questions, we recognize these ideas 
from individuals and other organizations about a 
potential national SLCE plan are not comprehen-
sive. Although hundreds of people have provided 
process and content suggestions, they are by and 
large faculty and staff who participated in the con-
ference sessions we facilitated this past year. Many 
more perspectives, especially from community 
members and students, are needed, as are more 
opportunities for in- depth discussion. The input 
we have gathered to date does, however, begin to 
suggest the variety of visions our SLCE colleagues 
across the U.S. hold for a national planning process 
and document. At the very least, we are beginning 
to build out a set of issues that will require careful 
consideration as this conversation proceeds.

Now What?

We take this full set of input –  preliminary as it 
is –  as support from the SLCE community to con-
tinue the conversation about and move forward on 
a national plan for SLCE. Certainly this past year’s 
conversations have helped bring into focus some of 
the central challenges associated with conceptual-
izing, developing, and using such a plan. Questions 
remain about process, including timeline, coordina-
tion, and participants. Yet it seems to us that begin-
ning to move forward in accordance with a few of 
the process suggestions we have received may be in 
order. Specific ideas around distributed leadership 
for the next phase of this process have emerged, 
for example in the form of organizations that have 
expressed interest in convening SLCE colleagues 
around particular aspects of the plan. Even though 
it is unclear where the funding –  that clearly will 
be needed to facilitate a broad- based and in- depth 
series of discussions –  will come from, we are 
hopeful that the past year has nurtured a sense of 
commitment to and investment in the idea sufficient 
to bring forward the needed resources.

The SLCE- FDP leadership team makes four 
commitments at this time: (a) to following up with 
several individual and organizational participants 
in the conversation to date in the hope of formaliz-
ing their roles as supporters of an ongoing process; 
(b) to facilitating several additional conversations 
in the coming months that will be designed to yield 
substantive and diverse input regarding the future 
of SLCE and how we might best move forward to-
gether to advance a shared vision and strategies; (c) 
to collaborating with new and continuing contribu-
tors to publish more thought pieces that call atten-
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tion to particularly important future directions for 
SLCE; and (d) to produce an analysis of the ideas 
gathered by the SLCE- FDP as of 2017, two years 
after our launch, as a basis for determining the fu-
ture of the project overall and of the proposal it has 
generated for a national plan.

Equally if not more important, however, is the 
question of what thought piece contributors, read-
ers, and other SLCE colleagues on campuses and 
in communities will commit to regarding the de-
velopment of a movement- wide vision for SLCE. 
To that end, we ask you as a member of the SLCE 
movement to consider the following questions and 
how you might engage with the project in order to 
envision that future together.

Will you be part of building on past work that 
has brought us to this place of readiness and 
need for a collective focus on our future? If 
so, how?

Will you comment on this essay on the SLCE- 
FDP website?

Will you participate in virtual gatherings to con-
tinue the conversation about the process and 
content of a national plan?

Will you be part of analyzing the first rounds of 
thought pieces and thereby helping ensure the 
ideas developed there will be brought forward 
and built on at the movement- level?

Will you offer to convene in- person gatherings 
to advance work on a plan? To fund them? To 
fund the SLCE- FDP more generally so that it 
can continue to hold open what seems to be 
a useful space for national and international 
idea sharing?

Will you bring the SLCE- FDP to your campus, 
community organization, or association and 
thereby make explicit to your colleagues the 
invitation to contribute their questions, ideas, 
and concerns to the conversation about the 
future of our work generally and a potential 
guiding plan in particular?

Will you develop your own thought piece or blog 
post for the SLCE- FDP website in response to 
the call for a national plan and the conversa-
tion around it to date?

This is an open call to anyone and everyone in-
volved in SLCE to (paraphrasing Alice Walker) 
create in the present the future we wish to see. 
What are your thoughts on a national plan? This 
process needs your input. In the spirit of the origi-
nal proposal for a national strategic plan, we must 
think beyond our own individual and organizational 
contexts and reach out through dialogue and action 
across the SLCE community to continue to advance 
our movement with enhanced intentionality, integ-
rity, and impact. Please join the conversation on 
www.slce-fdp.org or email us at slce.fdp@gmail.
com.

Note

1 Two other national organizations were invited to par-
ticipate but declined. 
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