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INTRODUCTION

In 2012, through the US Department of Education’s National 
Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, the 
American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) 
published a foundational report, A Crucible Moment: College 
Learning and Democracy’s Future, in addition to a literature 
review on the evidence linking students’ civic and community-
based engagement with student outcomes (Finley, 2011). 

At the time, the evidence on the e�cacy of 
students’ civic and community-based engagement 
was largely confined to research involving service-
learning experiences. Very few meta-analyses 
existed, and studies conducted on a single campus, 
within specific programs, and/or within a small 
sample of courses often served as the primary 
source for indicators of e�cacy. Additionally, 
national data (e.g., National Survey of Student 
Engagement, College Senior Survey) on students’ 
civic and community-based experiences in 
relationship to student success outcomes primarily 
relied upon evidence from indirect measures of 
students’ own perceptions. Although research on 
high-impact practices (HIPs) has expanded, as 
discussed below, higher education still has much 
to learn about the e�cacy of community-based 
experiences, particularly in relationship to students’ 
demonstrated civic capacities. 

Within the past decade, significant advancements 
in research and assessment have reshaped the 
understanding of how higher education impacts 
the development of college students’ civic and 
community-based skills. There are also greater 
means to explore the degree to which persistent 

equity gaps in student success outcomes extend 
to students’ attainment of civic and community-
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PA R T  O N E

Review of Research on  
High-Impact Practices
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National data indicate that participation in HIPs 
positively influences students’ self-perceptions 
of their learning and engagement (Brownell & 
Swaner, 2011; Finley & McNair, 2013; Valentine 
et al., 2021). Research has shown students’ self-
perceptions of gains in their own learning to be 
significantly higher for those students who had 
participated in at least one HIP than students who 
had not participated in any HIPs (Finley & McNair, 
2013). Further, participating in multiple HIPs has 
been shown to have cumulative positive e�ects 
on degree completion and students’ perceptions 
of their learning (Finley & McNair, 2013; Valentine 
et al., 2021). In addition, some evidence suggests 
that combining HIPs within a single learning 
experience can lead to greater outcomes 
(Brownell & Swaner, 2011; Finley & Kuh, 2016). 

T A B L E  1

Descriptions of High-Impact Practices

HIGH-IMPACT PRACTICE DESCRIPTION

Campus-Based HIPs 

First-year seminars and experiences  Develop students’ intellectual and practical competencies in the first year of college.

Collaborative assignments and projects Promote learning from others and cooperative problem solving.

Common intellectual experiences  Bring intellectual coherence to the college experience; may include a set of required 
experiences or courses.

Undergraduate research  Practice systematic inquiry, empirical approaches to real-world problems, and literary 
or artistic endeavors.

 
Learning communities Encourage integration of learning across multiple courses and/or disciplines.
 
Capstone courses and projects  Integrate and apply what students have learned through a culminating experience 

near the end of their studies.
 
Writing- and inquiry-intensive courses  Emphasize the repeated practice of writing at all levels.
 
ePortfolios Visibly accumulate evidence of student accomplishment; prompt meaningful reflection.

Community-Based HIPs

Diversity, study away, and global learning Experience communities, cultures, and world views di�erent from a student’s own.

Internships and field experiences  Engage students in applied, experiential learning in a setting related to their career 
interests.

Service learning and community- Engage students in field-based applied learning with community partners. 
based learning

Educational practices known as high-impact 
practices (HIPs) are teaching and learning 
practices that “have been widely tested and 
have been shown to be beneficial for college 
students from many backgrounds,” especially 
for those historically underserved by higher 
education (Kuh, 2008, p. 9). See Table 1 for a 
list of the most common HIPs and descriptions. 
Table 1 is organized to expand upon Valentine et 
al.’s categorization of “campus-based HIPs” and 
“community-based HIPs” (2021, p. 4).
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Studies have di�erentiated the e�ects of 
participation in some high-impact practices 
(HIPs) from others, even as research on the 
outcomes of HIPs has remained siloed. For 
example, community-based HIPs—including 
service learning, internship/field experiences, 
global learning, community-based practices, civic 
engagement, community-based engagement, 
and diversity experiences—correlate strongly with 
students’ positive perceptions, particularly of their 
gains in learning. Service learning has been linked 
with the largest gains among these community-
based practices, while study abroad was shown to 
be associated with the smallest gains (Valentine 
et al., 2021). These results also showed variation 
for Black and Hispanic students and students  
25 years and older. 

Active and collaborative learning as well as 
undergraduate research have been found to have 
broad positive e�ects across multiple learning 
outcomes, such as critical thinking, need for 
cognition, and intercultural e�ectiveness (Kilgo 
et al., 2015). Several other HIPs—including study 
abroad, internship, service learning, and capstone 
course/experience—have shown moderate 
positive e�ects on student learning, while three 
other HIPs—first-year seminar, academic learning 
community, and writing-intensive courses—were 
not significant predictors of any of the studied 
learning outcomes.

Additionally, participation in at least one HIP 
is a significant predictor of future career plans 
and early job attainment (Miller et al., 2018). 
Seniors who participated in an internship, studied 
abroad, or completed a capstone project were 
more likely to seek employment after graduation. 
Seniors who had a leadership role on campus 
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T A B L E  2

Outcomes Associated with High-Impact Practices

 OUTCOME EXAMPLE MEASURES

Graduation and retention Likelihood of re-enrolling

 Likelihood of graduating within six years

 Time to degree

 Number of credits completed

Mindsets and dispositions Intrapersonal development

 Awareness of diversity

 Motivation

 Empathy

 Work ethic

 Attitudes toward school and learning

Personal and social responsibility Civic knowledge and engagement (local and global)

(AAC&U, 2021) Intercultural knowledge and competence

 Ethical and moral reasoning and action

 Foundations and skills for lifelong learning 

Learning Students’ perceived learning gains

 Exam and ass
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PA R T  T W O

Empirical Examination 
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To further understand the scope of research 
that characterizes the evidence on community-
based and civic engagement in higher education, 
the authors undertook a qualitative analysis of 
a sample of research studies. The sample (see 
Appendix) prioritized studies published between 
2011 and 2021 that addressed outcomes related to 
community-based and civic experiences. 

We located publications using several search 
methods: (a) keyword searches (e.g., civic 
engagement, service learning, community 
engagement, study abroad, community-based 
practices); (b) searches of two institutional library 
databases and archives of three relevant open-
access journals (Michigan Journal of Community 
Service Learning, International Journal of 
Research on Service Learning and Community 
Engagement, and Journal of Higher Education 
Outreach and Engagement); (c) bibliographic 
searches of citations within relevant publications; 
and (d) a review of publications solicited during 
an informational webinar related to this project. 
Further parameters for inclusion were:

• Full-text version available for download

•  Meta-analyses and analyses of original data 
(rather than a summary of data analyzed in 
other publications

•  Multi-institutional studies (two or more 
institutions)

•  Single institution studies that were longitudinal 
or included data from multiple cohorts/
academic years

•  Inclusion of at least one of a range of civic or 
community-based engagement experiences 
(i.e., service learning, study abroad, diversity 
experiences, global learning, internships, field 
experiences, community-based undergraduate 
research, community-based work-study)

•  Analysis of at least one of a range of outcomes 
at the student and institution levels (see Table 2 

  for a list of outcomes associated with  
high-impact practices)

Studies did not have to be peer-reviewed 
publications; the authors included non-peer-
reviewed publications such as organizational 
reports, book chapters, and dissertations.

To analyze the type and breadth of evidence 
in the sample of research studies, the authors 
identified a priori categories that aligned with the 
objectives of the research synthesis. Additional 
codes emerged inductively through the coding 
process. The final categories used for coding the 
research studies were: (a) the type of civic or 
community-based outcome(s) measured; (b) the 
type of civic or community-based engagement(s) 
studied; (c) the type of data collected; (d) the 
number of institutions represented in the sample; 
(e) if the research was found in a peer-reviewed 
publication; and (f) if the research examined 
findings for students historically underserved 
within higher education due to racial background, 
gender, first-generation status, or low-income 
background. See Table 3 for the full list of codes. 

Coding Methodology

Two of the authors coded the sample of 
publications and employed interrater reliability 
to check for consistency. When an assigned code 
was questionable, a new code needed to be 
developed, or an existing code required revision 
to better reflect the data, the authors reviewed 
those decisions together. When a new code was 
developed or an existing code was revised, the 
authors reviewed all prior coding for consistency.



12  |  The E�ects of Community-Based and Civic Engagement in Higher Education

T A B L E  3

Codes
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F I G U R E  1

Number of Community-Based Practices Studied by Outcome Category

0 21147

Personal and  
Social Responsibility

Mindsets and  
Dispositions

Graduation and  
Retention

Learning

Intellectual and  
Practical Skills

Career

Institutional

n Service Learning    n Study Abroad    n Internship    n Community Engagement    n Multiple HIPs

Note. This figure includes the number of each type of community-based practice studied for each outcome category. As mentioned 
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T A B L E  4

Summary of Results by Outcome

 OUTCOME NO. OF PUBLICATIONS SUMMARY OF RESULTS

Personal and social responsibility 28 Increased civic attitudes and civic mindedness

    Increased civic and community-based engagement 
(desire/goals, behaviors during and after college, 
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Drawing from AAC&U’s Essential Learning 
Outcomes framework, personal and social 
responsibility includes outcomes such as ethical 
reasoning, intercultural competence, civic 
engagement, and global learning. Personal 
responsibility has been defined as one’s 
accountability for initiating action and accepting 
whatever consequences come from those 
actions (Rychlak, 1979). This construct involves 
acknowledging one’s own needs and desires 
while also considering others’ needs (Mergler & 
Shield, 2016). Social responsibility, on the other 
hand, focuses on one’s concern for others in the 
community or society, and extends beyond one’s 
own personal needs and desires (Gallay, 2006).  

A total of twenty-eight studies (53 percent) 
investigated outcomes related to personal and 
social responsibility—the largest number of 
studies across any of the examined outcome 
categories for this analysis. Most of these studies 
focused on outcomes in relationship to service-
learning programs (n = 21, 75 percent). Smaller 
percentages of studies explored community-
based engagement more generally (n = 7, 25 
percent), study abroad (n = 6, 21 percent), and 
internships and field studies (n = 3, 11 percent). The 
totals exceed 28 because some studies examined 
more than one community-based practice.

From this analysis, service learning was associated 
with a variety of outcomes related to personal 
and social responsibility, such as increases in 
civic attitudes and civic mindedness, civic and 
community-based engagement (desire/goals, 
behaviors during and after college, perceived 
value), civic learning, a sense of civic 
responsibility, and ethical and moral reasoning. 
Similarly, community-based engagement in 
general (as opposed to service-learning courses 
specifically) has been connected to increases 
in civic attitudes and civic mindedness; civic 
and community-based engagement, including 
increased perceived value of engaging with the 
community (Mitchell et al., 2016; Steinberg et al., 
2011); and feeling civic and social responsibility 
or obligation. Meaningful peer-to-peer discussion 
embedded in community-based engagement 
experiences was also significantly related to 
more positive results on personal and social 
responsibility outcomes (Mitchell et al., 2016; 
Richard et al., 2016), as was participating in more 
than one service-learning course (Molely & Ilustre, 
2016). Table 5 provides a list of publications 
related to specific personal and social 
responsibility outcomes.

Effects Related to Personal  
and Social Responsibility
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T A B L E  5

Summary of Results Related to Personal and Social Responsibility

 OUTCOME PUBLICATIONS

Increases in civic attitudes and civic mindedness Service learning 

  Buch & Harden, 2011; Díaz et al., 2019; Molely & Ilustre, 2016, 2019; 
Richard et al., 2016

 Community-based engagement 

 Simeone & Shaw, 2017

Civic learning Service learning 

 Hurtado et al., 2012; Molely & Ilustre, 2016

 Study abroad

 Hurtado et al., 2012

Feeling civic and social responsibility Service learning 

  Hok-ka et al., 2016; Natadjaja & Yuwono, 2019; Simons et al., 2020; 
Valentine et al., 2021; Yorio & Ye, 2012

 Community-based engagement

 Benz et al., 2020; Mitchell et al., 2016; Steinberg et al., 2011

 Study abroad

 Valentine et al., 2021

Ethical and moral reasoning Service learning 

 Valentine et al., 2021; Yorio & Ye, 2012

Civic and community-based engagement (desire/goals, Service learning 

behaviors during and after college, perceived value)  Celio et al., 2011; Díaz et al., 2019; Hok-ka et al., 2016; Kilgo et al., 
2014; Molely & Ilustre, 2019; Meyers et al., 2019; Painter & Howell, 
2020; Richard et al., 2016; Sessa et al., 2013; Soria & Mitchell, 2018; 
Soria & Thomas-Card, 2014; Steinberg et al., 2011; Winston, 2015; 
Yorio & Ye, 2012

 Community-based engagement 

  Barnhardt et al., 2015; Benz et al., 2020; Mitchell et al., 2016; Soria 
& Mitchell, 2018; Steinberg et al., 2011; Winston, 2015

 Study abroad

 Mitic, 2019a, 2019b, 2020; Myers, 2019

Note: Many studies included multiple outcomes of focus and/or examined more than one community-based practice.
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This analysis found existing research on the 
e�ects of global learning experiences (i.e., 
almost exclusively examined as study abroad 
experiences) and field studies and internships to 
be less prevalent than other forms of students’ 
community-based engagement in higher 
education. Mitic (2019a, 2019b, 2020) and Myers 
(2019) used Education Longitudinal Study 
(2002–2012) data to investigate post-college 
behaviors following participation in study abroad, 
noting significant positive relationships with civic 
and community-based engagement activities 
such as volunteering, voting, and donating. 
Others have found an association between study 
abroad participation and civic learning (Hurtado 
et al., 2012) and perceived personal and social 
responsibility (Valentine et al., 2021). Using a 
national dataset, Valentine et al. (2021) found that 
community-based high-impact practices (HIPs) 
had a positive association with perceived personal 
and social responsibility, ethical and moral 
reasoning, and several other outcomes. However, 
study abroad showed the smallest e�ect sizes of 
the three community-based HIPs studied. 

The authors located only three studies examining 
the impact of field work, internships, and/or 
work-study, each of which also considered other 
community-based practices. It is possible this 
is because much of the research surrounding 
internships and field experiences focuses on 
discipline-specific outcomes rather than field 
work as a community-based practice. These 
studies noted significant positive e�ects with 
outcomes associated with perceived personal and 
social responsibility, ethical and moral reasoning 
(Valentine et al., 2021 [internships]), and civic 
engagement (Myers et al., 2019 [internships]; Soria 
& Mitchell, 2018 [work-study]), including social 
justice activities specifically (Soria & Mitchell, 2018 
[work-study]).

Only four studies addressing personal and social 
responsibility outcomes specifically explored 
outcomes for underserved and minoritized 
student groups (Mitic, 2019a, 2019b, 2020; 
Valentine et al., 2021). Mitic (2019b) found first-
generation college students were less likely to 
participate in post-college community-based 
and civic engagement activities, particularly 
volunteering. However, participation in study 
abroad was found to increase first-generation 
students’ voter participation after college (2019a), 
and community-based experiences in college—
including study abroad experiences—mitigated 
the significant negative relationship between 
first-generation student status and volunteering 
behavior post-college (2020). Valentine et al. 
(2021) examined students’ self-reported “practical 
learning gains” and “academic learning gains” 
and found significant positive “boosts” in these 
gains across underserved demographic groups. 
However, these gains varied to some degree by 
type of community-engaged experience and by 
demographic group. For example, both Black 
students and older students (over the age of 25) 
reported gains in relationship to their engagement 
in service-learning experiences and internships, 
whereas Hispanic students reported gains only 
in connection with their participation in service 
learning (p. 9). 

Only four studies addressing personal and social 
responsibility outcomes specifically explored outcomes 
for underserved and minoritized student groups.
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The cited studies investigated various civic and community-based engagement activities, as follows:
1 Studied service learning 
2  Studied study abroad
3  Studied internships

Outcomes related to students’ personal dispositions 
and mindsets were a focus of many studies 
examining the e�ects of community-based and 
civic engagement. This category of outcomes 
ultimately included measures related to students’ 
intrapersonal development, awareness of and 
attitudes toward diversity, motivation-related 
perceptions, empathy, and attitudes toward school 
and learning (e.g., enjoyment and engagement 
in academic contexts). Seventeen studies, 
nearly one-third of the sample (32 percent), 
included outcomes associated with mindsets and 
dispositions. The studies explored these outcomes 
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The e�ects of students’ participation in 
community-based or civic experiences on their 
general learning, measured via self-report 
(i.e., self-reported gains in learning) and direct 
assessment (i.e., GPA), were the focus of ten 
publications (19 percent). Seven publications 
considered service learning alone; one focused on 
community-based engagement more generally; 
and one examined service learning, internship, 
and study abroad together as part of a larger list 
of high-impact practices (HIPs). Given that only 
three publications examined community-based 



22  |  The E�ects of Community-Based and Civic Engagement in Higher Education



23  |  The E�ects of Community-Based and Civic Engagement in Higher Education

Four studies (8 percent of the sample) investigated career outcomes. Most of these studies focused on 
benefits related to students’ career seeking or exploration, including better career exploration skills (Hok-
ka et al., 2016) and increased career exploration in fields related to public service (Mitchell & Rost-Banik, 
2019) following participation in service learning, and higher likelihood of seeking employment post-
graduation following a study abroad or internship experience, but not service learning (Miller et al., 2018). 
Moreover, Valentine et al. (2021) found that participating in service learning, study abroad, and internships 
was associated with acquiring career-related knowledge and skills, although these di�erences varied for 
underserved student groups, as previously mentioned regarding practical learning gains.

Effects Related to 
Career Outcomes
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this synthesis identified publications that point to 
study abroad as a critical area for future empirical 
study. For example, studies on the awareness 
of and mindsets toward diversity are more 
often connected with study abroad experiences 
than with other types of community-engaged 
experiences. However, the authors located only 
six publications in the past ten years that  
studied this outcome in relationship to study 
abroad experiences. 

Finally, higher education also needs greater and 
more thorough research on equity di�erentials 
in the outcomes connected with students’ 
engagement in community-based and civic 
practices. Despite heightened focus on student 
success in higher education, studies examining 
the e�cacy of civic and community-based 
practices continue to lack a focus on outcomes for 
underserved students. Additionally, the findings 
that do exist tend to focus on a very small range 
of outcomes measures, particularly GPA, credits 
earned, retention, and graduation. Thus, higher 
education stakeholders know almost nothing 
from large-scale studies about the e�ects of civic 
or community-based experiences on specific 
learning outcomes for underserved students, 
such as critical thinking or problem solving, or 
about the e�ects on mindsets or dispositions. 
While obtaining adequate sample sizes is a 
persistent challenge in conducting demographic 
analyses across subgroups, clearly there is a need 

to increase these e�orts specifically in large-
scale or multi-institutional studies. The full story 
of the e�cacy of community-based and civic 
engagement in higher education cannot be told 
without attention to equity and the persistent 
disadvantages that compromise student success 
across higher education, particularly among 
minoritized students. 

Although the relatively small scope and scale 
of much of the research on the e�ects of 
community-based and civic experiences in higher 
education tends to constrain generalizability, 
this research synthesis points to a rich pool 
of generalizable evidence. Summarized in 
aggregate here, this synthesis makes a strong 
case for the broad e�cacy of engaging students, 
including those historically underserved by 
higher education, in community-based and civic 
activities as part of their college experience. 
Nevertheless, the authors believe they would be 
remiss not to highlight that this evidence remains 
largely the product of students’ own estimation of 
their civic skills or of general assessment of their 
learning (i.e., GPA). Higher education institutions 
know precious little about students’ capacity 
to demonstrate their civic abilities in applied 
contexts, inside and outside the classroom. 
This is the next frontier for researchers to truly 
understand the ways in which community-
based and civic practices contribute to students’ 
attainment of essential skills.
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