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Article Abstract  

In the last decade, scholars across the field of community engagement have begun to explore the 

role of critical approaches in how and why we utilize community engagement practices that 

focus on social justice by the redistribution of power, creation of and maintaining authentic 

relationships, and orientation to social change. In this paper members of Community-Engaged 

Alliance Faculty Fellows cohort discuss various theoretical and conceptual frameworks that 

influence their work as individual critical community engagement scholar-practitioners. Each 

author discusses their positionality as engaged scholars and offers a brief overview of Mitchell’s 

(2008) critical service learning framework and how each has applied it through theoretical and/or 

conceptual frameworks from their discipline. The theoretical models and frameworks explored 

are Black Feminism, Social Capital theory, Bakhtin theory on dialogue and pluralism, Ubuntu 

philosophy, and the theory of tempered radicalism within community engagement professionals. 

Examples of how the theories and frameworks have been applied in the classroom, higher 

education administration, and community settings are provided. Implications, future directions, 

and areas for further research are provided.  
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Key Messages 

• Critical service learning (CSL) integrates a pedagogy focused on social justice in its 

approach to cultivating and nurturing partnerships between academic institutions and the 

community. 

• Various theories can be applied in conjunction with critical community engagement (CCE) 

and critical service learning (CSL) to enhance the experience by providing perspectives 

reflective of different disciplines, experiences, and goals. 

• The pedagogical framework of critical service learning (CSL) and philosophical tenets of 

critical community engagement (CCE) offer a way to effectively organize, implement, and 

reflect on critically engaged scholarship, teaching, and service. 
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The critical eye: Exploring multiple theoretical lenses of critical community engagement 

Introduction 

Mitchell’s (2008) seminal work highlighted the differences between traditional and 

critical forms of service learning. In what she identifies as critical service learning (CSL), 

Mitchell (2008) called for greater “attention to social change, work to redistribute power, and the 

development of authentic relationships” as the central strategies for enacting “community-based 

pedagogy with explicit aims toward social justice” (Mitchell, 2013: 263). Along with these three 

tenets, in 2020 Mitchell and Latta added a fourth tenet “futurity” (5). Utilizing CSL requires 

individuals to develop a deeper meaning by exploring the “how” and “why” of their service 

learning practices. CSL scholar-practitioners must recognize the nuanced differences in the ways 

in which community engagement and service learning are both defined and operationalized. CSL 

should be recognized as an explicit response to traditional forms of service learning. Further, 

practitioners of CSL deliberately integrate pedagogy centered on social justice as CSL’s as focal 

point of the interactions embedded between students and community members (Butin, 2015; 

Mitchell, 2008, 2014).  

Mitchell’s work challenging the traditional lens of engagement practices is also seen in 

the development of Critical Community Engagement (CCE). Mitchell (2013) suggests that the 

goal of CCE is to move the tenets of CSL from pedagogy to a philosophy that can be 

incorporated into the institutional view of higher education and community engagement work 

with the goal of creating a just world. Mitchell (2013) argues that CCE allows for institutions of 

higher education to disrupt the traditional structures that limit institutions and their faculty from 

developing deep and sustaining relationships with communities. By applying the tenets of CSL 

to the higher education system to construct deeper community-institutional relationships, a focus 
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on social justice and social change provides a path to creating a just world. Mitchell’s (2008; 

2013) concepts of CSL and CCE provide the foundations for the exploration of the intersection 

of critical theory, CSL, and CCE. Specifically, within this paper, we seek to articulate our critical 

reflections (Mezirow, 1998) on how we intersect CSL and CCE with various critical theories that 

reflect our positionalities and areas of expertise.   

Who We Are—A Faculty Fellows Cohort 

The 2021 – 2022 Community-Engaged Alliance (formerly Indiana Campus Compact) 

Faculty Fellows Cohort (faculty fellows) brought together four faculty members and a 

community engagement professional (Dostilio, 2016) from across Indiana to “learn from and 

with one another” (Stevens and Jamison, 2012: 20) while examining “issues from within and 

across courses, disciplines, institutions, and the field” (Latta et al., 2018: 33–34). This year-long 

community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) was organized with the 

motivation of furthering our understanding of how CSL intersects with our discipline-based 

theoretical perspectives. We embarked on a collective process where we each spent time engaged 

in the study of how, when operationalized, the theories that are at the heart of our disciplinary 

practice inform our community engagement work and push us towards the critical manifestations 

as described by Mitchell (2008, 2013). For some of us, this process involved a deep, critical 

reflection (Mezirow, 1998) of the role we play both, in the classroom and in the local 

community; for others, this involved a greater consideration of our role and where we are 

positioned within our institution and higher education as a system. We embraced Patel’s (2021) 

concept of “to study without struggle is to perpetuate the conflation between learning and school-

based achievement through measures of whiteness,” to remind us that the struggles we face are 

an inherent part of the journey, as “society cannot change without struggle” (p. 168).  
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The community of practice consisted of the following individuals:  

• a senior faculty fellow who is newly appointed to full professor with extensive 

service learning and community engagement experience;  

• a faculty fellow who is a tenured associate professor with a few years of 

community engagement service learning experience;  

• a faculty fellow who is currently tenure track who is new to service learning and 

community engagement; and  

• a faculty fellow who is the faculty director of a campus-wide student-community 

outreach center with extensive experience working with students in the area of 

local and global community engagement.  

• The program is managed by a community engagement professional with extensive 

experience supporting faculty, community members, professionals, and students 

in service learning and community engagement efforts and supporting institutions 

as they cultivate and actualize a culture for critical community engagement. This 

individual also serves as a collaborator throughout the year-long community of 

practice.  

Methodology—Critical Reflection 

During this community of practice, we utilized critical reflection to analyze how various 

theoretical frameworks fit within the CSL and CCE. First developed by Mezirow (1998), critical 

reflection allows for individuals to reflect on their behavior and assess those behaviors. This is 

accomplished by assessing the “how” and “why” of actions with the purpose of evolving 

practices. Mezirow (1998) states, that 
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reflection, a “turning back” on experience, can mean many things: simple awareness of 

an object, event or state, including awareness of a perception, thought, feeling, 

disposition, intention, action, or of one's habits of doing these things. It can also mean 

letting one's thoughts wander over something, taking something into consideration, or 

imagining alternatives. One can reflect on oneself reflecting (para 4).  

Critical reflection allows for the examination of an experience/behavior/action to create 

awareness of various aspects of the experience that may allow for--interpretation, awareness, 

feelings, intention, actions, and other aspects that may lead to change, enhancement, or uplifting 

of the experience.  

Critical reflection can take many forms depending on the goal of the reflection. For 

example, Jameson, Clayton, Jaeger, and Bringle (2012) developed reflection prompts that 

assessed faculty members' understanding of content while taking part in a community of 

practice. Larrivee (2010) highlighted the use of critical reflection through journaling for 

preservice teachers. Smith (2011) identified six techniques of critical reflection that have been 

proven to be successful in supporting one to consolidate and reflect on their experience. Critical 

reflection was utilized throughout this community of practice as a means to assess experiences 

with CCE and CSL and various theoretical frames. During monthly recorded Zoom calls, the 

community of practice participants were asked to reflect on the current on-goings of their CSL or 

CCE engagement activities. Participants were encouraged to think about the critical aspects like 

considering power relations, establishing authentic relationships, and fostering equality within 

partnerships, and how individual critical theories each of these aspects (Mitchell and Rost-Banik, 

2017). The Zoom recordings were made available to all participants to refer back to for the 

writing of this paper.  
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Individual Reflections on the Intersection of CSL, CCE, and Critical Theory 

Black Feminism 

This is the interpretation of Black feminism through the lens of the senior faculty fellow. 

The use of CSL (Mitchell, 2008) as a pedagogical tool has allowed me as a Black woman to do 

work that centers on marginalized people and their voices to create authentic partnerships and 

equity within those partnerships while focusing on social change. The use of CSL contributes to 

my goal of consciously working to denounce white superiority within the walls of higher 

education and community engagement practices. My focus is to situate my community-engaged 

work in ways that allows me to employ theoretical and methodological frames that highlight my 

positionality and the marginalization of communities historically harmed by institutional and 

structural racism. By working with those communities to undo these harms and, at the same time, 

embrace theoretical and methodological frames informed by Black feminism allows for the 

privileging of Black female knowledge and that of historically marginalized communities. 

Black feminism is a response to the exclusion and marginalization of Black women. As 

Black feminism has evolved, so has its use as a theoretical and methodological framework 

(Marfelt, 2016). Black feminism provides a space for Black women to share their knowledge and 

lived experiences, as well as offering an opportunity to investigate and explore experiences 

through the lens of a Black woman. As a Black woman, I utilize Black feminism as the 

theoretical frame for examining my CSL pedagogy and CCE work. Black feminism aligns with 

CSL in that the focus of both is highlighting the experiences and voices of marginalized 

individuals. Black feminism also allows for the tenants of CSL to be articulated in ways that 

represent critical consciousness which is significant to the CSL model. 
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Within my CSL work, I consciously partner with communities that are predominantly of 

color and work to create relationships that a deep and mutual in respect and understanding. I 

have found over the years that these relationships evolve into friendships and provide me a 

source of support and encouragement that as a Black woman I find lacking from my department 

colleagues. For example, it was members of the wider university and my community partners 

who initiated my nomination for the University Community Engaged Scholar of the Year Award, 

for which I received. These relationships are cultivated through mutual respect and trust, which 

creates moments of solidarity.  

Working in solidarity with communities to support their goals and needs while honoring 

the expertise of those in the communities who are doing the “work” represents the authentic 

relationship tenant of Mitchell’s (2008) work. It also supports the work of Black feminism. 

Patricia Hill Collins articulates that group solidarity is part of the collective resistance that 

authentically exists within Black feminism, which focuses on working against oppressive 

structures (Hill Collins, 1990). Honoring the expertise of those doing the work is reflected in my 

CSL work as I always invite my community partners to take on the role of co-educator. This 

allows for community partners to be centered as experts in the community service and the 

classroom components of the course. 

Black feminism and CSL also align themselves as they both actively work against white 

supremacy in ways that acknowledge historical harms committed by systematic oppression. 

Working with communities to understand the harms caused by structural and institutional racism 

that must be addressed and undone by centering the goals and needs of the community. Black 

feminism in conjunction with CSL provides an opportunity for Black women to utilize their 

critical consciousness and provide powerful skills to the communities in which they live and 
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work, effectively applying critical social theory and critical methodology when sharing the 

stories of people with similar marginalized positionality. 

Bakhtin’s Theory on Dialogue and Pluralism 

This is the interpretation of Bakhtin’s theory on dialogue and pluralism through the lens 

of the tenure track professor. My experiences of living in developing and developed countries, 

working with privileged and underprivileged children, and teaching and learning in diverse 

contexts revealed to me the complexity of the world of education, in particular the interplay 

between society and the individual, which strongly influences development and learning 

opportunities for children in schools. This mindfulness bolsters my aim to cultivate active and 

passionate global citizens who serve as catalysts for change. Therefore, as a CSL (Mitchell, 

2008) scholar-practitioner, I aim to educate my students as social justice agents. 

My teaching is informed by Bakhtin’s (1895-1975) work on plurality of voices and 

classic tenets of CSL as outlined by Mitchell (2008). Bakhtin’s theory is concerned with the 

oppressive character of monologue, the monopolization of meaning, and the exclusion and 

suppression of all competing voices. In schools, this monologue happens when adults control the 

curriculum and learning environment leaving no space for children’s voices and opinions. While 

students may be invited to participate, their response is not expected and is not acknowledged in 

any decisive force. Thus, they “remain wholly and merely an object of consciousness, and not 

another consciousness” (Bakhtin, 1984: 292) that has a power to influence or change the well-

established world of schooling.  

As an early childhood teacher and teacher educator, I promote engaging students in 

dialogue through storytelling activities in early childhood education. Storytelling is an ancient 

way of teaching that is still widespread in many diverse cultures across the world (Morrow, 
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2020). In a classroom, children get to observe a story presentation, through flannel board, puppet 

shows, or shadow theater, and are invited to invent their own stories. Such activity centers 

children’s thoughts, ideas, and creates a space for self-expression and creativity. These stories 

are critical to consider for teaching, learning, and curriculum development as they reflect 

learners’ living experiences (Pushor, 2010), and knowledge including those beyond the school 

walls. In periods of uncertainty and unrest, dialoguing and listening to the students/children we 

serve is desperately needed. 

The storytelling service learning project, embedded within one of my higher education 

classrooms was built upon Mitchell’s (2008) original three tenets of CSL. Teacher candidates 

engaged in this project were exposed to literature on critical pedagogy and various assignments 

to gain an “understanding [of] the consequences of service alongside the possibilities—the ways 

service can make a difference as well as those ways it can perpetuate systems of inequality” 

(Mitchell, 2008, p. 56). The students also worked with one of the local early childhood care 

centers, located in one of the poorest neighborhoods in the city, and collaborated with classroom 

teachers to collect family and community stories, designed various ways of presenting stories to 

children and their parents, and assisted teachers with organizing storytelling activities. This work 

is important for dialoguing. True dialogue requires a finely tuned sense of listening and respect 

for the other. By not listening we reject, disrespect, and disempower the speaker and the 

message. To me, respect, awareness, and consideration of others’ thoughts, ideas, and voices 

emulate democratic inclusiveness and equality in the classroom community and society at large. 

Ubuntu Philosophy 

This is the interpretation of Ubuntu Philosophy through the lens of the student-

community outreach faculty director. The conceptual framework that motivates my work as a 
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professional is rooted in the African philosophy of life widely referred to as Ubuntu, in addition 

to the key biblical principle of loving your neighbor as yourself. First, Ubuntu is “an African 

dictum for human interdependence—and its concomitant link with actions such as social 

responsibility, citizenship, and an attentiveness to otherness” (Waghid, 2020: 300). Mbiti (1970) 

summarizes it in a simple statement: “thus I am because we are, and since we are, therefore I 

am” (141). Someone who has grown to fully experience Ubuntu means that “they are generous, 

hospitable, friendly, caring, and compassionate” (Tutu, 1999: 34-35). This framework permeates 

all areas of life and defines familial and corporate relationships in ways that empower others to 

live out their lives to the fullest. This is bolstered by the faith principle of loving others as 

defined in a multitude of biblical teachings and is imperative to sharing life with others mutually 

and respectfully. These two principles are intertwined. Both draw on an essential element of who 

human beings are as relational creatures destined to share in sufferings, celebrate achievements, 

and collectively attempt to interpret the meaning of life. 

At the core of who I am is the appreciation that my life is inseparable from the lives of 

others around me in a corporate, communal, and inclusive way. I am involved in the community 

because of the transformative power of authentic relationships (Mitchell, 2013), despite the 

general disassociation of elitism that the academy can exude, separating oneself from community 

challenges, and positing interventions as a unilateral truth. Without being intricately involved 

and interwoven with those striving to make a difference for their lives, it is easy to view them as 

“they” and their challenges as “theirs.” Additionally, the academy empowers me to think outside 

the box and often those approaches are idealistic in a world desperate for pragmatic solutions.  

Therefore, it is imperative to apply these theories to the service as a means to understanding the 

transformation that occurs with and through the community. 
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My position as a community engagement scholar-practitioner, therefore, is deeply 

influenced by the Ubuntu philosophy of life and its implications on social or community 

involvement, as well as my personal religious faith. I am involved in this work because it is who 

I am, and it is impossible to separate myself from the rest of the community. To do that well in 

the context of a post-colonial world, CCE as championed by Mitchel (2008) is not only 

appropriate but necessary. I invest in cultivating and sustaining relationships with various 

community leaders in order to fulfill my work, but more importantly because it fulfills my 

personal values. I empower the students to be the change agents in the community, and challenge 

them to critically analyze their role in the engagement. Additionally, as someone who grew up in 

a foreign country, I am acutely aware of how my difference contributes to my ability to navigate 

various challenging relational scenarios. As an outsider, deeply influenced by the Ubuntu 

philosophy, I build connections to establish relationships as foundational to serving and 

facilitating others to be meaningfully involved. 

Social Capital Theory  

This is the interpretation of social capital theory through the lens of the tenured associate 

professor. Social capital theory holds that there is an inherent benefit to the community when 

individuals engage in civic discourse. Though this perspective can have obvious application and 

implications with regard to CSL, it is more often used in explaining the change in political 

behavior and arguing for the importance of informal civic engagement. The theory is often 

associated with Robert Putnam, who argued in Bowling Alone (2000) that social capital was on 

the decline in our country. Nearly a decade later, the text was canonical in many upper-level 

undergraduate and graduate-level courses in political science, which is where I was first exposed 

to the paradigm. Putnam noted the paradox of an increasing number of people bowling but a 
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decrease of those participating in bowling leagues. He referenced the civic aspect of leagues and 

similar seemingly apolitical activities, where individuals could discuss community problems and 

ideas in a comfortable setting free from obvious political pressure. The alarming outcome was 

that fewer people are engaged and invested in their community, as evidenced by general voter 

decline and apathy. 

This perspective helps establish an understanding of how political behavior has evolved 

in the last few decades and, arguably more critically, explains why the general decline is 

problematic for democracy. Putnam himself does not address service learning, nor does Pippa 

Norris (2011), who elaborated on these points with “democratic deficits,” (21) meaning the 

differences between public expectations and the country’s performance. Yet social capital theory 

can be applied to projects that align with CSL values, specifically those involving civic 

engagement, and give us a greater appreciation for why these projects matter. 

Most of the projects I pursued early in my career involved traditional service learning and 

embodied civic engagement values but failed to apply the original tenets of CSL as outlined by 

Mitchell (2008). By embracing the CSL pedagogy, I reorganized the program and components to 

extend beyond a simple assumption that shared values with partners qualified as collaboration 

and worked to listen, learn, and assess mutual goals and underlying objectives of our partnership. 

The theory of social capital maintains that organic conversation is influential in engagement and 

employing this philosophy in CSL makes for a more meaningful and robust experience in the 

collaboration between community and university. Applying the tenets of CSL alongside social 

capital theory ensures the aims of both approaches are more likely to be realized and will provide 

better experiences and outcomes for all participants.   

Community Engagement Professionals as Tempered Radicals 
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This is the interpretation of the tempered radicals paradigm through the lens of the 

faculty fellows program director. I came to this work after several years as a nonprofit 

community partner working with college students advocating and raising awareness for cancer 

patients and more funding for cancer research. As a recent college graduate engaged in my local 

community, I was excited by the possibility of continuing that work in my professional life. In 

2006, I enrolled in a master's program with the explicit goal of working at a college or university 

in the field of academic community engagement. At that time, I never imagined where my 

journey would eventually lead. In 2015, after seven years in the field, I was fortunate enough to 

serve as a Campus Compact Research Fellow alongside 14 other early-career professionals under 

the direction of Scholar-in-Residence, Dr. Lina Dostilio (2017), on the Community Engagement 

Professional Research Project. This project profoundly influenced my professional development 

and ultimately ignited my interest in areas of this field that, until then, were seemingly 

unimaginable.  

As a community engagement professional (CEP) (Dostilio, 2016; Dostilio and 

McReynolds, 2015; Dostilio and Perry, 2017; Jacoby and Mutascio, 2010; McReynolds and 

Shields, 2015), my work lives in the margins of the higher education landscape, effectively 

cutting across the space between the academy and the community, between traditional teaching 

and research, between institutional (and administrative) bureaucracy, and societal (and my 

personal) values and commitments. Williams (2002) discusses the competencies of boundary 

spanners through an organizational theory lens, highlighting their “ability to build reciprocal 

relationships” (Dostilio et al., 2016: 120) and their ability to balance “inclusion and separation, 

interdependence and autonomy” (Williams, 2002: 111). This balance is echoed in a CEP’s need 

to “maintain multiple, often conflicting commitment to their organization as well as their social 
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justice ideals” (Dostilio and Perry, 2017: 15–16), aptly identified by Meyerson and Scully (1995) 

through the paradigm of a tempered radical.    

I have been drawn to Mitchell’s (2013) philosophy of CCE since reading it as part of my 

Campus Compact Research Fellowship. The idea that institutions could, and should, embrace the 

three tenets of critical service learning as a way of operating was exciting and something in 

which we all should strive. As my knowledge grows and I continue to work with faculty, local 

communities, and institutional administrators across Indiana and beyond, my commitment to 

these tenets deepens. However, many times, I feel like an “outsider” among even those who are 

considered “outsiders” because of my position within an organization that supports institutions 

of higher education to embrace and implement community engagement work, rather than at one 

of these institutions themselves. There are those within the field of community engagement that 

do not consider me a community engagement professional simply because I am not situated 

within an institution of higher education; rather I am a nonprofit staff member. I am part of an 

organization that their institution pays to provide them services. However, I wholeheartedly 

embrace the identity of a community engagement professional. When I look across the 

responsibilities and core competencies (Dostilio et al., 2017) of a CEP, I can check off most, if 

not all the boxes.  

I have built my knowledge and skills through years of supporting faculty, staff, and 

students as they develop reciprocal and authentic community-campus partnerships with their 

local communities. This has helped me to develop “a critical, and therefore political, stance 

striv[ing] to work collectively with communities (Porfilio & Hickman, 2011) as they challenge, 

problematize, and navigate systemic injustices (Mitchell, 2008) in collective struggle (Darder, 

2015)” (Hernandez and Pasquesi, 2017: 57), when, at times, these communities are made up of 
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community-campus stakeholders.  I actively guide individuals as they critically examine their 

engagement efforts and help them to think about how they can intentionally work with their local 

communities to integrate critical dispositions and commitments working to ultimately bring 

about social change. “The pull of each identity only makes [my] opposite identity all the more 

apparent, threatened, and painful” (Meyerson & Scully, 1995: 587). This work often leaves me 

feeling isolated, as I struggle “to act in ways that are appropriat[ly] professional and authentic 

personally and politically” (ibid: 587). I know my personal values and commitments run contrary 

to many of the institutional and organizational bureaucracies operating across today’s higher 

education landscape, while my position outside a formal college or university leaves me 

disconnected from many faculty and staff.  

Conclusion 

As a community of practice, we spent the academic year working together challenging 

each other to think about how the individual ideas and values that we place on CSL as a 

pedagogy and CCE as a philosophy support the theoretical perspectives that we ascribe to our 

discipline-specific work. Over the course of those 30 plus weeks saturating ourselves in this 

body of knowledge by reading about theories that support CCE and CSL, some of us attended 

workshops and conferences, and we engaged with one another by asking questions about our 

engagement practices, theoretical perspectives, and personal ideologies and sharing the new 

knowledge that we acquired over the academic year. For some individuals in our group, they 

developed a new understanding for the importance of triangulating CCE, CSL, and critical 

theory. We recognize that when institutions of higher education work with communities to create 

a just world through the tenets of CSL, they pave the way for faculty to do the same. For those of 

us who identify as critically community-engaged scholar-practitioners and who utilized CSL 
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and/or CCE, immersing ourselves in the critical theory literature has provided an opportunity to 

expand our research and contribute to a deeper understanding of CSL and CCE.   

We walk away from with experience with a newfound appreciation of how critical theory 

supports CSL and CCE, and informs our engagement practices. We are not suggesting that the 

theories identified in the previous sections are exhaustive and that other theoretical frameworks 

cannot be explored. In fact, we argue the opposite, we hope that those who read this article will 

want to explore how other critical theories can support and enhance CCE and CSL work.  
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