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Executive Summary
The shrinking public support for colleges and universities has helped to provoke a crisis
in higher education across the country, and especially in Massachusetts. At the same
time, dwindling public support has caused higher education to reexamine its public
mission and has catalyzed an important debate about the values and role of higher
education. This paper is meant to contribute to these deliberations about how higher
education can be a steward of economic prosperity (private gain) and democratic
practices (public good).
Throughout this debate, at least two visions of higher education’s role have emerged.
The dominant view is that higher education’s essential role in the global economy should
be to prepare future workers, while an important re-emerging view is that colleges and
universities should prepare future citizens to contribute to a diverse democracy. While
these are often presented as alternative visions, we argue that these need not be separate
or competing ideals.
Colleges and universities can connect work and citizenship. Colleges and universities
can be places where students learn to become both strong citizens and productive
workers. Put simply, workforce development and civic engagement can be
complementary visions for the future of higher education.
In making this argument, we find that engaging students in community work is a
promising strategy for both civic development and workforce preparation. And we
provide what we see as the three areas of strategic overlap between these areas:
•

Creating civic professionals;

•

Developing necessary skills; and

•

Recognizing the importance of place.

This paper also provides practices for service-learning that are necessary to effectively
connect workforce development and civic engagement; highlights campuses in
Massachusetts that are making this connection through programs, training, curriculum,
research, and partnerships with the community; and concludes with recommendations to
move the core idea of this paper—namely, that workforce development and civic
engagement are interconnected goals—forward in the state of Massachusetts.
© North Shore Community College
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Education for What?
The shrinking public financial support for higher education has created a crisis of mission
for colleges and universities. In Massachusetts the decrease in public funding is
especially dramatic. Massachusetts is the only state in the nation, for instance, that is
spending less on public higher education than it was spending ten years ago. Moreover,
in the past three years alone, state funding for public higher education has decreased by
almost one-third, the largest decrease in state funding of any of the 50 states.1
This decreasing public support for higher education is forcing colleges and universities
around the country, and especially in Massachusetts, to examine their core identities and
ask questions, such as:
•

What role should higher education play in society?

•

What is the relationship between higher education and the broader public?

•

What kind of graduates does higher education want to develop?

These important questions are being discussed in conversations among educators, policy
makers, parents, and students. Where higher education ends up on these questions is
salient not only for the future of higher education, but also for the future of the American
economy and American democracy. The potential paths from these questions often put
people into two groups advocating different visions of higher education—a vision for
private gain versus public good.
Private Gain: Career Preparation. The first group offers that colleges and universities,
with their ever increasing costs, must be practical in preparing the next generation of
workers for the changing and dynamic nature of 21st century workplaces. The global
economy, those who advocate for career preparation argue, makes higher education an
essential engine of the American (and international) economy. In short, this approach
finds that college must be a vehicle for getting “a good job.”
The prevalence of this approach is seen, perhaps most strikingly, in the attitudes of
prospective college students themselves. Students today are more likely to report that
“being well off financially” is far more important than “developing a meaningful
philosophy of life” according to the Higher Education Research Institute’s (HERI) survey
of incoming college students. In fact, the trend lines for these goals reversed over the
past forty years: In the 1960’s, just over 40% of incoming college students listed “being
well off financially” as important, while today the number of students listing this is
almost 80%; conversely, “developing a meaningful philosophy of life” has decreased
from more than 80% to just over 40% in the same 40-year time span.
Higher education has played a role in both creating this trend, and also responding to this
demand. College tuition has risen in dramatic proportions. Massachusetts has had some
of the largest increases in tuition for public institutions in the country. And these tuition
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increases have been unaccompanied by a corresponding increase in student financial aid,
causing students to see higher education as an expensive investment that must yield
significant payouts. Students spend more time working while in school and at the same
time, universities devote more of their resources to on-campus career centers, to aid
students in preparing for “gainful employment” after graduation. This is especially
prevalent on community college campuses, which all now have extensive offices devoted
to workforce/career development.
Public Good: Civic Preparation. On the other hand, there is a growing chorus of
educators, students, and community practitioners seeking an alternative to the concept of
higher education as simply career preparation. This group often recalls the original civic
mission of American colleges and universities, articulated by Charles Eliot in 1908 when
he was president of Harvard: “At bottom, most of the American institutions of higher
education are filled with the democratic spirit…. Teachers and students alike are
profoundly moved by the desire to serve the democratic community.”2
Advocates of student preparation for public life lament the loss of the university’s civic
mission. They argue that the many struggles facing our communities, as well as higher
education itself, must both be a resource for public problem-solving and an opportunity to
prepare students to be engaged citizens in the diverse and global democracy of the 21st
century.
This approach also appeals to students’ interests in pursuing higher education. According
the same HERI surveys cited above, 83% of entering college freshmen participated in
volunteer work during their last year of high school, compared with 66% in 1989. A
record high level of incoming freshmen say there is “a very good chance” they will
continue this community involvement by participating in volunteer activities in college.
In addition, over the past few years the surveys have documented an increase—after
many years of decline—in the percentage of students who are interested in public affairs
and contributing to the civic life of their communities.
There is some evidence that higher education is also getting this message. Colleges and
universities are offering record numbers of opportunities for students to be involved in
community service work through the curriculum and through co-curricular opportunities,
seen, for example, in the growth of campus Community Service or Service-Learning
Offices: today 83% of Campus Compact member campuses house a Community Service
or Service-Learning Office, up from only 50% in 1995.3
Complementary Visions: Private Gain and Public Good
Given these competing visions, where should higher education go from here? In this
paper we argue that these two visions of higher education’s role—as preparing future
workers, or preparing future citizens—need not be separate or competing missions. Put
simply, workforce development and civic engagement can be complementary visions
for the future of higher education.
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We begin by examining why the ideas and practices of workforce development and civic
engagement can be connected. We then provide what we see as the three areas of
strategic overlap:
•

Creating civic professionals;

•

Developing necessary skills; and

•

Recognizing the importance of place.

After examining these areas, we provide practices for service-learning that are necessary
to effectively connect workforce development and civic engagement. We highlight
campuses that are making this connection through programs, training, curriculum,
research, and partnerships with the community. Finally, we conclude with
recommendations to move the core idea of this paper—namely, that workforce
development and civic engagement are interconnected goals—forward in the state of
Massachusetts.
Workforce Development and Civic Engagement: Why this connection?
Over the past decade, one of the most important lessons learned in the service-learning
field is that “civic engagement across the curriculum” offers an alternative to the often
fragmented existence of many people and programs in higher education. Civic
engagement across the curriculum offers an interdisciplinary approach to public problem
solving by enabling the many resources of higher education to be used to address some of
the most pressing issues facing our society.4
The lessons from civic engagement across the curriculum can be applied to connect
workforce development efforts with civic engagement. For instance, President Carole
Cowan of Middlesex Community College argues, “Workforce development is a
legitimate form of engagement.”5 And yet, workforce development is often seen in
isolation from the other forms of civic engagement taking place on campus and with the
broader public. Overcoming fragmentation on campus, therefore, means overcoming the
disconnect between “workforce” and “civic” development by allowing these approaches
to contribute to the creation of engaged and vibrant campuses.
Connecting workforce development and civic engagement is important for several
reasons. First, it is important for the Bay State economy. In Massachusetts, the nonprofit sector is among the largest in the nation, employing more than 13 percent of the
state’s workforce—nearly double the national average.6 In addition, among the fastest
job growth in the state is occurring in education, health care, and nursing. These fields,
as do other careers for the common good, require civic professionals, with civic skills,
and a strong sense of place—all of which can be gained through community-based
learning.
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Perhaps more significantly, the connection between workforce development and civic
engagement is important to democracy itself. With policy makers and political analysts
decrying the decrease in civic life and social capital over the past decades, we cannot rely
on people’s private lives to recapture public life. We need civic practitioners who are
able to see their jobs as public work contributing to democratic renewal.
Given the importance of this connection, it is important to find areas where workforce
preparation and civic engagement overlap, most especially through the pedagogy of
service-learning. We believe that three useful and strategic pathways exist for examining
the relationship between workforce development and civic engagement, for exploring the
private and public purposes of higher education.
1. Creating Civic Professionals
“The idea of the professional as neutral problem solver, above the fray, which
was launched with great expectations a century ago, is now obsolete. A new ideal
of a more engaged, civic professionalism must take its place.”
– William Sullivan, 2004

Drawing on the work of William Sullivan, senior scholar at the Carnegie Foundation for
the Advancement of Teaching, we argue that there is a need to revive the concept of the
“civic professional” and of professional work that was developed at the turn of the
twentieth century but has been lost for the past few decades. In the era of social reform in
the early 1900s, professionals were seen as workers characterized by three central
features: 1) specialized training and technical expertise; 2) autonomy to regulate their
own standards of practice; and 3) a commitment to provide a public service beyond the
economic welfare of the practitioners.7
What has happened in current times, Sullivan contends (and we agree), is an explosion in
the growth of professional fields but a decoupling of technical expertise and autonomy
from civic purpose. This is a devastating trend. Not only do our public problems require
even more technical expertise and creative thinking than in times past, but each
profession and its work is itself beset by challenges posed in the public policy arena.
Health care professionals simply cannot be effective without paying attention to health
care policy; teachers cannot do their work as professionals if they neglect trends in
federal, state, and local education policy. Moreover, all professionals need, and indeed
yearn for, a sense of greater public purpose to guide their individual work. Infusing
professional development with a sense of "civic vocation” can serve to link personal
aspirations with public value.
The concept of civic professionalism has great resonance as the civic foundation for
higher education workforce development. Our institutions need to produce graduates who
are able to see the “public” dimensions of their work, whatever that work may be. This
will make them more reflective practitioners and better citizens. Service- and
community-based learning done in the context of addressing important public problems
can alert students—who see themselves as future professionals—to the public and policy
dimensions of both their work and their civic lives.
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2. Developing Necessary Skills
It has become a widely accepted idea in the workforce/career development literature that
the economy now demands “new basic skills,” a combination of “hard skills” (e.g., high
level literacy and numeracy plus the technical skills required of a particular job) and “soft
skills.”8 Robert Bowles of Middlesex Community College writes that among the specific
“soft skills” listed by employers are the following:
9
9
9
9

Effective listening and oral communication
Creative thinking and problem solving
The ability to work effectively in diverse teams or groups
Leadership and interpersonal skills

There is no question that soft-skill development is extremely important. Indeed, the future
of the Massachusetts workforce includes growth in the fields most in need of highly
developed “soft skills”—teaching, nursing, and health care more generally.
Higher education, especially public higher education and community colleges in
particular, have found the need to pay greater attention to “soft skill” development,
because employers increasingly believe that employees are responsible for acquiring and
practicing these skills prior to hiring. Moreover, these “soft skills” are considered
transferable, because they enhance the practice of any employee, regardless of the
“technical skills” required of any particular business or industry. Colleges and
universities can be successful in teaching students an array of critical “soft skills,” ones
that will serve them wherever they find themselves in the global economy.
Skill development is a particularly fruitful arena for collaboration between the workforce
development and civic engagement fields because there is considerable overlap between
the “soft skills” discussed in the workforce development literature and the “civic skills”
increasingly debated in the civic education/engagement community. Practitioners have
begun to argue that quality service-learning—seen intentionally as a central pedagogy of
civic engagement—can provide the skills for essential democratic citizenship, such as
public speaking and listening, teamwork, negotiating diverse communities, building
public relationships, creative thinking, public problem-solving and decision making.9
And it seems clear that working in teams solving problems with an explicitly public
dimension is the best way to teach these workforce development and civic engagement
skills.
3. Recognizing the Importance of Place
A final area of overlap between civic engagement and workforce development is in the
ways that each attempt to recognize the importance of place, most especially through
engagement with the community. Building a commitment and understanding of place,
the local economy, the local culture, and local politics is essential for developing civic
and corporate responsibility—and this can be learned through community engagement.10
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Perhaps the most important practice for promoting civic engagement among colleges and
universities is through service-learning experiences where college students address
community problems as part of their classroom requirements, and then reflect on their
experiences with their peers. This experience takes learning outside the classroom and
into the community—giving students the opportunity to learn about the broader
community through service and public problem-solving. Service-learning, in short, gives
students a new sense of place.
Similarly, the workforce development centers work in partnership with local
communities to provide jobs and economic advancement. The importance of place is
paramount, especially at community colleges, where job centers work exclusively with
businesses in their local communities.
Making the connection between civic engagement and workforce development only
strengthens the importance of place in each of these areas. And developing additional
strategies that recognize the importance of place is especially relevant for public colleges
and universities in Massachusetts, where approximately 85% of graduates from
Massachusetts public colleges and universities (including more than 90% of community
college graduates) stay in the Bay State
Community engagement gives these graduates, who will most likely stay in
Massachusetts, some important ingredients and tools that will make them excellent future
workers and future citizens. First, as we noted, it allows students to develop new
experiences with place. Students, even when they are from the local community, have
the opportunity to look at a community in new ways by working to address community
issues. Second, community engagement allows students to feel more knowledgeable
about community issues and know the people working to address public problems.
Finally, community engagement allows students to become more committed to local
economic and community development—these students are more likely to critically
analyze the public impact of their work on local communities.
Best Practices for Making Connections between Workforce Development and Civic
Engagement
The potential for connecting efforts in workforce development and civic engagement is
clear. But it depends entirely on how well we in higher education define our outcomes
and on the quality of the programs we develop. In the field of service-learning, at least,
we have come a long way in understanding what quality factors are involved in
promoting civic learning outcomes for students. We believe some of these best practice
guidelines can assist those interested in making connections between workforce
development and civic engagement outcomes, especially in light of the three pathways
just discussed:
•

Strong Connections to Curriculum, Career Development, and Civic Outcomes.
Student learning is strongest when the service and work students do in the
community is intentionally connected to career and civic development outcomes
in the classroom. Colleges and their faculty need to be intentional in designing
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service-learning courses and projects, making sure that the community experience
is meaningful and ongoing, and can be harvested for the professional and civic
outcomes we seek. In particular, it is important to incorporate the civic
perspective and skill development necessary for effective public life into the
curriculum itself. In addition, students’ experiences in the community at nonprofit organizations, businesses, schools, and government agencies should allow
them not only to contribute to the community, but also to make important career
decisions about the places they would like to work (or not) in the future.
•

Connecting Community Experiences to Public Skill Development. Student
involvement in the community should be connected with the development of
public skills that are essential to students’ future lives as workers and citizens.
This means that student work in the community should involve leadership
development, work in diverse teams, and opportunities for public speaking and
listening, writing, event management, building public relationships, creative
thinking, public problem-solving, and decision making.

•

Student Voice. Research and practice in service-learning has established the
importance of giving students a say in the design of community-based projects
connected to the curriculum, and in the resulting discussions/reflections that
accompany the community-based experience. But we are also finding that student
voice means enabling students to be involved in public problem solving
connected to the issues that they determine to be important. A quality program
needs to allow students to develop projects and activities connected to their
interests and ideas about what could be improved in their communities.

•

Community Voice and Place-Enhancing Practices. Successful service-learning
programs have long understood the importance of reciprocity in their community
partnerships. This certainly begins with a commitment to work collaboratively
with the community to establish projects and activities that meet communityidentified needs. But it goes well beyond that; it also means seeing the community
as a crucial partner in learning rather than merely a “placement site.” Community
partnerships for learning imply strong, long-term relationships, ones that students
have the chance to fully experience. In particular, if we are to recognize the
importance of place in educating students for workforce and civic development,
we need to involve students in understanding the different stakeholders’ interests
in the community, and in “mapping” the assets and resources that exist in a given
neighborhood.

•

Critical Reflection. Although “reflection” has almost become a mantra in the
service-learning field, the research clearly demonstrates that reflection
“transforms experience into learning,”11 that it matters greatly in terms of
maximizing student impact. Practitioners are beginning to understand that
reflection can take many forms, and can be successful only when using a variety
of different methods. For example, we have found that one particular pedagogical
practice helps students make the connection between their community work and
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their civic values. Having students develop a “Philosophy of Service” in a
community-based learning course enables them to articulate the way that their
ideas of “service” connect to the work they have done and are currently doing,
and, we believe, will become a permanent part of their lives and work in the
future.
Making the Connection: Practices from Massachusetts
The following are a few of the examples of the ways that Massachusetts campuses are
connecting workforce development and civic engagement in practice. While many of
these examples (and others) may not explicitly name their efforts as connecting
workforce development and civic engagement, they each provide important ingredients
of the possibility for university education to be about both private gain and public good.
Also included in this section are several examples of organizations attempting to make
the connection through research, education, and campus organizing.
• Middlesex Community College
The Career Place is a one-stop career center in Woburn directed by Middlesex
Community College which places approximately 1,500 people in jobs in Massachusetts
each year. Aside from its efforts at workforce development, the Career Place has a
multitude of partnerships with youth, helping with career planning and test preparation.
The Career Place is also interested in utilizing service-learning in their efforts with local
youth and in helping adults find jobs.
• Mt. Wachusett Community College
The Entrepreneurial Resource Center at Mt. Wachusett Community College, as part of
Mt. Wachusett’s Decade of Civic Engagement, is sponsoring a business plan competition
for local businesses, non-profits, and social entrepreneurs. The first MWCC Business
Plan Competition has been established to highlight, stimulate and celebrate
entrepreneurism in the North Central Massachusetts region. The competition is designed
to encourage creation of new businesses and new jobs; to encourage sound management
and sustainability practices in nonprofits; and to increase involvement in community and
social issues in North Central Massachusetts.
The competition is open to any start-up or growing business and nonprofit that is located
or willing to locate in the designated North Central Massachusetts region. Participants are
competing for prizes in the following categories: Start-ups; Nonprofits; Social
entrepreneurs; and initiatives in the city of Fitchburg. There are additional prizes for job
creation, community builders’ fellowships, and Fitchburg business initiatives.
• North Shore Community College
North Shore Community College’s Occupational Therapy Assistant program uses a series
of service-learning courses to connect workforce development and civic engagement. The
Occupational Therapy Assistant program offers service-learning experiences in three
courses. In these three courses (Therapeutic Application of Modalities, Occupational
Therapy for the Developmentally Delayed Population, and Planning and Implementation
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of Programs for Health and Well-being), teams of students work, design, and implement
an educational program for a target group in the community.
For example, in the Programs for Health and Well-being course, students locate an
agency that serves elders, but does not provide Occupational Therapy services. Students
then meet with the agency to design a program that supports the agency and residents'
goals, while also giving students much-needed occupational therapy program experience
in occupational therapy interventions with the elderly. Projects from past semesters
include “preventive health” workshops on memory enhancement, fall prevention, and
stress management, along with the creation of a walking trail and walking club.
• University of Massachusetts, Amherst
The Citizen Scholars Program (CSP) aims to help students develop the knowledge, skills,
and attitudes needed to be active and effective citizens, engaged in life-long service to
their communities, and to work collaboratively with others to build a more socially-just
society.
CSP is a two-year academic service learning program combining focused course work
(five courses), community service (approximately 60 hours per semester), activism and
social justice experiences. CSP offers students an environment in which they can think
critically about social issues and act creatively to produce change—skills that students
take with them to become active citizens in their careers after graduation. A majority of
the graduates from this new program have gone into the teaching profession, taking the
skills they learned in Citizen Scholars to enable them to connect their classrooms with the
broader community.
• University of Massachusetts, Boston
The University of Massachusetts, Boston’s Beacon Leadership Project provides students
with credit- or competency-based opportunities to develop their leadership skills through
a year-long cohort experience coordinated by the Division of Student Affairs and the
Office of Student Life, in conjunction with the College of Public and Community
Service. Students in the Beacon Leadership Project study and practice group dynamics,
cultural diversity, dispute resolution, time management and other leadership skills in the
first semester and then complete a group service-learning project in the second semester
to put these leadership skills into practice. In addition, students involved in the program
also participate in professional development through a mentoring relationship with a local
leader in an area of their career track or skills interest.
• Wentworth Institute of Technology
Through a Community Design Study course in architecture, students work directly on a
development project in the local community allowing students to explore design from a
community perspective. In the course, students discuss and collaborate on their projects
with local neighbors. This allows students to see neighborhoods with an eye for design
issues, develop relationships with local people, and ultimately use the skills they develop
in their careers as architects—especially in the ways they approach communities.
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Other Resources:
•

MassINC is a non-profit organization working to develop a public agenda for
Massachusetts that promotes the growth and vitality of the middle class. MassINC’s
work uses research, journalism, and public education to address economic prosperity,
lifelong learning, safe neighborhoods, and civic renewal. MassINC recently released
a report, The Nonprofit Sector: An Economic Profile, illustrating the substantial
contribution that nonprofits make to the Bay State economy.
www.massinc.org

•

Commonwealth Corporation, which was established in 1996, focuses its work in
the areas of youth development and education, workforce innovation, and research
and evaluation through three centers: the Center for Youth Development and
Education, the Center for Workforce Innovation, and the Center for Research and
Evaluation. CommCorp works through each of these centers to empower youth, adult
workers, and businesses to become vital contributors to their communities.
www.commcorp.org

•

Massachusetts Service Alliance is a private, nonprofit organization that serves as the
state commission on community service. Mass Service Alliance funds AmeriCorps
programs, mentoring, and service-learning youth councils, many of which connect
workforce development and civic engagement. In addition, they provide training,
convene groups, and advocate for policies that promote civic participation.
www.mass-service.org

•

The Center for Corporate Citizenship at Boston College is a membership
organization of companies that develops research geared toward producing
knowledge that is useful for corporate citizenship practitioners in the form of
findings, frameworks, guides and other tools. The Center’s choice of research topics
is informed by being tuned into the real issues companies confront as they consider
and implement corporate citizenship as an integral dimension of business practice.
www.bcccc.net

•

Action Without Borders (www.idealist.org) has launched a new initiative, Idealist
on Campus, to promote “careers for the common good” on campus. An early project
in this area is an Institute of Public Service Careers held annually at the Wagner
School in New York City. Idealist is also encouraging and supporting Idealist
Alliances on campus to connect career offices and service-learning offices at (mostly)
four-year colleges and universities.
www.idealistoncampus.org
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Concluding Recommendations
We conclude this paper with a series of recommendations to make the collaborative ideas
and practices of workforce development and civic engagement part of the conversation
on campuses, in communities, and among policy makers. We advocate convening
conversations and gathering best practices with the ultimate goal of having an impact on
policies and funding, as well as national dialogue in higher education.
Seek Financial Support and Partners
•

Massachusetts Campus Compact and its constituent member colleges should seek
support from available state resources and other public funds; businesses interested in
playing a leadership role in supporting social and corporate responsibility; and
foundations interested in the connections between citizen participation and economic
development.

•

Massachusetts Campus Compact should work with its public college members to
continue conversations and seek partnerships with other Massachusetts and national
organizations interested in the connection between workforce development and civic
engagement.

Convening Conversations / Gathering Best Practices
•

Launch a statewide conversation on the connections between workforce
development and civic engagement with a symposium hosted by Massachusetts
Campus Compact with the support and leadership of North Shore Community
College’s Public Policy Institute and other member colleges.

•

Introduce service-learning to the Massachusetts Association of Community
College Business and Industry Directors. Bring these workforce directors
together with the Massachusetts network of Community Service Learning staff.

•

Develop a format and process for using this document to convene campus-based
conversations with faculty, staff, students, local community partners, and local
businesses.

•

Work with research team to gather more in-depth and proven best practices and
strategies for connecting workforce development and civic engagement and using
service-learning as a strategy for career preparation.

•

Work with National Campus Compact and their network directors to generate
further discussion outside Massachusetts.
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Organizing for Policy Changes
•

Convene a diverse, statewide Task Force on Workforce Development and Civic
Engagement to shape the effort in Massachusetts. This group should examine
ways to improve coordination between workforce development and civic
engagement efforts; and examine policies and practices that make better use of
community-based learning as a strategy for civic and workforce development.

While this movement to connect work and citizenship is beginning locally, through
networks, like Campus Compact, similar conversations are taking places in other states,
such as Minnesota. Ultimately, this should be part of a national movement on the role of
higher education as a steward of democratic and economic vibrancy.
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