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Nursing students could benefit professionally by participating in community engagement, but barriers to student involvement in
community engagement exist. Community Champions, a nursing student-led, faculty-mentored service-learning group, promotes
local outreach and engagement with a variety of community initiatives for nursing students. The purpose of this study was to
examine former and current Community Champions’ perceptions of the barriers and facilitators to participating in community
engagement initiatives, as well as their satisfaction with the community engagement initiatives. The study used a 14-item survey,
consisting of both Likert-scale items and open-ended questions. Of the 130 Community Champions invited to complete the
survey, 40 Community Champions responded (30.8% response rate). Quantitative responses were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, and qualitative responses were reviewed for themes to generate future recommendations for program improvement.
Respondents rated Community Champions highly and reported personal and professional benefits to community engagement.
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Reasons for program satisfaction were synthesized into “opportunities for interactions with diverse community members”, “stress

relief”, and “professional development”; reasons for program dissatisfaction were summarized as “disorganization of community

9 <

sites”,

competing academic priorities”, and “lack of information”. Academic student programs that engage the community can

positively impact both the community partners and university students.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1 Introduce the problem

During the formative years of nursing education, community
engagement, defined as “the process of working collabora-
tively with and through groups of people affiliated by geo-
graphic proximity, special interest, or similar situations to
address issues affecting the well-being of those people”,!!
allows nursing students to improve the vital skill of health
education and promotion, such as a sense of self-efficacy to

examine the various factors that influence health.””) Addition-
ally, community engagement can help cultivate leadership,
critical thinking, professional decision making, and social
awareness in nursing students.!¥ Using these skills, nurses
may be further motivated to participate in meaningful re-
search and advocate for health care policies that will affect
their communities.*!

However, there can be many barriers to participating in mean-
ingful community engagement activities for students enrolled
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in a nursing program. Nursing students have demanding
course loads, long clinical hours, and changing schedules.
Furthermore, community engagement requires a planned
approach and clear guidelines describing roles and responsi-
bilities for students./! Previous studies have demonstrated
a need for practical guidelines for communication between
students, faculty, and community partners."*! Cited barriers
to community engagement include lack of dedicated staff
and resources, low awareness of engagement opportunities,
and lack of organizational commitment.’! Exploring these
barriers can help develop a more comprehensive approach to
engaging and supporting nursing students involved in com-
munity health initiatives.

Community Champions is a nursing student-led, faculty-
mentored service-learning organization at the University of
Pennsylvania School of Nursing.!®®! Founded in 2014, the
program aims to deepen undergraduate and accelerated nurs-
ing students’ understanding of specific health needs of the
greater Philadelphia community and promote population
health in a variety of different settings. Community Cham-
pions are committed to community engagement beyond the
community health coursework requirement in the senior year
of the baccalaureate nursing program. Students are also
provided with faculty mentorship and guidance. The Com-
munity Champions program is rooted in mutually beneficial
partnerships with several community organizations. Nursing
students directly engage with community members as health
educators, mentors, and healthcare providers. Opportunities
include providing hypertension education and screenings at
local barber shops, teaching health education classes at ele-
mentary schools, and working with an interdisciplinary team
to provide care at a free clinic. Currently, 60 undergraduate
nursing students are involved in the program.

The purpose of this study was to assess Community Champi-
ons’ perceptions of the barriers and facilitators to participat-
ing in community engagement initiatives, as well as the sat-
isfaction of current and past members of Community Cham-
pions with the community engagement initiatives. The study
also explored potential recommendations for program im-
provement.

2. METHOD
This cross-sectional survey was conducted using the online
survey software Qualtrics (Qualtrics, Provo, Utah).

2.1 Participants

Participants included University of Pennsylvania traditional
4-year baccalaureate nursing students and undergraduate
nursing students who had a previous undergraduate degree
who had graduation years ranging from December 2019 to
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May 2023 (expected graduation date).

2.2 Data collection

The surveys were distributed via email to past and present
Community Champions members on a Community Champi-
ons email list-serve between 2019-2020. Participants were
asked to complete a 14-question survey that included ques-
tions using a Likert scale and open-ended questions describ-
ing their satisfaction with the program, as well as any barriers
to participating in community engagement initiatives. Survey
questions included year in the nursing program, community
engagement initiative, number of semesters involved with
Community Champions, and average number of hours de-
voted to their initiative each week. Participants were also
asked to rate their satisfaction with the overall program, their
community engagement initiative, and the contribution of
the Community Champion experience to their professional
development with a 5-point Likert scale (1 — Dissatisfied, 2 -
Somewhat dissatisfied, 3 — Neither, 4 — Somewhat satisfied,
5 — Satisfied).

2.3 Data analysis

Survey responses were anonymous, and each participant was
given a unique identifier. Only respondents that served at
least one semester at a community engagement initiative,
completed all demographic questions, and completed all Lik-
ert questions were included in the analysis. Frequencies were
used to analyze quantitative survey data. Open-ended survey
responses to satisfaction ratings, as well as participants’ pri-
mary reasons for joining Community Champions, feedback
they would give to their site, and barriers to participating
were analyzed using content analysis. The qualitative sur-
vey data were independently analyzed by two authors (E.C.,
N.K.).

2.4 Ethical considerations

This project was determined to be a program evaluation and
did not seek Institutional Review Board review.

3. RESULTS

Quantitative and qualitative results are described below.

3.1 Participants

Data collection occurred from February 2020-April 2020. Of
the 130 current and past Community Champions contacted,
40 (30.8%) responded to our survey. Graduation year of
participants ranged from 2019 to 2023; 28 (75%) were in the
traditional baccalaureate program and 12 (25%) were in the
second degree accelerated nursing program (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Respondents by current academic standing

Year Total Number
Traditional Freshman 4 (10%)
Traditional Sophomore 3 (7.5%)
Traditional Junior 7 (17.5%)

Traditional Senior 12 (28.3%)
12 (28.3%)

2 (5%)

Accelerated Student
Graduate/Alumni

The participants were engaged in a wide variety of commu-
nity engagement initiatives in the West Philadelphia area.
Several nursing students participated in multiple initiatives
during their membership in Community Champions. Num-
ber of semesters involved in Community Champions ranged

Table 2. Satisfaction scores by number of semesters engaged

from 1 to 8 semesters and members reported engaging at a
site for 1 to 3 hours a week.

3.2 Statistics and Data Analysis

Participants rated the Community Champions program
highly, with an average rating of 4.67. Notably, all satis-
faction scores were a rated 3 or higher, indicating that no
participant was somewhat dissatisfied or dissatisfied with
their experience in Community Champions. Participants en-
gaged with the Community Champions program for less time
(1-2 semesters), were more likely to report lower satisfac-
tion scores (i.e., of the 11 participants’ satisfaction scores of
neutral or somewhat satisfied, 90.1% were involved with the
program for 1-2 semesters (see Table 2).

Number of semesters -
Total Number of Participants

Average Satisfaction

Average Agreement with Professional

involved Score Development Score
1-2 28 (70%) 4.57 4,54

34 5 (12.5%) 5 46

5-6 5 (12.5%) 48 48

>6 2 (5%) 5 45

All 40 4.67 4.58

3.2.1 Professional Development and Analysis

Participants were asked if Community Champions was bene-
ficial for professional or nursing development. The average
score for the benefit of Community Champions for profes-
sional or nursing development was 4.58. Of a total of 40
participants, 27 (67.5%) participants answered “agree,” 9
(22.5%) participants answered, “somewhat agree,” and four
(10%) participants answered, “neither agree nor disagree.”
Those that were engaged at sites for 5-6 semesters reported
the highest agreement that Community Champions was ben-
eficial for their nursing professional development; those en-
gaged at sites for 1-2 semesters or more than six semesters
reported the lowest agreement scores (see Table 2).

3.2.2 Motivations for Joining and Retention in the Com-
munity

Most participants responded that they joined to be involved in
the greater West Philadelphia community (55%), followed by
elective course requirements (27.5%), and desire to further
their personal or professional development (17.5%). When
asked how likely participants would be to recommend Com-
munity Champions to other nursing student peers, 35 (87.5%)
participants responded “likely,” four (10%) participants re-
sponded, “somewhat likely,” and one (2.5%) participant re-
sponded, “neither unlikely or likely.” We also asked if partic-
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ipants would continue to be involved in a community organi-
zation, 29 (72.5%) participants responded “yes,” 11 (27.5%)
participants responded “maybe,” and zero (0%) participants
responded “no.”

3.2.3 Barriers to Involvement and Manageability

Twenty-four (60%) participants did not experience barriers
and participated in every semester since joining Community
Champions. Thirteen (32.5%) students responded having
conflicting responsibilities, such as classes, work, or clinical
responsibilities, and three (7.5%) responded “Community
Champions site was not beneficial to my personal and/or
professional development”. There were no participants who
selected “miscommunication about what was expected at the
site” or “the site I was originally involved in discontinued.”
Two (5%) participants chose “other”.

When asked about the manageability of being involved with
Community Champions with participants’ course work, 27
(67.5%) participants responded “manageable,” 10 (25%) par-
ticipants responded, “somewhat manageable,” two (5%) par-
ticipants responded, “somewhat unmanageable,” and one
(2.5%) participant responded, “neither unmanageable nor
manageable”.
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3.3 Qualitative results

Thematic results from the open-ended survey responses are
described below, describing what respondents self-reported
as reasons for satisfaction or dissatisfaction with Community
Champions. All supporting quotes for each theme can be
found in the Appendix.

3.3.1 Reasons for satisfaction - Opportunities for interac-

tions with diverse community members
Many participants commented about their involvement in
the Philadelphia community as the most beneficial aspect to
participating in Community Champions. These participants
highlighted the value of going to various parts of Philadel-
phia and being able to learn, firsthand, the lived experience of
those in the community. Community Champions is structured
to foster mutually beneficial partnerships with community
organizations and Community Champions reported that their
work meaningfully contributed to the community they served.
Through service, the Community Champions organization
allowed students to engage with parts of the city to which
they are not usually engaged and develop relationships with
those outside of the University.

3.3.2 Reasons for satisfaction - Professional Development
Respondents also appreciated the opportunities to develop
their nursing skills for future practice since working in the
community provided additional environments to exercise
hard and soft skills learned in the nursing program. En-
gaging in these settings also enhanced one student’s knowl-
edge and perceived importance of health education. Partic-
ipants reported that the communication and interpersonal
skills gained through their Community Champions experi-
ence were invaluable for their future nursing careers. The
sites that facilitated nursing engagement and a sense of pro-
fessional accomplishment were sites with particular focus on
health education and for some, direct one-on-one teaching.
Being able to educate community members on important
health topics may have contributed to the overall perceived
professional development.

3.3.3 Reasons for satisfaction — Stress relief

Several participants stated that even after a busy week they
still wanted to attend their community initiative. Commu-
nity Champions allowed students to break up their routine of
schoolwork and go outside of the school campus. Respon-
dents suggested that the community engagement allowed
them to separate themselves from their schoolwork and re-
lieve stress.

3.3.4 Reasons for dissatisfaction — Disorganization of
community sites

Several participants cited community site disorganization

and miscommunication as a source of student dissatisfaction.
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These included sites that were unprepared to take students,
unable to effectively articulate program requirements, or
unable to maintain a consistent schedule for students. Re-
spondents cited these factors as barriers to satisfaction and
potential contributors to a negative experience with Commu-
nity Champions as a whole.

3.3.5 Reasons for dissatisfaction — Competing academic
priorites
Participants reported that extensive coursework alongside
other extracurricular activities can make participation in com-
munity sites difficult. These competing academic priorities
were reported as barriers to engaging in Community Cham-
pions earlier on in their undergraduate career. Additionally,
some participants identified that community sites required
too much of their time which was a barrier to student engage-
ment. Respondents expressed a need to prioritize coursework
and some flexibility when engaging at a site. Articulating
site expectations may need to be explained in further depth
to clarify what expectations Community Champions require
of students before they choose to join. Students may also
need to have a better understanding of what their academic
course load entails prior to joining Community Champions.

3.3.6 Reasons for dissatisfaction — Lack of information
Lastly, another barrier shared by a Community Champion
was lack of knowledge about the program and how the initia-
tives operated. This could indicate that there was not enough
information presented to prospective students or miscommu-
nication about the program.

4. DISCUSSION

A variety of factors contributed to student satisfaction with
Community Champions. We examined the length of involve-
ment and type of community initiative for each student to
explain the degree of satisfaction. Of those who responded
to the survey, 72.5% were satisfied with their experience
and no current or past member of Community Champions
was dissatisfied with their experience. Satisfaction could
also be explained by specific experiences within the commu-
nity, such as meaningful interaction with diverse community
members, perceived professional development, or stress re-
lief. Qualitative data from a similar study demonstrated that
service learning facilitated increased social confidence, in-
creased leadership ability, increased interpersonal skills, and
increased understanding of problems facing the community
and the nation.>*! Students may be motivated to continue
with community engagement because of the perceived per-
sonal and professional development gained.

Participants who commented about their experience agreed
that one of the most beneficial parts of Community Cham-
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pions was the opportunity to leave the school campus and
go into the Philadelphia community. A previous study stated
that community experiences enhanced their appreciation of
people from diverse backgrounds and increase their sense of
global awareness.'”! Developing meaningful relationships in
the community allowed for students to become more invested
in those communities in the future. One study found that
continuity in the community promoted trust, which fostered
the sense of investment that contributed to effective partner-
ships.l'% Moreover, community engagement has been shown
to allow nursing students to become more culturally compe-
tent and facilitate personal and professional development.!'!]
A previous study demonstrated that students engaged in the
service learning were inspired to teach and sponsor commu-
nity health promotions in their future clinical practice.!'?)
This was congruent with our data that showed that 72.5% of
participants said they would continue to be involved in com-
munity engagement in future or after graduating. Many posi-
tive experiences respondents shared demonstrated a sense of
fulfillment related to their community work and a desire to
return in the future.

Respondents discussed barriers to community engagement
due to site disorganization, miscommunication, or competing
academic priorities. Previous studies have also shown that
lack of clarity and confused expectations around community
engagement goals and processes, and administrative delays
for community volunteers or leaders were barriers to effec-
tive community engagement.!>! Additionally, students chose
not to participate due to competing academic priorities, such
as the priority of adjusting to college or other heavy academic
coursework. However, the positive effects of volunteering
on academic development, can counteract the time and en-
ergy that the student might otherwise devote to academic
pursuits.”>*! These areas would be particularly beneficial for
Community Champions to explore and address specifically
for future student involvement.

Respondents citing stress relief as a program benefit adds
to a growing body of work examining the relationship be-
tween civic engagement and health outcomes,!'3! which the
Community Champions program or other researchers can
explore further. Stress from both academic and clinical de-
mands is frequently cited to be elevated for nursing students
compared to other baccalaureate students;'#! this stress can
lead to negative educational outcomes, such as dropping out
of a nursing program.!!> % Community engagement could
be a potential intervention to reduce nursing student stress,
since respondents cited professional development, and the
space to practice skills, as a program benefit; this aligns with
prior research which suggested that problem-solving and
information-seeking to enhance clinical competency are fre-

Published by Sciedu Press

quently cited among nursing students as strategies to reduce
stress.['* 171 However, more robust research to evaluate how
community engagement impacts stress in nursing students is
needed.

There were several limitations to this study. Most of par-
ticipants of the study were only involved in Community
Champions for one or two semesters, so the data are skewed
towards those with less experience. Since we recruited par-
ticipants from the Community Champion’s list-serve, the
opinions of former Community Champions that have chosen
to opt-out or remove themselves from the list-serve are not
captured. This could result in self-response bias as those who
were more satisfied with Community Champions were more
likely to want to remain engaged with Community Champion
communications; alternatively, those that were more dissatis-
fied with the program might have been more inclined to give
program feedback. However, our sample size (n = 40) is gen-
erally considered large enough for analytical statistics and
the purpose of this study was to describe program satisfac-
tion, not generate statistical associations between variables.
Lastly, open ended responses were not required in the survey
response from each participant. Elaboration was voluntary,
so the amount of qualitative data we were able to collect
from all 40 respondents was limited.

Moving forward, we would suggest another survey with a
larger sample size and a more diverse sample group that in-
cludes an evenly distributed number of students who have
been involved for more than two semesters and in a wide
variety of community initiatives. This would hopefully cap-
ture a greater impact of length of involvement and type of
initiative on satisfaction with community engagement and
Community Champions as a community engagement organi-
zation. We would also recommend a more extensive survey
that studies whether the number semesters involved, or type
of community initiative impacted other factors that we did
not analyze specifically for this survey, such as barriers to
involvement, future career goals, and recommending Com-
munity Champions to other students.

5. CONCLUSION

The importance of community health nursing in advancing
health equity was highlighted in the Future of Nursing 2020-
2030 report.['8 Nursing schools often seek strategies for
meaningful student engagement with communities. Commu-
nity Champions, a service-learning organization, received
high satisfaction scores by former students due to meaningful
interaction with diverse community members and the impact
on professional development. The constraints of academic
course load that limited available time for community en-
gagement, as well as unclear communication or expectations
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from community sites were cited as barriers. Curricula that
provide credit bearing experiences for community service
learning can serve to enhance course work and ameliorate
the scheduling challegses of community engagement. Future
research could examine how student community engagement
impacts nursing practice after graduation.
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