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The field of public administration is intrinsically linked to a substantive experience of
democracy and the development of a democratic community. This article employs John
Dewey’s constructivist pedagogical approach to make the case that service-learning can be
a vehicle to cultivate students’ understanding of democracy as a movement toward a
common good. We use the term “real democracy” to describe the ways that substantive
practices of Dewey’s communal democracy materialize in today’s public sector. We
highlight the concerns “real democracy” presents for public administrators before arguing
that Master of Public Administration (MPA) programs are a particularly suitable setting
to cultivate Dewey’s constructivist approach to democratic education given that the spirit
of the approach is already well-aligned with MPA core competencies. Finally, we present
public administration educators with a democratic service-learning conceptual
framework that ties together pedagogical goals, service-learning design and outcomes, and
Dewey’s constructivist, democratic student experience.
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Over 100 years ago, John Dewey’s Democracy and education (1916) moved the conversation
about democracy from one focused on a form of government to a discussion about the process of
creating a more empowered populace working toward a common good. This shift in focus from
neo-liberal (or representative) democratic government to substantive democratic citizenship
called for a change in the way that citizens viewed themselves as community members (Box,
Marshall, Reed, & Reed, 2001).* A democratic educational experience, according to Dewey (1916)
must be an intentional effort to create community and increase equity through a deeply
constructivist approach. Dewey encouraged educators to not only teach democratic practices but
to instill democratic ideals in their students through an inquisitive and context-dependent
process.

Dewey’s perspective highlighted the need for students to experience and wrestle with ideals in
order to truly internalize them. Dewey placed increased importance on the role of higher
education institutions and their educators in cultivating this experience. Specifically, Dewey noted
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Service-Learning as a Tool

the need for educators to prepare students for uncertainty and to encourage adaptability
in understanding and applying democratic principles to new situations (Dewey, 1916;
Lipman, 1991). From its onset as a discipline, the field of public administration has prioritized
professional training of public servants as one of its main goals. Whether as managers,
leaders, or co-producers, public servants are expected to be at the helm of the ontological
process of creating a democratic community (Box et al., 2001). Today, as Dewey’s democratic
principles of community, engagement, and direct service face real and existential threats, we
contend that the constructivist approach is as timely as ever.

Contemporary public agencies face new challenges in a highly technologized, privatized, and
polarized world. We use the term “real democracy” to describe the ways in which Dewey’s socially
connected democratic ideals are challenged in an era where technology shapes information and
learning, public agencies function in austerity, and residents are unsure of their trust in
government. In accordance with Dewey’s predictions, the current practices of government
agencies require institutional adaptability and a highly engaged citizenry. In this article, we
recommend that institutions of higher education utilize service-learning as a pedagogical tool to
instill substantive democratic ideals in Master of Public Administration (MPA) students. By
instilling these ideas, instructors are preparing future public administration professionals to
overcome challenges to democracy and serve as “responsible administrators” (Burke & Cleary,

1989).

Service-learning is a type of experiential learning in which students engage with a community
partner (e.g., organizations, political/administrative actors, and/or individuals) not only to
develop the community partners’ capacity, but also to develop students’ ability to perform tasks,
build relationships, and gain knowledge of a particular field (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996; Britt,
2012). Service-learning can help develop students academically, personally, and professionally.
However, we contend that service-learning courses can also be designed to develop students
civically and democratically—a process we refer to as democratic service-learning. In the article
we explore how public administration educators can design and execute service-learning courses
in a way that aligns with Dewey’s ideals in an age of “real democracy.”

While the case for increased service-learning in the public administration classroom is neither
new nor groundbreaking (Imperial, Perry, & Katula, 2007), it can be challenging to intentionally
design and execute a valuable service-learning experience aimed at achieving a specific outcome
or set of outcomes (Dicke, Dowden, & Torres, 2004; Felten & Clayton, 2011). Currently, there is
little guidance for MPA faculty on how to conceptualize a course with the explicit goal of increasing
students’ substantive democratic ideals. This article seeks to fill this gap. We contend that
democratic service-learning, which emphasizes social justice and critical citizenship as well as
components of reflection and responsibility, can be a unique method to increase students’ ability
to internalize democratic ideals. In making our argument we develop a conceptual framework for
MPA faculty and program staff to consider.

The Rise of “Real Democracy”

Democracy is of vital importance to the practice and study of public administration (Diamond &
Schultz, 2018; Gaynor & Carrizales, 2018). Indeed, some have even suggested that democracy
requires (italics in original) the field of public administration (Meier, 2010). Public
administration would not be a field without the public, a public sector, and public service work—
all of which are cogs in the system of the communal democratic experience. Because democratic
ideals are the foundation of our public sector, there is value in integrating aspects of democracy
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in public administration pedagogy. However, due to waning connections between citizens and
their communities, some have argued that the value of substantive democracy has decreased in
the last century (Box et al., 2001).

“Real democracy” is a term that we have coined to represent the ways that Dewey’s democratic
principles of engagement, service, and citizenship exist in our present world, a world where the
provision of government services increasingly occurs outside the control of government agencies
(Warner & Hefetz, 2008), where these agencies rely more heavily on technologies to screen and
service clients (Eubanks, 2017), and where government must continuously prove its
trustworthiness (Kettl, 2018; Roberts, 2018). Private companies, data scientists, and technology
corporations are increasingly replacing public sector services and administrators (Eubanks,
2017); and, although some of the threats to democracy are as old as the system itself, new
advances in technology and privacy (Eubanks, 2017) coupled with increasing demands to provide
more services with fewer public dollars (Brown & Potoski, 2003) have impacted the application
of substantive ideals of democracy within the public sector.

The development of the Internet has also blurred geographic boundaries and globalized concerns
that were once local in nature. This has resulted in a weakening of the institutional, state, and
political boundaries (Brewer, Neubauer, & Geiselhart, 2006); and, although scholars continue to
argue that information technology can increase trust in government systems (Kettl, 2018; Song &
Lee, 2016), the rapid rise in “fake news” and social media trolls has reshaped citizens’ knowledge
of and interactions with their own government systems (Allcott & Genskow, 2017). Ultimately,
then, the use of technology has led to a distancing of citizens from public servants (Eubanks,
2017). This has undoubtedly altered the public sphere and is limiting the ability of street-level
bureaucrats (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2012) to apply the substantive ideals of Dewey’s
democracy.

It should also be noted that when data scientists determine how values are institutionalized within
technological systems they effectively become public administrators creating systems that can
limit citizens’ voices and representation within large government systems (Lebovits, 2018).
Collectively, these issues can lead to questions about the legitimacy of government agencies as a
substantive democratic apparatus that maintains the ideal of democracy and creates community
and citizenship. These questions about government’s legitimacy can result in increasing citizen
dissatisfaction with government (Ariely, 2013).

In order to promote substantive democratic ideals and ensure an application of these ideals in
public service outcomes, we argue that public administration education can and should prepare
students for the world of “real democracy.” As a professional degree program, the MPA
curriculum is already designed to prepare students to be leaders and responsible administrators.
Thus, the degree has objectives that supersede the course goals of undergraduate education in
public administration (Haupt, Kapucu, & Hu, 2017; Morse & Buss, 2014). Therefore, we maintain
that MPA instructors are uniquely positioned to develop democratic citizens at the graduate level.

We explore this idea through an approach to experiential education that we refer to as “democratic
service-learning.” In particuilar, we propose that public administration educators should consider
service-learning—an experiential learning approach that allows students to practically apply the
theoretical knowledge from their coursework—as not only a tool to develop professional skills but
also as a way to increase students’ ability to connect with and cultivate substantive democratic
values and understand their role within a democracy as both citizens and public administrators.
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Using examples from the literature we show that service-learning can be intentionally designed
to produce the democratic development of MPA students. Moreover, we suggest that public
administration educators are uniquely situated to provide this type of development through
democratic service-learning, as Dewey suggested.

In the following sections, we elaborate on the idea of democratic service-learning. We begin with
a review of the design elements, goals, and outcomes of service-learning. We also highlight the
role of educators and institutions in creating and executing a constructivist environment for
student growth. This review allows us to frame the discussion of democratic service-learning
within the larger institutional goals of learning and citizenship. We then continue with a
discussion of the distinctly democratic elements of MPA education and how the objectives of MPA
programs can be achieved through service-learning. Finally, we combine these components
within a single democratic service-learning framework, which is intended to provide a guide for
MPA faculty and program staff seeking to cultivate democratic ideals through service-learning.
We augment the framework with examples from public administration courses, democratic and
social justice initiatives in higher education, and service-learning research.

Service-Learning: Purpose and Design

Dewey’s (1916) approach to learning advocated for connecting practical experience with
knowledge while linking individuals to society and placing educators at the nexus of this
relationship. Proponents of Dewey’s method have suggested that educators can enhance
democratic citizenship through experiential learning (Giles & Eyler, 1994; Kapucu & Knox, 2011).
Higher education, it is believed, plays an integral role in the democratic development of students
and community problem-solving because it encourages educators to use their expertise to benefit
communities (Bryer, 2011).

Building on these ideals, Bryer (2014) suggested that educators should teach students how to be:
a) socially connected with others; b) politically intelligent enough to understand how to pursue
individual and collective interests within governing and political processes; c) socially aware and
empathetic to the conditions in which others, both locally and globally, live; and d) economically
self-sufficient and able to use skills necessary to earn a competitive salary. By working toward
these outcomes, students are believed to become empowered to help strengthen their
communities.

One way to intentionally infuse the pursuit of these goals into higher education is through the use
of service-learning, which is a form of experiential education that encourages civic engagement.
It is a context-dependent practice that allows students to apply the principles of the institution
and/or discipline in a community-based setting (Bringle & Hatcher, 1996). The integration of
service with an academic curriculum increases the value of both environments (Celio, Durlak, &
Dymnicki, 2011) as students serve their community by using knowledge and newly acquired skills
in realistic situations (Terry & Bohnenberger, 2004).

The use of service-learning in college classrooms has increased due to national initiatives and
federal funds (Madrell, 2014). At the undergraduate and graduate levels, service-learning courses
often take the form of students assisting community organizations and applying lessons from the
classroom in the real world (Imperial et al., 2007). Service-learning experiences can range from
short-term modules, semester-long activities, or multi-year/multi-course projects, with students
providing direct and/or indirect service (Felten & Clayton, 2011). Service-learning can be a useful
workforce development tool and a meaningful opportunity for students to engage with
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community members and learn new perspectives and behaviors (Britt, 2012; Simon, Yack, & Ott,
2013; Stout, 2013).

Student outcomes of service-learning range from increasing students’ academic ability and
technical skills to encouraging their substantive development as citizens (Britt, 2012; Bryer,
2014). Students gain professional networks and they learn about the real-life experiences of
professionals. They are also able to enhance their résumés (Gallaher & McGorry, 2015). Service-
learning participants develop academically by improving in their grades and gaining a better
understanding of course material (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda, & Yee, 2000). Personally, service-
learning participants develop social skills, self-efficacy, leadership, and inter- and intrapersonal
skills (Astin et al., 2000; Celio et al., 2011). Service-learning can also provide an outlet for students
to build relationships with faculty and community members all while cultivating new behaviors
in an experiential activity that occurs within a community setting (Britt, 2012; Simon et al., 2013;
Stout, 2013).

Service-learning differs from other forms of experiential learning such as internships, practicums,
and job placements. As opposed to these forms of experiential learning, service-learning focuses
on reality, reciprocity, reflection, and responsibility (Godfrey, Illes, & Berry, 2005). Specifically,
scholars have argued that service-learning projects should be realistic and have an explicit
connection to the service project and learning objectives. Being realistic suggests that there are
appropriate time and participant commitments. This also means that there are clear goals and an
understanding of impacts as well as proper design and management (Imperial et al., 2007;
Maddrell, 2014). Service-learning projects should not be time-consuming for participants.
Everyone should be fully aware of their roles, responsibilities, and commitments needed for
completion of the project. Best practice suggests formalizing project management protocols in
order to detail expectations, roles, and responsibilities (e.g., Maddrell, 2014); define success; and
identify processes for clear and constant communication. Contracts between participants can act
as a tool to allow for role clarity and understanding of responsibilities, outcomes, and outputs.
These contracts can be used as tangible tools to ensure the design of realistic service-learning
projects (Bennett & Green, 2001) that are able to connect student learning outcomes with
community service activities (Hydorn, 2007).

Reciprocity means that all parties are involved to assist in the structuring of the activity (Hilosky,
Moore, & Reynolds, 1999, p. 143). Service-learning projects should be designed for co-education
outcomes between community partners and instructor(s), where community partners work with
instructor(s) to develop the course, share course objectives, and design the project (Blouin &
Perry, 2009). Feedback loops and constant communication can facilitate the increased
partnerships needed for reciprocity and increased outcomes for all participants (Imperial et al.,
2007).

Reflection in service-learning means that these projects allow for the construction of knowledge
(Fisher, Sharp & Bradley, 2017). Reflection differentiates service-learning from other forms of
experiential education as it specifically connects the service experience to desired learning
outcomes. Reflection, however, can be the most challenging part of service-learning to implement
effectively; as a result, it is often done poorly or not at all (Barnes & Caprino, 2016). Reflective
exercises can be journals, group discussions, or short-answer responses. These exercises should
be designed to allow students an opportunity to connect the service to their learning by asking
questions or discussing problems and fostering intellectual and emotional engagement in their
service experience (Dubinsky, 2006). Without reflection, the service-learning experience risks
being meaningless to the democratic development of students. Our conceptualization of
democratic service-learning is dependent on reflection as it allows students to consider not only
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how the service had an impact on them and the community they serve (Barnes & Caprino, 2016;
Terry & Bohnenberger, 2004) but also how the service had an impact on their role as a citizen in
that community.

These three components (realistic, reciprocity, and reflection) are considered to be the three Rs
of service-learning. However, Godfrey, Illes, and Berry (2005) include responsibility as a fourth
service-learning component needed to promote the development of students as citizens. While
these authors noted that responsibility is related to the ethical behavior of business, in this article
we argue that responsibility is relevant in the neoliberal environment within which public
administrators work. Responsibility draws students’ attention to issues of equity and civic values,
where they are grounded in their responsibility to contribute to others (Godfrey et al., 2005).

Still, while the aforementioned design components all lend themselves to effective service-
learning projects, the results of service-learning can vary significantly. Together, the four
components (reality, reflection, reciprocity, and responsibility) can produce outcomes from
professional development to democratic development. We contend that public administration
educators can connect ideals from Dewey (1916) and Bryer (2014) to move beyond
conceptualizing service-learning as a tool solely used for knowledge dissemination and
professional skill development and move toward conceptualizing service-learning as a vehicle for
the development of students as citizens and community members. We highlight this combination
of Dewey (1916) and Bryer (2014) as well as the specific pedagogical goals of MPA programs in
the conceptual framework discussed later in the article.

It should be noted that even with the best intentions, service-learning projects can still be ill-
designed and badly executed if components of these courses are not clearly delineated and
specified in the design phase. Students can be triggered by this immersive process. Thus,
individual needs should be identified and addressed so that students are not negatively impacted
by the experience (Larsen, 2017). Poor design can also reinforce students’ existing paternalistic
and stereotypical ideas of community members as being deficient and them (students) acting as
community savior (Chupp & Joseph, 2010; Fisher et al., 2017). Proper design can elicit positive
emotions as well as increased positive outcomes overall (Chupp & Joseph, 2010).

Service-Learning: Goals and Outcomes

The design and implementation of service-learning courses vary significantly (Bryer, 2014). As a
result, service-learning outcomes differ across instructors and institutions. Britt (2012), however,
developed a typology of service-learning outcomes that could be expected from these courses (e.g.,
“skill-set practice and reflexivity, civic values and critical citizenship and social justice activism”

[p. 8o)).

Skill-set practice and reflexivity are cognitive outcomes connected to learning course materials by
applying the theoretical knowledge to practical experience. This goal is met when service-learning
acts as a method to connect theory and practice. Students are individual learners and the end goal
is to develop students’ competencies and feelings of self-efficacy.

Civic values and critical citizenship are outcomes linked to students as citizens “providing the
experience of being an individual in relation to the collective community” and “exploring what it
means to exist in relation to others in community” (Britt, 2012, p. 250). Courses that expect these
outcomes do so with the intent of “rais[ing] awareness of and critical thinking about social issues
and students’ values and morals” (p. 250) and fostering relational change in students.
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Finally, social justice activism outcomes allow students to take collective action against systems
of oppression. Courses that expect these outcomes can create a behavioral change in students
whereby they become change agents. Students, for example, can act against societal injustices and
power imbalances. Outcomes of a single service-learning project can overlap to develop students
as learners, citizens, and/or change agents (Britt, 2012).

Britt’s (2012) outcomes align with Dewey’s (1916) call for an adaptive and engaged student
learning experience. These outcomes can encourage public administration educators to better
utilize experiential learning programs to cultivate the relational and behavioral components of
democratic public service, in addition to skill-set practice. Britt (2012) notes that service-learning
is often used as a means to reinforce skills and train students for future employment. We contend,
however, that in the face of “real democracy” a singular focus on using service-learning to produce
skill-set and reflexivity outcomes will not necessarily provide students with the democratic
stamina to perform as responsible public administrators (Burke & Cleary, 1989). In addition to
professional skills development, future public administrators need democratic development.

Ultimately, democratic service-learning courses can be designed with the goals of increasing
students’ ability to engage with the community and create a sense of their own citizenship.
Planning and executing a course in this manner requires the support of educators and institutions,
a thoughtful combination of the four R design components outlined above (i.e., reality, reflection,
reciprocity, and responsibility) and an understanding of the democratic underpinnings of higher
education—specifically, public administration. Therefore, before outlining our framework for
democratic service-learning, we describe the importance of democratic education in the MPA
classroom.

Dewey’s Democracy and Public Administration Education

In combining Dewey’s call to institutions and educators with the challenges of “real democracy,”
we see MPA educators as being integral to the development of democratic students. Institutions
of higher education have historically played a significant role in the development of students as
active citizens (Felten & Clayton, 2011); however, more recently these institutions have focused
on becoming economic drivers keen on producing students who are competitive candidates for
the labor market (Bryer, 2014).

One of the main goals of graduate MPA education is to produce graduates who will efficiently and
effectively act as public servants (Lazenby, 2010; Vicino, 2017). In accordance with Dewey’s (1916)
approach, we argue that, in order to produce the engaged citizenry needed for a well-functioning
democracy, public administration educators must build on Dewey’s foundation and begin to
shape students as democratic and engaged citizens.

A number of studies have provided evidence to support the notion that educators (especially those
in public affairs, political science, and social work fields) should foster the constructivist
development of students as democratic citizens (Britt, 2012; Chupp & Joseph, 2010; Waldner,
Roberts, Widener, & Sullivan, 2011). Scholars within public administration have, therefore,
suggested that the MPA environment is uniquely positioned to cultivate students as future
practitioners, community builders, and engaged citizens (Morse & Buss, 2014; Vicino, 2017).

While graduates of MPA programs need technical and practical skills to succeed in the workforce,

the theoretical and ethical components of public administration curricula are still considered core
competencies of graduate public administration programs (Haupt et al., 2017). The focus on dual
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compentencies in these programs can leave faculty with mixed priorities. For example, they must
ensure that students are able to do the work required for gainful employment while also
attempting to instill ethical public service values (Brintnall, 2008; Vicino, 2017).

The Network of Schools of Public Policy, Affairs, and Administration (NASPAA) has highlighted
five core competencies that accredited MPA programs must integrate into their curricula: 1)
leading and managing in public governance; 2) participating in and contributing to the policy
process; 3) analyzing, synthesizing, thinking critically, solving problems, and making decisions;
4) articulating and applying a public service perspective; and 5) communicating and interacting
productively with a diverse and changing workforce and citizenry (NASPAA, 2014, p. 7). Several
of these competencies go beyond practical knowledge of administrative duties and focus more on
engaged duties of applying democratic principles to administrative work, engaging with
community members to resolve conflicts and encourage social change, and creating and
maintaining an environment that encourages diversity and social equity (Haupt et al., 2017;
Lopez-Littleton, Blessett, & Burr, 2018). Each of these is a key objective of public administration;
and, while these objectives might appear straightforward in classroom settings, they can be
difficult to contextualize in the workplace.

In their research on the value that managers place on these competencies, Haupt, Kapucu, and
Hu (2017) found that the application of democratic principles and practices as well as the ability
to understand and develop policy were the most important qualities that managers believed were
necessary to succeed in public governance and the policy process. Similarly, Lazenby (2010) found
that public managers ranked ethical behavior and community-building skills as more relevant
tools to succeed in public management than technical and service delivery skills. This trend goes
even further back to when Nalbandian (1999) found that the substantive notion of democracy and
the goals of community and citizenship were a strong focus for public managers. Collectively,
these studies highlight the importance of knowledge dissemination, information provision, and
ethical citizenship in MPA programs.

Still, there may be some disagreement between MPA educators as to the intended outcomes of
service-learning. Some educators, for example, may view service-learning as a method for
students to acquire knowledge, apply skills, and analyze issues (Astin et al., 2000). Thus, these
educators may not use service-learning to instill democratic ideals. Other educators, however,
may view service-learning as a way to develop students as citizens (Britt, 2012; Bryer, 2014).
Public affairs educators, in particular, who have intentionally designed service-learning courses
to emphasize these objectives have reported believing that the effort was valuable (Kimoto, 2011;
Nickels, Rowland & Fadase, 2011; Simon et al., 2013; Stout, 2013). Despite the value that these
educators find, there is no comprehensive overview of how to design a uniquely democratic
service-learning experience that is intended to produce critical citizenship and social justice
activism (Britt, 2012), while also meeting the goals of higher education (Bryer, 2014) and
specifically designed to address NASPAA’s core competencies. Thus, in the following section we
integrate all of these components into a single conceptual framework and provide examples of
service-learning courses that we believe are a representation of democratic service-learning.

Democratic Service-Learning: A Conceptual Model
The values of substantive democracy and the constructivist democratic approach are integral to
public administration education and practice, particularly in our current state of “real

democracy.” To help guide public administration educators on their path toward democratic
service-learning, we combine Britt’s (2012) typology of service-learning outcomes with Bryer’s
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Figure 1. A Conceptual Framework for Democratic Service-Learning
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(2014) development of students as community members and NASPAA’s (2014) graduate core
competencies to create a unified conceptual framework (see Figure 1). The framework visually
highlights the steps toward developing democratically minded public administrators through a
well designed democratic service-learning experience in MPA degree programs.

The central components of the framework correspond to Britt’s (2012) typology of service-
learning outcomes. The categories are independent and can be produced individually or in
different combinations for each course. However, some degree of skill-set practice and reflexivity
underlies all service-learning activities because, by definition, these courses enable students to
learn by doing. As a result, students are able to develop practical skills. If these projects had no
connection to learning by doing or skill-set practice and reflexivity then they would not be
considered service-learning. They would merely reflect more traditional experiential learning
experiences such as community service or volunteering (Furco, 1996; Kapucu & Knox, 2011).

Wodicka, Swartz, and Peaslee (2012) noted that MPA students often work with government
officials on program evaluations; and, Mottner (2010) described how service-learning can be used
to teach students about nonprofit marketing. In these instances, the service-learning projects
were connected to course materials for professional development or skill-set practice. These types
of service-learning projects, only aimed at professional development skills, are useful but do not
sufficiently develop students in all four areas of Bryer’s (2014) institutional goals of student
development nor do they exemplify Dewey’s (1916) democratic constructivist philosophy of
education. We, therefore, encourage MPA instructors to focus on outcomes that lead to the
development of democratically minded students, i.e., students who are also citizens and who have
the potential to uplift their communities and become responsible public administrators.
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Bryer’s (2014) ideas about the role of higher education institutions in the development of
students are listed on the right side of Figure 1. As shown, institutional outcomes are directly
linked with Britt’s (2012) student outcomes. At all levels, students gain social connections while
working with other students, community partners and members, and educators. Skill-set
practice and reflexivity projects can foster economic self-sufficiency, as the development of
professional skills can increase the likelihood of gainful employment. Outcomes related to civic
values can develop politically intelligent and socially aware students who know their role as
citizens and who want to learn more about the political system and how they can interact with it.

The NASPAA (2014) core competencies are listed on the left side of Figure 1 along with their
relationship to the goals developed by Bryer (2014) and the outcomes identified by Britt (2012).
We separate “Leading and managing in public governance into distinct competenmes (i.e.,
leading and managing) as we believe that the goals of “managing in public governance’ and
“analyzing, synthesizing, thinking critically, solving problems and making decisions” align with
skill-set related competencies (Haupt, Kapucu, & Hu, 2017).

Also shown in Figure 1, the competency related to, “Communicating and interacting productively
with a diverse and changing workforce and citizenry” is likely to be developed through outcomes
that correlate with civic values and critical citizenship. The competency related to “Articulating
and applying a public service perspective” as well as the competency related to “Leading in public
governance” are best achieved through a mixture of activities that cultivate social justice and
critical citizenship (Lopez-Littleton et al., 2018). Finally, we link social justice activism to the
competency focused on “Participating in and contributing to the policy process.” Throughout the
framework, the NASPAA core competencies align with the institutional goals developed by Bryer
(2014) as well as the outcomes identified by Britt (2012).

At the apex of the framework is the democratically-minded student. This is a student who has
participated in service-learning experiences that build on skill-set practice, critical citizenship,
and social justice behaviors. This development is fostered by democratic service-learning which
promotes meaningful engagement through reflection and responsibility. Democratic service-
learning develops students who are politically intelligent, socially connected, socially aware, and
economically self-sufficient. By engaging in this type of service-learning students are connected
to the community. They also understand the needs of the community and they feel empowered to
make a change within the community. This, for us, is the democratic student (as per Dewey’s
writings) who now has the increased potential to become a responsible public administrator.

While our conceptual framework is unique, several examples in the literature highlight the
components we describe. Student philanthropy service-learning projects, for example, highlight
strong relational growth among students, organizations, and the social values of nonprofit
partners (Benenson & Moldow, 2017; Olberding, 2009). In their review of the Pay It Forward
initiative, Benenson and Moldow (2017) found that students reported higher rates of confidence
in their own skills when the experience allowed them to engage with the organization and play an
active role in organizational leadership and decision-making. Similarly, Olberding (2009) found
that through student philanthropy, students felt more connected to and aware of nonprofit
organizations and the social issues they attempted to tackle.

Bryer (2011) also provides an example of democratic service-learning in his description of an MPA
course that assisted students in studying collaborative governance. In the course, students
practiced data analysis (a skill that public administrators need) to provide recommendations to a
nonprofit organization while they learned about the theory and practice of collaborative
governance and other governmental processes. Waldner and colleagues (2011) also noted the
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importance of social justice service-learning in a public policy course where MPA students worked
with local health officials to analyze policy data and provide relevant recommendations. In this
course, students were immersed in a social equity experience that allowed them to not only learn
about historical and current inequities but to also work toward resolving them (Waldner et al.,
2011). Both of these service-learning projects were intentionally designed to not only give future
public administrators the opportunity to actively participate in the policy process but to also allow
them to understand the functioning of government and issues of social equity.

These types of projects undoubtedly build students’ social awareness. They allow students to
develop empathy for the conditions of others and to cultivate their relational capacity. Still, these
projects are not social justice advocacy focused, which is a key component of our conceptual
framework. Interestingly, in our review of the literature, we failed to find evidence that social
justice advocacy projects are utilized in MPA courses, although they are at times present in
undergraduate public administration education (Nickels et al., 2011). These types of courses
would be useful for MPA instructors in providing the training needed for students to function as
responsible administrators in an age of “real democracy.”

Conclusion

In his journey to the United States, de Tocqueville (2003) noted that the substantive experience
of democracy does not simply consist of cognitive awareness and understanding of society’s
issues, but it demands an empowered populace willing to confront difficult issues. Almost 200
years later, austerity and privatization, technology and the lack of clarity concerning information,
along with low levels of citizen trust in government have created cracks in our democratic
foundation. Therefore, fostering key elements of constructivist democracy—i.e., civic values and
social justice behaviors—in public administration graduate students can allow for the
development of democratic students and future public administrators who are empowered to
create change.

This article presents a framework that can prepare future public administrators to enter the world
of public service with Dewey’s democratic ideals deeply ingrained. We began by describing the
general principles of service-learning including the design, objectives, and outcomes of service-
learning courses. We noted that service-learning can be an ideal vehicle for instilling the
principles of Dewey’s constructivist, context-dependent democratic approach. We then
highlighted the discipline specific pedagogical goals of public administration and the role of
service-learning in cultivating democracy in the MPA classroom. Finally, we presented a
conceptual framework describing a service-learning path uniquely intended to cultivate civic
values and social justice-oriented democratic students, which we defined as “democratic service-
learning.”

Our conceptual framework outlines the core components of democratic service-learning by
aligning MPA core competencies, the roles of higher education institutions in student
development, and service-learning outcomes. Educators can use this framework to guide the
intentional design of meaningful projects. Although this is not a simple task, we believe that in an
age of “real democracy” public administration students must enter into the public sector with
these ideals already ingrained; and, democratic service-learning can foster this development.

Public administration educators are responsible for the professional skills development of their

students, particularly their graduate students who are being primed to enter the workforce as
leaders and skilled contributors. We contend that public administration educators are also
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responsible for the development of responsible administrators who are democratically
developed citizens capable of bridging the public servant and citizen divide. These are
students who have been prepared not only to act as effective administrators but who have
also been prepared to understand their obligations as a citizen in a substantive democracy.
Moreover, these are students who now have the skills to navigate “real democracy” and work
with their communities to address the potential challenges of democracy in present times. It
is, therefore, not enough for public administration educators to send skilled labor into the
workforce. We must also produce responsible professionals who can uphold the ideals of
democracy and the bureaucracy that they serve.

Notes

1. The term “citizen” has exclusionary connotations, particularly in an age in which the term
has been co-opted by communities that seek to narrowly define one’s capacity to engage
within a democratic system. Similar to existing literature, we use the term with the hope
that a new word or series of words will soon be adopted and integrated into public
administration literature and research.
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