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Integrating Community-Based Learning with LIS Education 

 
1. STATEMENT OF BROAD NEED 
The rapid growth of the digital society has sparked fundamental changes to libraries and 
librarianship. Public libraries in particular have been moving toward becoming more fully 
realized community centers, with growing emphases on promoting community engagement, 
learning, and collaboration. This ongoing shift reflects “an increasing focus on what the library 
does over what the library has.”1 Academic libraries are following suit, with the goal of bringing 
various campus constituencies together into shared community spaces.2 The need for grassroots, 
community-based librarianship is evident—indeed, urgent—for all types of libraries, especially 
public and academic libraries. It was reported in one study3 that 25% of Norwegian public library 
users went to the library to learn about political or cultural organizations or leisure activities 
taking place in the local community, and more than 20% went to the library with friends or 
colleagues to work together on a common assignment or a leisure activity. Similarly, community 
programming and outreach play a central role in U.S. public libraries, according to a recent 
IMLS public libraries survey.4 This continuing movement toward public libraries as centers for 
community engagement is coupled with “a growing emphasis on information and information 
services in digital forms and formats.”5 In U.S. academic libraries, moreover, there are increasing 
calls to connect with a broader community through programing, technology, and data services.6 
This proposal brings together these two trends—libraries as centers for community support and 
engagement, and advanced digital and data services in libraries—to create a new model for more 
impactful library and information science (LIS) education. 
 
These trends point to a clear need for developing community-based librarianship and, 
specifically, for increasing the focus of LIS education on community needs assessment and 
community-based librarianship. Indeed, IMLS recently identified “re-branding for community-
based librarianship” and “community competencies” as top priorities for the future of the 
profession.7 Community competencies are a new set of concepts and skills vital for future 
professionals. These concepts and skills, such as understanding community engagement in the 
context of library service, developing user-centric skills in leadership and management, 
developing critical thinking and problem-solving skills in rapidly evolving communities, and 
fostering communication and collaboration skills in culturally diverse and sensitive 
environments, need to be learned not in the traditional classroom setting, but through experiential 
learning in the communities. Furthermore, learners need to be entrenched in a community to 
understand their constituents and the community’s needs and issues. Learners should not be 
considered “experts” who provide solutions to the community but community members who live 
and breathe with the community and co-develop programs and solutions for the community. This 
is the spirit of community-based learning.  
 
In this project, we will address the need to focus on community-based librarianship and provide 
community-based learning in LIS education. We will innovate, design and develop courses on 
community-based learning and librarianship and implement a post-Baccalaureate certificate 
focusing on developing students’ abilities in design, development, and management of 
community-based service projects. The credits earned in this certificate are fully transferable to 
an LIS master’s degree, thus providing library paraprofessionals a new pathway to hone their 
skills and advance their careers through the certificate or the full LIS degree. The new courses 
and certificate will enrich our LIS curriculum and expand our capability for educating the next 
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generation of library and archival leaders with a strong focus on digital skills. Most importantly, 
we will formalize a model of community-based learning and define core community 
competencies that merit inclusion in the LIS curriculum and share the vetted model with other 
LIS programs nationally to ensure sustainable impact.  
 
 
2. PROJECT DESIGN 
This project brings together university, nonprofit, and public library groups from across the city 
of Philadelphia. Project partners include Drexel University’s College of Computing and 
Informatics (CCI), the Lindy Center for Civic Engagement, the Dornsife Center for 
Neighborhood Partnerships, and the Free Library of Philadelphia. These organizations will 
develop a multi-faceted, nuanced, and deep understanding of the needs of Philadelphia 
communities. This partnership will ultimately enhance CCI’s capacity for working with a range 
of community organizations to educate the next generation of LIS students to become leaders in 
community engagement and digital information services, both in Philadelphia and across the 
country.  
 
2.1 The Environment and Infrastructure for Community-based Learning 
“A university with a purpose,” Drexel University is actively building a robust, technologically-
rich infrastructure to support community-based learning.8 Founded in 1891 explicitly as a 
community outreach initiative, Drexel distinguished itself by embracing racial, religious, gender, 
and class inclusivity quite early in the history of U.S. higher education. CCI’s library education 
program was founded in 1892 as part of the University founder’s original vision of community-
based learning. Today CCI’s Information Science Department continues that mission, educating 
students for leadership roles in a wide range of information professions. To this end, Drexel’s 
strategic plan centers on a comprehensive and long-term commitment to becoming the most 
civically-engaged university in the United States. To do this, Drexel commits to solving real 
community problems; investing in local neighborhoods; encouraging academic, student, and 
employee voluntarism; supporting diversity and inclusion in all university planning; advancing 
local and global knowledge and society through an experiential and technology-rich education; 
and promoting shared values such as quality, integrity, diversity, access, stewardship, and 
innovation and entrepreneurship.9  
 
As a key component of this university-wide pledge, the Lindy Center for Civic Engagement 
fosters a culture of civic responsibility by providing programs and resources that empower 
Drexel students and the broader university community to expand their civic identities through 
engagement in mutually-beneficial partnerships that lead to a more just society. To facilitate this 
mission, the Lindy Center engages students, faculty, and staff in four core interconnected 
concepts: community-based learning, civic leadership development, public service, and 
community partnerships. With the center’s support, our CBL LIS education project team will 
have direct access to rich resources on experiential learning and community engagement and will 
receive input and advice from a group of experts on community-based learning.  
 
Similarly, the Dornsife Center for Neighborhood Partnerships combines Drexel’s knowledge 
resources with the expertise of community-based partners to address the needs and interests of 
the university’s surrounding neighborhoods “in a way that strengthens, empowers, and educates, 
while maintaining a strong commitment to economic and social justice.”10 Through educational 
and recreational services, and with the participation of Drexel students, faculty, and staff, the 
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Center supports the health, wellness, and stability of the community. The Center maintains a 
robust physical presence in the neighborhood and invites community partners to the Center 
regularly to meet and collaborate with Drexel personnel in service of local community 
development and problem-solving. Members of the project team have developed fruitful 
relationships with the Dornsife Center; the ‘Play with Data’ camp for neighborhood female high 
school students is a notable example.11   
 
Finally, Drexel CCI has a long tradition of collaborating with the Free Library of Philadelphia 
(FLP) on LIS research and education projects. Last year, a group of Drexel LIS faculty discussed 
Drexel’s MSLIS curriculum with FLP librarians and paraprofessional staff to learn how the 
curriculum would meet their needs. The discussion quickly became centering on their needs for 
community engagement and paraprofessional training. The discussion in part has motivated us to 
propose this project. The Free Library of Philadelphia has been in the front line of developing 
community-centered librarianship. Currently, they are leading an IMLS funded project on 
developing “skills for community-centered librarianship” through professional development. 
This proposed project will complement that project, introducing community-based learning to 
LIS education and developing a certificate for community engagement.        
 
2.2 Community-based learning 
Community-based learning (CBL) is a form of experiential learning that utilizes an intentional 
pedagogical approach to integrate academic learning with community engagement. Founded on 
reciprocal partnerships among faculty, students, and community organizations, all CBL 
experiences share three common elements: 1) engagement with the community; 2) enhancement 
of students’ learning of course content and understanding of the community through critical 
reflection; and 3) an explicit connection of community engagement to course learning outcomes. 
CBL provides dynamic learning experiences for students that aim to address real world problems 
leading to positive social change. Drexel intentionally uses the term “community-based learning” 
(as opposed to “service-learning”) because it is a broader and more inclusive term that highlights 
our commitment to working with the community and not in service to the community.  

To support the development of CBL courses at Drexel University, the Lindy Center for Civic 
Engagement works directly to train and support faculty interested in CBL. The Center provides a 
3-Day Community-Based Learning Training to faculty and staff who learn to: 

• Examine and reflect upon why they are interested in developing a CBL course 
• Explore the movement of civic engagement in higher education and at Drexel in 

particular 
• Experience and reflect upon discomfort within a non-traditional academic setting 
• Understand how reflective analysis can enhance a CBL course 
• Design a CBL course utilizing engagement and significant learning pedagogies 
• Examine and discuss the experience of multiple stakeholders in a CBL course, with a 

focus on the cultural competency skills necessary to navigate diverse relationships.  
• Recognize the unique conversations that occur with community partners 

 

After faculty and staff complete the training, they can access ongoing course development, 
partnership management, and logistical support from the Lindy Center for Civic Engagement.  
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2.3 Expected Outcomes  
Outcomes of the project include: 1) a community-based learning model for LIS education to be 
shared with other LIS programs nationwide; 2) a post-baccalaureate Community Catalysts 
Certificate that can be both stand-alone and integrated into the ALA-accredited LIS degree 
program; and 3) twelve IMLS Community Catalysts Fellows who are inspired to lead library 
professionals in community engagement. 
 
Outcome 1: The CBL Model for LIS Education 
The Lindy Center at Drexel has developed a series of community-based learning (CBL) models 
for civic engagement. It is our goal to tailor this model specifically for LIS education. 
Presupposing that knowledge is socially constructed, the community-based learning model 
integrates academic learning and personal achievement with community engagement and 
community-building to address real-world problems. Dynamic and action-oriented, experiential 
and participatory, critical and reflective, CBL depends upon collaborative co-learning based on 
mutually-defined expectations and objectives. It advances diversity and stresses positive social 
justice and social equity outcomes.12 CBL aligns with librarians’ inveterate commitment to 
serving their communities. 
 
The Lindy Center has worked with diverse stakeholders to develop a framework of CBL 
pedagogy at Drexel. Three examples include: Side-by-Side, Community-hybrid, and Service-
learning. First, side-by-side courses are unique to Drexel and equalize Drexel students with 
students who are members of marginalized community groups. In the side-by-side course, 
university students and local community members (in this project: local branch public library 
paraprofessionals) learn together in the classroom, sharing their experiences and perspectives. 
Mutually respectful dialogue, collaboration, and experiential learning enables the co-creation of 
strategies to address social problems involving issues of access to education, equality, equity, 
diversity, intersectionality, and social justice.13 In these learning environments, everyone learns 
from one another and benefits from their unique knowledge, experiences, and perspectives. 
Previous community partners include local anti-poverty organizations, urban farms, minority 
entrepreneur and small business support services, and senior living facilities. Second, community 
hybrid courses span the on-campus classroom and the community, requiring a structured 
investment of time outside of the classroom that serves in place of course-credit hours. Third, 
service-learning courses require community service hours outside of the classroom whose 
purposes align with the course topic.  
 
For this project, LIS faculty will work with the Lindy Center to develop, implement, and test the 
CBL pedagogy on LIS education, developing each of these three types of community-based 
learning courses into a fully-realized model for LIS community-based learning. We will improve 
the model throughout the project, seeking input and feedback from two independent project 
advisors (a Family & Community Engagement Center representative, and Ms. Angela Lindo, 
Senior Librarian, New York Public Library) (see Evaluation Plan in Section 2.5).We will share 
our model, outcomes, and deliverables with LIS schools nationwide through conventional and 
non-conventional dissemination channels (see Dissemination Plan in Section 2.6). 
 
Outcome 2: The Certificate on Community Engagement  
The second outcome of the project is enhanced community engagement in the LIS curriculum. 
Evolving practice demands curriculum changes that balance theory and practice, instill 
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interpersonal skills, develop practical expertise, and promote collaborating across departments 
and institutions to enrich students’ learning experiences. To this end, our recently updated LIS 
curriculum includes four new core courses, including Organization of Data and Information and 
Data and Digital Stewardship, both of which target the development of knowledge, and skills for 
working with digital data. The proposed project will allow for students to apply such knowledge 
and skills to community service through the form of community-based learning. In this project, 
we will enhance our curriculum in this area through the development of two new courses based 
on the community-based learning model:       

• Course 1: Design Thinking for Digital Community Service – A side-by-side CBL course 
to foster understanding of the community needs and develop services that will meet these 
needs.  

• Course 2: Data Analytics for Community-Based Data and Service – From action research 
to impact assessment, this community hybrid CBL course will help students pursue 
scholarship on engagement and practice community-based learning skills. 

 
These two courses will be added to our curriculum as electives for students in the LIS program. 
Students who complete these two courses and a capstone course (a supervised community-based 
internship) will earn a Certificate to be developed in this project. The certificate will be designed 
as a post-Baccalaureate Certificate in Community Engagement. The certificate will serve 
multiple purposes. First, it will attract and help those interested in developing positive and 
impactful community engagement skills. Second, it will serve as a point of entry to the LIS 
program; students may earn this certificate first and gradually matriculate into the full LIS 
program, as certificate credits earned in this certificate will be fully transferable to the LIS 
program. Third, it will serve a vital need of paraprofessionals who lack the resources to complete 
a full LIS master’s degree. According to our planning dialogues with Siobhan Reardon, President 
and Director of the Free Library of Philadelphia, there is a huge and ever-growing need for such 
career advancement opportunities for paraprofessionals within the Free Library of Philadelphia 
system, and in many other public libraries and public library systems throughout the nation.       
 
Table 1 provides a detailed description of the certificate and the three new courses. The syllabi 
for the three courses are provided in the supplemental materials.    

Outcome 3: The IMLS Fellows 
To test and co-develop the model and the curriculum on community engagement, we will recruit 
as IMLS Community Catalyst Fellows (here after referred to as IMLS Fellows or Fellows) 12 
paraprofessionals and prospective LIS students who demonstrate superior service attitudes and 
who are interested in community engagement and community-based learning. The Fellows will 
be admitted to the Certificate or the LIS degree program, depending on their particular needs and 
interests. As Drexel LIS students, they will engage in community-based learning through the 
coursework described in this proposal. Each fellow will also complete a specialized capstone 
course (for 20 weeks) comprising a supervised community project to advance their proficiency in 
design and in developing community-based digital services. The selection of Fellows is detailed 
in the next section.  
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Table 1: The Certificate in Community Engagement for Library Professionals 
 
Drexel University’s post-Baccalaureate Certificate in Community Engagement is designed for 
those interested in developing positive and impactful community engagement skills. It also 
serves as a point of entry to a Master of Science in Information (MSI) Library and Information 
Science (LIS) major. Credits earned in this certificate are fully transferable to the MSI-LIS 
degree program.    
 

 Course 1 Course 2 Course 3 
Course title  Design Thinking for 

Digital Community 
Service 

Data Analytics for 
Community-based Data and 
Service  

Community Service 
Capstone Project  

Length  10 weeks  10 weeks  10 or 20 weeks 
Deliver  On-campus and online In-class and onsite  Onsite and online  
Course 
Rationale 

Students and 
professionals work 
together to identify a 
community-based digital 
information need and 
design a collaborative 
program to address that 
need. 

Students develop civic 
engagement skills for 
community needs 
assessment, community 
project development, data-
driven decision making, and 
community-based 
communication.  

Students integrate 
community-based learning 
with domain knowledge, 
communication, 
organization, research 
synthesis, and other 
professional skills. 

CBL Model  Side-by-Side/Hybrid Community Hybrid  Service-Learning 
Course Design Pairing one LIS student 

and one local library 
paraprofessional to learn 
together throughout the 
course 

Pairing two LIS students 
with one local community 
member to work together on 
a community project. 

Students developing or 
participating in a 
community service project.  

Course 
Outcomes:  
 
Upon successful 
completion of 
this course, 
students will be 
able to:  

• Explain the major 
concepts and processes 
of community 
information needs 
analysis. 

• Describe the major 
elements of design 
thinking, with particular 
focus on digital 
information service 
design. 

• Identify a significant 
information service 
need within the target 
community. 

• Work collaboratively to 
design a problem-based 
information service to 
address the identified 
need. 

• Determine the key steps 
and associated challenges 
of data analytics for 
selected domain problems. 

• Use oral and written 
communication skills to 
interact with a range of 
audiences through 
democratic, participatory 
engagement. 

• Choose analytics tools for 
loading, aggregating, 
analyzing, and visualizing 
data for community 
projects.  

• Develop partnerships with 
local community 
organizations to address 
data-invoked problems. 

 

• Analyze a significant 
problem in library-based 
community service.   

• Demonstrate knowledge of 
basic qualitative and 
quantitative research 
methods related to the 
field. 

• Apply knowledge and 
research from design 
thinking and community-
based learning to advance 
professional practice. 

• Demonstrate effective 
written and oral 
communication of 
professional practice 
experiences and academic 
research. 

Course Lead 
Instructor  

Denise Agosto  Erjia Yan Alex Poole 
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2.4 Implementation Plan 
This will be a three-year project conducted by a team of LIS faculty: Professors Xia Lin 
(Department Head), Jane Greenberg (Associate Department Head), Denise Agosto (LIS Program 
Director), Erjia Yan (Assistant Professor) and Alex Poole (Assistant Professor). In the first year, 
the full description of the Certificate, including program justification, market analysis, course 
descriptions, and program learning outcomes, etc., will be prepared and submitted to the Drexel 
University Senate for approval of the certificate program. In the meantime, all members of the 
team will participate in the Lindy Center for Civic Engagement’s three-day “Faculty community-
based learning workshop.” The team members will learn about foundations and framework for 
community-based learning and receive training on developing and conducting meaningful CBL 
courses. Throughout the year and the whole project’s three-year duration, the Lindy Center will 
provide support, guidance, and resources to the project team members while they work on the 
design, development, and delivery of the new CBL-based courses.  
 
Another task for the first year is to recruit students to become IMLS Fellows for the Certificate. 
We will promote this project and target three population groups for the recruitment: (1) 
paraprofessionals who have worked in the Free Library of Philadelphia for some time and who 
are seeking advancement of their information service careers; (2) paraprofessionals in local 
academic libraries (Drexel University, Temple University, and University of Pennsylvania) and 
in area library consortia (such as the tri-college consortium that includes Swarthmore, Bryn 
Mawr, and Haverford College libraries); (3) Current and perspective students in the Drexel LIS 
program who are interested in developing community engagement skills through community-
based learning. Drexel University is committed to diversity and inclusion, and the LIS program 
exemplifies this commitment and will reflect this goal in our recruitment, aiming to build a 
diverse and inclusive cohort, with representation from minority and underrepresented groups. Six 
IMLS Fellows each will be selected for the second and third year of the project. These Fellows 
will receive full tuition scholarships for the three courses of the Certificate. This will ensure that 
they can complete the Certificate regardless of their socioeconomic status.  
 
In the second year, the project team members will focus on delivering the three CBL courses 
while developing a CBL model for LIS education. The faculty and the Fellows will work 
together to develop community-based service projects in their coursework and capstone projects. 
The project team will collaborate with the Dornsife Center for Neighborhood Partnerships to 
invite members of the local community to participate equally in the projects for community-
based learning.  
 
In the third year, the project team will continue delivering and refining the CBL courses while 
refining the CBL-based model for LIS education. We will conduct rigorous internal evaluations 
(e.g., teaching evaluations, peer evaluations) and external evaluations (e.g., through project 
advisors). The detailed evaluation plan is provided in the next section. During the third year, we 
will also disseminate the CBL model for LIS education (see Section 2.6 Dissemination Plan). A 
schedule of completion that shows major project activities and their durations graphically can be 
found in the supplementary materials.  

2.5 Evaluation Plan 
Three outcomes will be separately evaluated through two methods: internal and external 
evaluations (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Evaluation plan 
 Internal evaluations External evaluations 

Outcome 1: a CBL 
model for LIS 
education  

• Evaluated through the Lindy 
Center (e.g., workshop 
survey) 

• Evaluated through the 
Dornsife Center (e.g., 
community awareness 
assessment) 

• Project advisor evaluations (a 
Family & Community 
Engagement Center 
representative, and a New 
York Public Library Senior 
Librarian) 

Outcome 2: a post-
baccalaureate 
Community Catalysts 
Certificate  

• Quantitative and qualitative 
course evaluations 

• Instructor peer evaluations 
(sit-in and video recordings) 

• Panel feedback when 
presenting the certificate at 
conferences 

• Feedback from CBL workshop 
at the end of the third year 

Outcome 3: 12 IMLS 
Community Catalysts 
Fellows 

• Students’ feedback at the end 
of the second year and the end 
of the third year 
 

• Community partners’ feedback 
to students’ performance (for 
those involved in the three 
courses) 

 
2.6 Dissemination Plan 
The curriculum, course materials, and lessons learned in this project will be disseminated to the 
LIS community nationally through conference presentations, journal publications, and a series of 
free webinars. Near the end of the third year, we will organize a CBL workshop for LIS faculty 
from other universities, either at the Association for Library and Information Science Education 
(ALISE) or American Library Association (ALA) annual meetings. This will help raise 
awareness of and promote community-based learning while receiving valuable input and 
feedback and discussing the broader impact of community-based service in our profession. 
Further ensuring transparency, we will design a project website that publishes course materials 
and other key project documentation (e.g., pre-prints of journal and conference publications) free 
to the public. 
 
 
2.7 The Advisory Committee  
The project will have an advisory committee that will actively engage with the project team to 
provide input and advice for the implementation the project. The committee will include 
following members (see supplemental materials for letters of support): 

• Siobhan A. Reardon, President and Director, Free Library of Philadelphia 
• Angela Lindo, Librarian, New York Public Library 
• Shannon M. Oltmann, Associate Professor, School of Information Science, University of 

Kentucky 
• Katy Travaline, Associate Director, Programs and Special Project, Dornsifer Center for 

Neighborhood Partnerships, Drexel University 
• Jennifer J. Kebea, Executive Director, Lindy Center for Civic Engagement, Drexel 

University. 
• T.B.D., A Family & Community Engagement Center representative 
• T.B.D., A neighborhood community center representative  
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3. Diversity Plan 
We will make special efforts to identify and recruit Fellows from groups traditionally 
underrepresented in LIS programs, in line with the goals of Drexel University. Limited racial 
diversity remains a tremendous problem in LIS.14 LIS programs need to be more deliberate, 
proactive, and intentional in recruiting minorities, including outreach to paraprofessionals.15 
Today’s users “want to see and hear themselves reflected in library staff and service”; improved 
understanding of cultural issues will increase library use.16 The profession must therefore 
broaden its ethnic makeup, increase the number of languages its members speak, augment its 
skill sets, and embed librarians in community organizations.17 Our project will help develop the 
needed critical mass in the recruitment and retention of minorities for which IMLS calls.18 We 
will draw from the highly-diverse Philadelphia population with the goal of recruiting and 
supporting students from traditionally underserved populations. During the Fellows selection 
process, priority will be given to students who self-identify as underrepresented minorities.  
 
Further, we will work closely with the Dornsife Center to develop service in the Philadelphia’s 
Promise Zone, named in January of 2014 by President Obama as one of the named a two-square-
mile section of West Philadelphia one of the nation’s five inaugural “Promise Zones.” The West 
Philadelphia Promise Zone includes parts of 10 neighborhoods and more than 35,000 residents. 
It is an area in which the poverty rate approaches 51% and unemployment approaches 14%. 
Capitalizing on the area’s assets (well-organized civic groups, long-standing community service 
providers, public transportation, a commercial corridor, and proximity to large employers), the 
initiative seeks to reduce poverty and bring greater opportunities to those living and working in 
West Philadelphia by focusing on education, jobs, housing, and health services.19 The Dornsife 
Center constitutes a vital community anchor of the Promise Zone.20 
 
4. Broad Impact.  
The success and experience we gain through this project will have significant national impact. 
The project will be developed based on community-based learning and civic engagement 
principles. The community-based learning model developed in the project will be transferable to 
other LIS programs. The courses and special training materials and tools created for community-
based learning will be shared openly with the LIS community. This project will be sustainable: 
our degree program will be enhanced and its focus on community-based learning will enrich our 
curriculum as well as other LIS curriculums given the paradigm shift in LIS education from 
content-centric to service-centric. Prior community engagement-based projects in LIS education 
have largely focused on rural or specialized (e.g., ethnic studies, digital stewardship) 
communities. Our project will focus on community-based learning in an underserved urban 
community. More than 55 million Americans live in cities larger than Cincinnati (300k). There is 
an untapped opportunity for LIS education to be more engaged with and integrated into urban 
civic institutions. Your library will still be the most important place in town,21 if and only if, the 
next generation of library professionals fully engage with the communities.  
 
Sustainability 
This project will create a Certificate in Community Engagement for Library Professionals. 
Drexel University’s Department of Information Science will continue to offer the Certificate 
after the project ends, as it enriches Drexel LIS’s long history of commitment to civic 
engagement. It will expand Drexel’s capability to train and recruit LIS students and it will 
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augment the College’s engagement with the local community. We are confident that the training 
of community catalysts will continue and is sustainable at Drexel for many years to come.   
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