
 

Community-Engagement Course Designator Guide  

One important strategy for institutionalizing community engaged learning through 
curriculum and coursework is the development of an institutional mechanism to track 
and distinguish courses that involve a community-engagement component. This is 
referred to as a course designator. A course designator is a short form of an academic 
discipline, used before a course number. It is represented by a series of letters. For 
example, EDU = education, PSY = psychology, HIST = history, etc.  
  
Many higher education institutions are now developing a course designator for 
community-engagement courses (e.g. CE = Community-engagement; CBR = 
community-based research; SL = service-learning). Some institutions also call this an 
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attribute. Having a course designator is extremely useful for community engagement, 
as it assists with promoting community-engaged (CE) courses, having a full inventory of 
CE courses (useful for the Carnegie Classification), and managing faculty and partner 
relationships and projects.  

This document explains how to create a new course designator for community-
engaged learning (CEL) courses, and identify courses at your institution that qualify for 
a community-engagement course designator. Engaging in this process will help you 
identify factors and allies that play an instrumental role in tracking community-engaged 
learning activities across campus, and devise a plan to initiate the process of CEL 
course designator at your school.  

How to create a course designator? 
Generally, the process of creating a community-engagement course designator is 
facilitated by administrators of the Center for community / civic engagement on 
respective campuses in collaboration with faculty members. The process may differ 
somewhat depending on the size (e.g. small colleges with about 1000 students vs. big 
universities with 20,000+ students) and the type of institution (public, private); however, 
below are some common steps that have been found useful in the course designation 
approval process: 

Step 1: Preparing for the Process & Identifying Key Institutional Stakeholders  
The process of getting a community-engagement (CE) course designator approved 
requires coordination with and 
buy-in from different 
stakeholders. For example, you 
will need to meet with a lead of 
the academic division as well as 
the registrar’s office to explain the 
usefulness of having a CE course 
designator at your institution. You 
may also want to meet with the 
curriculum committee to gather 
information about approval 
process and timeline. In order to 
prepare for a productive meeting 
with these stakeholders, it would 
be useful to spend some time 
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doing background research and articulating in writing the top 2-3 reasons it will be 
beneficial to pursue the course designation process at your institution. Review your 
office / Center’s (E.g. Center for Community Engagement) past reports and other 
institutional documents (e.g. strategic plan, department websites, faculty profiles) to 
make notes about the extent to which information around community-engagement 
activities is available, and how having a system to record these activities would benefit 
the institution. Your rationale could include the following: 

• having a more complete inventory of all that is happening in departments; 

• developing a system to maintain this information annually for reporting purposes; 

• making community-engaged learning (CEL) deeper and more pervasive; 

• applying for Carnegie Foundation’s Elective Community-Engagement 
Classification; 

• documenting the impact of partnerships and projects; 

• streamlining reporting by working with the registrar and course management 
systems 

Note: Find out under which unit your Center falls (i.e. academic affairs, student affairs, 
President’s office, Chaplain’s office), and how well connected your center is with 
academic affairs staff. Connecting with Academic Affairs is important. Learn which 
committees exist, and which committee works on the approval process for the course 
designator. This will give you an idea about the individuals you will need to connect 
with to move this work forward.  

Step 2: Setting-up Meetings To Understand the Requirements & Timeline   
Next, schedule a meeting with the lead of the academic division (i.e. Academic Dean, 
President or Vice-President of Academic Affairs) to explore the possibility of 
developing a course designator. Discuss which of the above-mentioned reasons (see 
step 1) would be a priority for your institution. Also, meet with the curriculum 
committee chair and someone from the registrar’s office to understand the approval 
process, required documents, and timeline.  
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Step 3: Identifying a Faculty Ally  
Once the Academic Dean is on board with the idea, ask if they could connect you with 
a faculty member to start this process. If you know of a faculty (either through your own 
connections or due to your membership in certain committees), discuss it with the 
Academic dean (lead of the academic division), and recruit them to work with you on 
this project. Explain them the scope of this work, time commitment, and compensation. 
Some schools give course releases to faculty whereas some schools offer a stipend. 

Note: Make a strategic choice about who to work with. Find a faculty member who is 
engaged, well-respected by colleagues, and will advocate for community-engaged 
learning.  

Step 4: Defining Community-Engaged Learning and Standards  
First, work with the faculty to clarify a campus-wide language and conceptualization of 

community engaged coursework (which may be called 
different names including community engaged learning, 
service-learning, community-engaged research, etc. 

Some schools follow the definition given in the Carnegie 
Foundation’s elective community engagement classification, as 
included below:  
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Carnegie Foundation  
Community engagement describes collaboration between institutions of higher 
education and their larger communities (local, regional/state, national, global) for the 
mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership 
and reciprocity. 

The purpose of community engagement is the partnership of college and university 
knowledge and resources with those of the public and private sectors to enrich 
scholarship, research and creative activity; enhance curriculum, teaching and 
learning; prepare educated, engaged citizens; strengthen democratic values and civic 
responsibility; address critical societal issues; and contribute to the public good. 
(Source: https://public-purpose.org/initiatives/carnegie-elective-classifications/
community-engagement-classification-u-s/). 

https://public-purpose.org/initiatives/carnegie-elective-classifications/community-engagement-classification-u-s/
https://public-purpose.org/initiatives/carnegie-elective-classifications/community-engagement-classification-u-s/
https://public-purpose.org/initiatives/carnegie-elective-classifications/community-engagement-classification-u-s/


Definitions: Community-Engagement  

Some schools research how community-engagement is defined in different schools, 
what the critical elements are, and develop their own definitions.  

Next, work with the faculty to articulate a set of standards that must be met for a 
course to be counted as qualified in that conceptualization. Often, this involves both 
qualitative and quantitative elements. For instance, a course may need to include civic 
student learning outcomes in the syllabus and involve at least 30 hours of off-campus 
engagement on a community issue. 
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Bringle & Hatcher 
Service-learning is a credit-bearing educational experience in which students 
participate in an organized service activity that meets identified community needs 
and reflect on the service activity. 
(Source: Robert G. Bringle and Julie A. Hatcher, (1996) “Implementing Service 
Learning in Higher Education,” The Journal of Higher Education 67 (2): 221–39, 
www.jstor.org/stable/2943981) 

University of South Florida   
Community-engaged learning occurs at the intersection of teaching and community- 
engagement. Key components are: (1) that it enhances understanding of course 
content and is tied to specific learning goals through consciously designed 
reflection, (2) that one of the learning goals is civic engagement, intended to 
enhance students' sense of personal responsibility to participate in the public realm 
to address current pressing social problems, and thus going beyond the academic or 
skill based goals of the course, and (3) it is based on a reciprocal relationship through 
which the activities are planned and implemented through collaboration with a 
community partner to meet the challenges identified by that partner. Community-
engaged learning must be an academically credited activity, requiring faculty 
guidance so the full learning potential is realized. Meaningful activities are related to 
course material through reflection activities such as directed writings, small group 
discussions, and class presentations. 
(Source: https://www.usf.edu/engagement/community/definitions.aspx) 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2943981
https://www.usf.edu/engagement/community/definitions.aspx


CE Course Designator Criteria Examples 

Bates College used the following criteria to designate a course as a CEL course:  

• the course or project includes consultation or collaboration with a community 
partner or partners; 

• the course or project addresses a problem, challenge, or need that community 
members or a community organization identifies as important; 

• the course includes a critical examination of the context of the community 
problem or challenge with which it is engaged;  

• the course provides students with opportunities to reflect on their community-
engaged work;  

• the course/project makes a positive contribution to or produces a value-added 
outcome for the community partner(s). 

Lindsey Wilson College set the following standards to count a course as community-
engaged: 

• Clear connections between course 
objectives and community-based 
experience(s) 

• Adequate preparation for the 
community-based component 
as well as guidelines and 
requirements for student critical 
reflection on experience 

• That the community-based 
component is with, not for, a 
community partner 

• That the community-based 
component is reciprocally beneficial 
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http://bonner.pbworks.com/w/file/fetch/145726803/LWC%20CEL%20Course%20Submission%20Form.pdf


Maryville College proposed that a course with a Community Engagement (CE) 
designation meets the following four criteria demonstrating that community-engaged 
project(s): 

• connect a student’s disciplinary concepts with the community 

• require students to reflect critically and are assessed based on academic 
competencies 

• are integrated into the course and required of all students 

• involve collaboration with community partner(s) with reciprocal value for students 
and community 

Page  of 7 15



The examples below from Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI) and 
Washburn University demonstrate a developmental approach to community-
engagement course designation criteria:  

Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI)  

Washburn University  

See the next page. 
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Step 5: Sharing the Draft  
Once your draft of the CE criteria is ready, invite the lead of the Academic Department 
to review it and offer feedback. Include the following topics in your draft: 

• What a CE course designator is 

• How a CE course designator would benefit students, community, faculty, and 
institutions.  
Note: It would be useful to refer to literature from the field to support your 
proposal. 

• Examples of a few CE courses from different departments to explain its relevance 
to different disciplines  

• Process of how to receive a CE course designation for a respective course (e.g. a 
Course Submission Form) 

Note: Review Siena College’s example of a Course Designation Guide for more ideas. 
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http://bonner.pbworks.com/w/file/138554244/Siena%20ACOM%20Attribute%20Packet%20(Course%20Designator)%20Older%20Version.docx


Step 6: Meeting with Department Chairs  
Conduct outreach to department chairs, and present the revised draft of the 
Community-Engagement Criteria to them. Explain the rationale for this process, discuss 
benefits of community-engaged work for institutions, students, communities, as well as 
faculty, and gather feedback. Bring department chairs on board to pilot and implement 
the course designation process. 

Step 7: Submitting the Course Designation Proposal for Approval   
Work with a designated faculty body (such as the curriculum committee) and registrar’s 
office to approve the designation.  

Use existing course management systems (such as Blackboard) or community 
engagement tracking systems (such as GivePulse or Collaboratory) to actually "flag" or 
mark the courses that quality for community-engagement classification.  

Note: The process from beginning to end generally takes about a year.  
  

Step 8: Disseminating Information About the New Course Designator 

Update Center’s Web-page with Course Designator Information 

Upload information about the newly approved 
community-engagement course designator to your 
center’s webpage. It is useful to have a separate 
section on the webpage for faculty engagement 
with information about upcoming webinars, 
engagement opportunities, forms to submit courses 
for community-engagement course designation, 
resources, and toolkits.  

Maryville College used a flyer (on the right) to 
distribute this information. 
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Identify Courses for CE Designation & Invite Faculty to Submit Courses for CE 
Designation through Forms & Surveys 
Schools use different ways to collect syllabi for course designation. In some schools, 
every faculty is required to submit their syllabi to the division chair. Then, the division 
chair submits them to the Academic Dean.  

One way for your center to access these courses is through the Academic Dean’s office. 
Once you analyze syllabi based on the CE criteria, contact faculty members whose 
courses have potential for civic engagement or whose courses reflect elements of 
community-engaged pedagogy.  
  
Another way to access these courses is to invite faculty to submit their courses, working 
with the division / department chairs. Some centers use a survey, a google form, or an 
email, which gets sent from the division chair’s office.  

See examples from Lindsey Wilson College and Spelman College below for forms.  

Lindsey Wilson College 

Click on the image of the CEL Course Submission Form from Lindsey Wilson College to 
access the full google form. 
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Spelman College 

Note: Given that all faculty members may not be familiar with your office, the response 
rate is higher when the email or the survey goes out from the division chair’s office 
rather than from your office. 

Bonner Schools with Community-Engagement Course Designator 
The following schools developed a course attribute / designator for community 
engagement. Contact information of respective staff members is included for your 
reference: 

• Brown University has a Community-Based Learning and Research (CBLR) 
Designation. This page contains information about criteria for CBLR courses and 
the process for adding CBLR designation to courses. Contact Julie Plaut at 
julie_plaut@brown.edu for more information. 
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• Capital University has a Community/Civically Engaged Designation. Contact 
Stephanie Wilson at swilson@capital.edu for more information.  

• College of Saint Benedict has an Experiential Learning Designation, linked to a 
General Education (Common Curriculum) requirement, in which Service-Learning 
is one way to earn it. Contact Adia Zeman Theis at AZEMANTHEIS@csbsju.edu 
for more information.  

  
• IUPUI has a Service-Learning Designation with multiple levels of practice (using a 

taxonomy). Download the taxonomy from IUPUI, which includes an articulation 
of levels of service-learning in the coursework. Contact Charlie D’Nae 
Lienemann at charli@iupui.edu.  

• Lindsey Wilson College has a Community-Engaged Learning (CEL) designation. 
To access their proposal and faculty form, visit the “Documents to Download” 
section of the wiki. For more information, contact Natalie Vickous at 
vickousn@lindsey.edu.  
  

• Maryville College recently developed a community-engaged learning (CEL) 
designation. The implementation (pilot) will begin in Spring 2021. For more 
information, contact Amy Gilliland at amy.gilliland@maryvillecollege.edu.  

  
• Montclair State University has a Service-Learning Designation, but has renamed 

this work Community-Engaged Learning in recent years. Contact Bryan 
Murdock at murdockb@mail.montclair.edu for more information. 
  

• Siena College has the Academic Community Engagement (ACOM) Attribute. 
Contact Allison Schultz at ajschultz@siena.edu or Ruth Kassel at 
rkassel@siena.edu in the ACE Center. The college also has a faculty handbook 
for ACOM, which can be found under the “Documents to Download” section of 
Bonner wiki. 
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Resources 

• Campus Compact Knowledge Hub - Institutional Assessment Resources: https://
compact.org/resource-posts/institutional-assessment/  

• Dostilio, L. D., & Getkin, D. (2015). Service-learning as catalyst for integrating 
community engagement across core academic functions. In Community 
Engagement in Higher Education (pp. 139-160). Brill Sense. 

• Furco, A., Weerts, D., Burton, L., & Kent, K. (2009). Assessment rubric for 
institutionalizing community engagement in higher education. University of 
Minnesota Twin Cities Office for Public Engagement Reports.  

• Welch, M., & Saltmarsh, J. (2013). Current practice and infrastructures for campus 
centers of community engagement. Journal of Higher Education Outreach and 
Engagement, 17(4), 25-56. 

Credit 
This guide is developed by Rachayita Shah, (rshah@bonner.org) in consultation with 
Ariane Hoy (ahoy@bonner.org), Bonner Foundation Staff. The Foundation is grateful for 
the insights shared by Natalie Vickous from Lindsey Wilson College and Amy Gilliland 
from Maryville College about the course designator process at their institutions. 
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