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PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP AT THE 
GRADUATE STUDENT LEVEL
By Robin Hoecker

I remember opening the e-mail about the Graduate Engagement 
Opportunity (GEO).* !e "rst sentence read, “Spend spring 
quarter working for a community organization in the Chicago 
area while learning about the role of public intellectuals in civic 
life.” I #agged the message immediately, printed out the #ier and 
pulled up the civic engagement Website to learn more. I remem-
ber thinking, “YES! !is is what I have been missing!” At the 
time, I was halfway through my "rst year as a doctoral student 
in Media, Technology and Society at Northwestern University. 
Having returned to graduate school after years of professional 
experience as a journalist, I found myself missing a connection 
to the “real world.” I started to wonder if the academic path was 
right for me. !e GEO program gave me a spark of hope that I 
could "nd a way to make graduate school "t my personality and 
my goals. 

In many ways, I am the typical “millennial student” that 
Knutson and Lewis describe in their article in this volume. Born 
in 1980, I came up through a public education system that valued 
and encouraged volunteerism and service learning. !roughout high 
school and college, I spent many hours volunteering and working 
with organizations like Alternative Spring Break. So, I entered my 
PhD program with the expectation that I would be working, at 
some level, with the people a$ected by my research. 

!e GEO program appealed to me for many reasons. My 
long-term career goal is to become a professor and work at a 
university, so I wanted to better understand the role of higher 
education in society. Furthermore, in a new city with few familiar 
faces, I wanted to meet new people outside my own department. I 
craved “real world” interactions and wanted a chance to explore 
the bustling city of Chicago. But ultimately, I chose to participate 

* !e GEO program involves a seminar course about civic engagement in higher educa-
tion and allows graduate students to work up to 32 hours a week in partnership with a 
local organization. For a more detailed description of the GEO program, please see the 
Knutson & Lewis article in this volume.
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in GEO because I felt it would improve my research and enrich 
my time in graduate school. In all of these ways, the experience 
has been a great success.  

With the help of the GEO sta$, I arranged a partnership 
with the National Veterans Art Museum in Chicago. !e museum 
—one-of-a-kind in the country and perhaps in the world—collects 
and displays artwork created by combat veterans. !e museum 
"ts perfectly with my research interests in visual communication 
and collective memory. Broadly speaking, I study how societies 
use visual media—including photography, art, comic books, and 
memorials—to remember and recover from con#icts. Having 
worked as a photojournalist, including a several-year stint at the 
military newspaper, Stars and Stripes, I am especially interested 
in how Americans learn about war, and how American veterans 
process their military experiences. !e museum had been on  
my radar for years, and the GEO program o$ered the perfect 
opportunity to learn more about the museum, its collection, and 
its visitors.

Contributions to Scholarship
It might be tempting to see my work with the museum as a 

volunteer opportunity and nothing more. Some might view it as 
an internship program, and not a true scholarly endeavor. But, in 
my opinion, such an approach takes a very narrow perspective and 
overlooks the many ways in which such experiences contribute 
directly and indirectly towards research. Below are some of the ways 
I feel that the experience has contributed to my scholarship. 

Access to an Archive 
!rough the museum, I gained access to an amazing col-

lection of overlooked artwork and photographs. Cataloguing 
and digitizing the art, I became intimately familiar with the 
collection, including many pieces that were not on display 
at the museum or online. I also learned about other materials, 
such as a comic book series published about the Vietnam War. 
!e museum had the comic books on site, which I studied as 
part of a collaborative project with another student. !is project 
has led to several conference papers that we hope to publish.  
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Access to People 
!e museum connected me to three very impor-

tant groups: artists, museum professionals, and veterans. 
Updating the artist "les, I learned about the artists’ back-
grounds and spoke with many of them about experiencing 
war, becoming veterans, and making art. Working at the 
register, I also chatted with visitors, including many military 
families, about why they come to the museum and how 
they interpret the art. Talking with both the artists and the 
visitors helped me think about the museum as a medium of 
communication. 

Furthermore, knowing people in the local museum 
community helps keep me informed about upcoming ex-
hibits, documentary "lms, and photography projects about 
war and its aftermath. I have made contacts at the local VA 
hospital, as well as other veterans’ organizations in the area. 
!ese are important professional contacts; we may become 
collaborators in the future. Furthermore, some have become my 
friends, which makes me feel more rooted in the Chicagoland 
community.

A Laboratory for !eory
For a recent qualifying exam in collective memory, I 

illustrated my arguments using examples from the museum. 
In her review of my essay, my professor wrote, “It is a compre-
hensive review of the literature; it points in a speci"c research 
direction and it includes a stream of examples, many from 
personal observations. Yours is one of the few student papers 
I read where the footnotes constituted a fascinating set of 
mini-pilot studies on their own.”  By thinking through situa-
tions at the museum, I could better understand the theoretical 
concepts. Perhaps this will pave the way for my own theoreti-
cal contributions as I go forward. !ese real-world examples 
also provide great ideas for teaching. 

Overall, my experience at the museum has proven to be 
remarkable—one that continues to provide bene"ts, both personal 
and professional. A year after the GEO program ended, I still spend 
about "ve hours per week at the museum. 
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Moving Forward: Public Scholarship 
Despite my positive experience with the GEO program, there 

remain major obstacles that prevent other graduate students from 
participating in civic engagement programs. First, I believe there 
is a general misunderstanding of what civic engagement actually 
means. Too many scholars—both students and faculty—view it as 
an internship or a volunteer program, rather than something that 
contributes to the creation of knowledge. !is creates a false choice 
between civic engagement and scholarship, as if it’s impossible to 
do both at the same time. As a result, many students and professors 
seem to view civic engagement as a threat to academic productivity. 
“It’ll take too much time away from my research” is a response I 
hear often when talking to other graduate students about the GEO 
program. In some cases, faculty members actively discourage students 
from participating because they believe it will “waste” time that 
could be otherwise spent working towards publication or applying 
for grants. I believe such advice stems from a genuine concern for 
their students. Professors want their students to be successful, and 
publishing is a major measure of that success. However, the two are 
not mutually exclusive. Civic engagement can lead to publications.

I have written at least "ve class papers related to the museum. 
I have already submitted two to national conferences; both have 
been accepted and I am currently reworking them for publication. 
I believe part of why they have been well received goes back to the 
fact that very little has been written in academic journals about this 
particular archive. !e GEO program is what gave me access to 
these resources, and inspired me to write about them with passion.

Civic engagement can also help secure external funding, 
which is an equally important skill on the academic job market. 
Funders want to know that their money will make a di$erence 
and often require “broader impact” statements. What better way 
to understand the impact of your research than to build relation-
ships with the community a$ected by it? Such hands-on experience, 
and the knowledge that results from such partnerships, helps research-
ers think about and articulate this broader purpose. Furthermore, 
national grant agencies are more likely to select interdisciplinary 
teams that are spread across multiple universities and geographic 
regions (Vashevko, et al). So it is important to get to know experts 
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in other "elds and institutions. Programs like GEO, which bring 
together students from all corners of the university and profession-
als in the greater community, are important ways for students to 
build relationships outside of their department. 

Overall, civic engagement o$ers many bene"ts to graduate 
students and faculty alike. As practitioners, we need to articulate 
more clearly what civic engagement is and how it can contribute 
towards scholarship. Perhaps we need to think about labeling. 
Personally, I have come to prefer the term “public scholarship.”  
As John Gastil pointed out in his 2007 article in this journal, the 
term emphasizes the word scholarship. !is may help reinforce that 
such work contributes to, and doesn’t detract from, traditional 
academic values. 

We also need to see more positive models of how civic engage-
ment works, especially at the graduate student level. I believe I am 
one such example, and I am thankful to have the opportunity to 
share my experiences in this journal. If the goal of public scholarship 
is democracy (Cohen, 2006), then encouraging these values among 
graduate students is critical. Engaged graduate students become 
engaged professors, who in turn, help produce more engaged citizens. 

 REFERENCES
Cohen, J. “A Laboratory for Public Scholarship and Democracy.” In A Laboratory for 

Public Scholarship and Democracy: New Directions for Teaching and Learning  (1st 
ed.), 7-16, edited by J. Cohen & R. A. Eberly. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006.

Gastil, J. “Public Scholarship, Graduate Education, and the Research University.”  
In Higher Education Exchange, 4-11, edited by Deborah Witte & David W. Brown. 
Dayton, OH: Kettering Foundation, 2007.

Knutson, E.M. & D.A. Lewis. “Civic Engagement and Doctoral Education.” In  
Higher Education Exchange, edited by Deborah Witte & David W. Brown.  
Dayton, OH: Kettering Foundation, 2012.

Vashevko, A., C. Chang & N. Contractor. “Assembling Teams for Success: How  
Research Teams Win Funding.” Paper presented at Sunbelt XXXII: !e Annual 
Meeting of the International Network for Social Network Analysis, Redondo 
Beach, CA, March 12-18, 2012.



PB 81

CONTRIBUTORS

Harry Boyte is the director of the Center for Democracy and Citizenship, now at 
Augsburg College, which develops theory and practice of civic agency and public work, 
and a senior fellow at the Humphrey School of Public A!airs. He serves as national 
coordinator of the American Commonwealth Partnerships.

David W. Brown is coeditor of the Higher Education Exchange and coedited two 
recent Kettering publications, Agent of Democracy and A Di!erent Kind of Politics. He 
taught at Yale’s School of Management and New School’s Milano Graduate School. He 
is the author of When Strangers Cooperate, Organization Smarts, and "e Real Change-
Makers: Why Government Is Not the Problem or the Solution.

Nan Fairley is an associate professor of journalism at Auburn University. She is 
the recipient of the 2011 Auburn University Award for Excellence in Faculty Outreach. 
Many of the journalism projects she has developed during her 20 years of teaching at 
Auburn are designed to engage students deeply in community. Her primary research 
interest is civic journalism.

Robin Hoecker is a third-year PhD student in the Media, Technology and Society 
program at Northwestern University, where she studies the role of visual communi-
cation in con"ict resolution. She has a masters degree in photojournalism from the 
University of Missouri and a bachelors degree in international development from Penn 
State. She began working with the Center for Civic Engagement in the spring of 2011.

Elizabeth Hudson is a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at the Uni-
versity of Michigan and a Kettering predoctoral research fellow. She is currently writing 
her dissertation about the politics and process of an urban coalition to improve higher 
education access. Her research explores the challenges and opportunities of upholding 
higher education’s historically civic mission in an increasingly diverse democracy.

Ellen M. Knutson is the program director for Graduate Engagement Opportu-
nities at the Center for Civic Engagement at Northwestern University. Ellen is also 
a research associate at the Kettering Foundation, where she works with college and 
university faculty members who want to include elements of civic engagement in their 
teaching and research. Ellen received her PhD in library and information science from 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.

Dan A. Lewis is the director of the Center for Civic Engagement, a professor of 
Human Development and Social Policy, as well as a faculty fellow in the Institute for 
Policy Research (IPR) at Northwestern University. Recently, he conducted evaluations 
of the homelessness problem in the Chicago suburbs and headed a consortium to study 
welfare reform e!orts in Illinois for the state legislature and interested citizens.

David Mathews, president of the Kettering Foundation, was secretary of Health, 
Education, and Welfare in the Ford administration and, before that, president of the 
University of Alabama. Mathews has written extensively on Southern history, public 
policy, education, and international problem solving. His books include Politics for 
People: Finding a Responsible Public Voice and Reclaiming Public Education by Reclaiming 
Our Democracy.



82 PB

Elizabeth Minnich is a senior scholar with the Association of American Colleges 
& Universities, and professor of philosophy at Queens University. She has worked as an 
administrator, faculty member, consultant, speaker, author, board and national panel 
member focusing on the mutual relations of education and democratic ideals, equity, and 
excellence. Most recently, she collaborated with AAC&U and the Democracy Commitment 
on a summer institute funded by NEH’s “Bridging Cultures to Form a Nation” grants. 

Claire Snyder-Hall writes popular and scholarly texts on issues related to democratic 
theory and practice. She holds a PhD in political theory from Rutgers University and a 
BA cum laude from Smith College.

Mark Wilson is director of Civic Learning Initiatives in the College of Liberal Arts 
at Auburn University. He is also an Appalachian Teaching Fellow with the Appalachian 
Regional Commission and the author of several articles and the book William Owen 
Carver’s Controversies in the Baptist South. In addition, Wilson serves as the secretary of 
the Alabama Historical Association. 

Deborah Witte is a program o#cer for the Kettering Foundation and coeditor of 
the Higher Education Exchange. 

Wynne Wright is associate professor of Community, Food, and Agriculture at 
Michigan State University. Her research explores the contested terrain of food, agricul-
ture, and rural culture. Much of this work is devoted to democraticizing the agrifood 
system as a key element of sustainability.



To read excerpts and purchase this book, visit www.kettering.org.

NEW from Kettering Foundation Press

Democratizing  
Deliberation  

 

A Political Theory Anthology

Edited by Derek W. M. Barker,  
Noëlle McAfee, and David W. McIvor

 Democratizing Deliberation brings 
together recent and cutting-edge 
political theory scholarship on  
deliberative democracy.  The collec-
tion reframes deliberative democracy 
to be sensitive to the deep con!icts, 
multiple forms of communication, 
and aspirations for civic agency 
that characterize real public delibera-
tion. In so doing, the book addresses 
many of the most common  
challenges to the theory and practice 
of deliberative democracy. 

Kettering Foundation Press | 2012 

$15.95  184 pages  
ISBN 978-0-923993-41-2



How Should Higher Education Help Us 
Create the Society We Want?

Shaping Our Future

 Are you concerned about 
the rising cost of higher  
education? Are the nation’s 
colleges and universities  
doing a good job preparing 
students for the future? How 
does higher education benefit 
society as a whole?
 The diverse system of US 
higher education—including 
public and private universities, 
smaller four-year independent 
colleges, two-year community 
colleges, for-profit schools, and 
others—already serves a  
number of important social  
purposes. But this guide focuses 
on the future. It takes up this  
fundamental question:  
 How should higher education  
 help us create the society we   
 want?  

To learn more about participating in or holding a forum, and to  
download your free copy of Shaping Our Future: How Should Higher  

Education Help Us Create the Society We Want? Please visit  
http://kettering.org/nif/shaping-our-future/



200 Commons Road, Dayton, Ohio 45459-2799 (937) 434-7300; (800) 221-3657

444 North Capitol Street, N. W., Washington, D.C. 20001 (202) 393-4478

6 East 39th Street, New York, New York 10016 (212) 686-7016   

www.kettering.org


