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The Whisenton Public Scholars  
program is a joint project between 

the Kettering Foundation and Joffre T. 
Whisenton and Associates. Participants 
have primarily included faculty and 
administrators from schools with a mis-
sion to serve minority communities (such 
as historically black colleges and universi-
ties, Hispanic-serving institutions, and 
tribal colleges). Many of these institutions 
have maintained close ties to their com-
munities and focus on developing student 
engagement. The two-year program 
encourages scholars to experiment with 
elements of citizen-centered democracy, 
such as naming and framing issues and 
making choices together in the context of 
teaching, research, and service. Addition-
ally, the research exchange provides space 
for conducting novel research addressing 
the fundamental problems of democracy. 
Since 1998, when the program was  
created, more than 70 faculty and admin-
istrators have participated; the newest 
cohort met for the first time in July 2015.

The program was designed to inves-
tigate ways that faculty from various 
disciplines at schools closely tied to their 
communities could institute public schol-
arship practices. During the first year of 
the research exchange, participants come 
together to discuss topics related to public 
life and democratic self-governance, the 
role of higher education in democracy, 
and approaches to research in their com-
munities. They also focus on learning to 

Scholars and 
Scholarship 

Through the years,  
Whisenton Public Scholars 
have probed ways to link the 
academy with the public. 

Ellen Knutson and Ileana Marin

with Ties to 
Communities

1983

February 9-10, 1983
The first Presidential 
Library Conference on the 
Public and Public Policy 
is held at the Gerald Ford 
Library.

The first issue of the 
Kettering Review is 
published.
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name and frame issues for public delibera-

tion, the ideas behind public scholarship, 

and the relationship between institutions 

of higher education and communities. In 

order to have a deeper understanding of 

the concepts introduced in the exchange, 

participants experiment with putting the 

ideas into practice through completing 

field work between face-to-face meetings. 

The second year of the program is dir-

ected by the research projects of the  

participants. Beginning with the 2010-

2012 cohort, the scholars also joined other 

research exchanges conducted at the 

foundation that matched their research 

interest during this second year.

Four Research Areas
Over the course of the program, the 

scholars have produced research around 

the following broad areas:

•		 Developing	curricular	or	cocurricular	
activities around public practices and 
citizenship;

•		 Framing	an	issue	for	public	deliberation	
that is important to their campus,  
community, or professional groups;

•		 (Re)discovering	the	democratic	founda-
tions of higher education professions; 
and

•		 Articulating	public	scholarship	as	it	
relates to disciplinary concerns.

Many scholars have worked to include 
deliberative practices in their courses. 
They represent a variety of disciplines, 
from teacher education to international 
business education. For some, this meant 
including a forum as a pedagogical tool 
for students to learn about a relevant 
topic related to the course, while others 
revamped their complete curriculum to 
include deliberative elements throughout 
the course. In Deliberation and the Work 
of Higher Education, Cristina Alfaro (2000-
2001 cohort) describes how she infused 
her teacher education courses with 
deliberation in her chapter, “Reinventing 
Teacher Education: The Role of Delibera-

tive Pedagogy in the K-6 Classroom.”
Scholars have also worked with stu-

dents and community members to name 
and frame issues for deliberation. Three 
examples of such framing efforts on 
campuses and in communities are from 
Nora Antoine (Sinte Gleska University), 
Xuan Santos (California State University 
San Marcos), and a trio of scholars from 
three campuses, Anna Green (Florida A&M 
University), Brian Anderson (Tougaloo 
College), and Kevin Rolle (South Carolina 
State University). Antoine (1998-2000 
cohort) framed the issue of community 
development on the Rosebud Reserva-
tion in South Dakota. Santos (2013-2015 
cohort) is working with youth in his com-
munity to support them as they identify 
and frame issues that affect them. Green, 
Anderson, and Rolle (2005-2007 cohort) 
focused their issue guide on fraternities 
and sororities on HBCU campuses. 

In many respects, most of this research 
addresses some part of the democratic 

S c h o l a r s  a n d  S c h o l a r s h i p  w i t h  T i e s  t o  C o m m u n i t i e s

1984
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roots of higher education, especially of  
the education of minority students.  
Beverly Wade Hogan, current president 
of Tougaloo College, and member of the 
first cohort of public scholars (1998-2000), 
articulates the democratic foundations 
of HBCUs in her 2004 Connections article, 
“The Role of Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities in Building Civic Respon-
sibility.”

The challenge of conducting public 
scholarship within a specific discipline is 
a concern addressed by several scholars. 
As an example, Barbara Nesin’s (2002-2004 
cohort) research helped to define the role 
of public scholarship within the arts. Her 
2007 Higher Education Exchange article, “An 
Artist’s Approach to Civic Engagement,” 
describes how she combines delibera-
tion and visual arts in her class on public 
art. Similarly, Nora Butler Byrd (2007-2009 
cohort) explored the ways deliberation 
could inform the field of community  
psychology. 

Centers for Public Life on Campus
In more recent years, several scholars 

have worked to develop centers for pub-
lic life on their campuses. At the Atlanta 
University (AU) Center, which houses the 
campuses of Spelman College, Morehouse 
College, and Clark Atlanta University, a 
group of five scholars (2010-2012 and 
2012-2014 cohorts) developed the Cen-
ter for Public Life and Ethical Leadership. 
This center is formally housed in the 
Morehouse Leadership Center but serves 

students on all three campuses. Through 
the center, the scholars host deliberative 
forums each semester and give students 
a rich experience engaging with issues 
important to their lives. Willie Rockward 
and Melvinia Turner King from Morehouse, 
Dorian Brown Crosby and Marionette 
Holmes from Spelman, and 
Charles Moses from Clark Atlanta 
have also framed their own issues 
for deliberation, including what 
responsibility an African American 
president has for the black  
community in the United States. 
This forum was held during presi-
dent Barack Obama’s reelection 
campaign. They have also held 
forums on school achievement in 
the African American community 
and economic issues facing  
college students today. 

Daryl Lowe (2013-2015 cohort) 
 is in an early stage of developing a center 
on his campus—Tennessee State Univer-
sity. Additionally, scholars in the newest 
cohort (2015-2017) have expressed inter-
est in exploring the possibility of creating 
such centers. This developing network  
of centers on HBCU campuses is one out-
come of the Whisenton Public Scholars 
program. 

 Alignment with Kettering
Beginning with the 2010-2012 cohort, 

we made a change in the program that 
more closely aligned the research the 
scholars were conducting with Kettering 

Foundation research. This allowed for the 
work of the Whisenton Public Scholars to 
be more fully integrated with the foun-
dation’s research agenda. Additionally, it 
created conditions for the scholars—and 
Kettering program officers—to learn with 
a broader range of fellow travelers who 

share the desire to strengthen democratic 
practices in their communities.

Alumni Research Conference
In recognition of Joffre T. Whisenton’s 

80th birthday and as a way of celebrat-
ing his lifelong commitment to higher 
education and public life, we convened 
a Whisenton Public Scholars Alumni 
Research Conference at the Kettering 
Foundation in Dayton, Ohio, in February 
2015. The conference had broad partici-
pation across the seven classes of public 
scholars who had completed the program 
by that time. 

Many scholars have worked  
to include deliberative  

practices in their courses.  
They represent a variety of  

disciplines, from teacher  
education to international  

business education. 
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The conference consisted of four 
panels that were followed by roundtable 
discussions. The classroom is at the heart 
of the student experience of higher  
education, so our first panel focused on  
lessons learned from experiments in using 
deliberation in the classroom. Campus 
life is an equally important aspect of the 
student experience, and another locus 
where students are able to find and effec-
tively use their voice on important issues. 
To that end, our second panel coalesced 
around experiments with democratic 
practices on the campus. If institutions 
are going to better align themselves with 
the work of citizens; they must look past 
the campus and work directly with the 
community members. Our third panel 
looked at what we are learning about the 
role of public scholarship in democratic 
community building. The fourth and final 
panel explored what we are learning from 
experiments to align community and 
institutional routines.

The whole of the conference also 
served as a way to take stock of the work 
of the Whisenton Public Scholars program. 
At the end of the two-day conference, 
participants shared thoughts regarding 
the impact that the program has had on 
their lives, both from a professional and 
a personal point of view. A few of the 
insights came from this reflective discus-
sion as well as drawing from thoughts 
many scholars submitted before the 
conference. Participating in the program 
helped scholars have a greater under-

standing of the role faculty members  
can and should play in the community. 
Cynthia McLeod Kamasa-Quashie (2005-
2007 cohort) illustrates this: “The impor-
tance of civic engagement in higher 
education has really changed my perspec-
tive of teaching by connecting theory to 
practice. Engagement impacts academic 
performance and leadership skills. Students 
tend to see the world differently and 
understand the importance and benefits 
of a democratic society and being an  
participant.” 

The importance of encouraging and 
elevating student voices in issues that 
affect them was also a strong theme. As 
an example, Dexter Samuels (2007-2009 
cohort) mentioned the change he saw 
in his students who had not previously 
participated in deliberative dialogue activ-
ism, “As they began to plan the meeting 
with the community, you could see the 
transformation of minds. During the com-
munity meeting, the students expressed 
themselves in a manner which was not 
displayed in the classroom. As a result, the 
students understood the importance of 
an engaged community.” 

An additional theme that emerged 
from the conference is that knowing with 
the community is a shift in mind-set from 
knowing without the community and that 
the community is an untapped resource 
that schools do not always recognize. 
Mario Aguilar (2010-1012 cohort) reflects 
this sentiment when asked what compel-
ling ideas he learned in the public scholars 

program: “I learned how to engage my 
community (low-income, first-generation 
parents of high school students) in demo-
cratic dialogue, where their ideas and  
concerns would direct the information 
and services I offered.” 

Over the course of the program, we 
have learned that there can be a strong 
resonance between faculty and adminis-
trators who serve minority students and 
the research and learning of the Kettering 
Foundation. The full impact of the pro-
gram is still emerging, especially because 
it is designed to introduce the habits and 
practices of public politics to individuals 
who, through their profession, will share it 
with others, both students and colleagues. 
This move from impacting the individual 
scholar to shaping the impact they  
have on others is well captured by the 
reflections of Beverly Wade Hogan: “It was 
a tremendous opportunity—one that 
affirmed my not-so-well-formed ideas 
and ideals about civic society. It helped to 
clarify and define how I as a citizen and  
as an educational leader could influence  
the thinking and actions of the next 
generation to become more responsible, 
productive citizens in their time and 
[become] the quality of leaders who will 
inspire a more engaged, caring nation.”

Ellen Knutson is a research deputy for the Kettering 
Foundation and an adjunct assistant professor at 
the Graduate School of Library and Information 
Science, University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign. 
She can be reached at ellen.knutson@gmail.com.

Ileana Marin is a program officer at the  
Kettering Foundation. She can be reached at  
imarin@kettering.org.
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