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Introduction  
This research explored community-based, experiential learning in the holistic development of leadership 
identity for social change in college students. The cohort of students in the Community Involvement 
Program participated in 10 or more hours of community-based learning, piloting a collaborative 
experience between the university program and a local library reading program designed to promote 
literacy, focusing on ethnic minority boys through a superhero theme. Leadership identity as suggested 
through the CIP students’ guided reflections were analyzed into stages of a developmental leadership 
identity model to contribute to understanding change-oriented leadership identity development. Critical 
thinking development, a general cognitive ability which is part of the mechanism of rationality, was 
analyzed for further understanding of what constitutes leadership for social change. 
Critical thinking is defined through the AAC&U VALUE rubrics as follows: “A habit of mind characterized 
by the comprehensive exploration of issues, ideas, artifacts, and events before accepting or formulating 
an opinion or conclusion…and applying [these habits] in various and changing situations encountered in 
all walks of life. If insight into the process components of critical thinking is important, assignments 
focused on student reflection might be especially illuminating” (AAC&U, 2009).   
 
Purpose 
To investigate how civic participation impacts leadership identity and its critical thinking component as 
revealed by postsecondary students in the Community Involvement Program (CIP). 
 
Method 
This research was conducted by using qualitative methodologies, finding consistent patterns in sources 
of information, as well as comparing students’ reflections to a critical thinking scoring rubric (AAC&U, 
2009).  
Research questions:  
1. What are CIP students’ understandings of leadership? 
2. What are CIP students’ perceptions of the contributions of their literacy program experiences toward 
developing their change-oriented leadership skills? 
3. What stage(s) of leadership identity development are associated with CIP students’ volunteer 
experiences? 
4. What level(s) of critical thinking skills are trending during leadership identity development? 
 
The procedures were as follows: The researcher distributed reflection prompts to students during two 
cohort meetings over the course of two semesters. Responding to the prompts was not related to 
program involvement credit, but was part of a regular cohort meeting. The prompts elicited students’ 
attitudes regarding their perceptions of themselves as developing leaders supported by the 
environment of the community library reading program. Student responses were confidential. Data 
were analyzed qualitatively using the open coding process (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The researcher 
analyzed the student reflections against the stages/aspects of leadership identity development as 
delineated by Komives, Owen and Longerbeam (2005): (1) Awareness, Exploration/Engagement; (2) 
leadership identified, a transitional orientation; and (3) leadership differentiated, generativity, and 
internalization/synthesis.  
 



2 
 

Regarding critical thinking analysis of written reflections, two reviewers and a “tie-breaker” third 
reviewer holistically analyzed the student reflections in relation to the AAC&U VALUE rubric for Critical 
Thinking. The AAC&U VALUE rubric was chosen to contribute to instrument reliability. On a four-point 
scale, the VALUE rubric descriptors chosen for this analysis were as follows: (1) The problem to be 
considered critically is stated clearly and descried comprehensively, delivering all relevant information 
necessary for full understanding; (2) Thoroughly (systematically and methodically) analyzes own and 
other’s assumptions and carefully evaluates the relevance of contexts when presenting a position; (3) 
Specific position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis) is imaginative, taking into account the complexities of 
an issue. Limits of position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis) are acknowledged. Other’s points of view are 
synthesized within position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis); (4) Conclusions and related outcomes 
(consequences and implications) are logical and reflect student’s informed evaluation and ability to 
place evidence and perspectives discussed in priority order (AAC&U, 2009). 
 
Results  
Research question 1: “What are CIP students’ understandings of what leadership is?” 
The finding based on this research question was that students enrolled in the CIP program initiated their 
volunteer work with the literacy program with an exploratory understanding of leadership. After their 
experiences with the library literacy program they had developed an understanding of the complexities 
and the primacy of the social context that situates leadership skill development and responsible 
relationship. 
Research question 2: “What are CIP students’ perceptions of the contributions of their literacy program 
experiences toward developing their change-oriented leadership skills?” 
The finding based on this research question was that students perceived community-based experience 
in working with the literacy program as relevant not only in contextualized skills development, but also 
in understanding their deeper selves and identity in open, responsible relationship: “I’m not a victim 
anymore.” 
Research question 3: “What stage(s) of leadership identity development are associated with CIP 
students’ volunteer experiences?”  
The finding based on this research question was that the students’ first experience with the literacy 
project aligned with the transition phases of the dependent stage of leadership: 
Exploration/Engagement. Between the first and second data collection points students had developed 
their leadership identity to the extent that they realized the independence/dependence of leadership, 
and were initiating an understanding of the interdependence of leadership as an identity structure. 
Research question 4: “What level of critical thinking is trending during leadership identity development 
in the CIP students?” 
The finding based on this research question was that during the observed phases of leadership identity 
development, the majority (n = 27/43) of students’ reflections were scored at a “Milestone” or Level 
Three on the AAC&U VALUE rubric’s four point scale. At Level Three, students demonstrate a critical 
understanding of the issue; identify their own and others’ assumptions and several relevant contexts; 
their specific position takes into consideration the complexity of the issue; acknowledges others’ points 
of view; conclusions are tied to a range of information including consequences and implications. Nine 
students’ reflections were scored at Level Four. Six students’ reflections were scored at level Two, and 
one student reflection was scored at Level 1, as shown in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
 
 
 

Significance 
The CIP students gained an understanding about navigating the complexities of the social context that 
situates leadership skill development, responsible relationship, and critical thinking about that 
relationship. Students also initiated an understanding of their deeper selves in responsible leadership, 
stating “I’m not a victim anymore.” CIP students created and implemented more experiences than the 
planned experiences in reading with children.  In addition, it is feasible that reflective critical thinking is a 
primary component of leadership identity development through community based learning programs. 
Further research on this relationship is needed.  
The results have implications for motivating college students to sustain their participation in community 
programs, as well as to lead reasonably and serve. This study highlights the importance of skilled, 
sensitive administrative leadership in providing a program and skills to students relevant to an 
experiential learning program, then acknowledging the student’s development and motivation to realize 
that development through giving them creative license. The findings of this study advance an 
understanding of the value of community-based experience for the cognitive, intrapersonal and 
interpersonal aspects of leadership development in students in college toward realizing their leadership 
identity. 
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