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Executive	Summary	
Mapping	the	Student	Engagement	Journey	is	an	exploratory,	qualitative	research	project	
that	aimed	to	better	understand	the	student	engagement	landscape	at	the	University	Park	
campus.	Through	24,	in-depth,	qualitative	interviews,	we	asked	students	across	the	12	
colleges	to	reflect	on	their	student	engagement	experiences	and	explain	to	us	how	they	
discovered	these	opportunities,	what	motivated	them	to	do	this	work,	and	what	they	
learned	in	the	process.	The	result	of	this	research	is	a	rich	and	robust	data	set	of	student	
experiences	that	we	hope	to	use	to	inform	future	student	engagement	initiatives	at	Penn	
State	as	well	as	amplify	these	experiences	with	our	colleagues	and	stakeholders.	While	we	
know	each	student	engagement	journey	is	unique,	depending	on	the	student	themselves,	
their	motivations,	their	major	and	career	path,	and	the	ways	in	which	they	interact	with	the	
institution,	we	feel	that	this	project	does	provide	the	following	overarching	ideas	that	
inform	future	research.		
● Recognition	of	student	engagement	opportunity	types:	Some	types	of	student	

engagement	experiences	are	better	recognized	by	students	than	others.	We	believe	
some	of	this	is	due	to	the	advice	students	receive	when	coming	to	college,	some	is	
influenced	by	the	Penn	State	culture	that	encourages	organizational	experiences,	
and	some	is	due	to	pressure	students	feel	that	they	need	to	gain	enough	experience	
to	get	a	job	upon	graduation.		

● Finding	your	why:	Our	mapping	technique	allowed	students	to	reflect	on	their	
experiences	at	Penn	State.	As	we	talked	to	students	about	each	experience	on	the	
map,	our	questions	were	able	to	uncover	the	metacognitive	aspects	and	articulate	
their	why	statements.	Some	students	had	strong	“why”	statements	going	into	
opportunities	while	other	students	did	not	have	a	“why”	that	was	as	strongly	
articulated.		

● Institutional	responsibility:	Students	understand	and	value	Penn	State’s	
commitment	to	providing	student	engagement	experiences.	Because	Penn	State	is	
invested	in	these	experiences	and	has	provided	scaffolding	including	curriculum,	
faculty	and	staff	support,	and	connections	to	opportunities	beyond	Penn	State,	
students	find	these	experiences	meaningful	and	rewarding.	Even	within	the	most	
challenging	experiences,	students	are	still	able	to	see	the	value	gained	from	
participating.		

	
The	following	white	paper	explores	these	themes	and	provides	recommendations	for	
future	directions.
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Our	24	students	
For	this	phase	of	the	project,	we	wanted	to	interview	24	Penn	State	University	Park	
students	across	the	12	disciplinary	colleges.	In	wanting	to	make	sure	we	got	a	wide	range	
of	student	engagement	experiences,	we	chose	stratified	random	sampling	as	our	way	to	
recruit	potential	students.	We	hoped	this	would	prevent	us	from	only	interviewing	those	
students	who	are	really	engaged	and	might	give	us	some	perspective	into	students	who	end	
up	being	less	engaged	during	their	time	at	Penn	State.	Based	on	the	interviews,	we	believe	
we	succeeded	at	getting	that	wide	range	of	experiences.			
	
In	collaboration	with	Libraries’	Assessment,	we	pull	a	list	of	students,	across	the	12	
colleges,	who	in	the	2018-19	academic	year,	had	taken	a	class	that	indicated	a	student	
engagement	experience.	For	example,	we	know	that	courses	ending	with	-95	signal	
internships,	courses	ending	with	-94	or	-96	signal	undergraduate	research	opportunities,	
and	courses	ending	with	-99	signal	study	abroad	experiences.	A	complete	list	of	what	we	
used	can	be	found	in	Appendix	A.	While	this	list	isn’t	exhaustive,	it	gave	us	a	sample	set	of	
6,898	students	to	recruit	for	this	research.	We	ended	up	contacting	229	students	before	
completing	all	24	interviews.		
	
For	the	24	students	interviewed,	and	mentioned	in	the	following	pages,	12	identified	as	
male	and	12	identified	as	female.	Figure	1	(below),	shows	the	breakdown	of	their	year	in	
school.	Our	data	set	was	primarily	made	of	seniors	(16)	and	only	had	1	sophomore	(7%).	
This	makes	sense	since	many	of	the	student	engagement	courses	identified	in	our	data	set	
are	not	designed	for	first-year	or	second-year	students.			

	
Figure	1:	The	breakdown	of	year	in	school	for	our	24	students	
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We	were	able	to	attain	additional	demographic	information	for	23	of	our	24	students.	
Figure	2	shows	the	breakdown	of	race/ethnicity	for	our	sample.	

	
Figure	2:	The	breakdown	of	race/ethnicity	from	our	24	students	

	
The	Penn	State	University	Park	fall	2018	enrollment	by	race/ethnicity	demonstrates	that	
our	sample	overrepresented	White,	Asian,	and	Black	students	and	underrepresented	
Hispanic	or	Latino	students.	None	of	the	students	in	our	sample	identified	as	two	or	more	
races,	American	Indian/Alaskan	Native,	or	Native	Hawaiian/Pacific	Islander,	therefore,	
these	groups	were	also	underrepresented	in	our	sample.	
	
Our	relevant	information	about	our	sample	includes:	
● Students	ranged	in	age	from	19-24	
● Five	(21%)	identified	as	first-generation	college	students	
● Two	were	classified	as	adult-learners	
● Two	students	started	at	Commonwealth	campuses	(Abington	&	Harrisburg)	before	

transferring	to	University	Park	
● Two	students	transferred	to	Penn	State	their	junior	years	from	a	different	

institution	
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Making	the	map	
A	crucial	part	of	our	research	project	was	having	
each	student	create	their	own	student	engagement	
map	that	guided	our	conversation	during	their	
interview.	Students	were	asked	to	place	a	sticker	
on	their	map	for	any	meaningful	student	
engagement	experience	they	had	as	an	
undergraduate.	All	students	were	given	the	student	
engagement	types	ahead	of	time	and	then	again	
when	creating	their	map	in	the	interview.	The	
image	on	the	left	shows	a	modified	handout	we	
created	for	our	final	four,	virtual	interviews.	This	
handout	contains	the	sticker	color,	definition	of	the	
student	engagement	experience,	and	different	
ways	the	student	engagement	experience	can	play	
out.		
	
We	did	not	give	students	many	directions	for	
creating	their	map.	We	wanted	to	know	how	
students	were	interpreting	our	definitions	of	

student	engagement	categories	and	what	experiences	were	most	meaningful.	This	
flexibility	yielded	a	wide	variety	of	maps,	best	seen	in	our	interviewee	guidebook.	Here’s	an	
example	of	how	maps	turned	out	differently.	
	

The	map	on	the	left	belongs	to	Taylor,	who	used	one	sticker	to	represent	each	experience	
he	participated	in.	Julian’s	map,	on	the	right,	uses	multiple	stickers	to	indicate	experiences	
and	length	of	time	spent.	He	was	one	of	the	students	who	ended	up	ripping	stickers	up	to	
place	on	this	map.		
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To	learn	more	about	how	to	read	these	maps,	consult	our	guidebook.	Our	guidebook	
provides	all	24	maps,	and	includes	additional	information,	such	as	a	summary	of	the	
student’s	interview,	their	major	and	year	in	school,	and	a	memorable	quote	from	their	
conversation.	

Theme	1:	Recognition	
Top	engagement	experiences	by	our	24	students	
Collectively,	the	24	students	we	interviewed	discussed	approximately	177	student	
engagement	experiences	during	their	time	at	Penn	State.	This	number	is	approximate	
because	students	chose	to	identify	experiences	in	a	variety	of	ways,	including	nesting	
experiences	(see	below)	and	mentioning	multiple	experiences	under	one	sticker.	With	our	
24	students,	the	number	of	experiences	ranged	from	4-17.	It	averaged	out	that	each	
student	completed	7.5	experiences.	While	there	was	some	overlap	of	opportunities	
(example:	THON,	TAing	for	classes,	and	club	frisbee),	most	of	these	were	unique	
opportunities.	The	breakdown	of	the	most	mentioned	engagement	experiences	is	listed	in	
Figure	3.	

	
Figure	3:	Opportunity	types	most	commonly	mentioned	
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The	most	common	opportunity	types	mentioned	demonstrate	which	student	engagement	
experiences	were	accessible	and	well-known	to	our	sample	of	Penn	State	undergraduates.	
Generally,	the	students	we	interviewed	felt	very	encouraged	to	join	organizational	
experiences.	92%	of	these	students	noted	an	organization	on	their	journey	map	and	63%	of	
our	sample	joined	an	organization	during	their	freshman	year.	Students	were	also	
determined	to	complete	professional	experiences.	96%	of	our	sample	completed	a	
professional	experience	at	some	point	during	their	college	career.	These	trends	suggest	
that	Penn	State	undergraduates	are	aware	of	organizational	and	professional	opportunities	
and	view	these	experiences	as	valuable.		
	
Nested	experiences	
Eight	(8)	out	of	24	students	used	two	
stickers	to	indicate	a	nested	student	
engagement	experience.	Nested	
experiences	are	student	engagement	
opportunities	that	students	believed	to	
have	the	qualities	of	two	student	
engagement	opportunity	types.	The	
most	common	combinations	were	
organizational	experience	and		
creative	accomplishment	(ex:	
choreographing	for	a	dance	
organization),	organizational	experience	
and	volunteerism	(ex:	participation	in	a	THON	organization),	and	professional	experience	
and	community-based	learning	(ex:	student	teaching	in	a	local	community).	The	image	to	
your	right	shows	Harris’	map,	in	which	he	nested	his	undergraduate	research	with	study	
abroad,	since	he	traveled	to	Morocco	with	an	Erickson	Discovery	Grant	to	pursue	his	own,	
independent	research.	
	
What	experiences	did	students	not	mention?		
Out	of	the	177	student	engagement	experiences	mentioned,	there	were	only	five	self-
directed	student	engagement	experiences	listed	and	only	two	community-based	learning	
experiences	listed.	Students	may	have	completed	more	self-directed	and	community-based	
learning	experiences	than	they	indicated	on	their	maps.	We	believe	students	may	have	
been	unfamiliar	with	these	student	engagement	terms,	and	therefore	did	not	recognize	that	
their	experiences	fell	into	these	categories.	However,	it	could	also	be	more	challenging	for	
students	to	discover	self-directed	and	community-based	learning	experiences	compared	to	
other	types	of	student	engagement,	such	as	organizational	and	professional	experiences.	
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This	may	be	due	to	how	Penn	State	promotes	student	engagement,	or	the	ways	in	which	
offices	who	offer	these	programs	are	speaking	about	this	engagement	to	their	students.		
	
Takeaways	
Overall,	the	students	in	our	sample	were	heavily	involved	in	organizations,	especially	
during	their	first	years	at	Penn	State.	This	strong,	first-year	involvement	may	be	due	to	
advice	that	incoming	freshmen	are	given.	For	example,	Cullen,	a	sophomore	studying	pre-
medicine,	told	us,	“...when	I	first	came	to	Penn	State,	they	made	it	clear	that	there’s	a	lot	of	
opportunities,	both	in	terms	of	clubs	and	organizations	because	it’s	such	a	massive	school.	And	
that,	generally,	as	long	as	I	reach	out...there	will	be	opportunities	open	for	whatever	I’m	
interested	in…”	We	also	found	that	Penn	State’s	culture	heavily	emphasizes	organizational	
involvement	and	many	students	spoke	fondly	of	this	culture.	For	example,	Olivia,	a	senior	
studying	kinesiology,	would	give	this	advice	to	incoming	Penn	State	students,	“Get	involved	
in	something.	It	helped	a	lot	to	join	an	organization	and	have	my	solid	group	of	friends	that	
helped	make	the	transition	a	lot	easier	to	be	at	a	new	school.”	Harris,	a	senior	studying	
geography,	had	a	more	negative	view	of	the	messaging	to	join	a	club,	stating,	“It’s	all	like,	oh,	
yeah,	you	have	to	join	a	club	to	have	friends	or	you	have	to	be	in	a	fraternity.”	While	in	the	
minority,	we	do	think	Harris’	perspective	is	important	to	consider,	especially	in	thinking	
about	our	messaging	around	student	engagement.	While	joining	a	club	is	definitely	a	great	
start	to	a	student	engagement	journey,	we	want	to	make	sure	students	know	that	is	not	
their	only	option.	
	
Additionally,	our	interviewees	were	very	driven	to	pursue	professional	experiences.	We	
believe	this	is	due	to	pressure	students	feel	to	have	a	job	upon	graduation.	Kendal,	a	junior	
studying	nursing,	alluded	to	this	pressure	while	discussing	her	experiences,	telling	us,	“I	
need	to	have	something	that’s	different	from	other	people	to	kind	of	set	me	apart	and	kind	of	
ensure	some	more	job	security.”	David,	a	fifth	year	student	studying	material	science	
engineering,	directly	addressed	this	pressure	during	his	interview.	During	the	summer	
between	his	fourth	and	fifth	years	Penn	State,	David	was	recovering	from	an	unexpected	
surgery,	and	had	to	quit	his	internship.	He	discussed	the	stress	of	this	situation,	stating,	“I	
was	like,	‘I	need	to	find	something	because	I'm	going	to	be	applying	for	jobs	next	year,	and	
everybody	else	is	going	to	have	experience.’	And	although	I	have	this	excuse	of,	‘I	had	to	get	
this	crazy	surgery,	randomly,’	that's	really	not	an	excuse.”	We	will	speak	more	to	
professional	experiences	later	in	this	white	paper.	
	
After	reviewing	our	data,	we	believe	it’s	time	to	invest	in	marketing	and	promoting	other	
types	of	student	engagement.	As	previously	mentioned,	self-directed	student	engagement	
and	community-based	learning	were	rarely	discussed	during	our	24	interviews.	Perhaps	an	
increased	focus	on	these	opportunity	types	would	increase	access	to	experiences	students	



10 

are	less	familiar	with.	Additionally,	promoting	these	opportunities	may	support	students	
like	Harris,	who	felt	less	connected	to	organizational	experiences	and	therefore,	took	
longer	to	get	involved.		

Theme	2:	Finding	your	why	
What’s	your	why?	
In	looking	at	the	Penn	State	Engagement	Plan	and	
reflecting	on	our	interviews,	we	realized	that	students	
were	able	to	reflect	and	speak	about	this	iterative	cycle.	
What	we	also	realized	was	some	students	had	a	“why”	
that	drove	them	to	certain	experiences,	while	others	had	
to	complete	an	experience	and	reflect	before	they	could	
uncover	their	“why.”		
	
Some	students	did	have	a	strong	“why”	going	into	student	engagement	experiences.	For	
example,	Rachel,	a	senior	studying	communication	arts	and	sciences	and	French,	had	a	very	
strong	“why”	regarding	her	multiple	study	abroad	experiences.	After	graduating	from	Penn	
State,	she	plans	to	live	in	France	and	earn	a	Master’s	Degree	in	human	resources.	This	goal	
drove	her	engagement,	which	we	can	see	clearly	when	she	said,	“...I	know	that	I	want	to	
work	in	France,	and	I	knew	that	I	wanted	to	study	in	France	after	my	experience	that	I	had	
already	had.”	This	focus	helped	her	gain	the	skills	and	experiences	she	needed.	The	other	
important	element	to	note	about	Rachel	is	that	she	had	a	good	sense	of	when	an	
opportunity	wasn’t	working	for	her.	In	her	first	year,	she	participated	in	student	
government	and	didn’t	like	it.	She	said	to	us	that,	“I	learned	that	you	learn	what	you	like	and	
what	you	don't	like,	and	you	realize	where	you	just	fit	and	where	you	don't.”	While	we	can’t	
prove	causation,	there	is	something	to	be	said	for	learning	this	lesson	early	and	allowing	it	
to	help	you	drive	your	future	“why.”		
	
Students	such	as	Amanda,	a	senior	studying	nursing,	found	the	“why”	for	her	Greek	Life	
involvement	after	she	had	completed	the	experience.	Amanda	joined	a	sorority	at	the	start	
of	her	freshman	year,	hoping	to	make	new	friends.	She	did	not	reflect	on	this	decision	at	the	
time,	and	had	no	goals	for	the	experience,	besides	meeting	new	people.	However,	she	felt	
an	inherent	sense	of	belonging	and	pride	for	her	organization,	motivating	her	to	take	on	
multiple	leadership	roles.	Amanda	was	eventually	elected	president	of	her	sorority.	In	this	
role,	she	encountered	ethical	dilemmas	and	gained	behind-the-scenes	knowledge	of	how	
Greek	life	operates.	During	her	interview,	she	explained,	“I	learned	more	after	being	in	that	
role	than	I	did	during	the	time	of	that	role	because	it	really	takes	that	reflection	component	to	
think	about	all	of	the	things	that	I	did	learn	during	that	time...”	Looking	back	on	her	
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experience	as	president,	she	now	realizes	that	she	gained	ethical	reasoning	by	prioritizing	
Panhellenic	regulations	over	the	pressure	of	her	peers	to	bend	the	rules.	She	also	gained	
professional	skills,	and	noted	that	a	sorority	functions	somewhat	like	a	business.	Although	
ethical	reasoning	and	professional	development	did	not	motivate	Amanda	to	join	a	
sorority,	she	found	these	growth	areas	in	her	reflection	of	the	experience,	leading	to	a	
meaningful	“why.”	
	
We	also	interviewed	students	who	did	not	have	an	in-depth	“why”	for	some	experiences.	
Cullen,	a	sophomore	studying	pre-medicine,	had	a	meaningful	“why”	for	his	research	
experience	and	volunteerism.	However,	he	briefly	ran	cross	country	during	his	first-year,	
motivated	to	join	due	to	his	previous	high	school	experience,	and	did	not	express	a	strong	
“why”	for	this	experience.	He	quickly	realized	that	the	time	commitment	and	competitive	
atmosphere	of	the	organization	were	more	intense	than	he	expected.	Cullen	left	the	
organization	the	same	semester	he	joined,	and	focused	mostly	on	research	during	the	rest	
of	his	Penn	State	journey.	Even	though	Cullen	lacked	a	“why”	for	his	cross	country	
experience,	he	was	still	able	to	find	meaning	in	other	opportunities.	This	suggests	that	
students	do	not	have	a	fully	developed	“why”	for	every	engagement	opportunity	they	
pursue	and	we	believe	that	is	okay,	as	long	as	at	least	one	of	their	experiences	has	a	strong	
“why.”		
	
Unanticipated	professional	benefits	
Our	interview	method	allowed	students	to	process	their	past	experiences	and	tell	us	their	
story.	One	thing	we	noticed	was	how	some	students	reflected	on	how	what	they	gained	
from	the	experience	differed	slightly	from	their	initial	motivation	to	join.	For	both	students	
involved	in	Greek	Life	and	THON,	we	noticed	those	unanticipated	benefits	were	tied	to	
professional	development.		
	
Four	students	(17%)	interviewed	were	involved	in	the	Panhellenic/IFC	community.	These	
students	were	motivated	to	join	the	Greek	system	to	make	new	friends.	However,	
throughout	their	experience,	they	all	took	away	professional	skills	they	envisioned	using	in	
the	future.	Olivia,	Hannah,	and	Amanda	held	leadership	positions	in	their	sororities,	and	
Amanda	especially	felt	her	time	as	president	taught	her	a	lot.	Eric	and	Amanda	compared	
their	Greek	organization	to	a	business	and	how	that	framing	made	them	appreciate	the	
work	the	organization	did.	Olivia	had	the	strongest	comments	on	the	professional	elements	
she	gained	from	her	sorority,	stating,		“...being	in	a	sorority	teaches	professionalism	like	it's	
not	just	about	joining	an	organization	and	having	friends.	It's	a	lot	about	how	you	carry	
yourself...”	She	did	have	a	sense	that	the	sorority	would	give	these	professional	skills	when	
she	joined	and	that	has	influenced	how	she	works	with	new	members	joining	the	sorority.		
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Another	opportunity	type	that	had	unanticipated	professional	benefits	was	THON	
involvement.	Seven	students	in	our	sample	mentioned	THON	during	their	interview,	
referring	to	committees,	specific	THON	organizations,	and	THON	involvement	within	
outside	organizations.	This	involvement	was	categorized	as	organizational	experiences,	
volunteerism,	and	a	nested	experience	of	these	two	opportunity	types.	Similar	to	Greek	life	
involvement,	many	students	got	involved	with	THON	to	make	friends;	some	students	were	
also	motivated	by	the	opportunity	to	help	others.	Students	did	not	mention	getting	
involved	with	THON	for	professional	development,	but	some	students	recognized	this	
development	as	their	involvement	progressed.	For	example,	Brendan,	a	senior	studying	
film,	learned	about	event	filming	while	volunteering	on	a	Public	Relations	THON	
committee.	Jessica,	a	junior	studying	cybersecurity	analytics,	became	a	captain	for	a	
Technology	THON	committee,	hoping	to	gain	leadership	experience.	However,	during	this	
experience,	she	learned	about	the	infrastructure	of	website	design,	which	directly	relates	to	
her	major.		
	
Takeaways	
Our	data	suggests	that	students	are	already	thinking	about	the	elements	of	the	student	
engagement	plan,	without	realizing	it.	However,	students	are	not	always	reflecting	on	this	
plan	prior	to	selecting	a	student	engagement	opportunity.	Some	students	find	their	“why”	
later	in	the	process,	while	others	might	not	develop	a	“why”	at	all	for	certain	opportunities.	
We	view	this	finding	as	an	opportunity	for	the	Student	Engagement	Network	(SEN)	to	
introduce	students	to	the	engagement	plan	earlier,	so	they	can	reflect	on	which	
opportunities	will	best	fit	their	goals	and	expectations.	This	would	also	allow	for	
conversations	earlier	in	their	Penn	State	career	on	the	10	types	of	student	engagement,	
increasing	awareness	of	the	less	well-known	engagement	types.		
	
Additionally,	we	believe	the	SEN	has	the	opportunity	to	educate	students	on	what	skills	and	
overall	takeaways	they	are	gaining	or	could	potentially	gain	from	an	opportunity.	This	
could	occur	through	conversations	introducing	the	growth	areas	or	asking	students	to	
create	a	list	of	skills	or	experiences	they	hope	to	gain	by	completing	a	student	engagement	
opportunity.	This	educational	piece	could	potentially	happen	as	a	student	prototypes	an	
experience,	or	at	the	start	of	an	experience	they	pursue.	Introducing	this	educational	and	
reflective	piece	earlier	opens	up	the	possibility	that	students	will	get	the	most	from	their	
experiences,	and	also	be	in	a	better	position	to	“Tell	their	story.”	By	the	time	a	student	
completes	a	student	engagement	opportunity,	they	will	have	the	language	to	discuss	their	
experience,	and	the	reflective	elements	to	note	what	skills	or	mindsets	they	gained	while	
participating.	We	believe	this	will	help	students	speak	to	their	student	engagement	
experience	to	many	audiences	and	allow	them	to	discuss	skills	and	lessons	learned	when	
applying	for	jobs	or	other	opportunities.		
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Theme	3:	Institutional	responsibility		
Why	students	think	Penn	State	should	offer	these	experiences	
A	crucial	component	of	successful	student	engagement	is	the	institution’s	commitment	to	
these	experiences.	Not	only	does	an	institution	need	to	support	these	experiences,	they	
need	to	provide	the	structure	and	resources	to	make	these	experiences	meaningful.	We	
wanted	to	see	after	students	reflected	on	their	own	experiences	what	their	thoughts	were	
on	how	Penn	State	is	doing	with	providing	these	opportunities.	As	we	wrapped	up	each	of	
our	interviews,	we	posed	the	following	question	to	the	student:	“Why	does	it	matter	that	
Penn	State	offers	these	opportunities?”		
	
Some	of	our	responses	felt	straight	from	a	tour	guide,	such	as	the	quote	from	Hannah,	a	
junior	in	the	Eberly	College	of	Science,	“Penn	State	is	awesome	with	that	because	there's	just	
so	many	different	things	you	can	do.	There's	so	many	different	options	like,	if	you	can	even	
think	of	it	like	I	know	there's	an	actuary	club	like	how	many	colleges	really	have	that,	you	
know,	so	anything	you	can	think	of.	You	can	do	it.	And	if	they	don't	have	it,	you	can	make	it.”	
This	sort	of	messaging	gets	at	the	variety	of	opportunities	students	can	participate	in,	
which	we	have	clearly	seen	throughout	the	24	interviews.	The	vast	options	help	make	Penn	
State	an	attractive	place	to	be	an	undergraduate.	On	a	slightly	related	note,	Nina,	one	of	our	
international	students,	who	spent	two	years	at	a	campus	before	coming	to	University	Park,	
said,	“It	just	really	gave	me	the	sense	that	I	matter.”	Penn	State	is	doing	a	good	job	of	
providing	opportunities	and	we	need	to	continue	this	good	work.			
	
Other	students	spoke	to	the	importance	of	gaining	“real-world”	experiences,	or	having	
professional	opportunities	to	learn	and	explore	their	field.	Some	students	got	a	little	
deeper,	talking	about	how	these	experiences	give	you	the	opportunity	to	develop	your	
identity	and	learn	more	about	yourself.	Some	of	our	students	wish	they	would	have	gotten	
more	involved	sooner,	because	they	saw	such	a	benefit	from	participating	in	student	
engagement	opportunities.	For	some	of	the	students	we	interviewed,	these	experiences	
defined	their	Penn	State	journey.					
	
Most	rewarding	and	most	challenging	experiences	
During	each	interview,	we	asked	students	to	identify	the	student	engagement	experience	
that	they	found	the	most	rewarding,	and	the	experience	they	found	the	most	challenging.	
Out	of	the	ten	student	engagement	opportunity	types,	organizational	experiences	were	
commonly	named	as	rewarding.	Seven	students,	about	30%	of	this	data	set,	choose	an	
organizational	experience	as	their	most	rewarding.	This	aligns	with	the	first	theme	of	the	
project,	given	that	students	generally	valued	organizational	experiences	and	viewed	them	
as	accessible.		
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For	the	most	challenging	opportunity,	professional	experience	was	the	most	common	
opportunity	type	chosen.	When	asked	to	speak	to	why	it	was	challenging,	students	
mentioned	how	much	time	was	required	of	them	to	complete	the	experience,	having	to	
learn	how	to	juggle	priorities	in	the	experience,	being	in	experiences	that	ended	up	not	
being	what	they	expected,	and	issues	around	cultural	communication.	It	is	interesting	to	
note	that	of	those	seven	students,	two	were	from	Health	and	Human	Development	and	two	
were	from	the	College	of	Information	Sciences	&	Technology.	These	are	both	colleges	that	
require	internships	and	professional	experiences	in	their	curriculum	in	order	to	graduate.	
Of	the	seven	students	that	listed	a	professional	experience	as	their	most	challenging,	five	of	
these	were	referring	to	an	internship	experience	that	was	not	affiliated	with	Penn	State.	
This	finding	suggests	that	students	may	need	additional	mentorship	and	support	when	
they	leave	campus	to	complete	a	summer	internship.		
	
Following	professional	experiences,	nested	experiences	were	the	next	most	common	
opportunity	type	listed	as	the	most	challenging.	This	suggests	that	the	combination	of	two	
student	engagement	types	can	create	unique	obstacles.	For	example,	conducting	
undergraduate	research	abroad	may	lead	to	cultural	barriers,	in	addition	to	the	challenges	
already	present	in	undergraduate	research	projects.		
	
Finally,	seven	of	the	24	students	listed	the	same	activity	as	both	their	most	rewarding	and	
most	challenging	experience,	suggesting	that	students	are	resilient	through	challenging	
opportunities	and	still	are	able	to	find	the	experience	rewarding.	Several	of	these	students	
mentioned	that	the	challenging	parts	of	the	experience	helped	to	make	it	their	most	
rewarding.		

 

Takeaways	
Students	really	care	about	the	student	engagement	opportunities	they	have	at	Penn	State	
and	this	should	reaffirm	our	commitment	to	providing	meaningful	experiences,	across	all	
student	engagement	types.	This	also	reminded	us	that	we	need	to	continue	to	learn	about	
these	journeys	and	pinpoint	challenges	and	opportunities	for	innovation	and	growth.	In	the	
upcoming	years,	we	should	also	think	about	support	for	these	opportunities.	What	funding	
do	students	need	to	make	these	experiences	happen	and	who	(faculty,	staff,	advisors,	peers,	
etc.)	need	space	to	continue	to	support	these	opportunities?		

Recommendations	&	lessons	learned	for	the	SEN	
➔ Students	need	more	support	discovering	less	well-known	types	of	student	

engagement	opportunities,	such	as	self-directed	student	engagement	or	
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community-based	learning.	Moving	forward,	the	SEN	could	increase	promotion	for	
these	student	engagement	opportunity	types,	along	with	other	opportunities	that	
were	less	recognized	by	the	students	in	our	sample.	

	
➔ Students	interpreted	the	student	engagement	opportunity	types	in	various	

ways	and	this	provides	insight	into	any	changes	that	might	need	to	be	made	to	
opportunity	type	definitions.	Eight	students	combined	opportunity	types	by	
listing	a	nested	experience.	Some	opportunity	types	were	used	for	vastly	different	
engagement	experiences.	There	were	also	students	who	completed	the	same	
experience,	but	listed	it	as	different	opportunity	types	like	one	student	putting	
involvement	with	THON	under	an	organizational	experience	and	another	student	
classifying	THON	as	volunteerism.	We	know	these	definitions	come	from	the	work	
of	the	Council	on	Engaged	Scholarship	and	have	their	own	histories	within	the	
institution.	Perhaps	as	we	move	into	years	four	and	five	of	the	SEN,	we	can	review	
and	reconsider	categories	to	acknowledge	the	ways	in	which	our	students	are	
thinking	about	these	experiences.		
	

➔ Required	courses	can	be	essential	to	a	student	engagement	journey	and	also	
can	influence	the	other	opportunities	pursued	by	the	student.	While	we	did	not	
explicitly	discuss	curriculum	aspects	in	our	white	paper,	we	did	see	some	
motivation	from	students	due	to	the	fact	they	needed	a	course	or	experience	to	earn	
their	degree.	This	is	especially	prevalent	for	honors	students	and	students	pursuing	
majors	with	professional	requirements	outside	the	classroom,	such	as	nursing	and	
education.	Especially	for	students	who	are	held	to	a	tight	curriculum	to	graduate,	
there	is	not	much	room	for	exploration	of	multiple	student	engagement	types.	What	
we	feel	is	needed	is	helping	students	in	those	colleges	and	majors	understand	
student	engagement	might	look	different	to	them.	Kendal,	our	junior	nursing	
student,	says	it	best	when	reflecting	on	her	high	school	co-curricular	activities	and	
how	they	did	not	translate	to	being	a	nursing	student,	“...so	I	think	I	just	thought	that	
if	I	can't	do	the	same	things	I've	always	been	doing,	then	what's	the	point?	I	didn't	
realize	that	there	would	be	like	more	opportunities	related	to	my	future.”	The	SEN	
could	play	an	increased	role	in	student	engagement	opportunities	driven	by	
curriculum	by	supporting	faculty	as	they	develop	student	engagement	opportunities	
and	assist	mentoring	students	during	challenging,	required	experiences.		
	

➔ Students	involved	with	undergraduate	research	may	need	increased	guidance.	
42%	of	our	interviewees	were	involved	with	undergraduate	research,	and	many	
faced	barriers	such	as	finding	an	honors	thesis	advisor,	time	management,	a	lack	of	
familiarity	with	research	in	their	major,	and	sacrificing	a	learning	experience	for	a	
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paid	experience.	While	the	SEN	is	not	responsible	for	managing	undergraduate	
research,	these	findings	will	be	shared	with	colleagues	in	Undergraduate	Education	
and	the	already	established	research	roundtable.	This	finding	reminds	us	that	
opportunity	providers	for	certain	student	engagement	experiences	should	be	sure	
to	include	regular	assessment	into	their	work,	in	order	to	identify	pain	points	such	
as	the	ones	we	discovered	with	undergraduate	research.	As	the	Network	continues	
to	bring	opportunity	providers	together,	data	like	this	can	be	a	good	starting	point	
for	conversation.	
	

➔ Professional	experiences,	especially	those	not	affiliated	with	Penn	State,	were	
challenging	for	students	and	could	benefit	from	additional	educational	
support.	Although	Penn	State	has	less	control	over	these	experiences,	programs	
such	as	the	summer	Innovation	Grant	cohort	model	and	Engagement	Coaches	could	
be	a	way	to	provide	the	additional	instructional	scaffolding	needed	to	make	these	
experiences	more	meaningful	for	our	students.		

From	the	library’s	point	of	view	
This	Faculty	Fellow	project	was	conducted	through	the	lens	of	library	and	information	
science.	While	the	interview	did	not	specifically	focus	on	if	and	how	each	student	
engagement	experience	utilized	the	library,	Hailley	was	interested	in	the	student’s	
perceptions	of	the	library	as	it	related	to	these	out	of	class	experiences.	Similarly	to	asking	
about	Penn	State’s	responsibility	to	provide	these	experiences	at	the	end	of	each	interview,	
we	also	asked	students	about	how	the	library	played	or	did	not	play	a	role	in	their	student	
engagement	journey.	Responses	varied,	but	the	overarching	theme	seen	in	this	question	
was	that	students	understand	the	library	as	a	space.	Several	mentioned	specific	sections	of	
the	library	they	study	in,	and	others	mentioned	reserving	group	study	rooms	or	checking	
out	materials.		
	
While	this	is	encouraging	to	hear,	the	Libraries	do	have	room	to	grow	in	supporting	student	
engagement	opportunities.	Students	had	difficulties	connecting	the	library	to	their	
engagement	experiences	beyond	space.	Most	could	not	name	their	subject	librarian	and	
some	were	confused	why	we	were	asking	the	library	question	in	the	first	place.	These	
answers	were	a	good	reminder	that	more	work	needs	to	be	done	to	help	create	a	spectrum	
of	library	experiences	for	Penn	State	students.	Using	the	space	in	the	library	is	not	enough,	
and	Hailley	is	excited	to	grapple	with	these	ideas	moving	forward	in	this	project.	
	
These	findings	do	present	an	opportunity	for	leveraging	library	space	as	a	way	to	help	raise	
awareness	about	student	engagement	opportunities,	since	students	value	this	space	and	
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frequent	it	often.	Of	course,	we	understand	not	every	student	studies	in	the	library,	but	it	
could	be	used	as	one	other	way	to	do	outreach	for	the	SEN.	We	also	know	that	across	the	
Commonwealth,	especially	at	those	campuses	with	commuter	student	populations,	the	
library	is	considered	the	“student	hub.”	In	continuing	to	connect	all	Penn	State	students	to	
student	engagement,	we	could	explore	a	model	in	which	all	Penn	State	Libraries	help	to	
spread	the	word	about	student	engagement	and	the	SEN.		
	
One	final	library	item	to	mention	is	that	we	were	struck	by	is	the	many	ways	in	which	our	
students	were	discovering,	creating,	and	disseminating	information	either	before	or	during	
an	experience.	Some	students,	including	those	studying	abroad,	did	extensive	research	
ahead	of	time	before	they	began	their	experiences.	Other	students	did	not	conduct	research	
ahead	of	time,	and	just	jumped	right	into	the	experience.	Our	students	faced	challenges	in	
their	experiences,	and	had	to	problem	solve	in	the	middle	of	an	experience	to	come	to	a	
solution.	Many	felt	a	responsibility	to	mentor	their	younger	peers	and	encourage	them	to	
get	involved	sooner	rather	than	later.	Students	looked	for	answers	via	Google,	Penn	State	
website,	their	peers,	family	members,	graduate	students,	faculty,	staff,	and	advisors.	As	this	
project	progresses,	Hailley	looks	forward	to	highlighting	these	processes	and	connecting	
them	to	information	literacy	skills	through	the	library	and	information	science	lens.							

Concluding	Thoughts	
In	beginning	to	write	this	white	paper,	we	were	overwhelmed	with	the	amount	of	
information	that	we	had	gathered	from	our	interviews.	Doing	in-depth	qualitative	
interviews	yields	so	much	to	sift	through	and	analyze.	We	know	this	white	paper	could	
have	gone	in	many	directions	and	we	hope	the	points	we	choose	to	elaborate	on	provide	
food	for	thought	for	the	SEN	leadership.	We	look	forward	to	continuing	this	conversation,	
both	at	Penn	State,	and	with	the	larger	library	and	higher	education	communities.		
	
While	we	know	these	interviews	only	showcase	a	sliver	of	what	Penn	State	students	
experience	with	student	engagement	opportunities,	we	believe	this	research	is	an	
important	step	towards	amplifying	their	stories	and	using	these	experiences	to	inform	the	
direction	of	student	engagement.	We	both	feel	a	sense	of	responsibility	to	the	24	students	
we	interviewed	--	to	make	sure	their	stories	are	heard,	to	celebrate	the	work	they	have	
accomplished,	and	to	continue	to	make	sure	student	engagement	opportunities	are	
meaningful	and	help	to	provide	long-term	impacts.	This	is	just	phase	one	of	a	much	larger	
body	of	scholarship	on	student	engagement	and	libraries	and	we	look	forward	to	the	next	
steps.	We	are	thankful	for	the	support	of	the	Student	Engagement	Network,	Undergraduate	
Education,	Student	Affairs,	Outreach	&	Online	Education,	the	University	Libraries,	the	
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Institute	for	Research	Design	in	Librarianship,	and	the	students	who	participated	in	this	
project.				

Other	Research	Questions	to	Pursue	
This	project	naturally	led	Hailley	and	Ally	to	ask	more	questions	about	student	engagement	
journeys	at	Penn	State.	Some	of	these	questions	will	be	pursued	in	Hailley’s	Scholar	work	
from	2020-2022.	Having	Ally	as	a	collaborator	was	an	important	element	of	this	project	
and	we	look	forward	to	the	new	undergraduate	research	assistants	who	will	use	Ally’s	
questions	as	a	starting	point	while	also	forming	their	own	research	questions	to	pursue.	
	
Hailley	

➔ What	are	similarities	and	differences	between	student	engagement	journeys	at	
Commonwealth	campuses	compared	to	the	experiences	we’ve	gathered	from	
students	at	University	Park?		

➔ Based	on	the	experiences	identified,	what	would	be	ways	the	library	could	get	
involved	with	some	of	these	experiences?	What	would	it	look	like	if	the	library	
offered	any	of	these	10	student	engagement	types?		

➔ How	much	oversight/education	do	students	want	and	or	need	when	pursuing	
experiences?	

➔ What	training	is	needed	for	opportunity	providers	to	help	scaffold	experiences?		
 

Ally	
➔ Do	students’	motivations	for	a	particular	student	engagement	opportunity	change	

over	time?		
➔ Do	students	from	underrepresented	groups	experience	student	engagement	

differently	at	Penn	State?		
➔ How	can	Penn	State	increase	participation	for	student	engagement	opportunity	

types	that	are	less	well	known?		

Additional	information	on	this	project	
Currently,	we	blog	about	our	research	project	at	
https://sites.psu.edu/mappingstudentengagement/.	In	just	a	few	weeks,	we	will	be	moving	
our	content	over	to	https://mappingstudentengagement.com/.	We	use	this	platform	as	a	
way	to	share	our	research,	in	progress,	and	with	the	broader	library	and	higher	education	
community.		
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Appendix	A:	Course	Codes	for	Recruitment	
Discipline	 Course	code	 Engagement	Type	

	 495	 Professional	experience	

	 395	 Professional	experience	

	 295	 Professional	experience	

	 294	 Undergraduate	research	

	 494	 Undergraduate	research	

	 296	 Undergraduate	research	

	 496	 Undergraduate	research	

	 99	 Study	abroad	

	 199	 Study	abroad	

	 299	 Study	abroad	

	 399	 Study	abroad	

	 499	 Study	abroad	

	 494H	 Undergraduate	research	

	 496H	 Undergraduate	research	

CNED	 200	 Peer	mentoring	

RPTM	 457	 Peer	mentoring	
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CNED	 301	 Organizational	experiences	

CI	 200	 Peer	mentoring	

CAS	 490	 Peer	mentoring	

ENGL	 250	 Peer	mentoring	

APLNG	 250	 Peer	mentoring	

HIED	 302	 Peer	mentoring	

HIED	 303	 Peer	mentoring	

GEOG	 493	 Service-learning	

HONOR	 493H	 Service-learning	

EDTHP	 234	 Self-directed	

EDTHP	 434	 Peer	mentoring	

BIOL	 251	 Peer	mentoring	

HONOR	 201	 Self-directed	

NURS	 475	 Undergraduate	research	

BBH	 324	 Peer	mentoring	

LER	 497	 Course	with	out	of	class	
components	

MGMT/IST
/ENGR	

426	 Course	with	out	of	class	
components	
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Appendix	B:	Ally’s	Undergraduate	Research	Assistant	Reflection		
I	became	a	Research	Assistant	with	Mapping	the	Student	Engagement	Journey	in	

September	of	2019,	during	my	final	semester	at	Penn	State.	I	had	various	motivations	for	
taking	on	this	unique	role.	I	wanted	a	part-time	job,	but	I	was	hoping	to	find	something	
special.	I	was	searching		for	an	opportunity	I	would	genuinely	enjoy,	that	would	also	allow	
me	to	grow	professionally.	The	research	position	with	Mapping	the	Student	Engagement	
Journey	stood	out	as	a	perfect	fit.	The	role	was	a	combination	of	two	domains	I	really	cared	
about	-	student	engagement	and	undergraduate	research.	I	soon	realized	this	project	had	
the	potential	to	help	students	navigate	the	often	overwhelming	student	engagement	
landscape	at	Penn	State.	Knowing	that	I	could	support	other	students	through	this	research	
made	me	even	more	eager	to	get	to	work.	As	I	reflect	on	this	project	now,	I	know	I	could	not	
have	asked	for	a	better	project	to	work	on	as	I	completed	my	Penn	State	journey.		

I	have	many	takeaways	from	this	project	that	seem	to	fall	nicely	into	two	main	
points.	First,	I	learned	to	appreciate	the	individuality	of	undergraduate	students	and	their	
student	engagement	journeys.	Being	a	Penn	Stater	myself,	I	went	into	this	project	with	an	
idea	of	what	student	engagement	looks	like	at	this	university.	I	knew	my	journey	well	and	
figured	the	students	we	interviewed	would	have	journeys	that	looked	a	lot	like	mine.	At	
times,	this	assumption	was	true.	As	Hailley	and	I	conducted	interviews,	I	made	connections	
with	students	who	had	joined	the	same	organizations	as	me,	knew	the	same	people	as	I	did,	
and	had	career	goals	that	were	similar	to	my	own.	However,	I	also	got	to	know	students	
whose	Penn	State	experiences	looked	nothing	like	mine	at	all.	Some	students	didn’t	get	
involved	in	anything	during	their	first	year.	Others	took	time	off	to	gain	career	experience.	
Some	students	only	had	a	few	stickers	on	their	maps	while	others	had	so	many	they	
seemed	to	blow	my	map	out	of	the	water.	How	cool	is	it	that	Penn	State	is	one	university,	
yet	everyone	who	attends	has	their	own,	special	journey	to	share?	When	I	think	of	the	24	
students	we	interviewed,	I	am	fascinated	by	their	accomplishments	and	their	ability	to	
persevere	through	challenges.	I	am	also	proud	to	have	graduated	from	a	school	that	has	
such	an	ambitious	and	passionate	community	of	students.		

Additionally,	I	developed	technical	skills	that	have	made	me	a	stronger	researcher.	I	
learned	how	to	conduct	qualitative	research	through	our	interview	and	coding	process.	I	
gained	new	presentation	skills	for	both	in-person	and	virtual	experiences.	I	wrote	blog	
posts,	research	reports,	and	will	soon	begin	writing	manuscripts.	This	project	became	a	
huge	part	of	my	senior	year	and	I	am	extremely	grateful	for	all	the	learning	opportunities	it	
presented.	In	the	fall,	I’ll	start	my	first	year	at	Northeastern	University	School	of	Law	and	I	
know	Mapping	the	Student	Engagement	Journey	has	helped	prepare	me	for	this	next	
journey.	I’ll	start	this	new	chapter	with	not	only	an	enhanced	research	skill	set	but	with	a	
readiness	to	learn	from	my	peers	and	the	unique	journeys	they	bring	to	the	table.	 


