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Abstract 

FACULTY PERCEPTIONS OF MANAGING RISKS RELATED TO SERVICE LEARNING 

by   

Jody Van Leuven 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

Successfully mitigating recognized university risks could only be accomplished if the 

campus community plays a part in managing various university risks. The purpose of this study 

was to understand how faculty perceived their role in managing university risk, particularly risks 

associated with teaching service-learning courses.  Data was collected through comprehensive, 

open-ended interviews with university faculty teaching service-learning courses.  This study’s 

research questions include: 1) How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an 

academic environment? 2) How does the university culture shape faculty understating and/or 

their approach of managing risks associated within the academic environment? and 3) How will 

faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication efforts and exercises?  The 

findings suggested that faculty believed that, due to their nexus to their students and the 

university, they had an important role in addressing risks. Their role in managing risks was 

disadvantaged by a lack of resources and support. The results also suggested that the university 

culture did not play a role in how faculty managed risks.  Lastly, the majority of the faculty 

interviewed did not find that a negative-event risks scenario presented to them changed their 

opinion on how they perceived risks.  In conclusion, the most significant factor in how faculty 

addressed risks was a lack of resources, including the extra time it takes to assess and mitigate 

risk.  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction 

“A risk is a possible event that can significantly affect an outcome that matters,” (Smith 

2015, p. 4).  Part of each of our daily activities includes managing risks.  Each day at play and at 

work we manage risks, be it to assess the safety and rigor of a walk in the park or to attend a 

meeting on a delicate topic.  How we approach these everyday risks is a key component in 

predicting the outcome with an expectation of reducing the possibility of undesirable results.  

Forethought as to predicting possible risks and measures, or steps, taken to reduce loss are 

considered risk control measures (Deck, 2015).  Institutions of higher education are no exception 

to risk or to the need for risk controls of issues that may have an impact on an institution in such 

a way that the institution cannot meet its objectives (Smith, 2015; Wilson, 2010). Therefore, the 

role of university risk management is to mitigate risk and reduce associated costs that may have a 

negative impact on the university’s mission (Franke, 2003).   

The diversity and nature of risks that have the potential to harm institutions of higher 

education are extremely broad.  Universities, much like cities, consist of organizations, activities, 

and events, which often include such things as residential housing, policing, research 

laboratories, eating establishments, employment requirements, civil right considerations, public 

gathering space, and off- and on-campus activities.  Losses may include workplace injuries, 

injuries to students and or the public; transportation risks; electronic release of personal donor 

data; crime that may include guns on campus and acts of terrorism; accidents in laboratories, art 

studios and other on-campus settings; accidents off-campus such as on field trips, international 

travel, internships, and service-learning; employment disputes such as disputes over tenure; 

political violence; natural disasters; and local disruptions such as power outages (Deck, 2015; 



2 
 

Franke, 2003; Hustoles, 2015; Smith, 2015).  The careful risk management of potential 

exposures for loss in each of these categories is essential to a healthy institution.  A 2015 study 

conducted by Protiviti, an international risk and business consulting firm, and North Carolina 

State Universities listed the top risks specific to institutions of higher education to include 

financial stability; economic conditions; student enrollment; political change; physical 

infrastructure; information technology; regulatory compliance; attracting and retaining top talent; 

and developing, and maintaining the reputation of the institution (Deck, 2015). 

The values and priorities of the university influence perception of risk. As such, it is 

important that the culture and values also reflect a strong risk management philosophy.  A strong 

risk management philosophy is built through the internal environment of the organization and 

based on both its history and its culture (Deck, 2015).  This philosophy is built on the level of 

acceptable risk to an organization, the values and ethics of the organization, and how the 

organization accepts and distributes authority, which together represent the overall institution’s 

risk appetite (Deck, 2015).    

The private sector tends to have a linear management style (Kezar, 2001; Wilson 2010), 

and can more readily enact risk management controls in line with a strong risk management 

philosophy. Establishing a strong risk management philosophy and controls within institutions of 

higher education (IHE) can prove more difficult due to their loosely coupled, decentralized 

management structure. This structure promotes autonomy and supports a decentralized authority. 

So two questions arise:  

1) Who has the authority to evaluate unacceptable versus acceptable risks when a risk 

reduction philosophy in an IHE is not clear?  

2) How is this information shared in a way that promotes a risk mitigation culture?   
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While risk management is the responsibility of all members of a campus community, 

including administrators, faculty, staff and students, Smith (2015) clearly informs us, “College 

leaders have a responsibility to manage the risks while giving students room to explore, discover, 

construct, experiment, and experience their primary sources of study in the fullest and most 

direct way possible” (p.xiii).  To accomplish setting the philosophy and establishing the controls 

the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders must be clearly defined (Heaney, 2010; Wilson, 

2010) and also are dependent on what activity is underway. Depending on the activity, risk 

management can be the purview of staff engaged in or in supportive roles for the activity, a 

faculty member engaged in the activity, a department chair, dean, provost or even president 

(Franke, 2003; Smith, 2015).   

Unfortunately, steps for risk mitigation are not always easily identifiable.  For example, it 

is difficult to know how one prepares for the possible negative impacts of a flood in a research 

lab: 1) water damage can affect the physical environment or workspace; 2) the research materials 

or contents are also likely to be destroyed; and 3) students engaged in research will be negatively 

impacted.  Nonetheless, there are ways to plan for the unlikely event and to mitigate damage.  

Mitigation techniques could include methods to reduce loss by duplicating or segregating the 

loss itself.  Methods may include ensuring a certain amount of set aside space to temporarily 

locate a lab; ensuring any computerized data from the research has been backed up by 

information technology; having alternative locations for instructions and research for students; 

purchasing property insurance to recover the cost of the flood damage; purchasing content 

insurance to replace the cost of expensive research equipment, etc..  What is clear is that the 

campus must adopt an active interest in risk because risk is the starting point of “awareness and 

analysis” to allow for a planned response to reduce the damage done (Franke, 2003, p. 27.).   
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Problem Statement 

For the purposes of this study, the researcher focused on the roles and responsibilities of 

faculty in protecting students in their service-learning field placements. The researcher chose to 

focus on service-learning courses for three reasons: 1) Service-learning courses are conducted 

off-campus so the risk of liability is higher. 2) Choosing to study service-learning courses allows 

for a document review. The Office of Community Engagement collects service-learning risk 

management records.  These documents will serve as a reference toward understanding faculty 

engaged in formalized risk management and those who are not. 3) Studying all courses at the 

university is not feasible by a single researcher in the proscribed time frame. 

Faculty, as stakeholders, play a role in managing, addressing and mitigating risks to the 

university, themselves, and their students.  Historically, the challenge of effective risk 

management has been to communicate the role risk management plays in the university’s 

mission regarding student success.  If addressing risk needs were not seen as important in student 

success, risk management staff would be limited in their ability to effect changes that lead to this 

success.  Risk management personnel must express the importance of integrated risk 

management to the campus community.  Reducing negative events that affect the university 

ensures the safety, security and success of students, faculty and staff.  In terms of direct 

monetary savings, effective risk management reduces claims and insurance premium costs.  

Furthermore, careful planning and prevention of losses ensures students can focus on their 

academic goals.  In short, supporting and ensuring the institution’s health ensures and promotes 

student success.   

The first step to integrating risk management is to identify potential risks, assess campus 

surroundings and to have a plan of action in the event something goes wrong (Franke 2003; 
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Wilson 2010).  In this step, faculty play an important role in assessing risk.  The next step is to 

take action to protect important records, notes, data, and artifacts.  Lastly, and perhaps most 

importantly, campus administration must develop a trusting relationship with campus risk 

professionals.  It is not often that a faculty senate, for example, invites a police chief or risk 

manager to address campus policy or risks (Del Favero & Bray, 2005; Franke, 2003).  

University Risk Management 

As previously stated, the role of university risk management staff was to mitigate risk and 

reduce associated costs that may have a negative impact on the mission of the university 

(Harwell, 2003).  Through daily interaction with faculty, staff, students, colleges and 

departments, legal counsel, third-party administrators and the community, risk management 

provided administrative support and guidance in an effort to safeguard the university’s assets be 

they financial, intellectual or physical, thereby ensuring the preservation of academic excellence.  

Toward this goal, risk communication as a policy tool has become increasingly important in 

order to effect policy implementation (Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009).  It is used as one 

institutional attempt to inform and influence behavior because it is not enough for the practice of 

risk management to be the responsibility of a single individual, particularly given that only 10% 

of institutions of higher education have a formal risk manager (Harwell, 2003; Tufano, 2011).   

University management must directly involve the faculty in ways beyond the role of 

instruction and research.  Past requirements might have allowed faculty to avoid direct 

participation; however, increasing demands regarding accountability put pressure on faculty to 

become part of the decision-making process as they have more at stake in the outcomes (Del 

Favero & Bray, 2005).  
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Risk Communication  

Studies found that having faculty consult with staff and administrators, even in tasks such 

as curriculum development, addresses the culture of understanding and saves both time and 

money because all decision-makers are at one table (Ambrose 2005; Buller 2013; Del Favero & 

Bray, 2005).  More importantly, better decisions are made because information is shared and 

stakeholders have a voice in leadership and direction (Heaney, 2010).  Therefore, management 

needs a voice within the academic community, such as within the faculty senate, and the faculty 

needs a voice in risk management decisions.  As Del Favero and Bray (2005) state, bringing 

these stakeholders together would place campus administration “in the unique position of 

understanding the perspectives of faculty as well as that of non-academic administrators who, 

absent the status of a scholar, must negotiate a level playing field with respect to joint decision-

making” (p. 55).   

Effective risk communication is crucial in obtaining cooperation and support.  Risk 

communication is a continual process that defines a problem in order to solicit involvement and 

action before a negative event occurs (Ferrante, 2010).  In university settings, the role of faculty 

perceptions has been largely ignored in this process although research shows that people are 

more likely to focus on risk-averse information if given that information prior to making 

decisions (Meertens & Liona, 2011).  As such, risk communicators should inform campus staff 

and faculty about risks prior to their making internal decisions if they hope to influence behavior.  

Otherwise, people may be apt to follow their intuition regarding what they view as mundane 

risks, and it will be difficult to change their minds (Meertens & Liona, 2011).   
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Risks Associated with Higher Education  

University risk management explored a large number of risks.  It is not enough that 

faculty, administrators and staff hope negative events never occur; it is only a matter of time 

before any one of a number of events will occur (Franke, 2003).  As such, careful planning and 

preparation are key to reducing the likelihood of an event and/or mitigating its impact afterwards 

(Ferrante, 2010).   

Franke (2003) suggested that mitigation steps should include understanding how campus 

resources are used for assessing threats.  Faculty and administrators must take an active role in 

reducing transportation risks.  All stakeholders must know and enforce campus policies and 

processes regarding risk and safety, but faculty sometimes become dismissive regarding risk 

policies and practices (Franke, 2003; Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009).  For example, faculty often 

dismiss fire drills; many do not participate and find them bothersome (Franke, 2003).   

Purpose  

The purpose of this ethnographic study was to examine faculty culture and perceptions in 

managing risk related to service-learning within a university environment. The aim was to 

distinguish whether the university culture reflects a risk management philosophy. Results may 

lead risk management practitioners to better understand how faculty’s areas of expertise 

influence their risk appetite, how risk is balanced between growth and return (i.e., the risks of the 

activity when compared to what they gain from the activity), and how such knowledge 

influences their risk mitigation practices (Deck, 2015).  As such, the goal of this study was to 

enhance university risk management practices in service-learning settings with an emphasis on 

faculty responsibility regarding managing risks.   
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This study was designed to consider Mineral State University (MSU) risk analysis 

regarding faculty’s awareness of risk as a shared value and responsibility.  MSU is a four-year 

public comprehensive university classed as a Master’s College and University I by the Carnegie 

Institute. In general, the research was centered on whether faculty understood academic and 

other broader risks in higher education as delineated in the introduction, whether requirements 

were onerous and prevent faculty from taking part in certain service-learning opportunities, and 

on faculty perceptions regarding their having input in determining university risk appetite.  

Significance 

University management must include broad requirements that faculty become involved 

beyond instruction and research, especially in the area of risk management.  Risk management is 

everyone's concern, and the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders must be clearly defined.  

This study sought to distinguish whether culture reflects a risk management philosophy.  Careful 

data analysis may lead to better understanding regarding how faculty and institutional culture 

influence risk appetite and risk management practices in service-learning settings.  As such, the 

goal of this study was to enhance university risk management practices with an emphasis on how 

faculty perceived their responsibility regarding managing risks.  This research was needed to 

better understand the benefits and limitations of risk communication regarding risk management 

ideals within the campus community.  It sought to find and correct current shortcomings.   

Conceptual Framework 

Risk Communication and Perception 

Risk communication and risk perceptions have been studied in great detail, and risk 

perceptions are exhibited in a variety of ways.  There are spontaneous reactions to perceived 

risks as well as an understanding based on how risk is communicated.  Of importance is how 
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risks are perceived and how communication may influence that perception (Covello, 2001; 

Ferrante, 2010).  Effective risk communication is crucial in obtaining cooperation and support.  

One area largely ignored regarding risk communication was not how emotions impact individual 

perceptions of various risks (Xie et al., 2011).  Risk was not only about reasoned judgment on 

the magnitudes and probabilities of potential losses, but was also related to a variety of strong 

emotions such as fear and anger.  Emotions interact with risk judgments as well as other 

purposeful actions (Covello, 2001; Ferrante, 2010; Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009; Xie et al., 

2011).  Effective risk communication was compromised when there was a lack of understanding 

regarding the role emotions played on the stakeholder receiving the risk communication.  

To communicate risks in a manner that influences behavior, risk communication theories 

must be understood and applied.  Covello et al.  (2001) established four theoretical models in 

which risk communicators may better understand “how information is processed, how 

perceptions are formed and how decisions are made” (p. 384).  The four models are the Risk 

Perception Model, the Mental Noise Model, the Negative Dominance Model, and the Trust 

Determination Model.  Collectively, these models establish the framework required in successful 

risk communication.  Of the four risk perception models, two (the Mental Noise Model and the 

Negative Dominance Model) deal with larger scale, crisis level, risk perception/communication 

needs.  As most university risks are not normally a crisis level concern, this paper focuses on the 

Risk Perception Model and the Trust Determination Model (both of which will be described at 

length in Chapter Two).   

The theory behind the Risk Perception Model makes clear that perceptions of risk are 

determined by 15 different factors and that these factors determine level of concern.  Risk 

perceptions and behavior changes may be influenced by the careful understanding of these 
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factors: volunteerism, controllability, familiarity, equity, benefits, understanding, certainty, 

dread, trust in instructions, reversibility, personal stake, ethical/moral nature, human versus 

natural origin, victim identity, and catastrophic optional (Covello, 2001; Ferrante, 2010).   

These factors are often viewed in combination and work together to influence risk perceptions, 

as perceptions may be weakened or strengthened (Covello 2001; Ferrante 2010).  Skilled 

communication is necessary to navigate the multiple variables of perception, particularly if the 

messenger is to influence understanding and behavior.  

Change and the Culture of Higher Education 

While past requirements might have allowed faculty to avoid direct participation, 

increasing faculty accountability demands pressure upon them to become part of decision 

making (Del Favero & Bray, 2005).  A study conducted by Ozcan, et al. (2014) entitled 

“Administrators' Power Usage Styles and their Impact on the Organizational Culture in Colleges 

of Education” details the relationship between power sources and administrators’ use of power 

styles and how it influences organizational cultures.  Power, defined as the ability to influence 

others and change others’ behaviors, can be a useful tool for faculty administrators such as chairs 

and deans in terms of influencing behavior (Ozcan et al., 2014).  The researchers concluded that, 

for administrators to be successful, they should pay attention to culture and build social capital 

(Ozcan et al., 2014).   

It is clear that large-scale change cannot occur without changes to values and 

fundamental beliefs (Kezar, 2001).  However, the only way fundamental beliefs are altered is 

through a cultural shift in values.  Early research into the culture of and institution of higher 

education (IHE) demonstrated a unique culture when compared to other types of institutions 

(Kezar, 2005).  This culture defines how change processes may take place and shapes the 
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strategies to impact change, which may result in a modified culture (Kezar, 2005).  Cultural 

forces impact and drive the actions of an organization as culture includes a collective process to 

aid in avoiding, and defining, against uncertainty (Schein, 2010).   As such, risk culture in IHE 

would be best defined as:  

A pattern of basic assumptions that the group learned as it identified, evaluated and 

managed its internal and external risks that have worked well enough to be considered 

valid, and therefore to be taught to its new members as the correct way to perceive, think 

and feel in relationship to those risks (Cooper, 2013, p. 64).  

 A strong risk culture results in an overall understating by employees of the IHE of the 

institution’s strategic needs and its overall risk appetite (Cooper, 2013).  To transform the 

perception of risks, and implement change in beliefs and thus behaviors, “strong leadership, 

commitment and engagement” across the institution is paramount in impacting change in risk 

management behaviors (Cooper, 2013, p. 65).   To implement lasting change in risk appetite, risk 

management (along with the operations associated with managing risks) should be embedded in 

the organization to reflect risk awareness, risk understanding, and a risk management framework 

(Cooper, 2013). 

Research Questions 

There are virtually no studies assessing faculty perceptions of managing risk.  As such, 

this study is extremely important to set foundational knowledge regarding risk perceptions.  It 

was designed to allow for greater understanding of faculty’s awareness of risk as a shared value 

and responsibility.  In general, the research is centered on various themes:  faculty understanding 

of academic risks in higher education; possibly onerous requirements that prevented faculty from 
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taking part in certain service-learning opportunities available to students; and faculty perceptions 

on whether they had a say in university risk appetite.  

In order to examine and understand faculty experiences in managing risks associated with 

service-learning, the following research questions were posed:  

1.  How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an academic environment?  

2.  How does the university culture shape faculty understating and/or their approach of 

managing risks associated within the academic environment? 

3.  How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication efforts and 

exercises?  

Overview of Methodology 

This research was an ethnographic case study.  The only way to truly understand what 

motivates behavior is by evaluating the culture that aids in establishing behavior patterns, and the 

best way to study culture is by following the ethnographic tradition.  In this way, the culture was 

examined in such a way as to aid in determining values and practices (Bloomberg, 2012).  More 

importantly, the analysis incorporated both the participants’ and the researcher’s views, allowing 

for a unique shared perspective (Bloomberg, 2012; Creswell, 2007).  Such analysis proved 

important in this study given that both the participants and the researcher shared the institution’s 

cultural values.   

As the ethnographer, the researcher studied the meaning of the behaviors shared by 

faculty regarding university requirements toward their role in risk management.  This study 

explored culture by evaluating if and how faculty understood their role in managing risks when 

engaging students in service-learning courses.   
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Site and Instrumentation 

The research site was Mineral State University (MSU).  The sampling strategy used in 

site selection was both criterion and stratified purposeful.  Given that this was an evaluation of 

faculty’s perceptions and/or behaviors regarding risk management requirements, the participants 

needed to be faculty involved or familiar with managing risks.  Easily recognizable risk 

requirements were often exemplified in experiential learning programs.  The pedagogy of 

service-learning is well established as are the risk management practices; many of the risk 

management rules are codified and have been implemented at most four-year institutions.  As 

such, the criterion required examination of faculty engaged in service-learning.  The sampling 

was stratified and purposeful in order to assess the perceptions of faculty members who were 

familiar with risk management practices and tended to use them with those who engage in 

service-learning without following these established practices.  

The researcher also conducted a reference review of available documents.  The Office of 

Undergraduate Studies provided documents regarding the number of university courses that 

offered service-learning over the 2016-2017 academic year.  The Office of Community 

Engagement also provided records documenting the number of faculty and courses engaged in 

service-learning.  This office manages the university database where the service-learning risk 

management records are held.  These documents allowed for a simple analysis regarding faculty 

engaged in formalized risk management and those who were not.  Lastly, a review was 

conducted of relevant policies and procedures (e.g., training materials developed by departments; 

faculty orientation materials, etc.). 
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Participants for the Study 

  Given that service-learning has a well-established and formulated risk management 

structure (Reams, 2003), the Office of Community Engagement provided an excellent 

opportunity to conduct this research regarding faculty perceptions of managing risks.  Not only 

are service-learning personnel knowledgeable about faculty who are receptive to the process, but 

they are also familiar with faculty who are disengaged and avoid the process.  As such, with the 

permission of the Director of the Office of Community Engagement, the Service-Learning 

Coordinator and the Research Coordinator served as gatekeepers and assisted in gaining access 

to faculty who are, and are not, participating as prescribed by university policy.   

All but two participants were interviewed in person and on campus in a private, enclosed 

meeting room in the doctoral offices. The other two were interviewed by phone.  The interview 

questions were semi-structured and open-ended.  A total of nine faculty members were 

interviewed.  The faculty members were tenured, tenure track, lecturers, or part-time faculty. 

They all are, or have been, instructors of a service-learning course.  Nine faculty members 

recognized as currently participating in formalized service-learning courses were interviewed in 

regards to their beliefs, values, and observations in managing risks of student engagement.  Each 

faculty member received a service-learning, negative event scenario to puzzle through and was 

asked to evaluate the risks in the scenario.  Additionally, faculty members were asked if the 

scenario influenced or changed their opinions regarding managing risk.  The same exercise was 

conducted with two faculty members who do not participate in formalized service-learning 

programs, but require experiential learning of their students.   
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Definitions of Terms 

Higher education institution is a public or private university, college or community college that 

provides post-secondary educational instruction (Hustoles, 2012). 

Risk appetite is the balance the institution maintains between “growth, risk and return” (Deck, 

2015, p. 33). 

Risk control is defined as applying forethought to predicting possible risks and steps taken to 

reduce loss (Deck, 2015). 

Risk management is defined as the ways in which a university considers and takes actions to 

avoid, control, transfer, or accept risk of exposure to the institution, and reduce liability to 

another party (Hustoles, 2012).  

Risk tolerance is the variation an institution will accept in order to achieve their objectives 

(Deck, 2015).  

Delimitations 

The implications of the research were limited to public comprehensive universities. 

The unit of analysis was service-learning courses. The subjects of this study consisted of faculty 

members.  Administrators, staff members and students were not be included in this study. Thus 

the study was isolated to only one segment of the campus community (described on page 14) and 

examined only this group’s perceptions.  

Limitations  

 The most significant limitation to my project was the many preconceived ideas regarding 

expected results.  It is no secret that faculty and administrators are sometimes at odds with each 

other (Ozcan et al., 2014).  Given that this study focused on how and why risk management 

practices are perceived and applied by faculty, one expectation was that tenured faculty are less 
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compliant than are non-tenured or adjunct faculty and have a less than favorable view of the 

process.  An assumption is that participants who follow risk management protocol are aware of 

the risks, but express dissatisfaction regarding the perceived extra work required.  Furthermore, 

there was an expectation that participants who already followed the program harbor resentment 

towards those who do not.  

Emotions and other purposeful actions interact with risk judgments (Covello, 2001; 

Ferrante, 2010; Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009; Xie et al., 2011). However, assessing how 

emotions relate to the reasoned judgment on the magnitudes and probabilities of potential losses 

was outside of the scope of this study and was not be included as part of the research questions 

or interview protocol. 

The nine faculty members interviewed contained an uneven distribution of those 

historically following risk management protocols and those not. 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter One covers the problem statement, the study’s purpose and significance, research 

questions, an overview of methodology, limitations, and delimitations. Chapter Two offers a 

review of the literature and the conceptual framework. Chapter Three details the methodology, 

describes the research setting, sample, data collection and analysis, and the role of the researcher. 

Chapter Four organizes and explains the study’s results and findings. Chapter Five analyzes the 

findings, discusses implications, and concludes with recommendations for policy and practice. 
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 CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW  

The purpose of this literature review was to better understand and document the 

perceptions of faculty as they manage risks associated with their work at the university, and 

specifically in how they approached risk control measures when engaged in service-learning 

courses with their students.  According to Dr. Paula Vene Smith, in Engaging Risks, “a risk is a 

possible event that can significantly affect an outcome that matters” (Smith, 2015, p. 4).  

Therefore, the role of university risk management is to mitigate risk and reduce associated costs 

that may have a negative impact on the mission of the university.  When the assets of the 

instruction are threatened by preventable losses, the mission of the university is compromised 

(Harwell, 2003; Smith 2015).   

Risk management addresses risks through daily interaction with faculty, staff, students, 

colleges and departments, legal counsel, third-party administrators and the community. Risk 

management provides administrative support and guidance in an effort to safeguard the 

university’s assets, thereby ensuring the preservation of academic excellence.  Therefore, risk 

communication as a policy tool has become increasingly important as a method to effect policy 

implementation (Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009).  It is used as a part of the institution’s attempts 

to inform and influence behavior.  It is not enough for the practice of risk management to be 

delegated to only one person (i.e., the risk manager) at an IHE, particularly given that only ten 

percent of institutions of higher education employ a formal risk manager (Harwell, 2003).   

The intrinsic values of the university influence how risks are perceived so it is important 

that the culture reflects a risk management philosophy (Harwell, 2003).  Risk management 

should be everyone's responsibility, and the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders must be 

clearly defined.  In addition, the nature of university management structure and competition over 
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resources necessitate the adoption of an integrated risk management framework (Franke, 2003; 

Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009; Weick, 1976).  Therefore, university management must include 

direct faculty involvement beyond instruction and research.  While, in the past, faculty could 

avoid direct participation, increasing accountability demands necessitate faculty to become part 

of the decision-making process as they have more at stake in the outcomes (Del Favero & Bray, 

2005).   

Effective risk communication is crucial in obtaining cooperation and support.  Risk 

communication is a continual process that defines a problem in order to solicit involvement and 

action before a negative event occurs (Ferrante, 2010).  Better understanding of the benefits and 

limitations of effective risk communication on risk management ideals within the campus 

community leads to finding and correcting shortcomings.  In Proactive Risk Management, 

Kaliprasad (2006) explains the importance of preemptive risk management:  

Risk management is often thought of in a negative light.  However, it can also be thought 

of as a means to aid in seizing an opportunity and not just avoiding an unfavorable 

outcome.  Risk management is in our everyday lives, whether we consciously think of it 

in these terms or not. (p. 26)  

The role of faculty perceptions has been largely ignored in university risk mitigation 

despite the fact that research shows people are more likely to focus on risk-averse information if 

they have that information before making decisions (Kaliprasad, 2006; Meertens & Liona, 2011).  

As such, risk communicators should inform faculty about risks prior to their making internal 

decisions regarding risks.  Otherwise, people may follow their intuition regarding what they view 

as mundane risks, making it difficult to change their minds (Meertens & Liona, 2011).   
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Risks Associated With Higher Education  

“At the moment of its impact and afterward, nothing possess a more brutal and direct 

physical reality than the risk event you wanted to avoid” (Smith, 2015, p. 145).  Risk related 

exposures and problems facing universities may impact them through various legal, regulatory, 

financial and reputational losses (Hustoles, 2012; Smith 2015).  Some difficult matters include: 

student discipline and misconduct; information sharing in keeping within the Family Educational 

Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 (FERPA) or Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act 

of 1996 (HIPAA); intellectual property rights; academic freedom; sexual harassment and Title 

IX compliance; denial of tenure or promotion; various claims of discrimination based on race, 

religion, age, national origin or disability; plagiarism; contract disputes; free speech rights and 

freedom of expression; and risks associated with students engaged in off-campus activities 

(Bender, 2005; Franke, 2003; Hustoles, 2012; Smith 2015).   University risk management 

explores a large number of risks. It is not enough for faculty, administrators, staff and risk 

managers to sit in their respective silos and hope that negative events never occur; it is a matter 

of time before an event will occur (Franke, 2003).  Over the past several decades, the volume and 

complexity of risks associated with higher education have surged (Hustoles, 2012).   

Issues which require careful consideration in managing risks permeate all levels of the 

campus community, requiring involvement by all levels of leadership -- from executive 

administration, to academic leaders such as and deans and chairs, and faculty and staff (Hustoles, 

2012).  Therefore, planning and preparation are key to reducing the likelihood of an event and/or 

mitigating the impact of an occurrence (Ferrante, 2010).   Steps for mitigation are not always 

easily identifiable. However, faculty play an important role in assessing risk (Franke, 2003), and, 

perhaps most importantly, there must be trust toward campus risk professionals.  Franke’s 
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research suggests that additional knowledge and sharing of responsibility and information is 

required to better understand and prepare for campus risk exposures.  Risk issues branch into 

various levels of leadership.  All stakeholders must know and enforce campus policies and 

processes regarding risk (Franke, 2003; Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009).  While Franke’s 

understanding of university risks are well conceived, his research missed a few of key 

components.  Most notably, he did not mention risk communication, risk perceptions, or a shared 

culture of risk responsibility.  This study aims to bridge that gap by evaluating university risk 

communication and the perceptions and impact on the university culture and the risk appetite.   

Mitigating Risks 

The purpose of identifying and evaluating risk is to then act on that risk in ways which 

will reduce the potential exposure or loss.  Risk management must not only aid the campus 

community in assessing risks, but offer academic decision makers the tools of mitigation 

opportunities to limit the risk exposure (Smith, 2015). Smith, in Engaging Risks, provided 

practitioners with the four-T’s (p.25-26):    

1.  Terminate or avoid the risk (by discontinuing, prohibiting or deciding not to offer a 

high-risk activity), 

2.  Treat with preventive measures engineered to lessen either the impact for the risk or 

its likelihood of occurrence,  

3.  Tolerate or retain the risk (either as deliberate choice or because there is no 

alternative), which may mean shifting the focus to preparedness,  

4.  Transfer the risk, at least in part by arranging to share potential financial loss with 

another party such as an insurance carrier, vendor or institutional partner.  
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Risk Communication and Perception 

Risk perceptions are exhibited in a variety of ways.  There are spontaneous reactions to 

perceived risks as well as an understanding of risks based on how these are communicated.  Of 

importance is how risks are perceived and how communication may influence that perception 

(Covello, 2001; Ferrante, 2010).  Risk can be perceived as feelings. This refers to an individual’s 

intuitive or instinctive reaction to danger and risk as analysis, which requires logic, reason and 

calculated deliberation to manage the risk (Slovic et al., 2005).  Risk is not only about reasoned 

judgment on the magnitudes and probabilities of potential losses, but it is also related to a variety 

of strong emotions such as fear, dread and anger (Slovic et al., 2005; Visschers, et al. 2012; Xie 

et al., 2011). Emotions and other purposeful actions interact with risk judgments (Covello, 2001; 

Ferrante, 2010; Horlick-Jones & Prades, 2009; Xie et al., 2011).  Therefore, effective risk 

communication is crucial to obtaining cooperation and support. However, the role of emotions, 

discussed in more detail below, has been largely ignored in the practice of risk communication 

(Xie et al., 2011).  Without understanding the role of emotions in risk perception, effective risk 

communication is not possible.   

Affect Heuristic 

 Strong visceral emotions, such as fear, play an important role in how we feel about risk. 

However, the bulk of the risks faced on a routine basis are often less than alarming, yet still tied 

to emotion (Slovic et al., 2005; Visschers et al., 2012).  This slight emotional influence is 

referred to as affect (Slovic et al., 2005).  Affect plays a significant role in how risks are 

perceived (Finucane et al., 2000; Visschers et al., 2012).  Affective response is automatic and 

rapid.  Examples of affective response are demonstrated by the automatic response we have to 

words that generate feeling such as “hate” or “treasure” – each trigger an automatic distinct 
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emotional response (Slovic et al., 2005).  Per many theorists, affect plays a primary role in 

decision making (Slovic et al., 2005).   

 Heuristic is the application of a mental shortcut taken when applying affect (Slovic et al., 

2015, p. 35):    

Using an overall, readily availed affective impression can be easier and more efficient 

than weighing the pros and cons of various reasons or retrieving relevant examples from 

memory, especially when the required judgment or decision is complex or mental 

resources are limited. 

Affect heuristic reasoning is a major factor as to why the evaluation of risk by the public may be 

substantially different from an expert’s evaluation of risk on the same subject.  People base their 

judgments of an activity not only on what they think about the activity, but also how they feel 

about the activity: Is it “good”/”bad”? “nice”/”awful”? etc. (Slovic et al., 2005). If their feelings 

are positive, they are more apt to find the risk associated with an activity reasonable; if their 

feelings toward the activity are negative they will find the risks unreasonable (Slovic et al., 

2005).  

 Given that affect guides perceptions of risk and benefit, perceptions of risk can be 

swayed when information is provided regarding benefit and risk of a given scenario.  Finucane et 

al. (2000) demonstrated that information can be designed and provided to manipulate affect 

simply by increasing or decreasing the benefit and the risk (see Figure 2.0 on the following page)  

Additional research has shown how information is shared with decision makers has a large 

impact on their response to benefits and risk (Slovic et al., 2005).  Affect impacts the judgment 

of risk and benefit and is why risk communication should be carefully considered when used as a 

method to sway opinion.  
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Figure 2.0. Risk Information Model. Model demonstrates how benefit (A) of information 
about risk (B) could increase the global affective evaluation of nuclear power and lead to 
inferences about risk and benefit that are affectively corresponding with the input. 
Similarly, information could decrease the emotional evaluation of nuclear power as in (C) 
and (D), resulting in inferences that are opposite those in A and B. From “The affect 
heuristic in judgments of risks and benefits” by M. L. Finucane, A. Alhakami, P. Slovic, 
& S. M. Johnson, 2000, Journal of Behavioral Decision Making, 13, p. 9. 

Probability as a Risk Factor  

It has been generally accepted that most people pay attention to the probability or 

likelihood of potential outcomes and or consequences as they make decisions. However, many 

people have difficulty dealing with numerical information set forth in probabilities (Visschers et 

al., 2012).  For example, the number of people willing to purchase a lottery ticket despite the low 

probability of hitting the jackpot does not sway the purchaser (Slovic et al., 2005).  Granted the 

risk is low and generally consists of ‘throwing away’ money in the purchase of a lottery ticket 

that has a very low probability of winning.  Similarly, the low probability of a potential nuclear 

power leak has done little to sway public opinion in opposition of nuclear power (Slovic et al., 

2005). Verbal probity terms have a greater intuitive feeling attached to them and are more 

familiar.  They allow for the interpretation of risks as values such as the likelihood or unlikely 

occurrence of a negative event.  Statistically speaking, the likelihood of a leak is extremely low. 

However, the risks associated with a leak are high.  Both scenarios outline the role affect plays in 
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decision-making.   

Meaning and perception are dependent on affect.  Risk communication efforts must 

account for affective heuristic when information is disseminated.  We must assume that 

probability and esoteric measures pertaining to risks will not be enough to persuade risk averse 

behavior and gain meaningful risk process compliance (Slovic et al., 2005).  

Risk Communication  

The purpose of risk communication is to inform a population about risk, to provide them 

with relevant information so that they may make informed decisions and to assist them in 

problem solving and conflict resolution (Visschers et al., 2012).  Risk communication is often a 

one-way message intended to influence understanding and behavior.  To communicate risks in a 

manner that influences behavior, risk communication theories must be understood and applied.  

Researchers established four theoretical models through which risk communicators may better 

understand how: 1) information is processed, 2) how perceptions are formed, and 3) how 

decisions are made (Covello, 2001; Ferrante, 2010). The four models are: 

 The Risk Perception Model 

 The Mental Noise Model 

 The Negative Dominance Model, and  

 The Trust Determination Model.   

This dissertation focuses on the Risk Perception Model and Trust Determination Model.  

The theory behind the Risk Perception Model makes clear that perceptions of risk are 

determined by 15 factors, which determine the level of concern regarding the risk.  Risk 

perceptions and behavior changes may be influenced by the careful understanding of the factors 

below (Covello, 2001, p. 385; Ferrante, 2010):     
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1. Volunteerism.  Risks that are perceived as voluntarily are viewed as more acceptable. 

2. Controllability.  Risks that the individual has control over are viewed as more 

acceptable. 

3. Familiarity.  Risks that are familiar are viewed as more acceptable.   

4. Equity.  Evenly and equitable risks are viewed as more acceptable.   

5. Benefits.  Risks that benefit the individual are viewed as more acceptable.   

6. Understanding.  Well-understood risks are viewed as more acceptable.   

7. Certainty.  Risks that are evaluated by science are viewed as more acceptable.   

8. Dread.  Risks that do not evoke fear, terror, or anxiety are viewed as more acceptable.   

9. Trust in institutions.  Risks associated within institutions with a high degree of public 

trust are viewed as more acceptable.   

10. Reversibility.  Risks with reversible outcomes are viewed as more acceptable.   

11. Personal stake.  Risks with limited personal impact are viewed as more acceptable.   

12. Ethical/moral nature.  Risks that do not challenge morality are viewed as more 

acceptable.   

13. Human versus natural origins.  Risks associated as “acts of God” are viewed as more 

acceptable.   

14. Victim identity.  Risks that do not produce human victims are viewed as more 

acceptable.   

15. Catastrophic potential.  Risks with limited catastrophic harm are viewed as more 

acceptable.  

These factors are often viewed in combination and work to either weaken or strengthen 

risk perceptions (Covello, 2001; Ferrante 2010).  Therefore, skilled communication is necessary 
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to navigate the multiple variables of perception, particularly if the messenger hopes to influence 

understanding and behavior.  The risk communication methods used in this research will adopt 

overlap of the perception concepts through questionnaires and carefully drafted interview 

questions.   

Covello’s (2001) Trust Determination Model stresses the requirement to establish trust 

and credibility with the audience regarding risk communication.  Trust is developed by the 

person responsible for risk management requirements through 1) the expertise of the message,  

2) whether the risk message is consistent within the risk communities, 3) whether the needs of 

the stakeholders (faculty) are understood, and 4) whether information is thoughtfully shared.  It 

is important the information shared is honest, thoughtful, consistent and necessary.  In this way, 

risk communication can be crafted to ensure the message is both heard and acted upon, thus 

influencing the risk perception of the individual receiving the line of communication (Ferrante, 

2010).   

Risk Stories and Scenarios   

Risk stories and risk scenarios are effective communication formats involving a narrative 

such as an anecdotal story (Visschers et al., 2012).  Risk scenarios are a specific type of risk 

story designed to take the reader through a step-by-step problem resulting in a negative event and 

a set of consequences.  They are generally designed to be detailed, induce emotions, and become 

personally relevant to the reader. The narrative should consist of easy-to understand situations 

about risk designed so that the reader can align with the involved person(s), roles, motives, 

conflict and event consequences imbedded within the story itself (Visschers et al., 2012).  

Scenarios should be easy to imagine (e.g., a fictitious illness) or vivid such (e.g., a violent crime) 

in order to impact risk perceptions.  Complicated or pallid scenarios do not engage the reader.  
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Risk scenarios are seen as affect inducers and influence risk perceptions through various feelings 

such as fear, outrage, compassion and empathy (Visschers et al., 2012).   

Risk Perception 

There are many studies directly evaluating how risk communication affects stakeholder’s 

risk perceptions.  Of the many studies available, none involve research on university risk 

communications and the perceptions faculty hold.  As such, this literature review is an attempt to 

fill the gap and examine that relationship.   

One important study evaluated risk communication’s influence on perceptions by 

examining how individuals’ perceptions of high voltage power lines influenced opinions based 

on the message(s) communicated to the test subjects (Visschers et al., 2007).  This study adopted 

an Extrinsic Affective Simon Task (EAST) and a questionnaire.  Visschers et al. (2007) was 

interested in how risk perceptions could have an impact on the effectiveness of risk 

communication regarding the hazard.  In other words, how does risk communication affect 

people’s risk perception and is it measurable?  The researchers developed three informational 

pamphlets regarding the health risks associated with childhood leukemia and high voltage 

electricity and power lines (from low risk, to moderate risk, to high risk).  Respondents of the 

EAST showed they associated power lines more strongly as unhealthy then they did as healthy 

while the questionnaire demonstrated that the level of risk associated with the pamphlet 

influenced the respondents’ perceptions (Visschers et al., 2007).   

Visschers et al.’s (2007) study was limited in that the testing point evaluated hazardous 

perceptions of power lines.  While the researchers were testing risk communication regarding 

power lines and their influence on childhood leukemia, they ignored the fact that most people 



28 
 

understand power lines to be hazardous for another reason – they carry electricity and electricity 

can harm and/or kill.   

Another influential study looked at risk communication’s influence on risk perception by 

examining both the effectiveness of risk communication as well as the impact peer groups had in 

influencing perceptions of risks (Verroen, Gutteling, & Vries, 2013).  It asked whether peers 

influence the way we look at risk and how that has an impact on risk communication.  Such 

influence may be extremely important when attempting to understand, influence or develop a 

culture of risk awareness or risk responsibility in a university setting.  Verroen, Gutteling, & 

Vries’ (2013) research was based on the premise that risk perceptions are built on both external, 

formalized communication and peer related communication.  In today’s information age, risk 

events may have a multitude of methods in which awareness and knowledge are communicated.  

This holds true in academia as well.  While clear and concise memos, newsletters, and websites 

proved to be informative and aid in directing the receiver in self-protective behavior, questions 

remain regarding whether peer groups and social media have a larger role in shaping opinions 

(Verroen, Gutteling, & Vries, 2013).   

Recent theories indicate that fear or self-preservation can play a role in effective risk 

communication. A belief in self-efficiency, as in, “I think I can cope with the threat myself” 

directly influences how risks are perceived (Verroen, Gutteling, & Vries, 2013).  The researchers 

of this qualitative field study expected that participants would be more willing to follow official 

risk communications with regards to self-protective behavior when they held enhanced self-

efficacy beliefs.  Secondly, the researchers anticipate that peer feedback would influence 

behavior, and that positive peer feedback would increase the likelihood that self-protective 

behavior would be displayed.  Lastly, if the risk communication contains clear efficiency 
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information, participants will be less influenced by peer feedback in how they engage in self-

protective behavior (Verroen, Gutteling, & Vries, 2013).   

Verroen, Gutteling, & Vries (2013) found that those who received low-level risk 

communication were more greatly influenced by peer communications than those who received 

higher value information.  Most did not perceive the tested threat (a hazardous materials 

transportation spill and fire) as a real threat to them.  As such, a new study would need to involve 

a risk that had a higher value to the participants (Verroen, Gutteling, & Vries, 2013).  This might 

shed insight on how research should be conducted regarding faculty risk perceptions and peer 

influence: what effect does informal workplace communication have on formally communicated 

risk programs or processes?  

 When evaluating faculty perceptions of risk it is important to understand that risk-

appetite and what constitutes a risk will vary from person to person based on previous 

knowledge and past experiences (Covello, 2001; Ferrante 2010; Visschers et al., 2007).  Wrench 

(2007) established a Risk Knowledge Index (RKI) as a tool to gauge risk perceptions.  The RKI 

is designed to establish a simple numeric evaluation as to how specific risks are perceived.  This 

RKI can be used to identify the varied response to risk perceptions by faculty.  It is worthy of 

note that important work is being done in the evaluation process of risk perceptions: “the study 

examined the validity of the RKI using variables common in instructional communication:  

nonverbal immediacy, communication clarity, receiver apprehension, satisfaction and perceived 

credibility” (Wrench, 2007, p. 63).  The study found that people perceive risks differently, and 

those perceptions differ drastically between experts and non-experts.  The study also found that 

public risk perceptions exist regardless of accuracy or understanding of the value of the 

perceived risk.   
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The goal of the study was to create a research measure, the Risk Knowledge Index, RKI, 

to categorize an individual’s understanding of communicated risk. The study established that the 

use of the Risk Knowledge Index, as a tool, correlated significantly with the Pearson’s product.  

As such, the RKI is a reliable tool for measuring an individual’s perception of a risk.  

Furthermore, there is evidence that the RKI may be a useful tool for risk communicators in 

building cognitive tests on risk assessment to determine what individuals actually understand in 

regards to perceived risks, and aid the communicator to be better at persuading others as to risks 

(Wrench, 2007).   

RKI is a quantitative measurement tool. I am choosing to conduct a qualitative study as it 

has the potential of providing useful information, which will enable an understanding of faculty 

perceptions of managing risks, a heretofore unexamined area.    

Evaluating Faculty Perceptions 

 In Ambrose, Huston and Norman’s (2005) A Qualitative Method for Assessing Faculty 

Satisfaction, the researchers looked at methods in which to study faculty perceptions.  While this 

study does not pertain to issues of risk communication, risk awareness, or faculty risk 

perceptions, it does clearly discuss a methodology used to evaluate faculty perceptions.  The 

researchers used qualitative research methodology to address questions concerning faculty job 

satisfaction and how that translates to faculty retention rates.  Given that basic risk management 

is part of MSU faculty job duties, a correlation may exist between the two.  More importantly, 

this study looked at how colleges and universities can address the problems of faculty 

dissatisfaction.  This study also looked at cost considerations with job satisfaction (Ambrose, 

Huston, & Norman, 2005).  This research is also concerned with the morale of faculty members 

given the current harsh economic climate of the state of California and how that may have an 
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impact on the participant’s perceptions of risk function duties by reducing them to an unfunded 

mandate.   

Studies found that when faculty consult with staff and administrators, even in tasks such 

as curriculum development, the culture of understanding is addressed and time and money are 

saved because all decision makers are at one table. The decentralized nature of higher education 

makes getting them to the same table challenging (Ambrose, Huston, & Norman, 2005, Buller, 

2013; Del Favero & Bray, 2005).  More importantly, better decisions are made because 

information is shared and stakeholders have a voice in leadership and direction (Heaney, 2010).  

This is why risk management needs a voice within the academic community, such as the faculty 

senate, and the faculty need a voice in risk management decisions.  “Consequently, we are in the 

unique position of understanding the perspectives of faculty as well as that of non-academic 

administrators who, absent the status of a scholar, must negotiate a level playing field with 

respect to joint decision-making” (Del Favero & Bray, 2005, p. 55).   

The Structure and Culture of Higher Education 

Unlike many government entities, the military and most corporations, institutions of 

higher education cannot be controlled or guided by a hierarchy (Smith, 2015).   Alternatively, 

institutions of higher education’s management structure allows for a loosely-coupled 

organizational design (Peterson & Spencer, 1990; Weick, 1976).  The structure itself allows for 

shared values and interests, but each division and/or department retains some “identity and 

separateness and that their attachment may be circumscribed, infrequent, weak in its mutual 

affects, unimportant, and/or slow to respond,” and as designed may serve to weaken the “glue 

that holds organizations together” (Weick, 1976, p. 3).  Success then hinges on participation and 
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cooperation by the faculty. Shared governance and systems that are loosely-coupled may be less 

apt to respond to organizational changes (Smith, 2015; Weick, 1976).   

Both culture and climate play important roles in the organizational design and the loosely 

coupled nature of education. However, climate may be easily changed whereas culture is 

enduring and not easily changed (Peterson & Spencer, 1990).  As such, if universities are serious 

about adapting changes to mitigate risks, they will need to bridge each gap within the system, as 

a whole, and within each department as designed.  This is where understanding faculty members’ 

risk perceptions, as subject area experts, is important in understanding their ability to manage 

risks.   

Ozcan et al.’s (2014) study, Administrators' Power Usage Styles and their Impact on the 

Organizational Culture in Colleges of Education, takes the concept of coupling one-step further 

by focusing on the relationship between power sources and administrators’ use of power styles 

and how these influence organizational cultures.  Power, as the ability to influence others and 

change other’s behaviors, can be a useful tool for faculty administrators, such as chairs and 

deans, to influence behavior (Ozcan et al., 2014).  The researchers in this case study applied a 

phenomenological method and used semi-structured interview questions to interview 20 

academics from seven colleges in Turkey.  Included in the research were nine questions 

regarding power status, personal power and organizational culture.  The vast majority of 

instructors did not feel administrators could lead, and their departments did not have a supportive 

culture.  They concluded that, for administrators to be successful, they should pay attention to the 

culture and build social capital (Ozcan et al., 2014).  What is clear is that large-scale change 

cannot occur without changes to essential values or beliefs (Kezar, 2001).  The only way 

fundamental beliefs are altered is through a cultural shift in values.   
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Service-Learning  

 Service-learning is a category of experiential learning (Carver, 1996; Johnson, 2013; 

Kolb, 1984).  Experiential learning was originally defined as a component of progressive 

education and sought as an integration of traditional in-classroom and non-traditional out-of-

classroom experiences designed to support learning through hands-on application (Dewey, 

1938).  In other words, experiential learning requires “educators purposefully engaging with 

learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order to increase knowledge, develop 

skills, and clarify values” (Association of Experiential Education, n.d.) 

Service-learning differs from other experiential learning processes, such as internships, 

cooperative education, apprenticeships and field experience, in scope and longevity of projects 

(Carver 1996; Itin, 1999, Johnson 2013; Kolb, 1984).  Given that service-learning is a 

purposefully designed subset of experiential learning, service-learning can best be defined as:  

A credit-bearing experience in which students participate in an organized service activity 

that meets identified community needs and reflect on the service activity in such a way as 

to gain further understanding of the course content, a broader appreciation of the 

discipline, and an enhanced sense of civic responsibility.  (Bringle, 1996, p. 222) 

Furthermore, service-learning differs from volunteerism in that it requires a learning component 

that is structured with the students’ and faculty’s academic pursuit (Bender, 2005).  As such, 

students are expected to actively participate in remote, off-campus locations, and produce work 

at the direction of a community partner.   

Service-Learning Mandated by Law  

Over the past two and a half decades, service-learning has changed drastically.  In 1990, 

there was a national push to encourage volunteerism in America which lead to the passing of the 
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National and Community Service Act of 1990, and which was signed into law by President 

George H.W. Bush.  This law set in place a new federal agency, the Commission on National 

and Community Service, which was tasked with developing four levels of service:   

 Service-leaning programs designed for K12 school systems,  

 Higher education service programs,  

 Youth corps, and  

 National service programs which later grew into large scale service organizations 

such as AmeriCorp (http://www.nationalservice.gov/about/legislation).  

Under the auspices of The National and Community Service Act (NCSA) of 1990, 

institutions of higher education, as civic institutions, now engaged their neighboring 

communities by addressing their educational, human, environmental and public safety service 

needs.  In order to support academic program participation, the Act supported programs through 

federal grants, contracts, and public or private nonprofit partnerships. Through the Act, the 

federal government funded up to 50% of the cost of academic service-learning in the community.  

The higher education component of the Act was an “opt-in” program, which allowed colleges 

and universities to apply for grant funding to help offset costs of service-learning programs.   

Due to the positive learning outcomes of community engagement in service-learning, 

many institutions had already established courses which offered service-learning opportunities 

prior to the NCSA of 1990 (California State University, 2001; Steinke, 2007).  Included in this 

movement to offer more opportunities in service-learning were many colleges located within the 

California State University (CSU) system of 23 universities.  Service-learning expanded even 

further after it was mandated in Governor Gray Davis’s call to service (California State 

University, 2001) in which he issued letters to leaders of the University of California (UC), the 



35 
 

California State University (CSU), and the California Community Colleges (CCC) to each 

develop a community service requirement for all students (California State University, 2001).  

Within California, CSU was the first to respond to the Governor’s call and in 2000 the CSU 

Board of Trustees passed a resolution on service-learning as a way to “strengthen and build upon 

the service initiatives that have developed over decades” (California State University, 2001).   

Specifically, the March 2000 Resolution required that each CSU campus president provide 

students with an opportunity to participate in service-learning as deemed academically 

appropriate by faculty (California State University, 2000). 

Managing Risks in Service-Learning 

Requiring students to participate in a learning environment that is outside the direct 

control of the university has the potential for exposure to any number of ethical or legal risks 

exists (Bender, 2005).  As such, a risk management analysis of the project, the partner, and 

student activities is necessary to identify the likelihood, and scale, of any negative event that may 

occur (Bender, 2005).   

In an effort to address the recognized risks associated with placing students at service-

learning sites, the CSU established working groups, which included subject area experts in 

service-learning, risk management, and faculty engaged in service-learning.  Through their 

efforts the CSU developed and distributed the Community Service-Learning in the California 

State University – Best Practices for Managing Risk in Service-Learning manual (California 

State University, 2002).  This manual was designed as a set of guidelines to assist each CSU 

campus in developing programs and putting in place procedures to reduce risks to their students, 

their faculty, and the institution as they engage in service-learning opportunities.  In 2011, this 

resource guide was updated and replaced by, A Resource Guide for Managing Risk in Service- 
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Learning (California State University, 2011).  As a result of both guides, the CSU has a well-

established risk management protocol in place, and has been managing risk guidance in place for 

over 25 years.  

The resource guide’s intended audience include CSU campus service-learning faculty, 

service-learning staff and risk management.  The manual includes instruction and templates on 

how best to manage and document the risks associated with service-learning.  Included in the 

Resource Guide for Managing Risk in Service-Learning is a simple flow chart to assist those 

managing service-learning, including faculty, as to the in the process required for addressing 

risk. See Figure 2.1 (Resource Guide for Managing Risk in Service-Learning flow chart). 
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The first actionable step in the resource guide articulates the need for each campus to 

develop a site risk assessment plan in order to determine the safety and security of the location 

sites the students will be engaged in service-learning activities.  This plan should consider 

(California State University, 2011):  

•  Is every organization requesting a partnership a viable learning site? 

•  When is it necessary to perform a site visit? 

•  Does every new potential learning site need to be visited before students can be 

placed? 

•  What questions need to be asked before and during a site visit? 

•  What resources are available to faculty in doing their own site visits? 

•  How does information gained from your site assessment inform your orientation 

and training? 

The resource guide clearly has expectations for faculty in managing academic service-

learning courses.   

Faculty’s Role in Managing Risk in Service-Learning 

Faculty have multiple jobs focused on teaching, scholarship, and service.  Furthermore, 

faculty share a culture of autonomy and individualism; they can be resistant to new ideas or ideas 

outside of their value system (Holyoke, Sturko, Wood, & Wu, 2012).  It is easy to question why 

faculty do not understand the risks.  However, it is important to understand their culture and their 

workload as they often juggle multiple tasks at the same time.  It may be that they care about 

managing risks, but the process gets lost in the bulk of their workload.   

Faculty are singularly important in the success, or failure, of service-learning courses.  

Saltmarsh et al. (2009) argue that faculty would be better, and more effective, practitioners of 
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service-learning if they were better supported and valued for their efforts.  They state that 

community engagement fundamentally challenges the dominant operating system of higher 

education and complicates faculty roles in teaching, scholarship and service.  The findings 

presented were derived from part of a larger qualitative study of the applications, faculty 

handbooks, and informant interviews from Carnegie community-engaged campuses. Saltmarsh 

et al. determined that community engagement activities must be accepted as part of faculty 

scholarship and be rewarded as such (2009).   

Summary 

This study attempted to evaluate faculty perceptions regarding their role in managing 

risks associated with their job functions in their institution.  This is an area that has not been 

studied, creating a gap in the literature and a need for useful knowledge in this area.  Given the 

ever-shrinking budgets provided to public universities, their operational costs are under increased 

scrutiny.  Along with the greater scrutiny comes greater responsibility to spend money wisely 

while ensuring student success.  One way to reduce costs is to keep costly negative events from 

occurring. The best way to do so is to analyze, predict, and manage risks as necessary for 

continued program success.  Faculty are subject area experts, the face of the university to the 

community, and the frontline in leading students to academic excellence; as such, much of risk 

evaluation and mitigation falls to them.  This study addressed the overarching question: Given 

the loosely-coupled nature of university climates and cultures, do faculty understand how they 

share in the risk management responsibility?  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Research Purpose 

The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to examine and understand faculty 

perceptions in managing risks within a university environment, specifically risks associated with 

service-learning courses. “College leaders have a responsibility to manage the risks while giving 

students room to explore, discover, construct, experiment, and experience their primary sources 

of study to the fullest and most direct way possible” (Smith, 2015, p. xiii).   Faculty have a direct 

role in the process in managing risks associated with engaging students in learning processes 

(Del Favero & Bray, 2005; Smith 2015).  This study explored whether the culture at Mineral 

State University (MSU) reflected a risk management philosophy.  The goal of this study was to 

enhance university risk management practices with an emphasis on faculty responsibilities 

regarding managing risks.   

Research Questions 

To examine and understand faculty experiences in managing risks associated with 

service-learning, the following research questions guided this study:  

1.   How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an academic 

environment?  

2.   How does the university culture shape faculty understating and/or their approach 

of managing risks associated within the academic environment? 

3.   How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication efforts?  

Research Tradition 

This research was a case study designed to include the tradition of ethnographic research.  

Case studies are designed such that the researcher explores a system or phenomena though in-
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depth data collection involving multiple data sources.  Furthermore, case study design does not 

generalize, but seeks rich descriptions of the case as a way to understand the complexity of the 

phenomena (Bloomberg, 2012).  This study investigated faculty perceptions regarding how they 

managed risks as a way to better understand effective risk communication to increase risk 

mitigation.  As such, a case study might not have gone far enough into the research problem; 

therefore, this study also included the ethnography research tradition.  Ethnography is a tradition 

concerned with discovery of the meaning of the “behavior, interaction and communication 

among members of the culture-sharing group” (Bloomberg, 2012, p. 32).   

The only way to truly understand what motivates behavior is by evaluating the culture 

that aids in establishing behavior patterns. In this way, culture is examined in such a way as to 

aid in determining values and practices (Bloomberg, 2012).  More importantly, the analysis 

incorporated both the participants’ and the researcher’s views, allowing for a unique shared 

perspective (Bloomberg, 2012; Creswell 2007).  Such analysis proved important in this study 

given that both the participants and the researcher shared some of the institutions’ cultural 

values.  As the ethnographer, the researcher studied the meaning of the behaviors shared by 

faculty regarding university requirements toward their role in risk management.  This study 

explored culture by evaluating whether and how faculty understand their role in managing risks 

when engaging students in service-learning.  Furthermore, it examined whether that 

understanding was influenced through specific communications via risk management situational 

case study table-top exercises/scenarios.   

Research Setting and Context 

Easily recognizable risk requirements are often exemplified in experiential learning 

programs.  The pedagogy of these programs is well-established as the infrastructure used to 
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address anticipated risks.  Many service-learning risk management rules allowed for little 

flexibility and have been implemented at most four-year intuitions.  As such, the criterion 

required examination of faculty engaged in service-learning.  Therefore, this study was 

conducted at Mineral State University, MSU, a pseudonym for a four-year university located in 

the western United States.  The sampling strategy used in selecting this site was both criterion 

and stratified purposeful.  Given this was an evaluation of faculty’s perceptions and/or behaviors 

regarding risk management requirements, the participants were faculty involved or familiar with 

managing risks.   

MSU is part of a large university system and was a large, urban, public, comprehensive 

university.  The university was of a moderate age, founded in the late 1950s, and designed to 

provide higher educational opportunities to the underrepresented; it was not, nor is it designed to 

be, a Tier 1 research institution. It was teaching institution.  The institution had a steady growth 

rate and hosts about 40,000 full-time equivalent students, which produces roughly 10,000 

graduates each year.   

MSU’s student body reflects the demographics of the community in which it resides: it 

reflected a minority-majority campus. The largest race/ethnic group was Hispanic at just under 

40% of the population.  The external community was just over 40% Hispanic.  MSU was one of 

the top-rated schools in awarding of bachelor’s degrees to Hispanic students.  An overwhelming 

majority of MSU students attended university full-time.  To meet the needs of such a large 

student population, MSU employed roughly 1,000 full-time faculty, 1,000 part-time faculty, and 

over 1,200 both full-time and part-time staff members.  It housed nine colleges and over 60 

degree programs.  MSU students, faculty and staff were varied in their subject area knowledge 

bases, educational backgrounds, ethnic backgrounds, national origins and cultural beliefs.   
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The university is located in a region that consisted socioeconomically mostly of middle-

class and working-class people.  MSU educated and credentialed more qualified teachers than do 

similar institutions and is ranked as a top comprehensive institution in producing graduate 

students who go on to earn doctorates in biology, engineering, and psychology.   

Part of MSU’s mission was cultural engagement. The university encouraged staff and 

faculty to reach out into the community to educate students and meet community needs.  Many 

of those needs could be met through various service-related projects.  MSU embraced student 

experiential learning with programs such as service-learning.  However, sending students off-

campus to learn and do work, as a requirement for course credit, was not without risk to the 

university, the student and the faculty member in charge.  Due to the higher level of risks 

associated with off-site learning (Bender, 2005), service-learning had a well-established risk 

management process and a centralized office to aid faculty in ensuring careful pedagogic needs 

and risk management concerns are met.  The Office of Community Engagement of MSU 

provided faculty support in establishing community partnerships and the evaluation of potential 

risks to students as they engage in off-campus service-leaning.  Despite centralized support, 

many faculty members did not participate in the process.  Resistance may have been the result of 

the loosely-coupled managerial system that resides in institutions of higher education (Weick, 

1976). Or it may have been due to faculty resistance to learning new tasks and taking on new 

ideas in which they do not find direct value (Holyoke et al., 2012).  Given that service-learning 

had a well-established and formulated risk management structure, the Office of Community 

Engagement provided an excellent opportunity to conduct research regarding faculty perceptions 

of risk management.  The Office of Community Engagement staff acted as the gatekeeper and 

assisted in gaining access to faculty who do, and do not, participate in the process.   
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Data Sources and Sampling 

This study used a mixed sampling strategy that incorporated criterion and stratified 

purposeful sampling strategy to generate data sources.  Such criteria was met by the sample: 

university faculty engaged in service-learning courses. Participants were selected via the Office 

of Community Engagement based on direct and indirect program involvement.  Not only was the 

community engagement personnel knowledgeable about faculty who are receptive to the process, 

they were also familiar with faculty who are disengaged and avoid the process.   

The sampling became stratified and purposeful in that the aim was to compare 

participants who were familiar with formalized risk management practices with participants who 

engaged in service-learning, but do not follow established risk management practices.  In other 

words, the criterion was defined as faculty who are engaged in service-learning at the university.  

The next step in establishing data sources was through stratified and purposeful selection by 

developing two groups of faculty: those who participate in the service-learning risk management 

infrastructure and those who do not.  To aid in establishing said separation, the Office of 

Community Engagement provided useful data regarding the number of service-learning courses 

offered by the university and the number of courses in which they have direct faculty 

participation.  Through process of elimination, a list of faculty not directly involved in the 

formalized process was developed.   

Once potential faculty members were identified, they received an email requesting their 

participation in this study. The researcher used her personal email account and not work email, 

as the latter clearly states the title as a risk manager. However, the researcher fully disclosed the 

position as a university risk manager to ensure faculty members were aware of the subject area 

background and to ensure they did not feel misled into participating.   
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Sampling 

All but two participants were interviewed in person and on campus in a comfortable and 

private meeting room in the doctoral offices. The other two were interviewed via phone.  The 

hope was that the faculty member were more candid and culturally honest in a familiar area, and 

not have the distractions of their private office.  Faculty members were all tenured, tenure-

tracked, lecturers or adjunct faculty; and engaged in service-learning courses; and from one of 

two categories: 1) faculty members recognized as currently participating in formalized service-

learning courses and currently utilizing the service-learning infrastructure; and 2) faculty 

members who teach service-learning courses, but do not utilize the service-learning 

infrastructure will also be interviewed regarding the same topics.  A total of nine faculty were 

interviewed. The sampling was not random. Only those teaching service-learning courses were 

considered. Those selected were identified through the Office of Community Engagement as 

either faculty members working within the framework of established risk management 

procedures, or faculty members working outside of the framework.   

As mentioned, the nine faculty members interviewed were faculty members who are 

tenured, tenure-tracked, lecturers or adjunct faculty. The results do not differentiate among these 

categories faculty. This may confound the results. 

The researcher provided each faculty member with a service-learning situational case 

study scenario to analyze. The researcher asked them to answer questions as to why they 

evaluated the risk in the scenario in the manner in which they did.  Additionally, they were asked 

if the scenario influenced or changed their opinions as to managing risk.   
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Ethical Issues 

The researcher ensured ethical treatment to all participants, in both the manner in which 

the research was conducted, analyzed and presented, and in maintaining the confidentiality and 

anonymity of all participants.  Furthermore, there was an obligation to ensure participants were 

comfortable enough to speak freely.  While the information they shared was not overly personal, 

some may have felt that speaking freely might have an impact on their working relationship with 

risk management and/or the Office of Community Engagement.   

To aid in assuring the participants of their confidentiality, each received a confidentiality 

agreement and the researcher discussed its merits verbally. All study participants were given a 

pseudonym (e.g., Professor I).  All identifying data was be destroyed once each participant 

reviews a summation of what s/he said.  Member-checking in this way ensured that the faculty 

member’s opinions are truly reflected in the research.  All interviews were audio recorded using 

two recording instruments.  Data files and transcripts were kept separate from a master list of 

participants; the master list consisted of an electronic file kept in a secure file on a secured 

workplace computer.  The master list was destroyed once participants reviewed a summary of 

their interview, and data will be kept only on a secured personal computer and not on a laptop.   

Data Collection Instruments 

This ethnographic case study used interviews, which included a situational case study of 

a scenario, and document reviews as data collection instruments.  The ethnographic element was 

meant to focus on how faculty perceived their role in managing the risks associated with service-

learning classes.  This research helped identify the culture shared by faculty given the organic 

development of the pedagogical value of service-learning.  According to Creswell (2012), 

ethnographic research is essential in the study of a culture-sharing group that has established 
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rules of behavior and shared values.  This study evaluated if a shared pattern of behavior or 

beliefs existed among faculty by ascertaining how and why faculty evaluated the risks students 

may be exposed to while participating in service-learning course work (Creswell, 2012).  Data 

instruments included an email to faculty requesting their participation, an informed consent form, 

and an interview protocol.   

Interview Protocol 

Semi-structured interviews were be the central method for collecting data.  Initially, 

thirteen (13) open-ended and probing questions aided in evaluating faculty members’ individual 

and shared perceptions regarding managing risks.  Interview questions addressed the two 

research questions regarding faculty perceptions of risks, their role in managing risks, whether 

risk communication affects their beliefs, and whether their peers influence internalized risk 

beliefs.  Participants were asked how they addressed risks in their courses, if their department or 

peers influence how they mitigate risk, if they were familiar with formalized risk management 

procedures, and how they interacted with the Office of Community Engagement.   

The total interview time ranged from 25-55 minutes, and included 1) the initial interview 

questions; 2) followed by the situational case study exercise regarding a specific service-learning 

risk scenario; and concluding with 3) open-ended probing questions regarding if and how the 

exercise influenced their risk evaluation and mitigation process. (See Appendix C for full 

Interview Protocol). 

To aid in triangulation and to ensure accurate data was collected, participants took part in 

member-checking, which required about 15 additional minutes for each participant.  Each 

participant received, via email, a summary of their interview and tabletop exercise results for 
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review.  Upon each participant’s reply, the email was destroyed and comments and 

considerations were logged and included in data analysis.   

Situational Case Study 

Imbedded in the interview, after the first dozen open-ended interview questions, each 

participant received a written situational case study modeled after a negative event that occurred 

as part of a service-learning course.  The exercise served a dual purpose. First, it allowed the 

participant to work through the process of addressing and evaluating the mitigation of risk 

without knowing what could or did go wrong during a service-learning event.  Secondly, the 

researcher shared the actual outcome of the real-life situation via a written report.  The 

participants were then asked a series of questions regarding their thoughts on mitigating risks and 

if they would, or should, consider changing their risk mitigation process given this new 

information.   

Member-Checking     

 Integrity of the research and the data was ensured via a formal member-check process.  

Upon completion of the interviews and transcription, each participant was asked to review a 

narrative summary of what s/he said along with the analysis of their intentions.  In this way the 

participant could correct any errors and ensure that their intentions were understood during the 

interview.   

Data Collection Procedures 

Data collection efforts focused on ensuring the credibility of participants’ responses.  

Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) stress the importance of developing various procedures to ensure 

there are no misinterpretations.  Data triangulation ensured the integrity of the study.  

Triangulation involved using different sources of information to increase the trustworthiness of 
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the study (Bloomberg, 2012; Glesne, 2011).  While there were many methods employed, this 

research focused on participant interviews as the primary data collection method.  Data was also 

collected through summary evaluations and document review (Bloomberg, 2012).   

With the support of the university’s Office of Community Engagement, two categories of 

faculty were established using a maximal variation sampling technique (Creswell, 2012): those 

who engage in the formalized service-learning risk management process and those who do not.  

Once nine faculty were identified, they received email invitations (See Appendix A) and 

informed consent forms (See Appendix B).  Upon receipt of affirmative response, the researcher 

scheduled a time to meet with each potential participant to share the purpose of the study, the 

research proposal, the interview process (See Appendix C), and the follow-up summary 

evaluations.  At the conclusion, respondents were asked to consent to participate by signing the 

adult informed consent form. They received a copy of this form for their records.  Secondly, an 

interview appointment was set up outside the faculty member’s work schedule.   

Interview 

The primary source for data collection was participant interviews.  These began with a 

brief greeting and introduction, and each participant signed the informed consent form.  There 

were thirteen initial semi-structured questions, including follow-up questions.  These questions 

were followed by a brief, situational case study exercise that required participants to work 

through a risk management problem associated with service-learning.  After the exercise, there 

were five, follow-up, semi-structured questions regarding if and how the exercise affected the 

participant’s perceptions of managing risks.  In keeping with traditional qualitative interviewing 

techniques, the majority of the interview questions were open-ended to allow for deeper 
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understanding as to what the participant perceives or believes regarding each questions 

(Creswell, 2012).  

Member-Check: Summary Evaluations 

Interviews were transcribed within two weeks after they took place.  Early coding began 

on each transcription to aid in evaluating and summarizing what each participant said and, more 

importantly, meant to say based on early analysis.  A list of all references (either direct quotes or 

paraphrases) were emailed to each professor for their review as to accuracy. The 

acknowledgment page will not have any personal identifiers, and will only contain the 

pseudonym assigned to the participant.  The complete data analysis will be discussed later in this 

chapter.   

Reference Document Review  

Documents were also collected to be used as reference materials regarding participant 

interviews.  These documents came from two locations, the Office of Undergraduate Studies 

provided the number of university courses that offered service-learning over the 2016-2017 

academic year.  The Office of Community Engagement provided records documenting the 

number of faculty and courses engaged in service-learning.  This office managed the university 

database where the service-learning risk management records were held.  These documents 

yielded a comparable analysis regarding faculty engaged in formalized risk management and 

those who are not.  The purpose of obtaining these records was simply to reflect the number of 

service-learning courses offered by MSU and to reflect on the number of faculty participating in 

the conscripted risk management practices. Lastly, additional documents were collected and a 

review was conducted of relevant policies and procedures (e.g., training materials developed by 

departments; faculty orientation materials, etc.) 
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Data Analysis Procedures 

Data Preparation 

University faculty members were interviewed individually for approximately 25-55 

minutes.  The interviews were recorded and transcribed.  Upon completion of the transcripts, key 

words or phrases were tagged as important or relevant to the study’s research questions.  The 

transcriptions were verbatim and included observational notes as necessary.   

Preliminary Data Analysis 

 Preliminary data analysis began with the literature review.  The literature guided the 

research questions and research design.  In addition, it set the conceptual framework regarding 

how to design research questions, interview protocol, and early codes.  Furthermore, this 

preliminary data analysis helped shape the interview questions.   

Thematic Data Analysis 

 The software program NVivo for iMac assisted in thematic data analysis.  NVivo 

provides a systematic process for identifying, organizing, coding, annotating and building unique 

networks (Creswell, 2012).  This program aided in formulating codes, categorizing codes, and 

creating annotation transcripts from the transcripts.  The codes and annotation allowed for 

creation of families of similar ideas and of concept maps to connect both casual and causal 

relationships.  The data served to connect interviews and literature review to the data analysis.   

Interpretation 

 It was important that the researcher accurately interpreted the data; the manner in which 

data was coded, organized and classified played a large part in this interpretation.  Areas of 

concern were addressed to ensure data analysis was accurate included: what the researcher 

noticed, how the data was interpreted, and whether the interpretations were correct (Glesne, 
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2011).  To make every effort to address each of the areas of concern the researcher looked for 

both obvious and hidden correlations and relationships.  Member-checking in the form of 

respondents’ feedback ensured accurate analysis.   

Researcher Role 

To avoid influencing the study, it was important to identify and understand the 

researcher.  Steps were taken to ensure that the collection and analysis of narrative data was 

completed with honestly, integrity, and deference to the participants:   

Reflexivity 

Personal biases may influence interpretation of data and may have an impact on the 

research (Carlson, 2010).  As both a doctoral student and a university risk manager, the 

researcher was a subject area expert and had an unfair influence regarding how, when and why 

risks are managed on campus.  The researcher was upfront as to the role the researcher plays and 

the efforts needed to address personal biases and preconceptions upon meeting with the 

participants.  The researcher strove to remain neutral and unbiased throughout this study.   

Preconceptions 

The researcher had many preconceived ideas regarding outcomes of study. One was that 

tenured faculty are less compliant than non-tenured or adjunct faculty, and that they had a less 

than favorable view of the risk management process.  A second was that participants who 

followed risk management protocol were aware of the risks, but were not compliant as they 

express dissatisfaction regarding the extra work required.  

The researcher was also aware of personal biases.  As an administrator in risk 

management, the researcher’s primary responsibility was to focus on campus risk concerns.  

Faculty have multiple jobs: teaching, scholarship, and service.  Furthermore, faculty share a 
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culture of autonomy and individualism, and can be resistant to new ideas or ideas outside of their 

value system (Holyoke et al., 2012).  While it was easy to question why they do not understand 

the risk, it was important to understand their culture and their workload.  It may have been that 

they care about managing risks, but the process was lost in the bulk of the work.   

Based on perceptions of the researcher’s role as that of a compliance-driven person on 

campus, some faculty may have altered their answers to reflect better on themselves.  They may 

have believe they would be subject to a higher level of scrutiny regarding their risk management 

practices in their departments if they did not state what they believe the researcher wanted to 

hear.  Alternatively, some faculty members may have been less cooperative if they did not like 

administrators or risk management.  They may have considered this research unnecessary.  

Accounting for Preconceptions 

To reduce the impact of biases, careful evaluation of participants via a gatekeeper was 

necessary.  The gatekeeper had access to both groups of participants and helped filter receptive 

participants.  Each participant was assured that information would not interfere nor affect their 

campus activities.  They were also assured that the goal of the research was to understand and 

meet their needs and manage risks.   

Triangulation 

As discussed, data was triangulated via an interview which included a situational case 

study exercise, member-check, and archival data (Carlson, 2010).  Faculty members were 

interviewed as to their understanding and values regarding risk management processes in 

service-learning.  They received a scenario concerning a negative event that took place during a 

service-learning activity followed by a questionnaire regarding their views toward risk 

management given the scenario.  Lastly, the service-learning data from the Office of Community 
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Engagement served to compare the number of courses who are utilizing the office risk 

management practices when compared against the total of all service-learning courses offered 

campus wide.  

Summary 

 The research methodology was designed as an ethnographic case study to directly asses 

the research questions and better understand how faculty perceive risks they manage in service-

learning courses. The setting was a large and diverse public university located in a large, urban 

area.  The study used a mixed sampling strategy, and participants consisted of faculty engaged in 

teaching service-learning courses.  Faculty interviewed were comprised of those who followed 

established risk protocol and those who did not.  Each participant was asked open-ended 

questions and provided a case study scenario regarding a specific risk event to determine if 

additional information impacted risk perception.  The integrity of the research was addressed by 

member-checking, and each participant was provided an opportunity to evaluate a summary of 

what the researcher understood their perceptions to be.  The researcher addressed personal bias 

by: 1) allowing the Office of Community Engagement to serve as the gate keeper, identifying 

participants; and 2) self-identifying to participants her background in risk management; and 3) 

by triangulating the data to help establish its validity.  
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore faculty perceptions of their role in 

managing risks within an academic program they oversee, specifically service-learning. 

Although very little research exists regarding faculty perceptions of managing risk, many studies 

have examined perceptions of risk in other settings, primarily risks to public health.  This 

research attempts to expand the existing research by examining how employees who work within 

an educational setting perceive risks.  Additionally, the conceptual framework was designed to 

engage the research questions as discussed in both the Risk Perception Model and the Trust 

Determination model. 

 This chapter addressed the findings, which emerged from semi-structured 

interviews, data review, and document review as they relate to the research questions.    

 Note: 1) To maintain the confidentiality and anonymity of all participants, the researcher 

has chosen to identify Professors A, C, E, G, and I as male, and Professors B, D, F, and H as 

female. 2) The Community Engagement Office is synonymous with both the Office of Service-

Learning, and Service-Learning Office.  

Research Questions 

1.  How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an academic environment?  

2.  How does the university culture shape faculty understating and/or their approach of managing 

risks associated within the academic environment? 

3.  How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication efforts and 

exercises?  
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Study Context 

In order to examine and understand faculty experiences in managing risks associated with 

service-learning, the first of the interview questions sought to understand the experience of the 

participating faculty members within a university and position they have held, or continue to 

hold.  The research participants included nine faculty members currently engaged in teaching 

service-learning courses at MSU.  As this research was interested in the participants’ 

perceptions, there was a possibility that institutional culture played a role in said perceptions.  As 

such, it was important to identify who the partisans were in relationship to both their position and 

their experience in higher education. The demographics varied as to faculty employment 

classification, years of experience, and work history as shown in Table 4.0.  

Table 4.0 

Study Participants 
 
Professor Position Years 

MSU 
Other Universities Type of IHE Position Held at 

Former IHE 
A Tenured  5 Yes Public Not stated 
B Tenured 6 Yes Both Adjunct 
C Tenured 37 Yes Public Adjunct 
D Lecturer/ 

Course  
Coordinator 

16 No N/A Adjunct  

E Tenured 15 Yes Public Adjunct/Assistant 
Professor 

F Lecturer 4 Yes Both Adjunct  
G Tenured 31 Yes Public Adjunct 
H Tenure 

track 
6 Yes Both Adjunct 

I Tenure 
Track 

2 Yes Public Assistant Professor 

 
Data Analysis Process 

Nine faculty members were interviewed.  Each participant was provided with a letter to 

classify the research.  The researcher met with each of the participants for a one-to-one 



56 
 

interview, which included 19 questions, 15 were open-ended and included follow-up probing 

questions.  Five of the 19 questions pertained to a case study exploring a negative event and risk 

mitigating factors. This chapter was organized to demonstrate how each of the interview 

question(s) were responsive to the research questions (RQs). Table 4.1 describes “Emerging 

Categories” and Table 4.2 “Emerging Themes.” 

Table 4.1 

Emerging Categories 

Research Question Categories 

1.  How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an 
academic environment?  

Responsibility 
Personal risk 

Adult responsibility 
2.  Does the university culture shape faculty understating 
and/or their approach of managing risks associated within the 
academic environment? 

Peer influence 
Resources/Support  

Logistics 
Communication 

3.  How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk 
communication efforts and exercises?  

Empathy 
Risk tolerance 

 

Table 4.2 

Emerging Themes 

Resources Subject area expertise Workload 
Paper work  Experiences Support 
Risk assessment Maturity  Logistics 
Clear communication Responsibility Expectations 

 

Research Question 1: Finding and Analysis  

 This section ascertains how faculty identify risks and perceive risks in service-learning, 

specifically how faculty identify and perceive risks to students, themselves and the university 

and what faculty’s role should be in managing said risks.  
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RQ1:  How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an academic 

environment? 

In order to better understand how faculty perceived their role in managing risk in the 

academic environment, the researcher sought to understand how they perceived risks to 

themselves and if they believed they had a role in managing risks as it applies to their academic 

responsibilities.  The faculty participants who responded to the open-ended questions during the 

semi-structured interviews identified several categories related to the faculty’s role while 

managing risks in an academic environment: (1) Identifying risks in service-learning; (2) What 

are the risks as they pertain to the university, faculty and students? (3) How risks are analyzed 

and managed by faculty; and (4) What did faculty perceive their role should be in managing 

university risks?  

Identifying Risks in Service-Learning.   

Before faculty perceptions of managing risks could be reviewed, the researcher first had 

to identify what the risks were. Interview protocol Question 5 (Q5) was pivotal in discovering 

what risks associated with service-learning were identified by the faculty participants.  

An overview of the risks posed, per the faculty interviewed included car accidents, acts of 

violence, threatening social interactions, break/sprain body parts, “kicked, stepped on or bit by 

animals,” infectious diseases, uncertain political situations,  sexual assault, sexual harassment, 

being outdoors in extreme climate, bears, mountain lions, coyotes, snakes, insects, encounters 

with the public, weather, underprepared when working with disabled, and inappropriate requests 

of students for the service they’re expected to provide (e.g., student toileting disabled man), and 

negative experiences. 

Faculty responses to the risks students faced while engaged in service-learning courses 
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was dependent upon how the faculty member, himself or herself, viewed risk.  Almost all faculty 

acknowledged that the risks to students were different outside the classroom when compared to 

inside the classroom.  Most were more aware with risks students faced while engaged in 

physically demanding activities, such as shoveling, stooping, hiking, or working with livestock. 

Others were aware of increased risks while engaged in off-site communities, which included 

such things as harassment, bullying, or violence  Others did not find the risk to be much different 

than the risks of being on a university campus or going about one’s daily life --  regardless of the 

activity taking place.   

Professor A described sun exposure as a potential risk, and encouraged students to wear 

sunscreen. Professor B described potential “threatening social interactions”:  

A lot of my students made these wonderful friendships with people in their community 

that they never knew before, but you do have students entering people’s homes and 

letting them ride in their car. There are all sorts of things that could go wrong with that. 

Professor B pointed out that for women, particularly, there is the danger of sexual harassment 

and even sexual assault. Professor D also noted sexual harassment, “whether purposeful or 

unintentional --it can be perceived that way,” as a risk. Professor E stated that students gathering 

numerical data or creating web pages are at less risk than students “in the field doing something 

out in the community.” Professor G shared that he prepared students in advance of their off-

campus experiences with a “blanket of cautions.” His sites include outdoor environments. 

Students hiking in the outdoors might encounter mountain lions, coyotes, or snakes. He also 

warned students of the hazards of bees and wasps. Professor H described several risks associated 

with one actual incident. A group of students on an outing with a community service 

organization, which served adults with disabilities. The outing was to a bowling alley. A student 
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was asked to assist a client with toileting, which could pose issues ranging from sanitation to a 

back strain from lifting.  Professor H went on to state that the student had received no training 

and she did not think that the student was in any way prepared for the responsibilities of assisting 

an adult with toileting in a public place. 

Professor I shared that when he initiated his first service-learning course, he went to the 

MSU Office of Service-Learning with “all sorts of ‘what if’ scenarios”:  

What if students injure themselves? What if they damage property? What if God forbid 

somebody assaults them? There are so many things that can go wrong and I need to make 

sure that our students who are taking advantage of this opportunity are well-protected.  

Professor F stated, “Risks? Well, I mean just the nature of going out in the field, right?”  

The interviewees cited examples of risks that included driving or risks that involved students 

going out alone in the community and not making the best decisions. Table 4.3 lists “Faculty 

Identified Risks to Students in Service-Learning.” 

Table 4.3  

Faculty Identified Risks to Students in Service-Learning 

Physical Risks Emotional Risks 
Auto accidents 
Acts of violence 
Break/sprains  
Kicked or stepped on by horse stepped on  
Animal bite  
Infectious diseases  
Sexual assault 
Weather/Elements  
Wild animals (bears, mountain lions, coyotes, 
snakes, insects) 

Acts of violence  
Social interactions  
Uncertain political situations   
Sexual assault/ sexual harassment  
Encounters with the public 
Weather/Elements  
Underprepared 
Inappropriate requests  
Negative experiences  
Making bad decisions 
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Risks to University, Faculty, and Students.   

In order to examine how faculty perceive risk, the researcher needed to first understand 

how they cataloged risk and their role in managing the risks associated with their service-

learning courses. In response to Question 6 (Q6) of the interview protocol, the researcher sought 

to understand if the participants perceived risks to themselves, students and the institution 

differently and how so.  There was no consensus in their responses.   

Each professor gave a unique reply. Professor A contended that students face the highest 

risk because “through the service-learning they are expected to be doing more than the faculty” 

by simply taking part in service-learning activities.  Professor B pointed out that it is a matter of 

perception. She stated that they “do not know how the students conceptualize risk.”  

Professor B further clarified: 

Students did not view risk through the lens of either faculty or university people. Students 

expressed their frustration at the limitations on what they were allowed to do as young 

adults. From [the students’] perspective, they were adults.  

Additionally, Professor B shared that a lot of faculty “have had some kind of accident or issues 

in the field” so are aware of risks. She described the university as being “primarily concerned 

with legal issues,” and “primarily concerned with not getting sued.” Professor C described the 

risks experienced by the university, faculty, and students as “about the same.” Professor D 

shared that the risks are interrelated. If a student is harmed or harassed, the university is “then 

responsible for that student.” Professor D stated, “Instructors have the liability of knowing what 

is reportable,” and are liable even if a student does not report the incident to them [the instructor] 

since they might be afraid it might affect their grade. Professor D shared that ultimately the 

university is responsible “oversite, making sure that nothing happens during service-learning 



61 
 

activities to the students.” Professor D concluded that the University is the entity that will be 

sued should a student be injured while participating in the service-learning program.  

Professor D expressed concern as to how the liability is considered. At his site, students 

not in wheelchairs were opting to play wheelchair rugby as part of their immersion into disability 

studies, or they were choosing to help transfer clients into and out of their wheelchairs. Professor 

D shared:  

What is (the faculty) liability there? If they drop the person, or they hurt their back 

helping this person. Is the university liable? I mean, if I was a lawyer, you know I'm 

going after the university immediately. I mean, I know law and I know you are not going 

after the individual student because they probably do not have money. But we put them 

there. 

Analyzing Risks in Service-Learning.  

Interview protocol Question 9 (Q9) investigated more deeply into understanding how the 

participating faculty directly analyzed and managed risks while leading service-learning courses.  

Again, the participants had varied responses as to how they analyzed risks. Most equated risk 

management with the requirement to do paperwork (e.g., “hold harmless” waivers, agreements 

between the university and the host site, etc.) as the only process required to manage risks.  

Some, however, had thoughtful answers to addressing risks that students may face while engaged 

in experiential learning.   

Professor A described his preparation of students by providing information about the site 

location and what they might expect regarding their experiences.  Early in the semester Professor 

A shared on Moodle (online-based learning management tool) a description of everything (the 

placement) entails. For instance, the students were expected to use shovels and other types of 
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tools so he provided information that described the protocols for utilizing different types of 

equipment and lifting heavy weights. While professor A did address risks in his service-learning 

courses, he also opined that students will face similar risks once they leave the university setting 

and obtain a job after graduation. Professor A described our attention to managing risk as a “big 

bubble” created by parents, and then the university, which shields students from the realities of 

the world. 

Professor B deferred to the university’s protocols rather than creating her own, describing 

the university’s protocols as much more stringent: “I don’t even really put brainpower behind it 

because why fight it? It’s a structure that we have to work under.”  Professor C described her 

steps or processes as “probably none.”  Professor C went on to state:  

When I wrote the course and added this service-learning I received a list of requirements 

from the Office of Community Engagement. When the Office of Community 

Engagement started telling me risk management, you know, has to go through this, I’m 

saying, why? It didn’t really enter my mind. 

Professor D shared a thoughtful process to address the student’s suitability with the site as she 

“tried to match students with sites that I think are more appropriate to their personalities and 

personal interests.” The rationale was that if the students were working with familiar client 

populations or subject matter there would be fewer risks associated with behavioral problems at 

the site.  Professor D reported a lack of knowledge regarding the crime rate of the host 

community due to the existing security of the region: “I have no idea what sometimes I’m 

sending our students into.”  

Professor E reported reaching out to knowledgeable university personnel, including the 

department chair and the department secretary, for information on risk management forms. He 
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also reported visiting the site on his own prior to sending students to “anticipate” any possible 

problems. Professor G described protocols that had been developed over the years and exercising 

personal discretion. For instance, students were allowed to work in the snow, but not in the rain, 

as there were less problems in the snow. Professor G had students follow him in their cars when 

going to a service-learning location to prevent students from driving over the speed limit. 

Professor G created a two-page protocol of procedures and requirements that were reviewed and 

discussed with students in class prior to engaging in any service-learning activities. Professor G 

then had each student sign an individual protocol form to acknowledge his/her understanding and 

consent. The protocols were not given to the faculty by MSU. The protocols were from a 

different institution and modified prior to use with students. 

Professor I’s processes included a student orientation and importantly, multiple meetings 

with each of the community partners prior to the beginning of service-learning to go over details 

and establish “dos and don’ts” for the program’s students. At the end of each semester, Professor 

I also met with community partners to debrief as a form of summative assessment for program 

improvements for the upcoming year. 

 Professor F conducted a rigorous evaluation of the risks involved based on the work site 

and the work requirements, and established an appropriate protocol. She gave us an example of a 

research project involving global health. This service-learning site was “malaria-infested” so the 

protocol required informing the students ahead of time of the possible likelihood they might 

contract malaria and what medication should be used. 

 Professor E stated that faculty do not necessarily know the answer to interview protocol 

Question 9 (Q9). He explained that faculty must: 

Rely on risk managers to inform us. Students are at physical risk of getting hit by a bus 
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or accosted by somebody on the street. Faculty may be sued by somebody for some 

misstep or some kind of neglect. The university’s risks have to do with liability. 

 Professor H defined the nuance of risk for each stakeholder, the institution, faculty and 

students as follows:  

The university's consequences would probably fall in the reign of legal or litigation while 

the faculty consequence may be professional harm, and may include litigation while the 

risk to the student would likely be psychological. 

Professor I added an additional risk not mentioned by the other participants.  A negative 

event may lead to bad public relations (PR) for the university if a student was injured while at a 

service-learning site. He explained that public relations issues could be very positive or very 

negative, explaining further: 

If a faculty member worried as much as the university about how a service-learning 

mishap could impact the image of the university it would stall the whole process as a faculty 

member might choose not to initiate a service-learning course. 

 Professor F emphatically stated that the benefit students receive from their service-

learning experience outweigh the psychological risk of discomfort to students “getting out of 

their comfort zone.” Professor H expressed a heartfelt summation based on a cost/benefit 

analysis: 

It's worth a little risk for our students to experience what we're teaching first-hand from the 

pedagogical perspective. There is nothing else that is as effective as being in the field and, 

living this.  
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Faculty’s Role in Managing University Risks.   

Perhaps the most important question of the interview protocol was Question 14 (Q14), 

which ascertained information pivotal to this research: What did faculty perceive that their role 

should be in managing University risks? The intention of this question was for the researcher to 

determine what faculty understood their risk management role to be in all aspects of their 

academic career; however, most faculty responded primarily on the basis of that role as it 

pertained to service-learning.   

Responses provided a consensus that faculty should be “at the forefront” of managing 

university risks at service-learning sites. Professor A pointed out that faculty are “working with 

the students directly” so “definitely have a very high responsibility.” Professor A viewed the 

service-learning site as an extension of the classroom: “It’s just a classroom in a different 

setting.” This professor had a class, which went to see tide pools by the ocean. He wanted the 

students to understand that there is a risk, yet conceded that ultimately it was the student’s 

responsibility. Professor B raised the practical concern that a site could only can manage up to 

six students so multiple sites (up to ten per class!) would always be required, complicating the 

safety vetting process. Professor D reported that faculty have a responsibility to the university to 

manage behaviors that could be damaging to the students, and shared that faculty needed to be 

trained on reporting guidelines. Professor D shared that “gauging students' personalities” and 

linking them with compatible sites minimizes risk, and provided as an example a service-

learning student who is short-tempered might not be a good fit for a site with small children as 

the service-learning student might “yell at them or curse.”  

Professor G and Professor I expressed a need for additional training. Professor G 

requested that the university create a manual “that sets out the guidelines very clearly,” and a 
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designated contact if there are any questions. Professor H believed the faculty’s role should be 

both proactive (“trying to consider what risks may be present for our students and preventing 

those to a large extent”) and reactive (“when we have an issue with a site or a student that we're 

able to immediately intervene, and help either the organization or the student…quickly and 

effectively). Professor I described faculty as “on the forefront” since they are the “intermediary 

between the university and the students,” and stressed that faculty needed to be trained how to 

address an actual situation, and “not just routinely sign the risk forms.” Professor F described 

that as an adjunct faculty member she would “probably know a lot more about (risk management 

protocol).” This opinion was an outlier, with most adjunct faculty sharing that as an adjunct they 

knew less, and were less prepared. 

Research Question 2: Findings and Analysis 

Perceptions are often influenced by culture.  To better understand faculty perceptions of 

managing risks in service-learning, the culture of the university and the culture of the pedagogy 

was examined to determine if culture impacted the manner in which the faculty member 

proceeded.  The faculty participants who responded to the open-ended questions during the semi-

structured interviews identified several categories related to the institutional culture and whether 

it impacted how faculty managed risks in service-learning: (1) What is the purpose of service-

learning? (2) What is their role in developing their service-learning course? (3) What obstacles 

did they run into when developing their service-learning course? (4) Do they feel their subject 

knowledge and experiences influence their risk perception? (5) Does their relationship and 

experience in working with the Office of Service-Learning and risk expectations by the 

university system impact their perceptions of managing service-learning? (6) Has interaction 

with their peers influenced how they perceive their role in managing service-learning?  
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RQ2: Does the university culture shape faculty understanding and/or their 

approach of managing risks associated within the academic environment? 

As this research was centered around understanding faculty perceptions of managing 

risks in service-learning, the researcher first needed to discover how faculty perceive service-

learning itself and if the institution or the pedagogy influences the perception.  Interview 

protocol Question 2 (Q2) directly requested that the participants identify the purpose of service-

learning in an attempt to ascertain the culture behind the belief.  

The Purposes and Development of Service-Learning.   

The majority of the faculty came to their present institution with their own ideas of what 

“service-learning” should mean based on their own experiences either from their own 

educational programs (as graduate students themselves engaged in Experiential Learning) or 

from teaching at other institutions.  Uniformly, the faculty agreed that the overarching purpose of 

service-learning was to allow students to experience hands-on learning.  This level of 

experiential learning was expected to tie directly into the course itself, and provide students with 

a better, deeper understanding of the course material through direct application.  Professor A 

stated succinctly:  

Service-learning opens a lot of opportunities for the students to be emerged in the 

direction of the field that they want to pursue through first-hand experiences. Service-

learning leads to more comprehensive learning as the experience prepares students for an 

easier transition into the marketplace upon graduation because they are aware of 

expectations and protocols. 

Professor B highlighted that service-learning: 1) is applied research; 2) engages students 

in interactive project-based learning; 3) builds confidence and solidifies process skills; and 4) 
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engages students in social justice as they “give back” to high-needs communities, many of which 

are their home communities. Professor B reported that students felt a sense of accomplishment 

contributing to the work of nonprofit and community-based organizations. Professor C 

concurred, adding that some of his students actually were offered jobs at the agencies at which 

they volunteered. Professor D added that service-learning has an added benefit: exposing 

students to cultural diversity, citing as examples students serving at agencies serving populations 

with disabilities, homeless populations, and serving in communities with a resident base that was 

largely Hispanic. Professor F summed up the experience:  

Service-learning is an opportunity for students to get a kind of real world experience, 

make connections, and experience a sense of accomplishment, and, hopefully, make the 

world a little bit better place, or at least their community. 

Professor G’s comments aligned with Professor B’s in the importance of connecting a student to 

the community, and preparing a student for work after graduation, or inspiring them to seek even 

higher educational attainments (e.g., M.A., Ph.D.).  

Professor H emphasized the “first-hand” experiences of students, describing that students 

learn about laws and litigation in class, and out in the field meet clientele that shared about their 

lived experiences. Professor I described an excitement about service-learning due to the 

“marriage” of theory and practice. This professor teaches in the College of Humanities. Professor 

I points out that students with degrees in a field such as linguistics can envision a job in which 

their training is relevant after working with students in the community in literacy training 

programs.  Professor F expressed enthusiasm for service-learning due to its applicability in 

helping students formulate personal and career goals. However, Professor F’s enthusiasm was 

tempered by navigating the “cobwebs” of protocols, which were made all the more difficult by 
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Professor F’s status as a part-time lecturer.  

Development of a Service-Learning Course.  

Understanding the faculty participant’s role in developing his/her service-learning course 

expands understanding on two fronts.  Firstly, it allowed the researcher to understand the 

faculty’s direct participation in the program, including recognizing potential risks, and, second, it 

helped ascertain if the university influenced the course development.  

The majority of professors designed their own service-learning courses. Specifically, 

Professors A, B, C, E, G, and I designed their individual courses. Course Coordinators designed 

the courses for Professor D and H, and Professor F “inherited” the course. Professor C proudly 

stated that he designed his course after being inspired by an article in an academic journal stating 

that service-learning was a best practice in teacher preparation for special education. Professor I 

reported that he received help in creating the course from the Office of Service-Learning. The 

Office advised him on risk management issues. Professor I described the risk issues as “red flag 

number one in the whole process.” 

Professors volunteered that the biggest obstacle in developing or teaching a service-

learning course was the logistics of organizing a class of up to 45 students into various 

experiential learning opportunities with community partners. The professors in this study 

reported that the sheer class size, along with the paperwork demands for a large class size, was 

difficult to manage. 

Obstacles to Developing or Managing a Service-Learning Course.   

The significance of establishing what obstacles the participants encountered when 

developing or running their service-learning course was so that the researcher could understand, 

without prompting, if risk management requirements were an obstacle, or a perceived obstacle, 
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to developing or managing the course.  

Professors universally reported that there were obstacles encountered in developing and 

managing service-learning courses. Professor A pointed to the large, average class size at 

Mineral State University (MSU). His previous university class size ranged from 5-25 as 

compared to a “normal” class size at MSU of 45 students. One creative solution he had devised 

was offering the service-learning on-campus, as the paperwork requirements were less onerous. 

This is possible as MSU has many chartered centers on campus, which offer direct service to the 

local community. Off-campus service-learning sites, he pointed out, required gathering driver’s 

licenses and proof of valid insurance from each student driving to the site. In addition, 

mandatory liability forms were required to be completed, stating the days and hours of the off-

site activities. Professor A pointed out that days and times for service-learning activities changed 

often based on the needs and availability of the partnering community organization. 

 Professor B listed a multitude of “big challenges”: 

• The majority of MSU students are commuting to campus so a service-learning site 

close to campus is not necessarily convenient to the students. The majority of 

students were working full-time so extracurricular activities were hard to manage 

with their work schedule. Many students commute via public transportation so 

sites needed to be easily accessible via public transit. 

• Professor B stated that she “had to get very creative here about how she 

conceptualized service-learning and it increased her workload a lot to do that.” 

She also pointed out that there was only one full-time member and one part-time 

staff member in the Office of Service-Learning at MSU, a campus with almost 

40,000 currently enrolled students. Rather than focusing on training, the Office 
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was focused on oversight of the paperwork. Professor B shared that at her 

previous institution: 

I never had to meet with the organizations. I never had to go into the 

community. I never had to do any management of those organizations. 

There were zero problems with the sites across six or seven different sites. 

If there were any problems, I didn’t know about it. (The Office of Service-

Learning) dealt with it. 

• Professor B also shared that the community organization database of the MSU 

Office of Service-Learning is “woefully out of date.” And, that “if you send 

students to call people or if you call, half the time the Office does not have any 

idea what you’re talking about.  It is very, very disorganized.” Having to check 

the accuracy of the contact information of community organizations increased 

greatly to Professor B’s time load. 

• Professor B stated that MSU is “the most risk averse campus I have ever seen, and 

… the most risk averse campus that most of my colleagues have ever seen.” And, 

that since “we are intensively risk averse … there’s a lot of applied opportunities 

in my field that involve field work or field research that I cannot give students.” 

Professor B tired of managing 35 students at off-campus locations: “It took over 

my semester. I mean I got nothing else done.” Professor B’s solution was to 

“increasingly put my service-learning as applied remote research and not in 

person at all because then it just reduced the entire paperwork load dramatically.” 

Professor C described initial phone calls in which community agencies supported the 

involvement of MSU students at their agency, only for the enthusiasm to be quelled when the 



72 
 

professor connected the agency with the MSU Office of Service-Learning. The agency would 

submit the required paperwork, and Professor C described agencies not being approved by the 

Office in time for the start of the class. Professor C shared that the Office discouraged adding 

new sites, steering faculty to already approved sites. Professor C had identified exciting, new 

sites, such as a “horseback riding place” to educate students creatively about disabilities. 

Professor D cited the biggest obstacle was “getting the students to the service-learning site!” 

She also cited the need for fingerprinting and TB testing as being expensive and time-

consuming.  Professor E cited the obstacle of finding a partner, which had a project that matched 

the skillset of the course. 

 Professor H cited the difficulty of oversight from afar. She sometimes learned of issues with 

the site only in a student’s final paper when it was too late to take any action. Professor I was 

limited in his election of sites. He chose from the list of sites already approved by the MSU 

Office of Service-Learning only to find that the site was not willing to work with him because a 

relationship already existed with another faculty member on campus. 

Professor F raised practical concerns. As an adjunct faculty, some semesters she might teach 

five courses. As a lecturer she described “it’s just really hard to get that support and find that 

time to be able to let’s say formulate it into full-fledged service-learning class,” especially not 

even knowing if he/she will be teaching the same course the following year.   

Expertise and Experience Influence Risk Analysis.   

Almost universally, the faculty participants stated that they were much better equipped to 

deal with additional risk involved with the task than the students in their programs were.  The 

faculty participants’ analysis as to why they were better equipped to deal with the risks came 

down to two key components, their own experiences as subject area experts and maturity.  That 
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said, the participants were almost evenly split as to those who were personally risk averse (i.e., 

less willing to take risks) than to those who were more acceptable of risks.   

Professor A described a faculty’s maturity as “not going to kind of be playful or doing 

activities that I probably shouldn’t do.” Professor C concurred, describing that students were 

exposed to more risk due to their “lack of experience.” Professor D pointed to her wealth of 

professional experience as impacting considerations of risk: 

Because I do know disabilities studies and I do know education, and a lot of my students 

are working with both of those, I understand the risks that are associated, both with 

working with people with disabilities and working in nonprofit sites. 

Professor E reported that his “street savviness” mitigated risk. His “observant” and “hyper 

vigilant” nature allowed students to be safer in service-learning sites in even “sketchy” 

neighborhoods. He trenchantly stated, “You can't study the city without going to the city.” 

Professor G described a much more cautious approach than Professor E:  

I am very cautious about where I take students. I would not take them somewhere that I 

would not go.  But there are areas where I do work where I could not take an entire class, 

but I could take students I know who are capable of working in those environments. 

Professor H shared that she was “prepared to advocate for herself, to ask questions as I'm much 

better prepared than our students are.” Interestingly, Professor H described becoming less risk 

averse with age since the positive experience of students “philosophically” outweighed  

“something that might be uncomfortable.” Professor I shared that his ten years of experience as 

an interpreter has led him to understand that there are inherent risks “associated with a particular 

field.” Professor F shared that experience has led her to train students adequately before sending 

them to a service-learning site. For instance, students might be required to complete a low-stakes 
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module “on their own before they engage in this part of the project within that service-learning 

component of the class.” 

Professors A, B, C, D, E, G, and H described themselves as comfortable with risk, and 

not personally risk averse. Professor I is not comfortable with risk, noting, “We all have a 

different risk tolerance to begin with.” Professor F is comfortable with risk yet is personally 

“risk averse in general.”  Professor F elucidated thusly, “I’m going as prepared as I can.”  

Systems Approach to Risk Management of Service-Learning.   

Knowledge shapes perceptions.  MSU, like many university and university systems has a 

formalized approach to managing risk in service-learning.  The campus has a long established 

Service-Learning Office, which is to support campus service-learning efforts.  The university 

system has various executive orders and a comprehensive manual that outlines how risks are to 

be managed in service-learning.  The researcher sought to determine if there was a relationship 

between the perceived obstacles and the requirements outlined by either the campus, the system 

or both. Interview protocol questions addressed these concerns: Question 11 (Q11) and Question 

12 (Q12). 

Professors A, B, C, H and I reported that they were familiar with a campus systematic 

process of addressing risks in service-learning. Professor D reported knowing “a little bit. I think 

that I don't know it step-by-step.” Professor E reported “Possibly. Simply because it's probably 

on a website somewhere and I've downloaded it, and gone through a checklist. It sounds familiar, 

but I can't recall.” Professor G responded with a definitive “no.” Professor H reported that she 

received two risk mitigation training sessions organized by the university the first semester they 

taught the course. Professor I oversaw the students while they filled out the forms to ensure they 

do it properly. Professor I iterated to the students that “the university cares for them.” Professor F 
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shared that she was aware of the campus systematic process only “indirectly.” 

 To better understand the relationship the faculty participants had with the Service-

Learning Office, the researcher asked the participants about their experiences with working with 

said Office. The researcher included this open-ended, interview protocol Question 10 (Q10) in 

the hope that they would add a deeper analysis of the research questions regarding campus 

culture. However, faculty responses were matter of fact, and provided no such elucidation.  That 

said, the participants who worked with the Office mostly found them helpful.  

Professor A reported the Community Engagement Office was helpful “to the new data 

management process,” and that the Office provided a student to help with the class in the field. 

Professor B considered the Service-Learning Office as a partner. Professor D reported a 

“disconnect” between the service-learning course and the Community Engagement Office, and 

therefore relied on the Course Coordinator for information and instruction. Professor E described 

the Office’s contribution as not harmful: “I have no bad recollections. So, that's a good sign. Like 

the offensive linemen on football, if you don't remember them they were great.” Professor H 

described the Office as being “wonderful” in assisting with organizing the paperwork, TB 

testing, and other prerequisites: “When our students encounter any kind of difficulty they are 

right there. They are incredibly responsive and they are able to problem solve almost anything 

that comes up.” Professor I described the Office as “approachable,” and the community database 

as “helpful.”  

 MSU is part of a large multi-campus system with a central office, which also drafts and 

distributes system-wide edicts and mandates pertaining to service-learning. When asked if they 

were familiar with the system-wide requirements Professors D, G, and K reported in the 

affirmative, with Professor F expressing a qualifier, “vaguely.” Professor D referenced being 



76 
 

familiar with a manual, which included protocols on mitigation of and reporting on sexual 

harassment, sexual conduct and behavior, student injuries. Professors A, H, and I responded in 

the negative. 

Peers Influence Perception.   

One’s peers may influence workplace culture. When compared to a “class-room” course, 

service-learning courses demand extra work in establishing relationships with sites and in risk 

management requirements.  Due to the extra work, the researcher wished to establish if faculty’s 

peers influenced their willingness to engage in service-learning.  Interview protocol Question 13 

(Q13) specifically sought an answer to that question.   

The consensus among those interviewed was that engaging with faculty peers was a 

complicating influence. Professor B was a self-described “champion” for service-learning in her 

department. Their influence has not amounted to more service-learning courses since  

various peers have “tried (initiating service-learning courses) and most of them did not do it very 

frequently because it is so incredibly much work and only part of that could be fixed through 

fixing risk management issues.”  Professor B described “multiple levels of disorganization,” each 

of which would entail “a lot” of university resources to fix. Professor D described service-

learning as “extra work” and extra pressure” on an instructor. Therefore their “water cooler talk” 

(with faculty peers) as “it brings on an extra component that can make teaching less simple.” 

Professor D has suggested faculty colleagues investigate seeking grant funding to sponsor the 

development and adding of developing a service-learning course only to be told, “It's too much 

work.” Professor D described discussions with colleagues regarding service-learning being 

focused not on risk management, but on student learning outcomes. Professor E sometimes felt 

discouraged from interactions with faculty peers regarding service-learning, thinking: 1) Adding 
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service-learning is “a lot of extra work” and “others aren’t doing it;” 2) “Why am I doing all this 

stuff when other people aren't taking on these challenges?” 3)  “Maybe if I saw somebody who 

was doing something really awesome it would energize me more, rather than making me think, 

‘You know, why don't I just do a multiple-choice lecture?’” Professor D obtained solace with 

their decision to continue offering service-learning courses by focusing on the intrinsic rewards 

of providing students with unique, life-changing experiences, which would help students’ 

personal growth and their future career prospects. Professor G rightly pointed out that certain 

disciplines lend themselves more too service-learning. For instance, in Professor G’s discipline 

of geography: “being out in the field is part of who we are whether you’re an urban geographer 

or a physical geographer.” Professor G described faculty colleagues as “generally supportive” of 

service-learning efforts.  

 Professor H consulted with faculty peers regarding reevaluation of service placement 

sites. She described these discussions as neutral (i.e., neither positive nor negative). She 

described “exciting” debriefs at the end of the semester with fellow faculty conducting service-

learning courses in which “really great things” students have experienced are shared. Professor I 

shared similar positive experiences with fellow faculty who were teaching service-learning 

courses. He shared that these conversations were “inspiring.” 

 Professor F described being initially dissuaded from teaching service-learning courses by 

faculty: “Don’t do it. It’s just way too much,” she was told. Interestingly, she differentiated the 

advice offered from colleagues based on the level of professor. She heard part-time faculty 

serving on a course by course nature being told service-learning was too onerous (“It is really not 

worth it…given (your) position”), but lecturers with three-year appointments and tenure-track 

and tenured faculty encouraged (“It is not as dire”).  
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Research Question 3: Findings and Analysis  

 This section identified whether faculty’s perception of risks associated with service-

learning change were based on a communication effort.  The faculty members were given a case 

study to review in which an event occurred that negatively impacted a student participating in a 

service-learning course. The intent of the research was to demine if faculty, upon reviewing a 

negative event could recognize the risk to the student, the risk to the faculty member in charge, 

and/or the risk to the university.  The purpose of the exercise was two-fold: (1) to determine 

if/how faculty understood risk and their potential role in mitigation efforts, and (2) if reviewing a 

case study of a probable negative event designed to elicit empathy or sympathy would influence 

the faculty participant’s perception of managing risk.  

RQ3: How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication 

efforts and exercises? 

Toward the end of the interview, the participants were given the following service-

learning case study:  

Shannon had registered for a Fall Semester nutrition service-learning course.  

Her passion was to help address the nutritional needs of food insecure teenagers.  She 

was excited to be in this particular course as they were partnering with a food bank in 

[the inner city], which specifically catered to impoverished children and teens.  Part of 

her responsibilities while performing her service hours was to provide nutritional 

counseling to children and teens by engaging in age appropriate educational methods.  

The foodbank operated out of a small house located near a large expanse of 

family based apartments, which gave the food bank greater access to families with teens.  

The tiny house provided no parking as the driveway was used as a loading bay. 
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Foodbank staff and volunteers had to use street parking, which was challenging due to 

the parking demands of the apartment complexes.  Due to Shannon’s busy schedule, she 

normally performed her service house in the late afternoon from 4:00 to 6:00 pm at 

which time parking was often difficult. She often found herself having to park a block or 

more away from the foodbank.  

In mid-November, Shannon was physically assaulted and robbed as she walked 

back to her car upon completing her service hours.  The assailant is unknown.  

Recognized Risk to Student, Faculty, and University.  

Several Interview Protocol questions were developed and asked to ascertain what risks, if 

any, the faculty participant could identify as they pertain to the student, faculty member and 

university.  Additionally, the researcher wished to ascertain if the faculty participant could 

develop ways in which the risks could have been mitigated.  

 Professor A shared, “I don’t think that you would have been able to anticipate anything in 

a scenario like this.” He elaborated this might have occurred anywhere; there are “good people” 

in poor neighborhoods; and the project necessitated going in to low-income community since it 

was a food bank. Professor B pointed out that there is inadequate parking in much of Los 

Angeles, and that disqualifying agencies, which do not have onsite parking would eliminate 

many wonderful opportunities. Professor B stated that sexual harassment and assault is “very 

prevalent all across the United States. So, short of telling people that they cannot engage with 

human beings, we’re kind of stuck with that as a risk, especially if you’re a woman.” Professor D 

identified the risk as “being a young single or appearing alone person in an area that she's a 

stranger to and may have a higher crime rate than other areas.” Professor D offered several 

mitigation opportunities, such as walking in pairs.  She also offered the following solution:   
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“Providing students with three or four sites and to go and look at, to check on parking, 

transportation, security.” Professor D suggested making evaluating the sites part of the 

curriculum (i.e., part of the service-learning requirement). 

Professor E identified the risk as the location: “It's known to be a riskier place. But then, 

again, if it was Beverly Hills you wouldn't be over there working in a food pantry.” He pointed 

out that there was a strong likelihood the student might have come from that neighborhood or 

one similar due to MSU’s student population. Like Professor D, Professor E’s recommended risk 

mitigation comprised of “not going alone, but going in pairs, or in threesomes or more.” 

Professor G recommended the agency provide parking, and Professor H recommended the 

agency provide transportation “door to door.” Professor I empathized with the student’s physical 

and emotional trauma: “obviously something horrible that happened to her.” 

 A concern of faculty participants was the threat of a lawsuit. Professor A reported that the 

faculty member could be blamed for the situation and then sued: “because somebody is looking 

for a responsible party, right?” He also described the scenario as a “moral issue” (the student 

could be traumatized for life and it is the faculty member’s fault).  Professor B’s understanding 

was that the paperwork a student signs exempts the faculty member from personal liability: “then 

students can’t say that there were no safeguards put into place.” Professor B described, “Multiple 

checks and balances,” including the risk management paperwork and university approval of the 

organization.  

 Professor D suggested providing students three or four site options, and have them decide 

which best suits their needs and comfort levels. She declared that, “we marry students to service-

learning sites too quickly without them knowing where they are going or what they are getting 

into.” Professor E suggested students travelling in pairs or groups: “faculty should not send any 
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kid into the field by himself/herself.” Professor H referred to personal self-recrimination: “just 

shame and regret that such a thing happened on my watch.” Her suggestion was that the faculty 

personally vet sites prior to the semester. Professor I described a natural repercussion would be 

for the faculty to cease teaching service-learning courses altogether. Professor F suggested 

faculty be required to complete a module on risk management prior to visiting the site. 

All faculty agreed that the greatest risk to the university was liability (i.e., a financial 

repercussion due to litigation). Professor A stressed that the university is duty-bound to protect 

itself from a potential claim. Professor A mentioned secondary risks of “bad publicity,” 

and a tarnished reputation. Professor E shared that “reasonable people will look at it and say, 

well, you know, if you're trying to do good things in a tough neighborhood it's not uncommon for 

people to be assaulted.” Professor E posited that mitigation could occur through “risk training in 

sexual assault” via a short course on best practices in prevention, with faculty having to pass a 

yearly quiz. Professor G’s mitigation suggestion was to have faculty “negotiate with the food 

bank” the schedule that is most safe for the students. Professor H suggested a pre-semester visit 

by the faculty member to the site to assess safety issues. Professor I suggested that risk averse 

universities could discontinue service-learning altogether, but that a more balanced solution was 

to mitigate risks. Professor I suggested that a faculty member “rate” the risk (e.g., working with a 

prison population would result in a high rating). The university would have additional 

precautions in place with sites, which rated higher numbers. Professor F suggested that the 

university provide resources to provide develop a standard set of precautions, which would be 

applied to every service-learning site rather than “inventing it in every single service-learning 

class.” 
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Emotionally Altered Risk Perceptions.  

While the vast majority of the faculty participants viewed the exercise as illuminating, 

and expressed sympathy for the student in the scenario, few said it actually altered how they 

perceived risks in service-learning.  

Professor A saw a philosophical question: “In this particular scenario, how much control 

did we actually have?” Professor A concluded that an event such as the one described might 

make him discontinue his service-learning courses due to administrator oversight. Professor B 

described that living in Los Angeles is fraught with inherent risks: “I mean this is living in a 

city.” Professor D reported that the scenario makes her feel the need to “be more aware,” and 

reflect upon the safety of her service-learning sites. She suggested possibly having the students, 

as a “very structured,” first assignment, conduct a safety analysis of three sites, “give them credit 

for that as being part of their hours.” Professor E has successfully conducted service-learning 

courses for an extended period without incident so seemed less perturbed by the theoretical 

scenario than the other faculty. Professor G described the scenario as an “urban risk,” and 

suggested working in pairs. Professor G describes personally growing up in a “pretty rough” 

neighborhood, and having developed natural defenses and savviness.  

Professor H shared that after hearing the scenario she was motivated to conduct site visits 

prior to the start of the semester: “that… had not occurred to me before that exercise.” Professor 

I rightly points out that the same scenario could have occurred on campus yet “there is an outer 

world and you’re responsible for them.” He went on to proclaim:  

The university may consider just shutting down these type of projects altogether because 

their risk will outweigh the benefits of such programs. Therefore, it is kind of a very 

difficult balancing act in a way.  A risk assessment tool from the faculty for their service-
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learning project could help establish the risks of projects.  

Professor F has taught at universities with student populations vastly different from MSU. The 

diverse MSU student population may have “come from these communities” so might be more 

self-aware and savvy (as Professor G described). 

Ideas on mitigating risks were centered on two, overarching areas: additional institutional 

resources and transparency. Professor A described a “more conscious” society demands that the 

university take a more active stance, and not just declare that there are inherent risks to living in 

an urban setting or being a woman. Professor B would like to see greater resources invested, 

specifically the hiring of a “community relationship and liaison person, not just in terms of the 

paperwork end, but in actually doing the site visit and in doing the work of sort of figuring out 

what organizations are optimal for classes.” Professor B suggested transparency with the 

students regarding the “inherent unpredictability” of “going into the community.” Her solution 

was to communicate to students before registration in service-learning classes the risks (and the 

benefits) so they could make an informed decision of whether or not to enroll. Similarly, 

Professor D expressed that students should be informed upfront prior to enrolling what they will 

be asked to do. Professor D also suggested summative assessment in the form of determining 

future sites based on end of semester evaluations. Professor E mentioned a risk factor not 

brought up by other faculty: an increasing number of students with behavioral issues such as 

Asperger's, or autism, introducing “a wildcard into all of these situations.” He described himself 

as poorly trained in how to deal with students with behavioral issues: “I was trained as a 

researcher, not as a special education teacher. I don't know what to do with some of those kids in 

the field.” Professor I suggested training for faculty, which involved role-playing. This way 

faculty could learn in a low-stakes setting: “I know in theory, but I would feel more comfortable 
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if I would have more concrete examples.” Professor F described that as a lecturer she did not 

know who to go to or where to get information from the university. She gave an interesting 

analogy. She proposed that the university set up an entity similar to the Institutional Review 

Board, which protects human subjects to protect the students. 

Reference Document Review 

Documents were collected and used as reference materials and in establishing a 

background of knowledge as to university processes.  The documents collected during this study 

included: a university systems’ resource guide designed to address managing risks associated 

with service-learning; an informational document provided to faculty by the service-learning 

office outlining requirements; a student learning plan and agreement; a hold harmless waiver; a 

sample request to initiate a campus partnership with a community partner; and a complete list of 

service-learning identified courses offered at the university during the spring semester of 2017.  

Additionally, the researcher reviewed an orientation agenda used by the Service-Learning Office 

when conducting workshops for new faculty members engaged in service-learning courses.    

The researcher also reviewed the organizational charts for the Office of Risk and Insurance 

Management and for the Service-Learning Office.  MSU has only one Risk Manager, one 

Director of Service-Learning, and one Service-Learning Coordinator for a student population of 

more than 40,000.  The researcher’s opinion as a risk management professional is that there is 

insufficient staffing support for a student population of this size. Collectively the documents 

provided basic guidelines regarding identifying, managing, and mitigating risks in service-

learning.  With the exception of the system wide manual and the orientation agenda, the Service-

Learning Office referred to many documents collectively as “risk management forms.” 

The reference document review informed the research questions (see italics): 
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1. How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an academic environment?  

The document reference review did not inform this question. 

2. How does the university culture shape faculty understating and/or their approach of 

managing risks associated within the academic environment? 

The document reference review showed that there is a platform (i.e., service-learning 

orientation) to communicate expectations or outline of how to manage risks in 

service-learning. During this information session, faculty receive the information they 

need to be successful in service-learning. 

3.  How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication efforts and 

exercises? 

The document reference review also did not inform this question. The case scenario 

was not presented until the researcher interview which was long after the orientation. 

Summary of Findings 

 The findings of this study indicated that, overall, faculty were supportive of service-

learning as it promoted a meaningful experience for students to understand the field that they are 

studying through hands-on experiences; service-learning students gain experience, feel 

accomplished, and engage in the betterment of their communities.  The data revealed that the 

faculty felt a significant challenge in teaching a service-learning course was due to the lack of 

resources, the extra time required to manage the extra workload, and a gap in training from Risk 

Management and/or the Service-Learning Office.  The findings of the study demonstrated that it 

is beneficial for faculty to have a greater support system and a point of contact to address 

emerging concerns that impacted their students.  Additionally, the data demonstrates that how 

faculty recognized risks and how they may mitigate risks is some-what dependent upon the 
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individual faculty members own risk tolerance, personal and professional experiences and 

maturity level.  

In conclusion, based on faculty’s perspectives from semi-structures interviews, data 

review and document review, the researcher found that a lack of staffing resources, time 

constraints and problems with communication inhibited the ability of faculty to be engaged as 

deeply as they would prefer to be in developing and expanding service-learning courses.  

Additionally, adjunct faculty were severely disadvantaged as they had not received the necessary 

training regarding the processes required to address risks in service-learning nor did they know 

who to turn to should they have questions.   
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Introduction 

This chapter begins with a summary of the study, which is comprised of an overview of 

the problem, purpose statement, research questions, methodology used and summary of major 

findings. Following the introduction, the discussion section will provide an analysis of the 

findings.  After the analysis section are implications for policy and practice, and 

recommendations for future research.  

The principal goal of this qualitative study was to explore faculty perceptions of their role 

in managing risks within an academic program they oversaw, specifically service-learning 

courses. Faculty perceptions were viewed through my chosen conceptual framework, which is 

predicated upon the Risk Perception Model and Trust Determination Model: 

• The Risk Perception Model (Covello, 2001) espouses that skilled communication 

is necessary to navigate the multiple variables of perception, particularly if the 

messenger is to influence understanding and behavior.  

• The Trust Determination Model (Covello, 2001) stresses the requirement to 

establish trust and credibility with the audience regarding risk communication. 

A thorough review of the extant literature found very little research existed on faculty 

perceptions of managing risk. Many past studies examined perceptions of risk in other settings, 

primarily risks to public health.  This research attempts to expand the existing research toward 

understanding how risks are perceived. Additionally, this study sought to understand if 

institutional culture influenced faculty perceptions of managing risks, and if faculty perceptions 

could be influenced through risk communication via a case study.     
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 Summary of the Problem 

The broadly accepted definition of risk is any issue that has an impact on an institution in 

such a way that the institution cannot meet its objectives (Mattie, 2007; Smith, 2015; Wilson, 

2010).  Institutions of higher education are no exception to risk, or to the need for risk control 

(Smith, 2015; Wilson, 2010).  Therefore, the role of university risk management is to mitigate 

risk and reduce associated costs that may have a negative impact on the university’s mission 

(Franke, 2003).   

Since the values of a university influence perception of risk, it is important that the 

culture and values reflect a risk management philosophy.  In addition, the loosely coupled, 

decentralized nature of universities, and the increasing competition over faculty, students, and 

funds amplifies the requirement to adopt an integrated risk management framework (Wilson, 

2010).  Risk management is the responsibility of both administrators and faculty (Heaney, 2010; 

Wilson, 2010).  All stakeholders must adopt an active interest in risk because risk is the starting 

point of awareness and analysis (Franke, 2003).  From the literature, best practices in mitigating 

risk at Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) begins with a plan of action in the event something 

goes wrong (Franke 2003; Wilson 2010).  The role faculty plays in assessing and mitigating risks 

is critical.  Faculty’s subject area expertise and experience is vital in order to analyze risks 

associated with service-learning activities in which students might be engaged.   

Research Questions 

1.  How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an academic environment?  

2.  How does the university culture shape faculty understating and/or their approach of 

managing risks associated within the academic environment? 

3.  How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication efforts and 
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exercises? 

The implications of the research was limited to public comprehensive universities. 

The focus of the study was service-learning courses. The subjects of this study consisted of 

faculty members. The study was isolated to only one segment of the campus community (faculty 

teaching service-learning courses), and examined only this group’s perceptions as they pertain to 

the Risk Perception Model and Trust Determination Model.  

Review of the Methodology 

This research was an ethnographic case study.  The best way to study culture is by 

following the ethnographic tradition as culture is examined in such a way as to aid in 

determining values and practices (Bloomberg, 2012).  More importantly, the analysis 

incorporated both the participants’ and the researcher’s views, allowing for a unique shared 

perspective (Bloomberg, 2012; Creswell, 2007).  

As the ethnographer, the researcher studied the meaning of the behaviors shared by 

faculty regarding university requirements toward their role in managing risks.  This study 

explored culture by evaluating if and how faculty understood their part in managing risks when 

engaging students in their service-learning courses at their institution.   

The research site was Mineral State University (MSU).  The sampling strategy used in 

site selection was both criterion and stratified purposeful.  As this was an evaluation of faculty’s 

perceptions regarding risk management requirements, the participants needed to be faculty 

involved or required to manage risks.  Easily recognizable risk requirements are often 

exemplified in experiential learning programs.  The pedagogy of service-learning is well 

established as are the risk management practices; many of the risk management rules are well 

established, and have been implemented at most IHEs.  As such, the criteria required 
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examination of faculty engaged in service-learning.  The sampling was stratified and purposeful 

in order to interview faculty members who were familiar with risk management practices, and 

tended to use them with those who engaged in service-learning without following these 

established practices. 

The researcher also conducted a review of available documents as background 

information regarding university knowledge.  The Office of Community Engagement provided 

records documenting the number of faculty and courses engaged in service-learning as well as 

sample documents such as: 1) A request to initiate a campus partnership; 2) A list of service-

learning courses offered in the spring, 2017; and 3) Risk Management Forms & Evaluations 

information letter, and a faculty orientation agenda.  This Office managed the University 

database where the service-learning risk management records were held.  Lastly, a document 

review was conducted of relevant policies and procedures (e.g., training materials; faculty 

orientation materials, etc.).  The document review did not support or detract from the findings. 

Summary of Findings 

The following conclusions were made after exploring the findings related to faculty 

perceptions of managing risks within academic programs they oversaw, specifically service-

learning courses. Conclusions were based on each research question as described in Chapter 

Four:  

1. How do faculty perceive their role in managing risks in an academic environment? 

Faculty participants believed that their relationship to their students and their 

oversight of their service-learning course demanded they retain a concomitant, high 

level of responsibility when it came to managing risks in their service-learning 

course. That responsibility, however, was tempered by a lack of resources and an 
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increased workload.  The participants would like more resources. Additionally, they 

believed that university students, as adults, should be responsible for some level of 

risk management, given they are members of the broader society which requires 

personal responsibility.  

2. How does the university culture shape faculty understanding and/or their approach 

of managing risks associated within the academic environment? 

University culture, at their current IHE, dictated how faculty addressed the risk 

management of service-learning, including paperwork requirements.  That said, the 

faculty interviewed shared how their opinions and approaches to service-learning and 

risk management were shaped by their own experiences prior to joining their current 

university.  In other words, the institutional culture did not shape their understanding 

of the purpose of service-learning, or their desire to teach, or not teach service-

learning courses.  

3. How will faculty change their beliefs in response to risk communication efforts and 

exercises? 

The communication effort, risk scenario in which a negative event occurred, had little 

impact on faculty beliefs regarding risks. While the participants uniformly shared 

empathy for the subject in the scenario, most said they did not find the scenario would 

change the way they analyzed risks.   

Responsibility for Managing Risk 

University risk managers often explain that managing risks is everybody’s responsibility 

(Franke, 2003; Smith, 2015).  A close examination of the faculty responses clearly demonstrates 

that faculty shared this belief; they recognized risks to which students might be exposed, and 
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most initiated proactive attempts to mitigate the risks.  Professor A pointed out that faculty have 

a high level of responsibility because they are “working with the students directly.” Professor A 

went on to opine that sometimes students may not always do as instructed and will take 

unnecessary risks.  He used an example of an outdoor, service-learning site, specifically a tide 

pool that was determined to be unsafe. He instructed the students not to enter; yet some did 

anyway.  Professor D cautioned that faculty has a responsibility to manage behaviors that could 

cause harm to students.  

Uniformly, faculty agreed, due to their position at the university and their responsibilities 

toward students, they had an obligation to manage risks students might be exposed to while 

engaged in service-learning. Professor I stated that faculty were “the intermediary between the 

university and the students,” and were thus on the “forefront” of risk management. He did add, 

however, that faculty on the forefront could use additional training beyond simply having to 

administer and secure signed risk forms.  

A Chapter Four overview of the risks posed as per the service-learning faculty 

interviewed included car accidents, acts of violence, threatening social interactions, injuries to 

body parts, animal attacks, infectious diseases, uncertain political situations, sexual assault, 

sexual harassment, exposure to extreme climates, insects, and negative encounters with the 

public.  Faculty universally acknowledged that the risks to students were different outside the 

classroom when compared to inside the classroom.  Most faculty reported that physically 

demanding activities, such as shoveling, stooping, hiking or working with livestock, inherently 

had more risks. Other faculty were aware of increased risks while engaged in activities in off-site 

communities, which included such things as harassment, bullying, or violence. Others did not 

find the risk to be much different from the risks of being on a university campus or going about 
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one’s daily life -- regardless of the activity taking place.  Professor E stated that faculty did not 

necessarily know what the risks might be, and, consequently they “relied on risk managers to 

inform them.” Professor I made a salient point about university versus faculty perception of risk:  

If a faculty member worried as much as the university about how a service-learning 

mishap could affect the image of the university it would stall the whole process as a 

faculty member might choose not to initiate a service-learning course. 

Viewing these comments through the prism of the Rick Perception Model offers insight into the 

skilled communication necessary to impart understanding and influence behavior. 

Faculty responses to the risks students faced while engaged in service-learning courses 

was dependent upon how the faculty member, himself or herself, viewed risk.  This was 

supported in the literature as risk-appetite, and what constituted a risk, varied from person to 

person based on previous knowledge and experiences (Covello, 2001; Ferrante 2010; Visschers 

et al., 2007).  Almost all faculty participants stated that they were much better equipped to deal 

with additional risk involved with the task than the students in their programs were.  The faculty 

participants’ analysis as to why they were better equipped to deal with the risks came down to 

two key components, their own experiences as subject area experts, and maturity. Seven faculty 

described themselves as comfortable with risk while only two shared discomfort: “We all have a 

different risk tolerance to begin with.” 

Availability of Resources and Time Management 

In evaluating the responses to the research questions, it was apparent that access to 

resources was critical to success in traditional service-learning courses.  The primary resources 

required consisted of time and support.  Past research supported this researcher’s findings that:  
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1) Faculty were singularly important in the success, or failure, of service-learning courses; and 2) 

Faculty would be more effective if they were better supported and valued by the IHE for their 

efforts (Saltmarsh, et al., 2009). 

Without exception, the faculty interviewed felt that the biggest obstacle in establishing or 

managing a service-learning course was the additional time it took to teach a service-learning 

class, and lack of resources or support.  Resources needed included more time and additional 

support and services, specifically from coordinators or administrators, including the Service-

Learning Office.  Professor B offered alternatives to off-site service learning as she tired of 

managing 35 students at off-campus locations, “It took over my semester. I mean I got nothing 

else done.” Professor B stated that she “had to get very creative here about how she 

conceptualized service-learning,” and that service-learning courses increased her workload “a 

lot.” Professor A pointed to the large, average class size at Mineral State University (MSU). His 

previous university class size ranged from 5-25 as compared to a “normal” class size at MSU of 

45 students. 

 Faculty also reported that process changes that reduced paperwork, and lessened of 

arduous risk management requirements would be helpful. Professor F, as an adjunct faculty, 

taught up to five courses a semester. As a lecturer she described, “It is just really hard to get that 

support, and find that time to be able to formulate a full-fledged service-learning class.” 

Professor G and Professor I expressed a need for additional training. Professor G requested that 

the university create a manual “that sets out the guidelines very clearly,” and a designated 

contact if there are any questions.  

Lastly, faculty reported a change in the university’s risk appetite to be beneficial as “a 

less risk averse approach” would provide them more flexibility to engage students in greater 
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opportunities in service-learning. Professor B described MSU as “the most risk averse campus I 

have ever seen.” And that since “we are intensively risk averse … there are a lot of applied 

opportunities in my field that involve field work or field research that I cannot give students.”   

The document review neither supported nor negated the risk appetite of the campus.  

Institutional Culture and Peer Influence 

 IHE’s management structure allowed for a loosely-coupled organizational design 

(Peterson & Spencer, 1990; Weick, 1976).  The structure itself allowed for shared values and 

interests, but each division and/or department retained some “identity and separateness,” and that 

their attachment may be “circumscribed, infrequent, weak in its mutual affects, unimportant, 

and/or slow to respond,” and, as designed, may serve to weaken the “glue that holds 

organizations together” (Weick, 1976, p.3).  The fundamental values of a university influence 

how risks were perceived (Harwell, 2003).    

The management of university needs, including mitigating risks, must require direct 

involvement by faculty beyond classroom instruction and research as faculty has more of a stake 

in the outcomes (Del Favero & Bray, 2005).  As both the Trust Determination Model and the 

Risk Perception Model inform us, knowledge shapes perceptions.  MSU, like many university 

and university systems had a formalized approach to managing risk in service-learning.  The 

campus had a long established Service-Learning Office, which supported campus service-

learning efforts.  The university system had various executive orders and a comprehensive 

manual that outlined how risks were to be managed in service-learning.  The researcher sought to 

determine if there was a relationship between the perceived obstacles and the requirements 

outlined by the campus, the system or both.  
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University culture did not appear to play a role in faculty’s desire to engage in courses 

that demanded a higher level of risk management on their part.  Universally, faculty’s belief in 

service-learning was developed by their previous experiences at either their own graduate 

programs or other IHEs where they were engaged in service-learning.  All faculty concurred with 

Professor B’s assessments that service-learning: 

1) was applied research; 2) engaged students in interactive project-based learning; 3) built 

confidence and solidified process skills; and 4) engaged students in social justice as they 

“gave back” to high-needs communities, many of which were their home communities. 

While the university culture did not influence their understanding of the purpose behind 

service-learning, the vast majority of faculty interviewed understood that risk paperwork and risk 

analysis were part of campus requirements for service-learning.  When asked if they understood 

where these processes came from most had a general idea. Five professors reported that they 

were familiar with the campus process used to address risks in service-learning. Professor D 

reported knowing “a little bit’ and Professor E reported “possibly” being aware of the 

requirements because, “It is probably on a website somewhere and I've downloaded it, and gone 

through a checklist. It sounds familiar, but I cannot recall.” Professor H reported that she 

participated in two risk-training opportunities organized by the university the first semester she 

taught the course. Professor F shared that she was aware of the campus systematic process only 

“indirectly.”  Based on the data, it appeared most had some relationship with the Service-

Learning Office, and understood there were processes that must be followed.  Despite this 

general awareness, the majority of the faculty interviewed did not understand that the university 

system had developed a guidance document outlining how risks should be addressed in service-

learning, nor did the vast majority interviewed understand that the Service-Learning Office 
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provided assistance in managing risks as outlined in the guidance document. This lead the 

researcher to the conclusion that, if the university expected faculty to assist in managing risks, a 

greater outreach by the Service-Learning Office, to faculty, was necessary 

  Of equal interest was that for the most part peer influence on faculty leading service-

learning courses did not appear to influence a faculty member’s desire to teach these workload 

and risk intense courses, even when the interaction was negative. Verroen, Gutteling, and Vries 

(2013) found that peer communication had a greater influence on low-level risk communication.  

Low-level risks communications could include the risk management requirements mandated by 

the Service-Learning Office. Many faculty participants experienced discussion from their peers 

that described service-learning as a lot of extra work, too much work, or referenced the general 

disorganization of the process itself.  Professor D explained, “It brings on an extra component 

that can make teaching less simple.”  The extra work and general disorganization led Professor E 

to question, “Why don't I just do a multiple-choice lecture?” Yet, despite these interactions and 

consideration of workload, each faculty member remained dedicated to their service-learning 

courses. Professor D felt that offering service-learning courses remained worth the extra effort by 

focusing on the intrinsic rewards of providing students with unique, life-changing experiences. 

The workload, large class sizes and extra paperwork, nor peer opinions regarding the workload, 

were deterrents to faculty teaching service learning classes.  

Communication and Perception 

The purpose of risk communication is to inform a population about risk, to provide them 

with relevant information so that they may make informed decisions, and to assist them in 

problem solving and conflict resolution (Visschers et al., 2012).  Risk communication is often a 

one-way message intended to influence understanding and behavior. This holds true for much of 
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the risk communication as it pertains to university communication to faculty. Faculty who were 

aware of risk management edicts were told what to do, but not necessarily why the risks were 

recognized in this way or where the risk requirements stemmed from. This communication 

needed to become two-way. This two-way communication will build trust, a best practice 

espoused by Covello’s (2001) Trust Determination Model.  MSU needed to establish trust and 

credibility with the audience regarding risk communication.  Trust was developed by the person 

responsible for risk management requirements through 1) the expertise of the message, 2) 

whether the risk message is consistent within the risk communities, 3) whether the needs of the 

stakeholders (faculty) are understood, and 4) whether information is thoughtfully shared.  This 

research was an important step in developing an understanding of faculty stakeholders. With this 

understanding, risk communication can be crafted to ensure the message is both heard and acted 

upon, thus influencing the risk perception of the individual receiving the line of communication 

(Ferrante, 2010).   

The study results demonstrated that individuals were more likely to focus on risk-averse 

information if they had that information before making a decision (Kaliprasad, 2006; Meertens & 

Liona, 2011).  It is important that the Service-Learning Office inform faculty about risks before 

they begin making decisions regarding risks. If they are not informed, they may follow their 

intuition regarding what they view as mundane risks, making it difficult to change their minds 

(Meertens & Liona, 2011).  Additionally strong visceral emotions, such as fear, play an 

important role in how we feel about risk.  If their feelings are positive, they are more apt to find 

the risk associated with an activity reasonable; if their feelings toward the activity are negative 

they will find the risks unreasonable (Slovic et al., 2005). Faculty who reported the intrinsic 

motivation of offering their students the optimal experience were more willing to conduct the 
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extra work a service- learning course (and its concomitant paperwork) entailed. Others, who 

professed an antipathy toward MSU as being “the most risk averse campus,” might be more 

reluctant to offer service-learning opportunities for future students.  

Risk scenarios provide effective communication formats involving a narrative such as an 

anecdotal story. Risk scenarios are a specific type of risk story designed to take the reader 

through a story where an emerging problem resulted in a negative event and a set of 

consequences.  They are designed to be detailed, induce emotions, and become personally 

relevant to the reader (Visschers et al., 2012).   Faculty responses to the risk scenario were varied 

as outlined in Chapter Four.  All faculty demonstrated some level of empathy for the victim of 

the assault, however, only Professors D and H said it influenced the way they perceived risks.  

Professor F explained that many of the students “come from these communities” so they might 

be more self-aware and street savvy.  Professor A asked, “In this particular scenario, how much 

control do we actually have?”  Professor D reported that the risk scenario made her want to be 

more aware, and Professor H expressed a desire to ensure that she conduct a site visit prior to 

sending students to a location.  Unbeknownst to Professor D, site visits are outlined in the 

university system guideline for managing risk in service-learning and may be conducted by a 

faculty member or by a staff member at the Service-Learning Office.    

Another emotion that affected a faculty member’s perceptions is morale (Ambrose, 

Huston, & Norman, 2005). Adjunct faculty interviewed repeatedly shared that their second-class 

status was a disincentive for service-learning engagement. As one shared, “I am not even sure I 

will be offered the course again next year (so why invest the time and energy?”).   
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In order for faculty, including adjunct faculty, to feel better supported there needed to be 

two-way communication between the faculty member and university resources (e.g., department 

chair, risk manager, Office of Service-Learning staff and course coordinators).  

Validity and Limitations 

This research study was limited to one public university located within a state university 

system located in the Western United States. The participants consisted of nine faculty teaching 

within the same institution under the same administrative guidelines.  As such, it is unclear how 

transferable to other institutions these findings are.   

Another limitation of this study was that all participants were interviewed in the second 

semester of the school year due to the time frame for this research.  It is possible that the 

participants’ responses would be different at the beginning of the school year; particularly given 

that new faculty orientation and other formalized outreach to faculty tend to occur in the fall.  

This orientation provided them with a broader general understanding of what was expected of 

faculty, and informed them of support systems and resources available.  Although the Service-

Learning Office offered training opportunities to faculty throughout the academic year, faculty 

may not know that this training is available or how to gain support if they don’t understand the 

bigger picture of how things operate on their campus. Given that new faculty may begin work at 

a university anytime of the year, more frequent faculty orientations should be considered.  

An additional limitation is that administrators and staff members from the Office of 

Service-Learning, and the Office and Risk Management Office were not asked to participate in 

this survey.  It might be possible that their perception of the process for managing risks and its 

efficacy may vary greatly from that of the faculty. 
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Generalizability of Findings 

MSU is part of a large, multi-campus system. This researcher posits that some findings 

and recommendations apply to other campuses within the system. However, the 

recommendations will have to be tailored by each campus to accommodate their particular 

geographic location, student population, and mission. For instance, a campus in a rural area will 

have different risks than a campus in an urban or suburban area. A campus with a maritime focus 

will have different risks than a campus with a focus on engineering or teacher preparation. 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study regarding faculty perceptions of managing risks was three-fold.  

First, the study examined how the faculty perceived their role in managing risks when engaging 

students in curriculum that exposed their students to risks beyond the classroom.  Second, the 

study examined how the culture of the university shaped faculty’s approach to how they 

perceived and/or managed risks.  Lastly, the study explored whether faculty changed their 

perceptions of how risks were managed based on an exercise where risks were communicated via 

an example of a negative event.  The research utilized the concepts of risk mitigation, risk 

perception, risk communication along with the use of risk stories and the culture of higher 

education to analyze faculty perceptions of managing risk in service-learning.  

Faculty were aware of their responsibility in both identifying and mitigating risks.  They 

were also aware that they could not do that alone.  As we have seen from the literature, risk is 

everybody’s responsibility and as such faculty have a responsibility in managing risks.  This 

research shows faculty understand they have a role in addressing and managing risks due to their 

relationship to both the university and the students. That said, just as university administrators 

cannot address risks alone; neither can faculty teaching service-learning courses address risks 
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alone.  Based on faculty responses, the vast majority felt that more support was necessary in 

order for faculty to effectively manage risks, and engage or expand serve-learning opportunities.  

The Service-Learning Office may be the very department that could offer the support requested.  

Most participants felt their interactions with the service-learning office was positive, or at any 

rate, not negative, however few understood that the Service-Learning Office provided risk 

management support in many ways.  Some of the ways the Service-Learning Office offered 

support, not just regarding risk concerns but with day-today management, included an on-line 

document management database, interactions with the students, managing student service-

learning work hours and collaborating with the community service-learning sites to help them 

address risks, including site visits conducted by the Service-Learning Office as necessary.  Not 

only did the lack of understanding of ‘who does what’ create a gap in addressing risks, it was 

inefficient as both the faculty member, and the Service-Learning Office may be performing 

overlapping and time consuming tasks.  

Prior to sharing the risk scenario with each participant, the researcher asked each to 

identify potential risks students may be exposed to while engaged in service learning and how 

the participants addressed risks.  The list of possible risks students faced was long and included 

such things as auto accidents, animal bites, weather events, and assault.  When asked how faculty 

mitigated risks the majority responded with answers that discussed paperwork and the use of 

Moodle for orientation. After the risk scenario, there was a marked difference in how the faculty 

analyzed the risks involved.  For example, although assault was as mentioned as a possible risk 

prior to the scenario, faculty did not discuss specific ways to reduce the likelihood of assault 

until after the exercise.  Some suggested that mitigation techniques should include requiring 

students to work (and walk) in groups, ensuring the site had adequate parking and lighting, and 
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conducting a site visit or inspection prior to placing students at the site.  In this, it’s important to 

note the university system guideline to manage risks in service-learning provides a checklist for 

site evaluations that includes a check for parking, lighting and a requirement for a site visit 

should there be deficiencies in either of these elements.  From the response to the scenario, the 

researcher learned two important things.  The first is that if faculty are given the information 

needed to evaluate risks they came to the same conclusion to mitigate risk as the risk experts (or 

in this case, risk manual).  The second is that the faculty did not know that a requirement already 

existed that outlined their very suggestions.  As in the preceding paraphrase, there appears to be a 

gap in risk management information getting to the faculty regarding the very program that they 

manage.   

It is unclear if the culture of MSU influenced faculty’s perceptions of how they managed 

risks.  What the majority of the faculty believed, however, was that MSU is a highly risk averse 

campus.  This level of risk aversion dissuaded faculty from taking on more service-learning 

opportunities. Many faculty reported not wishing to “fight it,” and chose to engage in service-

learning that is on campus since this reduced some of the required paperwork. Many faculty 

reported choosing to offer students service-learning opportunities that required them to work 

with an MSU service-learning partner via computer processes since this did not require students 

to go to the site.  Professor B’s solution was to “increasingly put my service-learning as applied 

remote research (student engaged in projects in the virtual world from the safety of their own 

work space), and not in person at all because then it just reduces the entire paperwork load 

dramatically.”  Given the limitations, one then must ask if this diluted the very purpose of 

service-learning as an opportunity for the students to, “gain real-world experience, make 

connections, and make the world a better place,” as Professor F had summarized.  If the campus 
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faculty finds the service-learning risk management process difficult and time consuming, perhaps 

the real risk is that faculty will not provide students with these unique academic experiences. As 

Professor H shared, “The risks are worth taking in order to provide students with these effective 

experiences.”  

In conclusion, this study found that the faculty understood risks based on their own 

experiences and their own knowledge based on their subject expertise.  They viewed risk through 

the lens of what they personally understood, their personal risk tolerances, and based on 

university requirements, as they understood them.  

Implications for Policy and Practice 

The results of this study created implications for the planning of future service-learning 

courses at MSU. This researcher will present these implications as a series of recommendations. 

One implication for policy and practice is that the university evaluates their outreach to 

faculty teaching service-learning courses and provide not only comprehensive training, but 

ongoing support.  Many faculty interviewed had extremely thoughtful and appropriate 

suggestions as to how to identify and mitigate risks in service-learning.  These suggestions 

included such things as site visits to evaluate a placement site for safety, evaluating the crime 

statistics of the area, development of a safety checklist, providing students with a safety 

orientation, and interviewing the service-learning host to ensured that both safety and learning 

needs could be met.  Unbeknownst to the faculty interviewed, both the university and the 

university system had programs/processes in place that outlined these practices.  Based on the 

data collected, it was apparent that faculty did not know that either all, or some, of these 

requirements were managed by the Office of Service-Learning once faculty or students formally 

notified them of the service-learning partnership.  In other words, some of the resources 
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requested were already available, yet the faculty did not know about it despite most having a 

positive experience with the Service-Learning Office. This pointed to a need for a clear line of 

communication from the Service-Learning Office to the faculty leading service-learning courses 

in order that they understand who is responsible for ensuring the students, the university, and the 

site have recognized the risks and clearly identified where they may go should they have 

questions.  

Additionally, the university would be well-served to take a closer look at the way adjunct 

faculty played a role in service-learning courses and provide them additional resources.  Adjunct 

faculty were often unfamiliar with the university processes and do not always understand 1) how 

things work, or 2) who to turn to on a variety of questions or concerns.  For this reason, there 

should be additional professional development opportunities, and support, to ensure that their 

service-learning courses were successful.  

 Another opportunity for policy improvement would be to integrate risk management 

processes into the way faculty teach.  As formal Risk Management Departments gain greater 

understanding of how faculty understand and address risk, they should consider altering the 

process put in place to manage risks to fit the manner in which faculty behave.  An example of 

how this could work comes from manufacturing where safety steps were integrated into the 

manufacturing process in a manner that is invisible to the operator.  As faculty support that was 

needed for success, there should be an integration of the management of risks so that the process 

does not feel outside of normal work, or takes many extra steps of the faculty teaching a course.  

In service-learning, the relationship with the host site was vital to the success of the course.  In 

establishing this relationship, the faculty and the host must first understand what is expected of 

each, and coordinate student participation.  During the building of this relationship, the faculty 
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member and the host should discuss risk management along with needs for the academic course 

(e.g., safety of area, tasks being performed, student transport, etc.). 

Lastly, the findings revealed that the University had a low tolerance for risk.  As such, it 

is also recommended that the University reassess its risk appetite.  The level of risks the 

University was willing to take should allow it to take some risks in order to further its mission.  

Given that IHE’s overarching mission is student success the University should reassess practices 

that stymie that goal.  The University should encourage faculty to focus on the intrinsic rewards 

of providing students with unique, life-changing experiences, which will help students’ personal 

growth, and their future career prospects.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

While the overall focus of this study was to understand how faculty perceived managing 

risks in service-learning, this study was simply a first step in understanding how universities 

manage risks.  Given that managing risks is everybody’s responsibility, and that administrators 

tend to wield influence on the decision and direction a university takes, it is recommended that 

this study be replicated to include university administrators.  It would be extremely beneficial to 

understand the administrator’s perspective in managing risks.  It would also be useful to 

understand how administrators view the university’s risk tolerance, which in no small way plays 

a role in determining how much risk the university will accept. 

The research informed us that the university risk culture was developed from shared 

values and interests, but within the university, each division and/or department retained its own 

identity and separateness. Due to the individual division and development of their own 

culture(s), it is recommended that additional research be done that addresses specific 

departments or academic disciplines (beyond service-learning).  There is no shortage of risks on 
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a college campus (laboratories, field research, engineering, etc.), and it would be useful to 

understand how these risks are addressed and managed by faculty in these various departments.  

This research examined faculty perceptions, yet it did not examine university risk 

managers, or service-learning office employees regarding their perceptions in identifying and 

managing risks in service-learning. If policy or practices are the goal of research, changes should 

not be implemented without the input of various stakeholders.  As such, it is recommended that 

university risk managers and employees from the Service-Learning Office be included in a study 

to determine their perspectives of managing university risks.  

The study was limited to one public university in one university system. It is 

recommended that a similar study be conducted at a private liberal arts college.  Another study 

might include specialized universities, which tend to engage riskier practices, such as 

engineering colleges or medical schools.  
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 Appendix A 
Research Invitation 

 

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE 

FACULTY PERCEPTIONS OF MANAGING UNIVERSITY RISKS 

INVITATION TO PARTICPATE IN RESEARCH  
 

 

Dear Professor, 

 
I am writing to inform you about a dissertation study that is being conducted at California State 
University, Northridge (CSUN) regarding faculty perceptions of managing university risks.  Jody 
Van Leuven, a doctoral candidate, is conducting the study as part of the Ed.D. degree 
requirements. 

 

The purpose of Jody Van Leuven’s dissertation study is to explore faculty perceptions regarding 
their role in managing risks associated with students engaged in service-learning courses.  This 
study will add new knowledge to the relatively shallow pool of knowledge regarding university 
risk management practices.  Your participation in this study would be to participate in one 45-
minute session involving a one-on-one interview and an in situ scenario exercise and a second  
follow-up written review of a summary of the session. 

 

Any personally identifiable characteristics, such as your name or school, will not appear in the 
study.  Participating in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. 

 

Your time investment in this study is greatly appreciated.  If you would like to participate, please 
contact Jody Van Leuven at jody.vanleuven@gmail.com or at 818-554-8700.  Thank you in 
advance for considering participation in this study. 
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Appendix B 
 

California State University, Northridge 
CONSENT TO ACT AS A HUMAN RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

Faculty Perceptions of Managing University Risks 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  Faculty Perceptions of Managing 
University Risks, a study conducted by Jody Van Leuven as part of the requirements for the 
Ed.D. degree in Educational Leadership& Policy Studies.  Participation in this study is completely 
voluntary.  Please read the information below and ask questions about anything that you do 
not understand before deciding if you want to participate.  A researcher listed below will be 
available to answer your questions. 

RESEARCH TEAM 
Researcher: 

Jody Van Leuven 
Department of Risk Management 

5500 University Parkway 
San Bernardino, CA 92407 

818-537-3939 
jody.vanleuven@csusb.edu 

Faculty Advisor: 
Jody Dunlap 

Educational Leadership and Policy Studies  
18111 Nordhoff St. 

Northridge, CA 91330-8370 
818-677-2593 

jody.dunlap@csun.edu 

 
PURPOSE OF STUDY  
The purpose of this research study is to explore faculty perceptions regarding their roll in 
managing risks associated with student service-learning courses.  

SUBJECTS 
Inclusion Requirements 
You are eligible to participate in this study if you are (1) employed as faculty at California State 
University, Northridge, (2) teach or lead a Service-Learning academic course and (3) are willing 
to share your perceptions.  Your participation in this research study is voluntary.   

Time Commitment  
This study will involve approximately 60 minutes of your time.  
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PROCEDURES 
The following procedures will occur:  You will be asked to (1) complete a 30-minute one-on-one 
interview and (2) participate in a 15-minute in case evaluation exercise involving a scenario with 
a few follow up questions.   Once the interview is fully transcribed, you will be asked to review a 
summary or your interview.  

RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
The possible risks and/or discomforts associated with the procedures described in this study 
include: interview questions that may be more sensitive as related to experiences and 
perceptions regarding managing risks and university requirements placed on you.  These 
questions may bring up feelings or emotions and you may feel uneasy answering some of the 
questions.  You may elect not to answer any questions that make you uncomfortable and 
remain part of this study.  Please utilize CSUN’s Universe Counseling Services in Bayramian Hall, 
Suite 520,  818-677-2366, 818-677-7834 (TTY), or email: coun@csun.edu, for support as you 
feel necessary.  This study involves no more than minimal risk.  There are no known harms or 
discomforts associated with this study beyond those encountered in normal daily life.  

BENEFITS 
Subject Benefits 
You may not directly benefit from participation in this study. However, given that this study 
examines faculty perceptions regarding managing risks, you may gain insight as to how 
managing risks aids in faculty and student success.  Additionally, findings from this study may 
contribute to your own understanding, as well as the university’s understanding, regarding 
systems and possible better process management in service-learning.  

Benefits to Others or Society 
Benefits to the academic community may include a better understanding toward process 
control in risk management practices in higher education.  Improvements in integrating risk 
management within standardized university processes would, in turn, reduce the likelihood and 
scale of predictable negative events.   

ALTERNATIVES TO PARTICIPATION 
The only alternative to participation in this study is not to participate. 

COMPENSATION, COSTS AND REIMBURSEMENT  
Compensation for Participation  
You will receive a $25 Visa gift card upon completion of the interview summary review. 

Costs  
There is no cost to you for participation in this study.  

 

 

mailto:coun@csun.edu
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WITHDRAWAL OR TERMINATION FROM THE STUDY AND CONSEQUENCES   
You are free to withdraw from this study at any time. If you decide to withdraw from this 
study you should notify the research team immediately. The research team may also end your 
participation in this study if you do not follow instructions, miss scheduled visits, or if your 
safety and welfare are at risk. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
Subject Identifiable Data  
All identifiable information that will be collected about you will be removed and replaced with a 
code.  A list linking the code and your identifiable information will be kept separate from the 
research data.  All identifiable information will be destroyed at the conclusion of the interview 
summary.    

Data Storage  
All research data will be stored in a private and personal computer that is password protected. 

The audio recordings will also be stored in a private and personal computer that is password 
protected; then transcribed and erased as soon as possible.  

Data Access  
The researcher and faculty advisor named on the first page of this form will have access to your 
study records.  Any information derived from this research project that personally identifies you 
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without your separate consent, except as 
specifically required by law. Publications and/or presentations that result from this study will 
not include identifiable information about you. 

Data Retention  
The researchers intend to keep the research data until the research is published and/or 
presented and then it will be destroyed. 

Mandated Reporting  
Under California law, the researcher is required to report known or reasonably suspected 
incidents of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder, including, but not limited to, 
physical, sexual, emotional, and financial abuse or neglect.  If any researcher has or is given 
such information, she may be required to report it to the authorities.  

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS 
If you have any comments, concerns, or questions regarding the conduct of this research please 
contact the research team listed on the first page of this form. 

If you have concerns or complaints about the research study, research team, or questions 
about your rights as a research participant, please contact Research and Sponsored Projects,  
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18111 Nordhoff Street, California State University, Northridge, Northridge, CA 91330-8232, or 
phone 818-677-2901. 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 

You should not sign this form unless you have read it and been given a copy of it to keep.  
Participation in this study is voluntary.  You may refuse to answer any question or discontinue 
your involvement at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you might otherwise 
be entitled.  Your decision will not affect your relationship with California State University, 
Northridge.  Your signature below indicates that you have read the information in this consent 
form and have had a chance to ask any questions that you have about the study.   

I agree to participate in the study.  

___ I agree to be audio recorded 

___ I do not wish to be audio recorded 

 

___________________________________________________ __________________ 
 Participant Signature        Date 

 
___________________________________________________ 
 Printed Name of Participant  

  

___________________________________________________ __________________ 
 Researcher Signature        Date 

 
___________________________________________________ 
 Printed Name of Researcher 
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Appendix C 
 

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, NORTHRIDGE  
FACULTY PERCEPTIONS OF MANAGING UNIVERSITY RISKS  

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

I. Pre-interview Session: Introduction/Background 

Welcome and introduction: 
Good morning/afternoon/evening. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me today. Before 
we begin the interview session, I’d like to give you the opportunity to read and sign the Consent 
to Participate in Research. 

Purpose of the interview: 
As we discussed, this interview is a one-on-one interview intended to collect information for a 
research study that explores faculty perceptions regarding their role in managing risks associated 
with students engaged in service-learning courses.  During this interview, we will talk about your 
experiences and attitudes about service-learning and the evaluation process of associated risks.   

Timing: 
Today’s interview will last approximately 45 minutes. Are there any questions before we get 
started? 

II. Interview Session 

Main Questions: 

1. What is your current position and how long have you been in this position? 
a. Are you tenured?  

 

2. How long have you been with the university? 
 

3. Have you worked at other universities? 
a. Were they public or private?  
b. Were they two-year, four-year or research institutions? 
c. What position(s) did you hold at these institutions?  

 

4. Given our interest in your experiences as an instructor in a service-learning course, please describe 
your ideas about the purposes of student learning. 

a. Were these purposes given to you from your chair, peers also engaged in service- learning or 
were these your own personal purposes? 
 

5. Who designed your service-learning course?   
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a. How do you influence student learning outcomes within your service-learning course? 
b. What has been the biggest obstacle in establishing or leading a service-learning course? 

i. How did you resolve that? 
 

6. Based on your experiences in leading a service-learning course, what are the potential risks that 
students may be exposed to while engaged in service?  

a. Are these risks similar to risks you, as a faculty member, would be exposed to? 
b. How are student, faculty and university risks different?  

 

7. Do you believe that your expertise in your specific subject area, as a scholar in this particular field, 
impacts your considerations of the risks associated with your service-learning students.  

a. How you more, or less, comfortable with the risks?  
 

8. What steps or processes do you follow when analyzing risks associated with service-learning?  
a. How were these steps developed?  
b. How were these steps applied? 

 

9. Are you familiar with a campus systematic process of addressing risks in service-learning?  
a. How did you know about the process?  
b. Have you engaged in the process via the Service-Learning office? 

 

10. What have been your experiences working with the service-learning office? 
a. Who provided support? 
b. How was support provided? 

 

11. Are you familiar with university or system wide risk management edicts or mandates as they pertain 
to service-learning 

a. How did you discover them? 
b. What are your thoughts regarding this approach to managing risks in service-learning? 

 

12. Has engaging with peers influenced, either positively or negatively, your desire to teach in a service-
learning course?  

a. How did your peer(s) communicate? 
b. Did you find your peer helpful and how so?  

 

13. What do you think faculty’s role should be when it comes to managing university risks? 
 

Case Study Scenario/Exercise 

14. What do you think the greatest risk is to the student in the scenario? 
a. How do you think that risk could be mitigated? 
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15. What do you think the greatest risk is to the faculty leading the course in the scenario? 
a. How do you think that risk could be mitigated? 

 

16. What do you think the greatest risk is to the University in the scenario? 
a. How do you think that risk could be mitigated? 

 

17. Upon completion of the risk scenario exercise, do you find yourself thinking differently about 
managing risks in service-learning?  

a. What in the scenario impacted the change in thought the most? 
b. What would you have done differently? 

 

18. What ideas do you have for improving how risks are addressed? 
 

Closing Questions: 

I would like to give you a final opportunity to help us examine these issues. Before I end today, 
is there anything that I missed? Do you have anything else to add at this time? Have you said 
everything that you wanted to say but didn’t get a chance to say? Have you shared everything 
that is significant about these experiences with me? If there’s anything else that you recall after 
our interview session, I invite you to share it by contacting me. 

III. Post-Interview Session: Debriefing and Closing 

Thank you for participating in today’s interview session. I greatly appreciate you taking the time 
and sharing your ideas with me. I also want to restate that what you have shared with me is 
confidential. No part of our discussion that includes names or other identifiable characteristics 
will be used in any report or document. Finally, I want to provide you with a chance to ask any 
questions that you might have about this interview. Do you have any questions at this time? 
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