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ABSTRACT

Student organizations focused on community engagement are a way to prepare nursing students to meet the needs of diverse
populations in clinical practice. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the impact that the Community Champions program,
an example of a community engagement organization, has on clinical practice amongst alumnae who have participated in the
program. A survey was distributed via email to alumnae of Community Champions who have graduated in the past 4 years.
Respondents indicated that they were able to translate skills learned in the Community Champions program, such as community
awareness, patient interaction, and teamwork, and were able to identify examples of how skills were used in practice. Those
who do not currently participate in community engagement cited lack of time and knowledge of community opportunities as
limitations for volunteering. These data support that student community engagement provides skills relevant to professional
nursing practice and has implications for strategies to promote community engagement among nurses.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Nurses have a commitment to their communities beyond
the bedside.[1] Community engagement is an opportunity
for nurses to collaboratively expand the focus from single
health issues to a range of social, economic, political, and
environmental factors that affect health in the community,
otherwise known as social determinants of health.[2] Mi-
nority populations that constitute almost half of the U.S.
population have disproportionately higher rates of premature
death, obesity, heart disease, and other chronic diseases.[3]

Coupled with the COVID-19 pandemic that has exacerbated
the striking health disparities of each minority group, there
is a need now more than ever to incorporate community en-
gagement into healthcare delivery. Research has shown that
to address health disparities, interventions must decrease or
eliminate gaps in healthcare access, socioeconomic status,

health literacy, and social determinants of health.[4, 5] It is
essential to integrate community engagement into nursing
curricula to prepare nursing students to provide optimal care
to marginalized communities and to improve community
health and raise awareness for these issues among nurses.
There is a call for the incorporation of community engage-
ment into nursing programs to produce healthier commu-
nities.[6] Nursing students incorporate nursing skills when
engaging with families, demonstrating evidence-based prac-
tices in providing care to patients and families.[7] Engaging
in health screenings and education at schools in the commu-
nity leads to positive educational outcomes among nursing
students, with an improvement in health promotion scores on
the National Council Licensure Examination (NCLEX), the
nursing licensing exam. Students stated that participation in
their community clinical experiences had a positive impact
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when responding to questions in this section of the exam.[8]

Moreover, community members enjoy interacting with the
students, viewing these experiences as an avenue toward
improving health-related services for the community.[9, 10]

1.1 Program overview
In 2014, the University of Pennsylvania School of Nursing
developed the Community Champions program, a student-
run, faculty-mentored service-learning organization, for stu-
dents to gain a better understanding of Philadelphia’s com-
munities and to promote population health in a variety of
settings.[11] As quoted on the Penn Nursing website, the
mission of Community Champions is “to enhance the edu-
cational experience of Penn Nursing students by providing
meaningful opportunities for learning to address the social
determinants of health through community engagement - and
by doing so, affect positive changes in health and wellness
in the members of the community.”[12] With the direction of
student leaders, over 50 students are matched to community
sites each year, serving as “Community Champions” in the
forms of educators, mentors, or providers. Student roles,
derived from community needs and priorities, include devel-
oping health education materials for inner-city public-school
students, teaching infant CPR to parents of infants who are
being discharged from a neonatal intensive care unit, and
serving as companions and support for elders with memory
loss and their caregivers. Students can engage in their areas
of interest while fulfilling a variety of needs in Philadelphia.
Data have shown that the Community Champions program
has strengthened the relationship between the community
and the university and provided new health-related services
to community members.[10] During the COVID-19 pandemic,
Community Champions collaborated with community sites
to convert engagement to an online platform, in addition to
developing new sites to reflect the ever-changing situation.[13]

Past research demonstrated that Community Champions had
a substantial impact in preparing nursing students for clinical
practice, enhancing their motivation for service and influ-
encing their career trajectories.[14] Community Champions
strives to produce leaders in the community, translating the
skills they have acquired into clinical practice. This is con-
sistent with research, which revealed that Registered Nurses,
Nurse Practitioners, and Licensed Practical Nurses who had
a high sense of community engagement and belonging were
more likely to have higher level positions and a high satis-
faction with nursing practice.[15] Additionally, Registered
Nurses were more likely to transfer from hospital-based to
community-based clinical roles after favorable community
health experiences.[16] To this point, there are limited data
on how community engagement in nursing school influences

professional nursing practice. The purpose of this study was
to survey alumnae of Community Champions to evaluate
how the program has impacted clinical practice.

2. METHODS

2.1 Sample
A database of alumnae of Community Champions was re-
viewed by the investigator (SB) to identify those former
students who had 1) completed at least one semester of Com-
munity Champions engagement and 2) graduated between
2018 and 2021 or was a past student leader of Community
Champions. Potential study participants were identified by
analyzing spreadsheets kept by past site leaders of Com-
munity Champions in the files of the organization. Using
these criteria, 110 alumnae of Community Champions were
identified as eligible to participate.

2.2 Data collection
The Community Champions impact survey was developed
through Qualtrics. Questions were structured based on the
goals of the project: 1) to learn where alumnae are cur-
rently practicing and 2) to understand their experience with
Community Champions and its perceived impact on clinical
practice after graduation. Survey questions were based on
prior work in similar studies and from resources from the
Netter Center for Community Partnerships.[17] Content valid-
ity was confirmed by TL, an expert in student volunteerism
and community engagement.

Data were collected through survey questions using multiple
choice, Likert scale, and open-ended questions. Multiple
choice questions were utilized for demographic analysis and
Community Champions engagement assessments, such as
employment, education, year of graduation, volunteer sites,
and years involved in Community Champions. Participants
were asked to identify their motive for participating in Com-
munity Champions and to evaluate statements about com-
munity engagement and rate them on the Likert scale (1 =
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). Finally, partici-
pants were asked to select the skills gained from Community
Champions and the skills used in clinical practice because
of Community Champions, with an opportunity to provide
examples of how skills translated into practice via text boxes.
The list of skills was generated by the mission statement of
the Community Champions program.[12]

The Penn Nursing Alumni Engagement Team disseminated
the survey in March 2022 via email to the 110 alumnae of
Community Champions identified. A follow-up email was
sent to the alumnae one week later. Only completed surveys
were included in the analysis.
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2.3 Data analysis
For quantitative data, frequencies of multiple-choice ques-
tions were computed and compiled into tables and graphs.
For the open-ended statements, the authors met to select
quotes that best highlighted a connection between Com-
munity Champions and clinical practice and to identify
themes among the respondents’ motives to pursue Commu-
nity Champions.

3. RESULTS

3.1 Community engagement
The survey was completed by 17 individuals (15% response
rate). As shown in Table 1, there was representation from
each graduating class year, with most (n = 11) graduating

over three years ago. Involvement in Community Champions
ranged from less than one year to all four years of their under-
graduate careers, with a mode of three years. All respondents
are practicing as nurses in some capacity, and many (n = 8)
are currently pursuing further education. When asked if
involved in community engagement outside of their profes-
sional roles, 35% of the respondents indicated yes, from
informal volunteering to mentoring to continuing their volun-
teering at their former Community Champions sites. Out of
the motives for participating in Community Champions iden-
tified by participants, 11 mentioned the word “community.”

Each initiative was consolidated into a group according to
categories listed on the Community Champions homepage,
as seen in Figures 1 and 2.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of respondents
 

 

Years since graduation Greater than or equal to 3 years (n = 11) Less than 3 years (n = 6) 

Years in Community Champions:  

4 years 1 2 

3 years 4 2 

2 years 2 0 

1 year 3 1 

Less than 1 year 1 1 

Involvement with Community Outside of Practicing Role: 

Yes 5 1 

No 6 5 

Practicing Role:*   

Registered Nurse 10 6 

Nurse Manager 1 0 

Nurse Practitioner 1 0 

Degree Pursuing:   

Master of Science in Nursing (MSN) 3 2 

Doctorate of Nursing Practice (DNP) 3 0 

*Respondents can select more than one practicing role. 

 

Figure 1. Number of initiatives offered by the Community Champions program by category
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Figure 2. Number of respondents who participated in each category of community engagement initiatives

Most respondents participated in education and physical ac-
tivities followed by health promotion and mentorship, resem-
bling a trend that coincides with the number of initiatives in
each category.

3.2 Clinical skills
Respondents were asked the skill(s) gained from participat-
ing in Community Champions, followed by the skills that
were implemented in clinical practice, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 3. Reported skills gained by participants during the Community Champions program and their use in post-graduate
clinical practice

Respondents were then asked to describe how they imple-
mented each skill they learned in Community Champions
into their current practice, as shown in Table 2.

4. DISCUSSION

These data supported that student community engagement
provided a diverse range of skills relevant to professional
nursing practice. All respondents indicated that they have
acquired at least one skill from Community Champions, and
each skill gained from Community Champions has translated
to clinical practice. Community Awareness, Patient Interac-
tion, Teamwork, and Health Promotion were among the top
skills acquired from participation in Community Champions
and translated into clinical practice. The results are consistent

with prior research. Students gain teamwork skills such as
communication, delegation, and negotiation, as well as expo-
sure to the realities of health care access, through community
engagement.[18] Increases in self-perceived competencies,
such as understanding, communication, and community ser-
vice, were demonstrated in nursing students after participat-
ing in one community event.[19] In a study by Kulig et al.
(2018), social determinants of health and patient communi-
cation skills increased after nursing students participated in a
primarily community engagement-based nursing course.[20]

*In 2015, the “Year of Ethics,” the American Nurses Associ-
ation extended their Code of Ethics to include that a nurse
must be an advocate for their patients, promote health and
wellbeing, collaborate with fellow healthcare professionals,
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and display respect by considering patients’ needs and values
into care.[21] Thus, it is critical for nursing students to align

with the values of the nursing profession, and community
engagement participation is an effective method to acquire
these niche skills.

Table 2. Examples of each skill used in clinical practice
 

 

Skill Example Quotes 

Community 
Awareness 

“Have a better understanding of what [patients’] needs are and how they can be met in the community.” 

Patient Interaction 
“My time as a community champion makes it easier to talk to patients and families in my current role.”   
“As a nursing student getting comfortable in the provider role comes with time. Being part of CC gave me an 
intro to that.” 

Health Promotion 
“Because of the teaching provided to new parents at baby friendly, I feel more comfortable going over 
discharge education with patients and promoting healthy behaviors.” 

Teamwork 
“Teamwork is a huge part of working in an ICU knowing who and when to depend on them just like 
coordinating activities in CC.” 

Addressing Social 
Determinants of 
Health 

“I feel more comfortable discussing patient’s home life outside of the hospital and addressing identified SDOH 
by looping in social work/case management and also connecting patients to community resources.”  
“Gained exposure and a better understanding for SDOH and implemented initiatives that allowed better access 
and sustainable solutions to address the SDOH.” 

Collaboration “Collaborating with different team members to ensure that we can work together toward one goal.” 

Leadership 
“Led students and organized initiatives helped ability to contribute as a leader in the clinical setting with patient 
care and unit based initiatives.” 

Flexibility 
“Learned the importance of being flexible and making self available to accommodate others in order to have a 
successful initiative.” 

Developing 
Respectful 
Partnerships 

“Constant communication and feedback within initiative leaders and volunteers.” 

Physical 
Assessment 

“Gained experience assessing patients to astutely identify changes in physical assessment.” 

Delegation “Delegation is a huge part of nursing, working in a team setting is a continued skill.” 

 

A total of 35% of respondents have sought community en-
gagement opportunities outside of their clinical practice. The
literature supports that most nurses are committed to im-
proving the health of their communities by participating
in both nursing-related and non-nursing-related activities
outside of work.[1, 22, 23] In this study, those who were not
involved in community engagement cited time constraints
as a limiting factor, a barrier that has been cited by nurses
who could not seek after-work continuing education pro-
grams.[24] Many nurses participate in non-job-related volun-
teer activities, but the fear instilled by the uncertainty of the
COVID-19 virus was a barrier for healthcare volunteers dur-
ing the pandemic.[25] Further research delving into reasons
behind hesitancy in community engagement participation
among nurses will provide additional data on current barriers
to volunteering. Therefore, this research supports the need
for easier access to community engagement and volunteer
opportunities in the workplace.

In the future, the Community Champions program could

develop approaches to identifying engagement opportuni-
ties, regardless of location, to graduating nursing students
and alumnae to ease the transition. There was no association
between the likelihood of participating in community engage-
ment and the number of years in Community Champions.
Interestingly, four of the six respondents who are involved in
community engagement are currently pursuing higher educa-
tion. This finding aligns with the research by Rewakowski,
Atav, Clancy, & MacPherson (2021) and Smith, Schlozman,
Verba, & Brady (2009) that demonstrated that nurses with
advanced education have higher levels of engagement.[22, 26]

Further studies should evaluate the elements of nursing edu-
cation that are linked to a greater motivation for community
engagement.

A limitation of this study is the low response rate. However,
the response rate of 15% is not atypical; a meta-analysis
found that response rates in online surveys are 11% lower
than in other types of surveys.[27] These surveys were dis-
tributed to the preferred emails identified by respondents
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when they graduated, which may have changed since. With
more time and resources, such as monetary rewards for com-
pleting the survey and individually contacting respondents,
we speculate that the response rate would be higher. Regard-
less, the overall praise the program has received from these
individuals should not be undermined.

5. CONCLUSION
Engagement in the Community Champions program em-
bedded nursing students into initiatives in the Philadelphia
area and emphasized communication and collaboration with
marginalized, high-risk populations that will transfer to clini-
cal practice when caring for patients. The Community Cham-
pions program has provided opportunities for nursing stu-
dents to explore skills that will translate into clinical practice,
addressing the national call by the Future of Nursing 2020-

2030 report for a diverse nursing workforce equipped to
address social determinants of health and increase health
equity.[28] As future nurses, the Community Champions pro-
gram prepares students for interactions with diverse patient
populations within an under resourced inner-city community.
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