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The current environment of changes to Federal Government
policy and reduction in funding to Australian universities has led
to public universities contemplating new strategies to cope with
budgetary challenges (Mamun & Rahman 2015). Within this
environment, the role for research and education is being debated,
particularly by those in the higher education sector with an
interest in engaging their communities and promoting the public
good, despite less public funding (Engagement Australia 2015). At
the same time, the not-for-profit (NFP) sector has been subjected
to significant funding cuts (ACOSS 2014; Murray 2014), creating a
greater need for support and engagement from other sectors such
as education.
This article argues that there is an important role for
universities in this environment to engage with their communities
through activities such as service-learning and, most significantly,
that effective engagement both requires and generates valuable
research. As Furco (2010, p. 381) argues in ‘The engaged campus’,
public engagement can be used to advance the public service,
teaching and research components of higher education’s tripartite
mission. The case study presented in this article demonstrates that
effective engagement and teaching is reliant on good research.
While often framed as competing with each other, effective
teaching, public service and research are interdependent.
SERVICE-LEARNING AND THE ENGAGED CAMPUS
There are now many definitions and a wide array of practices
under the umbrella of service-learning, but it can be seen as
both ‘a pedagogy and philosophy that links classrooms with
communities and textbooks to the “real world”’ (Butin 2010,
p. xiv). Service-learning has its roots in what Ernest Boyer
(1990, 1996) termed the ‘scholarship of engagement’, in which
universities become vigorous partners in addressing pressing
social, civic, economic and moral problems of their communities.
The underlying approach in service-learning engages students
in experiential learning by integrating coursework and critical
reflection with meaningful community service through which
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both students and community benefit (Deeley 2010; Furco 1996,
2001, 2010; Kenworthy-U’Ren 2003; Soska, Sullivan-Cosetti &
Pasupuleti 2010). The key point that distinguishes service-learning
at its best is that ‘there is an equal emphasis on service and
learning, providing benefits to both the recipients and providers
of the service’ (Furco, 1996, p. 5). Students may gain learning and
developmental benefits, including: improved understanding of
academic content (Blouin & Perry 2009, p. 121); skills in critical
thinking, problem solving and analysis; increased self-esteem and
confidence; communication and teamwork skills (Deeley 2010, p.
44); and increased awareness of social issues and career options
(Furco 2010, p. 385). Ideally, the recipient community partners
benefit from tangible professional products for use in their local
community (Kenworthy-U’Ren 2000, 2003).
Indeed, because service-learning has been shown to be
beneficial for students’ learning and forging links between higher
education institutions and the communities they serve, it is now a
well-established pedagogical practice internationally and across
all disciplines (Holland 2016; Rogers & Andrews 2016). As Holland
(2016, p. 76) points out, the national and international discourse
on community engagement has expanded around the globe,
with the establishment of organisations such as the International
Association for Research on Service-Learning and Community
Engagement (IASLCE), the Engaged Scholarship Consortium and
the Talloires Network encouraging research and the exchange of
knowledge on the topic.
Service-learning, when done effectively, can extend beyond
teaching and service to incorporate research that addresses
authentic and complex social issues of relevance to the community
and, therefore, the university it serves. Furco (2010) argues that
service-learning is a community-engaged approach that provides
opportunities for more significant, higher quality research that
benefits society. In Furco’s (2010, p. 383) ideal model of the
engaged campus, service-learning would be guided by and initiate
community-engaged research. Under this model, communities
participate as valued research advisers, partners or co-investigators
who can help identify appropriate research questions, engage in
the research process and interpretation of findings, and provide
perspectives on the implications for future research and practice.
In turn, academics and their research departments benefit from
exposure and access to social contexts and issues that guide
research which is significant in addressing challenges in the
community and public interest. Of particular relevance to the
research discussed here, not-for-profit organisations may benefit
from access to Information Communication Technology (ICT)
products, knowledge and skills that they otherwise have limited
access to due to lack of personnel or resources (Chang et al. 2014;
Dodd 2014; Hettche & Clayton 2013; Nejmeh 2012).
The key factor underpinning engaged service-learning
and research, as noted by Furco (2010, p. 384), is ‘how the
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voices of members of the community, their expertise and their
needs are incorporated, valued and honoured’. Yet one of the
problems identified in discussion of service-learning projects is
that the voices and perspectives of community partners are often
missing. Service-learning initiatives are often evaluated for their
outcomes for student learning, without addressing challenges or
outcomes for the community organisations (Blouin & Perry 2009;
Bushouse 2005; Littlepage, Gazley & Bennett 2012; Stoecker et
al. 2010). The problem is that without listening to and engaging
the community partners in dialogue throughout the servicelearning project and beyond, there is potential to do more harm
than good. This is particularly the case with ICT and computerbased projects, where the real costs of a website or database are
not in its initial development but in its ongoing maintenance and
support (Connolly 2012, p. 339). In addition, Connolly notes that
these student-created products can often shift an organisation’s
limited resources away from their main organisational purpose
to supporting and upgrading the new technological system. Thus,
such service-learning projects, rather than assisting organisations,
place significant stress on organisations’ limited resources in terms
of available time, personnel and materials. This is where dedicated,
systematic and methodical research that engages the community
partners could produce far better ongoing outcomes for the
organisations, students and the university involved.
This article now focuses on research conducted for a
PhD between 2008 and 2014 based on the Sustainable Online
Community Engagement project to demonstrate how genuine
community engagement and service, teaching and research are
interdependent.
SUSTAINABLE ONLINE COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND
SERVICE-LEARNING
The Sustainable Online Community Engagement Project (SOCE) is
a partnership between the Office for Volunteers, State Government
of South Australia and the University of South Australia’s School
of Communication, International Studies and Languages, which
has been operating since 2001. Students of the University of South
Australia create websites and other communication products for
not-for-profit community organisations as part of their courses.
The websites are hosted by the university at no cost to the
organisations, and training and ongoing help desk assistance is
provided by the project staff (Marriott 2007; Marriott & Patterson
2004; Wood & Dodd 2010a, b). Any not-for-profit South Australian
organisation, excluding political parties, can apply. Between
2001 and 2015 SOCE assisted more than 400 South Australian
community groups, and at the time of writing hosted 160
organisations’ websites on www.communitywebs.org.
SOCE fulfils the university’s learning and teaching strategy
objectives of providing ‘experiential learning’ opportunities
through ‘practice based learning and service learning through
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volunteer work’ (UniSA 2009, p. 1). In theory, it also contributes
to the university’s mission of engaging with its communities to
address the major issues of the time (UniSA 2017), in particular,
the need for not-for-profit community organisations to build
capacity in using internet-based ICT (Australian Government
Productivity Commission 2010; CISA et al. 2007; Denison 2008;
Denison, Stillman & Johanson 2007; Denison & Williamson 2013;
Dimitrov 2008). A review of the literature (Dodd 2014) on ICT
and service-learning projects in universities suggests that, while
there have been many courses and initiatives where students
build websites for not-for-profit organisations, for example, the
Civic Nexus project (Farooq et al. 2007; Xiao & Farooq 2013)
and Techshop in the USA (Stoecker et al. 2010), the websites
that are developed are not hosted by the universities or their
affiliates. Similarly, there are well-established initiatives, such as
UTS Shopfront in Australia (see http://www.uts.edu.au/partnersand-community/initiatives/uts-shopfront-community-program/
welcome), and many courses in which students build ICT products
for not-for-profit organisations; however, the SOCE project is
unique in its ongoing hosting of the websites built and provision of
help desk assistance. It is this hosting and training that enables the
ongoing relationship with organisations, which in turn provides
opportunities for research, genuine assistance to organisations
and benefits to students. SOCE could thus serve as a model for the
ideal service-learning initiative suggested by Furco (2001, 2010),
in which community partners, students and the university are
mutually benefited. Unfortunately, at the commencement of the
research discussed below, SOCE appeared to be doing more harm
than good by leaving organisations with websites they could not
maintain.
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
A significant problem experienced in the SOCE project was that,
despite some ongoing assistance and training, the community
groups reported that they often found it difficult to sustain effective
use of their websites (Dodd 2014). This is a problem that affects
the broader not-for-profit sector and community organisations in
Australia (Denison 2008; Denison & Johanson, 2007; Denison,
Stillman & Johanson 2007; Denison & Williamson 2013; Digital
Business Insights 2011; Knox 2005) and internationally (Greenberg
& MacAuley 2009; Manzo & Pitkin 2007; Waters 2010; Zorn,
Grant & Henderson 2012; Zorn & Richardson 2010). In 2007, a
proposed solution to this was to develop an online community for
the participating organisations, which would be a ‘self-supporting
member-driven collaborative online environment’ enabling
organisations to share information about web-based technology
(Marriott 2007, pp. 250–51). This online community of practice
would follow Preece’s (2000) model of online ‘Community-Centred
Development’: initially a prototype would be created, starting with
a focus group of interested key community group members, or as
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Kim (2000) describes them, ‘leaders’, to elicit models suitable for
the online community. The hope was that these leaders might then
guide new members in the online community, with contributions
from academic staff decreasing as participation from community
members increased (Marriott 2007). However, from the perspective
of the author and project officer for SOCE, who was the main point
of contact between community organisations and the university,
the value of this for community members was questionable,
prompting this research that sought to determine if the
organisations hosted by SOCE were using their websites effectively
and sustainably and to devise strategies for assisting them to do so
(Dodd 2014).
Prior research conducted in SOCE was either evaluative,
focused on quantitative, reportable outcomes (such as number of
websites built) to satisfy the government department funding the
project, or focused on student learning outcomes (see Marriott,
Patterson & Temple 2004), with little follow-up on how successfully
community organisations were using their websites on an ongoing
basis. The project staff’s comprehension of the community
clients’ needs and aspirations regarding website use and ongoing
management was quite limited, and seemed to be based primarily
on a single multiple-choice question in an online survey conducted
in 2003, and again in 2005 and 2006. This survey asked how
satisfied organisation members were with their website and gave
options of responding from ‘very dissatisfied’ to ‘very satisfied’.
Respondents could provide qualitative answers in a final
question that asked for other comments. In 2003, 30 community
organisation members responded, followed by 37 in the 2005
survey; however, only 11 responses were obtained from the 2006
survey. This fall in responses and apparent lack of engagement
raised questions about how websites were used by organisations.
In particular, the results from the surveys suggested that the
maintenance of the websites was the community organisation
members’ major concern. Furthermore, informal communication
with community members through help desk, phone or email
demonstrated a disconnect between academics’ understanding
of technology requirements and the experiences and needs of
community members.
It was felt that research focusing specifically on the longer
term outcomes for the community partners was required. This
research should incorporate the community organisations’
perspectives and encourage their participation as co-investigators
in order to initiate ongoing learning for all stakeholders if there
were to be genuinely sustainable outcomes.
METHOD
The subsequent research used a mixed-method ethnographic
action research (EAR) approach in three phases in order to
determine: how the organisations were using their websites;
whether this matched their aspirations for their sites; and any
successful strategies used by the organisations to manage their
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websites. As part of this, the research would gain feedback on the
original proposal of developing a ‘self-supporting collaborative
member-driven online environment’ whereby community members
‘would move forward from a simple web-based online presence into
the realm of collaboration and information sharing using current
online technology’ (Marriott 2007, p. 251). The research was based
on Gurstein’s (2003, 2007) community informatics approach, in
which ‘effective use’ is ‘the capacity to integrate ICT into self or
collaboratively identified goals’ (Gurstein 2003). It is the users
of technology who understand most clearly what applications or
uses would be most beneficial in particular local contexts. Guided
by the EAR approach, there was a focus on ‘simultaneous action
and research in a participative manner’ (Cohlan & Brannick cited
in Hearn et al. 2009, p. 10) in order to find practical solutions
to real-life problems (Hearn et al., 2009, pp. 10–11). There was
also the intention to initiate an ongoing learning process for
all participants, which would lead to ‘new abilities to create
knowledge’ (Reason & Bradbury 2008, p. 5).
The first phase of the research was a content analysis and
review of the editing records of the 135 organisational websites
hosted on SOCE. The analysis examined 52 different variables,
such as organisation type and stated mission, types of pages,
interactive features, frequency of editing and longevity of the
website being maintained. All website pages were examined,
as well as all emails and hyperlinks, to determine whether they
were functioning. This enabled the researcher to contact the
organisations to discuss and resolve issues such as incorrect email
addresses or broken links, as part of the research process.
The second phase was an online survey consisting of 10 open
questions and nine partially open questions which was sent to 145
community organisation members responsible for the management
of these websites, resulting in 48 responses. The questions aimed
to learn more about the organisations, their working environment,
the organisations’ aspirations for their websites, opinions on
interactive features and social software, barriers to maintaining
a web presence and factors which would contribute to successfully
maintaining their websites.
The third and final phase of the research consisted of semistructured, in-depth interviews with 18 of the website managers
from 12 selected organisations. Interviews explored these issues
further, as well as eliciting ideas on what the university project
could do to help organisations become self-sufficient and confident
in managing their websites.
SELECTED RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The research findings have led to a better understanding of what
the organisations wanted and needed from their website presence,
the challenges faced in maintaining their websites and strategies
that were most likely to assist them in sustaining an effective web
presence.
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Significantly, the website content analysis and survey
research revealed that the 135 organisations hosted by SOCE
were representative of the majority of not-for-profit organisations.
Approximately 90 per cent of NFPs globally operate without paid
staff (Lyons 2001; Smith 1997, 2000, 2002). In Australia there are
between 600 000 and 700 000 not-for-profit organisations, the
majority of which are small, all-volunteer organisations, and yet
they contribute between 3.8 and 4.1 per cent of the Gross Domestic
Product (Australian Government Productivity Commission 2010;
McGregor-Lowndes 2014). Such organisations participate in all
fields of life and include sports clubs, church groups, professional
and scholarly associations, health-related interest groups, cultural
and ethnic groups, environmental groups and policy advocacy
groups (Lyons 2001, pp. 71–96; Lyons & Passey 2006, p. 90). The
small, voluntary and diverse nature of these organisations was
found to be representative of organisations hosted by SOCE. Figure
1 shows the types of organisations hosted that require assistance
with websites.
Figure 1: Types of
organisations hosted in
the Sustainable Online
Community Engagement
program in 2009

The content analysis and review of the websites also revealed
some alarming information, demonstrating that the SOCE project
was anything but sustainable.
Key results included:
—60
— per cent (80/135) of the websites had not been updated in the
previous year
—more
—
than a third of the sites had been used only for one year and
abandoned or were never used at all (still contained Latin script,
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which is used as placeholder text by the student when designing
the website)
—42
— per cent (58) were obviously out of date or had serious technical
problems
—33
— per cent (45) of the sites had incorrect email addresses and 33
per cent (45) had no email listed – i.e. two thirds of the organisations
were uncontactable via email on their websites.
Far from being ready to share information with each
other in an online collaborative community, these organisations
needed first to engage with and manage their own online
presence. Furthermore, the research found that the SOCE project
was potentially doing more harm than good. Like so many ICTrelated service-learning projects that cause harm (Connolly
2012), the SOCE project was diverting organisations’ limited
resources from their purpose into struggling to maintain websites.
In addition, most of these websites would have given the visitor
a very poor impression of the organisations behind them. This
situation was also doing a disservice to the students involved
in building the websites, who could not use their work as part
of their professional portfolio. The students would later learn
that their work had not been of assistance to the organisation,
despite being promoted as such by academic staff as a ‘feel good
factor’ for students at the time. Indeed, as raised by Marullo
and Edwards (2000) in their discussion of social justice focused
service-learning, the ramifications of this kind of failure may
extend beyond the particular course by leaving the student with a
negative impression of service-learning and the perception that the
university’s actions contradict its rhetoric. Further, in the broader
community, the SOCE project could obviously do harm to the
reputation of the university, and the government funding of this
program could be viewed as a waste of taxpayers’ money.
The survey results of the second phase of the research also
suggested that the proposed development of a self-supporting,
collaborative member-driven online environment encouraging
members to share information about managing their websites
would not be useful for community members, primarily due to
their lack of time and interest in online interaction. The website
managers (n = 48) were most often self-trained volunteers,
donating their time and resources in order to sustain a web
presence for the organisation. Three-quarters of the website
managers (n = 36) used their own home computers to manage
the websites. Only two organisations had websites managed by
people paid specifically for that work. In the other 46 organisations
the websites were managed either by committee members who
performed other roles within the organisation (n = 19) or other
volunteers (n = 25). Furthermore, 43 out of 48, or 90 per cent, of
the people managing the websites were juggling this duty with
many other responsibilities in the organisation. These voluntary
roles and duties included president, secretary, volunteer manager,
chairperson, manager of services, treasurer and events coordinator.
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Significantly, 20 people (41.6 per cent) indicated they did not know
what kind of software they used to edit their websites, so it was not
surprising to learn that significant barriers to maintaining websites
included lack of technical knowledge and skills (n = 20) and lack of
time (n =13). Other important barriers included lack of resources (n
= 10) and lack of personnel to manage the websites (n = 6). Typical
responses to the question asking about barriers to maintaining
websites included that of an Australian Breastfeeding Association
(ABA) branch website manager, who explained the most significant
barriers were:
Time and experience. Time—as a volunteer, I have to combine this
with my paid employment and my study. (SR12)
A regional community website manager explained that
barriers were:
Skills and knowledge to make the changes. Time is always an issue—
undertaking several roles within the committee on a volunteer basis
means that the website updates get neglected. (SR1)
The survey also revealed that most organisations aspired
to present information in a simple easy-to-use website, rather
than to use complex interactive features, such as forums, which
require time to monitor and moderate. In many cases, the website
was viewed as a means to disseminate information rather than
encourage online communication and was designed to avoid
more time-consuming or costly methods of communication. For
example, a Landcare group website manager explained that the
purpose of the site was to:
provide a resource for school project etc. enquiries; provide a contact
point (less phone calls etc.); provide some on-line resources (limited);
promote working bee dates etc (SR25)
Another stated that the main reason for the website was:
so people don’t ring me up – lots of people want free advice &
information (school projects etc.). Can’t afford the time. (SR16)
Indeed, when asked what kinds of interactive features
groups wanted in their websites, a third of the website managers
(n = 16) stated that they did not view interactive features, other
than an email contact for the organisation, as useful. This
rejection of interactive features was not due to a lack of strategic
understanding or knowledge about the potential of interactive
website features, as many of these web managers later revealed
in the interviews that they used forums, blogs and social media
such as Facebook for other purposes. Rather, it was a deliberate
strategy for effective use within the resource limitations of their
organisations.
The survey also revealed that, while one-third of the website
managers understood the potential benefits of interactive features
and the possibility of linking their website to social media but
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rejected this option, another third said they might benefit from
learning more through structured workshops delivered by the
SOCE project staff or university students. More than one-third (n =
17 or 35.4 per cent) of these website managers were not confident
enough in their knowledge of interactive features to make
suggestions in response to the open question, ‘What interactive
features (e.g. forums, chatrooms, listservs) do you think a good
website, for your organisation, should have?’ Four people did not
respond and eight wrote short comments such as ‘don’t know’,
‘haven’t thought about this’, ‘not sure’ and ‘no idea’, indicating
that a quarter of the respondents were either not familiar enough
with, or interested sufficiently in, interactive features to comment.
Other people were interested in the potential of interactive
features but either lacked knowledge or expressed reservations.
For example, one person was interested in social software and
explained:
We would like to communicate with other masters swimmers – maybe
like facebook but I don’t know how to do it. (SR43)
A Community Visitors’ Scheme website manager gave
a lengthy answer explaining that she was still learning about
these features and they may be useful in helping isolated people
interact; however, the available time and skills of volunteers was
an inhibiting factor. The organisation’s priority was:
interaction that does not require you to be on line 24 hours & time to
collect the information people are requesting. (SR27)
The survey responses revealed that there were different
levels of experience and skills in using interactive features and
social media among website managers, but suggested that those
with little experience would benefit more from guided, structured
presentations and workshops delivered by educators, rather than
unguided exposure through observation in an online ‘community’
of website managers.
The third phase of the research, the interviews, explored
other strategies for assisting organisations and confirmed
that developing an online community for members to share
information would not help them sustain their websites. It was
clear that organisations were already time poor and those that
were successful in maintaining their websites had deliberately
stripped off time-sensitive information and interactive features
as a time management strategy. Explanations given in the
interviews included:
I sort of peeled off all the stuff that was time sensitive and just
wanted to keep it so that it was just a static website, so that—yeah,
you can get information from it. (Andrew, Landcare group,
interview 20 July 2009)
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That website has no interactive features and it has nothing that
moves, it has no scripts, because I’m not prepared, at this stage
anyway, to learn it. (Brian, Friends of Conservation Park,
interview 6 May 2009)
We do not need to make daily changes – we set it up so that most
info would be OK for a longer amount of time. That said, there’s
more updating we can do. We just don’t have the time and it seems
to be serving its purpose. (Rebecca, Regional Town Progress
Association, email interview, 1–5 September 2009)
The interviews also revealed that website managers who
were successfully managing websites for organisations already used
online networks and forums to assist them. In short, the potential
‘leaders’ (Preece 2000) of the proposed community of practice
were not sufficiently motivated to participate or lead others in yet
another online community. Two of the website managers who were
intrinsically interested in website management and technology
responded to the idea of the online community:
But who would contribute? (Brian, Friends of Conservation Park,
interview 6 2009)
You also find that the volunteer groups aren’t much interested in
each other, I reckon. So just because you’re a volunteer, you’re a
volunteer because you’re interested in one thing, not because you’re
interested in what other volunteers are doing. (Andrew, Landcare
group, interview 20 July 2009)
In response to the idea that some website managers might be
interested in sharing knowledge, Andrew replied:
Yeah, but quite a lot of time he’s got enough to do on his own,
without some other person asking him questions. (Andrew,
Landcare group, interview 20 July 2009)
Ultimately, an analysis of the results of each phase of the
research suggested that, in direct contrast to aiming for more
online interaction between organisations and their communities,
the SOCE project needed to focus on devising strategies to assist
organisations to maintain a basic ‘brochure’-like website. Options
such as linking a basic website to social media sites could then be
explored as part of this.
This research study concluded that not-for-profit
organisations need to be able to manage a basic web presence
effectively before introducing and managing more interactive
features. Rather than create yet more unmanageable technology
‘solutions’ for community organisations, the research revealed that
the most useful strategies for helping third sector organisations
maintain an effective, sustainable online presence include:
—assistance
—
with website hosting
—use
—
of content management systems
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—developing
—
strategies for shared management and succession
planning in the organisations
—delivery
—
of hands-on training and information sessions about Web
2.0 social networking platforms.
ACTIONS IMPLEMENTED THROUGH RESEARCH
As a result of this research, the SOCE project changed to using a
content management system (CMS), developed and delivered more
user guides and regular hands-on training sessions for community
organisation members, and incorporated shared management
strategies and succession planning into its community education.
A CMS enables the end-user (in this case a community
organisation volunteer) to log into the website directly and edit
the content using a What You See Is What You Get (WYSIWG)
interface, without any knowledge of Hyper Text Markup Language
(HTML). Prior to implementing a CMS, SOCE websites had to be
edited using software such as Frontpage and files needed to be
downloaded to the user’s computer, edited and uploaded to their
website again. In contrast, the community organisation volunteer
now logs directly into their website and edits using an interface
that looks much like the MS Word program. Initially, SOCE used
a customised CMS developed by a company in collaboration with
the project but, due to feedback from community organisations
and the web design teaching staff, changed to using Word Press
because it is easier for community organisations to use and is
widely used by website development companies. This benefits both
community organisations, which usually have volunteers who are
untrained in website management maintaining their websites,
and students, who can show they are job ready and able to design
for a common content management system. Figure 2 shows the
editing interface of the custom-built CMS adopted by SOCE before
changing to Word Press.
Figure 2: Editing interface of
the custom-built CMS first
adopted by SOCE

Two hands-on training sessions each semester are held at the
university for community groups who have had websites developed,
and training participants are given a print version of a quick guide
to editing their site, which is also available online. Participants
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are also invited to complete hard-copy surveys at training and
an online survey evaluating their involvement that semester. In
addition, all of the community organisations hosted are invited to
complete an online survey about their websites and their ability to
maintain them once a year.
Formal research examining the success of these measures
is in progress, and it appears that the proportion of groups
successfully sustaining their websites is much higher. For example,
preliminary results from the 2014 online survey (130 surveys sent
to website managers with 50 responses) showed that 92 per cent of
the responding website managers had updated their websites in the
previous year, while 50 per cent had updated their organisation’s
website in the previous two months. Encouragingly, 36 out of 43 of
the website managers, or 83 per cent, indicated that the website was
‘very simple’ to ‘moderately simple and easy’ to update.
These results suggest that implementing the content
management system and more hands-on training through action
research is genuinely assisting organisations to be more selfsufficient and successful in managing their websites.
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
The implementation of actions resulting from the research
undertaken, such as changing to use of a content management
system, is significant because the SOCE program remains in
demand from community organisations and often cannot fulfil
this demand logistically. In 2015, there were more applicants
than students (e.g. 23 organisations applied for websites but
only 13 students were enrolled in the particular course that
was participating). Thus, there are opportunities for many
more students in tertiary education to develop their skills and
knowledge by creating communication products for not-for-profit
organisations in service-learning. In doing so, universities and
their students will be addressing an authentic societal challenge
to benefit their communities. Significantly, many of the challenges
and barriers to not-for-profit organisations maintaining websites
reported in this research are cited in other Australian (CISA et
al. 2007; Denison & Williamson 2013; Digital Business Insights
2011) and international research (Manzo & Pitkin 2007; Waters
2010; Zorn & Richardson 2010). This supports the notion that
there is scope for service-learning projects that genuinely assist
organisations by providing access to ICT skills, knowledge and
resources available through universities and their students.
New forms of digital engagement are one of the most
significant and demanding developments for the not-for-profit
sector (Info Exchange, Connecting Up Australia & TechSoup
NZ 2015; Mayer & Simsa 2014), particularly with decreases
in funding from government and other sources. A report from
Connecting Up, the peak organisation advocating for the not-forprofit sector in Australia, concludes that this will require increased
productivity and efficiency through ‘digital proficiency’ (Info
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Exchange et al. 2015). Many universities are in the position to
connect the knowledge and skills of their staff and students with
community organisations; however, the case study presented here
demonstrates that this engagement requires dedicated research.
Service-learning initiatives can create benefits for students, the
community and universities, but the perspectives and voices of the
community participants must be sought and provide guidance
throughout such projects. Otherwise, as noted by Stoecker et al.
(2010), projects may simply become vehicles in which universities
use communities to serve students or their own interests and there
is potential to do serious harm.
The SOCE project also demonstrates that effective
community engagement creates opportunities for applied research
that can address issues of concern to the local community and
broader society. Advocating service-learning as practice that
serves the teaching, research and community service tripartite
missions of universities, Furco (2001, p. 70) argues that servicelearning involves ‘the theoretical and practical exploration and
investigation of social issues through a particular disciplinary
lens’ and that faculty can use the service-learning experiences
of their students to engage their own expertise in the research of
important community issues. However, the potential of servicelearning to initiate genuinely useful research extends beyond
this. Furco (2001, 2010) and Chupp and Joseph (2010) argue
that service-learning has benefits for staff by creating longer
term sustained partnerships with communities. In this process,
the community partners help identify and research problems of
significance to them. Ideally, the community and academic staff,
and their departments, become partners in a participatory action
research process.
While the research reported in this article modestly aimed
for the ideal of participatory action research, it was inspired and
enabled by the researcher encountering a real problem while
working on a service-learning project. The continuity of access
to the participants and research sites allowed the researcher to
commence a three-year PhD research project in order to find
strategies to help not-for-profit organisations sustain an effective
web presence. The process involved examining many aspects of the
project, including the technologies used, the interaction between
staff, students and community organisation members, and the
ongoing training and knowledge management in community
organisations (see Dodd 2014; Wood & Dodd 2010a, b).
The Sustainable Online Community Engagement Project
continues to help organisations become more digitally proficient
and to provide students with real-world experiential learning
opportunities, suggesting that universities have a significant
role that integrates both teaching and research in providing
services and engaging with their communities. However, effective
community engagement must be based on research of what the
particular community involved genuinely wants, and must be
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assessed for outcomes for those community partners. Research
and community engagement should not be framed as mutually
exclusive but understood as part of the same process.
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