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Navigating a Wayward Path toward Public Engagement

Peter DelNero
Cornell University

Graduate school is an intense period of identity formation, where scholars-in-training form the attitudes 
and values that shape their research. The extent to which students assimilate public engagement into their 
academic formation may depend on the system of beliefs that underpin their particular field of study. In 
some fields, public engagement disrupts the conventional forms of scholarship and elicits a peculiar ten-
sion. If graduate students are trained to think and act in certain ways, then what happens to people who 
choose to think and act differently in order to cultivate a community-engaged mindset? How can graduate 
students overcome a misalignment between their personal goals, values, and interests and those of their 
discipline? In this essay, I examine these questions through my experiences as a community-engaged doc-
toral student in biomedical engineering.

Graduate school represents a critical stage in the 
academic pipeline, where professional attitudes and 
priorities are internalized by future faculty and ad-
ministrators. During graduate education, students 
construct the aspirations, commitments, and iden-
tities that ultimately define their careers. As such, 
there is growing appreciation for preparing grad-
uate students for professional roles that advance 
the practice of community-engaged scholarship 
(Austin & Barnes, 2005; Stanton, 2012). But what 
if graduate students are trained in departments that 
do not value or reward these activities? Will emerg-
ing scholars perpetuate traditional attitudes toward 
teaching, research, and service?

In this narrative, I reflect on my experience of 
disrupting a cycle of social reproduction in order 
to accommodate a community-engaged mindset. 
The article is autoethnographic in that I connect 
my personal experiences with an analysis of my 
academic culture (Ellis, 2004; Ellis, Adams, & 
Bochner, 2011). I present this essay as a scholar-
ly personal narrative (Nash & Bradley, 2011); the 
italicized sections represent my personal experi-
ences and interpretations.

While pursuing their degree, graduate students 
navigate an evolving sense of personal and profes-
sional self-concept. Through a process of social-
ization, students acquire specialized knowledge 
and skills, while coming to recognize the cultural 
norms, ideologies, and world views that charac-
terize their profession (Gardner, 2008; O’Meara, 
2008). At the same time, graduate students have en-
tered a stage of self-authorship, where they exercise 
the capacity to define their own beliefs, identities, 
and social relations (Baxter Magolda, 2006). Stu-
dents play an active role in shaping their academic 

formation while learning to navigate professional 
norms and boundaries.

I am a doctoral candidate in biomedical en-
gineering, specializing in cancer biology. As a 
graduate student, I fall into an uncomfortable gap 
between advanced student and novice scholar. In 
addition to taking classes, I also teach, conduct re-
search, and assume service roles at my institution. 
When I entered graduate school, I expected to re-
ceive instrumental training in biomedical research 
and become a credentialed professional in the field. 
During my first year, I quickly assimilated into the 
norms of my discipline.

Disciplinary norms are the values, behaviors, 
and responsibilities that characterize “business-as-
usual” in an academic community. Academia is a 
diverse profession, but there is an implicit code-of-
conduct that governs the epistemic culture within 
each field (Margolis & Romero, 1998). This culture 
is often invisible to new students, concealed with-
in the latent assumptions and biases of the disci-
pline. As discussed by the Carnegie Initiative on the 
Doctorate, graduate education is largely a process 
of becoming acculturated to these norms (Walker, 
Golde, Jones, Bueschel, & Hutchings, 2008).

Jackson (1968) introduced the concept of a “hid-
den curriculum” to describe the cultural transmis-
sion that occurs within and beyond the classroom. 
The hidden curriculum is the way in which insti-
tutional systems “persist and reproduce themselves 
without being consciously recognized by the peo-
ple involved” (Apple, 1982, p. 13). In graduate ed-
ucation, disciplinary norms play a substantial role 
in the socialization of emerging scholars, but they 
“remain an embedded and largely ignored element 
of academic life” (Gair & Mullins, 2001, p. 27).
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As an engineering student, I inhabit a discipline 
where I perceive the culture to be relatively strict. 
Patterns of thought and behavior are enforced via 
institutional structures such as apprenticeship, 
peer-review, the curriculum, and the collective ex-
pectations of the community. The engineering iden-
tity, with its explicit maxim to “think like an engi-
neer,” is an unequivocal way of being.

Although socialization provides a stable mecha-
nism for stewardship and knowledge transmission, 
the hidden curriculum can sometimes be problem-
atic (Egan, 1989; Nyquist et al., 2010). For exam-
ple, the apprenticeship model of doctoral training 
has been criticized for perpetuating institutional 
discrimination (Damrosch, 2006). When experts 
evaluate prospective candidates, they “tend to look 
for someone like themselves, missing the valuable 
talents of people who are different” (Lawrence & 
Matsuda, 1997, pp. 100-101; Margolis & Romero, 
2001, p. 83).

Downey and Lucena (1997) connect the negative 
impact of socialization to the concept of “weeding 
out.” During interviews, “students regularly assert-
ed that the goal of certain courses was to ‘weed 
out’ students.  .  .  . For students who stayed, these 
and other courses also appeared to weed out part 
of themselves as persons [italics added]” (p. 126). 
Similarly, Weidman and colleagues (2001) report-
ed that the principal conflict for many graduate stu-
dents was the feeling that they must sacrifice their 
own interests and goals to fit the expectations and 
interests of their advisors. Students who embody 
nonconforming social or intellectual identities con-
front systematic resistance, which subverts efforts 
toward equity, innovation, and risk-taking.

Cech (2014) reported a “culture of disengage-
ment” in engineering education, comprising a col-
lection of ideologies that discourage civic aware-
ness and activism. This culture is characterized 
by an exclusion of non-technical stakeholders in 
academic dialogue, the dismissal of public welfare 
concerns, and an inattention toward social justice, 
equity, and social responsibility (see also Cech & 
Sherick, 2015). As a result of socializing to these 
norms, engineering students lose the ability to re-
flect on the broader context of their work; to define 
and prioritize social concerns; and to assess prob-
lems, methods, or outcomes from multiple perspec-
tives. In essence, students learn to dissociate public 
impacts as tangential to their field of study (Cech).

My acculturation into the biomedical engineer-
ing community was disrupted by an emerging part-
nership with a local cancer support center, which I 
helped initiate during my second year of graduate 
school (see DelNero & McGregor, 2017, From Pa-
tients to Partners). Our collaboration is logistically 

simple, comprising a monthly colloquium for pa-
tients, survivors, and students. Seminars are com-
plemented by a variety of informal activities that 
facilitate dialogue between patients and scientists.

As my relationship with the cancer community 
grew stronger, it gradually infringed on my identity 
as an engineer. My priorities and attitudes toward 
research seemed misaligned with the expectations 
of my colleagues. For example, a faculty member 
once complained to me that the “broader impacts” 
criteria should be eliminated from the funding 
mechanisms of the National Science Foundation. 
The professor stated, “I don’t write grants so that 
[my student] can do outreach. I’m training her to 
be a scientist, not a babysitter.” According to this 
professor, broader impacts, such as public engage-
ment activities, are a waste of time. Because of my 
involvement in the cancer community, I found my-
self becoming an outsider in my discipline.

In an analysis of participatory research, Nyden 
(2003) observed that “sometimes [academic] cul-
ture can be indifferent to community involvement; 
other times it is actually hostile” (pp. 577-578). For 
graduate students, “being in opposition does not 
simply mean confronting abstract ideas; frequent-
ly and most uncomfortably it means confronting 
one’s professors” (Margolis & Romero, 2001, p. 
89). Given these circumstances, “successful” stu-
dents are often those who readily assimilate to dis-
ciplinary paradigms, while students who re-define 
these paradigms have a more difficult experience 
(Gair & Mullins, 2001; Strouse, 2014). In some 
cases, this environment might tacitly discourage 
civic engagement activities, social justice concerns, 
and the retention of graduate students who espouse 
them.

Cognitive dissonance is a painful but important 
element of disciplinary learning. But in my case, 
the cognitive dissonance between the discipline of 
engineering and community engagement evoked 
feelings of guilt, shame, and self-doubt. Through 
my academic training, I had internalized the belief 
that public engagement was outside the purview 
of engineering. My relationships with communi-
ty members challenged my assumptions about the 
purpose, process, and products of biomedical en-
gineering research. At the time, I was unable to ar-
ticulate this dissonance, but I felt an overwhelming 
anxiety surrounding what I was coming to perceive 
as my deviant patterns of thought and behavior. My 
commitment to the community partnership violated 
my beliefs about what it meant to be an engineer.

Reflection, as a cornerstone of service-learning 
and with roots often attributed to the education the-
ories of John Dewey (1910) and David Kolb (1984), 
is the vital link between experience and knowledge. 

http://science.sciencemag.org/content/358/6361/414
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/358/6361/414
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In Where’s the Learning in Service-Learning (Ey-
ler & Giles, 1999), reflective practices predicted 
learning outcomes associated with personal devel-
opment, citizenship, problem-solving, and perspec-
tive transformation. In service-learning pedagogy, 
cognitive and emotional processes are inseparable 
dimensions of reflection (Felten, Gilchrist, & Dar-
by, 2006), both of which are essential for making 
meaning from experience. 

Self-reflection was facilitated through my role 
in developing curriculum, writing grant proposals, 
and drafting manuscripts. Through this process, I 
learned how to tell my story, and I gained a deep-
er understanding of my experiences. By pursuing 
community-engaged activities, I felt I was “break-
ing the rules” of what an engineering student is 
“supposed to do.” But ultimately, who decides how 
an engineer should think or behave? Why did I 
maintain the inexorable conviction that community 
engagement was verboten?

As I reflected on this, I arrived at Walt Kelly’s 
startling conclusion: “We have met the enemy and 
he is us.” I discovered that I was trapped by tunnel-
vision: I had internalized a system of values and 
beliefs from my discipline. But I also realized that 
I had the capacity to change those values and be-
liefs. This realization enabled me to construct a 
new, integrated concept of my professional identity: 
I thought I knew what it meant to be an engineer, 
but that was partly a myth. It’s okay to be different.

According to Mezirow (1990), transformative 
learning “makes it possible for us to [  .  .  . ] be-
come emancipated from our constraining habits 
of expectation and move to a perspective that 
permits interpretations which are more inclu-
sive, differentiating, permeable, and integrative 
of experience” (p. 141). Transformative learning 
empowered me to step beyond my existing pat-
terns of thought and behavior, and to extend the 
definition of my profession.

My involvement in public engagement trans-
formed my perspective of graduate education. I am 
no longer the passive recipient of professional so-
cialization. As a graduate student, I am responsible 
for my own academic development, including atten-
tiveness toward the intellectual and social norms 
that permeate my discipline. I have agency to define 
the values, goals, and methods of my scholarship. 
I have an obligation to reflect on the usefulness of 
knowledge, the social consequences of my work, 
and its relation to the world beyond campus (Boyer, 
1990). In short, I am a co-creator of the intellectual 
communities that I inhabit and an advocate for my 
ongoing formation as an engaged scholar.

In graduate education, students internalize the 
profession’s concept of ethical behavior and social 

norms. If community dialogue is marginalized, 
emerging scholars will continue to define public 
engagement as irrelevant to the practice of their dis-
cipline. Conversely, graduate students are uniquely 
positioned to disrupt the cycle of assimilation and 
to cultivate an academic identity that accommo-
dates public engagement. We can foster an intellec-
tual community that “provides explicit emphasis on 
how to value and engage in such work” (Austin & 
Barnes, 2005, p. 288).
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