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Facilitating assets-based
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communities through
service-learning
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Abstract

By integrating a learning experience with community organizations,
service-learning (SL) can be considered a tool to facilitate rural
communities’ development, acting as a resource mobilizer. This study
presents a participatory process based on the assets-based approach
for community development approach. Six local organizations and 16
university students in three ltalian rural communities were engaged
to assess local resources and co-construct rural SL (RSL) projects.
A two-phase rural participative process was developed and evaluated
using qualitative instruments, such as focus groups and students’
reflexive journals. Results indicated that rural communities uncovered
a set of material and intangible inner assets to develop. Indeed,
they identified internal (and potentially external) resources that
could effectively bring some insights to rural challenges. Moreover,
community members experienced new paths through SL to count on
their internal assets through effective collaboration with university
students. The collaboration between students (and university) and
community organizations delivered new local and rural development
opportunities while supporting the partnership for RSL. Students
experienced themselves as potential agents of change, enhancing their
psychosocial resources and competencies, and strengthening rural
development. The result’s implications involve the development of
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rural policies, including effective participation of rural communities (and
organizations) and regarding different dimensions of development, like
economic or psychosocial development.

Introduction

A general representation of rural communities is that rural people work
together, are less diverse, and that the countryside is just a healthier place to
live (Van Dam et al., 2002). However, rural areas have undertaken complex
transformation processes, mainly due to global dynamics of change (da
Silva et al., 2016). In Europe, at least 44 percent of areas are rural areas,
affected by progressive depopulation toward urban and metropolitan areas.
Common challenges affected the rural realities, such as demography, land
use, social services, education, and changes in the labour market (Zolin et al.,
2017; European Commission, 2019). Moreover, the agricultural economy
changes favoured some rural areas’” modernization and the decline and
abandonment of others.

Demographic dynamics involving heterogeneous populations (Mohatt,
2020), ageing (da Silva et al., 2016), innovation and sustainability in eco-
nomics and politics (Dell’Olio et al., 2017; Colibaba and Skinner, 2019), and
civic and social participation (McHenry, 2011) determine the meaningful
challenges of rural areas. The European Development Opportunities in
Rural Areas (EDORA) project provided evidence of different opportunities
for increasing regional strengths through territorial cooperation in EU rural
areas. It analysed the potential impact of climate change on the development
opportunities of rural areas. Notably, the project explored how it is possible
to form a cohesion policy in rural areas considering the so-called intangible
assets. Auditing with local communities represents a crucial aspect of local
and trans-local development (Copus et al., 2011).

The LEADER program

The European Network for Rural Development (ENRD) worked to face
challenges and enlarge opportunities for the rural areas. To engage local
actors in designing and delivering strategies, decision-making processes,
and allocating resources to rural areas’ development, ENRD developed the
LEADER program (ENRD, 2016). Since their 61 percent coverage of the rural
population in the EU, Local Action Groups (LAGs) were designated leaders
of this program. LAGs bring together public and private stakeholders in
processes to reach social, economic, and environmental objectives. They
focus on community members’ involvement in the process of innovation
and cooperation through designing and implementing Local Action Plans

zzoz Ainr g1 uo 3senb Aq 8106+99/2109€ST/[PO/€601°01/10p/3|01HE-80UBAPE/[PO/WOD dNO"dlWapEdE//:SARY WOl papeojumod



Facilitating assets-based development 3

(LAPs) to support rural development. LAGs’ activities initially focused
on environmental protection, landscape conservation, infrastructures, and
competitive markets, rather than social issues and socio-cultural initiatives.
An evaluation of the LEADER program in Austria (Dax and Oedl-Wieser,
2016) showed that the active engagement of economic and socio-cultural
actors fostered the local potential of rural regions.

Moreover, they found that exclusive technical focus (e.g. infrastructures,
competitive markets) regarded only restricted development potential.
Investment in socio-cultural initiatives and social innovation offers greater
improvement prospects at the local level (Dax and Oedl-Wieser, 2016). In
this sense, enhancing social innovation, participating in rural development,
responding to rural needs, enabling the process of empowerment, and
focusing on programme impact could be considered vital processes to
support rural development of regional and local areas.

Although active participation and collaboration are beneficial to rural
communities and organizations (e.g. gaining direct knowledge of problems
and needs, reporting interests and desires, and reflecting on their resources),
it has been underused in developing LAPs (Landini, 2015; Menconi et al.,
2017). Participatory processes and direct involvement of community mem-
bers are practices adopted in Community Psychology to understand local
people’s needs, assets, and motivations to set shared objectives and agenda
for community-based interventions (Levac ef al., 2019).

Based on the literature about European initiatives and their approach
to rural development and the successful implementation of participatory
process in rural communities, it becomes crucial to adopt a bottom-up
approach. Amplifying community members’ voices on rural needs and
assets and considering the process of rural development as beginning from
within the communities is the first step (Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993).

Assets based community development
for rural communities

The Assets-Based approach for Community Development (ABCD) builds
on the idea that people can act as proactive citizens in communities. They
can identify and leverage existing (but often underestimated) resources to
respond and create local opportunities (Mathie and Cunningham, 2003).
The ABCD model shifted the focus on community development from just
scrutinizing the needs and deficiencies of areas to nurturing community
assets as the required building blocks for achieving sustainable urban and
rural community revitalization. According to the ABCD, acknowledging
strengths and assets is more likely to inspire positive community actions
for change than an exclusive focus on needs and problems. ABCD incor-
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porates a broad set of actions as part of a collective process of community
empowerment (Laverack, 2001; Scott et al., 2020). Community members can
make mutual efforts and manage local resources independently, improving
local organizational participation and capacities (Ahmad et al., 2015). Both
formal and informal community organizations are considered central actors
and assets of community development (Greene, 2000).

Within the ABCD model, the authors identified three core aspects (Kret-
zmann and McKnight, 1993):

1) Asset-based: a constructive approach to sustainable development wherein
the community building begins with a collective process of identifying the
assets within the community;

2) Internally focused: acknowledging a possible change thanks to an internal
focus and, where needed, outside support. The priority for asset mapping
is to identify and purchase the resources from within the community;

3) Relationship-driven: a continuous process of building reciprocal relation-
ships among community members. Furthermore, conducting a mapping of
the skills can assist in maintaining and strengthening these relationships.

Research on assets found that rural communities can a) focus on the
role of schools and educational institutions to promote community develop-
ment by providing community-based learning experiences (Miller, 1995); b)
improve the community care system for youth by strengthening the partner-
ship between community members and service agencies (Boyd et al., 2008); c)
foster resilience when dealing with social and community’s assets and risks
considering the support from informal and formal community organizations
(Maybery et al., 2009); and d) promote community empowerment through
fostering human capital, skills and capacities of local communities to take
collective action (Ahmad et al., 2015). University can be a key educational
institution in the ABCD process, facilitating acquiring knowledge, focus-
ing on local communities” resources, and supporting broader community
building and development.

Service-learning: a path to community engagement
and development?

Service-learning (SL) is a form of experiential education that integrates
community service with class-based learning. It allows students to
participate in structured service activities that benefit both students’ sense of
responsibility and communities’ needs (Bringle and Hatcher, 2009). It heav-
ily relies on the reciprocal partnership with the community organizations
and stakeholders to foster students’ civic learning and active citizenship
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(Guarino et al., 2019; Aramburuzabala et al., 2019; Compare et al., 2022).
While deficit-based approaches have been identified as potential risks of
accentuating communities” problems (Mtawa and Wilson-Strydom, 2018),
resource-based approaches promote ethical and respectful community
engagement (Shah ef al., 2018).

Indeed, with the co-creation of new experience-based knowledge, stu-
dents, faculty, and community organizations can strengthen community
resources, involving community members in possible solutions to face
relevant community issues (Bringle and Hatcher, 2009; Guarino et al., 2019;
Compare and Albanesi, 2022). SL facilitates the acknowledgement of com-
munity organizations as valuable and active contributors to students’ edu-
cation and community development while benefitting from partnering with
the university (Jones et al., 2018). They can access academic resources and
knowledge (Eyler ef al., 1999), sustain the partnership (d’Arlach ef al., 2009),
and have a voice in co-defining social issues and co-creating solutions (Har-
ris, 2004). Therefore, SL values community assets and university students’
resources to identify and analyse social issues and develop community-
based projects.

In rural contexts, the implementation of SL encounters some challenges
(Tyndall et al., 2020). For example, the distance from the university may limit
the opportunities for the effective engagement of community organizations
(Lapping, 1999; Geller et al., 2016). To overcome these challenges, scholars
offered different solutions (Holton, 2007). For example, creating guidelines
for implementing SL in rural areas (Boethel, 1999), analysing community
reactions to SL implementation in rural areas (Vernon and Ward, 1999), and
promoting social entrepreneurship and sustainability for small rural munici-
palities (Martinez-Campillo ef al., 2019), and providing frequent interactions
and feedbacks between community partners and academic staff on rural
programs adaptation (Jones et al., 2018). Nevertheless, there is still much to
be done to clearly understand rural SL (RSL), its implementation, and its
capacity to facilitate community asset identifications and act as a ‘booster’
for rural community development.

This study wants to contribute to this understanding, offering some
insights based on the analysis of our experience with RSL. This study aims
to understand and explore the process and the outcomes of the participa-
tory process adopted for designing and implementing SL projects for the
development of rural communities. Acting as a community catalyst, SL
could enhance the mutual benefits of partnering with the university in a
collaborative process (Geller ef al., 2016). Our research questions (RQs) aim
at exploring:

RQ1. What are rural community needs and resources?

RQ2. How can SL lead to the development of rural communities” assets?
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RQ3. How does SL contribute to rural communities” development?

Study context

Rural 3.0 project

The current study is part of the European Erasmus Plus Project Rural
3.0—Service Learning for Rural development (RURALSL). The project aims
to set up a common strategy between higher education institutions and
rural community organizations contributing to rural areas’ development. It
includes meeting their needs, boosting innovation in these areas through an
innovative methodology, and establishing community—university partner-
ships.

The University of Bologna promoted an intensive and residential Sum-
mer School of RSL in the rural context in July 2020. SL Projects were
designed based on the needs and assets of community organizations, with
students playing an active role in working on concrete issues raised by rural
organizations within the university—community partnership.

Method

Procedure

A participatory process, including assessment, implementation, and final
evaluation, was developed in two main phases involving different actors
(Table 1). Our study started by embracing the voices of organizations’ rep-
resentatives on the needs and problems they encounter. Listening to and
welcoming their worries was critical to establish trust, and to create some
‘space’ for adopting a different perspective. As such, our attention to needs
and problems create the path to move to an ABCD approach. Even if not
always included in the ABCD approach (see for an exception, Scott et al.,
2020) this step was necessary for the organizations’ representatives and for
us to create a shared ground to work on for starting an empowering process.
In doing so, organizations’ representatives recognized and became aware of
the risks of a depreciative approach to the community and the institutions.
After that, the ABCD approach was proposed and agreed upon with the
whole group.

Participants
Phase 1. Community organizations located in the three rural areas partici-
pated in the project.

Eighteen representatives from different community organizations
(Table 2) participated in the three focus groups on community assets
mapping—five in Sarsina, seven in Santa Sofia, and six in Riolo Terme.
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Participants had a great age variation (range 25-75), and men and women
were equally represented. The inclusion criteria were: 1) being a well-known
representative in the rural communities; 2) being recognized by the LAG as
a reference for rural development; 3) being committed to different aspects of
the community life (e.g. educational, health, and cultural services); 4) being
open to implementing SL.

Phase 2. Six site supervisors (i.e. representatives of local rural organi-
zations that supervised SL students’ activities onsite) (83.3 percent men)
remained to start the co-designing process of SL projects. Sixteen gradu-
ate and undergraduate students were recruited with a selection protocol
based on their previous experience in international projects, personal moti-
vations, and interest in rural development (Table 3). Students were 87.5
percent women, their ages ranged 20-28, and were enrolled in the follow-
ing courses: International Cooperation on Human Rights and Intercultural
Heritage, International Relations and Diplomatic Affairs, Environmental
Science, Local and Global Development, Management of Social Economy:.

Instruments and analysis

Phase 1. Three focus groups were conducted with organizations’ represen-
tatives for rural communities” assets assessment. The assets mapping focus
group’s guide included: information about perceived needs, problems, and
difficulties of their rural communities; information about potential resources
and strengths; ideas and expectations for the RSL.

Phase 2. A focus group with site supervisors was conducted for the final
evaluation.

The evaluation focus group’s guide included: perceived strengths and
weaknesses, the relationship between site supervisors and students, and
possible development for rural communities. Each focus group was audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim, with previous informed consent by
participants, and lasted around 1 hour and 30 minutes. Data were analysed
using thematic analysis (Table 4), described as ‘a method for identifying,
analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data’ (Braun and Clarke,
2006, p. 79). The research team included two young researchers who listened
to audio recordings, cleaned transcriptions, and independently coded the
data in different stages. To ensure trustworthiness in the data analysis
process (Guba, 1981), the research team discussed codes and themes with
a senior researcher to identify how they connected with the data.

Moreover, field journals written by students as daily reports and reflec-
tions of the activities were included as part of the evaluative material and
analysed using thematic analysis.
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Results

The themes and codes that emerged from the analysis are presented in
Table 4.

Phase 1. Community mapping: a perspective from rural organizations

The process of assets mapping in rural communities amplified the voices
of community organizations’” members to express their needs and mainly
focus on their assets. We analysed them according to three codes that
reflect the main reported challenges: agro-environmental, socio-economic,
and anthropo-psychological (Table 5).

Agro-environmental Organizations’ representatives identified some
issues connected to the rural landscape, such as the lack of dwellings
caused by the territory’s characteristics (hills far from urban services), but
also the presence of several unexploited lands for agriculture and natural
parks, essential resources for community development of local tourism (e.g.
naturalistic, religious, and sportive) and agriculture.

The Apennine territory is significant for its liveability, traditional products, and
agriculture. Students would help identify latent questions and needs with a new
outlook to see, propose, and identify solutions and opportunities. (Focus group 1,
participant 8).

Socio-economic Organizations’ representatives shared the need to imple-
ment the agriculture labour market, considering agricultural activities to
improve and extend the local labour market to the national and international
levels. Second sector services are increasing and could represent a new path
to develop strategic partnerships to offer new services to the population.

This [the land] has favoured the condition for unique products to grow and be
known worldwide as DOP products. Biodiversity is one of our resources (Focus
group 1, Participant 5).

Some key services, such as libraries, school services, and women'’s health
services, are lacking and need to be implemented since they influence young
people’s and families’ decisions to stay in rural communities or move to

the city.

There are no services for individuals and families here. The demographic decline
has been going on for some time. We need to provide services to convince people
to stay, especially women and mothers who feel the lack of assistance the most.
(Focus group 2, Participant 3).

Third sector services like voluntary associations, recreational centres for
children and adolescents, cultural services and activities (e.g. the theatre),
and the tourist office could represent a resource.
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From the cultural and rural point of view, we have some potential. Linking diverse
projects on the territory might answer the community’s needs while supporting
the students’ learning (Focus group 2, Participant 3).

Anthropo-psychological From the participants’ account, the depopula-
tion phenomena of rural contexts can be contrasted with the presence of
young people. They could represent a resource for innovation in many pro-
ductive activities. Older adults could represent a resource as they preserve
the rural communities” history, traditions, and values (together with young
people they could create a connection between traditions and innovation).
Finally, migrants are recognized as a resource, being the new labour force.

Hospitality, acceptance, and the vivid connection to the tradition have
been reported as relevant values that can create a shared memory and a sense
of connection among rural community members.

As soon as you step into the principal square, you can feel a sense of hospitality.
We should work on that. Indeed, people remain here for the relationships they made
and because they can rely on others living well (Focus group 1, Participant 2).

Young people’s participation is relevant to attract more young people and
improve their engagement in the community, thus reinforcing youth’s sense
of belonging to rural territories and sense of shared identity.

A crucial need is to involve young people constructively. Young people are not
only resources per se, but they also generate a cascade effect connecting with other
youth (Focus group 2, Participant 4).

Participants defined social relationships among residents as good, genuine,
and spontaneous and reported a good quality of life given by living in nature
and harmony, thus feeling like a ‘big home” for all community members.

We must be a house for the community and integration, where people can be
united. We want to start up a place where activities can integrate. Thus, we
must think about territorial and economic integration and balance (Focus group
3, Participant 1).

Phase 2. Cooperating with local organizations for rural development
Co-designing SL projects SL Projects have been designed based on the
community organizations’ needs and assets (Table 6). Students were asked
to work on issues identified with the organizations, implement activities,
and offer their analysis and insights.

We present results from three SL assets-based projects (out of six projects
developed) involving students in the rural context as they have different
focuses and offer different strategies to support community development
(Table 7).
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Facilitating assets-based development 17

Creating a sustainable development strategy The rural organization Il
Pagliaio in Sarsina hosted two students who supported the multifunctional
farm educational activities targeting children. They developed proposals to
enlarge the organization’s activities, build on its local network, and connect
tradition with innovation. Students suggested that the farm could work
more on sustainability (recycling and permaculture) and become a rural
hub that creates environmental awareness among inhabitants (elders and
children). They claimed that:

[1t is needed] To strengthen the opportunities of the territory by enhancing the local
identity as part of the Romagna tradition. The goal is to remember and promote
local customs, which constitute a rich cultural potential, without eluding the need
to open to new horizons. (Student 2_Sarsina).

Finally, they suggested offering educational activities targeting children
in different languages (English or Spanish) and integrating environmental
and educational goals for children attending their laboratories with the
university students’ support.

Sharing stories, connecting genders, and generations The municipal
library in Santa Sofia hosted two university students in a research-based
SL project to investigate women’s work in the last 70 years and create a
shared history by involving citizens. Students collected citizens’ stories of
formal and informal community leaders through qualitative interviews.
They reported:

Non-structured interviews have been a winning strategy: people shared their sto-
ries more authentically, feeling at ease. Moreover, it made the time more enjoyable
and allowed us to better catch their feelings and emotions. (Student7_SantaSofia).

Students helped the municipal library create an exhibition open to citizens
based on the collected and analysed material.

Supporting organizational development The community organization
Via Romeo Germanica in Santa Sofia hosted two university students to
strengthen the local and national network by providing recommendations
on improving the communication and marketing strategy of the organiza-
tion. Students first analysed the organization’s structure (organization chart,
social relations, roles, tasks) and found that:

The organization presents a high potential for development, but its structure,
based on volunteers, hinders many actions and makes the administration more
complex. (Student3_SantaSofia).

Students proposed three strategies to the organization: adopting a work
simplification by sharing tasks and delegating responsibilities; improving
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the network with local stakeholders, such as public institutions, civil soci-
ety, and enterprises; promoting internal and external communication with
organizational units, community partners, and global networks.

Collaboration boosting change: strengths and challenges The evaluation
of the SL projects allowed the identification of different themes. While
community organizations focused more on strengths, students identified
different challenges.

Community organizations: new directions for rural development.

Site supervisors considered the whole experience as improving their
strengths and opening new perspectives on their role in the community.

It was the first time we hosted students. I am pleased with the experience. We have
spent time well, and the students did a good job. They have been very competent,
analysing the organization and suggesting ways to communicate with younger
people. I hope that this work does not end here. (SiteSupervisor_1).

Moreover, they focused on the importance of welcoming university students
to re-address their main goals and co-design RSL objectives.

When they arrived, students had a different idea of the service. We had a more
practical perspective. We presented the context and the library exhibition, sharing
thoughts on the women'’s work across the decades. They also had the opportunity to
interview key community representatives. We had an interesting discussion about
the evolution of women’s work. (SiteSupervisor_5).

Finally, the whole process and the projects proved that RSL had been a valu-
able tool for promoting social change and approaching things differently
based on the proposals.

This experience has made me grow. By giving continuity to this experience, we
can promote a tremendous cultural change, bringing together university and rural
communities. (SiteSupervisor_3).

Implementing systematically activities in the rural area could become an excellent
solution to bridge the gap between rural communities and the surrounding territo-
ries and plan and implement the best strategy together, relying on the considerable
skills of students, both at a cognitive and conceptual level. (SiteSupervisor_4).

Students’ perspective: Building relational and intergenerational bridges
Students reflected on and were aware of some processes and challenges
that rural communities must face and the formal and informal opportunities
given by social relationships. By focusing on specific issues, students gained
a perspective on the challenge of rural development, such as the need to
build relational bridges in the rural community and revitalize its social life.

I know that generation gap and emotional disconnection detachment dynamics,
associationism, openness, and youth contributions are common challenges in rural
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areas. I believed that relationships are essential in society, especially in small cities.
I leave with a stronger conviction. We need to create and maintain interpersonal
bonds, which are fundamental to building an effective network and keeping the
territory alive. (Student2_SantaSofia).

We have tried to act as a bridge to structure dialogue, and we have succeeded.
With time and dedication, we have structured a trusty relationship with citizens,
rewarding them and us. (Student2_Sarsina).

Connecting local and global (people and policies) Following the impor-
tance of maintaining relationships and partnerships, one student expressed
her awareness of the relevant link between policy and daily activities and
the connection between the European and local levels.

Only through the experience, we can understand the concrete application of
soft skills and the active role we can have within the community. Indeed, when
studying European agricultural policy, I will no longer think about the buildings
in which decisions are made. I will remember this experience and all the people
and farmers I met here. (Student1_Sarsina).

Supporting change by sharing different perspectives Students felt
involved while supporting the organization to open their views on the local
stakeholders’ role. Students” awareness underpinned reciprocal reflections
that led to a change of attitude and unveiled the treasures of rural
communities.

I think I have brought something and helped volunteers to reflect on themselves. In
turn, we [students] have become more aware of the situation. They have received
some fresh air. Hopefully, this ‘oxygenation’ will enable them to take steps in new
directions. (Student3_SantaSofia).

The community questioned itself The presence of external observers made the
organizations curious about our work. It allowed the participants to examine their
situation and actions. It was a consciousness exercise for all the involved parties.
(Student1_Santa Sofia).

Finally, they recognized the values, assets, and capabilities that rural
communities have and can be improved if actors at different levels take an
integrated action.

I am more aware of the richness of rural contexts: people, history, art, and nature.
There is great potential. St. Sofia values it well. (Student3_SantaSofia).
Discussion

This paper’s primary purposes were to explore and understand the partic-
ipatory process in Italian rural communities and engage rural community
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organizations in community development using SL. We involved different
community organizations in three rural areas developing a Rural Participa-
tory Process based on the theoretical framework of ABCD (Kretzmann and
McKnight, 1993).

Our first RQ was about identifying the assets and needs of rural commu-
nities. Our findings showed that the primary assets reported by community
organizations were not just about the environment and surrounding context
but also psychosocial factors. These were recognized as fundamental to revi-
talizing community relations, sense of belonging, and cultural identity, as
reported in the ABCD approach (Mathie and Cunningham, 2003). The ABCD
approach helped the rural community organizations switch perspectives on
their needs and resources, find new assets in building relationships with
university students (and instructors), and embrace potential changes while
respecting their organizational nature (structure, function, and activities).
Our results confirm that adopting a participatory process that allows rural
communities to reflect on their resources in the development is an innova-
tion that can offer new prospects for the development of LAPs, (Dax and
Oedl-Wieser, 2016) contrasting a tradition where bottom-up participation in
rural settings has been underused.

Our second RQ was about the potential role of SL in the enhancement of
community assets. Site supervisors perceived SL to improve and foster com-
munity relationships and networks, cultural identity, and a sense of belong-
ing while receiving new ideas from the students. They recognized that it is
possible to promote community development by working with educational
institutions providing learning experiences based in the rural community, a
solution that was proposed also by Miller (1995). The university-community
partnership created a favourable climate and positive relationships among
all actors involved, highlighting how partnerships are vital to the com-
munity development process and how to engage in a reciprocal exchange
(Jones et al., 2018). SL projects underpinned a reflection on implementing
more sustainable practices, offering new perspectives on activities, using
different languages, and adopting gender-balanced visions. In general, SL
supported rural communities to face challenges using (in)tangible assets and
valuing the community knowledge and experience as resources to mobilize,
in line with previous research (d’Arlach et al., 2009). The collaboration
between students and community organizations led community members
to share their stories, value historical and cultural memory, and recognize
informal community leaders, supporting a co-educational process, where
community organizations are active contributors (Compare et al., 2022). SL
project supported the organizational development, adapting the structure
to the contemporary context and agendas.
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Our third RQ aimed to investigate SL’s paths for rural development. Site
supervisors reported that SL was an opportunity to receive creative inputs
from students to improve new development strategies, emphasizing young
people’s role in bringing new ideas and concrete actions to be developed in
the specific rural context (Bodorkés and Pataki, 2009). SL represented a way
to amplify their resources within concrete projects by involving university
students.

The intensive format raised opportunities for community organizations
to have a reciprocal and constant exchange for recognizing their potential
for development and possible change, something needed in rural contexts
according to Jones ef al. (2018). Indeed, community members were encour-
aged to value their local resources and frame their problems and possible
solutions within a broader social, political, and cultural perspective. They
also recognized students’ role in critically analysing strengths and chal-
lenges. Developing SL projects in rural communities offered the opportunity
to reduce the distance between universities and communities.

The university-community partnership was constructed and maintained
during the whole process and was considered an opportunity to facilitate
the development of projects with new methods (i.e. SL) and involving young
people, as in previous research (Scott et al., 2020). On one side, community
organizations had the chance to reconsider youth’s contribution to their
organizations, recognizing the importance of leveraging intangible assets
as supportive factors of rural development and the variety of deployed
competencies when collaborating with people with different perspectives.
On the other side, community organizations experienced the costs of being
committed to a participatory process that require time and energy to start,
grow, and continue. The Covid-19 restrictions represented a challenge that
negatively influenced interactions with community members while building
the partnership.

Moreover, the level of participation of rural community organizations
was challenged by introducing a new approach (i.e. SL), encountering some
initial resistance. The partnership’s development process was slow, making
the transformation of ideas (from community resources) into practice (SL
projects) difficult for some local organizations and site supervisors due to
different levels of commitment. Beyond benefits and disadvantages, univer-
sity students (and academic staff) involvement was a fundamental step to
supporting rural community development by cooperating with community
organizations and facilitating rural development from the inside out.

Conclusion

Our study suggests that adopting the ABCD framework in rural areas opens
new perspectives for rural community development. Thus, the university
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is recognized as a catalyst for amplifying local communities’ voices and
empowering them (Bergdall, 2003). Indeed, implementing a SL assets-based
approach in rural communities provided opportunities for dialogue, col-
laboration, and participation through reflection and reciprocal trust (Shah
et al., 2018). Rural community organizations could discover their resources
and competencies and recognize the power of using these resources for
future changes. A successful partnership between the university and rural
communities promoted a proactive process for students, enabling them to
acknowledge their competencies by contributing to the community (Geller
et al., 2016).

Limits and strengths

Our study had essential strengths but also some limitations. The Rural
Participatory Process revealed some challenges in maintaining the partici-
pation of rural community organizations throughout the whole process. The
involvement of rural organizations was relevant to the assets-based com-
munity approach and the development and implementation of SL projects.
The lack of participation was sometimes a problem, and the role of LAG was
fundamental to stimulating organizations to participate. Moreover, the short
onsite time did not allow us to create deep contact with the contexts and
strong ties with community members and local stakeholders. The Covid-
19 pandemic constrained the SL experience and the level of involvement of
the rural community organizations. The contact with local communities was
reduced because of the national quarantine during the months that preceded
the Summer School, while maintaining physical distance partially limited
the onsite experience.

Finally, the evaluation considered a short-term period, and self-estimation
bias could have played a role. Follow-up studies of this kind of experience
could bring new insight into the impact of the SL projects implemented in
those communities.

Nevertheless, we think the whole process can represent a powerful model
to be applied and further implemented in other rural communities.

Recommendations

Our study can offer suggestions for SL and community psychology scholars,
rural communities, and policymakers. RSL is an effective strategy that
supports rural communities and students to discover new learning pro-
cesses through mutual reflection and collaboration. RSL strengthens the
importance of ‘getting out of the ivory tower’ of the university to deeply
being involved in the local contexts and adopting participative processes. It
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means that local communities should have a voice in the different phases of
project implementation by recognizing their power. Finally, policymakers
could rely on the importance of including different psychosocial, rural,
political, and educational actors in improving policy frameworks for rural
development and considering bottom-up approaches as a fundamental step
to addressing main rural challenges.
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