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Abstract 
Recent research [1], [2], [3] indicates that service learning, or community engagement is becoming 
more frequently implemented across educational contexts to help students and teachers find their 
place in the world, where they have power and agency, and where they can make a change. This 
paper spotlights a communit-E-ngagement project that was implemented in an online graduate 
program for Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) teacher candidates. The 
paper highlights how the communit-E-ngagement project helped enriched the online TESOL course, 
and assisted the teacher candidates to successfully work in translingual and transcultural spaces. The 
paper also includes a discussion of the benefits, limitations, and recommendations for improvement of 
the communit-E-ngagement project in an online learning environment. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In the early 1990s, Friedlander observed immigration’s profound effect on society and equated it to a 
demographic revolution; this effect was no more obvious than in our schools. Since then, many 
demographic revolutions have continued to take place in our schools [4].  The linguistically and 
culturally diverse population in U.S. public schools has grown 51% between 1995 and 2014 (U.S. 
News & World Report, January 5, 2016, “The Increase of Immigrant Students Tests Tolerance”), and 
almost every state in the U.S. possesses a history that includes a unique description of how 
immigrants have shaped the demographic landscape of the schools in that state over the past several 
decades. Because of the translingual and transcultural context in our schools, teachers are being 
called upon to work with growing numbers of multilingual and multicultural students enrolled in their 
classrooms or, “to operate in a globalized space where . . . exchanges will be increasingly plurilingual 
and pluricultural” [5]. This is now referred to as translanguaging [6], where multilingual, multicultural 
students and teachers engage in complex discursive processes to navigate and negotiate the 
language and content present in the classroom and to help facilitate the second language acquisition 
process. The complexity of the complex discursive process includes the ability to successfully enter 
other cultures, possess a nexus of language capacities, cross-cultural awareness, and knowledge 
about nations, cultures, and peoples, to name a few [7]. How do teachers develop the ability to 
participate effectively in this process? 

To effective navigate translingual and transcultural contexts, teachers should be afforded opportunities 
to develop skills beneficial to the local and global communities represented by the multilingual and 
multicultural students in their classrooms.  These skills can be developed by engaging in the local and 
global community. Community engagement provides teachers opportunities to gain the knowledge 
and skills they need to be successful in translingual and transcultural contexts, and, at the same time, 
provides services to the local communities and the global communities represented by the students in 
their classrooms. This paper presents a community engagement project implemented in an online 
Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) course for PK12, adult, higher education, 
and Teachers of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher candidates enrolled in a Master of Arts 
TESOL Program, and is an extension of the work presented in [8]. This paper highlights how the 
online community engagement, or communit-E-ngagement, project helped enriched the online MA 
TESOL teacher preparation course, and assisted the teacher candidates to successfully work in 
translingual and transcultural spaces. This paper also includes a discussion of the benefits, limitations, 
and recommendations for improvement of the communit-E-ngagement project in an online learning 
environment.  
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2 METHODOLOGY 
The objectives of the communit-E-ngagement project in the online TESOL course were twofold: 1) to 
prepare teacher candidates to be successful in translingual and transcultural contexts by gaining 
experience working with multilingual and multicultural learners; and 2) to provide teacher candidates 
the opportunity to apply TESOL and Second Language Writing (SLW) theory and methods when 
working with these learners. As a basis for the communit-E-ngagement project, I drew on the following 
components of a foundational definition of service-learning, or community engagement [9]: 1) learning 
through a cycle of action and reflection as teachers worked with multilingual and multicultural learners; 
2) applying what the teachers were learning in the online course to their work with English Language 
Learners (ELLs) (also, English as a Second Language (ESL) and immigrant students) in their 
communities ; and 3) self-reflecting on achieving both real objectives for the community of ELLs (ESL 
and immigrant students) and their families, and achieving a deeper understanding and skills as 
teacher candidates.  Moreover, since our course was entirely online, I incorporated the pedagogy of 
communit-E-ngagement, which is a combination of: 1) traditional service-learning, or community 
engagement, where pedagogy and service are conducted face-to-face, and 2) an e-learning approach, 
where communication is conducted via technology [10].  The advantage of service-learning, or 
community engagement, in an online environment allows for the expansion of service from local to 
global engagement.    

Eight PK12, adult, higher education, and Teachers of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teacher 
candidates enrolled in the online TESOL course participated in the communit-E-ngagement project.  
Prior to the start of the project, the teacher candidates completed a questionnaire and provided 
information about their language backgrounds, any experiences they had acquiring a second 
language, and any prior experiences they may have had working with multilingual and multicultural 
learners (see Table 1 below).  

Table 1.  Communit-E-Ngagement Pre-Project Questionnaire [11]. 

1. What is your native language? 

2. What other languages do you speak? 

3. What is your ethnicity? 

4. What experiences have you had working with language 
learners either in a U.S. context or abroad? 

5. How prepared do you feel to work with students who are 
learning English as another language? 

6. What have you learned about working with students who 
are learning English as another language? 

Results from the pre-project questionnaire revealed five of the participants had some experience 
working with multilingual and multicultural learners, and three did not have any. Moreover, more than 
half of the teacher candidates reported they felt only somewhat prepared to work with these learners 
once they graduate. The results revealed the teacher candidates were not as well prepared to work 
with these learners as they believed they could be, and they wanted to know how to prepare to do so. 
One teacher candidate stated, “What’s most challenging is learning enough about the language and 
culture of multilingual and multicultural learners to incorporate them into the classroom.”  These results 
strongly suggested that the teacher candidates in the online course would benefit from working with 
multilingual and multicultural learners prior to finishing their program of study, and that a community 
engagement project would benefit them. Moreover, research shows that community engagement 
linked to academic study is an effective teaching tool [12].  Thus, a community engagement 
component was incorporated into an online MA TESOL course to strengthen the teacher candidates’ 
learning experiences by having them engage with multilingual and multicultural learners and, at the 
same time, meet the linguistic needs of this population in the various translingual and transcultural 
communities that were represented in their classrooms [9].  
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2.1 Project Implementation  
At the beginning of the online course, the communit-E-ngagement project requirements were posted 
online and introduced to the teacher candidates. These requirements included the candidates 
completing the following tasks: 1) finding a community agency that provided the teacher candidates 
with a multilingual and multicultural student to work with locally and globally from the middle to the end 
of the course; 2) keeping a weekly critical reflection journal about the teacher candidates communit-E-
ngagement experience with their multilingual learners and posting these journal entries to the online 
discussion board for the course for the classmates and course professor to read and respond to; and 
3) completing a twenty page critical reflection paper of the teacher candidates’ communit-E-
ngagement experience focusing specifically on  how the teacher candidates engaged in the local and 
global communities of the multilingual and multicultural students they worked with, and posting this 
online for classmates and the professor to read and respond to. During the first half of the semester, 
the participants used the Communit-E-Ngagement Project Log (see Table 2 below) to record 
demographic information about their multilingual and multicultural learners, such as students’ names, 
native language, and English proficiency level. In addition to students’ demographic information, the 
teacher candidates recorded the number of hours they worked with their students, the work they 
accomplished, and the teaching strategies they utilized.   

Table 2.  Communit-E-Ngagement Project Log. 

 

The teacher candidates then critically reflected on their communit-E-ngagement experiences by 
responding to a series of open-ended prompts about their: 1) work with multilingual and multicultural 
students; 2) lesson descriptions; 3) language teaching and learning theories and strategies; and 4) 
assessment (see Fig. 1 below).   
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Figure 1. Communit-E-Ngagement Critical Reflection Questions [11]. 

Analyses and interpretations of the data collected were triangulated, incorporating feedback and 
insights from: 1) the pre-study questionnaire; 2) the weekly online discussion reflections about the 
teacher candidates’ communit-E-ngagement experiences; and 3) their culminating communit-E-
ngagement projects. Data were systematically counted, coded, and categorized for emergent themes 
and patterns regarding the benefits of communit-E-ngagement, as reported by the participants, as well 
as the effects communit-E- ngagement had on the teacher candidates [13].    

3 RESULTS  
Results from the study of the communit-E-ngagement project implemented in the online TESOL 
course highlight an alternative and innovative way of preparing teacher candidates to work with 
multilingual and multicultural learners in translingual and transcultural spaces. Because of the 
communit-E-ngagement project, the teacher candidates had the opportunity to work with multilingual 
and multicultural learners across various educational contexts, such as in public schools, universities 
and colleges, and community-based programs, as well as within local and global communities. The 
teacher candidates engaged with twelve multilingual and multicultural students who spoke a variety of 
languages such as Arabic, Mandarin, Portuguese, Somali, Spanish, and Taiwanese, and they 
completed a variety of tasks. 

The communit-E-ngagement projects gave the teacher candidates an opportunity to experience 
working in a global context where multiple languages and cultures were present, and allowed them the 
opportunity to develop knowledge about the world and skills to collaborate across linguistic and 
cultural boundaries, and value, respect, and understand those with differing ideas and opinions from 
their own, which is necessary to be successful in a global society [7]. 

The results of the data analysis of the teacher candidates’ critical reflections showed they were 
overwhelmingly positive about the communit-E-ngagement work they completed with their multilingual 
and multicultural students.  Three of the most frequently reported benefits of the communit-E-
ngagement project were: 1) It provided the opportunity for teacher candidates to connect the content 
of their online course in practice to meeting the needs in the local and global communities they were 
invited to be a part of.; 2) The project assisted the teacher candidates in focusing in on meeting real 
objectives for the local and global communities and the learners and their families in those 
communities; and 3) Carrying out the project made the teacher candidates feel empowered by the 
work they were doing in the communities. Often in the online course the teacher candidates reported 
feeling isolated from the teaching and learning process. However, with the implementation of a 
communit-E-ngagement project, the teacher candidates found themselves connected to local and 
global communities they were invited to be a part of. Teaching and learning were also taking place 
within these local and global communities, and it was connected to what the teacher candidates were 
learning in their online course. 

2254



	  

The most frequently reported effect the communit-E-ngagement experience had on the teacher 
candidates was providing them the opportunity to connect the content of their online course in practice 
to meeting the needs in the local and global communities they were invited to be a part of.  The critical 
reflections the teacher candidates kept while carrying out their communit-E-ngagement projects 
revealed examples of their observations and new understandings about multilingual and multicultural 
learners.  For example, one of the teacher candidates observed, “Connecting and implementing 
practical lessons for students has been a welcomed experience after spending so much time reading 
and writing about the theory regarding these learners and their language acquisition for our course.” In 
addition to seeing the connection between theory and practice in their communit-E-ngagement 
projects, teacher candidates also reported the necessity of having a communit-E-ngagement 
experience.  One teacher candidate, feeling isolated from a traditional classroom experience, wrote, 
““Graduate students in an online learning environments, especially, need opportunities to gain as 
much experience and exposure as possible in global contexts.” 

The second most frequently reported effect of the communit-E-ngagement project on the teacher 
candidates was achieving real-life objectives for the local and global communities they became a part 
of either personally or virtually and for the learners and families in those communities.  For example, 
one of the teacher candidates reported helping her learner complete a college application. 
Consequently, her learner was accepted to the college she applied to. The student, who received help 
with her college application and was accepted to college, was moved by the help she received from 
the teacher candidate through her communit-E-ngagement project. Consequently, she now has 
started her own community engagement work at a Somali Bantu refugee non-for-profit agency, 
providing homework help to students. Another teacher candidate reported on a need in the community 
where he was engaged -- tutoring English as a Second Language (ESL) students in an adult learning 
center, and recognizing two needs. He wrote, “I have realized how urgent the need for ESL free 
classes is. And that they have good volunteers in other subjects, but are very limited with [good] ESL 
instructors, even though they receive requests from immigrants and other groups to learn English.” 

The third most frequently reported effect of the communit-E-ngagement project was carrying out the 
project made the teacher candidates feel empowered by the work they were doing in the communities.    
Many of the candidates reported, “Through this project, I am grateful to learn that I truly enjoy working 
in this context, with multilingual and multicultural learners.”  Others stated, in response to being invited 
to be a part of local and global communities, that “they wanted to give back”. This might have been 
because they didn’t necessarily feel truly connected to a teaching and learning community in the 
online course, and saw that the true teaching and learning in the online course took place in the 
communities they were invited into outside of the course. The online course provided the teacher 
candidates with the social and cultural capital [14] they needed to gain entrée into these communities. 
However, it was within these local and global communities where the teacher candidates were able to 
truly learn.    

By examining the most frequently reported effects of the communit-E-ngagement projects the teacher 
candidates carried out in the online course, and by looking critically at the effects less-frequently 
reported, I found the communit-E-ngagement projects connected teacher candidates to teaching and 
learning communities outside of the online course, and provided teacher candidates opportunities to 
discover real-life needs in their local and global communities and ways to meet these needs. The 
completion of the project also empowered the candidates regarding the work they were doing with 
multilingual and multicultural students in their communities.    

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Even though the teacher candidates were overwhelmingly positive about the online communit-E-
ngagement project they completed with their multilingual and multicultural students, there are aspects 
of the project that need to be re-designed for the project to be more effective.  One of the major 
limitations of this project was the fact that it was small scale in nature.  There were only eight 
participants, and it only included twelve multilingual/multicultural students.  However, because this was 
the first time for implementing the project, this is the shape that it took.  When the project is 
implemented in the future, it will be done so on a much larger scale, i.e. with more participants and 
engagement with a greater number of multilingual/multicultural students. Moreover, it will include an 
examination of the effects that the communit-E-ngagement project had on the multilingual and 
multicultural students, rather than just focusing on the effects the project had on the teacher 
candidates.  
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Even though this was a small-scale study and the results of it are limited, the benefits of it are that it 
provides a building block for a much larger study of the incorporation of communit-E-ngagement 
projects in online classes. Using this project as a basis for future online communit-E-ngagement, we 
can conclude that while there are limitations and drawbacks to an online communit-E-ngagement 
initiative, by getting teacher input for the construction of the project may help this type of initiative to 
evolve into a teaching methodology for future teachers working in translingual and transcultural 
spaces.  
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