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Abstract

Overview: Community-based learning projects are
experiential learning tools that promote skill
development and support the integration of theoretical
and clinical experiences for students. Their role,
however, in speech-language pathology (SLP)
education remains underexplored.

Purpose: This quality improvement (QI) study
examined the attitudes and learning experiences of
graduate SLP students who participated in a 6-week
community-based choral singing program for adults
with neurogenic communication impairment.

Methods: Sixteen graduate SLP students participated
in a choral rehearsal and wrote guided reflections
addressing personal growth, educational development,
professional development, and civic learning. The
prompts were informed by the DEAL and ICE
frameworks. Qualitative data were analyzed using
iterative coding to identify recurring themes.

Results: The research team identified 5 central

themes: 1) personal and clinical skill development, 2)
advocacy, 3) connection, 4) assumptions and stigma, 5)
social and community engagement. The students
expressed positive attitudes toward community-based
projects and described the activity as a valued
component of their educational training.

Conclusions: As a QI initiative, this project
demonstrates how community-based projects can
support SLP curricula by enhancing student learning,
fostering empathy toward patients and their caregivers,
and promoting professional competencies essential for
clinical practice. These preliminary findings underscore
the potential value of integrating experiential,
community-based projects into SLP education.

Overview

In the education and clinical training of graduate
students in speech-language pathology  (SLP)
programs, instructional methods often involve
imparting scientific knowledge and technical skills
through didactic or hands-on instruction, and periodic
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assessment of student learning. In health-professions
education, technical skills (eg, diagnostic procedures,
treatment techniques) are often distinguished from
non-technical skills (eg, counseling, cultural humility,
professionalism). While both domains are critical,
traditional curricula tend to emphasize technical skill
development, leaving fewer structured opportunities
for non-technical skill development. The development
of non-technical skills, such as counseling and
communication, however, may best be supported
through experiential learning opportunities that require
the application of these skills in real-life experiences."”

Although students begin developing non-technical
skills during clinical rotations, community-based
learning can provide intentional opportunities to
practice these skills prior to, or alongside, clinical
placements. Importantly, these experiential learning
opportunities serve as a bridge between their
classroom learning and clinical rotations, offering
students the chance to apply professional
competencies  in  community-based  settings.
Community-based projects, although sometimes
conflated with service-learning, are collaborative
partnerships designed to meet community needs while

simultaneously enriching student learning,.

BENEFITS OF HUMANITIES-
BASED COMMUNITY PROGRAMS

Community programs contribute positively to the
communities they serve, fostering mutual benefits
through improved service delivery and stronger
community relationships. Many community-based
initiatives in SLP intersect with the humanities, such as
music and art, which have long been recognized as
powerful modalities for supporting both therapeutic
outcomes™ and the development of students’

professional identity and values.” Humanities-based
experiences encourage students to engage with human
expression and identity, thereby deepening their sense
of empathy, cultural humility, and patient-centered
communication.*” In this way, humanities-informed
community projects, such as choral singing, extend
beyond technical skill-building to enrich graduate
students’ holistic professional development.

Integrating a community-based approach into the SLP
curricula is also consistent with “person-centered
health care,” a policy framework proposed by the
World Health Organization, which supports the
integration of community-based training into allied
health education.?

SLP STUDENTS AND
COMMUNITY-BASED PROJECTS

In physical therapy education programs, students have
reported positive attitudes toward community-based
projects, describing these experiences as valuable
components of their early practice-based learning.”"
Such projects have been shown to enhance
professional values such as altruism, compassion, and
integrity,'' and deepen the students’ appreciation for
interprofessional relationships, patient perspectives,

and the influence of real-life contexts on care.'”

While the use of community-based projects has been
explored in medical and other allied health

P34 it remains understudied in  SLP

professions,
education. Emerging work in this area has begun to
address this gap, with recent findings indicating that
community-based practice can foster professional
competencies and provide opportunities for students
to apply clinical knowledge in authentic, community-

centered contexts."
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The rationale for this project is grounded in Kolb’s
Experiential Learning Theory,'® which posits that
knowledge is created through experience. By
embedding such experiences in the curriculum,
programs can create intentional opportunities for
students to integrate practical, interpersonal, and
academic learning. In this project, graduate SLP
students engaged in Kolb’s stage of reflective

observation,'®

critically examining their experiences
with a community-based choir to deepen their
understanding of motor speech disorders and voice

impairment and inform their future clinical practice.

Purpose

The present study examined the attitudes and learning
experiences of graduate SLP students following their
involvement in a community-based choral singing
group. The choir was designed for adults with
neurological impairments, including Parkinson's
disease, traumatic brain injury, dementia, and post-
stroke aphasia, to help mitigate the social isolation
commonly experienced after diagnosis.'”" In recent
years, the use of choral singing to promote physical and
psychosocial ~ well-being has gained increasing
attention, with studies reporting increased social
connectedness, improved mood, and greater
engagement among participants with Parkinson’s

20-24 25 traumatic brain

disease, post-stroke aphasia,
injury,” and dementia.”’** In addition to these benefits,
community-based initiatives, such as choral singing,
provide graduate students with experiential learning
opportunities that extend traditional educational
training, fostering professional competencies and

awareness of the broader role of SLP professionals.

Methods

This project aligns with the 2024 American Speech-
Language-Hearing Association —strategic pathway,
which includes the transition to a competency-based
education framework to improve the professional skills
and the quality of care provided by SLP practitioners.

ETHICAL OVERSIGHT

This project was conducted as part of a course-based
educational improvement initiative and aligned with
the Standards for Quality Improvement Reporting
Excellence (SQUIRE) guidelines® for quality
improvement (QI) reporting. At the time of data
collection, the activity was not classified as human
subjects’ research under institutional policy and did not
require review by an internal review board. All student
reflections were collected for internal program
evaluation, subsequently de-identified, and analyzed
for themes relevant to pedagogical development. No
identifiable student information is reported.

STUDENT PARTICIPANTS

Sixteen first-year graduate students enrolled in the SLP
program at an American Speech-Language-Hearing
Association-accredited university voluntarily
participated in this project. Participation in the
community-based choral singing group was not a
course requirement, nor was it linked to course credit.
Students elected to participate as part of a program-

supported experiential learning opportunity.

At the time of their involvement, the students were
concurrently enrolled in courses on voice and motor
speech disorders. Student participation in the
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community-based choir was strategically integrated
into the curriculum to bridge their theoretical
knowledge of voice and motor speech disorders with
practical clinical experience.

CHORAL PROGRAM OVERVIEW

The choir in this program was formed through
collaboration between the graduate SLP program and
local community organizations. Recruitment targeted
adults with neurological communication impairments
and their caregivers, with participation framed as
voluntary and recreational.

Group members varied in their prior musical
backgrounds, and most consistently attended the 6-
week program. The program was developed to:

e TFoster social engagement and a sense of
community  among  individuals  with

neurological disorders.

e Provide graduate students with a hands-on,
community-based learning experience aligned
with their coursework in voice and motor
speech disorders.

Choir members and graduate students attended weekly
rehearsals at a community-based center. Choir
members included caregivers, and persons with
Parkinson’s disease, post-stroke aphasia, dementia, and
traumatic brain injury. Each rehearsal included
breathing and vocal exercises, unison singing, and two-
part harmonies. The choir was led by an SLP
practitioner with expertise in voice disorders and
professional vocal training.

STUDENT REFLECTIONS

Due to student interest and site-level capacity
constraints, each student attended one choir rehearsal
during the 6-week program and submitted a one-page
written reflection within 48 hours of participation.
Reflection prompts were structured using the
Describe, Examine, Articulate Learning (DEAL) and
Ideas, Connections, Extensions (ICE) frameworks to
guide students to critically analyze their experiences in
relation to personal growth, academic knowledge,
professional competencies, and civic engagement.

FRAMEWORK AND REFLECTION
PROMPTS

This project was grounded in experiential and
transformative learning theories.

Experiential learning emphasizes the importance of
authentic, real-world experiences in fostering
professional development.

Transformative learning extends this by encouraging
learners to question their assumptions, reconsider prior
perspectives, and adopt new perspectives that may
shape their professional identity.”

Together, these frameworks guided the design of our
reflection activity, which aimed not only to encourage
students to describe their experiences, but also to
challenge their assumptions about individuals with
voice and motor speech disorders.

To operationalize these frameworks, we used 2
established reflection models: the DEAL” model and
the ICE” model. The DEAL model encourages
students to critically analyze their experiences through
prompts that guide them to Describe, Examine, and
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Articulate their Learning. This approach goes beyond
summarization, prompting students to reflect within a
framework of specific learning objectives. The ICE
model was incorporated to support transformative
learning as it prompts students to identify their ideas
(Ideas); connect them with prior knowledge or
experiences (Connections); and extend their learning
into new contexts (Extensions). Together, these
models provided complementary scaffolding that
encouraged students to engage with their experience,
connect the experience to academic and professional
knowledge, and consider how these insights might
shape their evolving professional identity.

Students were guided by the following reflection
prompts:

e What expectations/assumptions did you enter
the experience with? (ICE)

e What specific elements of your academic
training (theories, concepts, ideas, readings,
models, etc.) relate to this experience? (ICE)

e [Express what you learned from this
experience. (DEAL)

e What are your thoughts on the role of the
speech-language pathologist in developing and
supporting community engagement and well-
being? (DEAL)

e Describe the personal and/or professional
skills that you would like to develop in light of
the experience. (ICE, DEAL)

MANUAL CODING OF STUDENT
REFLECTIONS

The analysis of student reflections followed a
structured analytic approach involving data reduction,
data grouping, and the formation of concepts.” Two
graduate research assistants, in an advanced year of
study, independently reviewed all reflections and
conducted preliminary coding to identify core ideas.
To reduce potential bias, the graduate research
assistants did not participate in the choir sessions, and
they did not have interaction with the student
participants.

Through data grouping, these core ideas were
organized into preliminary clusters that highlighted
patterns and potential themes across reflections.
During this phase, the research team observed that the
themes naturally clustered into 2 domains:

1. Students’ reflections on their own growth and
skill development as future clinicians.

2. Their observations about the experiences and
needs of the community participants.

These domains were subsequently labeled dnician-
centered and  patient-centered themes, respectively. All
coded data were reviewed against this framework to
ensure internal consistency, and consensus was
reached among the coding team that this categorization
best reflected the balance between student learning
outcomes and participant-centered insights.

From this process, 5 key themes were identified across
the 2 domains. To ensure the reliability and rigor of
these findings, a third independent coder reviewed the
data and engaged in confirmatory coding. Any
disagreements about theme assignment were resolved
through consensus discussions; an audit trail of coding
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decisions was maintained.

Results

Qualitative analysis of the 16 student reflections
yielded 5 overarching themes, which were organized
into 2 primary domains: clinician-centered and patient-
centered (Table 1).

The clinician-centered domain included themes of:
e Personal and clinical skill development
e Advocacy
e Connection
e Assumptions and stigma.
The patient-centered domain encompassed:

e Social and community engagement.

Representative student quotes are provided in Table 1
(Appendix A) to illustrate each theme within its
respective domain.

PERSONAL AND CLINICAL SKILL
DEVELOPMENT

Through their participation in the choir, the graduate
SLP students engaged directly with individuals affected
by neurological impairment and described how these
encounters deepened their understanding of the real-
life challenges faced by this population. Many

described “feeling more confident” in their ability to
interact with individuals with communication disorders
and noted a stronger sense of self-awareness as a
developing clinician. Students also emphasized how
the experience “helped [them]| see things from the

patient’s perspective.”

Students noted growth in their communication skills,
particularly in active listening and adapting interactions
to meet the needs of others. They emphasized the
value of flexibility when navigating unexpected
challenges, which were routinely observed during
choral rehearsals. Collectively, these experiences
illustrate how community-based learning may not only
foster clinical skill development, but also support the
personal and professional growth of future SLP
practitioners.

ADVOCACY

Students identified advocacy as a key learning outcome
of the choir project. In their reflections, they described
how  working  alongside  individuals  with
communication impairment not only increased their
awareness of communication and participation barriers
but also highlighted the broader role of SLP
practitioners. Several students noted that the
experience “opened [their] eyes to the importance of
speaking up for patients” and reinforced the idea that
clinicians are also advocates for inclusion and
accessibility. Students emphasized that advocacy was
emerging as an integral part of their professional

identities.

These responses demonstrate how participation in
community-learning projects may play an important
role in shaping compassionate, client-centered
clinicians who are committed to advancing equity and
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inclusivity within their future practice.

CONNECTION

Through these community experiences, the students
observed firsthand the importance of building strong,
meaningful connections not only with clients, but also
with their families and support systems. In their
reflections, many students emphasized how forming a
bond with clients and their families deepened their
understanding of the broader support networks that
influence  communication  outcomes.  Students
recognized that effective therapy extends beyond
individual interactions to include family, community,
and cultural dynamics, noting that these connections
“make therapy more personal and impactful.” They
also highlighted the value of collaboration and peer
support, describing how working together in the choir
“reminded [them] that we are all part of a bigger team.”

Overall, students emphasized that engaging with
clients in a non-clinical, community setting deepened
their appreciation of the socio-cultural contexts
shaping communication, and reinforced the
importance of trust and rapport as foundations of
effective care.

ASSUMPTIONS AND STIGMA

Students reflected that the choir experience challenged
their ~ assumptions  about  individuals  with
communication impairments. Many acknowledged
entering the project with misconceptions and
described how direct interaction with participants
“changed the way I think about people with
communication  disorders.” Several emphasized

learning to see clients beyond their impairments,

noting that the experience “helped [them] see the
person first, not just the disorder.”

As educators, we interpreted this theme as evidence
that experiential learning may provide a context for
students to examine and transform attitudes that might
otherwise perpetuate stigma in clinical practice.
Collectively, these insights underscore the potential for
community-based learning to reduce stigma, cultivate
respect, and foster more patient-centered approaches

to care.

SOCIAL AND COMMUNITY
ENGAGEMENT

Students reflected on how the choir experience
connected their learning to broader issues of social
responsibility and civic engagement. Many students
described the choir as not only an opportunity to apply
their professional skills, but also as a way to “give back
to the community” and contribute to the participants’
well-being.  Many  students emphasized that
participation in the choir reinforced their belief that
SLP practitioners play an important role in promoting
inclusivity, fostering social participation, and engaging
in interdisciplinary collaboration. These reflections
highlight how students began to situate their
professional identity within a larger civic framework,
with one student noting “it showed me that being an
SLP [practitioner] means being part of something
bigger than the clinic.”

Discussion

Through their reflections, the students highlighted 5
interrelated themes (personal and clinical skill
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development, advocacy, connection, assumptions and
stigma, and social and community engagement) which
align with the core professional competencies for the
SLP field. As educators, we viewed this experiential
project as a valuable opportunity for students to
connect their classroom knowledge with the human
aspects of clinical care.

These preliminary findings suggest that participation in
community-based projects, such as choral singing, can
extend learning beyond the classroom and foster the
non-technical competencies essential to professional
practice. Embedding structured, humanities-informed
experiences into graduate training may enrich
education, strengthen community partnerships, and
prepare clinicians who are culturally responsive and
attuned to the broader contexts of care.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

Several study limitations are acknowledged. First,
participation in the community-based choir was
voluntary and limited in scope, with some students
attending only a single rehearsal.

As a result, the depth of experiential exposure was
constrained, and outcomes may differ for students
engaged in longer or repeated community-based
experiences.

Second, data collection relied exclusively on students’
written reflections. While reflective writing offers
valuable insights into students’ perceptions, the use of
self-reported data can be influenced by external
factors, such as differences in writing ability and
expressive language skills, and perceived course
expectations.

In addition, although steps were taken to ensure coding
reliability through independent review and consensus,
qualitative analysis remains inherently interpretive.
Future studies should triangulate student reflections
with additional data sources, such as faculty
observations, community participant feedback, or
interviews, to provide a more comprehensive
perspective and strengthen the credibility of the
findings.

Third, the sample was limited to a single cohort of 16
female, first-year graduate students from one
university, which limits the generalizability of the
results to other training programs and more diverse
student populations.

Finally, the project was designed as a quality-
improvement initiative within an academic program
and not as a longitudinal research study; thus, the
findings do not address the long-term impact on
students’ non-technical skill development.

Future research should address these limitations by
incorporating multi-institutional samples, recruiting
diverse student cohorts, extending participation across
multiple sessions, and including perspectives from
additional stakeholders such as faculty, supervisors,
and community members. Longitudinal follow-up
could also explore whether early community-based
experiences contribute to measurable changes in
professional competencies.

Conclusions

In summary, our qualitative analysis suggests that
community-based programming holds promise for
supporting the personal and professional development
of graduate SLP students. Continued exploration of
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experiential learning opportunities is warranted to
better understand how such initiatives contribute to
preparing socially-responsible clinicians. The themes
identified in this study highlight the importance of
further examining how community-based experiences
can be meaningfully integrated into SLP education to
enhance student learning, improve service delivery,
and support our community.
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Appendix A:

Table 1. Emergent Themes from Manual Content Analysis: Student and Patient-Centered Themes

Clinician-Centered
Themes

Concept

Sample Comment

Personal & Clinical
Skill Development

Confidence building

"The experience left me with a newfound
confidence in communicating with both caregivers
and patients" (student 4)

Scope of responsibility

“Experiences such as this one educate me on just
how much SLPs can do, and the many roles they
can take on.” (student 12)

“I believe SLPs play a vital role in cultivating
community engagement. By connecting people in
similar situations, we can provide them with
support and the chance to build friendships with
others who truly understand their struggles”
(student 14)

Clinician adaptability

"I liked how choir director adapted her directions
and let everyone sing in the octave and range that
they felt confident in. I see the importance of being
adaptable with our clients and meeting them where
they are at" (student 15)

“Watching the director patiently repeat instructions
when the group didn’t get the notes right reminded
me how important patience and encouragement are
in clinical practice.” (student 14)

Previous knowledge
base

“Completing the breathing and vocal warmups
during choir practice directly connected to what
we learned in class about breath and voice work.”
(student 1)

“Singing is a form of automatic or non-
propositional speech that is sometimes still intact
for patients with non-fluent aphasia. I remembered
learning about this in class, and it made sense
when I saw how the choir members were able to
sing fluently.” (student 3)

Advocacy

Importance of
community

“It is crucial for us to advocate for our profession
since many people believe we only aid with
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engagement beyond
clinical practice

speech, yet being a speech therapist entails much
more.” (student 16)

“Not only are these sessions great for therapy
goals, but they create a community that is also
beneficial for the mental and emotional health of
these individuals. We need to advocate for people
coming together and engaging with each other”
(student 1)

Rapport building
between students and
clients

“This experience taught me the importance of
making connections and building rapport with
patients. At the end of the day, these are not just
patients, they are people.” (student 5)

Connection Empathy “This experience taught me the importance of
seeing people beyond their deficits and
appreciating the joy and effort they bring.”

(student 11)
Seeing the patient "I think this choir showed me the significance in
beyond their deficits | seeing the whole person not just what we are trying

Assumptions &
Stigma

to accomplish." (student 10)

Variability in clinical
Ssymptoms

"I was surprised by how independent they were
because this has not been my experience with
individuals with neurological impairments in the
past." (student 13)

“I assumed the adults at the choral session would
be unmotivated or inattentive. I learned instead
that they were really excited and willing to seek
treatment.” (student 12)

“Before this, I had only worked with neurological
patients in acute care, where many couldn’t walk
or talk. The choir showed me a completely
different side of this population that I never
expected to see.” (student 11)

Patient-Centered

Concept Sample Comment
Themes
Social & Community | Quality of Life "Working with a patient and their family, friends or
Engagement caregivers is also essential to improving their well-
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being, allowing therapy to be transferred to the
home environment." (student 14)

Sense of purpose "Seeing them excited that there were so many
students involved and active in their therapy was
very rewarding and heartwarming." (student 11)

Empowering families | "Witnessing the impact of our shared experiences,
I realized the significance of providing a platform
for these families to connect with others who
understand their struggles." (student 4)

“These groups are beneficial for the patients but
also the caregivers. Being able to talk with
someone who understands your struggles can be
comforting.” (student 14)

Building confidence | "I was very happy to see adults with neurological
disorders attending the practice. It not only helped
them with their voice, but it also allowed them to be
a part of the community. I love how they looked
happy to be there and confident in their own skin."
(student 7)
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