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Courses: Humanitarian Emergency Management –  
Refugee Service – Academic Global Immersion Program

Community Partners: Jesuit Refugee Service (JRS-int), 
Centro Astalli (JRS-Italy), Caritas Roma, UN Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR-Italy), Save the Children - Italy, 
Doctors Without Borders (MSN-Italy), Community of 
Sant’Egidio, Refugee Transition, Catholic Charities San 
Francisco, Upwardly Global, Center for Empowering 
Refugees and Immigrants (CERI)

Describe your community-engaged course.

The Academic Global Immersion Program in Rome- 
Italy (#AGIRome) is an international component of the 
community engagement program on refugee and forced 
migration management at USF. The program started in 
2014 to serve community-based organizations engaged in 
refugee service, forced migration policies and anti-human 
trafficking. It was designed for graduate students in the 
Master of Nonprofit Administration (MNA) and later 
extended also to public administration (MPA), business ad-
ministration (MBA), organizational development (MSOD) 
and Migration Studies (MIMS). The AGI-Rome includes 
both global and local community-based organizations that 
can benefit and connect with our programs and consulting 
services. In the San Francisco Bay Area, we work with local 

organizations like Refugee Transition, Catholic Charities, 
Upwardly Global, and the Center for Empowering Refugees 
and Immigrants (CERI) to improve their management 
effectiveness and share their work in an annual MNA 
symposium called USF4freedom. Students primarily learn 
from experts, practitioners and refugees in Europe but  
also use this transformational experience to shape their 
understanding here in San Francisco, reflect on these 
issues in their professional and personal networks, and 
provide services to partnering organizations through  
their management studies and competencies.

What have been the positive outcomes or impacts of your 
course for students and community (partners)?

For students, the AGI-Rome program has been impactful to 
understand the complexity of forced migration and how 
adequate policies for welcoming, protecting, promoting and 
integrating can be beneficial to our economies, communities 
and also security. They have shared this information through 
infographics, projects, conferences and publications such as 
those presented at the Jesuit Universities Humanitarian 
Action Network (JUHAN) held at the College of the Holy 
Cross (Worcester, MA) in June 2017. Students have 
published their studies on human trafficking and others have 
shared their infographics with partnering nonprofit organiza-
tions who use them for educational programs and 
marketing. When students come back from the internation-
al immersion they work collaboratively with local com- 
munity-based organizations, NGOs as well as social 
enterprises, to organize with me an annual conference 
focused on a specific topic connected to the course.  
The experience of engaging local community around 
cross-sector solutions to migration integration, refugee 
protection and human trafficking prevention are shared  
in the USF4freedom.org website. Students also share their 
personal and professional perspectives during the 
international experiential learning immersion in the blog 
agirome.blogspot.com. Here some of them share how the 
audience with Pope Francis in the Vatican and his message 
for refugee and migrant rights is impacting them beyond 
religious beliefs. 

For community-based organizations, we have been 
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contributing to their need to improve their marketing 
material and social media messages, and for assessing  
and preparing the organization’s capacity to measure their 
social impact. We have been doing this by selecting follow 
up projects where our students, guided by our expert 
faculty, engage with organizations like JRS and CERI to 
develop logic models, identify appropriate indicators and 
build dashboards to help their directors and administrators 
monitor their performance. Our contribution may be small, 
but it is a significant response to the needs of our selected 
partnering organization so that they can advance their 
professional capacity to serve society effectively in the 
delicate fields of refugees, migrants and victims of human 
trafficking. The partnership with selected nonprofit 
organization goes beyond this course. It is usually inte- 
grated into other experiential learning courses of the MNA 
program like the Practicum and the Capstone, which offer 
these organization a more in-depth analysis and reporting on 
social impact analysis and nonprofit data analysis. See some 
examples from the MNA blog usfblogs.usfca.edu/nonprofit.

What has been the greatest challenge or dilemma you’ve 
experienced while teaching your course? If you have 
addressed this challenge, how did you do so? If not, what are 
the barriers?

The greatest challenge to running this program has been 
how to institutionalize this opportunity and make it more 
recognized and accessible to students. A small but 
meaningful program like the AGI-Rome needs to become 
an integral part of the USF mission as it represents many of 
our core values. It is recognized as an Arrupe Social Justice 
Immersion, but it could and should be better integrated in 
the fabric of our curricula and cross-disciplinary capacities 

to partner with key organizations like the Jesuit Refugee 
Service. It would also need to be more visible through the 
USF communications channels to make it available or 
expanded to other Jesuit colleges and universities. The oth-
er major challenges are how to encourage student who 
probably can afford to participate in the program but do 
not see a connection in their career interest. Another 
challenge is how to provide financial support to students 
who are interested in this experiential and international 
service-learning opportunity but may not have the funds to 
pursue it.

What inspires you to integrate community-engaged 
pedagogies into your courses?

When I was working at Loyola University Chicago’s 
Center for Urban Research and Learning (CURL), I  
learned from my mentor, Dr. Philip Nyden, that university- 
community partnerships are the core of our academic 
activities. I have worked on many international poverty 
reduction projects while also striving to build organiza-
tional capacity and influencing systems change. To me, 
service learning and community engagement are not an 
addendum to my career – they are at the core of who I am 
as an academic, professional and global citizen. Teaching 
in a Jesuit institution that shares these values for social 
transformation and social justice inspires me to continue 
this work with my students and our community both 
locally and internationally.

What advice would you give other faculty interested in 
integrating community engagement into their courses? 

I understand the struggles that faculty may have integrating 
service learning and their already demanding tasks of 
teaching, research and university service. This integration 
appears to be even more challenging for tenure-track 
faculty. I would advise them to seek mentorship from their 
fellow USF colleagues who have successfully integrated their 
academic work with community engagement while also 
succeeding in advancing their promotion, tenure, and career. 
University administrators could also better recognize these 
innovative university-community programs which engage 
students and faculty on participatory action research and 
other teaching-research outcomes that impact our 
communities, especially those initiatives that tackle crucial 
societal problems. This is our identity as a Jesuit institution 
dedicated to the education of women and men for others 
and with others.
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