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Abstract
Community engagement projects are designed to allow students to develop “real-world”
experiences during the learning process. This article is a detailed account of a Service-Learning
(SL) experience of 19 Communication students and 2 teachers from Pontificia Universidad
Católica del Ecuador with the communities of Sigchos and Chugchilán, in the Central Andes of
Ecuador. Communication students conducted narrative research through two research methods
used in journalism: personality interviews and life stories. Community members were approached
with the use of information and communication technologies (ICTs), because of the Covid-19
pandemic which prevented students and faculty to conduct fieldwork.
This article reflects about merging SL and life stories while underlining the characteristics of the
Ignatian Pedagogic Paradigm. Even though the interaction was vicarious –with the use of ICTs– it
resulted in significant learning. The dialogue with the communities and self-reflection allowed
them to discover another reality; they identified with warm people and gained some knowledge
about the unique richness of their land. All of this conveyed in life stories that will soon be
broadcasted on the local radio. Further research is expected about the impact these stories
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would have on the construction of the identity of the local populations, followed by students and
faculty.
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1. Introduction
Service-Learning (SL) is a front-line practice in community engagement; life stories are appealing
and charming material to learn about people. Merging both methodologies, at the College of
Communication of Pontificia Universidad Católica del Ecuador (PUCE) we were able, in 2020, to
continue online, despite the pandemic of Covid-19, learning while serving the communities.
Moreover, we realized that this was an opportunity to make a tribute to the local people that has
been working together with PUCE, since 2016, throughout the community engagement project
“Endogenous Development of Sigchos and Chugchilan” (Moreano & Yepez-Reyes, 2018). With
the use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), communication students could
tell the stories of the people of these communities in a professional fashion.
Higher education (HE) comprises three substantive functions: teaching, research, and community
outreach. These three functions meet at some point, particularly in community engagement
projects which are participatory endeavors, working from and with communities outside college
clusters. The SL projects were defined, socialized, and validated by all the participants, to ensure
fruitful results. Yet in 2005, Campos & Sánchez considered community engagement projects to
be “the central structuring axis of academic planning” (p.10). In other words, teaching and
research find ways and tools to work hand in hand with society and the economy, leaving aside
welfare ideas from the past.
An important feature of community engagement is that college students and faculty “work with
the communities and not for them” (Ríos et al., 2016). The objective of community outreach has
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moved from “intervention” to “joint venture” through the two-way transfer of knowledge
providing learning opportunities (whether formal or informal) for participants involved at every
level.
At the 2020 Fall AJCU1 Conference on International Education2, Professor Dan Walsh (Creighton
University) put in parallel the five characteristics of the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm (IPP):
context, experience, reflection, action, and evaluation, with the stages of Service-Learning (SL):
preparation, action, reflection, and evaluation (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Stages of Service-Learning vs. Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm.

A similar analysis of the community outreach roadmap of PUCE analyzes community engagement
projects driven by SL. Table 1 shows the four phases of this roadmap and their correspondence
with the IPP and HE functions (Yépez-Reyes et al., 2020).
Table 1. Community outreach roadmap
PUCE’s
community
outreach
roadmap

1

Phase 1
DIAGNOSIS
Problem analysis
Baseline definition

Phase 2
PLANNING AND
MANAGEMENT
Shared view

Phase 3
IMPLEMENTATION
Joint work

Phase 4
RESULTS
Knowledge
exchange

AJCU is the acronym of the Association of Jesuit Colleges and Universities (www.ajcunet.edu)
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The session “Integrating Service-Learning into International Education to Promote Global Citizenship” was held
virtually on October 29, 2020, at Creighton University.
http://www.creighton.edu/geo/globalcreighton/ajcuconferenceoninternationaleducation/
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Relevance
Academic domains
Setting up indicators

IPP
HE

Strategic alliances
Program definition
Project design
Interdisciplinary
approaches

Context +
Experience
Outreach +
Research

Experience +
Reflection
Teaching +
Outreach

Social and
technological
innovation
Monitoring system
Participatory
processes

Experience +
Reflection + Action
Teaching + Research
+ Outreach

Celebration of
achievements
Dissemination of
outcomes
Evidence registry
Networks and
links
Evaluation
Action +
Evaluation
Outreach

It is important to stress that the IPP –in contrast to SL stages and the phases of PUCE’s community
outreach– is not a roadmap but an umbrella concept to understand how significant learning is
acquired by students, so that the five characteristics of this paradigm can take place
simultaneously and complementarily among them all.
Emphasis should be placed in IPP, where evaluation and context define an in-depth analysis of
local reality. Students outcomes would be broadcasted in radio, disseminated through print, in
community meetings and learning spaces. However, to generate impact on the community
through communication tools, the project aims to allow communities to tell their own stories,
their problematic situations and reinforce their identity.

2.Storytelling and narrative research
The art of storytelling has been recognized beyond public communication by a wide range of
disciplines, from Marketing to Neuroscience, as a powerful form of communication. Suzuki et al.
(2018) suggest “this is because stories, and in particular personal stories, have the ability to
illuminate fault lines, highlight oddities, and paint a picture of the past, present, and future that
is both compelling and easily understandable” (p. 9468).
Narratives are in the core of communication studies, whether intended for journalism purposes,
new media, organizations, government, or civil society. The ability to develop a good story is
crossed by the cognitive aspect of evoking emotions and creating personal links with the
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audience (Lugmayr et al., 2017). Communication students learn not only to create good stories
but mostly, to listen.
Listening and conversation skills, which could be thought to be part of the everyday of any college
student, are not so nowadays. As Turkle (2016) states: “we readily admit we should rather send
an electronic message or mail than commit to a face-to-face meeting or a telephone call.” (p.3)
This statement becomes stronger for the new generations for whom face to face conversations
become less frequent. This trend is accelerating as educational institutions are moving online
since the start of the Covid-19 pandemic. Communication scholars such as Tietsort et al. (2020)
are align with the “Free Listening” movement putting in practice as pedagogical activity. Free
Listening, as explained by the authors, structures a form of “active, empathic engagement, and
listening more than talking” (p. 1).
Qualitative methods allow research to be conducted using an insider perspective, “capturing the
particular meaning that each person assigns to an event, as pieces of a systemic setting” (Ruiz,
2012, p. 17). A qualitative method based on listening is narrative research “a method and process
to deal with research, subjects, and the stories they tell” (Megías et al., 2017, p. 963). In this
specific project, students worked with two narrative research methods used in journalism:
personality interviews and life stories.
The personality interview is a narrative research method that collects information before, during
and after the dialogue, where both the interviewer and the interviewee share questions and
answers. Gutiérrez (2011) considers that this method is intended to discover “little-known
aspects of the interviewee: their taste, hobbies and way of being” (p. 83). The author alerts that
the quality of the resulting final interview relies upon following the whole process required to
collect essential information; skipping steps “could cause great danger to the interview” (p. 81).
Ruiz (2012) highlights that the art of knowing how to ask questions is actually an interactive
practice building and capturing meanings which depend upon cultural, social, behavioral, and
physical facts from both people involved: the interviewer and the interviewee.
On the other hand, life stories are a type of biographic method that allows researchers to build
on the time spent together with their interviewees and highlight special moments that are agreed
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to be shared. Media are especially keen to life stories that wake up a sense of curiosity and
engagement in the audiences that are eager to know real-life stories of people they have not
already met. Appealing and motivating storytelling awakens emotions. This is stressed by Dupplat
(2000) building on the work of Paul Ricouer, who argues that “no historical event is of profound
interest if it does not refer to the affective life, that is to say, to the exciting, shaken reality of
singular lives”.
3. The communities of Sigchos and Chugchilan
Sigchos and Chugchilan are rural areas of the province of Cotopaxi located, in the central Andean
region of Ecuador (Image 1). Their total population is of ca. 22,000 inhabitants, with a high
majority of indigenous Kichwa communities (Table 1)
Table 2. Population density by zones in Sigchos
Population

Area
extension
(km2)

Sigchos

7933

776.23

10.22

Isinliví

3227

84.86

38.03

Chugchilán

7811

248.76

31.40

Palo Quemado

1030

115.94

8.88

Las Pampas

1943

132.05

14.71

21944

1357.84

16.16

Zone

Total

Population
density (people
per km2)

Source: INEC 2010

Socio-economic development of the communities of Sigchos and is based on their unique history.
A historical account identifies five different periods in this territory: a) a prehistory rich in
archaeological monuments, b) the remote origins of the feudal system, c) the colonial and
republican hacienda system, d) the struggle for land in the 1970s that ended this form of
exploitation, e) the empowerment of Indigenous organizations with emphasis on education,
commercialization, and a more active participation of women in development.
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Regarding the feudal system and the Andean hacienda (c & d), Thurner (1993) proposes a “quasiofficial” history of the Andes built from information collected by informants and not official
sources:
The hacienda era is represented as a dark world where victimized Indians, shrouded in
illiteracy and ignorance, were driven by their masters to shoulder excessive fiesta cargos,
the unending ritual obligations that condemned them to a life of brutish drunkenness,
servility, and poverty (p. 45).
In the last 30 years, families from various communities of Sigchos and Chugchilán have engaged
in activities aimed to improve their quality of life. For instance, the school Jatari Unancha devoted
to adult education with a focus on productive training, the training of young carpenters by the
Matto Grosso group, the development of agro-ecology, the expansion of tourism, the
diversification of farming practices and industrial processing plants (chocho (Lupinus sp.), cheese
factories, mills). The role of women in these processes has been determinant, empowering their
leadership role.
PUCE has a long story of community engagement projects in this region. The current community
outreach project “Endogenous Development of Sigchos and Chugchilan” was launched in 2016
by the College of Medicine. This project expanded to included faculty and students from at least
14 different programs, ranging from health, natural and social sciences, to the humanities; the
College of Communication, Linguistics and Literature is one of them.
The project works in three components:
•

Identity: history, cultural recognition, education

•

Entrepreneurships: tourism, small farming practices, transformation

•

Health and wellness: environmental issues, eradication of child malnutrition

Through the years, the College of Communication has developed different activities for these
components with the communities of Sigchos and Chugchilán, for example: hand-washing and
hygiene campaigns in schools; videos, podcasts and immersive 360 shots uploaded to a blog to
enhance community experiential agro-tourism –which was worked together with students and
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faculty from the partner Ohio University–; a library in a multigrade school and reading corners
in single-teacher schools in the most deprived areas; among others.
The last field trips of Communication students to Sigchos and Chugchilán took place in February
2020. One group worked together with the schools of Chugchilán painting a mural and together
with students and faculty from the College of Arts, they were able to develop reading and art
workshops in the local school. Another group worked with the local radio and high-school
students in Sigchos, training them to produce their own radio program with educational content.
The lockdown has prevented PUCE from traveling to the region; all in-person activities have been
suspended. Since the pandemic, the communities with which PUCE has been working with have
maintained contact virtually.

3. Objectives and Methodology
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the community engagement project has found creative ways to
adapt to the new virtual reality. The activities took place from October to December 2020. Using
ICT, college students were able to meet the community members who were willing to share their
life stories. Nineteen people were selected, 6 women and 13 men ranging from educators, small
farmers, religious leaders, women leaders, entrepreneurs and one representative from the local
government.
Qualitative research was conducted using personality interviews that turned into the production
of audio life stories. Applying both methods, students were able to understand the lives of their
interviewers, shared impressions and make the interviewees words their own; in that way the
activity enabled the students to produce a high-quality recording material.
Audio production is a creative, artistic, and professional activity. Listeners of audio products must
be able to imagine the audio scene. Audio scenes are built through the recognized four voices of
the radio: music, words, sound and silence. According to Pansarasa (2013) “in radio, messages
are produced one by one with the prime objective that they are both heard and listened; each
second on air shall be meaningful and not intended just to fill the space” (p. 76).
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As a SL project, the audio production of life stories had the following learning outcomes:
a) To engage into literature research about the context: geographic, cultural, historical, and
social of the participants.
b) To understand the logic of audio production: creative and engaging discourses.
c) To involve into the storytelling of the people from the community, in order to build local
links between the stories, the people and the context.
d) To produce appealing life stories that could be broadcasted, focusing on the role that each
person plays in the community and resignifying the different life stages and the
subjectivity of the protagonists.
Table 2 shows the different stages that were undertaken in audio production:
Table 2. Stages of Audio Production
Pre-production
1. Gathering texts and images
2. Filling in a form involving:

Production
1. Audio recording / tracking
(max. 8 minutes)

Postproduction
1. Joint review
2. Audio corrections (subtle

audience, context,

2. Mixing

errors and noise)

interviewee information,

3. Audio review to build sound

3. Mastering

format, length

images

3. Interview
4. Sounds, music, audio effects
5. Script rough draft
6. Teacher’s revision of the
script

4. Results obtained
The results obtained out of this SL project underline the five characteristics of the IPP, which are
fundamental at PUCE as a Jesuit University.
4.1 Context
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Students were invited to get virtually involved in the context of the interviewers, as to understand
the logic of rural life and its complexities. Apart from engaging in literature research about
historic, geographic, cultural, and social facts about the central Andes, students attended, two
classes lead by Dr. Moreano, professor at the College of Medicine. Dr. Moreano worked as a
medical doctor in 1987 in the area and currently is the director of PUCE’s community engagement
project: “Endogenous Development of Sigchos and Chugchilan”.
Using slides, videos, and podcasts students learned about the context of Sigchos and Chugchilán
(Image 3), the local dynamics and the social composition of the communities. One important fact
introduced was health issues in the area, as well as intercultural communication talking in
account that most of the population is composed of indigenous kichwa communities whose first
language is Kichwa. Students received a collection of videos, pictures and audio productions,
final dissertations and studies developed by former communication students in the last few
years.
The interviewees were esteem members of the community. They played a specific (and
fundamental) role in the development of their territory. Their example represents the dreams of
change for the local population. The social imaginary of development has been a constant
reference in each of the interviews. Many of them told stories of their wish to improve their
community from the development of food systems, ecotourism, empowerment of women and
their participation in productive activities, the positive impact of the work of NGOs and economic
growth.
The life stories gathered during the interviews discussed about their homeland, environmental
issues, collective well-being and their struggle to overcome poverty. They reflected on their
conditions, not as an obstacle but as a strength, to fight for family and community.
The story of José Pilatasig, a farmer of Guayama Grande (Image 4), is part of this collection of
audio stories. He tells his appealing story of commitment and dedication for change3:
Loving mother nature brings about family health, and the health of oneself. For life to
develop smoothly I asked myself why I should pollute the land with agrochemicals and
3

The story of Jose Pilatasig is available at: https://www.ivoox.com/historia-vida-jose-pilatasig-audiosmp3_rf_64599719_1.html
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fungicides to have “better” crops? So, I started better fertilizing everything with organic
pesticides. I made a serious decision then to love the earth.
4.2 Experience
For the experience to take place, students were required to read about the two narrative
research methods with which they collected the information and material to produce their audio
pieces. Students had to find and analyze examples of personality interviews as well as look after
literature on how to build compelling life stories. Having this in mind, they started by designing
their questionnaires to conduct the research. Then, they had to choose the audio genre with
which to work with: narrative or sound story. Narrative consists of a storyteller guiding the
audience through the plot; the sound story (life story) involves biographic information through
sound scenes built with the actual voice of the protagonist.
The first step was meeting the interviewees. After explaining the project getting to know each
other, and providing all the necessary information, students needed to have the signed consent
of the interviewee to take part in the project. The initial exchange of ideas helped the students
develop semi-structured questions which could give them the opportunity during the dialog to
rephrase questions and enrich the conversation.
When the time for the actual interviews came, some students became practitioners for the first
time, experiencing in real life the scope of the journalism profession with actual interviewees.
They had to get into the subjectivities of the people and deal, as well, with their own
subjectivities. Active listening was a major asset to be able not to miss information, recording
and taking notes during the conversation let them afterwards process the data.

4.3 Reflection
One of the milestones of both IPP and SL is reflection. The students’ reflections showed how
effective SL and life stories method works well together.
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Non-verbal communication is an important source of information during an interview: facial
expressions, body language and tones of voice let the interviewer better identify emotions in the
interviewee. Nonetheless, this information was almost absent in this practice, as most of the
interviews were done through mobile devices (Image 2). The poor connectivity in rural areas,
made video chat impossible.
Students reported that, from the first encounter, they were able to experience the human worth
and tenderness of the people. Student A commented:
This project was a new experience, I spoke with Mama Hilda, a native of the area of
Chugchilán. She told me about her life since she was a child. For me, this was a very
meaningful conversation because I learned about the worth and capacity of a woman living
in a rural area.
Students reported on the changes that have happened in the area, and how people dream to
make changes possible and permanent for next generations.
4.4 Action
Listening was a major activity. For the students to build appropriate communication pieces the
students had to spend hours listening to the dialogues and reviewing their notes. They had to
choose the sounds that enhanced the audio, such as: background sounds and appropriate music.
Student B, while working on the audio production observed:
Taking part in this project let me tell stories in a different way: being conscious of a new reality
and its beauty. I was able to see things through someone else’s eyes. I was able to understand
their worldviews, their passions and what makes them who they are. All stories are worth
being told. Telling these stories allowed me to see and learn the real beauty hidden behind
each human life.
Students perceived that in some way their work could contribute to social justice and social
change. Classic communication researcher, Matta (1993), claimed that the radio is not just a
simple instrument for transmission, but a space of cultural production and social order. Both
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sender and receiver shared notions, sensations, perceptions, meanings, ideologies, references
and culture.
In rural Ecuador radio is still an important way to transfer information. It is a friendly channel in
which neighbors share their problems and family situations; the radio is a medium for learning,
for being accompanied, and to get informed about different topics on rural life. Building on this
understanding, communication students started creating narratives and sound stories to be
broadcasted in the local radio. Nonetheless, these stories are also available and can be shared
from the College of Communication podcast channel and are also able on the Facebook page of
radio Sigchos. In the countryside, internet connection is scarce, so radio remains as the dominant
medium.
4.5 Evaluation
Participants agreed that working on this project had been an enriching activity. The students
considered the life stories of the people of rural Sigchos and Chugchilán should be broadcasted
openly. The students learned new points of view, they appeal for empathy and understanding,
humanizing the social imaginary of life in rural areas.
Student C reflects on her desire to meet her interviewee in person:
Thanks to this project I was able to meet Mr. J. He taught me about perseverance; how
your dreams may come truth, and that despite the adversities of life you can always reach
your goals. Because of the Pandemic, we could not travel there, but this did not prevent
us from meeting great people and making a good interview. I really hope the lockdown
will be over soon to be able to meet in person my interviewee and his family.
College students were able to tell stories of the people from the communities, but this was not
“imposed” on the communities. The people from Sigchos and Chugchilán had the desire to make
their voices heard. This project let them broadcast their stories in such a way that they were
proud and happy being part of the venture. Student D reflects about this:
I saw this project not only as classwork, but also as a way of serving others. I was able to
assist Mr. P who have been struggling for years to find a way to tell his life story to the
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people of the community, so that they could listen to the harsh circumstances he had been
through, and that despite this, he has been able to achieve his dream of becoming an
educator, and in this way help those in need.
5. Lessons Learned
Communication students went thoroughly through the IPP, understanding the complex context
of the interviewers, being able to experience their reality, reflecting about it, acting coherently
in response, and evaluating this learning process. Even though similar experiences were
performed the last three years with other groups of communication students, the Pandemic
urged us to find online ways to perform service-learning, connect virtually with the local
communities and achieve the proposed learning outcomes of the audio production course
involving a community engagement practice.
The resulting sound pieces “let us see”, without images, and perceive the stories told. As
mentioned by Student E: “making radio is creating, innovating, being impassioned, and
generating emotions towards the public sphere”. SL, even when performed online, let college
students, faculty, and communities work together and benefit from the experience.
The project showed how radio turns into a medium for social consciousness. This is why the
project should rethink future actions that could be undertaken to reinforce activities around
these stories.
This project addressed different issues, places, and participants. This was possible because of the
support both from PUCE’s staff and from the Municipality of Sigchos. In fact, the Major of Sigchos
attended the launching of the final products (Image 5). Participants in this event were happy to
hear his offer to broadcast all products on the local radio, Radio Municipal Sigchos, in the coming
months. Regarding this, Student F replied:
We realize that the final products delivered could always be improved and amended, so
that we can produce good pieces for our audiences, to achieve significant social change.
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Finally, the finished audio life stories are available at PUCE’s College of Communication IVOOX
channel: https://mx.ivoox.com/es/podcast-historias-vida-personas-del-arearural_sq_f11162934_1.html
Our take is that for Communication studies, service-learning is an active methodology that goes
hand in hand with the Ignatian Pedagogic Paradigm, which promotes faculty, students, and
communities to get involved in joint endeavors that are motivate by social justice.
The life stories obtained during the interviews will be broadcasted on the local radio. Further
research is expected about the impact these stories would have on the construction of the
identity of the local populations, followed by students and faculty.
At the community level, broadcasting their own stories on the radio could reinforce their identity.
However, language issues are not considered. As mentioned before, the great majority of the
population speaks Kichwa. To reinforce and revitalize the language and local culture, there is a
need to integrate this language into the products, which can only take place working together
with the local communities with all the complexities that multicultural communication brings.
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8. Images

Image 1. Chugchilán is an agricultural area located in the middle of the Andes.
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Image 2. Mobiles were used for most of the interviews of this project. This picture of Segundo Chusin,
from the community of Guayama Grande was taken in Chugchilán in 2020, before the lockdown.

Image 3. Cloudy afternoon in Chugchilán, Cotopaxi – Ecuador. Photo: PUCE 2018.
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Image 4. José Pilatasig, farmer, and entrepreneur from the community of Guayama Grande, Chugchilán.
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Image 5. On December 16th, 2020 the final products were virtually delivered by students and faculty to
the Major of Sigchos: Hugo Argüello with the attendance of a number of representatives of the
communities of Sigchos and Chugchilán.
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