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owENSs: Is PULSE an acronym?

sweeNEY: No, it is not. If there was any
story behind the naming of the program,
it has been lost to history. Sometimes stu-
dents try to come up with what it could
stand for, but as far as collective wisdom
k



I imagine there are many di erent
community partnership programs and
students can serve them in a multitude
of ways.

sWEENEY: Students can find them-
selves in a variety of community service
placements. We try to have a variety to
meet both student interest and also to
invite students to push beyond some of
the things they are already familiar with.
We have students working in homeless
shelters. We have students working in
soup kitchens. We have students working
with refugees and immig:
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SWEENEY: Asa core-level course, we
are certainly interested in raising these
guestions and concerns with students.
We want them in the long term to gain
a critical awareness of the various social
justice issues that come up in class and
continue to consider them in their own
personal and professional lives. What-
ever they end up doing, we want them
to always be mindful of what they have
learned this year and how their own and
society’s decisions have consequences
for people. Some kind of ongoing civic
engagement would be lovely. More aware-
ness of social issues and a willingness
to act or mobilize around those issues,
either on campus or elsewhere, would
also be really lovely. If we use the title of
the course, Person and Social Respon-
sibility, as a guide, ideally students will
carry with them that their own flourish-
ing as persons is deeply connected with
the well-being of others in their various
communities of belonging and participa-
tion.

owEeNs: Isthis an attempt to shape the
whole person, as in the Jesuit formation
mode?

SWEENEY: Yes.

owENs: PULSE is a separate program
and has an enthusiastic group of alumni
who go through it and talk about how life
changing it can be. Of course, | assume
not everyone has that experience, but
many do. When they are out of the pro-
gram, if they are not completing a PULSE
major, do they feel adrift again? Or do
they leave PULSE with a feeling like this
is a program that significantly shapes
who they are now?

swEENEY: | think for many students,
they come to a much deeper understand-
ing of themselves and social issues and
their role as members of society. | think
some students feel overwhelmed by what
they have experienced, and integrating
all they’ve learned can be challenging
and di cult. So really, it depends on the
student and how he or she is able to learn
at that time from what he or she has
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experienced. We do not know. We have
never done a longitudinal study about the
impact of PULSE.

How would you assess that kind of thing?
A longstanding PULSE professor says we
may not know its impact because, speak-
ing theologically, the Spirit continues to
act and move in the lives of our students.
Maybe years down the road there will be
something that will connect from their
time in PULSE as they mature.



those courses. But the freedom in this is
that students have options in how they
satisfy these core requirements. Students
in PULSE have self-selected in, so it is
the best of both worlds. BC’s structural
framework requires the core courses, and
students who have chosen PULSE want
it.

Maybe the larger question is what is the
role of education in the university for
social change, and what is the purpose
of a university? And if it is to develop
students who are civically minded, polit-
ically active individuals, then some form
of engaged learning is probably a good
idea. Because service learning consists of
working with individuals in direct rela-
tionship with people who are somewhat
marginalized, it is potentially dangerous
to send students into settings if they are
not properly equipped or if they don’t
want to be there. Thus, having a good
disposition and a desire is an important
part of this. So | would not want to push

someone into service learning if they did
not want to do it. There are other ways to
do engaged learning.

owENs: Would it make more sense to
do the PULSE core as a junior or a senior
in order to help shape that disposition
and that sense of readiness to engage?
Or does the current model help students
throughout the rest of their time at BC?

SWEENEY:

minded, sophisticated, and eager. | think
those are good dispositions to have for
engaging service learning.
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