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OVERVIEW 
 
The Adlai Stevenson II Center for Community and Economic Development (the Stevenson Center) at Illinois State 
University educates the next generation of community and economic development professionals, serves 
communities and organizations around the world, and contributes to the practical knowledge and formal scholarship 
of community and economic development. The origins of the Stevenson Center date to 1994 with the creation of the 
first Peace Corps Fellows program in community and economic development in the country through a partnership 
between Illinois State University and Western Illinois University. The Stevenson Center was officially authorized by 
the Illinois Board of Higher Education (IBHE) in 2001. 
 
Among the 11 research and service centers at Illinois State University recognized by IBHE, the Stevenson Center is 
distinctive in its intensive focus on educating students. Graduate students affiliated with the center complete an 
interdisciplinary Applied Community and Economic Development (ACED) sequence in one of five master’s degree 
programs at the University: anthropology, applied economics, kinesiology and recreation, political science, or 
sociology. Students admitted to the program have prior experience working in community or economic 
development, principally with government or non-profit organizations. Students entering the program with Peace 
Corps experience are known as Peace Corps Fellows. Students entering the program having worked with some other 
organization are known as ACED Fellows. Students complete coursework during their first year in the program and 
an 11-month internship during their second year. 
 
The Stevenson Center reports to the Office of the Vice President for Academic Affairs and Provost while closely 
collaborating with its partner academic units: the Department of Economics, the Department of Politics and 
Government, the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, and the School of Kinesiology and Recreation. The 
center has three full-time-equivalent staff persons and 21 faculty affiliates. Work of the center is guided by an 
internal board comprised of center staff, faculty members from partner academic units, and student representatives.  
 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
PROGRAM REVIEW SELF-STUDY REPORT 

 
Self-study process. The process followed by the Stevenson Center to complete its program review self-study built 
on quantitative and qualitative practices set forth in the assessment plan for the center and routinely implemented by 
center staff. In addition, a program alumnus pursuing a master's degree in non-profit administration at another 
institution conducted comprehensive benchmarking and a stakeholder analysis for the review. The center also 
conducted two focus groups with faculty members and students and solicited feedback from the center board.  
 
Accomplishments since the prior program review. Accomplishments of the Stevenson Center since the 2012-
2013 program review include making modifications to the ACED curriculum, establishing ACED sequences in two 
more disciplines, expanding access to research publications authored by students in the program, expanding center 
services for undergraduate students, growing partnerships, and adapting to changing federal programs and policies.  
 
Faculty and staff affiliated with the center drafted revised student learning outcomes for the ACED sequence, 
modified the order of courses in the sequence, expanded the capstone option, and revised the name of the sequence 
in one discipline so sequence names are consistent across the five master’s degree programs with ACED sequences. 
Pending strategic planning results, work on revisions to the ACED sequence will continue into the next program 
review cycle. At the time of the last program review, the ACED sequence was available to graduate students 
studying applied economics, political science, or sociology. Since then ACED sequences have been established in 
the M.A., M.S. in Anthropology program and the M.S. in Kinesiology and Recreation program. With establishment 
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of the latter sequence, the ACED program has expanded its presence from one college at the University (Arts and 
Sciences) to two (Arts and Sciences and Applied Science and Technology).  
 
Research papers written by ACED sequence students are now being uploaded to ISU ReD, the institutional 
repository of Illinois State University managed by Milner Library. Launched in 2013, the collection is a work in 
progress as students completing the course add their papers and as Stevenson Center staff gradually backfills papers 
written by ACED alumni. Documents in the collection have been downloaded approximately 30,000 times since the 
collection became accessible. 
 
At the time of the 2012-2013 program review, the Stevenson Center had begun exploring a program to prepare 
undergraduate students at Illinois State to apply for the highly competitive Peace Corps program. Since then the 
Stevenson Center has planned and has started implementing the initiative, known as Peace Corps Prep. Open to 
undergraduate students in any major at the University, Peace Corps Prep is designed to help students develop four 
competencies: training and experience in a work sector, foreign language skills (strongly encouraged, but not 
required), intercultural competence, and professional and leadership development. 
 
Since the last program review the Stevenson Center has collaborated with numerous partners on quantitative 
research initiatives, including the Means Center for Entrepreneurial Studies at Illinois State University, the Illinois 
Department of Employment Security, and the McLean County Criminal Justice Coordinating Council. The 
Stevenson Center continues to serve as fiscal agent for the American Democracy Project at the University, facilitates 
economic impact analyses, and serves as a subcontractor with Western Illinois University on an AmeriCorps grant. 
The center has also launched its Alumni Ambassador Program to engage ACED graduates with the work of the 
center. 
 
Since 1997, Stevenson Center opportunities for graduate students included serving in the Peace Corps during their 
second year in the ACED program. The opportunity was offered by the center through an arrangement with the 
federal government known as the Peace Corps Master’s International program. During its many years of 
participating in Master’s International, Illinois State University consistently ranked among the top 10 universities 
placing students in the Peace Corps through the program. With little notice to partnering organizations, the federal 
government ended Master’s International effective October 1, 2016. As a result, students in an ACED sequence at 
Illinois State no longer have the option of fulfilling the internship requirement of the ACED program with a Peace 
Corps placement through Master’s International.  
 
A second federal initiative that significantly impacted the Stevenson Center during this past review cycle was the 
Affordable Care Act. To comply with provisions of the act, the Stevenson Center has modified its long-standing 
contractual arrangements with organizations and agencies that host ACED interns. The modifications have resulted 
in a reduction in the number of hours per week ACED interns may work and, in turn, lower stipends for them.  
 
Resources of the center. The Stevenson Center is funded primarily through contracts and grants with external 
agencies and organizations. These include agreements with partner organizations hosting ACED students, the 
Illinois Department of Employment Security, McLean County, and Western Illinois University. Approximately 94 
percent of Stevenson Center expenses are paid with these external funds. The balance is covered by the University. 
In the last four years the Stevenson Center portfolio of contracts has generated $3.6 million, including $500,000 for 
graduate student stipends.  
  
Response to previous program review recommendations. The Academic Planning Committee, at the conclusion 
of its 2012-2013 review of the Stevenson Center, recommended that the center maintain and formalize existing 
curricular relationships with partner academic departments and collaborate with those departments on ACED 
curriculum review and revision; pursue new programs, such as the Peace Corps Prep program for undergraduate 
students, and relationships with additional units on campus; re-engage program alumni in providing direction for the 
center and support for its students through activation of a reconfigured advisory board; work with University 
Assessment Services at Illinois State to further refine assessment of student learning outcomes in the ACED 
sequences as well as assessment of operational aspects of the center; and expand opportunities for students in the 
program to share their field experiences with other students on campus and to document their experiences. The 
Stevenson Center has addressed all of these Academic Planning Committee recommendations. The manner in which 
the center has done so is described in the Accomplishments section of this document. With regard to re-engaging 
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program alumni, the Stevenson Center has decided to launch its Alumni Ambassador Program with a goal of quickly 
engaging alumni in recruiting students, rather than involve alumni through a reconfigured advisory board at this 
time. The center took this action and developed a strategy to work with alumni in seeking internship partners, which 
has become a priority for the center given recent termination of the Peace Corps Master’s International program.  
 
Major findings of this self-study. Findings of this self-study include strengths, weaknesses, threats, and 
opportunities. Through this self-study review, the Stevenson Center has identified as strengths its ability to attract 
high-achieving students, the interdisciplinary nature of the ACED curriculum, the applied nature of the curriculum 
and external financial support that together promote student and graduate success, the role the center plays in 
connecting its stakeholders and the degree to which the center is responsive to them, and the commitment of a 
dedicated center staff. Weaknesses include underutilization of ACED alumni in recruiting, mentoring, and placing 
students; the lack of racial and ethnic diversity in the student population; center branding and visibility that could be 
stronger; and lack of clarity regarding the research agenda of the center. Threats include loss of the Peace Corps 
Master’s International program, reduced internship stipends for students and reduced overhead to support center 
operations due to provisions of the Affordable Care Act, staff transitions, and the pending end of one data 
management project. Opportunities include the ability to focus center resources on the fellows programs (with the 
loss of the Master’s International program); reexamination of the costs and value of host participation in the ACED 
program necessitated by changes in contractual arrangements between the center and internship hosts to comply 
with the Affordable Care Act; refining job duties in relation to the skill sets of the incumbents; and broadening the 
campus impact of the center through the new Peace Corps Prep initiative. 
 
Initiatives for the next program review cycle. 
 
 Ensure the stability of the ACED program for graduate students, particularly in light of the Peace Corps  

Master’s International program termination; the focus of this effort will be on recruitment and placement of 
fellows 

 Implement the Peace Corps Prep program for undergraduate students; this effort will include recruiting students 
for the program, marketing the graduate fellows program to Peace Corps Prep participants, and implementation 
of a separate but related federally-funded initiative for establishing  a campus recruitment office for the Peace 
Corps 

 Raise the research profile of the center; this effort will involve compilation of an edited volume of revised 
capstone papers and theses completed by ACED students 

 Update the strategic plan for the center; findings from this program review will provide benchmark information 
for the strategic planning effort 

 
PROGRAM REVIEW OUTCOME AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

ACADEMIC PLANNING COMMITTEE 
 
Review Outcome. The Academic Planning Committee, as a result of this review process, finds the Adlai Stevenson 
II Center for Community and Economic Development to be in Good Standing. 
 
The committee thanks the Stevenson Center for a clear and concise self-study report that evidences extensive 
involvement of center stakeholders through discussions, surveys, and focus groups. Particularly noteworthy are 
incorporation of an external review of the center and a thoughtful analysis of center strengths, weaknesses, threats, 
and opportunities. 
 
The committee commends the unique collaboration developed and nurtured by the Stevenson Center for the benefit 
of students interested in serving communities and organizations through the field of community and economic 
development. Maintaining a strong focus on student learning and achievement in a program with so many partner 
entities internal and external to the University, across dozens of non-profit and public sector agencies, is a challenge 
adeptly handled by the center. Success of these efforts is evidenced in large part by the percentage of center alumni 
employed within six months of completing the program (86 percent of survey respondents who graduated between 
January 2009 and August 2013) and employed or pursuing further education two years after graduation (96 percent 
across that same period). Through the work of its student fellows, staff, and faculty, the center continues to 
contribute to the economic well-being and livability of communities across the state and nation as well as abroad. 
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The center also continues to make positive contributions to state initiatives through its work with agencies such as 
the Illinois Department of Employment Security.  
 
The committee recognizes and thanks the Stevenson Center for the proactive and measured manner in which it has 
responded to recommendations resulting from the prior center review in 2012-2013. The committee recognizes work 
done by the center to formalize relationships with its partner academic programs and for expanding those programs 
to include anthropology and kinesiology and recreation. The center has developed and continues to implement an 
assessment plan with well-articulated learning outcomes shared by all applied community and economic 
development sequences. The manner in which assessment has been integrated with strategic planning has enhanced 
the value of both to the organization. The committee commends efforts by the center since the last center review to 
introduce its Peace Corps Prep program. Through that initiative the center has extended its impact to undergraduate 
students interested in community and economic development and should benefit students seeking Peace Corps 
placements. The committee recognizes that most center initiatives continue to be funded primarily through external 
contributions, including payments from partner organizations that fund graduate assistant stipends. The center 
reports having received more than $3.5 million in external contributions since the 2012 center review, which have 
covered approximately 94 percent of personnel and operating expenses of the center. Among the most recent 
contributions obtained by the center is a Peace Corps recruitment grant that could help fund Peace Corps recruitment 
efforts for up to five years.    
 
The committee acknowledges navigation by Stevenson Center leadership of two recent challenges to center 
initiatives resulting from actions by the federal government. In 2015 the center worked to comply with newly-
effective provisions of the Affordable Care Act by modifying its long-standing arrangements with internship hosts.  
Then in April 2016, the center was notified that the long-standing Peace Corps Master’s International program 
would be eliminated by October 1 of that year. The center worked to ensure that student fellows working toward 
Peace Corps Master’s International placements and incoming students to whom Peace Corps Master’s International 
commitments had been made would be permitted by the Peace Corps to fully participate in that program as planned.  
 
Recommendations. The Academic Planning Committee makes the following recommendations to be addressed 
within the next regularly scheduled review cycle. In the next center review self-study, tentatively due October 1, 
2021, the committee asks the center to describe actions taken and results achieved for each recommendation. 
 
 It is evident from the self-study report that evaluation and planning are ongoing practices for the Stevenson 

Center that have greatly contributed to successes the center has had preparing students for productive and 
rewarding careers in community service. The self-study report articulates the need for a new strategic plan to 
guide the center through the next program review cycle and beyond. The committee agrees. The strategic 
planning process would provide opportunities for center stakeholders to explore issues identified through the 
program review process. Some of them are addressed in the committee recommendations that follow. 

 
 The self-study report identifies stabilizing enrollments in the ACED sequences as the first priority initiative for 

the center in the post-Peace Corps Master’s International era. The center has already identified or initiated 
numerous recruitment strategies. The committee recommends that the center formalize its recruitment strategies 
either as one element of its strategic plan or as a separate plan. The center might consider seeking assistance 
with its recruitment efforts from other campus units, such as Enrollment Management and Academic Services, 
University Marketing and Communications, and the Graduate School. 

 
 The Stevenson Center is also challenged to recruit internship hosts since Peace Corps Master’s International 

placements are no longer an option for students in the program. Accordingly, the committee recommends 
formalizing strategies for recruiting and retaining internship hosts during the coming review cycle. Through 
implementation of its assessment plan, the center has already gathered constructive feedback from internship 
hosts that can help with host recruitment and retention efforts. In addition, expanding contacts with alumni (see 
below) might help with this initiative.  
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 The committee recognizes the commitment made by the center to its new Peace Corps Prep program and the 
substantial work by center staff to launch the program in fall 2016. The committee also recognizes that much 
work needs to be done by the center to fully implement the program. The committee supports the center in its 
efforts to do so during the next center review cycle. The committee encourages the center to monitor 
effectiveness of the new initiative in preparing students for the competitive Peace Corps application process and 
to modify the program as necessary to maximize its effectiveness in doing so. 

 
 The committee commends efforts by the center to develop and maintain contacts with alumni of the ACED 

sequences and recommends that the center expand and institutionalize those efforts. Alumni could assist the 
center with its efforts to recruit students and internship hosts, review and revise the curriculum to ensure its 
currency and relevancy, and identify additional research and funding opportunities. Focusing initially on 
growing the new Alumni Ambassador program seems prudent; however the committee recommends that the 
center further consider organizing an advisory board as a way of formalizing alumni relations. Such a board 
need not meet often and need not involve a large financial commitment by the center. The center might look to 
other research and service centers at the University for guidance regarding advisory boards.   

 
 The committee commends efforts by the center to archive capstone projects, theses, and course projects 

completed by students in the ACED sequences from 2001 through 2016 and to render the documents accessible 
through the University digital repository. As of this writing, documents in the online collection have been 
downloaded more than 25,000 times. The committee encourages the center to continue this practice, to further 
investigate compiling an edited volume of student work, and to consider adding to the Stevenson Center 
repository works related to community and economic development by faculty affiliated with the center. 
 

 While the committee agrees that a top priority for the center should be recruiting students into the existing 
ACED sequences and placing them in internships, the committee suggests that the center not foreclose adding 
ACED sequences to other graduate programs at the University should such opportunities arise during the next 
program review cycle. However, as the addition of a discipline necessarily results in greater administrative 
complexity, the committee urges careful attention to administrative capacity in any discussion of expansion.  

 
 Having refined its assessment plan since the last program review, the center is well positioned to gather 

feedback that can help the center adapt to the ever-changing contexts in which the center functions. The 
committee asks the center to report in its next program review self-study report about its assessment activities 
and findings, changes to programs and services based on those findings, and any changes made or planned to be 
made to the assessment plan based on experiences with its implementation. 
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