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foreword

if you think higher education in the United States should prepare stu-
dents for active roles of reflective and committed citizenship in a multicul-
tural and interracial democratic society, you will find this book important
reading. If you realize that higher education is failing this role, you will
treasure this book as a compass that points to the true north of academic
reform and transformation.

The authors combine their years of experience with community-based
research, in a broad range of higher education institutional settings, with
systematic reflection. As a consequence, they make the case for community-
based pedagogy and research, describe their methods, and outline opera-
tional options in detail. Their eye for specifics does not obscure a vision of
human relationships and social justice enmeshed in education and research
and expressed in trust of self, others, and the learning process. Their re-
flective practice makes it easier for faculty, staff, and administrators in
higher education to understand community-based research in the evolu-
tion of recent educational reforms, such as service learning, and in the
movement to a scholarship of engagement.

As I read these pages, conversations and events spanning three decades
came to mind. I found in them echoes of campus turmoil, when students
demand relevance in their education and social responsibility of their
schools, and of numerous recent conferences, where college presidents
called for the increased civic engagement of higher education.

The young star scholar of the department, where I was a graduate stu-
dent, stormed out of his office complaining that the student protesters were
making it impossible for him to work. The students had assembled to ask
the board of trustees to put the university on record as opposed to the es-
calating war in Vietnam in 1972. As the departing academic pressed the
elevator button, the department’s administrative assistant tried to stop him
with a pointed question. “You’re not going anywhere. If you don’t stay
and make sense out of what’s going on here, who’s supposed to?”

The question did not deter him, he left.
Community-based research makes it more difficult for the faculty to

excuse themselves from making sense of the public events and conditions



around them. Others have already stepped forward. We stood, and per-
haps cheered, as students shook off some of their apathy and took up the
mantle of community service in the 1980s through the Community Out-
reach Opportunity League. This new activism ignored faculty because it
pointedly avoided integration with the curriculum. We welcomed, and
perhaps supported, college and university presidents in Campus Compact
as they fashioned commitments to community service and the public re-
sponsibilities of higher education. They made few demands on us as well
because our presidents did not dare spend their political capital on campus
urging changes in teaching and research.

It is our turn now. Only faculty can explain by example how higher ed-
ucation can answer the calls for the renewal of civil society heard around
the world. This wonderful book explains how it came to be our turn,
what we can do about it, and that we have many collaborators and part-
ners as we learn to make meaning of the scholarship of engagement. We
find here a clear explanation of the unique role that faculty can play to
make higher education an improved part of our civic infrastructure.

Lois Marie Gibbs, the housewife turned activist, who organized her
neighbors at Love Canal and confronted company and public officials
about the illnesses and hardship their actions had caused, started the na-
tional Citizens Clearinghouse on Hazardous Waste by the time I met her.
I asked her how she handled campus partnerships in her work. She looked
surprised and explained, “I don’t find too many academics willing to jump
over that wall to join us.”

You will find in these pages plenty of evidence that many faculty and stu-
dents have jumped and scaled the ivy-clad walls to join community part-
ners in their efforts to increase and improve social services and to advocate
for social justice. In the process, faculty-researchers have found the inade-
quacy of their disciplinary boundaries and research methodologies. We have
had to devise and advocate new research approaches and new forms of ac-
countability to people who address the social issues we study. We have had
to reexamine the value-laden assumptions of objectivity and value-free
scholarship. We have had to assert, as the authors do, that research on and
about members of a community, especially a low-income community and
without accountability to the members of that group, may “reproduce and
legitimate” existing social arrangements of injustice and oppression.

Research efforts for and with community members, which “challenge
and transform” existing social arrangements, simply bring to the forefront
the issues of power and control inherent in all research. For example, my
supervisor called me on the carpet and had the head of the Department
of Family Medicine explain that “No self-respecting epidemiologist would
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do this work” [a community-based epidemiological study I was conduct-
ing with the residents along Yellow Creek in Eastern Kentucky]. I made
a case of our responsibility to the people who lived in the path of expo-
sure as well as to the academic practice of epidemiology. I conceded on
one point, however; we began calling the work a community health-risk
appraisal. Eventually, that work assisted the residents in winning a state
court settlement that established a health care trust fund to provide ser-
vices and examination for communities, like their own, that had some
health risk because of exposure to chemical hazards.

Some of my students and I visited a juvenile detention center, during the
course of a study described in this book, to interview some of the detained
juveniles. We had walked through security doors buzzing open and locking
shut and through curious stares. After conducting interviews and once out-
side the center, one of the students observed, “They’re just like us. They’re
smart. They want the same things that we do. I had the breaks to get them
differently. With just a few changes, they could have been visiting me.”

Community-based research is about teaching and the cognitive and
moral development of students. This student expressed the empathy that
already distinguished her and this research reinforced. In addition to de-
veloping leadership traits such as empathy, when done well community-
based research turns classrooms into learning communities. Imagine
coming late to class and finding that the students had started without you
because they had too much to cover. Or imagine a student asking, “Can’t
we read more than a book every two weeks?” It can and has happened
because community-based research, as the authors show, offers students
adult responsibilities with real stakes.

The authors give fair warning, however; a learning community can be
far messier than a command-and-control classroom. There may be times
when the faculty, with a few devoted students if she is lucky, will have to
salvage a project that did not work out as planned or finish a project that
lasted longer than the semester. Even these times, however, offer oppor-
tunities for effective teaching and research to “challenge and transform”
existing social arrangements including our classrooms.

When presented with a proposal for a center for civic engagement that
would sponsor participatory action research and campus community part-
nerships, a university administrator objected, “We’re not a social service
agency.”

Indeed, as these pages make clear, higher education is about teaching,
research, and service, but this book also explains how to combine them
effectively with community-based research. The book helps explain that
community-based research does not impose a burden on the roles of higher
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education but conveys a promise of their achievement. It explains that an
expanded and improved role for higher education in the democratic civic
infrastructure of participatory processes of problem solving offers students
a path to engagement in their own learning and faculty a vital new avenue
to renewed scholarship. And in a feature not to be discounted, advocates
of community-based pedagogies and research will find charts, illustrations,
and talking points to use in faculty workshops on their campuses or to
use in convincing skeptical administrators, a dwindling group.

In the last analysis, this is a very dangerous book, not because it deters
higher education from its mission but because it offers us a way to deliver
on its promise to prepare students for active roles of reflective and com-
mitted citizenship in a multicultural and interracial democratic society. It
is a dangerous book also because it challenges those of us in higher edu-
cation to blend our disciplinary training with interdisciplinary inquiry that
is both rigorous and relevant. It is dangerous because these problems re-
quire us to regain a sense of our creativity and to make a future for higher
education that is better and more effective than its present practice.

These dangers and problems echo another fragment of conversation
from the past. Paulo Freire, in an interview I conducted, urged that we
make the future a problem. When we “problematize” the future, he sug-
gested, we renew our human agency over the possible futures that we can
create. In this sense, the authors have created a problem for us, fortunately.
They have restored to our hands the capacity, responsibility, and possibil-
ity to shape a better future for higher education. They also distill and sum-
marize a great deal of the scholarship of teaching, which gives us direction.
They do so without offering recipes for success, which gives us the chal-
lenge to find our own agency. They provide an ideal while allowing for our
limits in its pursuit. That combination offers hope for the future of higher
education and for our own efficacy and effectiveness in its transformation.

Richard A. Couto
Professor of Leadership and Change
Antioch University
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preface

WE HAVE ALL HEARD the litany of critical voices expressing frustra-
tion with higher education as it is perceived and practiced in the United
States today.

Here is what some students have to say:

“I get so bored sitting in a classroom, taking notes all the time. Why
can’t professors figure out a way to get us more interested in what
they are trying to teach? And what does this stuff have to do with
the real world? Why can’t we study things that I can really use?”

“Just volunteering doesn’t seem to be enough. I’ve been tutoring
this little boy three days a week. By Friday, I see a change, but by
Monday we’re back to square one. He’s dealing with too many
other problems—in his neighborhood, in his school. What can I do
that will make a real difference for him, and for others like him?”

“I really like my major, and I know what I’m learning will help
me get started on a great career. But I also want to be able to use
what I know to make the world somehow better for others. How
can I do that with what I am learning here?”

Faculty members have concerns too:

“I want to be an effective teacher, an active researcher, and also
to contribute to the community on and off campus. At my insti-
tution, it is just about impossible to do all three well. Is there
some way I can integrate all three of those—teaching, scholar-
ship, and service—so as to help my career and give me a sense 
of accomplishment at the same time?”

“I know active learning is best and that students should be devel-
oping a sense of commitment and caring about others—so lots of
my students are involved in service-learning. I do my best to pro-
vide opportunities for reflection and to connect their service with
the course material. But is their community service really giving



them the knowledge and skills they need to become effective, 
committed, active citizens? And how much are they doing to 
address real community problems?”

“I went into higher education because I thought I could make
some sort of difference. Instead, my research seems to have no
value except to my own career and no relevance to anyone other
than colleagues in my own discipline who have the same interests
that I do. I want my work to be more useful and meaningful 
than that—to serve some sort of wider public good. But I still
haven’t figured out how I can make that happen.”

Community-based organizations and service providers need help with
their work, and they see local educational institutions as a possibility:

“We need help. We are under constant pressure to come up with
new sources of money to support our work. That means having
lots of hard data—about what grants are out there, what our
community needs, how well our programs are working, and what
the demand for our services will be down the road. You have lots
of people who do research, don’t you? Can’t you give us a hand?”

“We’re tired of being ignored by policymakers. We have people we
are trying to serve, but policies keep changing and we have to keep
rethinking what we’re doing. They don’t even ask us what we
think of welfare-to-work! How can we get them to listen to us?”

“Where have you been? You’ve been aloof and distant and not 
too useful for us. Your university is the largest institution in our
community, and a lot of resources go to you. Why don’t we see
any of it?”

“Student volunteers are great, because Lord knows we need help
just getting things done—serving soup, mentoring kids, answer-
ing phones, running our after-school program. But this commu-
nity has so many problems and needs that just aren’t being
addressed. How can you help us with those?”

Other community members seek a different kind of relationship with
colleges and universities than they have had in the past:

“Researchers from the university come in here all the time with
their clipboards and pencils, and I’m getting sick of being asked
how poor I am. I’m fed up with being treated as a guinea pig. I’m
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answering more questions from folks like you, and I’m still not
seeing any real change around here.”

“You guys come in here for a day or two, and then we never hear
from you again. Are you really interested in helping us solve
some of our problems? Then why don’t you spend more time
here and really get to know us?”

“You don’t have all the answers. Ask us sometimes about our com-
munity and our problems. We’ve been living here and we know a
lot. Respect our knowledge. We can teach you a few things.”

Funders want to see results for the money they give:

“We give a lot of money to academics for them to study commu-
nity problems, but nothing much seems to come of it. How can 
we ensure that the research we fund makes a real difference in
our communities?”

“Nonprofits and community-based organizations are always com-
ing to us with proposals to support programs that address com-
munity problems and challenges. So often they have good ideas
and great intentions but too little information: What’s been tried
before? What works, and why? What does the research in this
area have to tell us? These groups need to do their homework!”

“We get lots of requests from professors at the local university
who want to study ways to solve various problems in this city. 
In the meantime, the university has just built a beautiful new sta-
dium and professors earn a whole lot more money than most of
the working people in this town. Why should we give them our
money when they are already so rich?”

Even college and university administrators voice concerns:

“Our institution is lagging in graduation rates, and we have to 
do something about it. We need to find a way to increase enroll-
ment. That means being more innovative in the way we teach 
and coming up with ways to excite students about new educa-
tional options.”

“Politicians at every level are leaning on us. Every year the 
legislature cuts our budget and says our faculty isn’t doing any-
thing. They’re asking me what our outreach programs are. 
Even the mayor is asking ‘What have you done for us lately?’”
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“There is a movement on campuses toward engagement with the
community, and we’re going to be left behind if we don’t join in
now. We say we’re doing this, but where’s the evidence? And what
are our students getting from all this service to the community?”

Voices of frustration about business as usual in higher education have
grown louder over the past two decades. Students want educational ex-
periences that are engaging and relevant. Faculty members want to help
provide those experiences while they apply their expertise in meaningful
ways outside the confines of classroom, office, and laboratory. Commu-
nities have wide-ranging needs, some of which can be met by colleges and
universities—provided those institutions demonstrate a genuine willing-
ness to share resources and work toward developing respectful and reci-
procal partnerships with those communities. Administrators are realizing
that to thrive, their institutions must become more responsive to the grow-
ing needs of communities, the changing character of the student body, and
the erosion in public trust that has challenged the ivory tower image of
the academy from years past.

Responses to the crisis in higher education have been varied and, in a
few cases, far-reaching. This book is about one such response. Community-
based research (CBR) is research that is conducted with and for, not on,
members of a community. In its multiple variations—participatory re-
search, participatory action research, and empowerment research—CBR
has a long and diverse history that spans the globe, and most of it does
not involve higher education or academics at all. But the model of CBR
that we detail here puts it at the center of partnerships between higher ed-
ucation institutions and the communities in which they are located. Un-
like traditional academic research, CBR is collaborative and change
oriented and finds its research questions in the needs of communities,
which often require information that they have neither the time nor the
resources to obtain. And in contrast to the participatory research con-
ducted by individual faculty engaged in their own scholarship, our CBR
model engages students alongside faculty and community members in the
course of their academic work. CBR combines classroom learning and skills
development with social action in ways that ultimately can empower com-
munity groups to address their own needs and shape their own futures.
At the same time, CBR differs from most other experiential and service-
learning pedagogies in its emphasis on the development of knowledge and
skills that truly prepare students for active civic engagement.

We see CBR as a tool, a teaching technique, and an institutional change
strategy for social justice, engaging universities’ and communities’ human
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resources, expertise, and knowledge-generating capabilities to address so-
cial ills. The distinctive combination of collaborative inquiry, critical analy-
sis, and social change that community-based research represents—as well
as its potential to unite the three traditional academic missions of teach-
ing, research, and service in innovative ways—has led us to believe that
CBR is a next important stage of service-learning and engaged scholar-
ship. We also see it as a compelling response to the voices of frustration in
contemporary higher education.

While CBR may well be a potentially transformative educational strat-
egy, in fact remarkably little about it has been written for academics who
are drawn to this sort of work or for others—community members, ad-
ministrators, funding agencies, students—who might want to know more
about it. This book is intended to be a guide to how and why to incorpo-
rate this promising new form of scholarship into academic settings.

We are five academics with varied and extensive experience in CBR as
teachers, researchers, administrators, scholars, and community activists.
We come from different disciplines and very different institutions: a lib-
eral arts college for women, a community college, and mid- and large-size
public and private research universities. What we have in common is deep
involvement with CBR on our own campuses and in our communities, as
well as a shared commitment to the value of CBR as a response to many
challenges facing higher education today. This book is a product of that
deep involvement and shared commitment. It is also the product of a
rather extraordinary and richly rewarding collaboration among five very
different people who share a vision: that our work as teachers, scholars,
and citizens can make some difference in the worlds that we touch through
our work.

We have organized the book into discussions of the principles and the
practices of CBR and have also incorporated, wherever possible, voices
and experiences of people who are doing CBR on their campuses and in
their communities. We have been privileged to work together on this proj-
ect as a result of a grant to the Bonner Foundation from the Corporation
for National Service, and it is largely our experiences through this grant,
and the experiences of our other colleagues on the grant, that we draw on
for this book.

Chapter One provides a brief history and overview of community-based
research and articulates its basic principles. Chapters Two and Three focus
on campus-community partnerships: Chapter Two looks at the principles
governing these partnerships, and Chapter Three provides extensive, con-
crete guidelines for establishing and sustaining those partnerships through
community-based research projects. The fourth and fifth chapters address
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methodological considerations: Chapter Four looks at how CBR needs to
be understood within the wider context of social change efforts of com-
munity organizations and agencies and what principles should guide de-
cisions about research design and methods; Chapter Five details ways that
the distinctive character of CBR shapes decisions at every stage of the 
research process. In Chapters Six and Seven, we turn to issues related to
teaching CBR: its value as a pedagogic strategy (Chapter Six) and then, in
Chapter Seven, a plethora of suggestions about how to incorporate CBR
into courses and curricula, as well as how to manage the many details that
come with doing CBR with graduate and undergraduate students. Chap-
ters Eight and Nine address the complex questions of why and how we
can transform our institutions to support new forms of community en-
gagement, particularly the work of community-based research. Finally, in
Chapter Ten we return to these voices—this time to imagine a vision of
higher education that is based on research-oriented campus-community
partnerships and to present a series of recommended action steps that we
might take to help realize that vision.
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1

ORIGINS AND PRINCIPLES OF
COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH

Lastly, I would address one general admonition to all; that they
consider what are the true ends of knowledge, and that they seek

it not either for pleasure of the mind, or for contention, or for
superiority to others, or for profit, or fame, or power, or any of

these inferior things; but for the benefit and use of Life.

—Francis Bacon

over the past two decades, many higher education institutions,
from small, private, liberal arts colleges to massive state-supported re-
search universities, have begun to rethink their institutional missions and
implement a variety of community outreach efforts. Several forces have
helped to create this state of affairs. Two of them—widespread criticism
of higher education’s disconnection from communities and growing con-
cern about the professorate’s exceedingly narrow definition of research—
originated outside the institutions but quickly led to wide-ranging and
often heated debate across campuses. The third force, recognition of the
need to develop students’ civic capacity and prepare them for active dem-
ocratic citizenship, came largely from within the institutions themselves.

The Development of Campus-Community Partnerships

The contemporary criticism of higher education’s inequitable and unre-
sponsive relationship with the community echoes a historical chorus of
voices weighing in about the nature and purpose of knowledge, from



Bacon’s concern about the “true ends of knowledge” to John Dewey’s
warnings (1938) about the importance of linking knowledge with social
inquiry rather than leaving it disconnected from action and isolated and
mired in academic culture (Benson, Harkavy, and Puckett, 2000; Maur-
rasse, 2001). These ideas seem particularly relevant today, as the neigh-
borhoods adjacent to many college and university campuses struggle with
greater and greater challenges that university resources could help to ad-
dress: urban decay, environmental threats, growing economic inequality,
and the unmet needs of vulnerable children, families, and communities in
areas such as education, health care, housing, criminal and juvenile justice,
and employment. Some have even called for a widespread return of col-
leges and universities to the historical mission of land grant universities—
regional institutions shaped by and responsive to local conditions, local
problems, and local needs (Bledstein, 1976; Campbell, 1995; Kellogg
Commission, 1999). What is the purpose of higher education, they ask,
if not to reach out so as to provide something useful to society, starting
with the communities that surround them?

At the same time, we have heard public demands for the work of pro-
fessors to be more responsive to the public good. Ernest Boyer, in his
widely cited book Scholarship Reconsidered (1990), criticized the narrow
definition of scholarship as research in pursuit of new knowledge and
took issue with how the “science of discovery” serves as the key, if not
the only, kind of acceptable scholarship for faculty, especially those at re-
search universities (Edwards and Marullo, 1999). He was concerned that
other forms of scholarship—the scholarship of integration, of application,
and of pedagogy—were undervalued and neglected with regard to both
faculty roles and institutional credibility. In particular, he argued that the
scholarship of application is best suited to address society’s problems, and
he challenged institutions to rethink their faculty reward systems and redi-
rect their efforts by developing the resources needed to address the ills that
confront society.

The third force for change was the growing realization on campuses
that despite our best intentions, higher education is largely failing in its
efforts to prepare students for lives of social responsibility and civic and
political engagement. Slowly we learned that college and university grad-
uates are no less likely than the rest of the population to be disengaged
from political issues, disenchanted with the potential of government to ef-
fect positive change, and disinclined and ill equipped to participate ac-
tively in civic life. Invoking Dewey’s  treatise (1916) that education is where
democratic participation is best learned, educators began to challenge col-
leges and universities to move beyond traditional courses and curricula to
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prepare students for democratic citizenship (Boyte and Kari, 1996; Ehrlich,
2000). Increasingly, the most widely promoted strategy for citizenship ed-
ucation has been some form of student involvement in communities, most
typically in the form of volunteering and service-learning.

As a result of these three forces, the latter years of the twentieth cen-
tury saw a dramatic increase in the involvement of higher education in-
stitutions in their surrounding communities. Today, a growing number of
institutions are returning to the land grant ideal of American universities
by forging connections with the communities that often lie just beyond
their campuses. Many colleges and universities are partnering with schools,
social service agencies, businesses, neighborhood organizations, and health
care providers, often with government, corporate, or foundation support.
These partnerships have resulted in a plethora of outreach initiatives in
which thousands of students and faculty are participating in tutoring and
sports programs; internships in areas such as education, social work, and
psychology; research projects; and the provision of other services to their
local communities (Maurrasse, 2001). The effectiveness of these partner-
ships has been enhanced by the establishment of the Campus Compact,
an organization that focuses on increasing service opportunities for stu-
dents and faculty, as well as a wide range of service-learning programs
that have become more and more commonplace in community colleges,
four-year colleges, and research universities (Eyler and Giles, 1999; Zlot-
kowski, 1999).

A particularly promising activity to come out of these academy-
community partnerships is what has come to be called community-based
research (CBR). CBR is a partnership of students, faculty, and community
members who collaboratively engage in research with the purpose of solv-
ing a pressing community problem or effecting social change. Community
in this context includes educational institutions (schools and day care cen-
ters), community-based organizations of various kinds (neighborhood as-
sociations, for example), agencies that provide services or otherwise work
on behalf of area residents (such as a local health department or battered
women’s shelter), or groups of people who may not share a geographical
association but do share an interest around cultural, social, political, health,
or economic issues (for example, unions, Latinos, ex-offenders, breast can-
cer survivors, and identity groups such as the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and
Transgender Alliance). Sometimes the focus is on a local problem facing a
neighborhood or an organization. The focus can also be regional, nation-
al, or global. In every case, the community consists of people who are op-
pressed, powerless, economically deprived, or disenfranchised—that is, who
are disadvantaged by existing social, political, or economic arrangements.
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In a broad but critical sense, then, CBR is about working for social and
economic justice. By placing larger questions of social, political, and moral
purpose at the center of higher education’s historical missions of teaching,
scholarship, and service, CBR addresses in a direct way higher education’s
public mandate to serve some larger public purpose as a citizen within a
civil society.

Historical Influences on Community-Based Research

Community-based research has a long and diverse history. This diversity
is reflected in the different terms used to describe this kind of research—
action research, participatory research, popular education, and partici-
patory action research—which illustrate historical distinctions concerning
the political nature of the research enterprise and the degree of active par-
ticipation of the community in the research (Sclove, Scammell, and Hol-
land, 1998; Stoecker, 1999a). Moreover, practitioners of participatory
research in different fields and different parts of the globe trace their his-
tory differently. Indeed, traces of CBR’s historical roots can be found in
several social science disciplines and professional fields both inside and
outside academia. These multidisciplinary origins make it difficult to 
construct a precise history of CBR. However, these distinctions are less
apparent today, and regardless of disciplinary origins or the terminology
employed, many community-based researchers draw from several com-
mon historical and modern strands.

In the twentieth century, we have seen three basic influences that have
converged into community-based research:

• A popular education model that emphasized the involvement 
of people in educating themselves for social change

• An action research model used by academics in conjunction with
major social institutions

• A participatory research model that emphasized the involvement 
of people in doing their own research for social change

The Popular Education Model

The popular education influence on CBR has a number of important
sources. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the settlement house
movement swept the United States as young women from wealthy back-
grounds moved into poor urban neighborhoods to provide services and,
in some cases, to work for social change. Among the most famous of these
was Hull-House, founded by Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr in 1889
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(Polikoff, 1999). The important work of the Hull-House staff included a
research project mapping the land use patterns in their Chicago neigh-
borhood, involving neighborhood residents in a fascinating research and
popular education process that became part of Hull-House’s social ser-
vice and social action agenda. The research itself provided a model that
would later appear in depoliticized form and be credited to University of
Chicago researchers Robert Park and Ernest W. Burgess (Deegan, 1988;
Harkavy and Puckett, 1994). The model that Hull-House pioneered has
become an important influence in the field of empowerment planning.

Another crucial popular education influence on CBR was the High-
lander Folk School, now the Highlander Research and Education Center,
founded by Myles Horton. Highlander was important for developing a
model of popular education that emphasized people’s ability to generate
their own knowledge, independent of outside experts. Located in Ten-
nessee, Highlander historically focused its efforts on the people of Ap-
palachia and the rest of the South, among those groups in the United States
most excluded from formal education and power.

Highlander’s early development of a popular education and participa-
tory research model included a project in support of a timber workers’
strike in 1933. Highlander brought timber workers and their families to-
gether to research the logging industry in the area and develop a model
of sustainable logging that would protect both the forests and workers’
jobs in the long term (Adams, 1975; Bledsoe, 1969; Glen, 1988; Horton,
1989). In the 1950s, Highlander was involved in racially integrating labor
organizations, as well as laying the groundwork for the 1954 Brown v.
Board of Education school integration decision. After the major flood that
devastated the Appalachian region in 1977, Highlander helped local res-
idents, community organizers, and academic researchers investigate the
conditions that produced the endemic poverty in the region, with the in-
tent of bringing about changes through community action. In the process,
citizens learned research skills and actively participated in civic politics to
bring about changes in local tax codes that had been impoverishing the
regional economy in favor of absentee landowners, mostly coal mining
companies (Horton, 1993).

Highlander built a model of adult education focused on community-
generated needs that set a standard for CBR as many researchers began
to adopt some of its approaches. For example, Tax’s Iowa Fox Indian Proj-
ect (1958) involved anthropologists’ combining research and action in their
work with the tribe.

Paulo Freire was another central popular education influence on CBR,
particularly through his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), which
evolved from the author’s experience in adult literacy work in Brazil. Freire
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believed in the power of education as a political tool for raising the con-
sciousness of oppressed people at both the local and global levels. He tied
education to an agenda of social change in which learning was to be cou-
pled with the investigation of social conditions and then their transfor-
mation. Freire’s writing served as a basis for a theoretical and practical
model for participatory research and inspired scholars and activists to get
together with community residents to research, educate, and plan for sus-
tainable, community-controlled social change projects in which learning
through investigation occupied the central role.

The Action Research Model

A second influence on community-based research, the action model, has
its roots in the work of Kurt Lewin (1948). He coined the term action re-
search to describe an approach that gained popularity in the 1950s as a
tool to increase worker productivity and satisfaction through democratic
relationships. Lewin’s work is regarded as a conservative influence on
CBR because it placed less emphasis on active community participation
and did not challenge existing power relationships (Brown and Tandon,
1983). Nevertheless, it was useful for those who wanted to understand
organizational change, innovation, and improvement by combining the-
ory and practice. Decades later, a similar model emerged, in the work of
William Foote Whyte (1991). Whyte’s model, which he referred to as par-
ticipatory action research, followed Lewin’s in focusing on workplace man-
agement. Similarly, it was seen as ignoring class conflict, reigniting an earlier
debate between action researchers and those who emphasized the impor-
tance of doing research in the service of lower classes struggling against op-
pression (Brown and Tandon, 1983).

The Participatory Research Model

The third influence on CBR comes from the more conflict-oriented par-
ticipatory research model. Here, the widespread social and political cri-
tiques characteristic of the 1960s and 1970s also looked to the dominant
approaches of social research, particularly its assumptions regarding the
purposes of research, the possibility of objectivity, relationships between
the researchers and the researched, the ethics of data collection, the own-
ership of research results, reporting findings, and epistemology (Sclove,
Scammell, and Holland, 1998).

Forces emerging from community development efforts being under-
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taken in Third World countries increased the momentum of this critique.
For example, during the early 1970s, young social scientists of the First
World working as aid specialists in Tanzania became frustrated with the
rigidity of the Western social science methods in the African setting (Park,
1992). These methods were based on rigid empiricism and positivism, with
its obsession with instrument construction and rigor, defined by statistical
precision and replicability. The scientists found that teams of students and
village workers who were studying problems such as unemployment
among youth and the socioeconomic causes of malnutrition were far more
effective in eliciting needed information from the people than they, the sci-
entists, had been. They attributed this success to the data collection meth-
ods that relied on the more communal sharing of knowledge specific to
the local culture (Hall, 1992). The social scientists also came to realize that
their own conventional research methods, which privilege the experts who
control the production and distribution of knowledge, served only to re-
produce a model that was tied to the Western domination of the newly
emerging African nations. Based on these insights, development workers
began to rely more and more on local knowledge for the technical solu-
tion of problems facing the people, who were encouraged to contribute
their own experience, wisdom, and skills to the research.

Similar practices were adopted to address social change in parts of Latin
America and Asia, which were also experiencing pains of struggle for lib-
eration from foreign or dictatorial domination. Examples include Orlando
Fals-Borda’s work with peasants struggling for land in Colombia, people’s
struggles for protection against deforestation in India, and efforts to secure
rights for farmer settlers in the southern Philippines (Park, 1992).

Critiques of positivistic research continued to surface and by the late
1970s, participatory research projects were being conducted in northern
regions of the world, including Switzerland, Canada, the United Kingdom,
the Netherlands, Italy, and the United States (Hall, 1992). By the early 1980s,
several international groups were established and began writing on par-
ticipatory research. These included the International Council for Adult Ed-
ucation’s Participatory Research Group in Toronto and the Society for
Participatory Research in Asia (Sclove, Scammell, and Holland, 1998). Par-
ticipatory research projects were also undertaken in urban and rural North
America in various disciplines, including public health, sociology, anthro-
pology, community psychology, and community development.

In North America, participatory research has since been adopted in
work with traditionally disadvantaged groups such as Latin American im-
migrants and First Nations councils (Hall, 1992), people with disabilities
(Brydon-Miller, 1993), and Canadian aborigines (Jackson, 1993), as well
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as on women’s issues (Cancian, 1993; Maguire, 1987), and community
mental health issues (Schensul and Schensul, 1992).

Although books on participatory research appeared (see Maguire,
1987; Park, Brydon-Miller, Hall, and Jackson, 1993; Whyte, 1991), until
recently much of the impetus for this work came from people in nonprofit
research organizations rather than from academics in higher education
settings. As we will see later in this chapter, the reasons for the limited fac-
ulty involvement in participatory research have to do in part with tensions
between the traditional research emphases of colleges and universities and
the needs of the communities beyond their campuses.

Principles of Community-Based Research

Our model of community-based research draws on these diverse histori-
cal influences and is guided by three central principles that represent the
core tenets of CBR as it engages the resources of colleges and universities
to help communities address pressing problems:

• CBR is a collaborative enterprise between academic researchers
(professors and students) and community members.

• CBR validates multiple sources of knowledge and promotes the 
use of multiple methods of discovery and dissemination of the
knowledge produced.

• CBR has as its goal social action and social change for the purpose
of achieving social justice.

These principles are also perhaps best understood as features that differ-
entiate CBR from business as usual in American higher education: that is,
from conventional academic research including research on communities
(see Exhibit 1.1) and from conventional approaches to teaching and learn-
ing at both the graduate and undergraduate levels.

Collaboration

From the perspective of the college or university, community-based re-
search is the systematic creation of knowledge that is done with and for
the community for the purpose of addressing a community-identified need.
Ideally, CBR is fully collaborative, with those in the community working
with academics—professors and students—at every stage of the research
process: identifying the issue or problem, constructing research questions,
developing research instruments, collecting and analyzing data, interpreting
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results, writing the final report, issuing recommendations, and imple-
menting initiatives. To be effective, this collaboration requires mutually
respectful relationships between university and community people and a
fundamental sharing of authority. Everyone in the group is regarded as
both a researcher and a learner. In this way, the research process itself be-
comes a means of change and growth for everyone involved in it.

This sort of collaboration clearly distinguishes the roles and relation-
ships in CBR from those that characterize conventional academic research.
Much research, of course, does not involve communities at all. But even
with conventional approaches, where the community serves as the research
“laboratory,” there is a definite distinction between the researcher and the
researched, or at least between the researcher and the clients for whom 
the research is being conducted. The traditional community researcher as
outside expert typically has a limited and task-oriented relationship with
the community rather than the more multifaceted and long-term relation-
ship that characterizes CBR. This does not mean, however, that academic
expertise is irrelevant in CBR. Indeed, professors and students can bring
to the table a level of objectivity and broader knowledge and experience
(including experience with other initiatives) that may be lacking within the
community and are valuable precisely because they may encourage com-
munity members to consider new directions and new approaches.

The collaborative nature of CBR also makes it a distinctive and highly
effective mode of teaching, learning, and empowerment for everyone in-
volved. Students—who may undertake CBR for an independent study proj-
ect, a graduate-level thesis, a term project with a class, or to fill a research
requirement in a course, such as research methods or a capstone—are en-
gaged in active learning and problem-centered pedagogy and benefit in
several important ways from the sort of collaboration that characterizes
this research approach. CBR offers the chance to learn through the best
combination of experiential and intellectual learning strategies. As equal
members of CBR teams, students learn how to listen to one another, en-
gage in critical discussions about problems and issues, arrive at solutions
mutually, and work together to implement them (Couto, 2001)—all skills
that are important in the increasingly team-oriented work world.

The community’s involvement in the research process also can have pow-
erful outcomes for them. The capacity of community organizations, schools,
and social agencies can be strengthened so that they are able to collect, an-
alyze, and use data independently. Indeed, an important goal of CBR is to
transfer information expertise into these organizations through training and
resources provided initially by the college or university. If this goal is real-
ized, the organizations become self-sufficient and no longer need to rely on
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outside experts, but can continue to draw on them when necessary
(Stoecker, 1999a). The learning that results from involvement in informa-
tion gathering and analysis can be an empowerment, or capacity-building,
tool for the community (Sclove, Scammell, and Holland, 1998).

In practice, however, the full and equal participation of community
members in every phase of the research may be somewhat problematic.
Sometimes university researchers are unable or unwilling to relinquish their
traditional roles as authoritative experts. Students may be insensitive to
the importance or meaning of collaboration, or community members may
have insufficient interest, time, or expertise to participate in every phase of
the research. However difficult full and equal collaboration may be to
achieve, though, it is a tenet and a goal of CBR. At the very least, the com-
munity must be fully involved in the first phase of the project—identifying
the research need and questions—and in the final phase, where the results
are disseminated and implemented. The degree and form of both commu-
nity and student participation in other phases of the project also may de-
pend on factors such as the nature of the project, characteristics of the
community, the level of the students, and the availability of different kinds
of expertise from both the university and community.

New Approaches to Knowledge

The second principle—that CBR validates multiple sources of knowledge
and promotes the use of multiple methods of discovery and dissemination—
refers to the distinctive ways that CBR defines knowledge and approaches
the production of knowledge.

First, in the same way that CBR requires the equal participation of aca-
demic and community people in the research process, it also values equally
the knowledge that each party brings to that process—both the experien-
tial (or local) knowledge of community people and the specialized knowl-
edge and skills of university faculty and students. CBR answers the
question, “Whose knowledge counts?” in distinctive ways. It places the
less powerful members of society at the center of the knowledge creation
process. This means that people’s daily lives, achievements, and struggles
are no longer at the margins of research but are placed firmly at the cen-
ter. CBR requires acknowledging the validity of the local knowledge gen-
erated in and through practice in community settings and weighing this
alongside institutionalized, scientific, and scholarly professional knowl-
edge familiar to faculty and students. Put simply, community-based re-
searchers are interested in the epistemology of practice and, in particular,
how each form of knowledge informs and guides the other.
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A second distinctive feature of CBR’s approach to knowledge is that it
recognizes and may incorporate multiple research methods. It also en-
courages practitioners to develop and apply unconventional criteria for de-
termining the appropriateness of those methods. CBR requires that we
eschew rigid methodological rules or protocols. Rather, methods are cho-
sen or developed because they have the potential for drawing out useful,
relevant knowledge and because they invite the involvement of all parties,
or stakeholders, in identifying, defining, and struggling to solve the prob-
lem. For example, because CBR places high value on local or experiential
knowledge of community members, research approaches that are particu-
larly sensitive to discerning the voice and perspective of participants, such
as informal interviews or open-ended questions, might be chosen over more
structured, researcher-controlled data collection methods. Generally, CBR
also requires a willingness on the part of researchers to be flexible and
adaptable: to be willing to rely on a variety and multiplicity of data collec-
tion methods and instruments, work to develop unconventional ones, ig-
nore discipline-bound methodologies, and even change methodological
direction in the middle of the study if it will enhance community partici-
pation and empowerment or enhance the usefulness of data collected.

A third feature is that CBR often requires innovative, user-friendly ap-
proaches to the dissemination of knowledge as well. Neighborhood resi-
dents and community organizations want tangible results that they can
use. Indeed, the value of the entire research project rests on its potential
to produce results that can be used by the community. This may mean that
professors and students who are used to thinking in terms of research re-
ports and scholarly standards of proof must think instead of the need for
concrete results presented in a form that is comprehensible to neighbor-
hoods, organizations, politicians, agency personnel, and others who might
make use of the research findings. It requires that researchers demystify
the language used in research reports, and it might also call for the use of
innovative, creative methods of describing and reporting results that may
not involve writing at all: video, art, community theater, or quilting, for
example.

The distinctive approach to defining, discovering, and disseminating
knowledge that is essential to CBR poses yet another challenge to conven-
tional research paradigms in the sciences and social sciences. The collabo-
rative nature of CBR calls into question conventional assumptions about
who should be allowed to participate in the production of knowledge. That
is, it challenges the exclusive authority of the trained researcher and argues
for the value of nonspecialist participation in decisions relating to research
processes and priorities. CBR’s approach to knowledge—its insistence on
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democratizing and demystifying knowledge—goes further. CBR also chal-
lenges conventional assumptions about knowledge itself: what constitutes
valid knowledge, how it is best produced or acquired, and who gets to con-
trol it. In this sense, CBR engages some of the provocative epistemologi-
cal debates that have emerged in the sciences and social sciences in the form
of feminist theory, critical science studies, and other important challenges
to traditional thinking and dominant canons, including rigid disciplinary
boundaries that can stand in the way of addressing research questions that
are seldom confined to the content or methods of one discipline. To en-
gage students with some of these epistemological questions, by modeling
CBR as an alternative to conventional approaches, is yet another way 
that CBR differs from traditional teaching.

Social Action and Social Change

The third principle of CBR is its commitment to social action and social
change in the interest of advancing social justice. Community organi-
zations often need information as part of their efforts to make needed
changes: improve their programs, promote their interest, attract new re-
sources, understand their target populations, or in other ways contribute
to a social action agenda aimed at improving the lives of people in the
community, particularly those who are most limited in their access to re-
sources and opportunities. The kind of information that CBR produces
can explicate issues and challenges facing communities, create awareness
of the need for action, focus attention on areas of particular concern, iden-
tify resources that can help address those concerns, design strategies for
change, and assess the impact of those strategies. In other words, CBR of-
fers a chance for community organizations and agencies to have a strong
information base from which to plan and act. Hence, the central purpose
for engaging in CBR is to produce information that might be useful in
bringing about needed change.

The social change that is the goal of CBR may be of a substantial and
long-lasting nature, but typically the social action it implies, or the im-
provement that it brings, is fairly modest. This may be by design—for ex-
ample, an assessment of an after-school program has as its ultimate goal
producing information that will improve that program, a useful but lim-
ited kind of change. It also may be a result of other factors, such as the
failure of the project to produce truly useful results or, as is often the case,
the inability to get decision makers to pay attention and act on the results
that the project produces. Because the research project is often one rela-
tively small item on a larger community social action agenda, its impact
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may be minimal or may not be discernible for some time. For example, a
project whose purpose is to identify areas of community concern might
be little more than a first stage in a long series of efforts to get those con-
cerns analyzed and addressed.

Finally, the research process itself, quite apart from any results that it
produces, may contribute to social change by empowering and helping to
build capacity among community members. Some of this has to do with
skills and knowledge that academics share with the community members.
Another is simply the fact of community members coming together to iden-
tify collective needs and talk about potential solutions, which may help 
revitalize democracy in the community and otherwise set into motion
structures and processes for social change quite beyond any particular re-
search project. This aim of CBR has its roots in Freire’s popular education
model, where the process of coming together to educate, learn, and talk
about social change serves as a means of consciousness raising and orga-
nization among community members, who are then empowered to work
for change themselves.

The social action–social change goal of CBR distinguishes it in yet an-
other clear way from both conventional academic research and, when it is
used as a pedagogical strategy, conventional approaches to teaching as
well. The dominant research paradigm dictates that the central purpose for
doing research is to advance knowledge within disciplines. The careers of
college and university faculty members—decisions about hiring, promo-
tion, and tenure—rest primarily (or at least partially, at more teaching-
oriented institutions) on their being successful researchers. Such success is
measured mainly by the researchers’ ability to attract grant money and the
favorable judgment of their research by academic peers, as evidenced by
presentation at disciplinary conferences and publication in peer-reviewed
professional journals. The measure of the value of community-based re-
search, in contrast, is its potential to bring about social change. And the
research questions that drive CBR come not from the mandate to build
theory in a discipline, but rather from a need for information that might
help advance the social justice and social action agenda of a community
organization or agency. CBR’s social change objective, like its unorthodox
approach to issues of knowledge and expertise, renders it at least some-
what suspect within traditional academic reward structures.

All of the basic principles of CBR distinguish it from conventional
modes of teaching that is classroom based and lecture oriented. However,
its social action orientation also makes CBR different from other forms
of service-learning, much of which involves students in charity-oriented,
direct-service-providing roles in the community. CBR’s goal of social change
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means, among other things, that students must engage in some amount
of critical analysis of causes of social problems and also must consider so-
lutions and strategies for change. Its advocates argue that this makes CBR
a particularly effective pedagogy for helping students acquire knowledge
and skill for active citizenship and democratic participation.

Summary

Community-based research has emerged in response to the criticism that
colleges and universities are insufficiently responsive to the needs of com-
munities. CBR has a long and diverse history, and this history provides a
basis for the three major principles that guide our model of CBR for higher
education institutions: collaboration, validation of multiple sources of
knowledge and methods of discovery and dissemination, and the goals of
social change and social action to achieve social justice.
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2

WHY DO COMMUNITY-BASED
RESEARCH?

BENEFITS AND PRINCIPLES 

OF SUCCESSFUL PARTNERSHIPS

perhaps the most distinguishing feature of community-based re-
search is that it is collaborative, and the foundation for that collaboration
is the campus-community partnership. Faculty and students work with
community-based organizations to define the research questions and de-
velop appropriate strategies to address those questions. In this process,
the scientific process is demystified and the results are produced to be use-
ful to the community as they pursue their social change and community
improvement agenda. However, as Nyden, Figert, Shibley, and Burrows
(1997) note, “Successful collaborative projects typically have at their foun-
dation a working relationship that has been built up over time” (p. 5). In
this chapter, we focus on the partnership aspect of CBR: how it is that the
community can benefit from the partnership and some of the principles
that govern successful campus-community collaboration.

Before turning to our examination of the benefits of CBR to the com-
munity, we must first address the question, “Who is the community?”
What we mean by community encompasses a variety of social organiza-
tion forms that operate at a number of levels of size and complexity. At
the basic level, the members of a community share a common interest or
identity. Typically, these individuals create a form of social organization
to further their common interest or advance their notion of common iden-
tity. The community entities with which we collaborate in CBR are those
that share a common position in society that places them in a disadvan-
taged position in structural or cultural terms: they have access to fewer
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resources and opportunities due to the way that the larger society’s insti-
tutions, social structures, or policies operate or the way in which they are
perceived (and perceive themselves) in relation to the others in society.
Based on this position of disadvantage, members sharing this identity or
structural location come together to improve their opportunities and ac-
cess to resources. The CBR process may collaborate with such communities
at any and all levels of this process: constructing the social organization,
defining its goals and strategies, implementing its social change initiatives,
assessing the effects of its change efforts, and reevaluating its initial goals
and strategies in the light of its experiences.

The social bases of these communities may take a variety of forms:

• Geographical location (for example, neighborhood groups, 
public housing residents)

• Position within an institution or social structure (for example, 
juvenile offenders, students in public schools, poor people, 
service sector laborers, senior citizens)

• Personal identity or status (for example, immigrants, women, 
people of color, gays and lesbians)

• Alliances with such constituencies (such as faith-based 
organizations and service agencies)

The actual community partners with which we conduct CBR are typi-
cally nonprofit organizations, public agencies, or small grassroots groups
organized for any number of purposes:

• Provide services to those in need

• Advocate for the disadvantaged or oppressed

• Empower people who are disenfranchised

• Alter structures that limit opportunities and generate poverty, 
violence, and suffering

• Ally themselves with such efforts

In some cases, these partner organizations are made up of, or controlled
by, members of those communities. In those situations, there is a clean fit
between the goal of working with the community and actual practice. In
many cases, however, those partners are a step removed from the com-
munity because community members do not control those organizations.
They are often, however, connected to it by staff or board members who
come from the community. Those “link people,” or “bridge people,” or
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“translators,” as they are variously called, are the connection between the
organization and the community.

Other partners are two steps removed from the community because they
have no direct connection to the people with the problem. Their staff or
boards may share some structural characteristics—of class, race, gender,
sexual orientation, disability, or other important characteristic—but they
do not share the experience of the problem. Service providers, institutions,
government, and other similar organizations trying to help a community
when they have no community base, no community participation or con-
trol, and no bridge people are often suspect in a community. It is with these
twice-removed groups that many academics partner, which introduces a
series of concerns about how well the community itself is being empow-
ered. In later chapters we discuss mechanisms for addressing these issues
and strengthening community empowerment. We now turn to an exami-
nation of the ways that CBR may provide benefits to such community-
based organizations.

Benefits to the Community

The leaders, staff, and organizers in community-based organizations (CBOs)
confront enormous challenges and often feel overwhelmed, largely due to
the nature of their work and the environment in which they operate. They
labor on society’s most complex problems—such as poverty, homelessness,
child abuse, illiteracy, hunger, and lack of affordable housing—armed with
woefully inadequate resources. They operate in a context that affords them
fairly limited opportunity to effect structural changes and even fewer re-
sources to devote to such changes. They are further hampered by frequent
policy shifts and the resistance of entrenched elites allied behind the status
quo. All too often, they find themselves so busy confronting the immediate
threats to individual or family survival or well-being that they have little
time and energy left to address the underlying causes of the problems that
command their efforts.

Increasingly, these organizations have been asked not only to do more
with less but to document with quantitative data that they have succeeded
in their efforts. They are asked to undertake research on the extent of need
and to select best practices for program implementation within a specif-
ic context. CBR partnerships can help alleviate some of these pressures,
especially the need to demonstrate impact, and they can be an important 
resource for those who are working to improve the quality of life for dis-
advantaged people in our communities.
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From the community’s point of view, the primary incentive for enter-
ing into a CBR collaboration is to help it achieve its social change goals.
Although CBO leaders, staff, and organizers may be willing, and even
eager, to help educate students or advance the frontiers of knowledge,
their objective for partnering with higher education students and faculty is
to mobilize additional resources to fulfill their organizational mission.
From the CBO perspective, such a partnership may be a significant asset
for them. In the short run, the partnership may provide the CBO with ac-
cess to new resources as well as the opportunity to leverage the resources
that are already under its control. From a somewhat longer-term per-
spective, CBR partnerships have the potential to develop the capacities of
community groups by increasing the skills of the staff, thereby enhancing
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The South West Improvement Council

The South West Improvement Council (SWIC) is a nonprofit organization that
provides housing and other services in a low-income, ethnically diverse neigh-
borhood in southwest Denver. Jan Marie Belle, director of SWIC, needed solid
data to support her community organization’s case for grants, public funding,
and political debates, but she lacked the resources to collect such information.
Deb Moulton, a University of Denver doctoral student in quantitative research
methods, worked with Belle to analyze the demographics relevant to affordable
housing in southwest Denver.

Belle used the graphics that resulted from Moulton’s study in a presentation
to local foundations and politicians about housing issues in the city. The study’s
findings had important implications for charitable giving and public policy. 
“I got lots of thoughtful dialogue; council members commented how helpful it
was to have graphics. One of the council members is a lawyer and president 
of the Colorado Mortgage Banker’s Association. He exchanged cards with me,
and we talked about forming a coalition to work on these issues in a way that
nonprofits alone cannot. Folks like that really like data—factual information 
to make decisions. We had information he hadn’t seen, and that was powerful
for us.”

In an e-mail note to Moulton, Belle said, “Thanks again, for the respect you
are showing and the knowledge you are sharing. You are objective, fair, respect-
ful, truly wanting to empower, not insecure, not trying to take what we have.”
Belle describes what she learned from her collaboration with Moulton: “Deb
showed me how to analyze the data, to update things, and to use the computer
program she uses. This was most empowering. I am gratified that she realizes
that I can learn new things. It’s so empowering to have this kind of data. It puts
me on equal footing with those who have the money and political power. With
my own data, I can negotiate service for the community. I don’t have to rely on
someone else’s figures.”



the organization’s ability to operate more effectively and better assess its
operations and outcomes. Finally, and on a more abstract level, if we shift
our focus away from the internal operations of community groups, we
can see how these partnerships are able to make a meaningful contribu-
tion to democracy. In the following sections, we examine the potential for
CBR to advance the social change objectives of community-based orga-
nizations by helping those organizations: leverage new resources and bet-
ter mobilize the ones they have, develop their capacity, and participate
more effectively in our democracy.

Accessing and Using Resources

CBR partnerships are valuable to community groups to the extent that
they provide access to new, relatively stable, and diverse resources. In a
typical CBR project, a group of students and their professor work on a
question that the agency has identified. The significance to the CBO is that
it receives a substantial infusion of real energy and expertise. At its best,
such a partnership provides a temporary research and development staff
for the CBO that it otherwise could not afford. It is temporary in the sense
that any one professor and his or her class may share their talents during
the course of a one-semester or two-semester CBR class. As the partner-
ship deepens over time and broadens to cover a range of matters, the po-
tential becomes even more powerful. In such a case, the partnership can
provide an ongoing mechanism that will connect the community group
with faculty members and students from a variety of disciplines, presum-
ably over a long period of time during which a number of research ini-
tiatives can be undertaken.

Clearly, CBR is a vehicle to help nonprofits do more of what they are
already trying to do daily. The additional resources brought to bear by
faculty and students help the CBOs complete more activities that already
appear on their short-term agenda. Consider how a simple CBR project
can help an organization that runs a mentoring program for at-risk chil-
dren, but does not have enough volunteers to serve all of them. In this 
situation, a group of students can produce a directory of all volunteer, ser-
vice, and service-learning programs in the area. They can interview cur-
rent volunteers and find out what brought them to the organization and
what barriers they overcame to serve there. They can produce a directory
of potential funding agencies and explain their distinctive application
processes. Perhaps in a follow-up project the next semester, another group
of students will draft a grant proposal on behalf of the organization, sur-
veying the alternative program options, analyzing the strengths and weak-
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nesses of the program, and documenting the program’s existing practices.
Each of these projects would help the program accomplish its short-term
goal: matching more at-risk youths with positive role models.

CBR can also leverage funding sources well beyond their initial limits.
Phil Nyden, director of the Center for Urban Research and Learning at
Loyola University in Chicago, notes that “the roughly $10,000,000 in
grants received by the Center for Urban Research and Learning at Loyola
has leveraged at least another $10,000,000 in tuition, faculty time, stu-
dent time, and other university resources. Easily one-third of this has di-
rectly gone to community partners, or has been of direct benefit to them”
(Nyden, personal communication, 2002). Even when sharing a grant with
a higher education institution that takes a large amount of it in overhead,
the possibilities of using the remaining funds to leverage faculty time, stu-
dent time, physical resources such as computer analysis and laboratory
testing facilities, and other institutional resources for a CBR project can
make an initial grant stretch considerably.

The University of Denver’s six-year relationship with La Clinica Tepeyac
also illustrates how a CBR partnership can be beneficial for a community-
based organization. La Clinica is located in a Denver neighborhood that
the university has been connected with through various community-based
learning projects for several years. It is referred to as a first-tier partner of
the university because whenever possible, La Clinica’s research needs re-
ceive priority from the university when CBR projects are being planned,
and the partners share a high degree of mutual trust. One of the research
projects that illustrates how CBR can help CBOs better use existing re-
sources and access new ones to meet goals was conducted by three Univer-
sity of Denver graduate students, who conducted a six-month evaluation
of the Reach and Teach Program, an outreach program designed to famil-
iarize local women in the community with La Clinica’s breast and cervical
screening services. The research team’s report made several suggestions for
improvement, which were incorporated into the following year’s imple-
mentation of the program. The program director also used some of the re-
port’s positive findings to strengthen grant proposals, and some received
funding.

CBR partnerships also provide community groups with a mechanism
to leverage and maximize their own resources, which includes their own
in-house expertise and staff time. For example, research on best practices—
examining how other programs provide similar services, perhaps in com-
parable contexts—may provide useful suggestions for program changes
that would lead to better service provision for clients. In terms of the re-
search process itself, community groups have a significant amount of
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knowledge that could enhance the quality of any research effort, but it is
often the case that they are unable to make this a high enough priority to
which to divert staff time. Most of our community partners simply do not
have the right combination of staff time and expertise to design and exe-
cute a research project that will provide useful results and withstand se-
rious scrutiny. However, when they enter into a CBR partnership, they
join a larger team effort. There are members on that team who comple-
ment what the community representatives bring to the table, and vice
versa. Thus, it is not necessary, for example, that the community agency
has a staff member who understands sampling. Instead, their staff can in-
form the campus experts about the nature of their population, warn of
unique challenges that might confound standard sampling techniques, and
advise on the content of the survey questionnaire that will be administered
to the sample.

Enhancing Capacity

Working collaboratively on a CBR project enhances the capacity for all
the parties involved in the project. Students learn how to conduct re-
search, and both students and faculty learn about the community and the
practical challenges confronting people in disadvantaged positions in so-
ciety. All of the participants acquire skills, learning from others and learn-
ing how to interact with others from different positions and with different
backgrounds. Community members also acquire technical skills in re-
search, strategic planning, and evaluation. Furthermore, the CBOs within
which the community members operate enhance their organization’s sys-
tems for strategic planning and evaluation, leading to improvements in
the organization’s self-governance and internal democratization. A paral-
lel development occurs within higher education institutions as well, as we
discuss in Chapter Eight.

The participatory nature of many CBR projects also gives community
members the opportunity to acquire new skills or develop others by work-
ing with academics and students. This may take place informally, as in the
case of an agency director who participates in a training session on how
to facilitate focus groups that was organized by a professor for her stu-
dents. Or it may arise out of a more formal approach. At Georgetown
University, for example, community partners can participate in community
research seminars at no cost, learn how to conduct CBR and undertake a
community-driven project, and receive academic credit. At a minimum,
these opportunities make it easier for community members to become bet-
ter consumers of research and savvier when it comes to analyzing the rec-
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ommendations that may emerge from a research project. At a higher level,
community members may find it easier to play a meaningful role in any
participatory research effort that seeks their input in the design and im-
plementation of a project. Finally, and perhaps ideally, community mem-
bers who participate in CBR projects may learn how to conduct research
on their own

However, it is not enough for a community group to gain access to new
skills or even to develop their own skills. Rather, the most desirable goal
is that CBOs establish the appropriate internal systems that use and con-
trol such information creation and dissemination processes. Here, too, a
strong CBR partnership can make a significant contribution. For exam-
ple, in Trenton, New Jersey, a shelter for runaway and abused children
had completed hundreds of intake forms over a twenty-year period for
each child who had walked through its doors in order to satisfy a federal
reporting requirement. Yet the staff did not have the ability to enter these
data onto a computer and examine them. A professor at a local college
and his class entered and analyzed the data as part of a CBR project. This
proved helpful but was not the most important outcome of this partner-
ship. That came about when the professor later recruited a student from
the computer science department to build on the work of the first class
project. This second student designed a software program that the staff
was able to use at their own site to generate monthly reports. As a result,
the CBR partnership provided the shelter with the means to capture and
interpret information themselves on a regular basis that is used to monitor
and assess the program’s operations.

CBR partnerships may also improve the ability of community groups
to make more strategic decisions about their operations. David Beckwith,
a community organizer from the Center for Community Change, refers
to this as “helping us get ahead of the curve” (Beckwith, 1996, p. 167).
In part, this stems from the fact that CBR projects can provide these
groups with what they need to act more strategically: quality information,
data, and analysis. In this sense, the needs of a grassroots group are no
different from those of a Fortune 500 company, but the CBOs have no ac-
cess to resources to pay for quality research and development.

Two essential areas where CBR can contribute to the work of nonprofit
organizations are program development and program evaluation, accord-
ing to Martin Johnson, executive director of Isles Community Development
Corporation in Trenton. Describing the contributions of CBR to program
development, he notes that many of program partners are forced to act on
“anecdotes or gut feelings” when they work on developing new programs.
One of his colleagues cites the example of an agency whose director chose
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a mentoring curriculum because it was used by her former employer, not as
a result of any best practices research, which might have been the case if
she had had a CBR team available. Because she had neither the time nor a
compelling reason to question the choice of mentoring programs (she is one
of only two employees), she chose the only program she was familiar with.
In other cases, CBOs with strong professional staff or board often rely on
their own, sometimes flawed or limited, internal knowledge to decide what
programs to develop. Over time, they can become disconnected from the
people they serve. A growing number of CBOs are using CBR teams to help
manage focus groups, surveys, and community analyses to better connect,
design, and execute plans.

Program evaluation is the second area cited by Martin Johnson where
CBR can make a substantial contribution to the work of nonprofit orga-
nizations. He sees a shift in the ways that CBO funders and communities
measure success: “Simply measuring the number of organizational out-
puts (houses, counseling sessions, events, and so on) is no longer adequate.
Now we have to answer the ‘so what?’ question. What outcome has oc-
curred because of your work?” This question requires new and better in-
dicators and data collection methods than most organizations can manage.
One of the program directors in his organization, who runs a program for
high school dropouts, sought to improve their evaluation system because,
like most other typical program measures, it failed to measure whether
the participants were becoming more self-reliant, a core value of the or-
ganization. Instead, the data were limited to how many of the youth re-
ceived a general equivalency diploma, acquired a job, or entered a training
program. To develop a more focused way to assess their impact, the di-
rector helped a research methods class at the local college develop a new
and more effective way to measure increased self-reliance in the program.
Another colleague of Johnson runs a program that matches college vol-
unteers with formerly homeless preschool children in an effort to develop
their emerging literacy skills. In this case, the director worked with an ed-
ucation class to administer a pre- and posttest that served to clarify the
effectiveness of this volunteer effort. Program evaluation, when it is done
well, can lead to significant improvements in the way a program is de-
signed or implemented. In this case, the results might indicate a need to
increase the number of service hours each child receives or to change the
way that tutors are recruited or trained.

In sum, CBR partnerships can be a useful tool for community organi-
zations, helping them get more done in the short term and strengthening
their capacity to plan and implement quality programs in the longer term.
Such partnerships help these organizations complete concrete tasks that

24 community-based research and higher education



have a sense of urgency attached to them, think and act more strategically,
develop skills, and establish more sophisticated internal systems. CBR
partnerships have the potential, however, to do more than just enhance
the capacity of community groups to achieve their programmatic goals.
They also help position them to play a more active role in our democracy.

Effective Democratic Participation

Campus-community research partnerships might, finally, be seen as means
by which we can help create what Barber (1992) calls a “strong democ-
racy” in America. They do this by sparking interest in civic activism on
the part of historically marginalized groups and, even more important, by
removing some of the barriers that have long worked against real grass-
roots political participation. These barriers include lack of compelling in-
formation to engage policymakers, low credibility, and a dearth of feelings
of civic efficacy and competence on the part of community groups and
members. We discuss each of these in turn.

COMPELLING INFORMATION TO ENGAGE POLICYMAKERS. Commu-
nity groups working with academics typically devote their greatest effort
to developing projects whose results can help them accomplish their pri-
mary mission. The information, data, or analysis that they obtain often
can be used to help sway government officials and other key decision mak-
ers at all levels as they draft legislation or develop budgets that may have
an impact on CBO constituencies in long-range, powerful ways. CBOs sel-
dom have the financial resources with which to hire expensive lobbyists.
This means they must resort to other strategies, and one basic but poten-
tially effective one is to inform the policymaking process with compelling
information whose aim is to influence presumably well-intentioned and ra-
tional decision makers. This was the aim of the director of a transitional
housing agency for homeless families when she asked her local CBR cen-
ter* to help her design and carry out a survey of those whom the agency
had helped in the past. She hoped that the data would demonstrate the ef-
fectiveness of her program and thus help convince state officials to create
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* A CBR center is typically a centralized office that coordinates an institution’s
CBR activities, including soliciting community projects, matching institution
personnel and resources with projects, conducting trainings and outreach, and
other related activities. Such centers can range in size from a single staff person
or faculty member to large operations managing numerous programs.



an exception under the new welfare law for transitional housing pro-
grams. Although she was not entirely successful at influencing state legis-
lation, she was able to use the results to convince a reluctant funder to
provide continuing financial support for her agency.

CREDIBILITY IN THE EYES OF DECISION MAKERS. Sometimes it is the
message combined with the messenger that makes a difference when it is
time for officials (public and private) to make an important decision.
Community groups and their causes often acquire additional credibility
when the reports they are disseminating are authored or coauthored by
someone with an advanced degree who is affiliated with a university or
college. David Beckwith (1996), of the Center for Community Change,
calls this “using your priestly power for good” and recognizes that many
professors working with community groups may be initially reluctant to
highlight their credentials (p. 166). “You may not like to put that ‘Ph.D.’
after your name,” he advises academic researchers working with the com-
munity. “But a letter from Professor Jones, Ph.D. can convince people that
[the community] really has ‘somebody’ on their side. In life, that matters.”
He cites a market study of Ohio nonprofit housing developers that was
produced from the Urban Affairs Center at the University of Toledo. The
content of this report and its connection with the university made it le-
gitimate in the eyes of the state legislature, which later passed an appro-
priation to support community development.

HIGHER LEVELS OF CIVIC EFFICACY AND COMPETENCE. We previously
noted that community members who participate in CBR projects often 
develop research skills. Such participation can also develop what political
scientists call civic efficacy and civic competence. People who actively par-
ticipate in a research project that addresses a local problem become more
confident that they can make a difference in their own communities. If the
process eventually leads to action, such as writing a letter to an elected of-
ficial or organizing a meeting with that official, the participants begin to
learn the rules of the game. In short, they are learning how to make a dif-
ference.

At an even more fundamental level, when CBOs empower individuals
by enabling them to acquire skills or resources necessary to engage in ef-
fective political participation—for example, literacy, access to transporta-
tion, and computer skills—they help create a stronger, more participatory
democracy. The Day Labor Center in the city of Pomona, California, illus-
trates how the creation of a community organization established to serve
the needs of a disenfranchised group has enhanced their ability to partici-
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pate in the larger community (see the Pomona Economic Opportunity Cen-
ter case). Students experience the same development process and acquire
the knowledge and skills attached to learning how to participate in the po-
litical process while they also develop a sense of empowerment and per-
sonal efficacy.

In sum, CBR partnerships provide what Ansley and Gaventa (1997)
call “social capital” (p. 51), which they see as consisting of connections
between and among groups and individuals through which various re-
sources flow. It is such connections that enable grassroots organizations
to develop linkages and relationships with others, in the community and
on campuses, who control important assets that can have a tremendous
impact on the social change and advocacy efforts of these groups. The col-
laborative teams of community members and academics that form around
CBR can serve as important incubators of social capital (Ansley and
Gaventa, 1997).

Principles of Successful Community-Campus Partnerships

Now that we have considered the benefits of CBR to the community, an-
swering the “why” question, we examine ten essential principles of suc-
cessful CBR partnerships—the “how” question. We present them in a
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Pomona Economic Opportunity Center

The Day Labor Center of Pomona, California, was created from a participatory
style of community-based research. It was established in response to a city ordi-
nance passed in July 1997 that prohibited “the solicitation of work on any
street or highway, public area, or non-residential parking areas in the city of
Pomona.” Those caught in violation of the ordinance would face a fine of up 
to a thousand dollars and six months in jail.

When the ordinance was passed, a group of Pitzer College students in Profes-
sor José Calderon’s class, “Restructuring Communities,” worked with various
community activists to research day laborers, organize them, and pack city hall
for demonstrations. With the help of this class, a funding proposal was written,
and a nonprofit organization, the Pomona Economic Opportunity Center, was
formed. Subsequently, the city council allocated fifty thousand dollars to this
nonprofit organization for the purpose of developing a day labor center. The
council also appointed a board of directors that included city commission mem-
bers, representatives from the community, and students and faculty from Pitzer
College. This campus-community collaborative has resulted in research on im-
migration, health, language, conflict resolution, and leadership development
that involves the workers in all aspects of the decision-making process.



more or less sequential framework (see Exhibit 2.1). The first three prin-
ciples relate to the approach or perspectives that potential partners from
both campus and community bring into successful partnerships. The next
four help us understand the process of conducting CBR projects, with par-
ticular attention to the kinds of interactions that govern successful part-
nerships. The final three principles relate to the outcomes or desired results
of projects and partnerships. Because all of these principles are interre-
lated, this framework should be viewed not as a rigid categorization but
rather as a conceptual tool that can help us identify and understand some
of the key features of successful community-campus partnerships.

Entering Partnerships

The first three principles help us to understand more clearly what moti-
vates community and campus partners to undertake CBR projects to-
gether and delineate some important orientations toward one another that
successful partners either bring with them or develop jointly in the course
of their work together:

1. Partners share a worldview.

2. Partners agree about goals and strategies.

3. Partners have mutual trust and mutual respect.

PARTNERS SHARE A WORLDVIEW. In successful CBR partnerships, the
key players share important elements of a worldview, including basic
philosophical assumptions about people, communities, society, and how
they connect with one another. One such assumption, well articulated by
Benjamin Barber (1984), is that “every human being, given half a chance,
is capable of the self-government that is his or her natural right, and thus
capable of acquiring the judgment, foresight, and knowledge that self-
government demands” (p. 13). This idea—that we can and should trust
ordinary men and women with power to make more decisions that affect
themselves and their communities—dovetails neatly with CBR’s commit-
ment to collaboration. Academic and community partners who share it
will work more easily together to promote shared authority and the par-
ticipation of community members in all aspects of the research process.

Another important element of a shared worldview is an understanding
of what constitutes community. Who is “the community” whose interests
the researchers represent and work for? Is it a geographical community—
that is, one that is spatially bound, such as a neighborhood? Or is the com-
munity a more dispersed one, identified by shared status or identity or
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other interest? Community-based organizations typically address such
core definitional issues as they are formed, so that their notion of the com-
munity they serve is captured in their mission statement or incorporation
papers. From the campus side, this can be a bit more of a challenge. While
faculty members and students entering a partnership assume the partner’s
perspective regarding the particular community they serve, the issue
might be more problematic at the institutional level. Here, the college or
university—faculty members, CBR center staff, and administrators—
must make some decisions about the community or communities with
which they will work. Where should they commit their limited resources,
and why? What are some of the political and ideological ramifications as-
sociated with working with some groups as opposed to others? The fac-
ulty at the College of Public and Community Service at the University of
Massachusetts–Boston addressed this question by committing to work
with groups “that do not have political power, or that have less economic
power or fewer opportunities” than others in the Boston area (Kennedy
and Stone, 1997, p. 120). As a result, teams of students work under the
direction of professors to assist “under-funded, grassroots community,
labor, and advocacy organizations serving the interests of low-income
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Exhibit 2.1. Ten Principles of Successful 
Community-Campus Partnerships.

Entering partnerships

Community and campus partners
1. Share a worldview
2. Agree about goals and strategies
3. Have trust and mutual respect

Conducting partnerships

Community and campus partners
4. Share power
5. Communicate clearly and listen carefully
6. Understand and empathize with each other
7. Remain flexible

Outcomes of partnerships

Community and campus partners
8. Satisfy each other’s interests or needs
9. Have their organizational capacities enhanced

10. Adopt long-range social change perspectives



communities . . . in the greater Boston area” (p. 124). The Washington,
D.C.-based network of campus and community partners engaging in
community-based research has adopted similar language for its CBR
clearinghouse operations and is the basis of the meaning of community
set out at the beginning of this chapter.

PARTNERS AGREE ABOUT GOALS AND STRATEGIES. Another impor-
tant principle of a successful partnership is agreement about the desired
outcomes of the joint endeavor, along with similar ideas about the best
strategies for achieving those goals. At a minimum, all CBR partnerships
seek to ensure that colleges and universities are a useful resource to local
community organizations, and hence mobilize faculty, students, and other
campus-based resources to complete research and planning projects that
the community groups have identified. Somewhat more sophisticated
than this resource model approach is an empowerment or capacity-build-
ing model (Reardon, 2000), when CBR partners share the additional aim
of using the collaborative research process to build various capacities 
of community members, perhaps including both residents and staff from
community organizations. Here they work to equip community members
and organizations with new skills, tools, practices, and systems that make
it easier for them to achieve their goals and gain control over their own
neighborhoods.

Equally important are shared ideas about strategies to achieve those
shared goals, including the different roles and contributions of members
of the CBR team. A partnership committed to building the capacity of
community members, for example, is likely to stress the participatory na-
ture of CBR at every stage of the project and to work with the same group
of community members over an extended period of time. Furthermore, 
if the goal of CBR is to empower communities, there must be a process
through which community members shape and control elements of the
partnership. Thus, our shared assumption is that the community must ar-
ticulate the questions that the research will address, whereas the faculty
members bring the expertise to address the questions. Similarly, the com-
munity organization determines the social change agenda that it will pur-
sue, whereas the faculty and students align themselves with the change
agenda with which they are most comfortable. This discussion of these
larger philosophical issues must be an ongoing process among the part-
ners, from the first discussion of the possibility of establishing a specific
project partnership to a continuing conversation that becomes part of the
partnership between academics and CBOs.

Sometimes conflicts of organizational policies or values make a part-
nership inadvisable. An example was when the Denver chapter of the Boy
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Scouts of America contacted faculty members at the University of Denver
wanting help in determining why such a small number of Latino boys
were enrolling in their programs. Although several University of Denver
graduate students were interested in and even had some research exper-
tise around the issue of Latino participation in school-based and com-
munity programs, they determined that the Boy Scouts’ gay exclusion
policy clashed with the social justice orientation of the university’s CBR
initiative, and they declined to partner with the Boy Scouts.

This example illustrates the tactical and moral dilemma that exists when
one chooses to partner with an organization whose policies conflict with
the social justice principle of CBR. The University of Denver might have
taken a different stance and accepted the CBR offer with the Boy Scouts in
the hope of developing a partnership that over time might lead the orga-
nization to reconsider its stance on homosexuality and hence to advance
social justice. Often there is no single answer to such dilemmas. A more
common dilemma that several of us face in our work is partnering with
social service organizations that may disempower community members
through the treatment models they employ. In these cases, we may choose
to work with such partners in the hope that an effective CBR project that
insists that clients become participants in the CBR project may also open
up the agency to more empowering practices.

PARTNERS HAVE MUTUAL TRUST AND RESPECT. Strong CBR partner-
ships exhibit and nurture trust among the participants in two important
ways. First, each partner trusts that the other can be counted on to “do
the right thing”—that the partner will know what that is and ultimately
will make a genuine effort not to compromise the other’s interests. Sec-
ond, the partners share, or at least work to develop, a faith in the collab-
orative process itself.

Trust among partners does not emerge instantly in a new working re-
lationship. The community and campus partners start by sharing their
goals and discussing the constraints within which they operate. Over time,
an understanding develops about what the primary objectives are for each
of the partners, which of the outcomes and processes cannot be compro-
mised and which are flexible, and the contextual factors that will influ-
ence the dynamics. During the course of a successful collaboration, each
partner comes to trust the other to act in good faith, keep in mind the in-
terests of the other as well as their own interests, and refuse to sacrifice
the other’s important objectives in favor of one’s own lesser ones.

Successful partners trust not only each other but also the process of col-
laboration. They have confidence in the partnership: that it will produce
meaningful results even as it faces hurdles of various kinds along the way.
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The partners share the often implicit assumption that although any par-
ticular short-term project may fall short of expectations in some way, the
relationship is worth maintaining because of the promise of fulfilling im-
portant joint interests of the partners over the long term.

Lydia Santoni-Lawrence, the executive director of the Community Ser-
vice Action Center (CSAC) in Hightstown, New Jersey, illustrates this sort
of trust. In the midst of her first CBR project, it became clear that the re-
search team of students from the local college was on track to deliver a
mediocre product at best. The students had lost their focus, their profes-
sor was not engaged enough to alter their project trajectory, and the young
agency staff member who was most directly involved in the project was
proving to be too inexperienced to assert leadership to affect the process.
As the unsuccessful project drew to a close, Santoni-Lawrence shared her
concerns with the organizer who initially brought the team together. But
she also added: “Don’t get me wrong. I am committed to working with
you to form these partnerships. I am convinced that these types of collab-
orations can have a substantial impact on our agency’s efforts to improve
the lives of the local immigrant population and the poor as well as on the
students. And I know that we will eventually get what we need. This is just
a natural part of the process.” Since that time, Santoni-Lawrence has joined
forces with a psychology professor who has worked with her students to
complete two remarkable projects with the staff of CSAC. After the first
project, this partnership has flourished as both community and campus
partners have learned how to work together effectively.

Trust must be nurtured and sustained if it is to last. In the CSAC case,
the campus liaison that brought the partners together in the first place
spoke frequently with the community partner during the course of the
project. In these conversations, he reiterated his commitment to the com-
munity’s needs—that her agency would receive a quality product even if
it meant finding another team (additional faculty members and students)
to build on the work of the first group and complete the report during the
winter break. (The significance of effective communication is examined
in the next section.)

Mutual respect goes hand-in-hand with trust as essential orientations
that campus and community partners bring with them to the CBR rela-
tionship. When all members of the CBR team recognize the value of each
member’s knowledge, mutual respect prevails, and the partnership is far
more likely to be successful. Here, the respect is predicated in part on the
assumption that in CBR, multiple sources of knowledge are both valid
and essential to address community needs. To be useful, CBR projects
must draw on both the expertise of the academics and the valuable expe-
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riential knowledge of community partners and members. Thus, a profes-
sor’s years of experience in survey research design are of little value with-
out community members’ insights about how to approach people and
pose questions in ways that will secure their cooperation and participa-
tion. A graduate student’s technical knowledge of how to measure levels
of industrial pollution is only one piece of the knowledge needed to bring
legal action against a company with a longstanding and complicated his-
tory in a community. Community members are indispensable sources of
information about themselves, their lives, their community’s history, and
the workings of the local political and economic institutions. For their
part, students and professors bring technical research expertise along with
analytical and conceptual perspectives that can enrich community efforts
in myriad ways.

The Process

The next four principles describe some patterns of interaction that char-
acterize successful campus-community partnerships:

4. Partners share power.

5. Partners communicate clearly and listen carefully.

6. Partners understand and empathize with each other’s circumstances.

7. Partners remain flexible.

These patterns typically emerge over time. They also tend to be self-
perpetuating, such that effective interactions among members of the CBR
team fuel further effective interaction.

PARTNERS SHARE POWER. At the broadest level, this notion of shared
power is akin to the assumption that all people, even the poor and mar-
ginalized, have the right to participate in the decision-making processes
that affect their lives. In the context of CBR, with its commitment to col-
laboration, shared power means that campus and community partners
participate fully in shaping decisions about their work together. In gen-
eral, the balance of power should tip toward the community when it
comes to the most basic aspects of the CBR project, especially identifying
the research question in accordance with community needs and shaping
and implementing change strategies that might emerge from the research.
When community members are afforded less authority than their aca-
demic colleagues, the research is likely to be of far less value to the com-
munity than otherwise would be true. Moreover, CBR partnerships that
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mirror conventional notions of academic expertise and authority end up
perpetuating the sort of inequitable power structures that they ultimately
seek to challenge and change. This makes the goals of shared power es-
pecially compelling. There are cases, however, when the community may
not be organized enough to participate in these decisions during the ear-
liest stages of a CBR project. In such situations, an academic with effec-
tive community organizing skills may be able to bring together community
members so that they can participate and take charge of the next stages
of the project (Stoecker, 1999a; Brydon-Miller, 1993).

Shared power could mean that all parties participate equally in making
decisions that govern every stage of the research project: identifying the re-
search question or topic, designing the research, collecting data, analyzing
the data, formulating the report, and taking action on the findings. In re-
ality, such uniform power sharing across every step of the project is nei-
ther achievable nor always desirable. Community partners may prefer not
to be involved equally, or even at all, in decisions about such matters as
sample selection, instrument design, or analysis strategies because they have
more limited expertise in those areas or because such discussions require
time away from their other obligations. Students do not always participate
in decision making about what projects will be undertaken and what the
research question might be, also because of their relative lack of expertise
or—in many cases—because such decisions must be made by the profes-
sor and the community partner prior to the beginning of semesters when
the work will be completed. And some discussions about the research
might well occur in settings such as coalitions or staff meetings when no
one from the academic side of the partnership is present.

Deciding which decisional points each party will control requires com-
mon sense as well as ongoing frank and friendly give and take about
everyone’s particular interests, strengths, and weaknesses. This is where
trust and mutual respect become crucial: each member of the CBR team
must be comfortable deferring to others in the interest of improving the
project, respecting each other’s commitments, and supporting the wider
aims and principles of community-based research.

Sometimes issues emerge about which compromise is impossible. One
issue may have to do with standards of practice that cannot be compro-
mised without jeopardizing the results of the study. From the community
side, such an issue might be related to protecting the rights and dignity of
community residents. Here, again, patterns of openness and honesty in
interactions among members of the research team mean that these sorts
of claims will be articulated, understood, and respected.
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As partnerships evolve, they may involve sharing of significant re-
sources, such as grant funds. Presumably, a partnership that has reached
this point will have developed patterns of shared decision making that are
well grounded in trust and goodwill. However, some partnerships have
also developed concrete mechanisms that facilitate this sharing of power
and resources, among them memoranda of understanding, legal agree-
ments, or representative steering committees charged with making key de-
cisions. (These are discussed at greater length in Chapter Three.)

PARTNERS COMMUNICATE CLEARLY AND LISTEN CAREFULLY.

Community-based research brings together people from very different
worlds—the academy and the community—and requires that they engage
in a series of conversations aimed at carrying out a challenging and com-
plex task: designing and carrying out a collaborative research project that
meets a community need. To accomplish this, both partners must work
to avoid the dangers of what Paulo Freire calls “alienating rhetoric.” He
observed that educators and politicians often “speak and are not under-
stood because their language is not attuned to the concrete situation of
the people they address” (1970, p. 77). When academics speak in abstrac-
tions, rich with disciplinary jargon and institution-driven imperatives, they
not only exclude community members to whom the jargon is unfamiliar
but also run the risk of sounding cold and dispassionate, thereby alienat-
ing community partners. Similarly, from the community side, communi-
cation rife with blame, “guilt-tripping,” and staking out the moral high
ground has the potential to alienate faculty and students. To be under-
stood, all participants must avoid the inaccessible language of their disci-
pline or community, take care to clarify meanings and assumptions that
may be obscure to outsiders, and otherwise work to develop a common
discourse that will ensure inclusive and fruitful subsequent interactions
among participants.

The second and equally important element of effective communication
is careful listening. Professors are used to having captive audiences—for
fifty to ninety minutes or more at a time—and as a result, their listening
skills may be underdeveloped. Recently, one of our community partners
asked us to intervene and cancel a meeting with a local professor. She sent
us an e-mail saying she could not waste any more time with him: “He does
not listen.” For their part, community partners accustomed to “rallying
the troops” through public speaking or running woefully understaffed
agencies that never allow them to have a real conversation may also be
challenged when it comes to good listening skills. Students occasionally
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report a similar experience with community partners. One group of tra-
ditional-age female undergraduates came back from a meeting of the local
coalition for the homeless complaining that “they didn’t seem to care
about anything that we had to say.” The effective dialogue that CBR re-
quires relies on clear communication and good listening on all sides.

PARTNERS UNDERSTAND AND EMPATHIZE WITH EACH OTHER’S CIR-

CUMSTANCES. Some communication problems in campus-community
partnerships are the by-product of bringing people together from dra-
matically different professions and institutions. And just as successful part-
ners learn how to communicate with each other across these sociocultural
divides, they also learn how to recognize and work around the various in-
stitutional constraints that affect their partners and may stand in the way
of accomplishing the group’s goals.

Community organizations and colleges and universities are very dif-
ferent institutional structures in terms of factors such as the size of their
operations (for example, staff and budgets), the degree of financial sta-
bility and cash flow, internal organizational structure and accountabilities
(for example, academics at universities are separated by discipline on cam-
pus and rarely work together), levels of bureaucracy, interorganizational
relations (for example, CBOs in the same community that work on the
same issue seldom coordinate efforts), schedules, and reward structures.
All of these can frustrate the growth of strong CBR partnerships.

Among these institutional incompatibilities, the differences between
academic and community calendars are perhaps the most fundamental.
The community partner may operate from the assumption that a true
partnership means that both parties are available for each other on an as-
needed basis—and in particular when an urgent need arises—because that
is how the organization itself operates. That means that many projects are
put together without extensive planning and continue based on the sched-
ule of the problem they address. In addition, the community organization
may need the report in time for some political hearing, media event, or
other external purpose that does not coincide with the end-of-semester
due date. In contrast, academic schedules are sometimes planned a year
or more in advance, and students schedule their classes months in ad-
vance, often making them unavailable to pick up a last-minute project. In
addition, most faculty members and students are not on campus during
midsemester breaks, holiday weekends, and between semester breaks. Fac-
ulty members need to turn in grades for students at the end of the semes-
ter, so projects must be ready to be evaluated at that time, regardless of
any complications that may have interfered with the project’s schedule.
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In the next chapter, we detail some of the strategies to facilitate this
cross-institutional understanding and to work around the potential con-
flicts that different institutional constraints produce. Here, again, part-
nerships that are built on trust, honesty, and mutual respect—and in
which partners are informed and empathetic about each other’s institution-
al constraints—are able to work around such constraints for the benefit of
the CBR project. Also, creative solutions are more easily forthcoming when
parties remain flexible, the principle to which we turn next.

PARTNERS REMAIN FLEXIBLE. In successful CBR partnerships, the part-
ners are flexible. Flexibility is a crucial element given the challenges of dis-
covering how to begin to work together. There are important tensions in
such partnerships, and an array of challenges and constraints exacerbates
these tensions (Nyden and Wiewel, 1992). The need for flexibility is im-
plicit in much of what we have discussed thus far. Here, we raise a few
additional points about why flexibility is prerequisite to strong campus-
community partnerships.

One of the inherent tensions we note is that the partnerships are product
oriented, meaning that they are committed to producing a research prod-
uct by a certain date (usually the end of the semester). At the same time,
these partnerships are developmental; they are designed to promote stu-
dent learning and, often, to build capacity of community members as well.

The tensions created by these different goals may be exacerbated by other
constraints imposed by both the campus and community members of part-
nerships. We have already noted the problem of fluctuating intensity—the
result of incompatible schedules that make students and faculty members
unavailable during academic breaks. Staff and residents on the community
side live in an environment that is far less predictable than the typical col-
lege campus, which means that they, too, may have shifting priorities that
require flexibility on the academic side of the partnership. An example of
this occurred when the Central American Center, a long-standing partner
with one of our universities, was preparing a grant proposal and a report
on the impact of a local piece of legislation on the city’s immigrant popu-
lation. The professor involved, new to CBR but knowledgeable about the
community, met with the center staff and worked out a plan with them to
have a group of his students work with the staff in doing background re-
search for the grant proposal.

During the course of the semester, the priorities of the center shifted,
requiring the group to focus more of their energy on completing the re-
port in a timely manner and to defer their work on the grant proposal.
Because of inadequate communication between the professor and the staff,
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staff asked students to help work on the report, whereas the professor in-
sisted that his students complete the draft grant proposal, as originally
planned for the students’ group project. Both the professor and the cen-
ter staff were upset, and the students were caught in between, pleasing
neither the professor nor the staff. Only at the end of the semester did the
changed situation at the center—and the need for flexibility—become clear
to the professor. During the ensuing semester break, he agreed to help the
staff by working on the report, writing a summary for the report, and
editing the draft for the center.

OUTCOMES OF PARTNERSHIPS. The final three principles of an effective
partnership have to do with desired outcomes or results of partnering that
go beyond producing useful research:

8. Partners satisfy each other’s primary interests or needs.

9. Partners have their organizational capacities enhanced.

10. Partners adopt long-range social change perspectives.

PARTNERS SATISFY EACH OTHER’S INTERESTS OR NEEDS. Beyond its
central goal of producing a high-quality and relevant research study, CBR
typically brings together campus and community partners whose needs and
interests diverge in some important ways. Recognizing and helping each
other meet these differing needs is important to strong CBR partnerships.

On the academic side, the priorities are to offer students an effective
learning experience and, in some cases, to produce publishable research
that can advance the faculty member’s career. The campus partner may
also look to CBR partnerships as a way of improving the image of the 
college in the community, helping students identify postcollege career op-
portunities and contacts, bolstering the institution’s experiential learning
opportunities, or improving recruitment and retention of students. Com-
munity partners who are sensitive to all the different needs of their aca-
demic partners might help out in a variety of ways. They are sensitive to
students’ limitations, assume the role of teacher at appropriate times and
in patient and effective ways, and are understanding of instructors’ need
to conform to academic requirements and restrictions. They may attend
and even speak at college-sponsored events where they vouch for the value
of campus-community collaborations and for the quality and importance
of the work that students and faculty members do. At institutions where
faculty members are required to produce publishable research reports, a
community partner might support such efforts by being generous with
permission to use data that the research produces; providing agency data,
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records, and other information that support the professor’s goals; and oth-
erwise sympathizing with the multiple demands on faculty members as they
juggle the teaching, service, and scholarship aspects of their CBR work.

Similarly, a good campus partner appreciates that the partnership must
produce a concrete benefit for the community agency and perhaps even
for the individuals with whom they are working. Reports have to be of
sufficient quality and usefulness to advance the agency’s social change
agenda. In addition, strategic or program recommendations must make
sense in terms of where the organization is and what it is capable of doing.
This ensures the continuing support of administrators and funders for the
partnership and the agency staff involved in it. Campus partners also must
be cognizant of more subtle interests, such as inter- and intra-agency pol-
itics and issues related to funding and outside funders.

PARTNERS HAVE THEIR ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITIES ENHANCED.

A common shared goal of CBR partners is to enhance the capacity of
community partners to undertake additional collaborative work and use
whatever is gained from the partnership to improve the effectiveness of
the organization. The most successful CBR partnerships, however, are
those that increase the skills and knowledge of participants on both sides
of the partnership—campus and community—so that everyone is better
prepared, at the end of a CBR project, to make subsequent partnerships
even more productive.

When both CBR partners work to strengthen the capacity of the other
party, they find it easier to continue working together over time and in-
crease the likelihood of successful subsequent collaborations. This is true
for faculty and students who, as they acquire familiarity with the com-
munity and technical skills, are able to do more and better work on their
next project. Similarly, community organization staff members who de-
velop a solid understanding of the research process and learn various strate-
gies for working effectively with students can use that knowledge gained
to make the next CBR project even more successful. Some partnerships
have gone far beyond individual CBR projects to a program of capacity-
building activities.

The Trenton Center for Campus-Community Partnerships, a citywide
consortium of four higher education institutions and nonprofit agencies, is
a good example. After limiting its activities to small CBR projects for their
first two years, the consortium developed a series of capacity-building
workshops by tapping into the expertise within its own network: profes-
sionals and nonprofit staff who offered seminars and training sessions 
on strategic planning, advocacy, participatory neighborhood planning,
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indicators of success measures, geographical information systems, and a
number of other topics. During the first day of workshops, nonprofit staff
led four of the six seminars, and a number of academics joined other com-
munity workers as students.

This sort of mutual capacity building can also be brought to bear on
financial issues, as some successful partnerships have found ways to col-
laborate in raising funds to support CBR (see Joint Development of Fund-
raising Capacity Financing case).

Another technique that has been widely used is for CBR teams to en-
gage in collaborative grant writing. Successful grant getting can provide
substantial support to the ongoing operations of the CBO and CBR-related
infrastructure of the university.

PARTNERS ADOPT LONG-RANGE SOCIAL CHANGE PERSPECTIVES. Fi-
nally, an important principle of a successful CBR partnership is develop-
ing and sharing a long-term perspective. Certainly an important incentive
for this work in the short term is the hope that the research can be used
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Joint Development of Fundraising Capacity Financing

CBR can be an area where competition and conflict prevail. However, campus
and community partners can both gain by working together to identify and 
nurture sources of financial support for their collaborative work. In one case,
the Perth Amboy (New Jersey) Housing Authority decided to pay the Trenton
Center for Campus-Community Partnerships six thousand dollars to conduct a
survey of its residents. The staff was influenced by the fact that the center’s seed
grant was about to expire. If it ran out of funds, it could not continue its CBR
work with local nonprofit organizations. Because the housing authority had
funds from a grant, it decided to pay for the survey in order to support the 
center’s overall operations.

In another example, Georgetown University’s Partners in Urban Research
and Service-Learning participants discussed funding opportunities and identified
some tensions over the community partners’ concern that the university was 
soliciting grant funding from local foundations that were already funding the
CBOs’ programs. To complicate matters, in order to apply for several different
national foundation or federal grants, the university needed to be the primary
applicant with demonstrated community partners. What they created over time
is a symbiotic relationship through which the CBOs serve as the lead agency
and fiscal agent for grant applications sent to local funders, whereas the univer-
sity tends to be the lead agency and fiscal agent for national level grants. This
arrangement has prevented the partners from competing with each other for
limited funds in a particular pool and has instead expanded the possibilities 
for funding for both community and university partners.



to bring about some improvement in the quality of life of the community
in the near future. This is a particularly important motivator for students,
who nonetheless are typically not around long enough to witness even the
short-term benefits of their CBR efforts. Effective long-term partnerships
are the ones that keep a collective eye on long-term goals and recognize
that each short-term CBR project can make an incremental contribution
toward the larger goal of changing social arrangements in a more funda-
mental way.

CBR promotes long-term change in three areas. The first is higher ed-
ucation, where the aim is to help colleges and universities become more
relevant to the wider community and society and to make more effective
their preparation of students to be engaged citizens. The second area of
long-term social change is in the balance of power in local communities,
to help traditionally marginalized groups gain more influence than they
currently enjoy. This captures a central aim of CBR: to empower com-
munity groups so that they become better-organized and more proficient
advocates for themselves and their constituents, as well as better able to
control the resources that will contribute to their further development.

The third area of long-term social change is in society at large. CBR part-
nerships are sustained and empowered by the shared faith in democracy:
the commitment to the belief that the more people who are engaged in the
process of shaping the larger forces that influence their lives, the better off
we all will be. CBR models participatory democracy in a powerful way.
Moreover, every successful partnership and project helps to create—in 
students, community members, faculty members, and other participants—
citizens who are both predisposed and equipped to be active, engaged, and
effective. Thus, although the concrete and somewhat more immediate aims
of CBR projects are to effect changes in policies, programs, or practices in
local communities, a longer-term aim is realized when participants carry
their knowledge, skills, and commitments to other projects, organizations,
classes, jobs, and communities throughout their lives.

There are practical and more immediate arguments for assuming a long-
term change perspective as well. One is that to expect institutional, let alone
societal, change in the short term is unrealistic and leads to frustration and
burnout (Marullo, 1996). Also, many community groups wish to partner
only with others who adopt a long-term perspective for more practical rea-
sons. In a cost-benefit sense, it is not in their best interest to invest the time
and energy in a partnership that promises to produce only one project; that
is not a large enough return on their investment. When the college or uni-
versity is willing to make a long-term commitment, community groups are
sometimes far more willing to invest scarce resources.
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Summary

In this chapter, we have addressed the two important questions about cam-
pus-community partnerships: How can they benefit communities? and
What are the features or principles of successful ones? CBR partnerships
can be of value to community-based organizations by helping those or-
ganizations access new resources and better mobilize the ones they have,
enhance their capacity, and contribute—in a long-range sense—to a 
democratic political system. The benefits of such partnerships for both par-
ties depend in large part on the strength of the partnership. Strong part-
nerships are those in which partners—both when they enter the partnership
and over the course of their collaboration—share a common worldview,
goals, and trust and mutual respect. Successful campus-community part-
nerships require that partners, in the course of their work together, share
power, communicate clearly and listen carefully, understand and empathize
with one another’s circumstances, and remain flexible. Finally, the most
successful partnerships have outcomes that satisfy both partners’ primary
needs or interests, develop the capacity of both partners, and contribute to
longer-range social change. In the next chapter, the focus expands from ex-
amining benefits and principles of strong partnerships to considering how
these principles can be turned into effective practices.
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3

COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP
PRACTICES

in the previous chapter, we examined the benefits of community-
based research partnerships and principles that govern successful part-
nerships. We now move to the nuts and bolts of CBR partnerships, or
how to turn the ten principles of successful partnerships into practice:
strategies to establish productive partnerships, practices that lead to suc-
cessful outcomes, and processes that contribute to the long-term sustain-
ability of effective partnerships for social change.

Finding and Starting a Partnership

The first two principles—sharing worldviews and agreement about goals
and strategies—concern fundamental characteristics of the two potential
collaborators that are not likely to change in the short run. Thus, our prac-
tical suggestions concern finding the right partner for collaboration. The
element of trust grows as a result of partnering effectively, starting with
clearly articulating interests, operating with openness and transparency,
and establishing good communication. We thus focus here on how to find
and select partners—from among the potentially large number that exist
in any community—with the greatest possibility for developing into an ef-
fective CBR collaboration.

There are two basic approaches to finding a CBR partner. The first, and
in some ways the more desirable, is to build from an existing campus-
community partnership and expand that relationship to include one or
more community-based research projects. This approach is especially use-
ful for academics who are forming CBR partnerships for the first time.



Working with a community organization that already partners with the
college or university in some other capacity—for example, through service-
learning, community education programs, job training grants, or direct
service programs—contributes to the likelihood that some important re-
quirements for a successful collaboration have already been met. These in-
clude things such as like-mindedness about goals and strategies, mutual
trust and respect, familiarity with the constraints imposed by academic
institutions, appreciation for the challenges and opportunities offered by
working with students, and experience with modes of effective cross-
institutional communication and collaboration. This is especially true
when the faculty member seeking to do CBR has worked with the com-
munity partner previously. Often, faculty members know an organization
from having volunteered there or having helped it with other projects on
a consulting or volunteer basis.

In other cases, CBR projects emerge as a result of students’ involvement
with an organization as volunteers, through service-learning courses, or in
professional training placements. For example, Georgetown University’s
Community Outreach Partnership Center is an indirect outgrowth of a
student-run tutoring program that had operated in the community con-
tinuously for more than twenty-five years before the faculty and staff
started to locate service-learning and research projects at the Perry Com-
munity Service Center. The University of Denver’s primary CBR partners
are located in the northwest and southwest areas of Denver, where the
university’s Center for Service Learning and Civic Engagement has a long-
term relationship through its outreach efforts. Even serendipity can play
a role in sparking a CBR partnership. In one case, a sociology major who
was a long-time volunteer in the Salvation Army’s after-school program
learned, through a casual conversation, that the board was exploring the
possibility of expanding its services to low-income seniors in the immedi-
ate area and wished to have some hard data about what sorts of services
they might wish to have available. The student expressed some interest in
helping, talked to her professor, and subsequently worked with the Sal-
vation Army board of directors in designing and carrying out a small needs
assessment survey of senior citizens in a nearby housing project.

A somewhat different approach is required when partnerships with po-
tential for CBR do not currently exist. Finding new partners for campus-
community collaboration may require a bit of effort and creativity. One
initial strategy is to conduct or access an asset mapping of the commu-
nity’s nonprofit sector to identify CBOs in the community and their mis-
sions, perhaps with a focus on those that are known to, involved with, or
operating in a neighborhood near the university. Because many commu-
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nity development corporations and subsidized housing developments
value citizen participation, they may be good organizations to contact.
Public schools and school-based or -affiliated organizations are also po-
tentially suitable and eager partners.

Some potential partners can be problematic, such as government or
nonprofit agencies that do not involve their constituents in program de-
cision making or small and underresourced organizations that may lack
the capacity to undertake a CBR project. In these cases, a number of dif-
ferent strategies might be used: organizing the community, convincing the
agency that it should include community members in its decision making,
starting with small projects, or offering to help begin building the orga-
nization’s resource base.

Sometimes people from the campus identify prospective partners by
making a blanket solicitation of community organizations and agencies.
This kind of cold contact may be initiated by the CBR center staff or by
individual faculty members, with an announcement that briefly describes
what they can offer in the way of research collaboration to a targeted list
of potential community partners. The easiest way to do this, but one with
limitations, is to send out mailings announcing interest in collaborating.

For several years, one faculty member at Hood College blanketed com-
munity organizations and agencies with the following invitation to sub-
mit research proposals each summer (see the sample letter). Eventually
partnerships developed, and most of this professor’s CBR work now is
within ongoing collaborative campus-community partnerships. Web sites
to solicit project profiles and research services have been developed by some
centers to solicit potential collaborators on an ongoing basis. (See, for ex-
ample, coralnetwork.org or linkresearch.org for examples of a citywide
and a nationwide CBR solicitation Web site.)

One urban university’s CBR program sends students out each summer
to survey area CBOs and ask them about their research needs, which re-
sults in a CBO profile book. Princeton’s Community-Based Learning Ini-
tiative interviews staff from a select set of CBOs, solicits research ideas,
and compiles project profiles for its Web site, which faculty and students
then use during the academic school year to find CBR partners.

As another variation, an academic researcher, either independently or
in connection with a course she or he is teaching, reaches out and asks
whether anyone in the community could use particular professional skills
and knowledge. When one psychology professor arrived at his new posi-
tion, he asked local elementary and high schools if they would have any
use for his expertise in psychological diagnostic testing. The schools were
immediately open to the possibilities, and everyone collaborated to put in
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place a preschool diagnostic testing program conducted through his “Psy-
chological Tests and Measures” course. The faculty member worked with
the local school system to address a perceived problem that it lacked re-
sources to address. The school system had free access to his expertise, and
students in the class applied their new knowledge and sharpened their
skills at administering and interpreting psychological tests.

From the community side, finding an academic partner to help with a
research project can be a bit daunting. If CBOs do not already partner
with the college or university, knowing which office to call to solicit sup-
port can be quite confusing; the local telephone directory may list dozens
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Sample Letter

Dear Frederick Community Member:
I am writing to invite you to submit a research project proposal to Hood’s

Center for Community Research. A proposal form is attached; this year’s 
deadline for submission is June 30th.

The Center for Community Research, which is described in the enclosed
brochure, gives organizations and agencies in the Frederick community access
to some of Hood’s resources to undertake collaborative research projects that
meet community-identified needs. For the coming year, we hope to be able 
to work with groups in the community on at least one substantial year-long
project as well as some smaller semester-long projects. Proposals tied to a 
variety of disciplines—social sciences, environmental studies, and humanities—
are welcome.

Project proposals will be carefully reviewed by the Center’s Advisory Com-
mittee, using the criteria of feasibility, perceived usefulness to the community,
and fit with interests and resources of Hood students and faculty. The commit-
tee will identify promising proposals and notify applicants by late August or
early September. In some cases, we will accept proposals contingent on finding
faculty or individual students who wish to take them on. In every case, the next
step will be to meet with you to talk about how we might work together to 
develop your idea into a workable research project that will be of use to you.

We are delighted by the interest and support expressed by so many in our 
research center, and we look forward to working with you. We encourage you
to submit a research project proposal and, in other ways, to keep us informed
about your needs and how we might work with you to help meet them—if not
this year, then in years to come. If you have any questions, please feel free to
contact me (strand@hood.edu or leave a message at 301/555–1234). We look
forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,
Kerry J. Strand, Director
Center for Community Research and
Professor of Sociology



of university offices with words such as service, volunteer, community out-
reach, and research in their names. In such cases, it might be most ef-
fective to start at the top, contacting an office such as a university vice
president for community relations, explaining one’s interests, and asking
for a referral to an appropriate office. Once a university establishes a CBR
center or office and it becomes known on campus, referrals will be made
quickly. Ideally, as the community learns about the university’s CBR work,
the CBR center will become a first point of contact for interested com-
munity partners. Nonetheless, prospective community partners should
be wary of offices or individuals who seem disinclined toward or un-
knowledgeable about CBR, as they may end up wanting to control rather
than collaborate or otherwise might think of the community as little
more than a laboratory for the principal purpose of advancing students’
learning or advancing their own research agenda.

CBOs that are already involved in some type of partnership have it eas-
ier; they can ask the person from campus with whom they interact most
for suggestions about which professors might be interested in collabo-
rating on a research project, or they might invite one or more student 
volunteers to take on a project with the guidance of a faculty member. Fac-
ulty members whose students are already doing some sort of community-
based learning might be the best to approach first, as both the students and
faculty may be enthusiastic about having the students get involved more
deeply with the initiatives of the CBO. Faculty who are teaching research-
oriented courses or supervising graduate theses are also potential partners,
especially, perhaps, those in graduate programs in areas such as urban
studies, public policy, architecture and planning, education, social work,
environmental studies, sociology, and political science.

Another resource for matching up prospective CBR partners is a clear-
inghouse. Although these seem most often to be located in university cen-
ters or offices devoted to CBR or service-learning, there is no reason that
such a resource could not also be maintained, separately or jointly, by
community-based organizations. The Web sites noted above also serve the
purpose of maintaining a listing of project ideas seeking collaborators or
of willing collaborators seeking out new projects. Another strategy is to
have someone serve as a community-campus liaison (whether formally
designated as such or not), in which capacity she or he helps to identify
potential partners and plays an explicit role in introducing the partners
or arranging for such introductions to take place.

A somewhat different approach to finding good new community part-
ners for CBR projects is to develop them. One strategy is to organize “In-
troduction to CBR” workshops and invite both campus and community
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members who might be interested in community-based research. The par-
ticipants learn about the core principles of CBR and how it differs from
traditional research, share information about their own work and research
needs, and hear from successful practitioners about their experience with
CBR, including its potential value for community organizations, students,
and faculty members. In Trenton, a series of these workshops led to the
idea of creating a community center that could serve as a focal point
through which all the groups would channel their research requests. This
was established and has evolved into the Trenton Center for Campus-
Community Partnerships. In Denver, a two-day workshop led to the cre-
ation of several new collaborations among Denver CBOs and faculty from
the University of Denver and Regis University. Such workshops can take
many forms: a half-day workshop, an intensive two- or three-day confer-
ence or retreat, or an ongoing seminar or learning circle. The most in-
tensive and deliberate of these is the joint seminar, where faculty and
community members work together in a course or seminar over several
months developing collaborative research projects. The Partners in Urban
Research and Service-Learning (PURS) at Georgetown University is an ex-
ample of this intentional partnership development process.

Academics who approach community organizations should also be pre-
pared to be tested on the extent of their commitment by those organiza-
tions (and community organizations should be prepared to determine this
commitment). The first time one of us (Randy Stoecker) offered to help a
neighborhood organization, he was directed to clean out a storeroom. His
willingness to help in this way provided an early indication on how co-
operative and reliable a partner he could be. The storeroom cleaning was
a success, and he continues the partnership with this neighborhood orga-
nization almost twenty years later.

Finally, the University of Michigan’s Center for Community Service-
Learning has articulated a set of questions for potential partners to ask
themselves as they consider engaging in community-based research. We
include them here because they provide a helpful starting set of consider-
ations to reflect on for community and university members who are con-
templating undertaking CBR together:

1. Does what you want to investigate require the community-based 
research paradigm?

2. Do the research and community partners have shared goals 
and time line?

3. Have norms been set for working together and for making 
decisions?
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4. Where will the data that are collected be housed? Who owns 
the data?

5. Have roles and responsibilities been clearly delineated for all 
partners?

6. What is the understanding about sharing and using knowledge 
produced from the research?

7. How will conflicts about the research be addressed or resolved?

8. How will community participants be compensated for their time?

9. Where will grants be housed, and how will grant money 
be used?

10. Have important political considerations been addressed? 
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Partners in Urban Research and Service-Learning

At Georgetown University, several faculty engaged in CBR sought to create a
mechanism for deepening working partnerships between faculty and community
service agencies. They recruited other interested faculty and a comparable num-
ber of agency staff and community members in order to establish an ongoing
seminar through which they would develop common understandings of com-
munity issues and priorities; deepen their understanding of collaborative, 
community-based research; and raise funds to support their collaborative proj-
ects. The community partners were drawn from neighborhoods and agencies
with which the university already had some working relationships, several 
of which were based in ongoing community service programs. Thus emerged
PURS, which would meet biweekly, develop collaborative research projects, 
attain funding for them, and carry them out.

PURS established community data centers, youth empowerment programs, a
community development certificate program, and entrepreneurship development
training through funding raised from a Community Outreach Partnership 
Center grant sponsored by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Develop-
ment. A faculty cofacilitator and two community cofacilitators were hired part
time (at .20 full-time equivalent) to administer the PURS project, with initial
funding provided by internal university discretionary funds. Working groups 
of faculty and community partners met outside the PURS seminars in order to
develop additional research projects. In addition, two faculty and two commu-
nity partners created a year-long research seminar that they jointly teach, “Proj-
ect D.C.,” through which students learn the methods of and participate in 
community-based research, undertaking projects in collaboration with the 
PURS community partners.



Facilitating the Collaborative Process

Once a suitable partner has been identified, maintaining an effective CBR
partnership requires modes of organization and communication that pro-
mote shared power and resources, mutual respect, and a free and comfort-
able exchange of information, concerns, and ideas. The best partnerships
are also flexible, in part because of the inherent tensions in this work. In ad-
dition, CBR as pedagogy is still in its infancy, and there is much we have
yet to learn about how to do it well. We share some of the effective part-
nership practices here that have evolved from our own projects, centers,
and the experiences of our colleagues engaged in similar work around the
country.

Sharing Power and Resources

The best CBR partnerships are organized to promote true collaboration
throughout the process. This means that academics do not monopolize
power and expertise, but neither are they mere tools used by community
groups. In addition, resources, including money, are shared and controlled
by both campus and community representatives.

SHARING THE POWER. One strategy that facilitates the sharing of power
is to establish a project steering committee. This group may include every-
one involved in the project if it is a fairly small one (for example, a cou-
ple of CBO staff members, a professor, and a few students). When the
project involves more people, the steering committee consists of a small
group of representatives from each project constituency. The committee
meets regularly and makes decisions at each of the key stages of the proj-
ect. At various meetings, one partner may take the lead or have more in-
fluence in decision making. For example, when the partners come together
to identify the research question, the community representatives typically
and ideally have a louder voice, but when it is time to review the proposed
research design, which is usually prepared by the professor and students,
their suggestions and leadership may prevail. Nevertheless, every member
of the committee should have a vote in the final selection of the question
and decision about the overall research plan.

The project steering committee may wish to formalize the agreed-on
understandings and division of labor by writing a memorandum of un-
derstanding (MOU). An MOU can be useful not as a legally binding doc-
ument but rather as a vehicle for talking through the entire project and
anticipating how future decisions will be made and who will be responsi-
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ble for them. The form and content of MOUs vary substantially, but all
should be constructed with the understanding that no project unfolds ex-
actly as anticipated and that all the partners will have to respond flexibly
as conditions and the process unfold. The collaborative process of creat-
ing an MOU is itself valuable; it enables the participants to lay out their
vision for the process and hence to establish clear understandings of where
each other stands on various important decision points and resource and
power-sharing issues. The MOU also serves as a tool for holding each other
accountable because key markers, activities, and time lines are likely to
be spelled out in the document so that each of the partners has a written
obligation to each other to make a good-faith effort to fulfill their com-
mitments.

Some useful administrative mechanisms can facilitate real collabora-
tion in CBR partnerships on an institutional or regional level as well. Many
campus-based community research centers have advisory boards that in-
clude members from the campus and community. In addition, some city-
wide consortiums are governed by a board of trustees that includes both
campus and community representatives, with a majority of voting mem-
bers from the community. These boards exercise a broad range of powers,
with tasks that include developing the menu of programs that the center
or consortium office will offer to community groups, designing plans to
coordinate activities across campus or among institutions, raising funds,
establishing criteria that will be used to determine what projects will re-
ceive support, and developing short-term and strategic plans for promot-
ing CBR in their area.

The research process itself provides a vehicle for sharing power and
leads to increased trust and shared understandings. From a methodological
point of view, such collaboration strengthens the validity of the data. The
different life experiences and backgrounds that community and university
partners bring to the research play a role in how data are interpreted and
presented. For example, how words are interpreted—the meanings that 
respondents assign to them—must be decoded by the researchers. The
community research partner may have a better sense than the academic re-
searcher of how such responses should be interpreted. To avoid interpre-
tation problems, the researchers may develop participatory data-gathering
methods that enable the community residents to process and clarify their
own meanings. Sometimes, however, the academic researcher may be less
influenced by particular vested interests and may provide a less biased in-
terpretation of responses. Such collaboration, through open communica-
tion and operating from a premise of equality, strengthens the partnership
and improves the quality of the research.
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One issue warrants special attention and needs to be addressed openly
and continuously through the collaboration process: the different and po-
tentially contradictory vested interests of the stakeholders. Two “poisonous
suspicions” are especially common. The first, held by the academic partner,
is that the community research partner may interpret data in such a way as
to serve the interests of a particular set of constituents or may suppress in-
formation that is not self-serving. On the other side is the commonly held
view of the community partner that the academic researchers’ real priority
is conducting research that will serve their own career interests—that is, to
publish and thus earn academic credit—rather than bringing about needed
change in the community. Open discussion about each partner’s aims and
intentions allows students, faculty, and community partners to share the
power to define reality, strengthen their partnership, undertake better re-
search, and enhance the capacity of each.

An explicit and deliberate way to share this knowledge construction
process is to build community training components into each project step.
Such a practice may even be built into the requirements of a center’s re-
quest for proposal (RFP) process. Training need not take place at the same
time that the research project is being completed; a professor can recruit
strong students to train community members during winter or summer
break, after the project has been completed, so they learn how to conduct
the research themselves. We have found that some community partners
who are too busy to attend a few eighty-minute class sessions will sign up
for a three-hour training if it is scheduled well in advance. In addition,
some practitioners deliver these training sessions at the offices of the com-
munity agency to make it easier for them to participate.

Sharing the capacity to undertake such work is also a means of shar-
ing power. One practice that some teams are exploring takes advantage
of the ongoing need of community agencies to explain their evaluation
strategy to almost every funder. Because most of these funders ask the
community applicants to budget for these evaluations, it may be possible
to build in their local CBR center or citywide consortium office as the
evaluator. There is some precedent for and history of nonprofit organiza-
tions completing fee-for-service projects or work on a contractual basis.
Conversely, as more universities establish service programs, the training
component that such programs should include is strengthened by the con-
tributions of community members, who bring invaluable wisdom and ex-
perience. Finally, many colleges offer grant-writing courses that teach
students how to raise funds, and the professors can create learning op-
portunities that help community partners without the resources to hire
their own grants officer. Some have even approached their own college

52 community-based research and higher education



grants officers about adopting a community partner. This simply means
taking a few moments each week to scan their regular sources of infor-
mation and identify potential funding opportunities for the partner.

Another strategy that promotes collaboration is to conduct joint eval-
uations of CBR projects. Often it is helpful to conduct this evaluation
while the project is still in motion, using a debriefing model favored by
community organizers. In community organizing, after each important
event in the life course of a project, the group meets to assess what has
worked well and not so well up to that point. In some cases, however,
there may be an opportunity to evaluate the project only when it con-
cludes. Even when projects are less than wholly successful, the likelihood
of future successful CBR collaboration is increased when academics and
community partners jointly evaluate the project—what worked and what
did not—and thus end up working together to see to it that their next joint
project will better satisfy their interests or needs. If collaborative evalua-
tions are not practical because of time constraints, or if one believes that
they may not be objective enough, some CBR practitioners have turned
to outside evaluators. This may be another academic or community part-
ner who was not involved in the project who can independently interview
those who were directly involved.

SHARING OTHER RESOURCES. If a CBR project has a steering commit-
tee, its members can develop the budget together, usually at the first meet-
ing about the project. Even when the project is a very low budget one,
which is often the case, collective decision making about spending needs
and priorities underscores the shared authority of all partners, as does
some effort to get partners to share costs wherever possible. Where to
hold project funds—that is, who will be the fiscal agent for a project—is
an issue that requires honest and open discussion about the relative ad-
vantages and disadvantages of each of the partners taking on this re-
sponsibility. The faculty member may wish to control the funding and
make use of the university’s budgetary and accounting resources. How-
ever, a good reason to allow the community partners control of the proj-
ect funds is the notorious slowness of the fiscal bureaucracies of colleges
and universities. The CBO partner may be capable of the sort of fiscal
flexibility that enables the research team to spend money quickly for sup-
plies or unanticipated expenses that might arise during a project.

The budget development process should ideally include ways to support
community members (with stipends, if possible) as well as faculty mem-
bers (with release time) and students (such as stipends for teaching assis-
tants or as work-study employment if done outside a class). One practice is
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giving honorariums to community members who organize site tours, de-
liver guest lectures, or engage in other activities to make the project work.
Especially if faculty unions require that academics be compensated for
spending time on projects outside the classroom, it is only fair that the time
of community partners is honored in an equal fashion.

At the institutional or citywide consortium level, there are many ways
to share resources. Some citywide consortia have earmarked a pot of funds
that only community groups can apply for to develop and implement CBR
projects, with or without an academic partner. This fund is separate from
the funds available to the campuses to institutionalize CBR on campus
and support faculty efforts to integrate projects into the curriculum. City-
wide centers may engage in collective fundraising on behalf of several
partners engaged in common projects, with the expectation that common
evaluation procedures will be used to assess the impacts of the projects
funded. Staff members of the citywide center can serve as project facilita-
tors or even undertake particular roles to help keep a challenging project
running smoothly.

And lest we think that CBR projects must operate from a zero-sum
splitting of the funding pie, it is possible to use CBR projects to increase
the funding for both the community organization’s work and the aca-
demic partner’s involvement. Funders such as the Sociological Initiatives
Foundation now provide up to ten thousand dollars for CBR projects that
can help support the organization’s program budget (when it is part of the
CBR project) and provide for the costs of the research. The federal gov-
ernment’s Weed and Seed program also recently provided up to twenty-
five thousand dollars for evaluation research that can be used to develop
locally based Weed and Seed efforts and free up the program budget to
do actual programming.

Communicating Effectively

Effective communication is critical to successful partnerships and the suc-
cessful completion of any CBR project, and it requires both goodwill and
effort. Nevertheless, barriers to good communication include constraints
that are rooted in the contexts and circumstances of members of the re-
search team: students who are shy or intimidated by talking with agency
personnel or professors; professors who are tied up with committee work,
research deadlines, or other teaching demands; staff members for whom
the CBR project is but a small and relatively low-priority part of the de-
mands of running overburdened and understaffed agencies. Nevertheless,
a number of strategies can be used to achieve ongoing, open, and pro-
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ductive interaction that makes partnerships work and helps to produce
useful research.

EFFECTIVE TALKERS AND GOOD LISTENERS. It is important that all the
members of the research team work to be effective talkers and good lis-
teners. For some, this means avoiding language—academic jargon and
street slang alike—that may be immediately clear only to those within
one’s own profession or community. And it may require a concerted ef-
fort to give equal voice to everyone at the research table, including those
people who, because of age or social status, are not used to contributing
equally to discussion or to being listened to. As we have already indicated,
this may be a particular challenge for professors and community leaders
who are accustomed to running meetings, shaping discussion, and other-
wise assuming a dominant role. Talking frankly about these communica-
tion challenges, perhaps at the first meeting and thereafter when necessary,
is one important step. Drawing up ground rules that explicitly state that
all members of the team have a right to be heard and keeping them per-
manently displayed in a meeting space is a simple device to remind all the
participants of their right and responsibility to give voice and listen on
each issue. Another simple device is to make sure that every person at the
research table is sufficiently introduced and drawn into discussion wher-
ever it is possible and useful.

MEETINGS. Providing sufficient opportunities for interaction is critical as
well. Although regular meetings are a must, there seem to be no hard-and-
fast rules regarding how often a committee or research team should meet;
schedules are (and should be) driven by such matters as the nature of the
project, its time frame, and the personal styles and preferences of the part-
ners. The first meeting might be scheduled before the beginning of the se-
mester, unless student involvement from the very beginning is considered
to be vital; in that case, the first meeting must be held after students have
returned to campus.

This first meeting typically includes the following purposes:

• To become acquainted with one another (name tags, more lengthy
introductions, and icebreakers all work here)

• To formulate agreed-on ground rules for the work of the team

• To set up the broad terms of the project, including aims 
and research design

• To explain and review the principles and aims of community-based
research
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• To establish a schedule of deadlines

• To determine the division of labor and responsibility

• To identify limitations and constraints

At the first meeting, participants usually begin shaping a set of general
questions and research aims into a manageable and focused project. Even
if the work is being done primarily by students, the faculty member should
be present at this meeting, which typically requires two hours or more.
The professor’s presence at subsequent meetings depends on the nature of
the project and the partnership, the professor’s availability, and the capa-
bilities of students if they are going to be involved in doing the work. Three
or four meetings during a semester, supplemented by occasional telephone
calls to the community partner, may be sufficient for many instructors, es-
pecially when students are rather closely supervised during the research
process.

Some steering committees meet more frequently—as often as once a
week or once every other week if the project is to be completed within a
semester. Meetings are best held at both campus and community sites, per-
haps alternating locations. If possible, lunch or refreshments should be
provided, especially when community members and agency staff are giv-
ing up valuable time during the day and may find it efficient to meet dur-
ing lunch. Some partners prefer more frequent meetings, which can keep
the project moving along and also help partners avoid misunderstandings.
However, such frequent meetings are often burdensome for one or both
partners and may actually get in the way of the research getting done.

E-MAIL AND THE INTERNET. E-mail can be a tremendously useful way
to ensure ongoing communication among members of a CBR team, espe-
cially when community partners are included in the communications that
are increasingly common among professors and students. Many profes-
sors now make the exchange of e-mail addresses the first order of busi-
ness at the initial meeting of a steering committee or research team, and
everyone is subsequently included on the e-mail list for every correspon-
dence relating to the research project.

Faculty members who use Web-based software such as Blackboard,
which provides a Web site for course-related materials and interactions,
should also make sure that community members have access to the site.
This site provides a useful central place for sharing information about the
research project, including written materials such as drafts of research in-
struments and meeting schedules. This recommendation is contingent, of
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course, on community members’ having access to computers and the In-
ternet and feeling comfortable using them. And even when that is the case,
there is no substitute for regular face-to-face meetings.

PROJECT DEVELOPMENT WORKSHEETS. Another administrative tool
that promotes effective communication is a project development work-
sheet. These worksheets are especially useful when a partnership is in
place but the CBR project has yet to be clearly defined. The worksheet
can provide information that both defines a single project and helps to
shape a larger research agenda for the organization or agency.

On the worksheet, the community partner describes what the organi-
zation does (its mission and activities, such as operating a food bank or
providing adult education to clients of the food bank), what problems or
issues it is currently working on (such as trying to determine if a mobile
food unit is necessary to serve other parts of the city or finding out if a
particular training program is meeting the needs of clients), and ideas
about how to go about acquiring the information needed to proceed (for
example, conducting face-to-face interviews with clients who have com-
pleted the training program or compiling data from other area food
banks). This information provides the basis for the beginning work of the
project committee: formulating a research question, articulating goals,
choosing research methods, and developing plans for putting into place
the social change agenda that the research might suggest.

FORMAL AGREEMENTS AMONG COLLABORATORS. Once the leaders of
a team have been assembled, some CBR practitioners also use an agree-
ment such as an MOU to increase the likelihood that all participants will
be satisfied at the conclusion of their collaborative work. These agreements
serve a number of functions. First, they delineate the expected products or
results of the project. It is always a good idea to establish clear and con-
crete objectives at the start of any project, especially if the partnership is a
new one. Second, written agreements help clarify the roles and responsi-
bilities of each of the key players. In fact, some successful partnerships do
not formalize their discussions by capturing them in a written document.
What is most important, however, is that the partners discuss and agree on
the expectations, goals, and roles before the research begins, and a project
agreement helps to ensure that the discussion has taken place and consen-
sus has been reached. This exercise is likely to reap other rewards as well.
As the parties begin to articulate collectively the details of the planned proj-
ect, they are able to identify areas of concern, such as additional resources
that are needed and how those resource needs might be met.
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WORK PLANS. For the ongoing project, it is helpful to maintain a work
plan that keeps track of the various tasks that need to be completed, who
is to do them, and deadline dates. This can be done on paper with pencil,
on a large newsprint page that is kept posted in the project work area, or
on-line through project management software (assuming that community
partners are able to access materials on-line).

At each meeting, this document serves as the basis for checking prog-
ress and revising the plan as needed. The course Web site might also serve
as the repository of this work plan, with a time line posted and updated
regularly. For projects that continue from one semester to the next, an on-
going document is even more important because it allows new students
to pick up where the previous class left off, without having to start anew.
Some of us have also used project diaries: a group of students documents
the steps that they have taken to develop the project and outlines the next
steps they would plan to take. The incoming group reads this document
to become acquainted with and grounded in the project’s development—
again, picking up where the previous group left off.

INFORMATION SHARING AT THE CENTER LEVEL. At the center level,
a number of communication tools and practices can help facilitate the
sharing of information among projects, at times indicating where re-
sources might be shared effectively—for example:

• A regular center newsletter to share updates about ongoing proj-
ects, inform its readers of upcoming events, and detail project 
development opportunities. 

• An e-mail list through which more timely matters, such as funding
opportunities, might be shared quickly.

• A regular forum for interested stakeholders—project participants,
policymakers, and community members—to share information 
and findings from their projects. The Policy Research Action
Group in Chicago holds weekly one-hour breakfast meetings 
for the purpose of enabling representatives from all the funded
projects to keep informed about each other’s work and share 
other kinds of information.

• A less frequent but longer meeting, with a focus on strategic plan-
ning and center decision making rather than detailed reporting
about ongoing projects.

• A Web site to facilitate effective communication by posting notices
about projects, training opportunities, and job opportunities. The
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site might also serve as a repository of data and project reports
that are available to the public and to make available technical 
assistance forms and research protocols.

Developing Empathy with Partners

A previously discussed strategy for identifying potential community part-
ners is to develop them by means of an “Introduction to CBR” workshop.
These workshops can also be valuable to newly formed partnerships by
helping all the collaborators in a CBR project understand the roles, con-
straints, and expectations of the others. The workshop can provide new
partners with a common vocabulary as well as a forum in which to ad-
dress their particular concerns and expectations about participating in the
project and partnership.

We have conducted several of these workshops and have found them
to be exceedingly valuable; they allow community members, faculty mem-
bers, and students the opportunity to express their concerns and to hear
them echoed through and responded to by the other participants, each
from their respective positions. Two features of these workshops have
been especially remarkable. First is the degree to which the concerns of
the three different groups—community, faculty and staff, and students—
parallel each other. Second is how many creative and valuable strategies
for dealing with these concerns emerge from the discussion. The success
of these workshops depends in part on having attendees who are truly in-
terested in and committed to forming effective campus-community CBR
partnerships.

An important means to develop empathy with one’s partners, as well as
to achieve equality and mutual respect and to build capacity, is to ensure
that the community partners and residents, the students, and the profes-
sor all assume the roles of both student and teacher. A number of differ-
ent strategies might help accomplish this. One is to provide the means for
community members to be actively involved in students’—and often the
professor’s—education about the community as well as about the prob-
lem, issue, or social change goal that drives the proposed CBR project. To-
ward this end, community partners might assume any of three different
roles: table setter, guest lecturer, and co-teacher.

• Table setter. The table setter visits the CBR class early in the semester
to explain the community’s research need, share information about the so-
cial problems that the organization is seeking to address, and describe the
organization’s mission and the program—current or proposed—designed
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to address this problem. This table setting may include taking the students
on a tour of the facility or area (for example, a homeless shelter or neigh-
borhoods adjacent to a polluted river) or organizing a training session in
the community for professors and students. These training sessions may
vary in their focus. If a class is conducting a project in the north ward of
a city, for example, community leaders from that area can ground the re-
search project by explaining the historical, social, and economic dynamics
or history of that area. Another kind of training session might introduce
students to the issues, programs, policies, and people that will be an inte-
gral part of the CBR project that they will undertake. Although this sort
of introduction may take place outside the classroom, bringing the com-
munity members into the classroom and making this introductory mate-
rial part of the course content is especially effective as it neatly underscores
the equal value of experiential community knowledge to more conven-
tional academic knowledge found in textbooks, monographs, and profes-
sors’ lectures.

• Guest lecturer. The guest lecturer plays a somewhat more active role
in the classroom: the community partner not only introduces students to
the community and to the issues that their CBR project will address, but
visits the classroom during the semester and helps to make clear the con-
nections between the CBR project and the learning objectives of the course.
The guest lecturer and the professor collaborate on setting the learning
goals for the class for those periods during which the guest lecturer is tak-
ing on leadership of the class.

• Co-teacher. The community partner who becomes a co-teacher as-
sumes a central role in the classroom by becoming a team teacher with
the professor. The co-teacher takes charge of a number of classes, deliv-
ers lectures and other presentations, helps with the design of the syllabus,
and participates in the evaluation of students at the semester’s end. The
co-teacher role is an ideal because it clearly represents the full equality of
campus and community expertise in the educational process. At the same
time, it is the most difficult of the three roles to realize. Because commu-
nity members are likely to find it difficult to take time away from their
own work to prepare for and attend classes, they should be compensated
for their work. This not only assumes there are funds available but also
probably requires some validation of the expertise of the community
member on the part of the employing institution—this despite the likeli-
hood that community members lack the formal credentials that are often
prerequisite to employment by the college or university. This co-teacher
role also requires close collaboration with the professor, who must be will-
ing to acknowledge the expertise of the community member, relinquish
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some control over the course, and give the extra time and attention that
such team teaching typically requires.

Community partners can educate students, but in some important ways,
they can also become students. Sometimes this takes a fairly conventional
form, with community partners enrolling in college classes. Milt Sharp, a
CBO director, audited the research methods class taught by his academic
partner at the College of New Jersey so he could play a more meaningful
role in their ongoing CBR project. In another case, Latanya Webb in East
St. Louis was involved in a CBR project as a high school student, and the
professor subsequently recruited her to study at the University of Illinois.
After graduating from college and attaining a master’s degree, she is em-
ployed by the university as a community planner and works in East Saint
Louis in the Neighborhood Technical Assistance Center.

Some colleges have established innovative education programs that are
tailored to fit the needs of their community service or CBR partners. The
University of Illinois established the Neighborhood College, which enrolls
community leaders in a variety of classes that relate to their interest in com-
munity development, such as fundamentals of state and local government,
grassroots fundraising and development, and nonprofit management. Some
universities offer nondegree certificate programs with reduced fees or free,
through their continuing-education program, allowing CBO partners to
enroll in such programs in exchange for their collaborative work.

Practicing Flexibility

Up to this point we have described and promoted ways to structure part-
nerships and CBR projects with the aim of achieving equity, efficiency,
openness, and clarity in the operation of the partnership and toward the
successful completion of CBR projects. Nevertheless, problems and chal-
lenges often occur. Effective response to them requires, above all else, 
flexibility: the willingness to alter course in order to deal with any of a va-
riety of unexpected turns of event. In our experience, these include cir-
cumstances as diverse as changes in personnel (as a result of job changes,
health problems, personal or family circumstances, reassignment, or drop-
ping a course or out of school), severe weather that impedes data collec-
tion, personal animosities and conflicts that arise within or across campus
and community, flaws in or unanticipated problems with the sampling de-
sign, irresponsibility on the part of someone (students, faculty members,
community partners), or any of a number of other impediments to smooth
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discourse, goodwill, or completion of the project in a timely manner. Some-
times the changes are not negative. New directions or opportunities might
arise, such as interested parties who learn about the project and want to
contribute or unanticipated ease and success in the collection of data.

No matter what the nature of the change, partners will have to be flex-
ible and creative with things like their original design and allocation of
resources. Open and effective channels of communication are critical here
as collaborators continue to meet, talk, and revise their project agreement
in midcourse.

At the project level, having a living work plan or MOU helps to main-
tain flexibility and avoid disastrous consequences. The work plan reminds
all the parties of each of the steps and interconnectedness of the project
as a whole. By forcing the team to reexamine the work plan in light of the
changed circumstances, the project steering committee can make a better
decision about revisions. What might at first blush make sense to change
in response to changed circumstances might, when considered in its full
consequences, be better left unchanged. Should such changes be desired,
the living work plan will force the collaborators to revise each of the sub-
sequent steps and expectations, and perhaps revise the time line as well.

On a more structural level, one way to build in flexibility is to plan for
adequate resources and time in anticipation of the need to make changes
during the research process. The primary aim, of course, is to produce
quality research at the end of the course or collaboration. One way to en-
sure that the students do a good job is to have two teams operate in tan-
dem with each other—that is, to have shadow teams. Here, a professor
organizes the class into small teams such that two teams have overlapping
assignments on the same project. The expectation is that between the two
teams, the combined quality of their work would be an excellent product
that could be passed on to the community partner. By having the two
teams shadow each other’s work, the quality of both teams’ work is likely
to be enhanced. A similar idea is to have a research “backstop” ready to
put on the finishing touches of a project at the end of a semester. This per-
son may spend the semester break or the first month of the following 
semester weaving the best papers produced by the class into a coherent,
polished report. A paid graduate assistant might fill this role, or the pro-
fessor might recruit the most exceptional students from the CBR class 
itself to do this. Or, although it is less than an ideal alternative, the pro-
fessor may end up doing the editing and rewriting of students’ reports in
order to produce a useful product for the community partner.

Depending on the nature of the project, another strategy is to estab-
lish a working relationship with the direct service programs on campus,
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The Importance of Flexibility

A university professor teaches a Washington, D.C.-based internship program,
designed to provide students with an understanding of how government oper-
ates and interacts with constituents. Prior to the beginning of the semester, she
worked out an interesting CBR project with the staff of the city’s alcohol pre-
vention and recovery agency to survey community-based alcohol prevention and
recovery programs and compile a directory for the city’s use. Her students
would identify these organizations from various directories, verify that they
were still in operation, and identify some of their basic features through tele-
phone interviews. Then they would visit a number of the programs for in-depth
interviews about the strengths and weaknesses of each and their need for city
support. The broad outlines of the project were agreed to in advance, and the
professor and her students drafted interview schedules at the beginning of the
semester, to be approved by the city agency before implementation.

Week after week passed, with no approval of the instruments forthcoming
from the city. The professor had her students keep reading about these pro-
grams and sort through various directories to compile lists for calling. Soon the
agency staff member working as liaison to the project stopped returning tele-
phone calls. Frustrated, the professor went to the person’s office to find out
what had happened. Awkwardly, the agency staff member admitted that her 
superiors, based on their fear that embarrassing information might be docu-
mented, would not approve the study. Now, more than midway through the se-
mester, the professor had to reexamine the learning goals for the course and try
to figure out how the students’ research to date could be used in some sort of al-
ternative project that might be of value to the students. Thinking creatively, she
turned this challenge into the focus of the group project: examining how the
project had been derailed and exploring with some community-based alcohol
prevention and recovery programs their particular challenges in working with
this city agency. The students revised their interview instruments and inter-
viewed a number of program staff, focusing on the problems they faced in
working with the government. They also interviewed staff members at the
agency to find out what issues they were concerned about that had led them to
cancel the study. In the end, they wrote a report and presented it to the agency
staff and the community program directors, documenting the several types of
miscommunication and misunderstanding that characterized their relationship.
Although the students did not produce the directory that they originally 
intended, they received a valuable learning experience about the challenges 
of CBO-local government relationships.



especially those that are organized like a team and can be mobilized with
some level of supervision. This might be helpful if a community group asks
the CBR team to complete a survey that requires a significant number of
interviews. A direct service team can join students in a class to conduct in-
terviews as well as enter the data into a statistical analysis software pro-
gram. In addition, since many of these direct service programs seek to
enroll a diverse group of students, they can be a source of bilingual inter-
viewers, while the class involved in the CBR project may not be as diverse.

In addition to these practices that can add some flexibility to a team
working on a single project, there are also some ways to make campus-
based centers or citywide consortium offices a bit more nimble. One idea
is to hire floating project coordinators who can quickly move from one
project to another to provide support as needed. These can be students,
and they may receive credit or pay for their efforts. This practice is at-
tractive, especially to those who are about to embark on their first CBR
project, because often many unforeseen needs and challenges emerge dur-
ing the research process. This project coordinator may assume a number
of responsibilities, such as gathering information, recruiting volunteers,
or coordinating and organizing meetings. Again, the time constraints that
pose so many challenges to integrating CBR into classes make it wise to
have a variety of resources available that can be drawn on as needed.

Achieving Long-Term Outcomes and Goals

Clearly, the aims of CBR are multifaceted: to acquire information and cre-
ate knowledge that will help the community achieve its social change
goals, enhance the capacity of the community organization or agency and
the university, fulfill the university’s goals of contributing to the public
good and educating students, and set the stage for further successful col-
laboration between campus and community partners.

Satisfying Each Partner’s Primary Needs or Interests

The various partners in CBR participate because they believe it is an ef-
fective mechanism to meet some of their primary interests. These part-
nerships provide excellent opportunities for students to learn, professors
to apply their knowledge, and community groups to develop their capac-
ity to effect change. Thus, all of the practices discussed so far contribute to
this goal of ensuring that the primary interests or needs of all parties are
satisfied. We also suggest some additional practices. Some of them increase
the likelihood of meeting everyone’s needs, and others have to do with as-
sessing how effectively the project is doing so.
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From the CBO’s perspective, the organization may draw up several safe-
guards or guidelines to ensure that participation in such partnerships is
constructive and in alignment with the organization’s overall goals. These
guidelines might refer to such matters as the appropriate use of CBO re-
sources, the participation of community members or clients in the research
process, or the protection of participants’ privacy. The CBO should ensure
that resources, especially staff time and funding, are not being drawn away
from other essential organizational goals defined in the organization’s mis-
sion statement. Sometimes CBOs develop their own internal review board
to ensure that projects and partnerships serve their interests.

Those on the academic side may wish to establish a parallel set of safe-
guards to guide their work. At one level, traditional offices of sponsored
research or institutional review board (IRB) protocols serve to guide uni-
versity-based researchers, ensuring that research is done in accord with
ethical practices, uses resources properly, and does not coerce or exploit
research participants. When it comes to undertaking CBR projects, this
might include quite different guidelines that may in fact clash with tradi-
tional institutional definitions of research, as we will see in later chapters.
An IRB, for example, may not approve a research project that has nonaca-
demic co-researchers (more discussion of IRB-related issues can be found
in Chapters Five and Nine).

On the community side, some CBR organizers primarily recruit faculty
members who are willing to assume the role of consultant and take on
professional responsibility for the final product. These are likely to be aca-
demics who are not as interested in student learning as they are in con-
tributing their own efforts as community organizers or public educators.
Indeed, they may not involve students at all in their CBR work, but may
act more like project facilitators or directors who organize community
member research teams, sometimes conduct the research themselves, and
even write the final report.

Involvement with CBR has all kinds of implications for assessment of
faculty members, particularly in relation to the institution’s rank and tenure
policies. For faculty members to be rewarded—or at least not punished—
for investing time and effort in campus-community partnerships and CBR,
the institution’s guidelines must make provisions for how such work will
be evaluated. Just as traditional research is evaluated according to princi-
ples of excellence as defined by national standards and disciplinary bod-
ies, so too should CBR professional work be evaluated in accord with such
standards of excellence. Several institutions have expanded their guidelines
for rank and tenure to consider work in the scholarship of engagement and
the scholarship of teaching and learning, in addition to the more conven-
tional importance assigned to the scholarship of discovery. Operationally,
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this means that alternative publication forms (beyond traditional discipli-
nary journals), expanded conceptualization of peers (beyond other aca-
demics in parallel departments in other institutions), and additional
mission-based goals (not just discipline-driven questions) serve as bases for
assessing faculty excellence. Three institutions’ guidelines have been held
out as models for this expanded notion of scholarly excellence: Indiana
University–Purdue University (Indianapolis), Portland State University
(Oregon), and California State–Monterey Bay. In addition, the American
Association for Higher Education and the Campus Compact have devoted
considerable energy and time promoting and developing such expanded
concepts of the scholarship of engagement, dating back to the publication
of Ernest Boyer’s Scholarship Reconsidered (1990). We deal with these is-
sues again in Chapter Nine.

For students, learning is the main goal of community-based research.
Faculty members routinely assess student learning by means of graded as-
signments and project work, and students’ CBR work should be treated
no differently. Student learning can be evaluated by how well students have
achieved the course’s learning objectives, as demonstrated by their written
and oral presentation of their work. Students should be provided a venue
for offering feedback on the process, both during the course and at its com-
pletion. Chapter Seven discusses some strategies for student evaluation.

Enhancing Capacity

Enhancing capacity refers to the process through which the community and
university partners increase their abilities to undertake CBR over the long
term. This comes about through enriching the knowledge and skills of the
particular people involved, putting into place the people and systems for
undertaking such research, and setting up processes for feeding into these
activities. At the individual level, enhancing capacity refers to the intentional
educational processes through which the community partners and univer-
sity partners learn the skills and principles of CBR and acquire the practical
experience to undertake an ever-widening range of collaborative, partici-
patory research. This may be accomplished by finding people skilled in such
research and having them teach others through workshops or on-the-job
training while projects are under way. At a more systematic level, this ca-
pacity building may take the form of courses on how to undertake various
types of collaborative research that are offered through the university, the
CBO, or a nonprofit technical support organization.

Even more formal institutionalization may be sought as a natural out-
growth of the success of individual courses and in response to the desire
to ensure longer-term structural change, which would entail establishing a
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formal training and education program for members of the community
and university. This could take the form of continuing-education certifi-
cate programs, or even degree programs, that provide information, skills
training, and experiential learning opportunities for interested parties 
to undertake such work. The best example of this model is the East Saint
Louis Action Research Project. In response to some constructive criticism
from their community partners, professors and university officials at the
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign established a number of pro-
grams, including the East Saint Louis Neighborhood College, which en-
abled local community leaders to take a variety of tailored-made courses
(see the East Saint Louis Action Research Project). They also created the
East Saint Louis Neighborhood Technical Assistance Center, where resi-
dents can find planning professionals as well as other community-building
tools. While any good CBR project (for example, undertaking a neighbor-
hood survey with residents serving as interviewers) helps build the capac-
ity of communities and community groups, because it provides them with
more knowledge, this capacity-building process seeks to institutionalize
this activity and reflects a long-term perspective and commitment by all
parties.

Another means of institutionalizing capacity building is by putting in
place the positions to ensure that there are people whose job it is to un-
dertake and coordinate this work. Better-established centers have posi-
tions for research coordinators or directors who will oversee or manage
others who are doing particular research projects, ensuring that the CBR
projects meet the organizations’ needs. Such positions also include re-
sponsibilities for establishing and maintaining quality standards for the
CBR work being done. They might also have responsibility for ensuring
adequate funding streams to sustain this work over the long term.

At the most advanced level, community organizations and higher edu-
cation institutions understand the need for such positions and programs
such that they build in permanent funding to ensure their long-term sus-
tainability. At the university, this would take the form of creating centers
with endowment monies to ensure the long-term survival and flexibility
of the CBR unit to respond to the needs of the community and continu-
ously enhance both the university’s and community’s ability to engage in
such work. At the community level, such a commitment would be found
in funders’ long-term commitment to creating and sustaining a CBR cen-
ter with adequate staffing to ensure its ability to thrive. In either the uni-
versity- or community-based center, such well-established initiatives will
have the staff and partnerships to enable long-term strategic planning, col-
laborative fundraising strategies, and development of ongoing assessment
procedures.
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Developing a Long-Term Perspective

Many of the practices discussed in this chapter contribute to developing
a long-term perspective, particularly the joint fundraising and strategic
planning processes, development of educational programs, and establish-
ing assessment practices. An explicit practice that combines many of these
elements is an intentional grant-making process to be housed within the
center for undertaking collaborative research, targeted to support strate-
gic priorities. The center raises funds explicitly for this purpose, maintains
an ongoing process for determining priorities, and periodically issues RFPs
to support CBR projects. The center might provide ongoing support by
offering technical assistance, training, or project facilitation. It would also
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East Saint Louis Action Research Project

The East Saint Louis Action Research Project (ESLARP) has evolved over the
years in response to the requests and constructive criticisms of community part-
ners. After a few years of work, it became clear that the residents wanted more
out of their partnership than the receipt of CBR and planning projects, as valu-
able as they might have been. Community members wanted the partnership to
place more of an emphasis on the development of their own skills and to have
access to resources that would improve their ability to influence local decisions.
ESLARP then moved toward a highly participatory and reciprocal model that
embraced residents as co-investigators and co-teachers. The residents were
strongly encouraged to participate in all aspects of the projects and given oppor-
tunities to contribute their knowledge about the social, economic, and political
life of East St. Louis. These informal or project-related efforts to build the 
capacity of residents were followed by more formal initiatives. The East Saint
Louis Neighborhood College was established to offer a variety of courses to
build the capacity of residents in such areas as state and local government, 
community-based crime prevention, grassroots fundraising, and development
and nonprofit management.

Although projects and courses are not constant, ongoing support is available
at ESLARP’s Neighborhood Technical Assistance Center. This one-stop site for
technical assistance can provide community groups with help in a number of
areas, such as grant writing, financial management, project management, needs
assessment, and volunteer recruitment. In addition, at the center or any other
location, residents can use an array of Internet resources that make it easier for
them to play a meaningful role in local decision making and planning. EGRETS,
for example, allows residents to review geographical information system maps
that convey detailed demographic and land use information for each neighbor-
hood. Also, USM (Urban Systems Model) allows them to predict the impacts of
proposed developments on the city in terms of employment, income, pollution,
and public finances.



evaluate the quality of the work being done and the impact of the work
on the community.

One specific suggestion regarding the RFP process is that the center re-
serve some funds for applicants that wish to develop a multiyear agenda.
Such a strategy might yield several positive benefits. If a community part-
ner’s top research priority cannot be addressed immediately for one rea-
son or another (perhaps the professor’s class that is best suited to work
on that project is not offered until the following semester), the team can
take steps to prepare and organize resources that will eventually be used in
undertaking the project. In addition, developing a multiyear agenda gives
the partners some time and space to be more creative with respect to bring-
ing in other assets and resources to help each other. They may, for exam-
ple, consider how the direct service program on campus can respond to
the results of the research and establish a new relationship between the
community agency and another key player (such as the service-learning
coordinator) at the college.

Thinking beyond the boundaries of the college and community helps to
identify additional ways that the two can help each other establish a long-
term relationship or perspective that is mutually beneficial. A campus-
based center or citywide consortium office, for example, can go beyond
inviting community partners to sit on advisory and other governing boards.
They can include community partners in strategic planning sessions that
chart a road map for their collaborative efforts. Along those same lines,
the accreditation processes and reviews that colleges must periodically en-
dure often lead to the formation of committees and a return to funda-
mental charters and other planning documents, such as college mission
statements. Community partners could receive invitations to participate in
these discussions. The point here is to recognize that there are often other
discussions that take place—at a level that is higher than the project level—
that can either encourage or discourage people “in the trenches” who wish
to work together on an ongoing basis.

The Campus Compact, in its useful handbook for community service-
learning directors, Establishing and Sustaining an Office of Community
Service, enumerates several characteristics of sustainable service-learning
centers (Torres, Sinton, and White, 2000). These characteristics seem to
apply equally well to sustaining a CBR center, so we adapt them here 
to apply to community-based research. For a CBR center to achieve long
term sustainability, it should have the following characteristics:

• Clarity of mission/vision—ensuring that the CBR center 
formulates and articulates its vision collaboratively with the 
community
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• Community demand for and quality of research—ensuring that the
research projects are needed, are undertaken carefully, and provide
useful information

• Organizational leadership—characterized by both technical quality
and interpersonal relationship building skills

• Appropriateness of organizational structures—. . . to realize CBR
principles through everyday operational practices

• Strength of human resources (internal and external)—requiring
continuous mobilization and enhancing of capacity

• Strength of financial resources (internal and external)—building 
diverse sources of support

• Willingness to assess, improve, and change—establishing ongoing
evaluation processes to assess partnership practices [p. 23].

The successful CBR center needs to build in a self-reflective process so
that it periodically considers how well it is achieving these aims. This is
done by undertaking strategic planning, process and empowerment as-
sessment, center staff and board reflection, and soliciting external reviews.
Each of these practices helps to build shared beliefs and perspectives among
the participants and expands the cadre of people committed to the princi-
ples and practices of CBR. Each center needs to develop from its own tra-
jectory, however, taking into account the resources, capacities, investments,
and pressing needs of the immediate community and interested stakehold-
ers. The practices we have suggested here will help to advance a group to
establish itself as a more permanent presence, capable of undertaking and
achieving more and better community-based research over time.

Summary

This chapter discussed strategies for establishing and sustaining effective
campus-community partnerships for community-based research projects.
We started with the principles of effective partnerships developed in Chap-
ter Two and detailed some of the many ways that such principles can be
turned into practice. To this end, we outlined a large number of concrete
strategies for finding—or, in some cases, developing—prospective part-
ners, facilitating positive collaboration within relationship, and seeing to
it that long-term outcomes and goals are met by campus-community CBR
partnerships.
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4

METHODOLOGICAL
PRINCIPLES OF 

COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH

this chapter examines the ways that the principles of community-
based research—collaboration, demystification and new ways of discov-
ering and disseminating knowledge, and social change—shape the way
we approach the design and conduct of this kind of research. In many re-
spects, CBR draws on conventional methodological protocols and proce-
dures as they are defined within each discipline, and we detail how these
are brought to bear in CBR. We also consider how the essential differ-
ences between CBR and conventional academic research translate into
new ways of thinking about every aspect of the research process.

Collaboration

Collaboration is essential to CBR because it:

• Ensures that the research focus is one that community members
identify as important to their own social change agenda

• Enhances the quality of the data collection methods, including the
validity of measures, by incorporating the language, perspectives,
knowledge, and experiences of the participants

• Encourages greater involvement of the community at large in 
the study, thus leading to higher response rates and richer, more
valid data

• Empowers all sides of the research team by giving every member
access to one another’s expertise: research skills from the academic



side and local knowledge and lived experience on the 
community side

• Underscores the democratization of the entire knowledge-creation
process

• Ensures that the results are owned by the community as well as 
the researchers and thus have real consequences for guiding social
action, policy, or program change

Barriers to Collaboration: Doing CBR “in the Middle”

In some respects, projects such as that of Isles, Incorporated, represent an
ideal form of community-based research because students and their pro-
fessor are collaborating directly and extensively with the community part-
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Collaborating Through the Process

Isles, Incorporated, a community development corporation in Trenton, New
Jersey, is engaged in a systematic effort to develop success measures for all of its
programs. Over the 2000–2001 academic year, Isles partnered its YouthBuild
job training program with Matthew Lawson’s advanced course in sociology 
research methods at the College of New Jersey. To provide standards, Lawson
assigned Martin and Kettner’s guide to human service program evaluation (1996)
as a supplemental text for his students and gave copies to agency executives.

In the first semester of collaboration, five students worked with the pro-
gram’s executive staff to review program materials and existing data collection
forms to report on the relative merits of particular measures of program impact
on clients. Between semesters, program staff reviewed this report and finalized a
set of indicators, and in the spring Lawson divided seventeen student volunteers
into four groups working on the project. YouthBuild’s assistant director audited
the class and supervised a group of students doing follow-up telephone inter-
views with former clients. The program’s social worker supervised another
group gathering data from clients’ case files. Isles’s director of research super-
vised a third group of students, who conducted an ethnographic study of the
program in operation. Lawson trained and supervised a fourth group, which ex-
panded YouthBuild’s Student Tracking Application in Microsoft Access. Groups
periodically presented their work to other groups to share their findings, and
each group drafted sections of a final report. At the end of the year, YouthBuild
paid two students to polish the report and test the revised computer program,
now fully loaded with client information.

In reflecting on the project, Lawson reports that students have expressed 
excitement and pleasure to have worked on a project that so clearly benefits a
worthy program, and YouthBuild USA is interested in the project as a pilot for
its national effort to develop program success measures.



ner throughout virtually every stage of the research process, from insti-
gating the research, to sharing in the data gathering, to engaging in some
sort of action based on the findings. In part, this was made possible by
the nature of this organization: a service provider that employs staff mem-
bers eager to participate fully in the research, help train students, and
learn new skills themselves.

In reality, this level of collaboration is not often achieved. One reason
is that often the communities that are most in need of CBR partnering are
unorganized ones, and few academics are equipped to work directly with
a grassroots community. An academic who takes on this kind of research
in an unorganized community needs to have some knowledge of commu-
nity organizing and to be working with people who are engaged in orga-
nizing. In order to achieve real collaboration, they also need to be skilled
popular educators, or partnered with such people, so that community
members both conduct and learn from the research. These are skills that
few academics and students possess. Indeed, based on our own training,
we suspect that traditional preparation for undertaking research in most
graduate programs would have discouraged doctoral candidates from par-
ticipating in such organizing and popular education activities, viewing
them as a distraction from completing the candidate’s dissertation.

Most academics also lack the ongoing ties to local communities that are
prerequisite to partnering with grassroots groups, and so most end up
working with organizations such as Isles, Incorporated—groups that might
be thought of as one step up from the grassroots and also include volun-
teer groups, social service organizations, community development corpo-
rations (CDCs), and government agencies, such as the state department 
of social services or a branch of the local health department. Partnering
with these kinds of organizations—what we might call doing CBR in the
middle—has obvious advantages; these are already organized groups with
staff and leadership who are easy to identify and contact, unlike the case
with unorganized communities. However, there are disadvantages as well.
One is that they may put distance between academic researchers and com-
munity members and, hence, fall short of the ideal of true community 
collaboration. The other disadvantage is that some social service and other
helping organizations may in fact pacify or disempower the community—
those at the bottom of the stratification order—rather than working for
real economic or social justice. For that reason, we agree with McKnight
(1995), who cautions that the “primary directive” of community-based re-
search is, first and foremost, to “do no harm” to the community (p. 101).
We refer here not to some evil-intentioned CBR practitioners who might
purposefully harm community members through their insensitive research
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protocol or ill-intentioned reports or recommendations. Rather, even CBR
that is undertaken by academics with intentions of improving conditions
or enhancing social justice in a community may inadvertently or uninten-
tionally harm the intended beneficiaries if their work supports agencies or
organizations that disempower community members.

McKnight elaborates this point in The Careless Society (1995): that
sometimes service organizations and professionals, despite good intentions,
may undermine their clients’ sense of competence, commodify and com-
mercialize the services they offer, and create “counterfeit communities”
that control people rather than liberate them. When applied to CBR, this
suggests that we must be wary of working with organizations that treat
community members as devalued subjects, promote policy recommenda-
tions that commodify the community’s problems and approaches to ad-
dressing them, and encourage policy and action recommendations that
surrender control and community to agents external to the community. It
is for these reasons that we have stressed a practice of CBR that is truly
collaborative in design and execution, characterized by acknowledging and
building on the community’s knowledge and its capacity to increase its
knowledge, research methodologies and policy and program analyses that
are specific to the community context, and the integration of such research
into larger community-developed social change action plans.

At the same time, we caution the current or would-be practitioner against
becoming paralyzed by imperfections from these ideal principles, acknowl-
edging that no CBR practice is perfect in its design and execution and that
at some level, we need to do the best we can under our current circum-
stances. In fact, CBR with midlevel organizations and agencies may have
any of a number of positive results—for example, identifying shortcomings
or injustices in the agency’s work, previously unrecognized needs in the
community, problems in the delivery of services, gaps in public information
about the organization’s work, or other kinds of information that might be
the basis for some sort of change that benefits the community.

Also, there are things that we can look out for when choosing com-
munity partners and projects. Doing CBR in the middle is most likely to
conform to the basic principles outlined in Chapter One when the orga-
nizations or agencies have demonstrated a real commitment to their con-
stituent communities. One indicator of this commitment is that they make
ongoing and concerted efforts to be community based—for example, by
having constituents on their policymaking boards or by working with
community-based grassroots groups. Another is their willingness to re-
cruit constituency members to be involved in planning and carrying out
CBR projects, along with expressing real commitment to using research
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results to bring about improved services to the community—in other
words, their commitment to the important principles of community-based
research. Sometimes this requires that the academic researchers insist that
some community representatives be invited to join the CBR team and 
that they pay careful attention to ensure an equitable participation of con-
stituent representatives throughout the project. Finally, even organizations
or agencies that seem relatively distant from or unresponsive to their con-
stituencies might be willing to involve constituency members in the proj-
ect once they have a model that shows them how it can be done. A CBR
project done with such an organization can both empower the constit-
uency and transform the organization. And in many cases, carefully inte-
grating participation of constituency members into the steps of an actual
research project can give organizations and agencies an alternative model
for how to work with and for their constituent groups.

Other Barriers to Collaboration

Other barriers to achieving true collaboration in CBR have to do with the
nature of the project and the community with which one is working. A
defining feature of CBR is that the research focus, if not the question it-
self, always derives from the needs of the community rather than the the-
oretical interests of the discipline, as is the case with traditional academic
research. Equally important is that decisions about how and if the results
will be used must also always be determined not by the academic researcher
but by community members themselves. Hence, the need for involvement
of community members at these two stages of the research should be con-
sidered nonnegotiable, and every effort should be made to give priority to
the voices and interests of the community.

True collaboration at other stages of the research is often more prob-
lematic, however. Sometimes community members’ involvement may take
the form of reviewing and approving some aspect of the research design
without having a hand in its development and implementation or, similarly,
reading and perhaps suggesting changes in the final report without actually
having helped to write it. Some community groups have neither the inter-
est nor the time to participate in the development of the research instrument
or the collection and analysis of data. In other cases, the community is dis-
persed and unorganized, while the CBR partner is an agency or organiza-
tion serving or advocating for that community’s needs. In that case, the
agency personnel or organizational leaders are the ones who will likely be
most involved—at least as “reviewers”—in different stages of the project,
and researchers must make special efforts to solicit constituent input.
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One strategy for ensuring community involvement at different stages
of the research process is to conduct one or more focus groups with com-
munity members at an early stage of the project to provide a forum in
which members can suggest issues and actual questions to be included on
the questionnaire. This method has the additional benefit of sensitizing
researchers to the community itself—its language, worldview, and so on—
as well as providing an opportunity for researchers to get ideas about how
best to reach prospective participants and how to gain their trust and help
with the study (Lynch, 1993). For example, before a small group of un-
dergraduate students developed an interview schedule to assess the day
care needs of low-income mothers, they held a small, informal focus group,
with lunch included, for a half-dozen mothers participating in a job train-
ing support group at the local department of social services. During an hour
and a half of lively discussion, the student researchers learned a great deal
about the wide variety of child care arrangements that women use, the dif-
ficulty facing mothers with jobs when their children are sick, and (if they
were not aware of this already) the overriding importance of their children’s
well-being to young mothers struggling with myriad economic pressures.
This same group of students met with yet another small group of mothers
once the interview schedule was in draft form. They administered the in-
terview to pairs of women and took into account their comments and crit-
icisms as they developed the final interview schedule.

Occasionally, the nature of a CBR project is such that the community
group—for political or strategic reasons—does not wish to be affiliated
with the project as it is being carried out. In an example described in Chap-
ter Six, the local human relations commission requested that a college’s
community research center investigate the existence of discrimination
based on sexual preference in the county. Their purpose was to marshal
empirical support—to share with the board of commissioners—for their
proposal to add sexual orientation to the county’s antidiscrimination
statute. This was a case where a formal advocacy organization requested
that academic researchers—in this case, a student doing a senior honors
thesis and her adviser—conduct a study on behalf of an unorganized con-
stituency (gays and lesbians in the county) for the purpose of effective leg-
islative change. Moreover, although the human relations commission
proposed the research question and took responsibility for disseminating
the results, they adamantly refused to be involved in any way with the on-
going research project so as not to be seen as somehow biasing or influ-
encing the findings. The student and her adviser developed the research
design, and members of the gay and lesbian community, as well as some
sympathetic heterosexuals, participated as paid testers in the collection of
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data, which involved a matched audit study of housing discrimination.
The gay and lesbian community in this case did not collaborate in the
identification of the research question or in the implementation of results.
The point here is simply that while the ideal may be full collaboration of
grassroots community members at every stage of a CBR project, this is
seldom achieved and on occasion may be at odds with the best interests
of the community served by the research.

Collaboration is essential to the goals of CBR not only because it makes
the research project better and more valuable, but also so that everyone
involved in doing the research has the chance to grow from the process.
This means that some of what the community stands to gain from the proj-
ect lies not only in the research results but also in the process through
which the community members increase their capacity to undertake re-
search independent of outside experts as well as stronger organizational,
strategic, and other skills that empower the community. The more limited
is the participation of community members in the research, the less the
potential is for such capacity building.

The Creation and Dissemination of Knowledge

The second principle central to CBR has to do with its distinctive ap-
proach to issues relating to knowledge—what counts as “real” knowledge
and how it is best acquired and disseminated. As we explained in Chap-
ter One, CBR recognizes and validates sources of knowledge that are
often not legitimated within the context of more conventional research
approaches. It also requires greater flexibility in methods of data collec-
tion and dissemination and, most important, calls for different criteria in
making a whole host of methodological decisions. In CBR, the measure
of the value of the research is not just the quality of the data, but also its
usefulness to the community to help bring about social change. This has
multiple implications for the way we go about designing and carrying out
research projects, particularly as our thinking must deviate from the con-
ventions of the academic research with which we are most familiar. It also
influences the mechanisms through which we disseminate our findings be-
cause of the primary objective of advancing the community’s social change
initiative.

The implications of this second CBR principle regarding the democra-
tization of knowledge creation and dissemination can be seen in choice of
methodologies, disciplinary perspective, and the practice of the profes-
sion. It also challenges traditional conceptions of expertise and objectiv-
ity. We explain each of these below.
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For those used to being quantitative or qualitative researchers, CBR is
both and neither. In the real world, philosophical differences over whether
cold statistics or richly detailed stories provide better information are ir-
relevant. What matters is what information is needed to contribute to the
social change effort, and this often calls for multiple methods of data col-
lection. For example, when the residents of a rural area in Kentucky be-
came concerned that an upstream tannery was dumping pollutants into a
nearby river, killing both fish and livestock, they ultimately initiated legal
proceedings to get the tannery to stop discharging toxins into the water.
They worked with epidemiologists from a nearby university in order to
compile the quantitative data that would help them win their court case.
At the same time, they relied on qualitative approaches—stories shared
by members of the community affected by the pollution—to do battle in
the popular press and bring needed attention to the environmental haz-
ards that the tannery posed (Williams, 1997).

Certainly some CBR projects use only one method of data collection.
But getting useful data is the key, and that means being flexible and will-
ing to employ a variety of data collection methods to accomplish that.

For those used to working within their discipline, CBR neither recognizes
nor respects rigid disciplinary boundaries. The problem or need drives the
research, and problems in the real world are rarely just sociological or bi-
ological or economic. Indeed, researchers often find that they must develop
expertise about a range of topics that lie at least somewhat outside their
area of training, and in some cases, a project may require technical exper-
tise from a number of different disciplines. For example, a North Carolina
community group attempting to create a nature preserve on their commu-
nity’s highest mountain ended up working with professors and students
from four different disciplines at a nearby college: the business department
on a cost-benefit analysis on the project’s ecotourism potential; the recre-
ation department on designing and building hiking trails; the biology de-
partment on long-term research on the ecosystem of the mountain; and the
history department, whose students helped conduct oral histories of long-
time residents who lived on and near the mountain.

For those in the academy used to compartmentalizing their teaching,
research, and service roles, CBR is all three combined. CBR both provides
services to the community and promotes long-range broad visions of the
collective good. It educates students, community members, and even pro-
fessors if they are sufficiently open to learning about what is beyond the
narrow confines of their disciplines. And CBR makes professors, com-
munity members, and students all researchers and knowledge producers.
At Middlesex College in Edison, New Jersey, the initial connection with
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the community was through the establishment of an America Reads pro-
gram, where college students tutored at-risk children. The college built on
the trust established through that program to do needed research projects.
Some colleges and universities began to build relationships through ser-
vice projects with area organizations, as well as through regular meetings
between faculty and CBO representatives, before attempting serious re-
search projects. In this case, the division between research, teaching, and
service broke down quite totally and became irrelevant to the work of the
partnership.

For academics used to being the expert, CBR is challenging because it
recognizes multiple sources of expertise: the abstract, generalized knowl-
edge of the academic, the detailed hands-on experiential knowledge of
community members, and the fresh perspective brought by students,
whose eyes are unencumbered by community traditions or academic can-
ons. Some of what academics bring to CBR that is most valuable is, of
course, their research expertise—a knowledge of sampling theory, expe-
rience developing questionnaires or using other instruments of measure-
ment, the skills (and resources) to compile and analyze data and to produce
a well-organized and clearly written research report—all of which can,
among other things, greatly increase the credibility of the research in the
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Using Multiple Methods 

In a study of the strengths and needs of people living in the rural areas outside 
a small city, five undergraduate students worked with the local Community 
Action Agency and interviewed over one hundred people at food banks, clinics,
senior centers, and in their homes. They focused on three areas—transportation,
housing, and health—and developed an interview schedule consisting mainly of
short-answer, forced-choice questions, for example, “Do you have health insur-
ance?” “Are there any things in your house that need fixing right now?” “What
would make it easier for you to get around in the county?” But many people
whom the students talked to had important opinions to share and stories to
tell—about the difficulties of raising a child with a disability, the history of the
old house that has been passed down through their family and is now falling
apart, their mixed experiences with the county’s social service agencies. The 
student interviewers listened carefully, wrote fast and furiously in the margins
and on the backs of the questionnaires, and finally decided to teach themselves
to use software that analyzes qualitative data along with the statistical package
that took care of the quantitative data. They learned a great deal. More 
important, their final report speaks with numbers, but also with rich and 
powerful human voices that bring the data—and the people in those rural 
communities—alive.



eyes of policymakers and others with whom it is ultimately shared. And
as Nyden and others point out (1997, p. 5), the “outside perspective” that
faculty members and students bring to the community may reveal trends
and patterns that are not at all apparent to people who are immersed in
the community’s social world. At the same time, community members can
enhance the value of the research in innumerable ways, providing lan-
guage, perspective, history, and practical information that strengthen the
study and enhance the validity of results.

For those used to objectivity and scientific distance, CBR insists on con-
nectedness and relationship building. CBR does not assume that objec-
tivity automatically leads to accuracy and in fact raises the concern that
distance increases inaccuracy. In this way, CBR shares with interpretive
paradigms an emphasis on the importance of what is meaningful or rele-
vant to the research participants and the goal of understanding a social
setting and seeing it from the perspective of those who experience it (Neu-
man, 2003). Building trust with community-based participants who have
access to valuable information is absolutely crucial, particularly when
dealing with difficult and controversial social issues. CBR is premised on
the assumption that uncovering quality data requires both commitment
to a cause or issue and engagement with the people. So although CBR
often relies on both qualitative and quantitative data, the importance of
engagement means that even when the aim is to gather and present purely
quantitative data, it is important to keep in mind that people cannot be
reduced to statistics. Careful statistical research may be important in a so-
cial change struggle, but if the process takes the humanity out of the re-
search and makes the research distant from the people, it will ultimately
undermine the social change mission of CBR that attempts to empower
ordinary people as information producers

In short, doing CBR requires shifting perspectives. It requires under-
standing what the community wants as the source of research questions:
Safer streets? An expanded child immunization program? Better services
for senior citizens? Or does the community want to know whether a so-
cial program is working? When we think about these questions as re-
search projects, we recognize that already the ground has shifted. These
research questions do not come from theoretical disputes or disciplinary
empirical debates. They require choosing methods that serve the needs of
the community rather than the inclinations of the researcher. They require
producing and sharing knowledge with the community that is seeking
change, rather than sharing and producing knowledge within a disinter-
ested professional association.
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Community-Based Research as Social Change

The ideal form of social change that CBR seeks to contribute to is to alter
some aspects of the political, social, or economic institutional operations
or cultural context that give rise to a problem. In this respect, it stands in
contrast to other forms of direct service whose aim is not to challenge the
status quo but to ameliorate its negative consequences. However, the ef-
fectiveness of any CBR project at achieving real social change is limited by
at least two factors. One is that CBR must always be seen as one item on
a larger community-based social change agenda. Although the information
that a CBR project produces might be useful to a community or organiza-
tion trying to effect change, most typically it is one small piece of a larger
effort that relies on more than just information to succeed. Put another
way, whereas research may be the focus of the researcher, to the commu-
nity the research is probably only one part of a bigger project.

From the community’s vantage point, research looks very different from
how it looks from an academic vantage point (see Figure 4.1). In many
communities, community-based organizations are becoming somewhat
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Creating Social Change

When Mary Brydon-Miller began her doctoral dissertation, she wanted to do 
it as community-based research. As an activist working with a Gray Panthers
chapter, she became involved in helping to manage a conflict between senior 
citizens and younger people with physical disabilities living in the same public
housing development. Those efforts led to her spending time volunteering with
the independent living center in town that served people with disabilities; she
drove the van that transported residents. She developed relationships with 
many of the people with disabilities and as a result decided to do a CBR project
with them.

She began by interviewing people about their experiences with problems of 
accessibility and discrimination. Eventually she held a meeting with the inde-
pendent living center staff and residents to discuss some of the issues she had
uncovered in her interviews. At this early stage, her plan was to help residents
organize to bring in legislators so as to have an impact on local and state laws.
But residents rejected this idea in favor of taking on a local shopping mall and
fighting to make it accessible. They eventually won, after fighting all the way 
up to the state supreme court. Prior to Mary’s arrival, there was no organized
disability group. Her research process contributed to the community’s building
one, and the group that formed quickly took over the process themselves. Her
dissertation turned into a documentation of their organizing and their struggle
(Brydon-Miller, 1993, and personal communication, 2000).



wary of researchers who approach them and want to “do research.” As
one CBO member put it, “We’ve turned down research because of the
way the academics want to do it. Our first responsibility is to our service
population. Our rules are that one, if it will help, do it; two, if it will nei-
ther help nor hurt, do it only if we have time; three, if it will harm, don’t
do it.” In other words, community members are, by virtue of their very
different situation and perspective, inclined not to put as much impor-
tance on the research effort as do academics.

The other limitation to the social change impact of CBR is the real lim-
its of any single social change effort and the difficulty in effecting social
change of any kind. The scope of change that CBR seeks to produce varies
widely, from the individual-level improvement in the quality of life, to 
intermediate-level group change of access to opportunities, to the struc-
tural level, where real change involves basic institutions and a shift in the
distribution of economic and social power to enhance the life chances of
oppressed groups. As a rule, the greater the level of change that is sought,
the greater are the resources—power, knowledge, money, effort—that
need to be mobilized to achieve the change. And although knowledge is
an important resource, clearly other resources and institutional power re-
lations need to be altered to achieve social change.

On one level, a CBR project typically focuses on using research in the
service of furthering some change in some segment of society. Whether it
is to create a better program, build a more effective organization, make a
safer neighborhood, enhance public health, or change a law, CBR is about
action. It is about changing social conditions, whether on as small a scale
as a single family (Miller and Brydon-Miller, 2000) or as large a scale as
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the global economy. This social change focus of CBR is a particularly dif-
ficult transition for academic researchers to make.

For most academics, trained in the ideology of scientific objectivity and
belief that scholars should be disinterested with respect to outcomes of their
research, moving to a model that insists they not only care about the im-
pact of their work but participate in translating research findings into ac-
tion can be paralyzing. Academics who get involved with CBR must adopt
a new paradigm of research that assesses the value of the research findings,
not only on their validity but also on their relevance, and that argues that
the validity of research results is dependent in part not on how distanced
academics are from their research but on how connected to it they are. This
is what it means to adopt a paradigm that values usefulness alongside va-
lidity, and experiential knowledge as much as abstract knowledge.

Although social action and social change are the ultimate purposes of
CBR, academics must take care not to take on a CBR project thinking that
academic knowledge or research alone will make the difference to the com-
munity. If the community partner is an established agency or community-
based organization, even the most compelling research results are likely
to bring about at most a minor change in policy, programming, or service
delivery, and perhaps effect a relatively minor transformation in the or-
ganization itself. Successful social change at the grassroots level, especially
in a disorganized community, is even more of a challenge, as it requires
other kinds of experts who are more important than a researcher: com-
munity organizers who can recruit and mobilize people around a cause,
leaders or “animators” who can express the thoughts and feelings of the
people, and popular educators who can help people understand their cir-
cumstances. Only once these needs have been met is CBR likely to be of
much value. One failed CBR project illustrates this.

Two colleagues at a midwestern university agreed to help a community
organization do research on a program involving parents in their local
school to show its outcomes and write proposals for more funding. Not
understanding the importance of these multiple roles in CBR, they trained
some parents to interview other parents about their school involvement.
But they did not recruit neighborhood leaders to promote the importance
of the research, they did not do popular education with parents to ana-
lyze the information they were obtaining, and they neglected to realize
how important the group’s organizer was to keep the project on track.
Some interviews were collected, but the project died without producing
any results. Here again we see that CBR is only one ingredient in a larger
social change project, and that project entails far more than just research.
Because of the constraints that can face CBR practitioners, one of the
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most popular models of CBR, developed by the Policy Research Action
Group in Chicago (see Chapter Eight), consciously splits the roles of re-
search and action so that academics need be responsible only for the 
research itself, and community leaders and community-based organiza-
tions assume the responsibility for making action happen from it.

Another mistake is made when academic researchers who take on CBR
with disorganized and resource-poor communities attempt to fill all of the
social change roles themselves, especially at the beginning of projects.
These initiators face daunting challenges: they will be the ones who must
bring people together for meetings, reach decisions, and make everyone
feel like a real participant. They need to be seen as legitimate leaders, and
they will need empowering pedagogical skills (see Figure 4.2). Some aca-
demics think that because they are good at technical research tasks, they
can perform all of these other tasks as well. In fact, organizing, leadership,
and popular education are difficult to learn because they cannot easily be
reduced to a set of textbook rules and because they require sophisticated
interpersonal skills.

More commonly, community-based researchers serve as consultants,
particularly when they are working with already organized communities
that know what research they want. Consultants provide limited services
for community organizations in much the same way as other consultants
provide limited services for corporations or government agencies. This is
the model often used by CBR researchers working from the middle with
social service or government agencies. In some respects, the most effective
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type of community-based researcher is the collaborator. This is an aca-
demic who is engaged with the community over the long term as a true
participant. This person is probably not playing leadership or organizing
roles—or typically involving students in their community-based work—
but is attending all the meetings and offering perspective and knowledge
along with all the other participants.

Steps in Social Change and CBR Projects

Because CBR should be seen as part of a social change project, it is im-
portant to distinguish the differences between the stages of a social change
project and the stages of a research project, depicted in Figure 4.3. At each
of the steps of a social change project, complete research projects can be
completed. For example, a single CBR project could be devoted exclu-
sively to helping a community group choose a problem, and an entirely
different CBR project could begin by identifying resources. This section
will explore some of the kinds of CBR projects that can take place at each
of the social change steps.

Step One: Choosing a Problem

Choosing a problem is different from finding a problem. In many histori-
cally oppressed communities, there is no shortage of problems; thus, doing
research at this stage of a social change project often involves specifying
what the range of problems might be or what the extent of a particular
problem might be. Research at this stage often also has a hidden, or not-
so-hidden, agenda. In disempowered, disenfranchised, and disorganized
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communities, CBR may serve as a “front activity” for community orga-
nizing. Most community organizers know that one of the best ways to
build a community organization is to find a hot issue that can motivate
large numbers of people to participate. That issue might be getting a stop
sign on the corner, improving the neighborhood school, shutting down the
crack house on the block, getting better jobs, or any number of other things.
Often, the only way to have a chance of picking the right issue is to knock
on people’s doors and ask them what they care about and what they are
willing to do about it.

When community organizers and other community workers have ac-
cess to research assistance, that informal door-to-door research process
can become more systematic and produce more benefit. The most com-
mon research model used at this stage is the needs assessment. In this
model, the research focuses on documenting or measuring the gap be-
tween reality and community desires. In its pure form, needs assessment
can be an extremely sophisticated methodology, with intricate procedures
for identifying stakeholders, planning the needs assessment, conducting
it, and then setting goal priorities based on it (Witkin and Altschuld,
1995). But in practice, there is wide variation in how needs assessments
are conducted. The closest to a pure model is an approach that involves
a constituency in a research project in determining its own needs. Often,
however, agencies conduct needs assessments on behalf of constituencies,
with constituents serving as participants and “informants.” This is illus-
trated by the project already described in this chapter, where students and
their professor worked with the child care liaison person at the local de-
partment of social services to identify the practices, problems, and suc-
cesses of low-income women in attaining informal and formal child care.
Another project in the same community started with the local Coalition
for the Homeless (an advocacy group) requesting a survey of the local
homeless population to ascertain, among other things, what needs they
had that were and were not being met by local services providers. Such a
model has the advantage of getting the research done with the involve-
ment of the people who can implement the program and may sometimes
involve mobilizing the constituency itself to take action.

In other cases, the community is fully aware of the extent and even the
causes of a problem, but needs official documentation in order to get
funding or other support to address the problem. From a cynical per-
spective, this is the “here are the conclusions; now get me some data”
approach to research. However, while those who object to an engaged re-
search model may see it that way, research conducted to document what
people already know is not so different from replication research testing
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the validity of previous research findings. Another way to view such re-
search is that it is really hypothesis testing, with the hypothesis being the
belief of the community or agency personnel as to the nature of the prob-
lem. In any case, advocates cannot go to court, or even to the media, with-
out careful documentation of the problem. An example of this issue was
when a local organization knew there was a serious gap in services be-
tween the juvenile justice system and simply releasing probationers into
the community. Because they wanted to develop and get funding for a
step-down program for juvenile offenders, they contacted the local col-
lege for advice on how to do the necessary research that would show the
need for the program. This version of a needs assessment has the advan-
tage of focusing resources on an already strongly felt need, but has the dis-
advantage of sometimes putting the solution before a careful definition of
the problem. In one particularly difficult case, a community organization
was not happy with research done by one college that did not show a need
for their program. They went to another nearby college to do the research
again, only to receive the same findings.

Step Two: Identifying Resources and Solutions Around 
a Problem

Once the community has defined and chosen a problem, they move into
a process of trying to solve the problem. If they made the most of the
problem definition stage, they have already moved on to organizing a con-
stituency that can begin to plan and take action. Those committed in-
dividuals are the first resource needed in any social change effort. Other
resources are time, money, skills, equipment, and even political leverage.
Some of those resources may come from within the community, and some
of them are likely to come from outside the community. Often, groups try-
ing to change themselves, their circumstances, or their society adopt a strat-
egy of simply getting all the resources they can find and work with what
they are able to mobilize.

When a group is ready to begin gathering resources, however, there is
also the opportunity to do research on what resources already exist. In
some ways, this is the opposite of needs assessment. While needs assess-
ment identifies what is missing, this approach, commonly called asset
mapping (Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993), which is the most common
form of resource identification research, identifies what the community
already has. In asset mapping, researchers survey community members to
learn the skills they have, the community work they have done and are
willing to do, and the interests they have in developing new or different
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skills. They may conduct a similar survey for local businesses, organiza-
tions, and institutions. The resulting capacity inventory then becomes a
basis from which to build programs.

Asset mapping often works best when the community does it for them-
selves, since one of the goals is for neighbors to get to know each other.
As an example, a youth outreach worker at an urban university began part-
nering with youth and community organizers in the local area who were
attempting to keep their high school from closing. They jointly developed
a community asset-mapping curriculum for youth in the community to
learn how to do the research, and thus find resources in the neighborhood
to support their campaign. The curriculum component is now used in the
community high school’s social studies classes each year as a vehicle for
integrating youths into local community organizations. On the heels of
this effort, they have taken on issues such as housing displacement, eco-
nomic redevelopment and gentrification, access to jobs and housing op-
portunities, and safe spaces for youths.

An asset-mapping activity may take on the form of survey research—
asking people questions about their own background, skills, and experi-
ences and soliciting information about other resources in the community.
However, it is likely to serve as an organizing tool as well, with the inter-
viewers distributing information about the sponsoring organization and
the priorities around which they are organizing. They may even invite peo-
ple to attend already planned events, such as rallies or popular education
forums, or to join their organization. In one of our classes, our students
helped to undertake a needs assessment survey of community residents fac-
ing displacement due to gentrification of the neighborhood. The CBO
sponsoring the project insisted that the students always be accompanied
by a member of the community, all of whom were recruited through the
housing residents’ associations that it had helped to create during the pre-
vious years. The organizing community residents handed out brochures
about their associations and encouraged the respondents to attend up-
coming meetings or events. The students gathered and compiled the data
and wrote a draft report, which was altered substantially by the commu-
nity to highlight the vibrancy of the community. By this simple division of
labor, pairing a community resident-organizer with a student to undertake
a door-to-door survey in the targeted neighborhood, it is easy to see how
both an organizing and information-gathering function were accomplished
through what appeared to be a survey research process.

In other cases, research at this stage of a social change project involves
studying potential resources beyond the boundaries of the community.
One example is a professor who was approached by a local CBO to do
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an analysis of all the philanthropic foundations in the metropolitan area to
assess which ones would be most likely to fund community-based develop-
ment or to amend their giving patterns to include it. It was not glamorous
research and involved hours spent going over microfiched foundation tax
records and tabulating numbers. But at the end of the research, the profes-
sor had compiled a listing of all the area foundations with a description of
their giving patterns. The professor claims that this has turned out to be the
most requested research report he had ever written and has since been used
repeatedly by groups looking for resources to help solve their problems.

Solutions are another type of resource that research can help identify.
Indeed, information about possible solutions is one of the most important
resources. But in contrast to research that identifies resources, which is
often guided by some knowledge of what is wanted, research exploring
solutions is much murkier. Often this kind of research involves identify-
ing and surveying all possible similar solutions used in other places and
evaluating them for fit with the current group’s situation using a compar-
ative case study methodology (Yin, 1994). In one such approach, the group
decides what the relevant characteristics of the problem or need are and
then looks at how many of those characteristics were present in other places
where a particular solution worked. After learning what other people in
other places are doing and looking at how their circumstances compared
to the task at hand, the group can work on adapting one or more of the
strategies.

One project along these lines involved students from Middlesex County
College working with area CBOs to identify and research important state
issues. Students compiled thick binders of pending legislation custom-
designed for each organization that each one could try to influence. The
strategy of the project was to match the characteristics of the CBO with
the characteristics of the bill, looking for those most important to the par-
ticular organization’s work so that they could organize their own local
campaigns to work for pertinent legislation. In another project, a newly
formed advocacy group wanting to make the Toledo, Ohio, city govern-
ment more accountable conducted a study of cities with strong citizen par-
ticipation processes to see which could be most readily adapted to Toledo.
Volunteers went out and collected information on the citizen participa-
tion programs, as well as on characteristics of the city such as population
size, types of economic activity, and type of city council.

Much of the information that communities and community organiza-
tions want at this stage is not technically difficult to acquire. Often it sim-
ply involves counting things—how many service programs there are in a
neighborhood, how many residents in a rural county have access to health
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care, how many children have up-to-date school immunizations. Conse-
quently, it may not look like research the way academics define it, and it
is certainly not the kind of research that typically gets published in journal
articles. But it is often the kind of research that attracts the attention of
the media and instigates change.

Step Three: Developing a Plan

With a clearly defined need and an inventory of possible resources and 
solutions, those involved in a social change effort are ready to develop a
plan. Much of the literature on community-based planning looks at it as
a holistic process that begins with a need and asset analysis and ends with
proposing solutions to defined problems. But there are aspects to any
planning process, particularly if it is a strategic plan for a community or-
ganization, that involve yet other kinds of research—that is, introspective
research, where the group analyzes itself. One of the most popular forms
of introspective planning research is a SWOT analysis, that is, an anal-
ysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (Mathias, n.d.).
Strengths and weaknesses involve an assessment of a group or organiza-
tion’s internal capacity. Opportunities and threats shift the focus to con-
ditions external to the group or organization. A typical SWOT analysis is
like an introspective focus group, as members meet to build a collective
list of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Often, themes
emerge from the process that help the group in its strategic planning.
When the Coalition to Access Technology and Networking in Toledo was
trying to develop a mission statement and goals, it conducted a SWOT
analysis at one monthly meeting and in the process found that one of the
most important strengths the group had was strong volunteer commit-
ment. In setting goals, the group emphasized programming around vol-
unteer trainers, and over the next year trained dozens of new computer
users in publicly supported housing to use the Internet and various office
computer software. A similar form of research, developed by the action
researcher Kurt Lewin (1947), is force field analysis, which differs from
SWOT primarily in that it focuses on conditions external to the group.
When members do a force field analysis, they list the forces supporting
their goals and those impeding their goals and then develop a plan to
maximize the supportive forces and minimize the impeding forces.

Sometimes a plan might not require research on its face, but the plan
itself might point to more research. For example, a community organiz-
ing group trying to stop an unscrupulous developer from wrecking their
neighborhood might want to take action against the developer’s investors.
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To do this, they need to find out who the investors are. The research would
identify the investors, their community ties, and their potential response
to community action. Then the group might pick one of the investors as
a target and picket that person’s home or business. The Youth Action Re-
search Group, organized through the Georgetown University Volunteer
and Public Service Center, provides one example. As part of a campaign
to improve neighborhood housing, the group members did a study of 
absentee property owners in the neighborhood. They decided to target
their organizing actions in part based on the negative record of absentee
owners—selecting owners who owned multiple neglected properties and
considering the number of city citations against the owner.

While SWOT and force field analysis are appropriate when the group
already has adequate information about itself, that is often not the case.
Groups or organizations doing programmatic planning often need re-
search that may look like a more specific form of needs assessment or asset
mapping. At one college, the dean of students approached a faculty mem-
ber about surveying students on campus regarding at-risk sexual behav-
ior to feed back into student services programming. One of the findings
of the research was that students were not interested in attending public
meetings about at-risk sexual behavior, so the plan developed to build a
Web site where students could educate themselves in private.

At Georgetown University, the Partners in Urban Research and Service-
Learning collaborative decided it wanted to enhance the community’s ca-
pacity to understand itself and conduct its own research, so it created the
Center for Technical Cooperation as a joint university-CBR enterprise. To
determine its programming priorities, the CTC codirectors spent the first
six months meeting with partner agency staff to determine their priorities
and interests. This led to the creation of a continuing-education certificate
program in community development, which the university offers free to
the community, staffed by volunteer faculty and community experts and
leading to a certificate in community development.

Step Four: Implementing the Plan

Regardless of how carefully the problem is defined, how effectively the re-
sources are inventoried, and how completely the plan is developed, no so-
cial change will occur without action. It might seem odd to think of the
action phase of a social change project as involving research, since it is
the action phase where people protest, or lobby, or change their organi-
zational chart. In contrast, research—the way we normally think about
it—is seen as a separate, static activity rather than a dynamic intervention.
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This comes from our historical association of research with the myth of
scientific objectivity, where the cardinal rule was not to affect the system.
In community-based research, just the opposite is the case: the goal of the
research is to affect the system. Hence, there is nothing strange about 
the research being not just preparation for the action, but the action itself.

Research as action has a long, venerable, and unrecognized history in
the United States. When the Congress of Racial Equality sent an integrated
group of “Freedom Riders” on interstate buses through the South in 1961,
they were engaged in action research—in this case, to determine whether
new federal legislation outlawing segregation on interstate buses was
being followed. The torching of the bus and beating of the Freedom Rid-
ers created research data more profound than any survey of the bus com-
panies could have revealed.

When the East Toledo Community Organization was trying to get a
fair share of the city of Toledo budget for its neighborhood, it undertook
a massive study of the budget itself. Ultimately, the group developed a set
of proposals that it took to city hall during the holiday season and sang
to the tune of “We Wish You a Merry Christmas” but with a new title:
“We Wish You Would Fix the Budget!” Union research into corporations,
community research on discrimination in police treatment or city service
provision, and many other forms of action research have produced wide-
ranging changes.

Research done at this stage also might be designed to build an organi-
zation. A group doing an asset-based assessment in its neighborhood might
be trying to recruit people into the organization at the same time it tries
to find out what resources and skills people can bring to the group. One
faculty researcher did a community-based research project with local CBOs
that led to a local conference where funders, CDCs, and government offi-
cials discussed the findings of the research and formed the Working Group
on Neighborhoods, which helped bring over $2 million to begin filling the
needs identified in the research.

In an interesting twist on this model, a university sponsored a group of
high school students to conduct participatory action research projects on
issues in their neighborhood ranging from housing to employment to health.
They sometimes worked with a youth adviser from the university and some-
times with university students. In this case, the research itself—and partic-
ularly the participation of the students—was one of the most important
goals of the program. Doing the research was empowering for them, and
everyone was very pleased that all thirteen high school students from the
first two cohorts of participants went to college when they graduated.
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Step Five: Evaluating

Evaluation may seem like the end of the process, as is the case when re-
searchers determine whether a program worked, an action was success-
ful, or an intervention had the desired impact. This is also the most feared
form of research. Typically, evaluation is done by the powerful against the
powerless and is used by administrators and funders against programs
and organizations, especially in a time of budget cuts. But that is the case
only when we think of evaluation from the traditional research model.
When evaluation is done as community-based research, two things about
it are quite different.

First, rather than being controlled by the powerful against the powerless,
community-based evaluation research is more often done by the powerless
against the powerful. Of the examples in the previous section, many of them
fit into a community-based evaluation model. When the Lagrange Village
Council, a Toledo, Ohio, neighborhood organization, did a community-
based evaluation of garbage collection, the group carefully documented
what garbage was left behind on trash collection day, what streets were
skipped, how many garbage cans were dumped over without being picked
up, and a number of other measures. They presented the director of the di-
vision overseeing city garbage collection with their research findings and
got both an admission of bad service and a signed commitment to improve.
Another variation on this form of evaluation research occurs when re-
searchers evaluate programs already implemented in the community to see
if a problem might still exist. In one example of this form of research, stu-
dents undertook a study in conjunction with a division of the local health
department to explore why the rate of African American women partici-
pating in cancer screening programs was so much lower than that of white
women. Although the health department officials assumed that the reason
had to do with attitudes or lack of information on the part of the client
group, the students did not find either to be true.

Second, and even more important, when a group wants to know whether
what it is doing is effective, it is increasingly turning to new models of
evaluation called participatory evaluation or empowerment evaluation
(Fetterman, 2000; Patton, 2002; Stoecker, 1999b). In this model of eval-
uation research, the people running the program control the evaluation
process; many groups even develop their program with an eye to evalu-
ating it. Consequently, in the planning phase, they set goals and decide
how to measure those goals in preparation for the evaluation. In this way,
the planning phase is not just planning for action but also planning for
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further research, and the audience for the evaluation is not the funder or
the administrator but the people running the program. In addition, rather
than doing an evaluation at the end of a project when the results will have
little impact on outcomes, the evaluation is done as an integral compo-
nent of goal setting, and research findings are fed back to the group on a
regular basis so that the group can make midcourse corrections. In one
case, a faculty member with a group of students did an evaluation of one
of their service-learning programs with a local partner that had a long-
term relationship with the college. The community-based evaluation re-
search became an integral part of a service-learning program where college
students acted as mentors for youth with emotional troubles. The results
of the evaluation were used to set up new goals and training programs for
the student mentors.

This perspective on evaluation clearly differs from a traditional ap-
proach that would have an outside evaluator measure outcomes and 
declare an intervention to be a success or failure. The emphasis on collab-
oration, especially over the long struggle for social change, leads the CBR
evaluation researcher to be more likely to intervene in the process being
evaluated for the purpose of improving it. Clearly, however, it is not the
role of the academics in CBR to impose such change, nor would the re-
searchers have the authority to do so. Rather, the researchers would pre-
sent their findings, along with suggested explanations and possible
alternative program or organizational responses, to the clients, constit-
uents, and leaders for their response and reaction. One possible response
is that the research has missed the point, misunderstood the evaluation
objectives, or misinterpreted the data so that it is the research process that
needs major revision. Were the researcher merely to drop off the research
report to the interested parties at this point, the whole effort would 
be seen as a waste of time from both the researchers’ perspective (“the
community is ignoring our report”) and the community partner’s per-
spective (“the researcher just doesn’t understand”). Unfortunately, this may
happen all too often when short-term consulting relationships are estab-
lished for the specific purpose of creating a program evaluation (even in
CBR collaborations, let alone a more traditional research framework).
However, when the researchers and community partners are committed
for the long term and in the context of a larger social change effort, the
evaluation takes on a quite different purpose. If the instruments are not
providing useful information to assist in guiding program change, then the
research process can be changed. If the results do indicate that improve-
ments can be made or program changes are less effective than desired, then
the program can be altered and reevaluated in the light of the new opera-
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tions. Even if the change initiative is meeting all of its goals, there are still
likely to be areas that can be improved, and the evaluation process can pro-
vide guidance as to what form the improvements might take.

Summary

In this chapter, we have seen how the principles of CBR are embodied in
the research approaches and methods used in campus-community part-
nerships. True collaboration is valuable for ensuring not only that the
methods address the community’s pressing issue, but also that the research
results are useful and applied throughout the social change process. The
methods of knowledge creation, discovery, and dissemination employed in
CBR are typically an eclectic mix of traditional and nontraditional tech-
niques, selected and employed based on the value of their contribution to
the larger social change agenda. This typically leads to academics’ becom-
ing learners alongside community members, as new techniques are applied,
adapted, and developed in the course of the research. Seeing research as
just one item on a larger social change agenda forces us to deal with the
power and resource differences that exist between the change advocates
and the structures of the status quo. Within the larger social change pro-
cess, community-based research takes on different forms, to achieve dif-
ferent purposes, at each stage in the process. Thus, whether the community
partners with which the university partners are allied are at the initial
stages of choosing a problem and identifying assets, developing or imple-
menting a plan, or evaluating programs or policies, different types of meth-
ods are employed. 
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5

RESEARCH PRACTICES IN 
COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH

in the previous chapter, we considered different ways that CBR
might contribute to an organization’s planning, implementation, and eval-
uation processes, as well as how the distinctive features of CBR influence
overall decisions about the design and conduct of research. In contrast to
the breadth of coverage in that chapter, this chapter strives for depth, fo-
cusing on strategies and techniques at each stage of the research process.
Whether a community is doing needs assessment, developing a plan, con-
ducting an evaluation, or taking on any one of the myriad of other kinds
of research projects discussed in Chapter Four, some common steps are
involved (see Figure 5.1). On the face of it, these steps seem to be fairly
clear-cut. First, CBR partners must identify a research question. Then the
research team—community members, students, faculty member—must
make decisions about the kinds of research design and methods that will
most effectively answer that question. The data are then collected and an-
alyzed, and results are reported.

These are the basic steps in any research project. However, the process
of doing community-based research is not as straightforward as it appears.
As a consequence of taking collaboration seriously, seeking to demystify
knowledge creation, valuing community knowledge, and disseminating
research for public application and social change, familiar research meth-
ods may need to be modified and new methods used. At each stage of re-
search, the questions may be far from straightforward and the answers
far from obvious—for example:

• What should the research question be? Should it be, “Why aren’t
Latino parents more involved in their children’s schools?” or “What be-
liefs do school staff and administrators hold about Latino/Latina students
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and their parents?” Should the research focus on the levels and forms of
air pollution produced by the local mill, or on the political strategies that
might force conformity to environmental regulations?

• How—and where—should the data be collected? Will statistical data
speak more powerfully than the voices of community residents about the
consequences of welfare reform? Is it only old people who can provide per-
spectives on the roots of the Native American community here? Is this
population literate enough to complete a self-administered questionnaire?
How can we be sure to protect the anonymity and privacy of illegal immi-
grants while we collect information about their community’s problems?
Will we be able to gain access to the school [detention center, company
records, former clients, current employees, health clinic clients]? Are the
small businesses in the central city representative of businesses across the
more rural parts of the county?

• Who should collect the data? How involved does the community
want to be? Can we count on teenagers from the local community center
to use the instruments carefully and correctly? Will members of the tightly
knit Croatian community here be willing to talk to our African American
students? How do we identify community members who might be inter-
ested in helping us administer interviews? How much do we need to train
them? Should we pay them, and if so, how much? Will we be given access
to school data about ethnicity and suspensions? Which is more important:
validity or a high response rate? Highly standardized data collection or a
focus on rapport and relationship building? Are there community orga-
nizers who can gather the information we need in the course of their nor-
mal door knocking?

• How should the data be analyzed and presented? Can undergraduates
do justice to the rich personal accounts of Holocaust survivors? Should we
teach community members to use Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
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Figure 5.1. Steps in a Community-Based Research Project.

Action

Research

1. Identify the research question.
2. Choose a research design and method.
3. Collect the data.
4. Analyze the data.
5. Report the results.



or geographical information systems software? What would have the great-
est impact: Neighborhood residents organizing a community theater proj-
ect to express the results? A demonstration, protest, or barrage of letters to
the local media? A professional-looking report full of statistics about needy
schools? Who should make the presentation to the local management
board: The students? Community partners? The professor? Which would
have greatest impact: a lengthy report or an executive summary? How
many and which people should review the final draft?

Some of the options from which to choose at each step of most CBR
projects sound familiar because they are the kinds of decisions that re-
searchers make no matter what the nature of the research is. However,
many of them are not as familiar. Thinking of ways to involve commu-
nity members in the collection of data, for example, or helping a com-
munity theater project report the research results takes researchers quite
beyond the alternatives they normally consider in their research decisions.
Perhaps the most basic difference between CBR and traditional research
is that in contrast to traditional research, whose single overriding goal is
to get meaningful data as defined by disciplinary norms, the central goal
of CBR is acquiring data that are useful to the community to help advance
its social change agenda. From the CBR perspective, research data that
are collected in isolation, plugged into inscrutable formulas, and used to
inform theoretical, jargon-laden debates in scholarly journals are likely to
be worthless to the community. Truly useful information acquired through
a process in which all the participants are empowered by their participa-
tion is the ideal to which CBR strives.

This chapter is about how to accomplish the twin goals of producing
good research that can contribute to social change while working effec-
tively with students and community members in the context of a campus-
community partnership. In the following sections, we explore the options
available at each stage of the CBR process, some of the distinctive chal-
lenges that come with this kind of research, and how researchers might
go about pursuing strategies and making decisions in line with the prin-
ciples of community-based research.

Getting Started: Identifying a Research Question

The first step in the effort to identify a research question in a CBR frame-
work is to establish a connection with an organization or agency that
wants some research done. This connection can be initiated in different
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ways, some of which are detailed in Chapter Three. Even when a poten-
tially fruitful partnership is established, however, the community group
may have only the vaguest idea of just what it wants to know, what is pos-
sible to find out, and how it all might fit with their larger mission or so-
cial change efforts. Many community groups have never thought about
what research they would like done because they have not had anyone
ask them before. In other cases, a CBO may have a clearly defined re-
search question along with a definite sense of how the research findings
can contribute to their work, which is more likely to be the case when the
research partnership results from a response to a request for proposal.
More often than not, the reality is something in between: community part-
ners have some idea of what they want to know and why but need the ex-
pertise and outside eye of trained researchers—or researchers in training,
in the case of students—to help them articulate the research question and
shape it into a viable project.

Collaboration at this stage is essential. Ideally this means meetings of
the entire research team where participants get to know one another; learn
about the particular skills, knowledge, and other resources (for example,
time) that each can bring to the project; and come to an understanding
about what the partner needs to know and how that need can be clearly
stated. In reality, the demands of an academic schedule might mean that
some of this important groundwork is laid without students present, per-
haps by the professor meeting with community partners prior to the be-
ginning of the semester to identify and define projects for students to work
on during the academic year. What is most critical is that the research ques-
tion emerges from the community’s needs, as it defines them.

The biggest challenge in identifying a research question might well be
translating a large, ambitious, all-encompassing research agenda into a
single, focused, manageable question. Community groups have the best
knowledge about what their own problems, issues, and needs are. How-
ever, they might not have the technical expertise to frame a researchable
question, so the researcher’s role is to help the group think through how
to make the question researchable. A group that wants to evaluate whether
its adult literacy program is successful, for example, may need to start
with a project that helps it determine just what the aims of the program
are—that is, what is meant by success. When the dental unit of the local
health department wanted to learn as much as possible about the quality
and quantity of dental care that low-income children in the area received,
the vision of a huge, comprehensive survey of all low-income parents and
dentists had to be tempered by the realities of limited resources—in this
case, two undergraduate students available to take on the project for a
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course that lasted only one semester. The group worked with the professor
and the students to carve out what turned into a very researchable ques-
tion: What do low-income parents see as the major barriers to their chil-
dren’s dental care? A community group that starts with the question,
“How do we reduce crime?” can be pressed to think further about what
is underneath that question. Was there a particularly heinous crime in the
community that has mobilized people? Do they know the kinds and rates
of crimes that occur in the community? Sometimes a community group
may approach the researchers wanting to implement a program when
what they really need to do is study the problem so they can make an in-
formed choice about what sort of program is likely to be effective in their
community.

Although it may seem obvious, the research question or questions, once
they are identified, ought to be clearly written and shared. One professor
has students who undertake collaborative CBR projects type and post the
research question or questions in a common area to serve as a visible guide
throughout the work of the project. In this way, everyone is quite literally
“on the same page” with regard to the basic directions and purpose of the
CBR project.

Choosing a Research Design and Method

Most of the criteria that govern choices of a research design and method
in a traditional research project also apply to CBR:

• Resources (time, money, people) available

• Population characteristics

• Population accessibility

• Orientation and skills of the researcher

• The nature of the research question

Additional criteria assume primary importance in CBR, and they make
decisions about research design and data collection more difficult and
challenging than in traditional research. The first of these is the purpose
of the research. All CBR is intended to contribute to positive social change,
directly or indirectly, and this aim must affect decisions about research
design. What kind of study will have the greatest impact? A study aimed
at determining if discrimination against gays and lesbians occurs in a
county in Maryland was undertaken to inform county commissioners’
decision about whether sexual orientation should be added as a protected
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class to county antidiscrimination legislation. A largely conservative, and
even reactionary, group of people, including groups from the community,
would be reading and responding to the study, looking (or so one might
assume) for ways to discredit it. What sort of research design would be
least discreditable? A matched audit design—a highly controlled form of
field experiment that allows the researcher to isolate the test variable and
thus establish causality—was used to test for discrimination in rental
housing. In the end, this research design had a far greater impact on the
county commissioners than the second part of the study, which consisted
of semistructured interviews with self-selected gays and lesbians who de-
scribed incidents of discriminatory treatment in their everyday lives and
which was more easily dismissed as “subjective” and “unscientific” by its
critics.

Similarly, an assessment of services for abused women might document
what kind, location, indicators of need, and outcomes by means of statis-
tics, graphs, charts, and maps. When the aim is to influence policymakers
with persuasive data, quantitative information often works best. But such
a study also might aim to document the personal stories of victims by
means of qualitative data, which serves both to dramatize the problem for
the media (often a vehicle for change) and to mobilize sympathy and sup-
port on the part of community members themselves, to whom numbers
and charts do not speak as compellingly.

Another important purpose of CBR is not just to produce useful results
but rather to make sure that the process of designing, implementing, and
presenting the research mobilizes and empowers the community. This
might mean paying special attention to research designs that invite the 
active participation of community members as both researchers and 
involved respondents or even that effectively blur the two roles. For ex-
ample, a study that organizes focus groups of low-income parents around
issues of child care can serve not only to highlight concerns but also to
develop connections among people that persist long after the particular
CBR project is completed. And when the participants of the focus group
are also asked to critique the draft of a questionnaire and make sugges-
tions about how other low-income parents can be contacted and recruited
to participate in the study, they become both participants and researchers.
A questionnaire that is worded such that respondents are asked to com-
ment on the questions themselves and to serve as important informants
rather than objects of study may serve to involve community members in
the study long past the interview itself. These are all effective and impor-
tant ways to realize collaboration and to eliminate conventional hierar-
chies in the research process.
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This kind of community involvement in the process of planning the re-
search can also help to educate community members in meaningful ways.
Community members who are involved in discussions about the technical
aspects of research design become less dependent on academics, consul-
tants, and other experts. In one program, parents received a small stipend
to do assessment research of a social service program serving their children
with training and support through the local college. As a consequence, the
parents developed a range of research skills and knowledge that they were
able to use in subsequent assessments. By understanding the logic involved
in designing research, community members are also better able to evalu-
ate the research findings with which they are bombarded by the media on
a daily basis, which is empowering for them.

There are other considerations in the design of research and choice of
method:

• The skill levels of students and community members. Unlike tradi-
tional academic research, which typically involves one highly trained re-
searcher and perhaps a research assistant or two under the researcher’s
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Juvenile Voices

In 1999, the Richmond (Virginia) Juvenile and Family Court invited Richard
Couto and his students at the University of Richmond’s Jepson School of Lead-
ership Studies to undertake an ambitious project: a study to identify gaps in the
court’s services and the needs of at-risk juveniles and their families that services
might effectively address. As Couto (2001) explains it, the original plan was 
to speak with service providers, stakeholders, and staff of different agencies
within and connected to the juvenile justice system. However, at the suggestion
of the Citizens Advisory Council, he and his forty-four students decided to 
talk with detained juveniles as well. They did so in gender-separate groups of
three to six, each run by two university students using a methodologically cre-
ative strategy that involved sharing a short story about a young person, Shorty
or Denise, who was caught up in a violent incident. Then members of the
group were asked to fill in what they thought was true about the main charac-
ter’s experiences with family, school, neighborhood, and the juvenile justice 
system. The young offenders responded enthusiastically, thoughtfully, and ana-
lytically. They talked about the character’s background, compared themselves
to her or him, and provided rich insights into their own lives, dreams, and 
experiences with the court system. The result is an array of compelling reflec-
tions, narratives, and even some heart-rending paintings that add immeasurably
to the more objective interview and statistical data that comprise the final
report (Couto, Stutts, and others, 2000).



authority, a CBR research team consists mainly of community members
and one or more students, all of whom are assumed to be teachers as well
as learners, are of essentially equal status, and possess for the most part
minimal research skills. The research design must take this into account.
What sort of data collection method is within everyone’s abilities? And
what sort of training will have to be built in to ensure that everyone has
or acquires the necessary skills?

• The academic time crunch. Often the biggest challenge is tailoring a
research topic so that a quality project can be completed within the time
frame dictated by the academic schedule, while also taking into account
other limitations (number of students, workload of the faculty member,
time commitments of community partners).
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Learning Goals in Community-Based Research

The central aim of CBR is community betterment and social change, but 
another aim is student learning, and sometimes professors must work with 
community partners to see to it that the research design meets not only the
needs of the community but also the specific goals of a course and curriculum:

• A graduate course in ethnography in the College of Education at the 
University of Denver requires that students acquire and apply skills in field
research. Consequently, the CBR projects that are part of that course must be
designed to use at least some qualitative research.

• Students who complete group CBR projects in the advanced course in 
social research methods at Hood College typically use multiple methods so as 
to give them experience with both qualitative and quantitative techniques, an
important learning aim of the course. A recent project involved interviews with
homeless people that were designed to include a series of forced-choice ques-
tions—relating to demographic characteristics and respondents’ ratings of area
services, for example—and some less structured, open-ended questions that
gave the respondents more voice and gave the students experience compiling
and analyzing qualitative data.

• In an environmental biology course where students must learn instrumen-
tation and measurement techniques, CBR projects might involve monitoring 
of local water quality and its potential impact on health in the surrounding
community.

In cases where there is a seemingly irreconcilable conflict between specific
course-related learning goals and community needs (a rarity, in our experience),
the community needs must be given priority. However, it is usually possible 
to design a CBR project that meets the community’s needs as well as student
learning goals.



• Learning goals. How might decisions about research design and data
collection methods help achieve course or curricular learning goals?

Collecting the Data

How we collect the data, as well as where and from whom, is central to
all research and poses some special challenges and opportunities for peo-
ple involved with community-based research. For the researchers on the
academic side of the research team, implementing the research design is a
way to begin overcoming the shortcomings inherent in outsider status. In
areas where the communities in which the researchers work and the com-
munities where they live are geographically or politically segregated from
each other, doing the research work helps the community members to see
the researcher as someone who is part of the community. Also, as students
begin gathering the data—by whatever means—they become involved in
the community and gain more intimate knowledge of its members’ con-
cerns and issues. Not surprisingly, students tend to like this stage most.

For community members as well, the implementation of the research
plan can be a highly satisfying and engaging part of the research. This 
is especially true if they are able to participate directly in the collection of
data, but it is also true if community members are kept abreast of what
is going on in the field and otherwise participate as active and valuable
members of the research team. Many CBR projects seem to involve in-
terviews with specialized populations in the community—the homeless,
low-income mothers, elderly African Americans, gays and lesbians, or em-
ployees of a certain industry, for example—who may be unable or un-
willing to participate in data collection. Even when community members
do not participate in the actual data collection, however, they often as-
sume the role of gatekeeper by providing information and access to stu-
dents who are collecting data. They may accompany students even when
they do not actually administer the instrument. And finally, community
members are an invaluable resource for ideas about strategies for getting
others in the community to participate.

There are other reasons for getting community members to participate
actively in data collection efforts. When the research requires that resi-
dents interview their neighbors, they get to know each other, and the re-
search process itself helps build community relationships. In addition, for
research involving specialized skills, training community members to do
the research allows them to develop expertise that may enhance their em-
ployability and potentially reduce their dependence on outside experts, as
is true when community members participate in each stage of the research.

104 community-based research and higher education



Of the residents who spent hours upon hours doing research to under-
stand the Toledo city budget and develop recommendations on how the
city could change the budget to benefit neighborhoods, for example, a
number went on to city council or city agency staff positions.

Given the value of involving community members in the data collection,
what are some strategies for getting students and community members all
working together to collect the data? Sometimes involving community
members is not a realistic aim because they are not interested or are too
busy to assist. When community members are willing but untrained, 
involving them in the collection of data carries with it the risk that the 
research will not get done on time or done well enough unless there are
resources to support lots of training and supervision. Even when the com-
munity partner is a well-organized community organization or agency
whose members or staff have some research expertise, the organization’s
resources might be stretched too thin to allow collaboration in the data
collection effort. In fact, we have often found that such organizations ex-
pect that it is students who will provide the research labor, including the
data collection. In situations where developing the residents’ skills is not
paramount, all the instructor’s attention can be given to ensuring that stu-
dents have the necessary training, while supervising and monitoring their
work remain the central tasks for the faculty researcher.

Many CBR practitioners make concerted efforts to involve community
members in data collection, which can be rewarding in many respects.
One way to recruit community members to participate in data collection
is to offer incentives for their assistance, which may take the form of money,
academic credit, or simply the intrinsic rewards that come from con-
tributing to a study that will, they believe, contribute to positive social
change in the community. Prospective community researchers can be iden-
tified in different ways: a particularly vocal attendee at a meeting, an ex-
ceptionally interested and articulate respondent, a friend of a friend of a
staff member at the collaborating organization or agency, or people who
answer an ad posted at a neighborhood Laundromat or grocery store. Most
data collection does not require high-level skills or knowledge, so that
most community members can easily learn what they need to know to ad-
minister interviews or record observations in a short period of time.

Sampling

Selecting and reaching a sample can pose special problems for community-
based researchers, particularly when—as is often the case—the sample 
consists of human beings (as opposed to, say, incidents, buildings, water
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samples, or court cases) who are part of a population that is difficult to ac-
cess. When the community is a geographical one, selecting a sample might
be a matter of going door-to-door at different times so that the sample fi-
nally consists of those folks who were home and willing to participate.
When the community is a more specialized group—mothers with young
children, the homeless, crime victims, immigrants, recent clients of a job-
training program, old people, ex-offenders—recruiting participants can be
a daunting task. And the challenge is made even greater by limitations im-
posed by the need to consider privacy and other ethical issues, lack of re-
sources, and the constraints of the students’ and institutions’ schedules.
Here is where input from the community can be invaluable, and they are
frequently the most useful sources of ideas and strategies for reaching com-
munity members. When a professor and his students at Middlesex College
began discussions with a local transitional housing program about getting
information about former residents, they soon recognized the difficulty of
getting graduates of the program to complete a questionnaire or even to
make time for interviews. It was the community members on the research
team who suggested that they throw a big reunion party for all the grad-
uates. By integrating informal interviews and focus groups into the party
atmosphere, they were able to collect rich stories as well as some basic data
about graduates’ education, employment, and family changes since leav-
ing the program.

The challenges of securing participants often mean that questions of
sample size and even of representativeness take a back seat to more prac-
tical concerns in CBR. After all, limited findings may be better than none at
all. At the same time, as with any other research, a seriously biased sam-
ple may make research findings useless or misleading so as to do a disser-
vice to the community. While the homeless who use area shelters are clearly
more accessible than those who do not, what is lost by talking only with
those people without homes who are currently using programs and ser-
vices? Indeed, it is often the case that the people who are most accessible—
parents involved in the Parent-Teacher Association, women interviewed in
the lobby of a health clinic, children enrolled in after-school programs—
are not representative of the populations we most need to know about or
hear from. This is true, for example, when the study is a needs assessment,
in which case the views and experiences of people who are not currently
using programs and services might be most valuable.

Hard-to-reach samples also might require that researchers be somewhat
more flexible about data collection than they otherwise might be. When
two students began interviewing Latinos at a small reception following a
Spanish-language service at a local church, they were frustrated when they

106 community-based research and higher education



realized how few interviews the two of them would be able to complete
there. Their on-the-spot solution was to solicit the help of several Latinas
who were not formally trained but were familiar with the study and eager
to help. The result was many more interviews than the students alone
would have been able to complete there, with some minor loss of control
over the quality of the interview and a few more incomplete question-
naires than they might otherwise have had to tolerate. In other cases, stu-
dents have developed abbreviated questionnaires for respondents who
were unable or unwilling to complete the longer version—again, when
available respondents are few and far between, and with the idea that some
information was preferable to none at all.

Once prospective participants are identified and contacted, an addi-
tional challenge faces researchers: getting community members to partic-
ipate in the study. Sometimes this is less a problem in CBR than in other
kinds of research. In fact, community members may well be especially
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Identifying Participants

Not all CBR involves asking people questions, but much of it does. Community-
based researchers have used some creative strategies to recruit hard-to-locate
participants:

• Flyers posted in public or semipublic places (grocery stores, Laundromats,
church bulletin boards). Sometimes this approach is useful as a means to alert
people that they will be approached by a door-to-door interviewer so that they
are familiar, ahead of time, with the purpose of the study and are more likely 
to agree to be interviewed.

• Meetings that prospective participants are likely to attend. For one study,
a student recruited participants for a study about local drug and alcohol pro-
grams by means of brief presentations at area Alcoholics Anonymous meetings.
In another, a health care liaison at an African American church allowed stu-
dents to attend a monthly women’s meeting there to distribute questionnaires
about breast cancer screening.

• Newspaper ads or articles. When a group is widely dispersed and invisible,
as were gays and lesbians in one community, a newspaper article about the
study was an effective means to recruit respondents. They were promised com-
plete confidentiality and provided a telephone number to call to arrange an 
interview with a researcher about their experiences with discrimination.

• Word of mouth. This may work as a way to connect with respondents 
in tightly knit communities, particularly if researchers are in the community or
otherwise easy to reach.

• Snowball sampling. This is where the researcher builds a sample by asking
each respondent for the names of others that may wish to participate.



likely to complete a questionnaire or attend a focus group meeting when
the researcher is from their own community, when they have a sense that
their views and ideas are valued, when they are given a chance to talk about
something that is important to them, and when they see the study as mean-
ingful in terms of their own lives and communities—all of which are more
likely to be true with community-based research. When community mem-
bers know about and support a research project, they are far more likely
to be willing participants and may even seek out researchers to volunteer
their participation as respondents or even as researchers. But many times
the opposite is true, and community-based research faces the same hur-
dles as does all other research that relies on people as participants: peo-
ple find the whole business suspicious, bothersome, invasive, or simply a
waste of their time and effort.

Much CBR relies on sources of data other than community members,
of course. Researchers may interview service providers, legislators, teach-
ers, judges, students, physicians, landlords, and others who can shed light
on the research question. CBR frequently involves unobtrusive sources
rather than, or in addition to, people: archives and agency data, public
records, newspapers, Web sites, organizational charts, land use records,
and so on. Their units of analysis might be water samples, court cases, class-
rooms, pieces of legislation, small minority-owned businesses, model pro-
grams, or firsthand observations of interactions.

Some kinds of data pose real challenges of the sort that are familiar: in-
complete or incomprehensible records, bureaucratic regulations that limit
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Incentives to Participate in CBR Studies

Sometimes the intrinsic incentives to participate in a study—a chance to have
their views heard, to contribute to community improvement, to help out their
friends—are not enough. The following incentives have worked for us (depend-
ing on the people recruited):

• A gift certificate for ten dollars at an area grocery store
• Money (a crisp five dollar bill)
• Candy or other small food gift
• A short break from work or school or—in the case of institutionalized

people—a change in the routine
• A meal or dessert (for a focus group)
• Small toys or games (useful to entertain small children while mothers 

are interviewed)
• Magnets sent with mailed questionnaires that show the name and 

telephone number of the sponsoring CBR group



access, uncooperative or incompetent gatekeepers, bad weather, and so
on. And some of these hurdles are a consequence of the nature of this
work—that is, its goals of achieving social change and the threat to the
incumbent powers can create subtle resistance or even outright hostility
to data collection efforts.

Because of the many difficulties that might arise in relation to sampling
and data collection—and unless a research plan is more or less foolproof—
flexibility is essential to CBR. That means employing strategies such as hav-
ing in place a backup plan for collecting the data, being willing to use a
smaller sample than is perhaps considered ideal, and using multiple meth-
ods to ensure that when one research direction is blocked, efforts can be
rerouted so that the entire project need not be abandoned.

Ethical Issues

Protecting the privacy and the dignity of respondents is a major considera-
tion in any research involving humans, and it assumes particular signifi-
cance when those people are powerless and marginalized, which is often
the case with CBR. The principles of CBR impose an ethical imperative that
is perhaps even more pronounced than in other kinds of research. Thus,
particular attention must be paid to building constructive working rela-
tionships with institutional review boards (IRBs) and in adopting strategies
for addressing ethical concerns in the design and conduct of CBR.

WORKING WITH IRBS. The distinctive time demands and other special
circumstances surrounding CBR may require a closer relationship with
IRBs than is typically necessary for academic researchers. Before em-
barking on CBR projects, faculty and students should be familiar with
their institution’s IRB procedures so that gaining approval to undertake
the research project is not an insurmountable challenge but rather one
that can be met smoothly. At the minimum, this means that prospective
researchers should know the procedures for submitting IRB applications,
including the specific forms and deadlines. These procedures can often be
found on institutions’ Web sites or in published materials. Campus IRBs
usually meet regularly, and several professors from a variety of disciplines
review proposals. Some institutions exempt research undertaken as class
projects from IRB regulations, while others hold students to the same
standards as professors. Regardless, the researcher—whether a professor
or student—should plan ahead to ensure that there is enough time for IRB
approval to be granted before the intended onset of the research project.
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A useful strategy to build relationships is for researchers to meet at least
occasionally with the campus IRB coordinator to get acquainted, discuss
the kind of CBR projects being planned, and talk about CBR—what it is
and how it is different from more conventional academic research. As the
rate of CBR activity increased at the University of Denver, one of us (Nick
Cutforth) invited Dawn Nowak, the IRB/human subjects administrator,
to an all-day workshop on CBR held on the university campus. The work-
shop, which was attended by university researchers, community partners,
students, and local foundations, was helpful to Nowak because it enhanced
her understanding of the principles and methods of CBR. She was able to
hear firsthand the challenges and benefits associated with CBR. The work-
shop served to establish a pattern of regular communication between
Dawn and university researchers before and during their CBR projects,
which has made the IRB process more efficient. Another way to improve
understanding of CBR by IRB members is to work from within by be-
coming a member of the board and informally educating fellow members
about the nontraditional characteristics of CBR.

The importance of good communication with IRB members is height-
ened because of the special challenge posed to the IRB process by the par-
ticipatory and collaborative nature of CBR. To complicate matters, the IRB
procedures that professors and students have to follow may seem rather
strange and cumbersome to community partners, who do not operate under
the same constraints as university researchers. Fulfilling IRB requirements
will likely need to become a point of discussion or negotiation with the
community partners because IRB procedures require the researcher to spec-
ify, in advance, the research design. However, when CBR projects are jointly
developed by the researchers and the community partner, it is not usually
possible to specify details of the full design in advance. Furthermore, due
to the emergent nature of many CBR projects, the researchers cannot al-
ways predict the direction that the study will take even after it is under way,
and changing conditions may require modifications of the research plan, a
cycle that may be repeated often over the course of the project.

One solution to this quandary is for the researcher to ask for IRB ap-
proval in stages (Patton, 2002). For example, after meeting with the com-
munity partner to determine the focus of the study, the researcher should
submit an IRB application prior to beginning the research. The applica-
tion should describe the general framework of the study and clearly state
the procedures for ensuring confidentiality and informed consent. As the
study begins to take shape and the participants are identified, the researcher
should update the IRB with an addendum that describes any modifica-
tions to the original design. These modifications can be minor or major. An

110 community-based research and higher education



example of a minor modification would be small changes in wording on a
poster for recruiting additional research participants that is displayed in
a community-based organization. A major modification would be when
the decision is made to add focus group interviews to a recently completed
survey design.

At the University of Denver, minor additions tend to go to the IRB chair,
and major additions are usually taken to the full IRB review board for ex-
pedited review. Clearly, strong lines of communication between the cam-
pus IRB or human subjects administrator and the researcher ensure that
IRB procedures are smoothly navigated during a study design without de-
laying the research. (Additional IRB issues, focusing on institutional and
risk management concerns, are discussed in Chapter Nine.)

STRATEGIES FOR ADDRESSING ETHICAL CONCERNS IN CBR. States
and institutions vary in their interpretation of the minimum standards re-
quired by federal regulations concerning the protection of human subjects.
IRBs typically focus on three ethical requirements: that the research should
not harm the subjects, that subjects should give informed consent, and
that confidentiality should be ensured. In addition to issues of privacy,
consent, protection from harm, and dignity, researchers doing CBR have
to be careful about raising expectations about what such research efforts
can actually accomplish. Community members’ status in society may
mean that they find it difficult to refuse consent when invited to partici-
pate in a research study, particularly when they are affected by the issue
or problem under investigation, are dependent on the community pro-
gram or social service being studied, or are led to believe that the research
has the purpose of benefiting them or resolving the social problem.

The responsibility for securing consent may be especially important in
CBR because the participants’ powerlessness and vulnerability may mean
that there are significant risks associated with speaking out. For example,
juvenile offenders who complain about the treatment of the guards may
receive backlash and repression, and welfare mothers might be subject to
losing eligibility for benefits if they reveal certain information—or at least
might fear that they are vulnerable. For these reasons, while participants
such as these possess information that is critical to the success of the re-
search at many levels, it is essential that they understand that they cannot
be forced to participate. Also, they should know that if they choose to par-
ticipate, they have the right to withdraw at a later time without reper-
cussions. Of course, the mere act of producing an informed consent form
and asking for a signature from community research participants may be
awkward and threatening. To address all of these concerns, it is essential
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that consent forms incorporate user-friendly language and that commu-
nity members are consulted throughout every stage of the research process
about questions of privacy, dignity, and confidentiality.

A second ethical concern in CBR is confidentiality and anonymity. Con-
fidentiality is when the researcher knows the source of information but the
research audience does not know; anonymity is when neither the researcher
nor audience can connect the source of information with an individual.
CBR challenges anonymity norms in several ways. Because CBR is more
likely to use methods that give voice to participants by relying on face-to-
face interviews, anonymity is less likely. Traditionally, researchers disguise
the locations of their fieldwork and replace the name of participants with
pseudonyms in order to protect their identities. Sometimes protecting the
anonymity of informants whose disclosures have been quite detailed or of
individuals identifiable by their specialized roles or particular opinions be-
comes extremely difficult. Particularly in CBR projects involving small or
closely knit organizations, changing names may not effectively disguise in-
dividuals. Also, researchers who establish friendships with community in-
formants often gain access to all sorts of confidences, trusted and privileged
information, secrets, and observations of unguarded behavior. The researcher
may be faced with the dilemma of whether to report illegal activities or 
dangerous behaviors, which may be more likely with—but is certainly not 
limited to—CBR. For example, what should the researcher do if an HIV-
affected individual reports that he or she is having unprotected sex? The
most likely dilemma is when the researcher receives information that can-
not be reported without revealing a source or putting a person or group of
people affiliated with the organization at risk of reprisal.

This concern extends to the need for care in the development of survey
instruments. A guiding rule here is to ask for personal information only
when it is absolutely necessary or important to the study, paying atten-
tion to how questions are worded, how data are recorded, and whether
raw data should be destroyed. Another issue is what to do with sensitive
data, especially when participants may not want it reported or fear that
it can identify them in ways that could harm or embarrass them. Further-
more, while research involving minors requires parental consent, there are
some groups, such as gay and lesbian teens or runaways, for whom ob-
taining parental consent might be impossible or undesirable. In this case,
participants could sign an assent form indicating their understanding of
and willingness to participate in the research.

A third ethical concern has to do with sensitivity to privacy in how re-
ports are written. Individual anonymity must be protected so that identi-
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fication is not possible by other people in the community. One procedure
that can be helpful in avoiding problems with publication is to have rep-
resentatives from the community partner review the report before it is
published or review sections in which their quotations are used. The pur-
pose of this review is to protect the reputation of the community, not nec-
essarily to change the data or alter conclusions that have been drawn from
the data.

Ethical research requires adopting a particular frame of mind more
than a set of specific, preestablished guidelines and techniques, and being
sensitive to and anticipating ethical dilemmas involved in research is a
continuous process. Often, ethical dilemmas and challenges have no sim-
ple answer. Rather, researchers doing CBR will have to rely on their own
conscience, sensitivities, and sound judgment. Another resource is the Ap-
plied Research Ethics National Association, a national membership or-
ganization that serves as a resource for information about ethical and
procedural issues related to the work of campus-based IRBs.

Analyzing the Data

Data analysis is another stage where community members, students, and
academic researchers can all make a contribution and where the partici-
pation of community members, while not always feasible, nonetheless
gives the projects extra validity and value. Academic researchers bring 
experience and training to the analysis and presentation of research find-
ings, not to mention their access to the resources—computers, software,
laboratories—for analysis. Similarly, students have much to contribute to
this stage and typically are the ones to carry out the data entry and analy-
sis. They also stand to learn a great deal from being involved in the anal-
ysis of real data and having to put the findings in a form that makes them
useful and compelling. However, it is the community members’ perspec-
tive, and their potential for acting on the analysis, that brings perhaps the
most distinctive contribution to the collaborative research process. One
way they do this is by providing an insider’s view of research findings—
an important means of bringing to CBR a level of validation that is often
lacking in traditional research, where the meanings and interpretations of
outsiders (in this case, students and professors) can lead to conclusions
that are biased or ignore important nuances and information in the data.
Also, community members are often positioned to make good decisions
about how the findings ought to be organized and presented for maxi-
mum value and impact.

research practices in community-based research 113



Having community members participate in the analysis brings to the
fore the popular education methodology developed by adult educators
such as Paulo Freire (1970) and Myles Horton of the Highlander Folk
School (Adams, 1975; Bledsoe, 1969; Glen, 1988; Horton, 1989). The
popular education model is unique among pedagogical philosophies in its
emphasis on respecting people’s ability to educate themselves, just as CBR
is unique in its belief that people can guide their own research. As com-
munity members work with raw data, partially categorized data, or a
rough draft of a research report, they begin to understand their own sit-
uation better. For example, community members who look at the data on
home ownership in their neighborhood and draw maps showing where
the home owners live will begin to ask other questions arising from their
own experience in the community. They might inquire about the quality
of housing where home owners are concentrated versus where absentee
landlords own more property, or about the incomes of home owners ver-
sus renters. From the research, they may know of the blocks where home
ownership is rare and correlate this with their own personal knowledge
of the quality of housing in those areas, or the incidence of crime there,
or the neighbors’ perceptions of safety. As they ask these questions, they
go back, or send the researcher back, for more information. Through this
process, community members become more comfortable and more skillful
at asking and answering their own questions. This can be an empowering
experience.

As in the data collection stage of the research, overburdened and un-
derstaffed organizations, and those whose members are already skilled,
may legitimately prefer that the researcher do the analysis. Academic re-
searchers, including students, who have been engaged through the previ-
ous research steps should be prepared to do the analysis effectively and
with the community’s needs and interests in mind, which is best done by
keeping the entire research team abreast of analysis strategies and find-
ings. Because analysis is often an emergent process, community members
and other participants should be consulted about additional directions for
analysis that might be suggested by the data.

In situations where community members want to be involved in data
analysis but lack the skills, the researcher’s job includes training commu-
nity members to do the analysis. Although there may be circumstances
where time pressures and the complexity of the research require experts,
most CBR projects can be done with basic training. Even quantitative
CBR projects rarely involve analysis more complicated than basic descrip-
tive statistics and can be done on a desktop computer using standard data-
base or spreadsheet software.
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Reporting the Results

Academics typically share the results of their research on panels at disci-
plinary conferences or in journal articles aimed at audiences consisting of
others in their own disciplines who share their particular scholarly inter-
ests. Typically, their research garners little attention and has minimal im-
pact. Communities trying to make change, however, know that much of
the success of their efforts will hinge on the extent to which they can make
reporting the results the most important part of the research. For this rea-
son, decisions about how the research will be reported, where it will be
shared, and who will present results are critical to the ultimate success of
the CBR project.

Reports

The form (or forms) in which results are presented depends on a number
of factors, including the purpose of the research and the nature of the
community and the intended audience. More often than not, a written 
report is produced. However, compared to more conventional academic 
research reports, the CBR report is likely to be shorter, jargon free, and
reliant on devices like eye-catching graphics and executive summaries that
make the findings clear and readily accessible to a wide audience. The
scholarly literature review is replaced by background information about
the problem and the community or organization. The section that de-
scribes the research design and method needs to be detailed, especially
when the report is intended for audiences—for example, skeptical legis-
lators or agency officials—who may be inclined to question its legitimacy.
And, finally, most CBR reports conclude with a section that outlines the
recommendation or actions implied by the results—again, in contrast to
conventional academic research reports, which likely conclude with sug-
gested directions for further research.

When the CBR project is an internal evaluation or some other project
not intended for consumption outside the group, the research team must
think carefully about how to get its own members to pay attention to the
research findings so that the group can act on them. A written paper is
the least effective form of presentation one could make in communities
whose members are more comfortable with visual presentations, gut-level
emotional experiences, or oral communication. In these cases, a well-
designed PowerPoint presentation, a skit, or colorful posters illustrating
key results in graph or other form may be more effective. If the audience
is external to the community, the results must be presented in a form to
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achieve maximum impact. A legislative or other decision-making body
might be more receptive to something resembling a conventional research
report, especially if it is clear and compelling and lends academic legiti-
macy to findings and recommendations.

Other Formats

When media coverage is the goal, the community may decide to supplement
the written report, or forgo it altogether, in favor of more attention-getting
formats or tactics: a press release, a conference, a theatrical or other more
dramatic mode of presentation. This stage may not involve a presentation
at all. Instead, it may be an action or demonstration, with the research re-
sults informing the strategy that guides the action. One community or-
ganization conducted detailed and careful research into the investors
connected with a particularly unscrupulous housing developer. After re-
searching the investors and their involvement with this developer, they
began staging protests targeting the investors and making quite public their
shady activities. In one case, the presentation of research results involved
occupying a physician’s office until he agreed to meet with the group and
discuss the issues. Obviously, decisions to employ such unconventional tac-
tics that involve students must be made carefully.

Often research findings end up being presented in more than one venue,
in the community and perhaps on campus. At some schools with CBR
centers and multiple projects going on each semester, an annual celebra-
tion is held where students, faculty, and community partner representa-
tives get together to report research results and garner publicity for the
projects, the partnerships, and the issues their research has addressed.
Some faculty members take students, and sometimes community mem-
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Using the Media

Media coverage is often the main goal of CBR and sometimes projects are
specifically designed to produce findings to broadcast. The Community Media
Workshop (CMW) in Chicago is one of a number of organizations whose pur-
pose is to help nonprofit and grassroots community groups use the media to tell
their stories and share their ideas. Since its founding in 1989, CMW has pro-
vided training and coaching to over eight hundred nonprofit organization in the
Chicago area, including the Center for Urban Research and Learning at Loyola
University. Other similar media-oriented organizations include Action Media in
Minneapolis, Boston Media Research Action Project in Boston, and We Inter-
rupt This Message, based in both San Francisco and New York.



bers as well, to present their findings at academic conferences—which not
only is a rewarding experience but also underscores (for students and oth-
ers) the legitimacy of community-based research as an academic enterprise
and its value both as a teaching strategy and as a means for colleges to con-
tribute to their communities. Campus-based presentations typically fol-
low the initial and important sharing of results with the community, which
might be with agency or coalition staff, county commissioners, a gather-
ing of community members-at-large, media representatives, or other groups
positioned to take action on the findings.

Finally, who should be involved in presenting research results depends
on the nature and the aims of the research. When the research is primar-
ily for the community, it may be best for community members to do the
presenting. When the research has set its goal as effecting some sort of so-
cial change that requires action on the part of an external person or
group, some community groups prefer to put the researcher out front in
an attempt to establish the legitimacy of the research findings. In some
cases where students have been integrally involved, they may be the best
ones to do the presentations as they may have the most intimate knowl-
edge of the research design and data. Also, when the research involves
some politically charged issues, which CBR frequently does, students are
often the most effective presenters because they are likely to be seen as
without an agenda, that is, as comparatively disinterested. This alone can
enhance the credibility of the project in the eyes of decision makers and
perhaps the public. Finally, preparing and presenting research findings is
an empowering process that brings benefits of all kinds to students and
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Community Theater
Community theater is an increasingly popular and particularly creative way to
report research results. In community theater, community members research
their condition, or their history, and present the results in the form of a play.
This format enhances the communication skills of community members who
must develop their thespian talents, and it helps educate their neighbors using 
a method far more likely to attract attention than the average research report
presentation. In one case of a disability community, community members re-
searched and reflected on their daily experiences and produced a play depicting
the discrimination they suffered, which was empowering for the community
members and informative for outsiders (Lynd, 1992). The Youth Action Re-
search Group produced skits for community theater performances and created 
a virtual tour of the neighborhood, using video and slides, which they took 
to community groups as part of an ongoing organizing campaign.



community members alike. For that and other reasons, including demon-
strating the collaborative nature of the work, having students and com-
munity members present the research together has special value.

Summary

When a research project is community based, it is both similar to and dif-
ferent from conventional research. In this chapter, we examined some of
the distinctive challenges and difficulties posed by CBR at each stage of
the research process and detailed multiple strategies for dealing with those
challenges and difficulties.

In identifying a research question, the community provides the major
impetus for framing the question, balancing the academic disciplines’ au-
tonomy in defining questions. Methods are determined not in isolation or
solely with respect to the academic researchers’ capacities, but also in the
light of the community’s resources and social change strategy. Carrying
out the research is likely to bring academic and community researchers
into contact, cutting across social class and race and ethnic lines, thereby
enhancing the skills and understandings of each of the parties and learn-
ing from the skills and experiences of the others. Analysis is likely to be
strengthened as a result of the multiple forms of validation that are im-
posed on data and findings. Popular education techniques are likely to
play a role in gathering and interpreting data and in presenting the data
back to stakeholder audiences. Such presentations have as their primary
goal contributing to the larger social change process and having an im-
pact on a more immediate audience, rather than influencing a more dif-
fuse, theoretically and disciplinarily interested body of experts. Finally,
we saw how the process of undertaking CBR can be transformational for
the actors participating in such projects—not only communities of disad-
vantaged people, but also agencies that purportedly serve them and insti-
tutions of higher education that strive to be more accountable to their own
community service mission.
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6

COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH
AS A TEACHING STRATEGY

Community-Based Research and Student Learning

Latinos, mostly from Central America, are a small but growing population in 
a small mid-Atlantic city. When they began this CBR project, Amy and Melissa,
juniors at the local liberal arts college, already had some limited contact with
this community—Melissa through her tutoring and Amy through her work as 
a hostess at a local restaurant where many of the kitchen workers are Hispanic
men. Both students speak Spanish. The county Hispanic Concerns Committee,
comprising mostly local service providers and educators, a few of whom are
members of the Latino community, wanted to know more about this commu-
nity: how big it is, what its needs are, which programs are serving it, what its
members perceive as the community’s strengths and problems, and how 
service providers and other agencies might respond to those needs. Amy and
Melissa agreed to work with them—and the director of the college’s Center 
for Community Research, a sociology professor—to find answers to those 
questions.

What began as a project to meet requirements in two undergraduate sociol-
ogy courses (research methods and ethnicity) turned into a year-long project
from which these two young women gained immeasurably. Here are some
things they learned:

• How to develop a quality interview schedule
• How to organize and conduct a focus group
• The challenges of translating a questionnaire from English to Spanish

while retaining meanings and validity
• Some strategies for negotiating with professionals with conflicting 

agendas
• Policies and laws and issues relating to immigration
• Widely varying and subtle forms and consequences of institutional racism
• How to access and interpret population data using the Web
• How to use the computer to compile and manipulate and analyze 

survey data



When community-based research is integrated into college and univer-
sity curricula as a teaching strategy, it is a particularly effective form of
service-learning, a form of experiential, community-based learning that
involves students in carefully chosen, meaningful community service ac-
tivities that are connected with course content through reflective discus-
sion and class assignments. Evidence indicates that when it is done right,
service-learning produces a variety of positive attitudinal, interpersonal,
and academic learning outcomes. Nonetheless, some practitioners have
suggested that some kinds of service-learning are better than others at ef-
fecting student learning. Specifically, service-learning that stresses collective
action, advocacy, critical analysis, and collaboration for the purpose of
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• The value and uses of qualitative data
• The hurdles facing non-English speakers in the United States
• The fear that permeates the worlds of illegal immigrants
• The distinctive strengths and features of different Latino communities
• How to work in close collaboration with people whose styles and 

temperaments are very different from one’s own
• The priorities and politics of local agencies and political bodies

And what did the community gain? Those who read their report—it was 
distributed widely and presented in three public forums—know now about the
size and growth of the local Latino community, their social and cultural isola-
tion, and their need for new services (such as interpreters) and better informa-
tion about existing services to address their problems. Although the Latino
community is no longer quite as invisible as it was, substantial gains have yet 
to be realized; neither the board of commissioners nor the Hispanic Concerns
Committee has moved to implement much of the ambitious social action agenda
suggested by the Latino community and proposed formally by the student 
researchers. However, the board of commissioners did hire a bilingual 
multicultural liaison staff person for the county—spurred, perhaps, by the 
students’ report—and local service providers now have quantitative data that
will help them justify additional funding for new services for Latinos.

However frustratingly limited are immediate benefits to the local Hispanic
community, the long-range benefits of these students’ involvement in commu-
nity-based research are less dismal. Some community someday—and it may be 
a large one—will benefit from the work of Amy, who is interning this year with
an immigration attorney while she applies to law school in hopes of pursuing a
career in advocacy law. Melissa will pursue a career in social work, which will
provide her a professional vantage point from which to champion the cause of
Spanish speakers and other disenfranchised groups. Both students went into
their CBR work with feelings of compassion, altruism, and concern for the 
welfare of others. They came out of it with much more than that: a range of
skills, understandings, and capacities that prepare them for careers and lives 
of civic engagement and social action.



social change—what some have called service-learning advocacy (Mooney
and Edwards, 2001), and the category into which CBR seems to fall—
may well result in greater curricular, academic, and personal benefits for
students than other forms of service-learning without those features.

CBR is, we believe, an especially effective, powerful, and transformative
kind of service-learning pedagogy—perhaps the “highest stage of service-
learning,” in the words of one sociologist (Porpora, 1999, p. 121). In this
chapter, we explain why by showing how the promise of service-learning
as a pedagogy can be truly realized in the principles and the practices of
community-based research.

Service-Learning: Strengths and Limitations

Service-learning has gained a solid foothold in American colleges and uni-
versities as a pedagogy that is useful across a wide variety of disciplines
and types of institutions. The growing popularity of service-learning has
been a response, in part, to social and economic changes that have led
higher education institutions to rethink their role and responsibility rela-
tive to their surrounding communities (Edwards and Marullo, 1999). But
the other major impetus to the growth of service-learning has been higher
education’s renewed commitment to student learning. This, too, was in-
spired (or we might say required) by social and economic changes, partic-
ularly the great increase in the number and diversity of Americans enrolling
in colleges and universities, changing skills and abilities required in the
labor market, political pressures on higher education for greater account-
ability, and the call for graduates prepared and inclined to contribute in a
meaningful way to civic life. Service-learning has been widely promoted as
a strategy to help higher education assume a leadership role in addressing
widespread social problems and to prepare students to meet the needs of
a rapidly changing economy and democratic society (Boyer, 1990).

Educators have long known that students learn better when their learn-
ing is not bound by classrooms and textbooks and when they are called on
to do more than memorize information so as to reproduce it on an exam
to satisfy the instructor and earn a good grade. A plethora of research
makes this same point: that the most effective learning takes place when re-
flection and practice are combined (Kolb, 1984). As service-learning has
gained momentum, so too have efforts to document its value as a peda-
gogical strategy, particularly its impact on students and student learning.
The result has been a rapidly expanding research literature on the contri-
butions of service-learning experiences to a wide range of attitudes and be-
havioral outcomes.
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The learning associated with service-learning is multilayered. It ranges
from rather generic attitudinal changes—values, beliefs, and self-related
feelings—to various kinds of interpersonal skills to very discipline-specific
learning. These include indicators of personal development, such as per-
sonal efficacy, spiritual and moral development, and personal identity, as
well as interpersonal skills, such as the capacity to work well with others,
communicate effectively, and exercise leadership. Students who have en-
gaged in service-learning show higher levels of cultural understanding, less
racism, a heightened commitment to service, more confidence to engage
in civic activities, and increased concern for the common good. Students
also seem to like it. They report that service-learning enhances their in-
terest in college, the course, and learning generally (Eyler and Giles, 1999;
Eyler, Giles, and Braxton, 1997). Although we have less convincing evi-
dence of service-learning’s impact on disciplinary learning, there is some
evidence to suggest that in courses in many different disciplines, students
are able to grasp course concepts and are more motivated to learn course
material when they can connect it to their activities and experiences in the
community. Some researchers have found that service-learning experiences
can also enhance the ability to understand and solve problems, use sub-
ject matter to analyze a problem, know the workings of agencies and the
political system, and think critically.

Not surprisingly, service-learning experiences, not to mention the
courses and disciplines and instructors with which they are connected,
vary considerably. More recently, researchers and practitioners have begun
to develop typologies of service-learning and to identify some of the differ-
ing benefits and limitations associated with different kinds of community-
based learning experiences. One finding is that positive student learning
outcomes, and especially academic learning, are directly dependent on two
central features of the service-learning experience: the quality of the service-
learning placement (including its relation to course content) and the de-
gree of integration of the service experience with the course by means of
well-designed reflection, discussion, and connection with course themes.
Eyler and Giles (1999) describe a high-quality placement as one in which
students can do meaningful work, exercise much initiative, have impor-
tant responsibilities, engage in varied tasks, and work directly with prac-
titioners or other community members—and where their work is clearly
connected to the content of the course. A well-integrated experience is one
in which the service experience is integral to the day-to-day activities of
the course and allows students frequent opportunities for reflection—at
its best, class discussion that goes beyond simply sharing feelings and ex-
periences to analyze, dissect, and connect their service activities in ways
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that clarify course concepts, elaborate text-based information, and oth-
erwise require them to integrate and process knowledge in ways that truly
enhance academic learning. Most of the research on service-learning
makes this same point: that a pedagogically effective service-learning ex-
perience requires quality reflection time, carefully crafted written as-
signments that require analytical connections to course material, and a
placement that immerses students in meaningful, challenging, and rich ser-
vice activities.

Others have distinguished service-learning experiences based on criteria
such as how much time students spend in the community and how central
the service-learning is to the course. Some of the most significant criteria
that differentiate service-learning experiences have to do with the nature
and aims of the community-based work itself. Is it mainly charity work, ori-
ented toward meeting the immediate needs of individuals and families, or
is it aimed at bringing about some real change? Are students required to ex-
amine the underlying economic, political, or social arrangements affecting
the community? Does the service meet a clear community-identified need,
and is it designed to empower or to disempower community members? Al-
though service-learning of all kinds produces a variety of important learn-
ing benefits for students, some have suggested that justice-oriented or
advocacy service-learning (Mooney and Edwards, 2001), emphasizing so-
cial justice, social change, real community collaboration, and critical analy-
sis of the structural roots of problems, produces benefits that may be absent
or deemphasized in more conventional or charity-oriented service-learning
experiences. That is, students whose community-based learning requires
that they collaborate with community members, critically analyze the
sources of problems, consider alternative responses, confront political and
ideological barriers to change, weigh the merits of legislative or other po-
litical strategies, and experience their own potential for social action are
more likely to develop the leadership skills, political awareness, and civic
literacy that represent developmentally richer form of service-learning. We
think that CBR represents one of these more advanced forms of service-
learning.

Community-Based Research and Student Learning

Students involved in CBR realize much of the same educational value as
what students gain from more generic forms of service-learning . . . and
more. For many students, community-based research involves much inter-
action with people who are very different from themselves in life chances,
experiences, and worldviews. This enables some of them, in particular those
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who arrive from middle- or upper-class families, to learn about life out-
side the cocoon of their privileged lives. For students who come from
poorer backgrounds, work on a CBR project can lead them to a different
place; it can validate university-based research, since they have rarely seen
it serve the needs of their communities. This is the view of Phil Nyden
from the Policy Research Action Group, who cites the example of an Af-
rican American student who grew up in a low-income neighborhood near
Chicago. After participating in a CBR project during her senior year, she
commented that it was the first time she saw anyone in the university
doing something that was helpful to “her community” (P. Nyden, per-
sonal communication, 2002).

Students from all backgrounds also learn more about how different parts
of the public world work (neighborhood organizations, activist groups, city
councils, government agencies, schools, and so on). They experience an ap-
plied research process—the results of which matter—and they typically par-
ticipate in most aspects of the study: research design, developing methods
and gathering data, analyzing the data, writing up results, and assessing
their significance for the issue at hand. And because the students see how
the results will be used, they are all the more interested in the work and take
care to ensure that their study is done properly and their findings are ap-
propriately tied back to the original research questions.

The educational enrichment that students acquire goes far beyond those
that are related to designing and conducting research to include a wide
range of skills and experiences that broaden students in often unpre-
dictable ways. As the case example at the start of this chapter illustrates,
students in a typical collaborative CBR project are usually called on not
only to “do research,” but to take on a wide variety of other tasks that
help them develop all kinds of interpersonal skills: make telephone calls,
arrange meetings, explain the project to small and large groups, negoti-
ate for access to information of all kinds, write letters, make posters, meet
new people, settle disputes, give help of all kinds (a ride, child care), and
otherwise venture into and interact in areas—cultural, social, emotional,
intellectual, and geographic—where they have never been before.

Skills and knowledge of a more general academic nature are also de-
veloped through community-based research: critical analysis, the ability
to develop reasoned argument, effective writing for different audiences,
organizing and presenting information, and using computer technology
for Web-based research, data compilation and analysis, community map-
ping, and public presentations. Furthermore, students acquire knowledge
of matters as diverse as complex organizations, public and private fund-
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ing, philanthropy and grant getting, social policy, legislative process, pol-
itics, interpersonal conflict, and community life.

Discipline-Specific Learning

Although our emphasis to this point has been on student learning that
transcends particular disciplines and courses, CBR also has much to offer
the achievement of discipline-specific academic learning. This is impor-
tant in part because much faculty resistance to adopting service-learning
approaches is rooted in the common view that service-learning does not
lend itself easily to discipline-specific educational goals.

As Edward Zlotkowski (2000) notes, any efforts toward increasing the
civic engagement of our colleges and universities “must begin with one
incontrovertible fact: disciplinary perspectives and disciplinary identities—
no matter how misguided or even counterproductive—really do matter 
to the vast majority of faculty” (p. 318). Add to that the fact that faculty
members who teach are responsible for covering some component of their
discipline’s curriculum. This means that even those who are receptive to
unconventional or progressive pedagogies and who are supportive of their
use in, say, general education curricula are frequently resistant to intro-
ducing them into their own teaching because they do not see how service-
learning can be successfully adapted to their discipline’s and courses’
curricular aims. Because of this, community-based research has a special
appeal not because it is inherently interdisciplinary but because it links up
readily with discipline-based learning as well. Through their community-
based research, students come to understand the challenges of construct-
ing knowledge from the perspective of the discipline.

One rather obvious place for CBR as a means to teach discipline-specific
course content is in the social sciences and related fields: sociology, polit-
ical science, psychology, anthropology, urban studies, criminology, social
work, and education, among others. Here, CBR is a means to give stu-
dents the valuable hands-on experience in the design and conduct of so-
cial research that is already a commonly used teaching strategy in required
research methods courses at both the undergraduate and graduate levels.
When CBR requires students to apply research-related skills that they have
read about—develop a questionnaire, conduct a focus group, come up with
a sampling plan, take field notes, track legislation, and write a report—
their understanding deepens. Because CBR tends to rely on multiple and
even unorthodox methods of data collection and analysis, including meth-
ods and approaches that are most accessible to community members and
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most responsive to issues of voice and local knowledge, students often get
broader and more realistic experience in designing and conducting research
than they might in more traditional research courses (Strand, 2000).

CBR has the potential to help take student learning far beyond con-
ventional skills learning in research courses. With its emphasis on dem-
ocratic participation in decisions about what we should know, how we
should know it, and how knowledge should be used, CBR engages stu-
dents with some important and interesting epistemological debates in dif-
ferent disciplines by modeling alternatives to conventional assumptions
about the purpose of research, the role of the researcher, and who ought
to control and participate in the production of knowledge. These are ques-
tions that are central to understanding modes of inquiry not only in the
social sciences but in the physical and biological sciences and the human-
ities as well. By directing attention to these issues, CBR fits especially well
with feminist, social constructivist, and other critical perspectives and ped-
agogies, a point to which we will return.

Motivation to Learn

Students involved with community-based research seem exceptionally mo-
tivated to learn. They are invigorated by their accountability and a height-
ened sense of purpose. They are doing the research and writing the final
report not simply for a professor, but with and for community partners,
as well as for others, whom they hope will be inspired by or pressured to
take action on their findings. And their research has a purpose beyond
simply their mastery of course material: improving a program, exposing
an injustice, or documenting a need.

Those of us whose students do CBR are dazzled time and time again by
their energy, creativity, and conscientiousness. Students subject their own
and each others’ work to extra scrutiny and care. Their questionnaires go
through multiple iterations. They enthusiastically share suggestions and
comments with one another. They listen carefully to community members
who have understanding and suggestions that students lack. We have had
students work together long into the night proofreading and perfecting a
final report so as not to be embarrassed when the community partners read
it. They ask for (and use!) suggestions about how to word questions, com-
pile and present data, organize points, and develop action recommenda-
tions so as to be able to convince their audience—county commissioners,
school administrators, funding agencies, politicians—of the validity and
importance of their findings. They show remarkable sensitivity to the im-
portance of involving community members wherever it is feasible and of
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CBR and Academic Learning

In addition to research, CBR makes room for many other kinds of academic
learning that fits with discipline- and course-specific content—for example:

• For a year-long senior honors thesis in her major, law and society, a student
worked with members of the local gay and lesbian community to conduct a
matched audit study to determine if there is discrimination in housing based 
on sexual orientation in the county where she lives and attends college. She
conducted extensive library research and communicated with nationally recog-
nized legal experts, government researchers, and activists and now knows 
a great deal about sexual orientation discrimination laws, how to conduct
matched-audit studies and their role in discrimination and related court cases,
and the process of instigating and promoting legal changes at state and local
levels.

• Students in a course on community organizing at a southern liberal arts 
college researched issues of rural homelessness and housing in their county 
and learned much about the invisibility of homelessness—and reasons for it—
in rural areas. The outcome was a community forum where representatives of
agencies and organizations came together to work toward a partnership for 
an emergency housing facility for families.
• Students in an experimental psychology course at a historically black institu-

tion in a large city conducted a study with a local neighborhood to determine 
if there is a relationship between advertising aimed at African American males
and their consumption of certain kinds of alcoholic beverages.

• A class in environmental science at a large liberal arts college in the South-
west researched U.S. industry practices in metals, plastics, and electronics. They
hoped to produce information that would empower local Mexican community
groups to pressure Tijuana industries to change their practices.

• In an undergraduate business course, students conducted a field audit to 
determine the need for a credit union to serve a Latino community (see Doing
CBR in a Business Course).

• Graduate students in education at a midsize private university in the West
had the option of meeting their research requirement by enrolling in an elective
course, “Community-Based Research in Urban Settings.” Recently the class
CBR project involved working with inner-city high school students to conduct
survey interviews with two hundred twelve- to fourteen-year-olds as part of 
an evaluation of three neighborhood after-school centers.



representing multiple perspectives and viewpoints in their interpretations
and recommendations. This is all attributable to a number of distinctive
features of community-based research: students’ desire to make good on
their commitment to people they have come to know in the community,
the greater autonomy associated with all kinds of learning off-campus, and
the recognition that comes with having completed a meaningful project for
a purpose other than a good grade. All this makes CBR highly motivating
and highly effective in ways that conventional classroom instruction and
even conventional service-learning simply are not.

Community-Based Research as Critical Pedagogy

Critical pedagogies combine teaching methods and curriculum content
with the aim of transforming the larger social order in the interest of pro-
moting social justice, equal opportunity, and participatory democracy.
They do this with course content that challenges and critiques conven-
tional assumptions about the social order; by empowering students with
skills and predispositions that prepare them to be effective social change
activists; and by modeling democratic and egalitarian processes in the
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Doing CBR in a Business Course

A group of students in a business marketing class at a university in a large
northeastern city worked with a local economic development corporation for
Latinos. First, they surveyed the financial institutions near the Latino neighbor-
hood and found few institutions serving the community. Then they worked
with the corporation to conduct audits, sending English-speaking and Spanish-
speaking “customers” into various nearby financial institutions. They discov-
ered that Spanish-speaking customers were quoted higher fees to wire money
abroad (to El Salvador).

The students’ group project report described their methodology and docu-
mented their findings, which they learned to analyze statistically, and it was
cited in testimony before the city council’s licensing hearing. Largely as a result
of this work, the corporation was granted a license to establish a credit union,
which targets the Latino immigrant population as its primary customer base.
The students and professor received a commendation at the corporation’s an-
nual awards ceremony, generating positive media coverage for the university.
The students not only learned how to undertake rigorous audits to test for 
discrimination and developed a deep understanding of experimental design 
and data analysis, but they also took special care in writing up their results 
accurately and with appropriate qualifiers, knowing that the report would 
be widely read and closely scrutinized.



classroom (Giroux, 1992; Shor, 1992). Many academics are drawn to all
kinds of community-based learning by virtue of its promise as a critical
pedagogy. While some conventional service-learning may accomplish some
of the goals of critical pedagogy, the principles of community-based re-
search dovetail especially neatly with it.

Varieties of critical pedagogy, including feminist pedagogy, have made
their way into classes at virtually every educational level. They inspire the
work of a diverse array of teachers, teaching an even more diverse array of
students, who are committed to teaching and learning in ways that funda-
mentally challenge and transform, rather than reproduce and legitimate, ex-
isting social arrangements. To this end, critical pedagogues self-consciously
craft both the content and the methods of their teaching to counteract what
are considered to be oppressive features of conventional education. Al-
though definitions of critical pedagogy vary considerably, they tend to cen-
ter on three major goals (adapted from Hartley, 1999):

• A focus on collective and collaborative learning, with a concomi-
tant deemphasis on hierarchy, including authority differences 
between teacher and student

• A demystification of conventional knowledge, including embracing
the notion that objectivity is impossible, that neither the teacher
nor education generally is neutral, and that people’s lived experi-
ences are valid sources of knowledge

• A focus on teaching for social change
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The Impact of CBR on Students

We have learned some things about the impact of CBR on students from com-
ments they share on course evaluations and in informal conversations. Here are
some of them:

“I left your class with a head full of thoughts about some pretty big 
issues—many things I have never thought about before.”

“Now I know that whatever I do in my career, I want it to make some
sort of difference in the world—to make life better for people who don’t
have the same opportunities that I do.”

“This project took more time than any of my other courses, and I found 
it frustrating at time. But in the end it was so worth it—I learned an
amazing amount, about doing research and about myself.”



Each of these aims of critical pedagogy is also embodied in the principles
and practices of community-based research.

Emphasis on Collaboration and Cooperation

The emphasis on collaboration and cooperation over hierarchy is central
to CBR, where collaboration at every stage of the research process under-
mines the traditional prestige and authority hierarchies that characterize
conventional research. Instead, researchers work with community mem-
bers to design and carry out projects, and community members assume
equal or greater authority to identify research problems, design ways to
gather and analyze information, and determine how the results will be
shared and used. When students are the researchers, they are empowered
alongside community members. By participating as full partners in the con-
duct of meaningful research and the production of useful knowledge, stu-
dents acquire a sense of efficacy about their own abilities and potential
contributions. In this way, CBR can be an effective means to nurture stu-
dents’ commitments to social justice and shape their views of themselves—
and perhaps their career aspirations—as activists and action researchers.
Although students typically need substantial guidance—more or less de-
pending on their level of training and whether they are undergraduates or
graduate students—CBR virtually guarantees that the distance between
professor and student is sharply reduced. Roles are blurred as community
members, students, and sometimes the professor work together as teach-
ers, students, and researchers.

CBR does more than model nonhierarchical and collaborative research.
As students participate as partners in the research process, they invariably
confront questions about power and control in the social relations of re-
search, including ways that research is typically shaped by particular in-
terests and points of view that reflect wider social arrangements, including
prevailing hierarchies of power and prestige. And finally, collaborative re-
search with a community typically (ideally) casts students, community
members, and professors in roles of learners as well as teachers. This means
that while students are learning to do research, they are helping others to
learn along with them, a surefire way to enhance their own understanding.

Demystification of Conventional Knowledge

The demystification of conventional knowledge helps students to under-
stand better the nature and production of knowledge and challenges the
notion that there is any objective or neutral knowledge. This perspective
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also validates knowledge that is rooted in people’s—including students’—
own lives and experiences. Put another way, critical pedagogy “demands
the examination of how and why . . . knowledge has been legitimated and
reproduced” (Knupfer, 1995, p. 220) along with teaching strategies that
start with each student’s own knowledge base.

This demystification of knowledge suggested by the goals of critical
pedagogy also is central to CBR, whose practitioners argue that, contrary
to the claims of conventional academic inquiry, scientific research can
never be value free, knowledge is a form of power (hence should be col-
lectively produced and controlled), and research participants as well as
researchers possess critical knowledge (Small, 1995). These ideas come
alive for students in the course of doing CBR. The affirmation of lived 
experience is most obvious in the stress on local knowledge—the value
given to the perspectives and knowledge of community members over the
supposed expertise of the researcher in CBR, and a concept that parallels
the idea of voice that is essential to feminist thinking about authority,
knowledge, and empowerment. In critical pedagogy, this principle is most
often applied to the classroom setting, where the students’ experience and
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What Students Bring to CBR

One way that students are empowered by their CBR involvement is by con-
tributing important skills or knowledge that neither the professor nor commu-
nity members possess. In one case, a psychology student became indispensable
to a graduate-level CBR course project because she was the only one who knew
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and was able to coach every-
one else about using the computer for data entry and analysis. Another project
involved community asset mapping, about which the professor knew very little.
Two undergraduate students learned about and ordered geographical informa-
tion systems software and attended a training session in a nearby city to learn
how to use it. They then shared that knowledge with the rest of the research
team: professor, students, and community members.

Some students’ distinctive contributions are related to their majors: an art
major takes charge of designing posters and flyers, an accounting major helps
the research team make sense of the county budget. Others bring various life 
experiences: a returning student with young children may have valuable insights
to bring to a research project on problems facing single mothers; a part-time
bank teller has useful information for research about discrimination in housing
loans; the student who is free to attend the Tuesday night meetings of the 
Coalition for the Homeless becomes a critical conduit of information for an 
assessment of countywide services for this population. In many different ways,
students’ distinctive contributions help to make them truly equal members of
the research team.



knowledge, not the teacher’s authority, is the starting point for learning.
This becomes a way of validating positionality—the distinctive perspec-
tives and worldviews of students with diverse social characteristics that
render them marginal in conventional classrooms and within conventional
knowledge frameworks. In community-based research with students, the
affirmation of lived experience extends to and empowers both commu-
nity members and students, two groups whose authority does not hold
sway in conventional educational or research contexts.

This does not mean that methodological expertise and rigor are dis-
carded for the sake of including diverse experiences. Quite to the contrary,
it is the combination of the principle of inclusivity and respect for the lived
experience of people who are typically ignored with a methodological prin-
ciple of acquiring information systematically and reliably that yields
knowledge most beneficial to the community. As we discussed in Chapter
Four, the community organizations (and their social change agenda) are
not well served by flawed research designs, incomplete or biased data,
analysis that is unjustified by the data, or conclusions that are unsupported
by the analysis.

Social Change

The third and perhaps most important aim of critical pedagogy is social
change, a principle central to community-based research as well. Critical
pedagogy asserts that education ought to be liberatory rather than op-
pressive, transformative rather than oriented toward maintaining the status
quo. It should contribute to social betterment directly, by challenging ex-
isting social relations and structures of privilege—and by empowering stu-
dents with knowledge, skills, and proclivities that prepare them to be active
agents of social betterment in their current and future lives. CBR’s em-
phasis on social change distinguishes it from more conventional charity-
oriented service-learning and from conventional academic research. But
CBR also serves as a powerful form of critical pedagogy as it helps stu-
dents develop:

• The capacity to think critically and analytically about existing
structures of oppression and injustice

• The skills necessary to operate effectively as change agents in the
public sphere

• An abiding commitment to values such as social justice and human
welfare
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• A belief in their own and others’ ability to apply their knowledge
and skills to bring about improvement in the lives of people

Community-Based Research as Civic Education

Much of the recent attention to all kinds of community-based learning is
connected with growing concern about the apparent failure of colleges
and universities to educate students for effective citizenship. Young peo-
ple are variously described as politically apathetic, cynical, disengaged,
self-centered, individualistic, and pessimistic about their ability to have
an effect and lacking in understanding of what it means to exercise civic
responsibility in a democracy as well as in the knowledge and skills that
might prepare them to do so. The challenge to “renew the public sphere,
revitalize our associational life, and reinvest in those civic activities that
are the nursery of citizenship and civic vitality” (Schneider, 2000, p. 98)
has turned attention to the ways that colleges and universities might more
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The Youth Action Research Group

The Youth Action Research Group (YARG) in Washington, D.C., is studying
the displacement effects of economic development in an immigrant neighbor-
hood. The group of high school students who comprise the ongoing core of
YARG work with different university students from one semester to the next.
One semester, the YARG decides to examine the impact of economic develop-
ment on housing quality and affordability for the low-income residents of the
community. Both high school and college students learn how to do land records
ownership research from a community development corporation staff member.
They conduct interviews and focus groups with tenants in a building about to
be converted from rental units to cooperatives to understand the likely displace-
ment effects of such changes. With faculty and organizational staff facilitators,
the high school students—with their deeper understanding of the community—
and the college students—with their better understanding of research methods—
construct the survey instrument and interview dozens of residents of a large
building about to be converted. They follow up with focus groups to determine
the residents’ preferences and commitments regarding possible next steps.
Within weeks, after the college students’ semester has ended, the residents have
organized themselves into a tenants’ association that later buys the building
from the corporate property owner.

The combination of skills, efforts, and working together as equal partners
led to a more just outcome: rather than being displaced through economic 
development, the low-income residents were able to become home owners
through the cooperative purchase of the building.



effectively address their long-time mission to prepare young people for de-
mocratic citizenship. The question then becomes, “How might that best
be accomplished?”

For many, a large part of the answer lies in community-based learning,
which has been widely touted as the current answer to the challenge of
preparing young people for civic engagement and political participation.
However, although it seems that involvement in service-learning (or any
other sort of volunteer work) does enhance students’ social conscience,
compassion, and civic consciousness (Eyler and Giles, 1999), it does not
lead to increased political engagement. Nor does it prepare young people
more generally for active citizenship. On the contrary, the dramatic in-
crease in community service among young people has occurred even as
their political interest and electoral participation have plummeted (Colby
and Ehrlich, 2000).

The problem seems to be some confusion about what we mean by cit-
izenship, as how we conceive of citizenship shapes our notions of how we
should go about educating people for the work of citizenship. Kahne and
Westheimer (1996) argue that when service-learning experiences are char-
ity oriented, they imply a particular and narrow view of what constitutes
preparation for citizenship in a democracy—one that embodies civic duty,
compassion, and altruism. They dispute the notion that this is what con-
stitutes citizenship: “Citizenship in a democratic community requires more
than kindness and decency; it requires engagement in complex social and
institutional endeavors. Acts of civic duty cannot replace government pro-
grams or forms of collective social action. Citizenship requires that indi-
viduals work to create, evaluate, criticize and change public institutions
and programs” (p. 596).

Others (Barber, 1992; Boyte and Kari, 2000; Astin, 1999) make a sim-
ilar point: democratic citizenship requires more than just moral commit-
ments such as compassion, altruism, and concern for the common good.
More important are the capacity to reflect critically about social policies
and conditions, as well as the knowledge and skills necessary to take
thoughtful and concerted political action to bring about social change.
What are the requisite knowledge and skills for citizenship in a democracy?
Boyte and Kari cite “the arts of public argument, civic imagination, the
ability to evaluate information critically, the curiosity to listen constantly,
interest in public affairs, the ability to work with others far different from
ourselves on projects that recognize multiple contributions” (p. 51). Astin
(1999) would include the ability to develop trust, communication skills,
and the capacity to work collaboratively with others. Walshok (1999) sin-
gles out the “capacity to evaluate and use information for positive social,
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civic, and economic purposes,” which “requires transforming information
into ideas and analysis useful to making judgments” (p. 76).

Community-based research, with its emphasis on critical analysis, col-
laborative inquiry, and social action, is a powerful way to prepare students
for active citizenship. Students become skilled at working collaboratively:
allocating and managing myriad tasks, identifying resources, asking for
and providing assistance, giving and receiving constructive criticism, lis-
tening to conflicting points of view, recognizing differing strengths and
weaknesses, resolving disagreements, keeping track of information, speak-
ing up when it matters, and otherwise merging abilities and efforts toward
the accomplishment of a common goal. In working collaboratively with
the community to answer a question, students acquire knowledge and ex-
perience in areas that are essential to active civic participation. Because the
goal is social change, students involved in CBR are forced to be analytical
as well as creative, thoughtful as well as proactive, idealistic and realistic,
leaders as well as collaborators, knowledgeable about what is as well as
visionary about what might be—in short, all those things that prepare them
to participate in what Barber (1984) calls “strong democracy.”

Community-Based Research as Pedagogy: The Drawbacks

Education has long been an important aim of community-based partici-
patory research. Usually, however, that refers to the goal of using the re-
search process as a means of popular education for empowerment of the
poor and disenfranchised rather than to how CBR might be an effective
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Students’ Lives Change Through CBR Experiences

“The research project that I undertook in my Social Movements course as a
sophomore at Georgetown helped radically change the direction of my college
academics, my life on campus and my future career. I chose Social Movements as
a last-minute elective because of my interests in social justice and political
change. The class explored a variety of social movements. This was my first ex-
perience participating in a class that included a service learning component. I
was delighted to get off campus and be able to enter the strange and wonderful
world of the peace movement. The research that I did with the Women’s Peace
party so inspired me that I added sociology as one of my majors, started a peace
and justice group at Georgetown, and chose a job with a peace movement orga-
nization after graduation. Now, I work for an environmental public interest
group in Washington State and am attending a graduate program on community
and the environment, to pursue a career as an environmental justice advocate.”

Amber W. GU ’99



teaching strategy for undergraduate and graduate education. As we have
demonstrated, CBR has much to recommend it as a pedagogy in higher
education as well. At the same time, there are drawbacks. One is sug-
gested by the focus of this chapter, which has been the benefits of com-
munity-based research not for communities but for students (and, to a
lesser extent, for faculty members and institutions). Some recent critics
have taken academics to task for failing to consider the impact of service-
learning program on communities, even as much lip-service is given to the
importance of mutuality and reciprocity between academy and commu-
nity in the design of service-learning programs and activities. They also
suggest that much service-learning neither contributes to solving real com-
munity problems nor challenges negative stereotypes of communities as
needy and lacking in resources (Ward and Wolf-Wendel, 2000; Benson
and Harkavy, 1996). Although CBR is better able to dodge those par-
ticular criticisms—as it is, at least in principle, community driven and 
collaborative—that does not mean that it always brings benefit to the
community. Students, especially undergraduates, are simply more likely
than academic or other professional researchers to be irresponsible, in-
sufficiently trained, uncommitted, insensitive, incompetent, unavailable,
and subject to the constraints of an academic schedule. Instructors with
good intentions may end up paying more attention to student learning
than to the quality and usefulness of the research for the community, and
those with insufficient training, experience, or sensitivity themselves may
end up taking on research projects for which neither they nor their stu-
dents are equipped. This circumstance can bring harm to communities
and undermine community-academy relations. In the next chapter, 
we outline many strategies that instructors might use to enhance CBR’s
pedagogical value for students as they also ensure its benefit for the com-
munity. However, in the end, the community’s needs must always take
precedence. And that means that some (perhaps many) projects simply are
not suitable for some—or any—students.

Another drawback is that CBR requires a great deal of commitment
and effort on the part of the professor and the students—far more, as a
rule, than conventional kinds of teaching and learning. It also requires a
willingness on the part of instructors to tolerate higher levels of uncer-
tainty and “messiness” than most kinds of teaching, even other forms of
service-learning. CBR is particularly challenging for instructors who bear
heavy teaching loads, whose students are beginning level (for example,
community colleges and beginning undergraduates), who are used to
highly structured courses and syllabi, and who are uncomfortable ven-
turing outside the domain of their own disciplines and knowledge bases.
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Political considerations come into play as well; CBR carries potential ca-
reer costs for the faculty member and subtle hurdles for graduate students
who eschew conventional thesis research projects for community-based
ones, which may be considered lacking in rigor or tainted by their goals
of social change and social justice.

Despite its distinctive challenges, instructors who are drawn to commu-
nity-based teaching and learning, teaching approaches that further the goals
of social justice and social change, and educating students for lives of mean-
ingful and active citizenship would do well to consider community-based
research as a teaching strategy. In the next chapter, we detail many of the
nuts and bolts of this kind of teaching.

Summary

Community-based research, when used as a teaching strategy, is an ex-
ceptionally effective form of service-learning that is appropriate for a 
variety of disciplines and curricular levels. With its emphasis on the prin-
ciples of collaboration, demystification of knowledge, and social change,
CBR fits especially well with the aims of critical pedagogies. These same
principles make CBR more effective than many forms of more conven-
tional charity-oriented service-learning as a means to prepare students for
active citizenship. Despite some distinctive drawbacks and challenges,
CBR offers much to academics who are drawn to community-based teach-
ing and learning and are committed to education for the purpose of so-
cial justice and social change.
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7

TEACHING COMMUNITY-BASED
RESEARCH

THE CHALLENGES

when cbr is done as a form of service-learning—that is, with stu-
dents as researchers—it brings together teaching, research, and service in
exciting and promising ways. However, the challenges to professors are
substantial. In addition to ensuring that the needs of the community are
met, the instructor’s major concern must be that the CBR experience pro-
vides students valuable learning within and, typically, in accordance with
the curricular aims of the course, major, or program. These challenges pro-
vide the guiding question for this chapter: How might faculty members go
about structuring the CBR experience to ensure its viability, pedagogical
integrity, and benefits to the students, as well as to the community?

Finding a Disciplinary Connection

As with other forms of service-learning, CBR is inherently interdiscipli-
nary and enriches learning in a variety of disciplines by means of its con-
tributions to students’ overall personal and social development. Because
CBR has a particular kind of focus—systematic inquiry, with the aim of
solving an identified problem or providing specific, needed information—
it also has the potential to enhance academic learning in substantial ways.
Often, CBR involves at least some research using secondary sources—that
is, finding out what is already known about a topic by studying the rele-
vant scholarly writing, research reports, or databases. Such research may
provide important background information, as when students preparing
to survey the homeless first read about factors that cause homelessness or
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use existing data to describe the extent of homelessness in their own
county. Occasionally, such secondary data are all that the community part-
ner needs. This was the case when students at Mars Hill College (North
Carolina) took on a project with HelpMate, a local agency that assists
and advocates for abused women. The research consisted of examining
national abuse statements, assessing how the data are collected, and then
comparing them with data from the local area. More typically, CBR proj-
ects require that students work with community members and their in-
structors to design and carry out some sort of collection of data in the
community. In this respect, CBR serves as a powerful teaching strategy in
any course whose pedagogical aims include familiarizing students with
the research methods and data collection instruments common to the dis-
ciplinary area.

Although courses in virtually any discipline might benefit from incor-
porating CBR into the syllabus, community-based research seems to be
found most often in the social and behavioral sciences and in human ser-
vice fields (social work, education). This may be because these fields share
substantive concerns and methodological approaches that most typically
fit with the community’s social change agenda. For students who are study-
ing topics such as poverty, public health, early childhood education, urban
politics, immigration policies, community development, family violence,
illiteracy, or environmental racism, the community offers a rich arena for
developing and applying their research skills in a meaningful way. Here,
again, CBR can also be a highly effective teaching strategy in courses whose
main focus is research methods—social research, experimental psychology,
and evaluation methods—as well as courses specifically in participatory
action research, community organizing, policy, or social change.

The ways that CBR can contribute to academic learning in other disci-
plines are sometimes less obvious, but the possibilities are numerous. Re-
search in the sciences—biology, physics, chemistry, and so on—can be
brought to bear on a wide range of problems related to environmental
quality. Such research might be done for a local agency responsible for
protecting environmental quality or on behalf of groups that suffer from
the consequences of pollution or natural resource depletion but lack in-
fluence on decision making about matters like enforcement of regulations,
landfill sites, zoning, and land development. Students have also under-
taken science-related CBR projects in educational settings, such as devel-
oping and implementing research-based lesson plans for local elementary
and high school students.

Courses in the humanities and fine arts can be substantially enhanced
by community-based research. Historical research for a community might
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have as its purpose historic preservation, entitlement claims, or public 
education, including efforts to challenge prevailing interpretations of 
historical events. Students who conduct research on the history of a 
neighborhood, an organization, an industry, or a heretofore neglected
group have a chance to develop skills in methods of historical inquiry,
such as archival research, oral interviews, photo and personal picture col-
lection research, and site evaluation. Finally, CBR is finding its way into
professional graduate programs, including schools of medicine, law, and
public health. Here too, CBR gives students the chance to apply specific
classroom-based learning in real-world settings that advance teaching and
learning goals.

Another reason for the versatility of CBR as a teaching strategy is that
projects often employ rather unconventional methods of data collection.
As was discussed in Chapters Four and Five, multimethod projects are
common as well. This is because CBR is premised on the assumption that
“both issues and ways of working should flow from those involved and
their context” (Hall, 1992, p. 20), and research methods must recognize
the value and legitimacy of experiential knowledge of the research par-
ticipants—a goal that may be achieved more effectively with less conven-
tional methods. Methodological orthodoxies are far less important here
than using methods that are sensitive to the special characteristics of the
people and situations being studied. Although some conventional data
collection techniques—survey questionnaires, for example—are often
used, they are typically joined by any of a number of qualitative and hu-
manistic data collection approaches. These sources of data might include
not just unstructured interviews, focus groups, and observation, but also
community meetings, video documentaries, legislative records, shared tes-
timonies, public art, and a wide range of others. This variety in method-
ological approaches is often especially appealing to students and also an
effective teaching strategy for professors who want students to acquire ex-
perience with a variety of research methods and approaches.

Although they connect well with discipline-based academic content,
CBR projects seldom end up being rigidly discipline specific. Rather, stu-
dents often find they bring and apply many different kinds of knowledge
from other courses and disciplines to their work. The students who un-
dertook a needs assessment of the local Latino population, described in the
opening of Chapter Six, are a good example of such interdisciplinary learn-
ing. They strengthened their Spanish language skills and learned about
Central American dialects when they translated the questionnaire; acquired
familiarity with immigration law as they did background research and
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CBR and Academic Learning

CBR can contribute in myriad ways to the specific academic content or learning
objectives of courses in many different disciplines:

• A psychology graduate student worked with a local school to administer
diagnostic tests to preschoolers with different kinds of disabilities. She gained
substantial understanding of such tests and greater comfort in administering
and interpreting them, as well as making referrals based on those interpre-
tations.

• Architecture students joined forces with a local community development
corporation to conduct sidewalk surveys, which involved assessing the struc-
tural integrity of houses in the neighborhood from the outside by reading indi-
cators, thus ascertaining how difficult and costly it would be to rehabilitate 
each house.

• At the request of the local human services coalition, students in a seminar
class in economics developed a county self-sufficiency standard: a measure of
the minimum income needed for demographically varying families to maintain
an adequate quality of life in the county. This required extensive research on the
cost of living in the county, measures of standard of living, and a host of other
social and economic indicators.

• Students in a state and local government class learned about the legislative
process by completing a project for a local nonprofit involving research to pro-
duce a binder of information about all the pending legislation pertinent to the
work of the agency: summaries of each bill, the status of each, and biographical
and contact information about the sponsors and cosponsors.

• Students in an interdisciplinary class at Princeton University, “Science,
Technology and Public Policy,” worked with the New Jersey Environmental
Federation to study reductions in pollution and other benefits from shutting
down local generator incinerators. They also researched current air emissions
and recommended ways to increase composting, recycling, and source reduction
as alternatives to incineration. Another group of students assisted the New 
Jersey Conservation Foundation on a report that summarized the scientific 
literature on deer population management and became the basis of the founda-
tion’s deer management plan.

• Students in a history class at the University of Louisville engaged in
archival research with the local historical society, focusing on identifying indi-
viduals, building, and geographical sites of importance to the history of African
Americans in the Louisville metropolitan area.

• At Emory and Henry College, students in molecular biology worked with
local high school teachers to design experiments to teach molecular biology con-
cepts to high school students. Students also work as tutors in those classes, help-
ing students to conduct and understand the experiments.



gained some sensitivity to the fears and insecurities of the Latino commu-
nity; developed new insights about politics and policy as they presented
their findings and recommendations to groups such as the county com-
missioners; and acquired a deeper understanding about cultural values and
worldviews very different from their own.

Faculty members and students who have done community-based re-
search report similar kinds of wide-ranging skills and knowledge out-
comes such that much of what students learn falls outside the traditional
bounds of the course and discipline. Students who do site analysis with a
neighborhood group aiming to build a playground are likely to acquire,
in addition to practice applying their environmental science research skills,
a better understanding of local politics, urban planning, land use, group
dynamics, and child development. Virtually every CBR project helps stu-
dents develop a new understanding of the relationship between knowl-
edge and power, the relevance of systematic inquiry to social action, and
the potential for experts in their own field, as well as ordinary people, to
use what they know to make meaningful contributions to their sur-
rounding communities and societies.

Building Community-Based Research into the Curriculum

The faculty member who is looking to incorporate CBR into teaching is
faced with many different models for doing so, as it can be integrated into
the curriculum in a number of ways. Some academics involve students in
their own CBR on a noncredit basis, as graduate research assistants, work-
study employees, or interested volunteers. However, for most students, CBR
is credit bearing and is done in connection with a course, as an independent
study or internship, or to meet the requirement of a thesis at the under-
graduate or graduate level. When it is part of a practicum course, often one
or more group CBR projects are the centerpiece of the course. For example,
a graduate education seminar at the University of Denver, “Community-
Based Research in Urban Settings,” was organized around a quarter-long
project for which students worked with three local extended-service schools
to assess young people’s views of the adequacy of their before- and after-
school programs. CBR can be especially effective in capstone courses. At
Hood College, the senior seminar in environmental studies is designed
around a community-based project to which students apply a variety of
skills and knowledge related to environmental analysis. A recent project in-
volved a site analysis of a large piece of land that had been designated by
the local Bureau of Parks and Recreation as a future park.
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Sometimes “community based” becomes “community immersed” as stu-
dents may live for a semester within the community where they are doing
research. An example is a course offered by Texas A&M University in
which students and their instructor live with families in colonias along the
Texas-Mexico border as they work with community members to learn
about the problems endured by residents of that area and how they deal
with and respond to them. In this case, the knowledge gained in the re-
search becomes the content of the course. A course on social movements
at Georgetown University requires that each student work with a local
advocacy organization in Washington, D.C., on a research project having
to do with the work of the organization. In this way, students understand
social movements from the inside out rather than simply as they are de-
scribed and analyzed in texts and class lectures.

Dedicating most or all of an entire course to community-based research
is, in some ways, ideal (and having a two-semester course is even better).
However, many faculty members do not have that sort of room in their
curriculum and courses for CBR. Indeed, a common concern is that intro-
ducing community-based research—or any other sort of community-based
learning—will require skipping some course material or otherwise com-
promising existing content and learning goals. Nonetheless, there are many
ways to include CBR in existing courses in ways that supplement, rather
than take over, the course syllabus. Instructors may include CBR on a
smaller scale, as a fourth-credit option or as a required or optional assign-
ment within a course. For example, introductory courses on research meth-
ods in the social sciences, which often require a small, independent research
project, may offer students the option of making that project a community-
based one. This is more viable at this level when the project is a fairly small
and simply one—perhaps as a part of a larger project involving more ad-
vanced students—and when students work in small groups rather than
alone. A drawback is that numerous small CBR projects within a large class
may create a particularly heavy workload for the instructor.

Another curricular option is for students to take on CBR projects out-
side regular courses—as independent studies, in connection with other 
experiential learning (such as an internship), or as a project to meet re-
quirements for a senior or graduate-level thesis. Many instructors have
had students who begin CBR projects as part of a course and then choose
to extend their work into subsequent semesters, perhaps on an indepen-
dent basis or, in rarer cases, as a noncredit-bearing summer project. A
graduate student in education at the University of Denver undertook a
class-based survey research project with the South West Improvement
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Council that explored the relationship between income and housing costs
in the lower-income Westwood area of Denver. The following quarter, in
a course on ethnography, she built on her housing study by conducting
focus groups with residents of that same area, this time to explore in some
rich detail their experiences with managing family life under trying eco-
nomic circumstances.

Often students turn a volunteer or service-learning experience into a
CBR project, or college officials make CBR a regular part of what are tra-
ditionally direct service programs. Both Middlesex County and the Col-
lege of New Jersey offer students the opportunity to participate in CBR
Corps. At the county college, four teams of students spend three hundred
hours during the year engaged in direct service and research activities on
behalf of their community partner. At the College of New Jersey, the corps
focuses almost entirely on research on behalf of one or two community
partners. Both corps are led by professors, and the students receive bene-
fits from the federal AmeriCorps program (a stipend and scholarship) for
their participation (Donohue and Paul, 2002). The challenge in all of these
cases is to ensure that students do not become so overextended that it af-
fects their performance in their regular classes, and that the community
partner does not become too dependent on any one student, team, or corps
to take care of all of its research needs.

Finally, graduate students sometimes find an intellectual home in com-
munity-based research and undertake a project for a master’s or doctoral
thesis. This too can be a challenge, especially at institutions where there
is little support for community-based learning and in disciplines that are
still firmly wedded to conventional academic research. Satisfying the de-
mands of a picky and conservative dissertation committee along with the
research needs of a community may prove to be too large a burden for
students struggling to finish their advanced degrees.

What seem to be most important with regard to building CBR into
courses, curricula, and other campus programs are flexibility and creativ-
ity. Incorporating community-based research as a learning option requires
enthusiastic instructors who help students find ways to do it within the
framework of their institution’s curricular and credit arrangements—
something that seems to be true of effective service-learning programs in
general. This is easier at institutions where there is administrative support
for such efforts.

Another issue is whether CBR should be required in a course or pro-
gram. Many faculty have it as an option, which is also a way to limit the
number of students involved in CBR, an important consideration given
the extra work they require of instructors and students. Other consider-
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ations influence this decision as well. Sometimes CBR is required more read-
ily in fields where the fit of CBR with program goals is clear and more 
or less assumed—social work or sociology, for instance. In other cases, in-
structors are comfortable requiring CBR only when it assumes a relatively
nonpolitical nature. For example, an education professor did not hesitate
to require that students become involved in a project where they tested
low-income preschoolers for early diagnosis of learning problems—a rich
opportunity to train students to administer the instrument and interpret
results. A project such as one where students work with a local minority
parents’ group to gather and analyze data to uncover differential treat-
ment of children of color in the schools, however, is potentially more con-
troversial and challenging to the status quo—hence, it may be one that is
less likely to be required. The fear, it seems, is complaints from students
who may dislike having to commit to an action agenda with which they
are not politically aligned or even interested. Such a concern is far from
universal, however, and is likely to be absent in disciplines (social work is
one) that adopt a clear and deliberate social justice agenda.

Ensuring Student Readiness

How do we ensure that students are ready to take on a community-based
research project in terms of both their own potential to benefit from the
experience and their capacity to work well with community members and
to produce results that are useful to the community? Three general require-
ments seem germane to doing CBR:

• Familiarity with and sensitivity to the community

• Understanding of the principles of community-based research

• Relevant research skills and substantive knowledge pertaining 
to the research problem at hand

The last items, research skills and substantive knowledge, are not as
clearly prerequisites to doing CBR and instead might be acquired in the
course of carrying out the CBR project. This is, after all, a form of active
learning. The first two, however, are prerequisites to undertaking research
with the community. Indeed, professors would be ill advised to allow stu-
dents at any level to begin working with a community group on a CBR proj-
ect if those students know nothing about the community, are insensitive to
its problems and members, and know nothing about the principles that
guide community-based research. For that reason, we discuss these first.
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Familiarity with and Sensitivity to the Community

A crucial area of student readiness for CBR has to do with knowledge
about and sensitivity to the community with which they will be working.
One of the challenges of all types of community-based learning—and one
of its major strengths—is that students must learn about and work with
people and within social worlds that are dramatically different from their
own. This is especially true for college students who are affluent, white,
and from privileged backgrounds. This experience is important in CBR
not only because it contributes to student learning, but also because it is
critical to the quality of the project in many ways. To ensure validity, every
aspect of the research, from development of the research design to the in-
terpretation of results, requires the researcher’s capacity to assume the per-
spective of community members, which requires familiarity with their
language, meanings, and worldviews. This is particularly true for re-
search that is social science related—where community members are the
research participants—but it is similarly important for other kinds of 
projects that require community involvement in the planning, implemen-
tation, analysis, and presentation stages of the work. Gaining acceptance
in the community is usually crucial to a successful project and requires
that students establish a rapport with at least some members of the com-
munity. Finally, the goals of CBR can be undermined in many ways if stu-
dents offend community members out of ignorance or naiveté.

The challenge is to see to it that students have some familiarity with
and sensitivity to the community they will work with as they begin the
CBR project. A number of strategies help ensure student readiness in this
area. One minimally effective one is to require that students have com-
pleted certain course work (such as a course on ethnicity) before they do
CBR. Better still, but not feasible at many institutions, is a requirement
that students have some service-learning or volunteer experience before
taking on community-based research. Another way to help ensure famil-
iarity and sensitivity is to build in some community experience at the be-
ginning of the CBR project. This can be informal, where students spend
time in the community observing, volunteering, or simply “hanging out”
and talking to people. Somewhat more formal methods can work as well.
One instructor arranged with a community member (part of a group with
which he had an ongoing relationship) to give a sensitivity workshop at
the beginning of the project, where students spent a few hours learning
about the community—its history, strengths, and problems—and also par-
ticipated in some exercises that brought them into contact with commu-
nity members. Students may find it helpful to spend some time at the agency

146 community-based research and higher education



or organization talking to employees and volunteers, perusing written in-
formation and facilities, and otherwise learning as much as they can about
what the organization does and whom it serves and how.

A somewhat more structured way to acquaint student researchers and
community members with each other early on is by means of focus groups.
As Lynch (1993) points out, focus groups can serve a number of purposes
in the early stage of CBR projects. In one study, students who planned a
survey of low-income mothers about their child care needs first met with
a small group of women who were enrolled in a program to provide tran-
sitional assistance to women leaving welfare rolls. Over pizza and soda in
a small room at the Department of Social Services (the agency that initi-
ated the study), the students learned a great deal about the kinds of child
care problems the women faced. They also asked for—and heard—ideas
about how best to approach women in the study group and how to word
questions on the questionnaire in ways that made sense and also began to
identify women who might be interested in participating in the study. Just
as important, the students (all women) developed a more sympathetic un-
derstanding of the difficulties of struggling single mothers and came to re-
alize that they had much in common with the young mothers—enough to
allow comfortable interaction despite their different social locations. Fi-
nally, the focus group meeting reaffirmed for students the importance of
their study as a means of drawing attention to the difficulties facing young
mothers under the punitive terms of welfare reform.

Understanding Community-Based Research

Whether or not the central focus of the course is CBR (or participatory ac-
tion research or some other form of action-oriented research), most in-
structors assign readings and devote some class time to seeing that students
are acquainted with the basic principles—and perhaps also some of the
rich history and different forms—of this kind of research. This is impor-
tant even for students with prior research training. The leap from tradi-
tional research to action-oriented, participatory research is an enormous
one, and it may take a while for students to grasp, and even to feel com-
fortable with, the action orientation, flexibility, and participatory nature
of CBR as compared to the academic research that they have come to take
for granted. This is especially true when their previous research training
assumed uncritical acceptance of conventional approaches. (See McNicoll,
1999, for a useful discussion of some of these issues.)

Perhaps the easiest way to introduce students to the principles and pro-
cess of CBR is by way of well-chosen assigned readings (see Exhibit 7.1).
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Exhibit 7.1. Selected Readings for Students 
on Community-Based Research.

books and collections

Bonacich, E., and Stoecker, R. (eds.). American Sociologist, 1992, 23,

and 1993, 24.

De Koning, K., and Martin, M. (eds.). Participatory Research in Health: Issues

and Experiences. London: Zed Books, 1996.
Fals-Borda, O., and Rahman, M. A. (eds.). Action and Knowledge: Breaking

the Monopoly with Participatory Action Research. New York: Apex Press,
1991.

Freire, P. Pedagogy of the Oppressed. (M. Bergman Ramos, trans.). New York:
Continuum, 1970.

Greenwood, D., and Levin, M. Introduction to Action Research: Social 

Research for Social Change. Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 1998.
Maguire, P. Doing Participatory Research: A Feminist Approach. Amherst:

University of Massachusetts, 1987.
Murphy, Danny, Scammell, M., and Sclove, R. (eds.). Doing Community Based

Research: A Reader. Amherst, Mass.: Loka Institute, 1997.
Nyden, P., Figert, A., Shibley, M., and Burrows, D. Building Community: Social

Science in Action. Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Pine Forge, 1997.
Park, P., Brydon-Miller, M., Hall, B., and Jackson, T. (eds.). Voices of Change:

Participatory Research in the United States and Canada. Westport, Conn.:
Bergin and Garvey.

Stringer, E. Action Research: A Handbook for Practitioners. Thousand Oaks,
Calif.: Corwin, 1999.

Williams, L. (ed.). An Annotated Bibliography for Participatory and Collabora-

tive Field Research Methods. Community Partnership Center, University
of Tennessee, 1996.

articles

Couto, R. “Participatory Research Methodology and Critique.” Clinical 

Sociological Review, 1987, 5, 83–90.
Hall, B. “From Margins to Center? The Development and Purpose of Participa-

tory Research.” American Sociologist, 1992, 23, 15–28.
Reardon, K. J., Kreiswirth, B., and Forester, J. “Participatory Action Research

from the Inside: Community Development Practice in East St. Louis.”
American Sociologist, 1993, 24, 69–91.

Reinharz, S. “Feminist Action Research.” In S. Reinharz (ed.), Feminist Meth-

ods in Social Research. New York: Oxford University Press, 1992.



Reading about CBR as they begin working on their research projects can
be especially valuable, as students are able to start making connections
between the principles and the practices of CBR and more specifically
think of ways to incorporate the principles of CBR into their projects to
best advantage. Some instructors have developed questions that prompt
students to make such connections in class discussions or as they write in
their own journals—for example:

• In what ways does community-based research or participatory 
action research draw on long-standing methodological principles
and practices in this discipline? In what ways does it diverge from
the way research is typically done?

• In what respects is your research study helping you to understand
the concept of “friendly outsider”?

• What are some ways that your project might incorporate some
principles of feminist participatory action research?

• What do you see as the relationship between the project that you
are taking on and the achievement of social justice?

• What are strategies that we might use to involve community 
members in each stage of this research process—in other words, 
to democratize the research?

• How do you see this project as contributing to some of the short-
or long-range goals of this community group?

• In light of what you have read, what are some particular 
problems that you might anticipate in connection with your 
community-based research?
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1992, 16, 99–122.
Small, S. “Action-Oriented Research: Models and Methods.” Journal of Mar-

riage and the Family, 1995, 57, 941–956.
Spalter-Roth, R., and Hartmann, H. “Small Happiness: The Feminist Struggle

to Integrate Social Research with Social Activism.” In S. Hesse-Biber, 
C. Gilmartin, and R. Lydenberg (eds.), Feminist Approaches to Theory

and Methodology. New York: Oxford University Press, 1999.
Stoecker, R. “Making Connections: Community Organizing, Empowerment

Planning, and Participatory Research in Participatory Evaluation.” 
Sociological Practice, 1999, 1, 209–232.



• What are some of your own assumptions, preconceptions, and 
experiences—about research, about the community, about higher
education—that have been challenged by what you have read
about CBR? Which of those assumptions and preconceptions 
present the greatest challenge to you as you take on this work?

Students can learn about CBR in other ways as well. One instructor has
more advanced undergraduates who have completed CBR projects talk to
her basic research methods class about the work they did. This both ac-
quaints the lower-level students with CBR and gets them excited about
doing it. Some instructors have students read reports written by students
who have already taken the course. An important source of information
and understanding is community partners, who, as Chapters Two and
Three suggest, have much to teach students about the community and
about doing CBR, and perhaps can share their experiences working with
students on other CBR projects.

No matter what the strategy, the aim is to help students appreciate cer-
tain important features of CBR—that it relies on collaboration with com-
munity members and requires new ways of thinking about knowledge and
knowledge creation, and that the purpose of the research is a meaningful
one: to contribute to positive social change in the community. Students at
every level who are sensitive to and familiar with the community they will
be working with, and who know something about the purpose and pro-
cess of community-based research, are far along toward being ready to
undertake a CBR project.

Research Skills and Substantive Knowledge

What kinds of knowledge and skills should students have before under-
taking CBR? Some instructors have worked with lower-level students—
such as first- and second-year undergraduates or beginning graduate
students—who have successfully completed CBR projects. Others argue
that CBR is more appropriate for upper-level undergraduate or graduate
students far along in their programs, and it does seem to be more com-
mon that students do CBR at the culmination of a program in which they
have completed a considerable amount of relevant course work, includ-
ing one or more courses in research methods in the discipline. In either
case, what is most important is that instructors consider carefully the fit
of the expectations of the community, students’  abilities and experiences
(as well as their own), and the particular demands of the project.

Community expectations must be considered, and sometimes explicitly
addressed, in making decisions about CBR projects and student readiness.
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When students have major responsibility for doing the research, which is
often the case, the expectations of the community about both the quality
and the scope of the project must be a bit lower than when the faculty
member is the primary researcher and the students are working as assis-
tants on the project. Similarly, community members must be made aware
of other limitations. How much time are students expected to devote to
this project? Are the students experienced or novice researchers? How
many students will be working on the project? What kinds of other re-
source limitations will have a bearing on the scope of the project? All of
these parameters need to be clarified at the beginning of the project, ei-
ther as it is being developed and defined or, in some cases, before the agree-
ment is even made to pursue the collaborative arrangement. In fact, the
planning stages of a CBR project provide a rich learning opportunity for
students, as they must work with community members to develop a plan
that is realistic in terms of time, money, and the capabilities of people on
both the campus and community sides of the partnership.
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Research With Versus Research On

Helping students understand and appreciate the similarities and differences be-
tween CBR and conventional research approaches can be a real challenge for
instructors. At Hood College, a group of five students in an advanced-level 
social science research practicum had some familiarity with action research.
Nonetheless, the first draft of an interview schedule for incarcerated women,
aimed at finding out their assessment of substance-related programs in the com-
munity, included a series of questions that a more mainstream study—that is, 
of rather than with these women—would likely include: What crimes have you
committed? How many times have you been here? How often did you use
drugs, and what kind? Gentle prodding from the instructor shifted the focus 
of the questions away from the women themselves to their knowledge and
opinions about drug-related services. But the real depth of the difference didn’t
emerge until the students were standing in a room at the detention center, fac-
ing a dozen indifferent—or in some cases, openly hostile—women, to explain
the purpose of their study. “We need your help,” the students implored. “We
can’t do this study without you. You are the ones best able to tell us what pro-
grams and services are out there, which ones are useful and which aren’t, what
you would like to see in the way of programs and services for women in your
situation.” There was a palpable change in the atmosphere in that small room
when a middle-aged African American woman, whose exasperation had been
written all over her face, broke into a half-smile and said, “Gee, no one has
ever asked us about that stuff before.” Nothing the instructor could ever say,
nor the students ever read, would make more clear the distinctive nature of
community-based research.



One problem that occasionally arises is that community members are
willing to work with students but actually assume that it is the faculty
members’ work and skills for which they are “contracting.” Ideally, com-
munity members appreciate the students’ willingness to work on the proj-
ect and recognize the skills and enthusiasm they bring, but they also
realize that they are students and that the research is a learning process
for them. This sets the stage for the best kind of collaboration: where
community members and students see themselves as both teachers and
learners and the contributions of everyone are acknowledged and appre-
ciated.

This also brings in the wider problem regarding community expec-
tations of research—a problem that may arise in any form of applied 
research when the clients have an unrealistic sense of what research can
produce and what researchers can do. This should normally be less of a
problem in CBR, where community members (as opposed to more con-
ventional clients) are more closely involved in the design and implemen-
tation of the research itself and thus have or acquire a more realistic sense
of what research entails. However, CBR also may exacerbate the problem
of inflated expectations because of the very different time frames within
which community members and students are working and because com-
munity partners may have little or no training or experience in research. A
common example has to do with sample size, especially in projects involv-
ing survey research of some kind. People who have little experience with
social research often mistakenly believe that the size of a sample—the big-
ger, the better—is the best measure of its quality and, hence, of the valid-
ity of research results.

When three students at Hood College collaborated with the local Coali-
tion for the Homeless to survey the homeless population of Frederick,
Maryland, the students were able to complete only about fifty interviews
over the course of the project, fewer than expected as a result of both time
constraints and problems gaining access to shelters. Because the students
were careful to make their sample representative of different characteris-
tics of the homeless, had an interview schedule carefully designed to get
at issues of importance to the coalition, and were not attempting to make
statistical inferences about the homeless population, the sample was in
fact adequate for their purposes. Nevertheless, a few community mem-
bers expressed concern and dismay; they thought that the number of com-
pleted interviews was too small to make the study of much value.

If the CBR project ends up being significantly beyond the abilities of
the students working on it, the result may be either letting down the com-
munity in a major way or forcing the instructor to pick up the slack and
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complete much of the work on her or his own. In one instance of this, two
graduate students at the University of Denver undertook an evaluation of
a community health initiative that informed women about breast screen-
ing services offered by a local health clinic. Although the project pro-
ceeded smoothly in its early stages, when it came time to analyze and write
up results, the students proved to be insufficiently adept at analyzing qual-
itative data and unable to produce a report that was sufficiently coherent
and comprehensive. As a result the report was two months late and was
written only with considerable work by the professor.

In the end, the report was well received and the relationship between the
university and the community partner intact, largely because the relation-
ship was a strong one to begin with and because the instructor kept the
community partner informed about the status of the project and the stu-
dents’ progress throughout. The professor learned not to assume that 
students who are skilled at gathering qualitative data are equally capable
of analyzing and reporting it. Others have had experience with students
who have an unrealistic sense of their own abilities and end up taking on
projects for which they are ill equipped. This would seem to be a more com-
mon problem for those who teach undergraduates at large colleges and uni-
versities, where professors are less likely to be familiar with the abilities of
their individual students.

How much research training should students have before doing CBR?
Certainly, working with more advanced students increases options, de-
creases the instructor’s work, and enhances confidence in the usefulness of
results for the community. At the undergraduate level, this might mean that
CBR, especially substantial projects, is reserved for junior- and senior-level
students who have advanced training in the discipline, including its re-
search methodology. When CBR is incorporated in a lower-level course,
where some or all students have not had pertinent training in research, it
may be an option available only to students who have completed a re-
search methods course or have demonstrated a certain level of mastery of
course material. One instructor allows the option of working on a CBR
project only to students who have done at least B-level work through the
first few weeks of the semester. Another option is to make sure that the
kinds of research topics taken on by untrained students do not require
much in the way of research and other skills, perhaps by having them work
with the instructor or alongside graduate or upper-level undergraduate stu-
dents. Of course, if the main purpose of the course is for students to ac-
quire those skills, then the CBR project can be an ideal way to motivate
students to learn how to do research. However, this sort of learning by
doing requires both a fairly simple research project and close supervision
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by the faculty member to ensure that the final product is of high quality
and useful to the community.

Most research projects require that researchers, in addition to having
some research skills, also have some relevant substantive knowledge re-
lated to the research question. More often than not, acquiring this back-
ground information is part of the research itself and requires that students
consult community members, outside experts, public records, and schol-
arly books and journals. Sometimes, however, CBR projects require that
researchers bring to the project particular substantive knowledge or exper-
tise. This might be the case where a rather high level of specialized knowl-
edge or expertise is required—for example, projects where fluency in
Spanish is essential—or when the time frame for the project is such that
students would not have the time to acquire the necessary information.

Finally, CBR also requires that students be exceptionally reliable, re-
sourceful, and mature in their interactions with the community and in
their work on the project. Many instructors find it useful to talk candidly
with students at the beginning of the project about the distinctive respon-
sibilities it entails—for example:

• The obligation to the community, not just the professor

• The importance of meeting goals and deadlines

• The need for ongoing, open, and honest communication among
everyone on the research team

• The fact that CBR will require more time and work than most 
of their other courses

Also worth mentioning are the many rich rewards they can expect to reap
from the experience of doing CBR.

Generally, care must be taken to match project requirements with stu-
dent abilities and resources. At the same time, students’ potential for suc-
cess should not be underestimated. After all, a major goal is for students
to learn, and CBR projects that stretch them are more valuable pedagog-
ically than those that do not require much beyond what they already know
and can do. Indeed, many of us have found that students rise to the chal-
lenge of CBR and surprise us with their resourcefulness and skills. Stories
about average students doing far above-average work on CBR projects
and courses abound. This is because the experience of doing CBR, even
for the student who starts out with a minimal connection to the project
and to learning generally, often becomes deeply engaging as students come
to see themselves as valued collaborators with their community partners.
As a result of this motivation and engagement, students put extra time
and effort into their CBR work. They will delve into the literature about
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constructing good questionnaires so as to do an exceptionally careful job
when they know that community members (and not just the professor) will
be looking at the result and that the information the questionnaire pro-
duces is of importance to the community. They expend unusual amounts
of time and effort writing and revising a research report when they know
it will be read not only by their community partners, but ultimately by de-
cision makers at the city and county levels.

Instructors can help cultivate such motivation and engagement on the
part of students in a number of ways:

• Making CBR an option rather than a requirement

• Letting students have some choice about the projects they will
work on

• Being available as much as possible, by e-mail and telephone when
not in person, to provide guidance and support

• Giving the students sufficient autonomy to help them develop a
sense of competency, responsibility, and ownership of the project

• Making resources of all kinds—supplies, space, computer access,
reading material, and so on—readily available

• Facilitating lots of collaboration, among students (when the proj-
ect is a group one) and between students and community partners

Structuring the Community-Based Research Experience

Community-based research, like virtually all other active-learning peda-
gogies, requires that instructors venture outside the comfort zone of more
conventional teaching, where they have the luxury of assuming a great
deal of control over what is taught, how it is taught, and how learning is
assessed. CBR is by nature a messy and emergent learning experience that
is far less subject to instructor control and whose learning outcomes are
even less predictable than with conventional teaching. In fact, CBR is even
less subject to instructor control, in some respects, than other forms of
community-based learning, because the progress and outcomes of each
project are also subject to the whims and serendipity to which all research
is vulnerable. All of this makes structuring the CBR experience, especially
when it is a course-based project, a challenge.

As more and more college professors use CBR in their teaching, we
have learned some specific strategies for making the experience more re-
warding for everyone. Here, we provide some answers to the nuts-and-
bolts challenges of doing CBR with students by providing suggestions
for scheduling and dealing with time constraints; managing the project;
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troubleshooting problem projects; evaluating students; and producing,
presenting, and implementing results.

Scheduling and Time Constraints

Scheduling and time problems are common with CBR, as the students’
(and instructor’s) time constraints are often very different from those of
community members and may make it hard to get the research done in a
timely way. Students have many other commitments, including family and
work responsibilities, and if they are doing CBR as part of a full course
load, they are not available for more than a handful of hours each week—
something that community members may not fully understanding or ap-
preciate. Similarly, although community partners may have schedules that
are slightly more flexible, they also have myriad responsibilities and de-
mands on their time, so that the CBR project may have a lower priority
than the students and professor might assume.

The idiosyncrasies of the academic calendar pose particular challenges
for student and faculty involvement in CBR. A common difficulty is plan-
ning and completing a project within one semester, the typical time frame
for a credit-bearing course or independent study. One obvious solution to
this problem is to do CBR over two semesters or more. Another is to take
care to limit the scope of the project to make it manageable within a short
time period. Sometimes this means limiting the other requirements con-
nected with a course in which students are doing CBR—assigned readings
and so on—so that students are not overwhelmed by the workload. An-
other is to have students in a course work for one semester on part of what
might be a larger ongoing project; a drawback of this alternative is that
students will not have the advantage of seeing a project through from be-
ginning to end. Some of these scheduling problem are more manageable
when CBR is done as independent or thesis work.

Midterm breaks and special campus events, such as exam week and
parents’ weekend, also cut into students’ availability to work on their re-
search projects. Community members may not be very sympathetic to-
ward students who are on midterm break and cannot attend an important
monthly meeting of the community center board, are never available in
the afternoon because of a work schedule, or otherwise do not seem to
give the CBR project the same high priority in their lives as it might have
for the community members. One way to avoid tension is by clarifying
everyone’s expectations and schedule constraints early in the project. Also,
when students work in groups, some of these time and scheduling diffi-
culties can be avoided because students pick up the slack for one another.
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For example, work on a project does not have to come to a complete halt
over winter break if one or two students live locally or will be returning
early to campus and can attend an important meeting or continue con-
ducting interviews during that time. Students have different class and
work schedules, and if a group is working well, the members will be flex-
ible and willing to fill in for one another as schedules demand.

CBR poses other time and scheduling challenges as well. Most instruc-
tors agree that regular meetings with students, in groups or individually,
are essential. In the case of group projects, and because students’ sched-
ules vary widely, having and using a designated weekly or biweekly class
meeting seems to work best. These meetings are important even though
students are meeting and working, alone and together, outside class as
well. The weekly meeting with the instructor may be used to discuss read-
ings, work on the research itself, deal with problems, visit people and
places in the community, and keep abreast of how the project is proceed-
ing. Regular meetings with students are important for less obvious rea-
sons too. They provide a measure of social control, which is essential for
students who are less self-disciplined and unlikely to work hard if they do
not think anyone is aware of what they are doing (or not doing). They
also help the instructor stay on top of the research projects and flag prob-
lems early on so as to intervene and fix them. And in the case of group
projects, they make it easier to assess the relative contributions of indi-
vidual students to each project, which is necessary for grading. As the proj-
ect progresses, the class time increasingly may belong to students to use
for their work on the project, with the instructor available for help as
needed. Some of us have found, though, that regular meetings, even when
they are perfunctory, need to be held throughout the project.
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CBR the Morning After

In referring to the incompatibility of academic and real-life schedules, one of
our CBR colleagues notes with some humor that “there is no spring break in
the real world.” There also are no senior pub crawls. This event turned out to
be the nemesis of one professor who inadvertently scheduled the annual Com-
munity Research Luncheon the day after the late-night, long-standing senior tra-
dition at her small liberal arts college. The senior student presenters all made it
to the luncheon and managed to contribute to their groups’ presentations about
their year-long CBR projects. But a couple of the more enthusiastic partyers
were in less than top form and apologetically slipped out and back to their dor-
mitory beds as soon as their presentations were finished. “There must be some-
thing going around” is how the professor awkwardly explained the students’
sudden departure to curious community partners who were in attendance.



Regular meetings with community partners are essential as well. Some
maintain that weekly meetings are a must, but others have found that once
every few weeks is sufficient as long as more regular contact is maintained
by means of telephone calls or e-mail messages. How often the entire re-
search team meets depends on a number of factors: the nature and stage
of the project, the availability of community members, how accessible cam-
pus and community sites are to each other, and how involved the commu-
nity wishes to be throughout, and at different stages of, the project. Many
of us have found that frequent meetings of the research team are more im-
portant early in the project, as the research question and design are being
developed, while community members are less frequently involved while
the data are being collected and analyzed. When community members are
involved in the data collection, regular contact becomes part of the re-
search process. While some professors prefer to be in attendance at every
meeting, others attend only when they think their input is particularly im-
portant and rely on students to report to them what went on.

Other suggestions about research team meetings and other aspects of
communicating with the community partners can make the project run
more smoothly:

• Meetings can be held at community or campus sites—ideally some
at each.

• Students and community members, and not the professor, ought to
share major responsibility for organizing and running the meetings.

• If students make a point of meeting prior to each meeting, they can
(perhaps with the guidance of the instructor) develop a clear
agenda on such matters as questions to ask and information to
share—to allow for the efficient use of time.

• When funds are available, it is nice to provide food of some kind,
particularly when the campus hosts the meeting (see Budgeting for
CBR box).

• E-mail is increasingly an option and makes the entire communica-
tion process easier.

Managing the Project

One of the biggest challenges of teaching CBR is in managing the project
on a day-to-day basis: assigning tasks, overseeing work, ensuring that
deadlines are met, and so on. Decisions about how to organize the work
depend on a variety of factors, including whether the project is course
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based, how many students are working on a project, the nature of the
course, the number and characteristics of students, the scope and form of
the projects, and the personal styles and preferences of individual faculty
members and community partners.

DELEGATING THE WORK. One fundamental management strategy for a
group project is to help students divide the labor. Students are more likely
to do the work when they are clear on their assignment, and overall the
project is more manageable and likely to be completed when distinct
tasks are identified and assigned. At the same time, too rigid a division
of tasks means that students will not learn about some important aspects
of the research process. All the students, for example, should probably
be involved in meetings with community partners, developing the re-
search question or focus, designing the research, collecting the data, and
analyzing and reporting results. But delegating distinct tasks within those
categories makes sense.

In one four-student survey research project involving the homeless, for
example, two students developed the sampling design, while the other two
drafted a questionnaire, all of them consulting with the community part-
ner and with the other two members of the group as they went along. Al-
though all four students and two community members (formerly homeless)
conducted interviews, they divided the sites—shelters and outdoor sites in
the community—between the two groups. Two students assumed primary
responsibility for entering, analyzing, and writing up the demographic
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Budgeting for CBR

Instructors who are fortunate enough to have money for supplies and expenses
connected with their CBR work will probably find themselves spending most 
of it on office supplies (tape recorders and tapes, wipe-off wall calendars, orga-
nizers, portable files, and the like), duplicating (all those questionnaires, coding
sheets, field notes, and final reports to distribute), transportation expenses (for
student travel to and from community sites), and . . . food! CBR means lots of
meetings, most of them including some or many people from the community—
and a tried and true way to lure busy parents and staff away from family or
work responsibilities is to provide free food. Also, serving and sharing food,
even if it is only doughnuts and coffee in the morning or pizza and soda for 
a late afternoon focus group, seems to create a certain kind of ambiance that 
inspires successful collaboration. Students like to be fed, too, and offering to
pay for the pizza during a late night work session is a good way for a professor
to gain goodwill and next year’s CBR recruits. Finally, food is an essential 
component of those end-of-project celebrations and presentations.



data, while the other two compiled and wrote up the results from the open-
ended questions. Although every group and individual was kept informed
about all the work of the project throughout its duration, assigning clear
responsibilities made it move more smoothly. Sometimes tasks are taken
on more informally, so that a student who is especially well organized ends
up being the one to arrange out-of-class meetings, while another—who,
say, volunteers or lives in the community—will serve as liaison with the
community partner.

Another reason to divide labor, and an argument in favor of group proj-
ects, is that some students work harder and are more capable and re-
sponsible than others. One instructor, in dividing students into teams to
work on CBR projects, tries to make sure that there is at least one very
strong student on each research team to help ensure a higher-quality prod-
uct at the end—admittedly, a more feasible strategy at a small college
where instructors are more likely to know all their students well. Stronger
and more responsible students may help to “pick up” other students, as
well, although this can backfire if lazier students come to depend on the
harder-working ones to do the lion’s share of the work.

In one case, a three-person team of beginning research students worked
with a local safety committee on a small project designed to find out what
young people knew and practiced in regard to bicycle safety. They decided
on interviews at a mall and quickly learned that only one of them—who
happened to be particularly unfocused and irresponsible, but also very
personable—was successful at getting young people to stop and talk with
her about bicycle safety. As it turned out, she completed most of the in-
terviews, and the other two shared the work of analyzing, writing up, and
sharing results. Although the weaker student admittedly learned less than
the others about doing research by virtue of her very circumscribed re-
sponsibilities, this proved to be an effective way to use her particular abil-
ities to ensure the success of the project.

ASSORTED MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES. Following are some bits of wis-
dom about managing and structuring community-based research projects
with students that are gleaned from the experiences of many different in-
structors:

• Have an accessible, central place to allow for storing and exchang-
ing materials and information such as copies of questionnaires, articles and
books to share, and the like.

• Buy and use a large wipe-off wall calendar for each project.
• Have a journal that serves as the running record of details of each

project. Students take turns writing in it at each meeting of the class or
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the entire research team (including community members), and record im-
portant decisions, assignments, and other information. At each regular
meeting about the project, start by having a student read or otherwise re-
view the journal entry of the last meeting with the group. Individual
journals can be used instead. The advantage of individual journals is that
students may also use them to record their own thoughts, concerns, and
personal reflections, and the instructor can use them as a source of in-
formation about student learning and about the contributions of indi-
vidual students to the project for grading purposes. Individual journals
work best when students are required or encouraged to write in them
weekly and when the guidelines about what to write are fairly clear.

• Use e-mail, when possible, as an ongoing means of communication
among members of the research team. This obviously works best if some-
one from the community group has access to the Internet, but it is very
useful even if it is limited to students. Have each student create a group
address that includes the instructor, and encourage all of them—even
those who are not enthusiastic e-mail users—to check it at least once a
day. Another effective means of communication is a course- or project-
based Web site, such as provided for by programs like Blackboard.

• Set deadlines, but make them at least somewhat flexible. This in-
creases the chances that the project will be done on time—a key consider-
ation. Once students leave at the end of the semester (especially true for
undergraduates), they are unlikely to work further to finish the final re-
port. But even if the students more or less finish the project, if they are
rushed at the end, any additional work necessary to bring the final prod-
uct up to an acceptable level will have to be done by the professor, perhaps
with help from community members. Students also appreciate deadlines,
as they help them with self-discipline and to schedule their time and work
more effectively. One way to accomplish this is by means of a work plan,
as The Work Plan example illustrates.

• For group projects, keep the student research team fairly small. The
ideal size of a research team for a one- or two-semester project seems to
be three to five students, with an equal or smaller number of community
representatives. More limited projects can be completed by teams of two
or three, and a more elaborate and multifaceted project may require a
team of six or more.

Troubleshooting Problem Projects

Community-based research projects are subject to a whole range of glitches,
problems, and catastrophes. Usually these are surmountable, but some-
times they are not. Always the aim is to do whatever one can to come up
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Using E-mail

E-mail can be a godsend for community-based researchers. It facilitates ongoing
communication among hard-to-reach students, instructors, and community
members, often at odd hours. Some examples of the kinds of e-mail messages
that help move projects along or even get them started:

Dear Ms. B,
I am a doctoral student enrolled in Dr. Cutforth’s community-based research

class and would like to work with your organization. I am pursuing a Ph.D. in
education with a focus in curriculum leadership. Before beginning my doctoral
program, I taught for seven years (jr. high, primarily civics) and was involved
with developing a service-learning program in my school district. If possible, 
I would like to meet with you sometime this coming week before Friday to 
discuss in more detail the research help you would like us to provide.

My home number is (333) 444–5555. During the week I am working with
the teacher education program and can be contacted at 333/666–7777. Please
give me a call or email me to let me know if we can get together. I’m looking
forward to meeting you.

dr. strand,
we are going to the fcaa tonight and faith house tomorrow night to conduct 
interviews. Mike thompson from beacon house is calling us back today to let us
know when we can come in to interview. Other than that things are going well
and elena and I are working on the research design even as we speak. See you
tomorrow @11 for class. Laura

Hey all,
Sorry I did not get my email out, I was at a funeral today as I explained. I got
your message, Laura. Sounds good about Beacon House. I am excited about
outreach tomorrow. I am not really sure what we are doing, but we will 
find out.

You guys can go to the Homeless Coalition meeting on the 20th, right? I
wanted to remind you all that I will not be there because I have that conference
in DC. We should definitely regroup before then. My schedule is really tight so
can we communicate over email about what we would like to say at the meet-
ing. I think that it is important to state all the problems that we have had with
organizations. Some Ideas: communication, unreturned phone calls, lack of co-
operation for even getting in to do interviews. I think that we should remind
them that the Coalition expressed a need to have this project done for them, 
so we need their cooperation on this, too. Explain that this is community-based
research, which means we have to have involvement of the community. I guess
we should have a progress report. Also, I will give you the list of people who
have returned those site surveys and we need to give another copy to those 
who never returned it. WE should have them fill these out AT THE MEETING,
so we can get them back!

Alright, ladies, please give me feedback on what we should and should not
be presenting to the Coalition.

Laura, see you at 12:45!



with something of value to the community and something of value to stu-
dents in the way of important lessons and learning experiences—keeping
in mind that the outcomes of the experience, for both the community and
student learning, may diverge wildly from the original plan. Here is where
the instructor is called on to be exceptionally flexible and sometimes quite
creative.

The sources of problems in CBR vary. Sometimes the problem is stu-
dents, who may procrastinate, drop out, do a substandard job, or fail to
complete the work. If they do this in a conventional credit-bearing inde-
pendent research project, the result is simply a poor grade. But when stu-
dents fail to complete a CBR project or produce a product that is of such
poor quality as to be of little value to the community, that is tantamount
to reneging on an agreement with the community. Consequences go well
beyond a bad grade for the students. The college or the faculty member
(or both) might well experience loss of trust, face, and a future oppor-
tunity to work with this community partner. For that reason, when the
problem is the students, it becomes incumbent on the professor to salvage
something from the project that is of value to the community. More often
than not, that means that the instructor takes over a project in order to see
it to completion, perhaps during the winter or summer break.

Sometimes the difficulty comes from the other side: the community part-
ner fails to stay with the project through completion or otherwise does not
come through with what is necessary to make the project a success. One
example of this occurred when a graduate student researcher arranged to
collaborate on a CBR project with a community organization just before
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The Work Plan

Sam Marullo, a sociology professor at Georgetown University, requires that stu-
dents doing community-based research develop what he calls a work plan, to be
completed and submitted by the end of the fourth week of the semester. The
work plan, which is designed to be flexible, lays out all the important details of
the project: what will be accomplished, the schedule of activities and deadlines,
and the assignment of tasks. Although the specifics of the work plan are deter-
mined by students and obviously influenced by the nature of the project,
Marullo offers some guidelines for one-semester projects. One is that data col-
lection must be completed at the latest by about two-thirds of the way through
the semester (although he notes that halfway through is ideal). Normally, he re-
quires that students complete the draft of the research report at least two weeks
prior to the end of the semester in order to allow time for community input, 
revision, and duplicating. And he strongly suggests that students schedule one
meeting each week with the community partner.



its board and staff underwent dramatic turnover. As a consequence, com-
munication paths were lost, and the new leadership was unaware of the
research plan developed with the previous leadership. Ultimately, the stu-
dent had to find a new partner and project when it became clear that the
faculty liaison was not positioned well enough to develop new ties and
renegotiate the old one. A CBR project can degenerate when just one key
community person loses a job, becomes ill, or experiences unforeseen work
or family demands. Sometimes the organization overestimates its own ca-
pacity or decides in the middle of a project that it no longer is able or will-
ing to commit resources to it.

And, finally, sometimes projects come to a standstill because of circum-
stances quite beyond the control of the students, the professor, or the com-
munity partner. One project involving door-to-door interviews with
residents of an African American community fell seriously behind schedule
because of a series of severe ice and snow storms during a winter semester.
Sometimes research plans just do not work, as is the case with the example
described in Chapter Three, when an entire project was aborted midse-
mester because the Alcohol Prevention and Recovery Agency refused to ap-
prove the survey instrument because of concerns about being scrutinized.

One way to avoid threats to the success of a project from the campus
side is to work to sustain student engagement with the project. This may
require little more than staying on top of what is going on with the proj-
ect, so that the instructor (sometimes with the help of other students) can
pull recalcitrant students back into the fold. Students are inclined to be
less motivated during certain stages of a CBR project, such as the research
design stage or when background research is required. Often the more or
less natural ebb and flow of the research work creates slow times during
which student commitment and activity might wane. One way to prevent
this sort of time waste is to emphasize to students that they must always
be proactive—for example, not simply leave a telephone message but keep
calling back, or find a different person who can help—and that they
should have backup tasks in place at all times. When students are com-
pleting the interview phase of a survey or oral history project, for exam-
ple, they might also be working on writing beginning sections of the final
report. That way, when respondents are hard to come by for one reason
or another and interviewing slows, a fairly common problem, students
can continue to make good use of their time and keep working toward
the deadline.

When the problem is students who seem to lack motivation and self-
discipline, assigning those students specific tasks with clear deadlines might
help, as will teaming those students, in group projects, with other students
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who are more capable and motivated. The problem of reengaging recal-
citrant students is often best handled by frank communication in group
meetings or by individual discussions with those students.

Finally, one of the valuable lessons that students learn from CBR is that
real research seldom proceeds as neatly as textbooks would lead us to be-
lieve and that good researchers are flexible, resourceful, self-motivated,
and willing to accept uncertainty and change. All of this is especially true
of community-based research, which takes place very much in the real
world and requires sharing of control, work, and responsibility. This means
there are bound to be more than the usual number and variety of unan-
ticipated hurdles to be dealt with which requires compromise, flexibility,
and commitment on the part of the entire research team. Here, the in-
structor can lead by example. In the end, problems in sustaining student
engagement may indicate the need for a system for screening students al-
lowed to do CBR or may indicate other shortcomings in the selection and
management of projects.

Evaluating Students

Experiential learning of all kinds, along with group projects, is more dif-
ficult to evaluate than conventional, individual classroom-based learn-
ing. Unlike some kinds of service-learning, CBR results in a written
product, the research report, which can be used as the main basis for the
grade, especially when the student worked alone (that is, with no other
students). When the CBR is a student group effort, grading becomes a
bit more complicated unless the professor has reason to assume that all
the students made equal contributions. Typically, they do not. That is
when other measures—journals, class participation, and individual con-
tributions to the project—are important. One instructor relies on inter-
views with individual students during which they provide information
about and an assessment of the contribution of each member of their re-
search group (including themselves) to the overall effort. These confi-
dential interviews also alert the instructor to problems with the project
or other concerns that might need attention. Another professor requires
that students keep detailed records in their individual journals about their
own and others’ activities and contributions and also to turn in short re-
flection papers over the course of the semester. Some faculty members ask
the community partners to assess the contribution of each student to the
research project. This underscores the collaborative nature of the partner-
ship and may provide valuable insights into and information about the
quality and quantity of each student’s work.
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Producing, Sharing, and Implementing Results

The last stages of the CBR project can be at once the most exciting and
the most difficult. Research findings may be presented in any number of
different forms: oral presentation, poster, video, theater, and so on. How-
ever, the most common is the written research report. Following are some
strategies for producing a quality report from a CBR project:

• Start writing the report early.

• Plan to revise more than once. For most students, this is the stage
of the work where they feel—and often are—least competent. 
They will need lots of guidance to produce a quality product.

• Involve community members in the writing or, at least (and more
commonly), as readers of early drafts.

• Make the report professional and scholarly (bound copies are
nice), but also more straightforward and clearly written than 
typical scholarly research. This may well mean that students whose
CBR project is meeting thesis or dissertation requirements will
have to write two reports: one for the academy and the other for
the community.

• Consider producing a one- to two-page addendum to the main 
report that lists highlights of the findings. If this is not feasible, 
emphasize to students the importance of having lots of clear sum-
maries and lists of main points within the report itself. Many 
people in the community will not read the entire document, so it
should be written in such a way that they can know by perusing
the report what the researchers did and what they found.

• Ask the partner how many copies of the report they want and try
to meet their needs. Give them the original if they want it. Think
of the report as belonging first to the community and second to 
the students.

Often students will be invited to present the research to one or more
community groups. Sometimes this presentation is given with community
partners, and especially in small cities or more rural areas, students may
find themselves talking about their research more than once and to some
influential political bodies in the community: not just the board of the part-
ner agency but perhaps the county commissioners, the county council,
relevant local coalitions and advocacy groups, government boards, and
even state-level legislative groups. Many professors involved in CBR have
been pleasantly surprised at the amount of attention given to this form of
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student-community research. Because these oral presentations can be crit-
ical to the impact of the research—not to mention how they reflect on the
college and, less so, the professor—they must be done effectively. This might
require some faculty intervention, especially when the community partner
is relying solely on the students to do the work (often the case).

Wherever possible, students should be given an opportunity to present
their results in a more conventionally academic setting. A good place to
start is at a department-based or campuswide forum. One professor takes
her CBR students each year to a regional conference devoted to under-
graduate social science research (the Mid-Atlantic Undergraduate Social
Research Conference). Others, more often graduate students, have been
on the programs of state, regional, and national disciplinary associations.
In addition to giving students practice in presentation, the value of this
sort of participation is that it helps to advance the idea that CBR is indeed
real research as it promotes the importance of putting academic training
to work in the interest of social justice and community betterment.

CBR is best seen as little more than one small part of a community’s
larger social change agenda. In addition, and as we have seen, CBR proj-
ects frequently do not have clear and immediate social change implica-
tions. And even when they do, barriers to change often hold sway so that
little happens—at least in an immediate sense—as a result of the research.
In other cases, the social change implications of CBR projects are clearer.
They may have real implications for how an agency does its work, inform
official thinking or action about some pending policy or program at the
local level, or provoke a spirited public information campaign to garner
support for some sort of policy, group, or idea. When students do CBR,
however, they are seldom around to see their results implemented. In fact,
students often express some disappointment at the end of their work that
they will never know just what, if anything, came of their efforts. Nor do
they normally have the chance to work to implement the changes sug-
gested by the research. For all the pedagogical benefits associated with in-
volving students in CBR, this is a clear drawback for both students and
the community.

Summary

In this chapter, we have discussed how instructors can meet some of the
many challenges that come with doing community-based research with
students. CBR can enhance academic learning in many disciplines using
any of a number of curricular configurations—graduate and undergrad-
uate courses, theses, independent studies, seminars, internships, and so
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on. We also suggest a number of strategies for ensuring students’ readi-
ness to take on CBR projects, which requires that they be sensitive to and
familiar with the community, understand the principles of CBR, have
some research skills, and acquire some substantive knowledge related to
the project. The most important goal of CBR is to produce usable research
for the community, and we recommend a number of strategies for struc-
turing and managing the CBR project to accomplish this goal—from the
project’s inception to the presentation and implementation of results.
Throughout, there is always an eye to helping students acquire the knowl-
edge, skills, and values that will make them effective citizens and agents
of social change.
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8

ORGANIZING FOR 
COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH

PRINCIPLES AND MODELS OF CAMPUS-BASED 

ADMINISTRATIVE STRUCTURES

Models for Organizing CBR

Solo Practitioner Model
Professor A teaches chemistry at a small, private liberal arts college in rural 
Appalachia. She is concerned about mining runoff contamination of the local
river and has her class on instrumentation undertake a community-based re-
search project in collaboration with a local environmental justice organization.
Each semester, her students work with community residents and environmental
activists to test the water levels of harmful metals and write a report document-
ing their findings. The environmental justice organization uses these reports in
its campaign to monitor toxic wastes that are being dumped in the river and 
to force the mining company to reduce its dumping practices.

Simple CBR Structure Model
Professor B, a sociologist at a medium-sized urban state college, directs the 
college’s honors project and teaches research methods in sociology. With the
support of a modest grant from the Bonner Foundation, Professor B has been
able to institutionalize the undertaking of CBR projects through the college
honors program and in the sociology, social work, women’s studies, and crimi-
nal justice majors. Each semester, she solicits ideas from community service
agencies for research projects. After screening out unwieldy and unrealistic 
proposals, she and her colleagues present the remaining project ideas to students
in the honors program, the senior seminars in women’s studies and criminal 
justice, and her research methods classes. Students undertake the projects and
produce research reports that are turned in to the faculty member and to the
community agency for which they have undertaken the project.
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Complex CBR Center Structure Model
Professor C directs the community outreach center of a major research univer-
sity. As part of the center’s activities, which include operating direct service pro-
grams and supporting service-learning courses, the director solicits research
proposals from community agencies and posts them on the center’s Web site.
Center staff try to match community organizations’ research proposals with fac-
ulty and graduate students from a number of departments who are interested in
undertaking such projects in collaboration with community groups.

Each semester, Professor C teaches a course titled “Community-Based Re-
search,” assisted by three graduate research assistants, through which thirty un-
dergraduates, with research assistants and faculty support, undertake research
projects from among those requested by the community. To support this work,
the center awards small grants to help defray the costs of some of these projects,
pays for the research assistants who help to organize the research projects,
maintains the Web site and posts completed project reports on the site, and or-
ganizes an annual conference through which these and other CBR projects are
presented to the larger community.

Metropolitan Consortium Model
The Chicago Policy Research Action Group (PRAG) is a network of four uni-
versities and fifteen CBOs that has operated in Chicago since 1989. PRAG has a
central office consisting of a part-time faculty director, full-time project coordi-
nator and research outreach coordinator, and administrator. The bulk of the re-
search work is done by faculty, student interns, research assistants, apprentices,
and CBO staff, with roughly ten to fifteen projects ongoing at any time. They
are directed by a core group of twenty-four, split evenly among faculty and
community partners, which sets policies and makes decisions about the types of
projects and partnerships to support. An executive committee of eight members
(four university and four community partners) meets monthly between quarterly
core group meetings.

The PRAG collaborative solicits research proposals from a broad net of com-
munity partners. It has raised over $4 million from the MacArthur Foundation
and other agencies to support collaborative research projects that also function
to transfer knowledge-generating capacity to the community rather than foster a
dependence of the community on university expertise. Although it casts a broad
net to solicit proposals, PRAG has also developed a working group structure
that focuses on developing research projects and collaborations in five issue
areas: adult education and workforce preparation, residential stability, citizen
empowerment, public health mapping strategies, and economic development. 
A joint university-community review process determines how grant resources
will be allocated, from among those solicited through the request for proposal
process and those developed by the working groups, primarily in the form of
having interns, assistants, and apprentices assigned to the project.

Over the dozen years of its operation, PRAG has supported over 140 collab-
orative research projects. A collection of case studies and some of the lessons
learned from PRAG are contained in Building Community: Social Science in 
Action (Nyden, Figert, Shibley, and Burrows, 1997).



Clearly, no one form of social organization is best suited for undertak-
ing community-based research. Rather, the social organization that is most
appropriate for a particular research project depends on things like the
scope and complexity of the problem to be examined, the immediacy of
the need for results, the ability to mobilize resources of various types, and
the research expertise of interested stakeholders.

In this chapter, we examine some principles and models of organizing
higher education institutions for the purpose of undertaking CBR. The first
question one might raise, however, is why institutions must be organized
for undertaking community-based research. Why not just do it? Obviously,
individuals with appropriate skills can just do research in the community
that will benefit CBOs. This is the case for Professor A in the first exam-
ple. But as is usually true, benefits and efficiencies may come from creat-
ing some sort of organizational structure to carry out community-based
research.

Through the analysis in this chapter, we see how CBR structures in
higher education represent change both internally and externally—change
within the higher education institution itself and change in the commu-
nity. In the following chapter, we turn to a number of issues that need to
be considered in organizing a higher education institution to engage in
and sustain CBR work.

Organizing Community-Based Research 
in Higher Education for Social Change

People working for social change that incorporates the process of com-
munity-based research will need to accomplish a number of different
tasks or functions connected with that work. And some form of social
organization—a number of individuals, organized in a deliberate way—
will much more effectively achieve the ends of useful research and social
change.

Organizing within higher education institutions to undertake community-
based research is done for a number of reasons:

• To mobilize resources

• To build deeper relationships among CBR collaborators

• To maximize efficiency through a division of labor

• To manage information and authority relations among 
components of the project

• To devise rules and control mechanisms for undertaking research
projects
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• To manage external relationships

• To create sustainability mechanisms

Institutional organization for effective CBR must do more than carry out
these seven functions, however. It must also embody the principles of CBR
that we have articulated—true collaboration, the demystification of
knowledge and the democratization of the research process, and knowl-
edge dissemination and research directed toward the goal of social change.

In order to achieve social change, committed activists need to mobilize
sufficient resources for understanding the problems associated with cur-
rent institutional arrangements and their operations, exploring alterna-
tive possibilities and mapping out the desired changes, and ultimately,
carrying out the changes sought in institutional arrangements. CBR can
play a role in each of the phases of social change. Yet to undertake even
a rather straightforward research project, resources such as people’s time
and effort need to be mobilized (in other words, become activated and di-
rected) to yield practical results. And just as we need to mobilize the right
kind of resources in sufficient amounts to complete CBR research tasks
successfully, we also need to go about the process in the right way. We
should be mindful of the need to structure collaborative relationships so
that they use and build the capacities of each of the partners, respect the
knowledge of all participants, and invite meaningful participation of all
interested stakeholders. Over time, relationships become more multi-
faceted, which leads to deeper knowledge of each other’s strengths and
weaknesses, allowing shared understandings to emerge, and ultimately to
forming bonds of trust.

CBR’s commitment to egalitarian relationships does not mean that we
deny differences in skills, training, knowledge, and experience of the col-
laborators. Faculty members should not pretend that their research exper-
tise is not of value, and they should not support community residents who
take on research initiatives that are unsound or will produce useless infor-
mation. Instead, what we need to do is value, invite, and structure in com-
munity input—the knowledge and experience of community members—in
order to increase the likelihood of producing research that will advance so-
cial change goals. This requires that we think creatively when we assess
the resources that can be mobilized and consider what an effective divi-
sion of labor would be in order to undertake a successful CBR project. The
CBR center not only serves as the vehicle for mobilizing resources but also
functions as a repository and sustainer of constructed forms of interaction
among higher education and community collaborators.

Collaboration and democratization of the research process suggest that
one organizing principle should be the maximum dissemination of infor-
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mation and decision making, as determined by the needs of the project. In-
formation can be empowering, suggesting that there should be substantial
effort devoted to sharing information as widely as possible and enabling
actors to make use of such information. The rules and control mechanisms
flow from the information and decision-making processes that are estab-
lished. This results in fewer inhibiting hierarchical structures, greater lat-
eral flows of information, and more collaborative decision making.

Social change also refers to changing power and institutional arrange-
ments of the larger community. This requires the ability to interact with
and influence myriad external relationships outside the CBR collabo-
ration. Because this work is being done with disadvantaged groups, it 
typically requires special outreach efforts and accommodations to keep
everyone involved. CBR also entails developing the capacity of the disad-
vantaged so that they are increasingly able to organize, mobilize, and un-
dertake social change and CBR activities themselves. In addition, social
change work requires that we influence third parties, engaging allies on
behalf of the social change agenda, converting disinterested parties, and
neutralizing the efforts of actors interested in resisting change. The CBR
center becomes a vehicle for building and maintaining this wide variety
of relationships over time, beyond the life of a single project.

We now turn to the seven specific dimensions of effective social orga-
nization, applying them to CBR organizations in higher education in order
to examine how they can be realized in the light of our principles of best
CBR practice.

Mobilizing Resources

The primary incentive for organizing is that a collective of people can ac-
complish more than an individual due to the benefits of specialization and
efficiencies of scale. The research process is a complex task requiring mul-
tiple skills and often concurrent tasks. Solo researchers are limited by the
number of activities that they can undertake at once and by the partic-
ular skill sets that they may or may not possess. The multiple methods 
to be employed and the challenges of gathering data may be incentive
enough for the researcher to seek collaborators from among faculty col-
leagues, students, and community partners. In addition, there are a num-
ber of other tasks that are not specific to collaborative research, such as
administering an office, organizing logistics, and coordinating materials;
even well-qualified researchers are not likely to be equally well qualified
as administrators, organizers, managers, popular educators, animators,
and advocates, all roles likely to be involved in the community-based re-
search process.
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In a narrow sense, the primary objective for organizing around CBR is
to mobilize additional resources in order to help accomplish the research
task. For the university-based researcher, this would typically entail mo-
bilizing students, faculty colleagues, and administrative support in order to
undertake the project. Other faculty colleagues bring additional research
experience, more time that can be devoted to the research project, and
policy or context expertise beyond that of the solo researcher. The faculty
member may wish to engage students in the research process as a source
of labor, in exchange for which the students are taught the principles and
practice of research. Faculty members may be able to use university re-
sources, such as administrative support, student office help, and use of
equipment, as part of their obligation to undertake scholarship. Further-
more, university development and grants offices may be helpful in identi-
fying and soliciting funding to support the research.

The community partner engaging in CBR also finds advantages in mo-
bilizing additional resources to undertake a research project. Time is one
such resource: the community-based researcher is likely to need support to
have the time to devote to the project. In addition, there is likely to be a
need for technical expertise for undertaking pieces of the project. The needs
for administrative and management support, labor for data gathering and
processing, and development support are at least as pressing on the com-
munity-based researcher as they are on the university-based colleague.

In Figure 8.1, we delineate various types of resources that a CBR center
would attempt to mobilize. Although some resources are more likely to
be found among either the community or university partners, each type
of resource may in fact be found in either location. An initial assessment
of these resources should be undertaken by those interested in establish-
ing a CBR center in order to guide its development—for example, to de-
termine where it should be located and who should be involved as the
initial stakeholders in its formation. Increasingly, collaboration among
university and community partners is not only desirable but may be a pre-
requisite for attaining funding for community-based research.

Building Multiplex Relationships

Unlike the television commercial for a fast food chicken take-out chain,
most of us do not have the luxury of “doing just one thing and doing it
right.” Community agencies interested in undertaking research are most
likely also to be involved in delivering services or organizing their com-
munity, managing grants, fundraising, doing community outreach, and
advocating for their constituents. Faculty members engaged in CBR may
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be working on more than one research project, teaching courses, engag-
ing in multiple service projects on campus and in their professional as-
sociation, and writing grants—so neither can they afford the luxury of
“doing only one thing and doing it right.” In short, both university- and
community-based researchers are involved in many relationships, and each
relationship may contain multiple elements (see Figure 8.2).

These multiplex relationships may also consist of role relationships with
the same partners who are interacting with each other along different di-
mensions. For example, in the La Clinica Tepeyac case cited earlier in
Chapter Two, the faculty member who is teaching his class and supervis-
ing his students’ work in the community on behalf of the agency may also
be a guest speaker at a community meeting organized by La Clinica, may
serve on one of its committees, and may help organize an advocacy cam-
paign with La Clinica. Conversely, the La Clinica staff member who works
on the research project may also be helping to teach and supervise the stu-
dents who work on the project, serving as a guest lecturer or co-teacher
for the course, operating as university liaison for La Clinica on the uni-
versity’s CBR center steering committee, and helping to oversee university
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Figure 8.2. Multiplex Role Relations Between Faculty 
and Community Collaborators Engaged in CBR.
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students who volunteer at La Clinica on a direct service project. In sum,
there is a multiplexity of relationships that might emerge as a result of the
many different roles and role interrelations that two CBR partners might
have. Managing these multiplex role relations is likely to be easier when
there is an administrative structure that helps to coordinate them and to
provide additional staff support to help sustain them.

Maximizing Efficiency Through a Division of Labor

In addition to mobilizing more resources, an organization’s division of
labor allows for increased efficiency to use better the resources it has mo-



bilized in order to achieve its goals. This refers to the development of spe-
cialized knowledge and experience that enable people to become particu-
larly adept in some tasks, to forgo doing others at which they are less
adept or less interested, and then to integrate the tasks through coopera-
tion. Developing a center to undertake or support CBR allows for the spe-
cialization of research skills and methodologies, substantive expertise, and
administrative tasks. It also allows for the development of a greater net-
work of contacts in the community and at the university that may be help-
ful in advancing both the research and social change agendas.

The multiple stages of and tasks required to complete a community-
based research project virtually ensure that there will be some tasks at
which a particular researcher is likely to have little competence. For ex-
ample, a skilled interviewer or field researcher may have limited organiz-
ing skills and no experience in keeping track of payrolls and budgets on
a large research project. A good public speaker and effective advocate may
have limited patience for undertaking data entry and verification and lit-
tle ability to write grant proposals. A CBR center can bring together peo-
ple with complementary expertise and create working teams that are more
effective and efficient in completing a project than a single person who
spends the same amount of time working on various aspects of it.

Managing Information and Authority Relations Among 
Components of the Process

As research projects grow larger, the complexity of tasks and the division
of labor involved require a structure for managing information and es-
tablishing ordered interactions among the components. Such a structure
is typically depicted in hierarchical terms: authority relations operate so
that those at the top exercise authority over those lower in a pyramid-like
structure, whereas information flows from lower levels of the pyramid to
higher levels. However, both information flows and authority relations
can be, and often are, arranged more horizontally. Decision-making au-
thority in modern organizations, and particularly in CBR enterprises, is
typically delegated throughout a structure, with participants at various
levels throughout the structure being empowered to make particular de-
cisions. Similarly, information flows should proceed in all directions, so
that those at the top are sharing knowledge and information throughout
the structure with those at all levels, thereby developing the capacity for
sound decision making throughout the organization.

Certainly, the development and widespread use of information sharing
using e-mail, the Internet, and the World Wide Web make these informa-
tion flows possible. Students, novice researchers in the community, and
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faculty researchers can gain access to tremendous amounts of data, so-
phisticated measurement instruments, and extensive literature relevant to
virtually any research topic. Indeed, the more important issue today is
having the wisdom to discern which of the available studies, data sources,
instruments, and methodologies are most appropriate for a given research
project in a particular context. The technical expertise of the professional
faculty researcher is not sufficient for making this judgment, since the
community-based research partner will have specialized knowledge that
is also needed. Developing effective communication among the partners
that is ongoing, timely, and relevant is the greater challenge, particularly
in the light of the information overload that each of the collaborators may
experience.

One of the issues this raises is the credibility and validity of the research
across domains that have traditionally been quite separate. From the aca-
demic side, the issue is the credibility of “uncredentialed” research col-
laborators (in other words, those without traditional academic research
degrees), such as community residents or CBO staff, who perform data
gathering and analysis. From the community side, the issue is the validity
of adopting an academic perspective on understanding real-life problems
that have a direct impact on disadvantaged people. From each partner’s
predisposed perspective, the collaborator from the other side is lacking
some training or experience that is essential for undertaking needed and
valuable work. It takes time to develop an understanding and apprecia-
tion of the strengths and weaknesses of each of the partners. Effective com-
munication is necessary to convey the priorities of each perspective and
to translate the jargon across the community-academy divide.

It also takes time to develop a level of trust among the partners that the
collaborative research goals are being pursued in good faith. From each
partner’s point of view, there are reasons for preserving discretion and au-
tonomy in determining how data and findings are to be interpreted and
used. On this basis alone, we believe that the collaborative practice of
CBR offers additional opportunities for scrutinizing, verifying, and re-
porting data that improve the overall quality of such work. Our claim here
is that research designed to meet multiple sets of needs and demands, as
CBR does, is both more challenging and more fruitful than traditional 
scientific discovery because it must be scrutinized and pass muster from
multiple sets of interests. Discussing these matters during the process of
constructing a memorandum of understanding (MOU) helps to avoid con-
flicts that may later emerge in the research process. Figure 8.3 illustrates
how the traditional university and community’s interests and perspectives
may differ at each stage of the research process.

178 community-based research and higher education



organizing for community-based research 179

Figure 8.3. Traditional University and Community Influences on CBR.
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Devising Rules and Control Mechanisms 
for the Research Process

Under the traditional model of research, the solo researcher makes all the
decisions about research design, methodology, quality control of data,
analysis, interpretation, write-up, and presentation, guided by the princi-
ples and norms of the discipline and institution in which the researcher is
located. In the CBR model, the researcher relinquishes some control and
replaces this with collaboration, working with community partners to de-
termine the research process. Furthermore, it is no longer simply discipline
or university principles or guidelines that govern the practice of CBR; in-
stead, there are also principles of practice of CBR that govern such work.
These have been summarized by numerous authors (Greenwood and
Levin, 1998; Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993; Sclove, Scammell and Hol-
land, 1998; Stringer, 1999; and Torres and Schaffer, 2000), but here we
will present the summary created by Cornwall and Jewkes (1995). The
following principles of best practice thus become control mechanisms that
help to guide CBR organizational structure:

• Build on strengths and resources within the community.

• Recognize community as a unit of identity, not just a place.

• Facilitate collaboration in all phases of the research.

• Integrate knowledge and action for the mutual benefit of all 
partners.

• Promote a co-learning and empowering process that attends to 
social inequalities.

• Use a cyclical and iterative process.

• Disseminate findings and knowledge gained to all parties 
[Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995, p. 1672].

Because the CBR research process becomes a multiperson partnership
among stakeholders with different roles, expertise, and vested interests,
organizational mechanisms are needed to govern the process. Research
protocols and MOUs are common vehicles for outlining how the process
is to unfold. Such agreements are formal in nature, however, and must be
put into practice and routinized through everyday practices. Informal and
regular communication needs to be established to construct such norms
of practice.

Face-to-face interactions, as well as telephone and e-mail communica-
tion, informal memos, and regular staff meetings, are some of the mech-
anisms through which these informal practices are established. Certainly,
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official MOUs, grant proposals, and even institutional mission statements
may be referred to for guidance or to resolve disputes. A designated proj-
ect director or principal investigator needs to establish trust and be
granted the authority to make practical decisions to move the research
project forward. The project director can accomplish this by having reg-
ular communications with all involved in the project, including all the 
participants as well as a project steering group (whether it is constituted
formally or informally), and sharing information and decision making as
much as possible. Figure 8.4 is a schematic illustration of the many au-
thority structures, formal and informal, that guide the research process.

A number of larger questions need to be addressed through the con-
struction of a control mechanism for a collaborative research project,
such as:

• Who owns the data?

• What is the internal review process that will be used to review the
data and its interpretations?

• What are the major roles, and who will assume responsibility 
for them?

• How are the work products to be disseminated?

In some cases, not only does the university have an institutional review
board (IRB) process that must approve of a proposed research project, so
too does the community organization. In Trenton, the Union Industrial
Home for Children requires that all research projects, even those jointly
developed by its own staff designed to improve the quality of life for its
clients, must pass their own internal IRB process to ensure that client in-
terests and confidentiality will not be harmed.

As working relationships are established, shared understandings emerge
over time, become routinized, and take on the role of traditional author-
ity governing the relationship. At the most sophisticated level, the Chicago
Policy Research Action Group (PRAG) consortium has a steering com-
mittee of university and community partners that reviews proposals and
exercises oversight over projects through its own set of principles. It pub-
lishes work in its own journal, PRAGmatics, functioning as a quality con-
trol and gatekeeping mechanism for the work done within the consortium.

Managing External Relationships

Because any CBR project is part of a larger social change initiative, the
goal is to mobilize resources to become an agent of change and ultimately
change the larger society. To mobilize resources, a CBR organization must
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engage in outreach and development activities. To influence the larger 
society, it may engage in lobbying, organizing, and advocacy work and
spread its message to the larger public through the media. Some of this
work may turn out to be adversarial in nature, seeking to change the sta-
tus quo and being met with opposition by forces controlling substantial
resources. Figure 8.5 illustrates the types of outreach processes in which
a CBR center might engage to reach various outsider publics.

In the most sophisticated CBR structures, each of these relationships
might be managed by a professional expert. The publicist, lobbyist, out-
reach worker, and fundraiser could be dedicated positions within the CBR
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Figure 8.4. Formal and Informal Control Mechanisms Governing CBR.
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center that are responsible for advancing the center’s interests. A publicist
would provide news stories and disseminate research findings to mainstream
and specialized media outlets in order to make known the work of the CBR
center. A lobbyist would be responsible for advocating on behalf of the con-
stituents or clients of the center, applying the research findings to the pol-
icy process and promoting legislation and political activism in support of
the center’s work. A lobbyist would be responsible for advocating on be-
half of the constituents and attempt to mobilize additional human resources
on behalf of the social change initiative by recruiting and training efforts.
The fundraiser would write grant proposals and solicit funding from foun-
dations, corporations, and potential private donors in order to support the
center’s activities. We are not aware of any CBR center that is large enough
and has a division of labor so refined as to have each of these functions
filled in a separate position. What is more commonly the case, even among

organizing for community-based research 183

Figure 8.5. Outreach Processes and Targets.
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the larger centers, is that it is expected that everyone does some of each of
these tasks in the course of undertaking their project.

Creating Sustainability Mechanisms

The ultimate purpose of CBR is to change society to empower those in
need, expand opportunities and resources to the disadvantaged, and mit-
igate structured inequities. Such goals are obviously long term and thus
require sustained efforts. The solo researcher is limited not only in terms
of the resources that she or he can mobilize at any given time, but also in
terms of how these resources can be kept mobilized. From one semester
to the next, over calendar breaks, vacations, and sabbaticals, and over the
course of a career, the individual faculty member’s resources and interest
level will vary. An established center is able to mobilize multiple people
and resources over time, making it more effective in accomplishing the
many different tasks of CBR in a sustained way.

In Chapter Three, we delineate some characteristics of sustainable CBR
centers. They are clarity of mission, community demand, organizational
leadership, appropriateness of organizational structures, strong human
resources, strong financial resources, and ongoing evaluation processes.
Clearly, each of these characteristics requires ongoing attention. The suc-
cessful CBR center needs to build in a self-reflective process so that it peri-
odically considers how well it is achieving these principles. This is done by
undertaking strategic planning, process and empowerment assessment,
center staff and board reflection, and external reviews.

Four Models of CBR Structures

Community-based research can be undertaken within a wide range of ad-
ministrative contexts, from the simple form of a solo faculty member work-
ing with a single partner to a highly complex consortium of university- and
community-based agencies engaging in ongoing collaborative research.
Examples of each are presented at the beginning of this chapter. We will
examine each of the four models that higher education institutions can
use to administer community-based research, moving from simplest to most
complex:

• Solo faculty and community partnership 

• A small CBR program with regular partners 

• A large, complex community-based research center 

• A local or regional consortium 
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These descriptions are offered as models or case studies—and are not in-
tended to be an exhaustive account of the broad range of practices that
in fact exists.

The emphasis here is on the models of organization from the perspec-
tive of the university partner. These higher education models represent
amalgams of CBR centers currently in operation. They also call to our at-
tention the dearth of specialized institutions in the community that engage
in community-based research, especially relative to the number of insti-
tutions of higher education. The Loka Institute, a national association ded-
icated to promoting and supporting community-based research, was able
to identify only fifty community-based research centers in the United States
in the late 1990s (Sclove, Scammell, and Holland, 1998, p. iv). Neverthe-
less, there are over thirty-six hundred U.S. colleges and universities, sug-
gesting that most collaborations for undertaking CBR will likely occur in
the context of a higher education institution-based center.

As CBR structures range from simple to complex, they are increasingly
likely to be able to fulfill organizational functions. At the simplest level,
the solo practitioner is able to mobilize fewer resources than when there
are several faculty collaborators or an entire center operating to support
CBR projects. Even small, simple CBR centers are able to afford a divi-
sion of labor among tasks, create information-sharing systems, and de-
velop control mechanisms that are not possible for a single practitioner.
Larger, more complex CBR centers are better able to fulfill all of the pre-
vious functions, as well as reach a level of sustainability that is more chal-
lenging for a small, basic structure. The large, complex center also may
be able to manage external relations well. However, it is likely to be the
local or regional center that is best able to influence the external commu-
nity. It does this by means of policy or socioeconomic change initiatives
undertaken on a larger scale than is possible through the other forms of
CBR structure. Certainly there are exceptions to these general patterns,
such as small structures that have proved to be extremely durable over time,
or large centers or consortiums that have not managed to establish good
information systems or control mechanisms. However, the increasing size
and complexity of CBR structures are likely to correspond to their ca-
pacity to achieve the functions described above. Figure 8.6 illustrates this
relationship.

Solo Practitioner Model

The simplest model of organizing CBR is a single faculty and community
partner collaborating on a research project. In the first case described at
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the beginning of this chapter, Professor A has students in her chemistry
class work with a community environmental justice organization in Ap-
palachia, which has as its goals the protection of regional waterways and
cleaning up mining practices that contaminate the environment. The pro-
fessor, through her work with the organization, realized the need for on-
going research to test the level of contaminants found in the waterway
and to monitor compliance with existing clean water regulations. In her
instrumentation course, students had traditionally undertaken lab exer-
cises through which they learned how to operate particular instruments
that enabled them to identify unknown chemical substances found in vari-
ous solutions. Now, as one of her exercises, she has students travel to var-
ious sites to collect samples that they then analyze and record. When she
and her students started their evaluation of downstream mining sites, they
discovered tremendously high levels of contaminants in the water. Such
information could then be used by the environmental justice organization
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Figure 8.6. Organizational Capacities of CBR Structures.
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as part of its social change agenda—to advance a lawsuit against the min-
ing operation to force its compliance with clean water laws.

The single faculty member, having her students work collaboratively
with a small CBO, undertook a valuable piece of research that produced
striking results and led to successful social change. No formal CBR orga-
nization structure was needed beyond the informal relationship among
the environmental justice organization staff members, the professor, and
the students. In this case, the resources mobilized by the CBO staff (such
as information about mining operation practices and location) and the
professor (her students’ labor and lab materials) were adequate to the re-
search task at hand with virtually no other overhead required to complete
the project. Furthermore, because the professor and students were acting
within the confines of a particular class, academic freedom tenets insu-
lated them from any official university oversight or review processes.

Such projects rarely have such profound consequences in real life, how-
ever. In this example, the faculty member and students sized their project
to match their limited resource capabilities. Apart from transportation
costs, lab expenses, and data analysis costs—the last two covered as part
of typical laboratory course costs—there were virtually no real dollar costs
to undertaking the project. Also, because of the small scale of the research
project, there was no political controversy generated on campus or in the
community by undertaking the study, thereby not exposing the professor
to any risks of sanction in merit review processes and not requiring any
efforts to manage external relations. Potential problems that might have
arisen due to the semester system and academic breaks were avoided by
keeping the project small and contained so as to be completed within two
months, reducing the importance of a more formal organization for sus-
tainability purposes.

Attempting CBR as a solo practitioner has costs as well. The faculty
member must invest more time and energy than in traditional classroom-
based teaching to ensure the success of the project. She must arrange travel
logistics for her students, keep track of costs incurred, and take into ac-
count transportation risks and liability issues while coordinating all of this
with the community partner. In addition, she must make sure that the stu-
dents are adequately prepared to undertake the actual research work and
appropriately oriented to understand and contribute to the partnership
relationship. Professor A also must be concerned about the sustainability
of this relationship. Clearly, she is the only point of contact between the
university and the community agency. When she takes off a semester or year
for a sabbatical, no other colleague is likely to teach the instrumentation
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course in the same manner, and the monitoring project is likely to miss a
year’s worth of data. Should Professor A take on a different research in-
terest or be assigned to teach other courses, it might be extremely difficult
for her to maintain her relationship with, and organize the monitoring
work for, the environmental justice organization.

There is very little of a specialized division of labor in undertaking these
projects. Professor A and her community partner are responsible for or-
ganizing the project, maintaining the multiplexity of roles required, and
mobilizing the internal and external resources necessary to carry it out.
They have developed a relationship of trust over time, but Professor A still
insists that she and her partners review their work plan each semester to
be clear on who is responsible for what pieces of the work. There is good
communication between Professor A and her partner, and they have de-
veloped norms for sharing information and decision making that works
for them. However, all of this would be considered to be informal and is
largely dependent on the two key people in this relationship. If Professor
A were to leave the university, the environmental justice organization
would likely not have a partner for such future collaborations. If the en-
vironmental justice organizer was replaced by another person, Professor
A would have to start over with the new person, and whether this person
would be interested in maintaining this project would be up to his or 
her discretion, since it is only a small part of the position’s formal job 
description. From both institutional ends of the relationship, such a col-
laborative project is voluntary, ad hoc, and at risk for long-term sustain-
ability.

Simple CBR Structure Model

In the case of the simple CBR structure, the second example at the begin-
ning of this chapter, we can see that the university program-community
partner connection provides support for multiple projects to be ongoing
simultaneously and engages multiple faculty and community partners in
several different roles. Substantially more university resources, primarily
faculty and students’ time and expertise, have been mobilized to work with
several community organizations. In this case, the CBR director, Profes-
sor B, uses a systematic approach to soliciting research project ideas from
a limited set of community partners. Such a solicitation process provides
a mechanism for the faculty to hear from community partners what their
research needs are. The process is more systematic and allows for some
level of interaction among potential university and community collabo-
rators, even if the majority of project ideas submitted in response to the
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solicitation ultimately go undeveloped. The drawbacks of this approach
are that the solicitation and research project requests are limited in terms
of developing richer understandings of the projects, which is needed to
build long-term sustainable relationships, and have the potential to cre-
ate disappointment among community partners when their projects are
not selected for implementation.

In this simple CBR structure, we see a differentiation of roles emerging
in that specific administrative responsibilities are defined and play a critical
part in maintaining the collaboration. Professor B plays an administrative
role that is responsible for processing the solicitation of research requests
and matching the requests with university resources that might be able to
participate in the project. Professor B solicits possible research projects and
then disburses them among potential faculty colleagues who might col-
laborate in undertaking the project or whose students might undertake 
the project in the context of one of the several honors, seminar, or research
courses at the university. She does this by both routinizing the solicitation
process and engaging multiple faculty, students, and administrators in the
matchmaking process. At certain times in the year, the database of com-
munity-based organizations is updated, and preliminary contacts are made
by student assistants on the project. Letters are sent out and forms are cre-
ated that describe the possible research projects. These are kept on file, and
a directory of potential projects has been developed over time.

Once project ideas are submitted, Professor B convenes a committee that
is responsible for matching university resources with the community’s re-
quests, documenting the process and reporting on its outcomes, and main-
taining written records of its activities. This committee engages several
university faculty and students, all of whom accept some responsibility for
the success of the collaborative research project. These administrative re-
sponsibilities are built into Professor B’s time—through a course release
purchased by a grant—necessitating an altered job description and appro-
priate review procedures to be developed to hold her accountable for ful-
filling these responsibilities. Administrative staff and student support roles
are also established to carry out various parts of the solicitation, match-
ing, and documentation processes. Professor B is responsible for oversee-
ing these operations as part of her grant management responsibilities.
Corollary to such a division of time accountabilities of staff comes budget
accountabilities as well; in other words, it is now possible to document the
amount of money that is being spent to administer various components of
the collaboration process.

The larger scale of this operation and the involvement of multiple fac-
ulty members raise the visibility and accountability of such an initiative
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in the eyes of faculty colleagues and the institution as a whole. Because
these CBR initiatives are not the equivalent of an academic program or
department, they do not receive comparable levels of institutional sup-
port, scrutiny, and review. However, faculty colleagues are aware of these
collaborative activities because they are being solicited to participate in
them (more or less selectively) and being asked to evaluate the work of
colleagues who are so engaged. Because such work often cuts across dis-
ciplinary boundaries, wider-scale institutional review procedures are ques-
tioned as rewards and incentives from several departments are brought to
bear. To the extent that particular courses, or sets of courses, emerge or
are revised to accommodate CBR activities, department- and college-level
curriculum committees are asked to review such developments. Such en-
counters with ongoing university structures—departments, curriculum
committees, merit review processes, workload expectations—set the stage
for institutional reform to accommodate (or deter) this work.

Because new faculty members are being approached to participate in
CBR projects, those already engaged should pay attention to the faculty
development process in order to ensure the growth and sustainability of
the enterprise. Few faculty receive training for undertaking this type of
work in graduate school, so it is necessary to teach the principles, per-
spectives, and applications of CBR. A number of models of faculty devel-
opment can be applied to introduce faculty to CBR, and selective incentives
may be used to encourage their involvement. Single workshops on the CBR
process or presentations of research done through CBR may be effective
for encouraging the involvement of faculty predisposed to undertaking this
type of work. A one- to two-week intensive institute on CBR may provide
substantial training and support for faculty who are novices to this en-
deavor and may link them with potential partners in the community. 
An ongoing seminar or learning circle may serve the dual purpose of in-
troducing faculty to CBR as well as providing ongoing support for 
sustaining this type of work. The Partners in Urban Research and Service-
Learning (PURS) project, described in Chapter Two, is an example of an
ongoing academic seminar that serves as a partners’ development work-
shop and an incubator for developing collaborative research projects.

In the case of the PURS project, collaborative research projects are de-
veloped more organically, through the seminar format, which has enabled
community and university partners to work together over a sustained pe-
riod to define the projects and arrange funding support for them. The PURS
process trades breadth and systematic outreach for selective and in-depth
partnership development, which leads to more sustainable long-term re-
lationships. However, this comes with a greater cost of initial investment
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of faculty and community partners needed to sustain the ongoing semi-
nar, which serves as the incubator for such projects. At Georgetown, the
PURS cofacilitators assume responsibility for managing the seminar and
maintaining the PURS infrastructure, while project teams emerge to un-
dertake grant-writing responsibilities and carry out the research projects.
In this case, as well as for the small structure described in the second ex-
ample in this chapter, such differentiation of roles leads to the need for
communication among the multiple actors, documenting and recording
actions and decisions, mechanisms for disseminating information, and
procedures for handling problems that emerge. Another type of adminis-
trative specialization of functions emerged in PURS as some of the mem-
bers demonstrated a talent for and commitment to grant writing, some
were more adept at budget management, some were more committed to
advocacy work (either within the university or with respect to local poli-
tics), and others were better skilled at outreach and partnership building.
This administrative specialization requires even further development of
communication skills to enable all the collaborative members to keep up
with developments in areas relevant to their work, but in which they are
not directly involved.

Complex CBR Center Structure Model

Similar to the third case at the beginning of this chapter, several higher
education institutions have developed CBR centers that also contain
other community outreach activities, such as direct service programs or
community-based learning initiatives. Locating CBR activities within
such complex, multipurpose centers is done in order to promote the in-
tegration of community service into the university’s activities through 
service-learning, student and faculty participation in community service,
and community-based research.

At the University of Michigan, for example, the Edward Ginsberg Cen-
ter for Community Service and Learning describes itself in its brochure as
building on a long tradition of service and learning. The center joins aca-
demic programs with community service so students and faculty can forge
a link between theory and practice, knowledge and action, and campus
and community. Faculty members participate by integrating service into
teaching and conducting research that is responsive to community needs.
At Georgetown University, the Center for Social Justice Research, Teach-
ing and Service supports faculty and students’ service-learning work and
administers the Service-Learning Credit program, oversees (and funds)
students’ direct service organizations (through its volunteer and public
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service office), and supports faculty and students’ engagement in CBR.
This model of integrating CBR with service-learning curriculum develop-
ment and support for direct service organizations is the approach taken
with most of our peer Learn and Serve grant-supported universities, in-
cluding the University of Denver’s Center for Service Learning and Civic
Engagement, Middlesex County College’s Community Research Center,
the Brisbane Institute at Morehouse College, and the Appalachian Cen-
ter for Community Service at Emory and Henry College.

There are three keys to the success of these centers: (1) the mobili-
zation of sufficient resources, (2) creating ongoing partnerships with 
community-based organizations, and (3) institutionalizing the work as
part of higher education’s research and teaching activities. In terms of re-
sources, we refer to both financial and human resources, which may be
mobilized internally (using permanent university resources) as well as ex-
ternally through grant support. The benefit of establishing ongoing part-
nerships allows for the development of trust among the partners, shared
understandings of problems and programs, sustained commitments that
reside in positions rather than particular individuals, and efficiencies of
scale derived from reduced start-up costs and in-place communications
and administrative systems. Our stress on institutionalizing the CBR work
as part of the university’s teaching and scholarship mission is to ensure
the long-term development of projects that are needed to accomplish
structural change and sustain the participants in this work. We explore
each of these three characteristics of successful center development below
by examining the case of the Center for Community Partnerships at the
University of Pennsylvania.

As Benson and Harkavy describe the success of the WEPIC program,
they place a heavy emphasis on their success in securing external funds
from sources as diverse as the DeWitt Wallace and the Hewlett foun-
dations; city and state grants for job training, educational program de-
velopment, and health care delivery; federal funds for establishing a
community outreach partnership center through the Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development; and quite limited university funds for pilot
projects. Benson and Harkavy are modest about the University of Penn-
sylvania’s success in securing grants, attributing some of it to being at the
right place at the right time, acquiring some good publicity from early suc-
cessful demonstration projects, and having some good connections. Of
course, none of these would matter if WEPIC had not been effective in
producing quality outcomes and being able to document them to disin-
terested or skeptical parties. Benson and Harkavy note that the process
has been slow in evolving (painfully at times, given the false starts and
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Center for Community Partnerships

The Center for Community Partnerships is the home base of the University 
of Pennsylvania’s practice of strategic academically based community service,
which refers to the university’s mobilization of its intellectual resources to ad-
dress the manifestations of globalization and mass society at the local level by
transforming the education system (Benson and Harkavy, 1997). Operationally,
it includes the practices of community-based research and service-learning that
are tied to the institution’s strategic plan for collaborative community develop-
ment through the creation of community schools that support mass democracy.
This concept evolved from ten years of practice and reflection, carried out by
the West Philadelphia Improvement Corporation (WEPIC), linking West
Philadelphia’s public schools with the university’s undergraduate and graduate
education program in activities designed to produce civic cosmopolitan commu-
nity schools, which would serve as the cornerstone of creating cosmopolitan
neighborly communities. The university, through institutional commitment 
and strategic partnership with its surrounding community, has dedicated sub-
stantial human, intellectual, and financial resources to undertake collaborative
research, teaching, and direct service for the purpose of addressing community
problems. Motivated by its concerns to stave off the increasing deterioration of
its surrounding community of West Philadelphia and its desires to improve its
instrumental research, teaching, and learning, the University of Pennsylvania
committed support for the WEPIC program both to secure its own long-term
survival and further its own pursuit of excellence (Benson and Harkavy, 1997).

The Center for Community Partnerships is housed in the office of the univer-
sity president and reports to the academic provost as well as the president. The
tremendous success of the center, according to its director (and university vice
president) Ira Harkavy, results from (1) the dedicated and talented faculty, stu-
dents, teachers, and community partners undertaking the work at the commu-
nity level; (2) the emergence of a strategic vision (through practice, theory, trial
and error, reflection, and contingencies) that focuses work on the creation of
cosmopolitan community schools; (3) the integration of this work into the rou-
tine teaching and research activities of faculty, students, and administrators; (4)
support from the top administrators within the university—both previous uni-
versity president Sheldon Hackney and current president Judith Rodin have
been active participants in and supporters of WEPIC projects; and (5) the inten-
tional as well as incidental success in mobilizing resources for collaborative 
initiatives. From its first experimental project of providing job training to a
handful of youths through a school beautification project in 1985, WEPIC has
grown to include twelve West Philadelphia schools involving forty-five hundred
children, parents, and community members in a wide range of programs. As of
2002, WEPIC projects and the center had raised over $3 million in grants from
private foundations, state and local government, corporate gifts, and university
endowment. As Benson and Harkavy (1997) paraphrase the real estate indus-
try’s mantra about the key to success, as applied to WEPIC, the three rules of
successful academic innovation that Penn has followed are: “(1) Get money. 
(2) Get money. (3) Get money” (p. 57).



paths not taken that they cite), but that successful efforts have now been
rewarded with increased funding and institutional commitment.

The lesson for centers in start-up phases is that not only does the en-
terprise need to undertake successful projects, but it also needs to docu-
ment them and publicize them in order to attract further funding and that
it needs to pursue multiple sources of funding for its projects, assuming
that any given funding request is likely to be unsuccessful, and even if suc-
cessful, limited in duration. The timing, publicity, connections, and other
contingencies to which Benson and Harkavy refer may in fact help in-
crease the odds that a particular project will receive funding, but it is the
number as well as quality of requests that one must keep in mind when
seeking to establish a center. They also point out that as an institution-
building strategy, it is helpful to point out to university officials that such
an enterprise may bring in funding to which the university would other-
wise not have access. Such a financial incentive may convince fiscally cau-
tious university officials that investment in the development of community
outreach centers may in fact be a sound fiscal investment as new resources,
along with their overhead, are brought to the institution.

Establishing a center at the college or university will likely entail deep-
ening of particular community partnerships. Obviously, with social change
being the ultimate goal of CBR projects, it is unlikely that any single proj-
ect will be a success in transforming a community from being poor, un-
derdeveloped, or failing to educate its children to becoming an economic,
social, and educational model. Thus, even the successful completion of a
particular project is likely to result in only incremental change at the com-
munity level. Community organizers and advocates are well aware of the
long time frame needed to achieve structural change and the implications
of this for sustained, multifaceted approaches to social change. Such a time
frame is not particularly conducive to the academic calendar, with its se-
mester and summer breaks, to students with a fourteen-week semester or
ten-week quarter, or a faculty member’s semester-long courses and annual
review processes. It is the establishment of a center that enables faculty,
students, and courses to coordinate their efforts and work with one or a
small number of community agents over time, on a number of different
projects, that will afford the collaborative social change enterprise the op-
portunity to succeed.

Each particular disadvantaged community has unique circumstances
and conditions that help to explain the challenges it faces. Understanding
these problems and acquiring a body of knowledge that appreciates the
particularities of the community, beyond a more academic understanding
of general theories, requires an investment in time and study. In some
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senses, such preliminary investigations are sunk costs that all investiga-
tors must absorb in order to address a particular research problem. In the
case of CBR, researchers confront not only the traditional academic re-
search needs to understand the theory and literature related to their proj-
ects, but they must also invest in learning about the uniqueness of the
community in which the research is to take place. To capture and build on
the knowledge of the community is one function of the research center
that helps to reduce some of the initial start-up costs of undertaking com-
munity-based research.

Local or Regional Consortium Model

The regional consortium serves a larger area and combines the resources
of several universities and CBOs. The Just Connections network serves
the entire Appalachian region, covering six states and linking five higher
education institutions with a half-dozen or so community organizations.
The Trenton Center defines the entire city of Trenton, New Jersey, as its
target community and has begun networking among community organi-
zations and four local institutions of higher education. One of the main
reasons for constructing this more complex level of organization is to un-
dertake projects that address larger problems or to effect change across
greater areas. The Trenton Center offers a second objective of supporting
a larger number of projects, relying on greater efficiencies of scale and 
enhanced fundraising capacity through the center. The geographical dis-
persion among multiple sites creates additional challenges, but the par-
ticipants believe that the greater the resources are that are brought to bear
and the potential for structural or policy changes are worth the additional
effort to overcome such challenges.

The Chicago Policy Research Action Group is a premiere example of
such a regional consortium and a model for other such developing con-
sortium efforts. The administrative structure of PRAG is kept small in-
tentionally for two reasons: one pragmatic (limited resources) and one
principled (the desire to remain responsive to community needs). All im-
portant decisions are made jointly by university and community repre-
sentatives: policy decisions are made by the core group, and operational
decisions are made by the steering committee; research funding alloca-
tions are made by a jointly staffed grant review committee; and new proj-
ects are developed by joint issue area working groups.

The purpose of PRAG’s work is to improve the quality of life for the
less advantaged members of the Chicago community. The work is done
intentionally to contribute to a social action and social change agenda,
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specifically to empower groups that would otherwise be passed over by
economic development or, worse, be victimized by it. To this end, PRAG
sponsors policy forums, undertakes briefings for elected officials, meets
with local government agency staffs, and holds policy breakfasts orga-
nized jointly with the mayor’s office. Such a local policy impact is made
possible by the size of the collaboration.

Summary

In this chapter, we have applied the principles of community-based research
to organizational requirements in order to examine the institutional forms
that CBR centers can develop. We demonstrated how the three principles
of collaboration, demystification of knowledge and its construction, and
social change advocacy shape the institutional requisites of mobilizing re-
sources, building multiplex relationships, maximizing efficiency through
a division of labor, managing information and authority relations, devis-
ing rules and control mechanisms, managing external relationships, and
creating sustainability.

We then turned to four models of organizing CBR in higher education:
solo practice, small programmatic structures, large complex structures,
and regional consortium structures. In theory, the larger, complex struc-
tures and regional consortia are better able to achieve the organizational
requirements for successful institutional operation and social change. How-
ever, the wide range of contexts, resources, histories of collaborations, and
organizational development variations suggests that successful imple-
mentation of CBR is not based on adherence to a specific model of evo-
lutionary path. Each collaborative team must determine for itself, based
on these considerations, what path is likely to be most fruitful for achiev-
ing its goals.

In the next chapter, we turn to more specific nuts-and-bolts matters
about developing and operating CBR centers, in order to support practi-
tioners in making sound judgments regarding their center’s development.
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MANAGING COMMUNITY-BASED
RESEARCH

PRACTICAL MATTERS

in this chapter, we examine some exemplary practices of organizing
community-based research at colleges and universities around the United
States. Our focus here is on concrete and practical issues, in order to pro-
vide guidance and resources to those who wish to advance their practice
of CBR by creating a center to support their work. Even small, rural, lib-
eral arts colleges such as Mars Hill College can find creative and effective
ways to collaborate with the surrounding community in order to under-
take productive, valuable, and transformative research projects. This chap-
ter is about how to implement, administer, and develop CBR in higher
education institutions.

In the previous chapter, we underscored the importance of locating the
CBR organizing structure in an academic unit that reports to a dean or
provost rather than in a community relations office, within student affairs,
or in campus ministry (as is the case for some service-learning programs).
We also stressed the importance of establishing a CBR center as a self-
governing entity—in order to ensure its survival and its success. As a 
self-governing unit, requiring a real line item in an institution’s budget,
the CBR unit can determine its own actions and create positions and pro-
grams to achieve its mission.

Higher education institutions can best sustain and advance the practice
of CBR by creating CBR centers. Relying on individual faculty to under-
take CBR projects without such institutional support virtually ensures that
when the faculty member leaves, changes interests, or goes on sabbatical
leave, the CBR partnerships will be disrupted or dissolved. The multiple



dimensions of and activities associated with CBR require a support staff
to make the workload manageable for faculty members. Furthermore, the
center serves as a repository of intangible assets—of relationships, com-
munity knowledge, previous and ongoing work—that are essential to the
successful completion of CBR projects. Even small institutions can mobi-
lize sufficient resources to establish a center for sponsoring and supporting
community-based research.

There is much overlap in the characteristics that support the successful
practice of service-learning as well as CBR: clarity of mission, effective
leadership, efficiency of operations, and effective mobilization of human
and financial resources. Although sustained service-learning partnerships
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Organizing for CBR at Mars Hill College

The Center for Assessment and Research Alliances (CARA) at Mars Hill 
College in western North Carolina is rooted in a long tradition of CBR. Mars
Hill College, a liberal arts college with Christian roots that still influence its
sense of service, was named the first “College of Promise” in North Carolina 
in conjunction with Colin Powell’s America’s Promise program. Directed by
Thomas Plaut, CARA is one of the means that the college uses to express its 
culture of engagement, in addition to the Lifeworks Center, which coordinates
service-learning activities.

Research alliances between community groups and agencies began at Mars
Hill with its Community Development Institute in the 1970s. The agencies
needed research, and the college had the expertise and equipment to help them
meet those needs. The college faculty needed to educate students and fund com-
puter hardware and software for teaching and research. CARA grew through
the collaborative ventures that this complementarity produced and now has an
innovative and sophisticated data analysis center geared toward both commu-
nity and student development. Through the 1990s, they provided assessment
and evaluation services for an emergency telephone installation project and
other health initiatives, schools, the Red Cross, a sustainable farming project,
and the Bonner Foundation.

Students are recruited from research classes as apprentices to CARA for
basic data gathering, entry, and cleaning work. A few become intrigued and 
are trained as CARA staff sojourners, who help design projects and carry them
through to completion. Each year, two or three students are named CARA fel-
lows, who are responsible for running the center, helping organize projects and
training, and supervising apprentices and sojourners. Apprentices are paid six
dollars an hour, sojourners eight dollars, and fellows ten dollars. Faculty are 
recruited project by project; often they already are involved with an agency or
community group. If the project is big enough, CARA can buy faculty time to
reduce their course load.



are important, the success of a CBR center in some ways requires greater
organizational capacity than that needed for successful service-learning
centers. Managing and sustaining CBR partnerships assumes great impor-
tance because the research process requires a better understanding of the
community organization’s change goals, its location within the commu-
nity, and its strategy for social change. Typically, the collaborative research
process requires more of the CBO leadership’s time, which is facilitated by
having longer-term relationships and better-developed levels of trust. More
technical skills, as well as knowledge of the community, are required of the
faculty, students, and community researchers. When results are produced
through the research, more follow-up action is required of both the com-
munity organization and the faculty and students in order to advance the
social change agenda. All of these additional needs can be supported better
through the establishment and effective operations of a CBR center.

In the areas we describe in this chapter, a wide range of practices has
evolved that reflects differences in institutional and community contexts,
idiosyncrasies of historical relationships, and personnel considerations. In
delineating some practices, we note the specific benefits and costs of the
options being considered. There is no one perfect model for managing CBR
activities. Each group of practitioners needs to consider its own assets and
limitations, distinctive institutional context, potential resources, and pri-
orities when deciding how to proceed.

Getting Started

The first task for an individual faculty member undertaking community-
based research is identifying a community partner who shares common
interests. These interests may be topic related or community related. In
Chapter Two, we noted that partners often must seek additional support
to complete CBR projects. The obvious place for the faculty member to
seek additional support is from his or her own campus, and the impor-
tant next step is to find some like-minded colleagues and to initiate con-
versations about common interests. We have found that although there may
not be many (or any) other faculty colleagues engaging in CBR, there are
likely to be at least a few other faculty members, as well as staff and stu-
dents, who are familiar and comfortable with working in the community.
This small group of faculty, which may also include supportive staff, ad-
ministrators, students, and community partners, becomes the nucleus for
a CBR structure.
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Strategic Planning

Once the core group is identified, the next task is to find or create occa-
sions to come together to discuss each other’s community work, partner-
ships, and visions for social transformation. Such conversations may well
turn to challenges of and supports for engaging in such community-based
work and strategies for transforming the institution to provide greater
support for it. These discussions are themselves the preliminary work for
undertaking a more serious strategic assessment of the institution’s po-
tential support for establishing a CBR center and strategic planning for
institutional change.

Eventually the nucleus group will have to undertake a more systematic
strategic planning process by considering the following questions:

• How does their proposed work fit within the institution’s mission?

• What is the institutional culture—for example, faculty beliefs
about scholarship and publication, institutional rewards systems,
student beliefs about the community—within which the program
will have to operate?

• What is the nature of ongoing and past relationships of the 
institution with the community?

• What are the community’s priorities and its capacities?

• What ways are students involved in the community, and what is
their capacity to engage in collaborative research under faculty
tutelage?

• What are some of the internal resources—people, material, net-
works, and financial—that can be mobilized to undertake and 
support CBR? 

• What are some of the potential external sources of support for the
institution and the community to undertake collaborative research?

Finally, the core CBR group should create an action strategy for mobi-
lizing the resources needed to support CBR and reducing barriers that hin-
der its development. Such strategies are primarily bottom-up, as is the case
for all of the programs we discuss in this book, but most have also bene-
fited from some top-down resources for supporting CBR within the insti-
tution. By bottom-up strategies, we are referring to the faculty-, student-,
and staff-led initiatives that create and develop CBR projects and begin
to operate as if they were in fact a center, which ultimately leads to mo-
bilizing additional resources that enable them to become a CBR center.
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The College of New Jersey Learning Circle

Since 1999, The College of New Jersey (TCNJ), a residential state liberal arts
college with a few graduate programs, has chosen a new president, provost,
two vice provosts, and several new deans and has written a new mission state-
ment. The mission statement calls for TCNJ to be “a national exemplar in the
education of those who seek to sustain and advance the communities in which
they live.” Congruent with this new mission, top administrators have actively
supported a faculty groundswell of community-based research at TCNJ.

Prior to the spring of 2000, the college’s School of Education and School of
Nursing had applied practica and collaborative projects with community part-
ners. Many undergraduate departments had preprofessional internship and 
independent study opportunities. The college also had a well-developed, 
nationally recognized service-learning program that required all first-year 
students to complete ten hours of service for a wide range of local nonprofit 
organizations.

In the spring of 2000, sociology professor Matt Lawson encouraged stu-
dents in his research methods class to undertake applied projects for a local
shelter for runaway and homeless youth. Patrick Donohue, interim director of
the nascent Trenton Center for Campus-Community Partnerships, learned of
the shelter collaboration through local nonprofit networks and contacted Law-
son about the Trenton Center. They discovered their mutual interests in mobi-
lizing TCNJ faculty to engage in collaborative research projects with Trenton
CBOs and strategized a process for engaging additional faculty members’ 
involvement.

As they strategized, Lawson went to the provost to discuss this initiative 
and learned of his interest in supporting it. That spring, Lawson posted an elec-
tronic message to all faculty suggesting applications of community-based re-
search in many disciplines and invited his colleagues to a breakfast meeting to
discuss their interests and meet Trenton Center director Donohue. Eight faculty
members, as well as the provost and the director of service-learning, attended
the meeting. This group met biweekly in a learning circle throughout the sum-
mer, educating themselves, formulating an institutional strategy, drafting a 
mission statement, and designing an organizational structure that would foster
CBR on campus.

Over the course of the 2000–2001 school year, members of this learning 
circle and a few additional faculty colleagues completed twelve projects with
community partners—compared to one the previous year. Thirty-four faculty
members and five administrators continued an electronic discussion list for 
mutual support and sharing ideas. In 2001–2002, the administration provided
resources to establish a center and hire staff to coordinate faculty and student
collaborations with community partners. This center has become the focal
point for coordinating TCNJ’s community engagement with Trenton and the
surrounding communities through community-based research and service-
learning.



A number of activities are critical for supporting and expanding CBR, so
the core group will have to decide where to expend its limited resources for
institutional development. Some of the successful CBR programs described
in this book have succeeded by giving priority to the following activities:

• Attaining external funding to build administrative support and buy
faculty time to undertake CBR projects

• Undertaking faculty development programming—to socialize fac-
ulty to the value of undertaking CBR, broaden uninvolved faculty
colleagues’ perceptions of legitimate research, and alter peer evalu-
ation processes related to merit and tenure reviews

• Building from ongoing community partnerships, developed
through direct service or service-learning program activities,
thereby deepening the relationships and strengthening social
change impacts

This core group also should define some practical and attainable short-
term goals, an important step toward achieving institutional change. This
is an old organizer’s maxim: win early victories, even if small ones, in order
to sustain early supporters and win new support from sympathetic bystand-
ers. The core group needs to be sensitive to undertaking such winnable ini-
tiatives and then publicizing their achievements in order to broaden their
net of mobilized resources. Such publicity can take the form of publishing
a project report, getting media coverage of a successful collaborative proj-
ect, or having students present their research at an academic conference.

The Role of Community Partners

An issue that needs to be considered early in the process and revisited as
the CBR structure emerges is the role of community partners. This is a sen-
sitive issue, and our experiences vary considerably in terms of community
partners’ inclusion throughout the development process, their advisory or
decision-making responsibilities, and their control over resources.

In an idealistic first consideration of this issue, enthusiastic CBR advo-
cates within the higher education institution may feel that community part-
ners should be consulted, included, and have shared control over all CBR
structure decisions. However, there are not only legal and liability consid-
erations that preclude such sharing of authority within the university or
college setting, but also strategic, practical, and political considerations
that necessitate a thoughtful consideration of how roles, responsibilities,
and authority can be shared. For example, on a strictly practical level, CBO
staff and community residents typically have little interest in, knowledge
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of, and time for internal institutional politics and decision-making pro-
cesses that are vital to the successful development of a CBR center at the
institution. At the same time, this should not be used as an excuse for ex-
cluding community partners from participating in decision making that af-
fects them or their capability for collaborating with the institution.

The Trenton Center deliberately and intentionally created itself to stand
independently within the community, with community partners consti-
tuting a majority of the decision-making board. The center’s board retains
control over the center’s resources, including approval of campus plans to
use joint grant money. However, this is more the exception. In most cases,
community partners are consulted on important issues, or a small num-
ber of the center’s advisory board are community partners, or community
partners share decision-making authority with faculty members in par-
ticular realms.

Organizational Structure and Internal Operations

In the previous chapter, we discussed the various forms that CBR initia-
tives can take, ranging from a single faculty practitioner collaborating with
a community partner to a complex center through which multiple col-
laborative research teams undertake numerous projects. In examining the
possible organizational structures of CBR centers, particularly with re-
spect to staffing arrangements, budget and funding issues, and technol-
ogy, we refer to different models for CBR centers located within higher
education institutions, including simple, freestanding centers such as Mars
Hill College, CBR units embedded in a complex center such as George-
town University (see Figure 9.1), and multicampus CBR superstructures
based on the work of several campus structures such as Chicago’s Policy
Research Action Group. 

A more recent approach is to organize a CBR center as an independent,
freestanding nonprofit organization in the community. Two community-
based models that have emerged recently, the Trenton Center for Campus-
Community Partnerships in Trenton, New Jersey, and Just Connections,
in the Appalachian region, are independent, nonprofit organizations that
assist in developing and coordinating campus-community partnerships. Es-
tablished by faculty and community leaders, these organizations work to:

• Nurture, support, and at times manage community-based research
partnerships.

• Organize training sessions on CBR and other topics, including
strategic planning, introduction to geographical information 
systems, and participatory neighborhood planning.
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• Assist member campuses in developing their campus-based CBR
centers, including helping to raise funds, bring in outside consul-
tants, and train staff.

• Organize study circles, regional conferences, and other vehicles 
for dialogue about common issues of concern among a broad
cross-section of nonprofit, academic, student, foundation, and 
government leaders.

These intermediary organizations play a central role in cultivating the
common ground between the missions of the local higher education insti-
tutions and the needs and interests of community groups. A key aspect of
this model is the emphasis on coordination and community control. In both
organizations, their board of trustees consists of at least half community
members along with representatives from participating campuses. Among
other things, these boards have controlled significant grant funding that in
part has been subgranted to the colleges based on a review of proposals sub-
mitted by colleges. In addition, both organizations have played a signifi-
cant role in developing and coordinating campus-community partnerships.
For example, the Trenton Center has a Campus-Coordination Commit-
tee that is co-led by a Trenton Center staff person and the director of one
of the campus centers that gathers the community research questions and
then works with their peers to match these requests with faculty and stu-
dent teams.

At each of the academic institutions, the director of the CBR center is
a faculty member who reports to an academic administrator, such as the
dean or provost. There are other possibilities: the director can be defined
as an administrator rather than a faculty member and report to another
administrative office rather than to an academic office. There are institu-
tional variations that influence the leadership and reporting lines for the
CBR center, and the institution’s historic location of community outreach
activities may play some role in this determination. It might even be tempt-
ing to establish the center through the president’s office or through the of-
fice of a vice president for external relations and community affairs, for
administrative start-up ease and budgetary matters. We would argue, how-
ever, that it is imperative for the unit to be placed in an academic report-
ing line to a dean or provost in order to ensure the academic integrity of
the CBR work of the center. Similarly, we believe that it is important to
have a tenured faculty member to serve as the director in order to enhance
credibility of center’s work with other faculty colleagues.

Although the faculty member–director may also work on particular
CBR projects, his or her distinctive role as center director is to ensure the
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overall effective operations and sustainability of the center. The adminis-
trative support staff helps to carry out the work of the center as well as
the work on particular CBR projects. As CBR center operations become
even larger, there may be multiple administrators whose roles are further
differentiated; for example, different people may take on budget and fi-
nancial responsibilities, operational and logistics management, fundrais-
ing, and public relations. Researchers may begin to differentiate their roles
as well, so that within the center, one could find experts on specific re-
search methodologies (for example, a survey researcher or ethnographic
field researcher), specific substantive areas of expertise (such as an eco-
nomic development expert or a family violence specialist), or with spe-
cialized knowledge of particular communities.

CBR Staffing

As the CBR center becomes institutionalized, the leaders need to define po-
sitions, write formal job descriptions, and recruit individuals to fill roles
through job searches targeting appropriate professionals. In the early stages
of the center’s development, many of these roles may be filled by faculty 
or staff who are not paid for their time to do this work. With increasing
awareness of and financial support for the center’s activities, pieces of 
faculty time may be bought out by the center for this work, particularly
through release time from other teaching, research, or service commitments.
Also, community members may volunteer their time or CBO staff may be
loaned to, or bought by, the center to assist with particular start-up tasks.

As positions become better defined and funding is secured to hire peo-
ple, it is important to select people with the right skills and experience 
to fill these positions. For jobs requiring community-specific expertise, 
the center should advertise for applicants from among community orga-
nizations and local media. For administrative positions, the center should
advertise through local media, university channels, and community or-
ganization newsletters, as well as appropriate professional networks. For
CBR research expertise, the center might solicit applications from uni-
versity and community partners and from national networks such as the
listservs of the CRN network, PARnet, and COMM-ORG. During the
search process, community partners should be brought into the selection
and interviewing process. This may be achieved by having community
partners serve on the search committee or interview final candidates dur-
ing their campus visits.

On campus, students typically provide some staffing support. They can
serve in administrative assistant positions or help with office management,
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financial support, and logistical operations. Undergraduate students in
CBR classes serve in research roles as part of their course learning—for
example, helping to gather or codify data or undertaking library or In-
ternet research—which may require a substantial amount of training and
supervision by the faculty member. These research positions also may be
paid (in whole or in part by federal work-study funds), linked to inde-
pendent study credit, or voluntary, such as through a research internship
program. For more experienced undergraduates and graduate students,
paid research assistantships and internships can be created to assist with
research projects, affording students more responsibility in supporting the
CBR work. Nevertheless, such students still require preparatory training
and regular oversight while in the field.

Community members may assume formal roles within the CBR center
beyond their role as community partner on a given project. For example,
grant funding can be used to hire community members as paid research
staff on a particular project. On some projects, youths may be paid or pro-
vided internship opportunities to engage in research projects alongside
community adults, faculty, and university students. Community partners
should be invited and supported to participate in center initiatives, such
as strategic planning processes and hiring searches. The center director
may wish to create more formal consultant roles that enable community
members to have ongoing relations with the center, facilitating projects,
undertaking fundraising, or developing technical assistance resources.
Some of the CBR centers, such as the Policy Research Action Group
(PRAG) in Chicago and the Philadelphia Higher Education Network for
Neighborhood Development, have established more permanent, formal
positions on their steering committee assigned to community partners
(with stipends and expense support) to ensure community voice in the cen-
ter’s decision making.

A diversity of skills and perspectives strengthens CBR projects. How-
ever, it also presents challenges, such as how to facilitate open communi-
cation among all the members of a research team and the center and how
to deal with conflicts due to differences of perspective, methodologies, ide-
ologies, and personal values. And just as center leaders must be sensitive
to factions and differences in perspectives among potential faculty col-
laborators, they must also be cautious in assembling community partners
who are willing to work together on a project or on the board. Commu-
nity members are no less likely than faculty members to engage in heated
battles over scarce resources, personal matters, and interactions that took
place long ago.
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Budget Issues

For the solo CBR practitioner or teacher, CBR may be a low-cost venture.
The cost of the faculty member’s time is covered by the teaching and re-
search obligations associated with the professional role. Additional office
and administrative expenses, as well as course-related travel and supplies
costs related to CBR projects, may also be covered by an academic depart-
ment. Other out-of-pocket expenses may be covered by department or
university discretionary funds or would be tax deductible as research-
related business expenses for the faculty member.

As CBR projects get larger, costs increase. Money is needed to pay for
additional help in gathering and processing data, managing the program’s
operations and budget, staff training and development, space rental,
equipment purchase, and public relations. At some point, externally gen-
erated resources will be required to pay for the costs of the research be-
yond the time of the researchers engaged in the project as part of their jobs.
Such funding may come from grants or contracts from external agencies
or university resources allocated for such purposes—for example, through
endowments earmarked to support such work. Salaries for research posi-
tions can come from soft funds (those raised from grants or contracts tar-
geted for a specific purpose and limited in amount and time) or hard funds
(permanent positions that are institutionalized as part of the university’s
staff). Soft funds enable researchers to identify needs and respond flexi-
bly to priorities identified in the community and by specific funders. The
drawback of relying on soft funding is that the researcher or the center
has to dedicate some substantial amount of resources to grant seeking.
Permanent funding of research positions through the university or exter-
nal endowment frees the researcher from having to seek funding on a con-
tinuous basis. However, such permanent funding requires that the CBR
unit pay special attention to ensure that it remains responsive to the com-
munity’s needs over time rather than being driven by internal university
interests.

Once a university’s CBR initiative reaches some scale of operation, it is
likely to hire administrators to manage the center’s operations. This in-
cludes the support activities of paying staff, managing logistics of meetings
and allocating resources, arranging transportation, and other support ac-
tivities that may be only tangentially related to the undertaking of a par-
ticular CBR project. Furthermore, there needs to be a mechanism to recruit
faculty and students’ involvement in CBR projects, solicit projects from
the community, and match resources to projects. The community research
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clearinghouse concept has been developed at several institutions to solicit
project ideas and potential faculty and CBO partners, using Web-based
databases and search capacities to link those with common interests. This
too incurs real budget costs because data have to be solicited and input in
an ongoing manner, and partnerships have to be initiated, supported, and
sustained—all of which is done by permanent center staff. Also, securing
the long-term success of the enterprise requires some staff development ac-
tivities that train and recruit the next generation of researchers and so-
cialize potential community partners into the CBR process.

Overhead is both a fuzzy, catch-all term and a specific, federally regu-
lated activity. In its nebulous form, overhead refers to all the costs of run-
ning and administering a center that is not typically specified in a line item
of a grant or contract. It may refer to an implicit rent for the use of space
and other equipment such as computers, telephones, and photocopiers; it
includes the cost of university personnel in offices such as human resources,
payroll, accounting, public relations, and grants management that help to
support the work of the center but do not receive earmarked fees for the
services they provide for such work; and it includes funds for the general
upkeep and maintenance of the university’s capital resources. In the tech-
nical sense, government grants allow for charging overhead as a fixed per-
centage of costs to allow for the grant to pay for some of the university’s
infrastructure used by the grant. As of 2002, the Department of Housing
and Urban Development’s Community Outreach Partnership Center grants
include a 25 percent overhead charge.
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Community Research and Learning Network Clearinghouse

The Community Research and Learning (CoRAL) Network in Washington,
D.C. calls itself “a partnership among higher education institutions and com-
munity based organizations (CBOs), the purpose of which is to mobilize the
universities’ educational and scholarly resources for the purpose of supporting
CBO’s social change missions in pursuit of social justice.” One of its early 
initiatives was to create a Web-based clearinghouse (www.coralnetwork.org) 
to solicit CBR project interests from CBOs and solicit higher education–based
resources to undertake such projects. This Web site operates as a tool for
CoRAL staff and participants to help make matches between potential univer-
sity and community partners. New users are invited to suggest projects or 
solicit partnerships based on the information on the Web site. The clearing-
house also serves to disseminate information about ongoing and completed
projects, announce upcoming events, and serves as a repository of resources
and technical assistance. 



As a large center, PRAG has a well-established center that operates
from its base at Loyola University with a steering committee of twenty-
four members, evenly split between university and community partners.
Its annual operating budget is over $1 million, with funding from uni-
versity resources, foundation grants, and contract work. The PRAG cen-
ter has benefited from the support of the Chicago-based MacArthur
Foundation, which has provided over $4 million in support over the past
decade. The consortium of universities in Chicago has contributed several
million dollars of in-kind support by creating campus centers at each 
university to recruit, sustain, and develop faculty and student interest to
undertake this work. External grants and contract work have provided
over $10 million in support of community-based research during the 
past decade. Overall, funding has been split among these three types of
funding—foundation, university, and grants and contracts—demonstrating
a sound principle of having a diverse funding base for the center to ensure
its long-term stability.

Princeton University’s Community-Based Learning Initiative (CBLI)
adds an innovative wrinkle to the funding mix of CBR centers: alumni do-
nations. Princeton University alumni from the class of 1955 created an en-
dowment campaign at the time of its thirtieth reunion, spearheaded by a
challenge from classmate Ralph Nader. Funds from this endowment now
go to support a number of community-oriented activities, including com-
munity service programs, service-learning, and community-based research.
The activities are housed at the independently incorporated CBLI to en-
sure that the alumni organization maintains control over the funds. CBLI
funds are not intermingled with the university’s operating budget, although
CBLI does collaborate with numerous service programs and service-learning
activities organized through other university offices, such as the college
dean’s office and the Princeton Community House, which sponsors stu-
dents’ direct service activities.

Whether a CBR center should undertake contract work for clients who
are able to pay is an ethical dilemma that the center must consider. Pre-
sumably, CBR centers are engaging in research with and on behalf of 
disadvantaged groups that have limited ability to pay for the costs of un-
dertaking such research. Thus, the ability to pay for the research, even to
cover the costs of the materials needed for the research itself, may be se-
verely limited. If a community organization has received a grant to do this
work, this is less an issue, although the CBR center and the CBO still have
to negotiate what expenses should be charged against the grant. Increas-
ingly, service agencies are required to undertake evaluation research to
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demonstrate the effectiveness of their operations, providing the opportu-
nity for collaborating on evaluation research. Funding built into the agen-
cies’ grants or contracts for evaluation work can be paid to the CBR
center for undertaking this work. Even when the CBO has some ability
to pay for research done by university faculty and students, there is an in-
herent and perceived power differential that must be considered when ne-
gotiating contractual arrangements between the university CBR center
and the community partner.

A CBR center may decide to undertake research with some partners
that can pay to subsidize projects for clients or partners who cannot. Or
the center may decide not to pursue such opportunities, restricting its ac-
tivities to developing partnerships with and seeking funding for clients
who are disadvantaged. Even this approach, however, is not free from eth-
ical challenges in that the university may seek funding from local foun-
dations and agencies, and thereby find itself competing with the same
CBOs with which they are attempting to partner (see Figure 8.3). The
CBR center and its partnering CBOs will need to think strategically about
which grants are more appropriately submitted by the higher education
institution-based center and which are appropriately submitted through
the community organization.

The best way to ensure long-term sustainability of CBR within the uni-
versity is to have hard-line positions within the university’s budget—in
other words, positions that are permanently funded. In larger centers, spe-
cific faculty lines and administrative positions will be paid for with funds
allocated to the center by the university, parallel to funding for academic
departments and programs. Endowment funding for such positions, and
possibly for the center as a whole, ensures their existence into perpetuity.

Technology and Transportation

New technologies have improved the practice and capabilities of com-
munity-based research with respect to communication, sharing infor-
mation, and management. At the lower end of the technology spectrum,
access to transportation (or lack thereof) may play a role in limiting the
opportunities for collaborative work; long distances, limited public trans-
portation access, costly private transportation, and safety are transporta-
tion issues that can deter CBR partnerships. These practical matters must
be addressed in order to undertake successful CBR projects.

Communication among university and community partners is greatly
improved with widespread access to low-cost telephones and fax ma-
chines. Even most small CBO offices can afford fax machines, copiers, an-
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swering machines, or voice mail, which are readily accessible at colleges
and universities. The increased popularity and lower costs of wireless
phones are making communication continuous and inexpensive. In fact,
the new challenge seems to be communication overload: too many mes-
sages requiring too much time to filter through and respond selectively.

Widespread access to e-mail has also dramatically improved commu-
nication capabilities. Although some smaller CBOs still lack access to 
powerful enough computers to maintain Internet and e-mail access, their
numbers are declining rapidly. On the college and university side, virtually
all faculty now have access to computers—if not on their own desktops,
then in convenient labs—that are powerful enough to provide full electronic
communication and access using the Internet. Electronic address lists for 
e-mail allow for targeted communication with multiple others working on
a project. The growth of regional and national listservs of CBR participants
allows for the exchange of ideas, best practices, and troubleshooting among
those who are not directly involved on a particular CBR project but may
have helpful experiences to share. Numerous CBR center Web sites contain
large amounts of helpful information and links to useful data sources. Here
too the challenge is moving quickly from lack of access to information over-
load due to the declining costs of technology and the mushrooming growth
of information available at relatively little cost.

The tremendous growth of information available on the World Wide
Web is another source of potential overload for CBR practitioners. Of
course, the value of the information obtained from the Web has to be eval-
uated in the light of one’s own experience and context, requiring time and
expertise to assess such information. Raw data that might appear useful
for some research purposes have to be evaluated in terms of their appro-
priateness and reliability for others. Smaller organizations may in fact turn
to university partners to provide such expertise for determining the value
of data as well as to providing analysis to respond to specific queries.

The increasing sophistication and user friendliness of computer soft-
ware have made undertaking data management and statistical analysis
procedures dramatically easier. Widespread access to database manage-
ment software (such as Quattro Pro and Dbase) and spreadsheets (such
as Excel and Lotus 1–2–3) has made it much easier for community orga-
nizations to build data sets needed for community-based research from
their own records. The new versions of statistical analysis software, such
as Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), Minitab, and Stat-
View, make it possible to undertake even quite sophisticated data analy-
sis with little statistical training. Geographical information systems that
enable researchers to map problems and assets at the neighborhood level
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and link them to census data or other government agency data are be-
coming increasingly accessible and easier to use.

Universities are likely to have resource management software that CBR
centers can use for their own purposes. Clearly, the spreadsheets that come
bundled with most new personal computers are powerful enough to main-
tain budget and financial information even for quite sophisticated proj-
ects. Human resource management software can keep track of the
activities, hours, and pay information for personnel. For centers employ-
ing large numbers of volunteers as well as paid staff, software such as
VICTA is quite helpful in keeping track of their activities.

Transportation can become a serious challenge to CBR projects when
the university and community partners are not located near each other. In
urban areas where the university and community partners are geograph-
ical neighbors, walking and short public transportation rides can fulfill
the need to have the partners meet face-to-face, regardless of the time of
day, day of week, and irregularity of such meetings. At the other end of
the spectrum, in rural areas, virtually all CBO and campus partners will
be located at some distance from each other, and there is unlikely to be
any public transportation that can suit the timing and travel needs of fac-
ulty and student researchers to get to community sites. In other urban and
suburban settings where the university and community are not geograph-
ically colocated, public transportation may not be accessible or convenient
in terms of its fixed schedules. In such cases, it may be necessary to travel
by private vehicles, taxicabs, or university-owned vehicles. The costs of such
private transportation may be substantial, as are the costs of travel time.
Safety and liability matters need to be considered as well. The CBR cen-
ter may be able to assume responsibility for supporting these transporta-
tion needs.

Faculty Considerations

Recruiting, supporting, and developing faculty involvement in community-
based research is challenging for several reasons:

• Most doctoral-prepared faculty were not formally trained in CBR
in graduate school and have had little exposure to it.

• The perspective or orientation of faculty research is toward a
scholarship of discovery rather than a scholarship of application 
or engagement (Boyer, 1990).

• Professional norms of research and discipline-based questions tend
not to be place specific.
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• Institutional reward and incentive systems, particularly at doctoral
research institutions, emphasize publications that conform to
norms of traditional theory and hypothesis testing, have a focus 
on abstract or theoretical issues, and examine national or regional
policy matters (Boyer, 1990; Edwards and Marullo, 1999; Hesser,
1999; Nyden, 1997; Porpora, 1999).

• Heavy teaching loads at some higher education teaching 
institutions impinge on the time available for faculty there to 
undertake CBR.

• Lack of familiarity with CBR by faculty peers and administrators
leads them to treat such work as “service” work rather than 
innovative pedagogy and engaged scholarship, which devalues 
the work and faculty incentives to participate in it. Beyond these
training and normative impediments to engaging in CBR, addi-
tional practical challenges must be overcome before a faculty 
member can become involved in collaborative community-based
research.

• The interested faculty member must become familiar with the 
community, local CBOs, and the issues of greatest concern to 
underprivileged community members.

• The faculty member must establish a working relationship with
community collaborators, which includes developing shared under-
standings of problems and language to describe them, common
perspectives on possible responses to the problem, and a level 
of trust.

• The faculty member must mobilize sufficient resources to under-
take the project. (As indicated in Chapter Eight, these resources
may include other academic colleagues, graduate or undergraduate
students, money, other volunteers, and appropriate materials,
equipment, and services.)

For the solo researcher, ignoring disincentives and overcoming these ob-
stacles is mainly a matter of individual effort. A CBR center can provide
support for overcoming the practical challenges of becoming familiar with
the community, establishing working relationships, and mobilizing re-
sources. The center may also play a role in helping to (re)develop the fac-
ulty expertise needed to undertake CBR and in altering institutional
rewards systems. We now turn to some of the strategies and programs that
have been used to develop, support, and sustain faculty who are engaged
in CBR.
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Finding and Recruiting Faculty

Some faculty members are predisposed to engaging in CBR. Such a pre-
disposition may be based on values commitment (which may be discipline
based, faith based, or humanistic in its origins), previous experience, or
atypical training. Others might be enticed to undertake a CBR project by
the offer of financial support—for example, through offering small grants
through the CBR center to develop such projects. Once these faculty are
identified, the next step is to engage them in conversations about and ori-
entations to CBR in a particular locale. Personal follow-up and individu-
alized support prove to be most helpful in moving interested and potential
CBR collaborators into active partners. Invitations by students to faculty
have also been effective as a means of recruiting faculty, particularly
through their teaching. Another recruiting tool is to organize forums that
feature engaging speakers, offer lively conversation, and provide some food
and drink. A talk given by a high-ranking university official that encour-
ages such faculty activity may also provide encouragement for those pre-
disposed to community engagement. Another device that we have used is
to offer “reality” tours of the communities that we work with in order to
have interested faculty meet potential or actual CBO partners working in
their own milieu. Periodic mailings to the entire faculty about such speak-
ers or other forums organized by the CBR center help to maintain a level of
visibility and legitimacy for CBR work and serve as an open invitation (al-
beit a passive one) for those with an interest to become involved.

Once potential CBR faculty members have been identified, they may
desire more information about what is entailed in doing collaborative re-
search and specific opportunities available in the community. Information
about just what can be done to get involved and how it can be conveyed
on a one-to-one level or through more formally organized workshops, in-
stitutes, seminars, fellows programs, or mentoring programs. One form
of CBR workshop would be a relatively short  training activity (ranging
from a half-day to two days) that introduces CBR to interested faculty
members and suggests opportunities for future engagement. A more com-
prehensive institute would be a longer block of time (one to two weeks)
through which potential CBR participants are introduced to research op-
portunities and take initial steps to become engaged in whatever format
may be appropriate for their interests. A seminar would be an ongoing,
longer-term forum through which interested potential partners work
through the process of transforming potential projects into actual research
initiatives. Bringle and associates at the Indiana Campus Compact has
used a service-learning fellows program to provide training, ongoing sup-
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port, and institutional change initiatives to engage faculty in CBR as well
as developing service-learning courses and curriculum (Bringle, Games,
Ludlum, Osgood, and Osborne, 2000). We have also used a more infor-
mal mentoring program, which entails matching a seasoned CBR veteran
with a newcomer in order to provide support and advice for the neophyte
in launching a successful collaborative research endeavor.

Another strategy for developing faculty CBR projects is to provide sup-
port, in terms of time or money (or both), for the researcher to begin a
project. This may take the form of release time from other commitments,
such as a course release or freeing a faculty member from other adminis-
trative responsibilities. An institution may also offer mini-grants (for ex-
ample, for summer research projects) to undertake pilot CBR projects.
University-sponsored faculty fellows programs or other faculty research
support mechanisms may be adapted to accommodate CBR projects. The
state of Maryland offers faculty sabbatical research support for service-
learning and CBR projects through its “sabbaticorps” program.

Support and Reward Structures

One of the major challenges facing researchers engaged in CBR is an in-
stitution- and discipline-based reward structure that does not readily ac-
commodate community-based research. At doctoral research institutions,
applied research is devalued in most disciplines and relegated to journals
that are perceived to be second tier during faculty review processes. CBR,
done collaboratively and directed toward the needs of a particular com-
munity or agency, is likely to be viewed even more skeptically by de-
partment, university, and discipline colleagues in merit review processes
(Porpora, 1999). Although there are efforts under way to educate faculty
and administrators about the value and legitimacy of such engaged schol-
arship, such peer appreciation for this type of work is limited. This places
an additional burden on the CBR practitioner and a campus CBR center
to educate colleagues and academic administrators on the value and le-
gitimacy of this work, the benefits produced for the community, and the
secondary benefits that accrue to the university as a result of goodwill gen-
erated in response to professional contributions to the community.

This raises the issue as to how this work is to be counted in the 
academy—as teaching, research, or service. Obviously, if such work is
counted in the faculty evaluation process as service, it is relegated to ter-
tiary status, which carries little weight in promotion, tenure, and merit
evaluations, particularly at research universities. In our view, this work is
not community or professional service—at least, not in the narrow sense
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in which this term is used for faculty evaluation purposes. In institutions
where teaching is highly valued and rewarded, undertaking CBR projects
in conjunction with one’s courses allows the professor to set learning ob-
jectives for students and document the enhanced learning and powerful
impact such courses have on students’ development. Standardized teach-
ing evaluations may provide some evidence of students’ enriched learning
in CBR courses as reflected in their higher overall evaluation of the course.
However, it may be worthwhile to develop additional course and teach-
ing assessments that capture other elements of students’ learning. As Chap-
ter Six indicates, CBR enriches students’ learning in a variety of ways.
Citing published accounts of such learning outcomes and conducting re-
search that documents them in one’s own teaching may be useful in the
faculty evaluation process, especially at institutions that reward teaching
excellence and value the scholarship of teaching and learning.

At institutions where scholarship is the key determinant of faculty 
rewards—particularly as measured by the quantity of journal articles pub-
lished and the journals’ prestige—the challenge of having CBR count is
substantially greater. The reporting form required by community groups
to use the collaborative research results differs substantially from that re-
quired by discipline-based research journals. In our experience, commu-
nity partners are less interested in detailed reporting of methodology and
have very little interest in how the current research fits within the appro-
priate theoretical and research traditions of the discipline. Instead, they
are much more interested in descriptive findings, the caveats and nuances
of the research results, and their implications for social change and pol-
icy action. At the very least, this means that faculty partners seeking to
attain scholarly credit for such work need to rewrite their collaborative
research in a format that conforms to the expectations of the discipline’s
research journals. Furthermore, such work runs the risk of being assessed
as too narrow or too applied by peer reviewers who evaluate the work ac-
cording to their (implicit) standards of discovery scholarship. Even if the
journal accepts and acknowledges the value of engaged scholarship, there
may be an assumption that the entire social change agenda needs to be
played out successfully (and documented in the academic research report)
to make the article worth publishing. Such an assumption leads to a bi-
asing of published reports of CBR—toward social change projects that
achieve success—that is partially determined by a political outcome 
that itself is determined by myriad social forces, many of them unrelated
to the quality of the research process and its findings.

Another development in this area is the emergence of specialty journals
to create a forum for publishing the results of engaged scholarship. In this
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category, we include the Michigan Journal of Community Service Learn-
ing, which carries research and pedagogy articles; the University of Penn-
sylvania’s Universities and Communities Schools; the Journal of Higher
Education Outreach and Engagement; and journal of the Association for
Research on Nonprofit and Voluntary Associations, Voluntas. In addition,
some long-standing journals with a broader mission have had made edi-
torial decisions to feature articles on these topics and even to devote entire
issues to this work. For example, the American Behavioral Scientist devoted
two issues to the related subjects of university-community collaboration
and cutting-edge developments in service-learning and CBR (volumes 42:5,
1999, and 43:5, 2000); the American Sociological Association devoted a
section to service-learning pedagogy and CBR in its journal Teaching So-
ciology (26:4, 1998); the American Sociologist (23, 1992) and Sociologi-
cal Imagination (33:2, 1996) each devoted issues to participatory action
research; and the Department of Housing and Urban Development’s jour-
nal, Cityscape, devoted an entire issue (5:1, 2000) to the experience of
community outreach partnership centers, funded by the department to un-
dertake community-based research. To further the legitimacy of such work,
the American Association for Higher Education has sponsored a series of
eighteen discipline-based monographs to document the best practices in
service-learning, which include some examples of CBR.

In addition to institutional rewards that support a faculty member’s en-
gagement in CBR, there are other forms of support: interpersonal (from in-
dividuals in the community, profession, and the university), financial (apart
from university salary and grant support), symbolic, and intrinsic. One in-
novative form of interpersonal support that has emerged is the ongoing
learning circle, a forum in which colleagues engaged in similar work meet
to share their work and their struggles, and otherwise interact with each
other to create a support network. National associations such as Educators
for Community Engagement (formerly the Invisible College), the National
Society for Experiential Education, and the Community Research Network
serve as alternative professional associations for CBR practitioners, pro-
viding forums for sharing work, convening for annual meetings, and orga-
nizing regional meetings of practitioners. Financial support may come from
additional stipends or consulting fees paid to researchers for their CBR
work or travel or training fees provided beyond wages. Support in the form
of human labor may be provided through a department or CBR center pro-
viding research assistants or interns to a researcher working on a project.
Symbolic rewards may take the form of special awards to acknowledge out-
standing work, recognition ceremonies to acknowledge and thank contrib-
utors publicly, or special honors or meals for CBR contributors.
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We believe that the most important factor that sustains the work of
CBR practitioners is the intrinsic satisfaction and reward of knowing that
one’s work is making a difference in the lives of people, of maintaining
the belief that one is doing the right thing, and the expressions of appre-
ciation and gratitude from partners, students, and beneficiaries that reaf-
firm the value of this work.

Faculty Sustainability

In order for CBR practice to be sustainable over the long run, the sup-
ports and institutional rewards must be institutionalized. Each of the 
supports may require some institutional change within the university to
bring them about, so faculty advocates should be prepared to devote some
energy to this domain of social change as well. A CBR center, with hard
money positions and endowment for research and program initiatives,
provides the greatest security for the institutionalization of CBR and the
base for pressing for such institutional change. For CBR that is undertaken
within courses, creating a home for such courses in departments’ perma-
nent course offerings, or even among their requirements, ensures the sus-
tainability of such activities. Finding a place for such courses within the
university’s core curriculum provides a tremendous level of sustainability.
We have been able to identify CBR courses being offered in fulfillment of
universities’ requirements for service-learning, diversity, and discipline-
based scientific inquiry.

Mobilizing students to create academic interest and legitimacy is an ad-
ditional resource that can be used to build faculty support. A student re-
search conference not only provides students with a forum to showcase
their work and their enthusiasm for CBR, but demonstrates to other fac-
ulty the value of this work and the impact that it can have on students. In
some instances, earmarked student resources—such as activities fees, speak-
ers’ bureaus resources, and scholarship funds—can be directed to sup-
porting CBR activities undertaken by students with positive visibility for
faculty. The Bonner Foundation’s Bonner Scholars program, which pro-
vided $6 million in funding for roughly fifteen hundred student scholar-
ships in 2000–2001, allows less affluent college students to engage in CBR
as one means of fulfilling the scholarship’s service requirement.

Efforts to educate faculty colleagues and academic administrators also
require a long-term strategy. Creating a task force or CBR center com-
mittee charged to address such institutional change requirements through
a strategic planning process, although tedious and time-consuming, may
prove to be fruitful in the long run due to the extensive conversations, ed-
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ucation, and vetting process entailed. The cultural capital of an institu-
tion is also an important resource. A university’s mission statement will
undoubtedly employ one or more frames establishing the institution’s
commitment to the community and to society. The following mission frames
can be employed for establishing the legitimacy of and mobilizing re-
sources for CBR:

• Moral (especially for faith-based institutions)—the responsibility
of the institution to support those in need and educate its students
to adopt such personal values

• Civic—the obligation to prepare students to be contributing 
citizens to the common good

• Social responsibility—the responsibility of the institution to be 
a model corporate citizen and contribute to the community’s
well-being

• Reciprocity—for land grant and public institutions, the obligation
to contribute to the public good in exchange for favorable treat-
ment and public financial support

Center-Campus Relations

A CBR center identified as or located within an academic unit is better able
to evaluate, monitor, and assess its own professional work (within the
broader university academic context); faculty members can build courses
and professional research work around their community-based research;
and external considerations such as students’ service interests or town-
gown relations are not the primary forces driving the CBR process. Status
as an academic program also ensures that there are positions, both ad-
ministrative and faculty lines, that are assigned to and responsible for un-
dertaking this work and that they have a budget from the university with
which to do the work.

Matching Institutional Research Assets to Community 
Research Projects

When CBR has academic program status, faculty members can undertake
their CBR work in the context of the curriculum as part of their teaching
commitment or as faculty research in fulfillment of their scholarship com-
mitment. If CBR is built into a faculty member’s course offerings, the pro-
fessor must decide how it will fit into the course and how the students will
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be trained and used appropriately in undertaking research. Students may
also be involved as teaching assistants for the course or as research assis-
tants on projects that are operated through the center. As research as-
sistants, students may be paid appropriate wages for their role in the
process, or such positions may have a modest stipend attached or be to-
tally voluntary internships, with the student receiving training in exchange
for her or his labor. Another vehicle for structuring student involvement
is through independent study: the student undertakes a piece of a larger
project and is supervised by the faculty researcher and receives academic
credit for the research project undertaken. Graduate students may also
undertake doctoral or master’s thesis research in conjunction with larger
CBR projects, and undergraduates may undertake senior theses or hon-
ors projects on CBR projects. Organizing such projects will always have
an ad hoc nature to some degree, as individual faculty and students with
shared interests come together to work on projects with CBOs as they find
each other. To make this process more organized and systematic, CBR
centers can develop a clearinghouse and matchmaking function for them-
selves in several ways:

• Soliciting research projects and maintaining lists of potential and
ongoing community research projects

• Soliciting interest and resources from faculty and students inter-
ested in participating in such work

• Taking steps to match the resources with research needs, such as
setting up meetings, making introductions, and providing tangible
financial and human support

The third element is critical and requires proactive staffing, as the lists
by themselves do not automatically translate into matches. In practical
terms, this means that partnership building and management becomes a
part of some CBR center staff member’s job description.

Review, Approval, Informed Consent, and Liability

Considerable variability exists in the amount and nature of universities’
oversight of community-based research projects in areas such as the kinds
of research that require formal IRB approval, the nature of informed con-
sent required for participation in research projects, and whether course-
based research projects fall under the same review criteria. We have found
that universities’ risk management policies vary considerably regarding
the level of support, or opposition, they offer community-based research
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projects. Although we point out some potential problems and pitfalls,
each potential CBR practitioner will need to discuss these issues with col-
lege or university officials who oversee the institutional review process for
human subjects research and deal with risk management issues.

As we pointed out in Chapter Five, university policies regarding the re-
view process for research on human subjects vary widely. Some insti-
tutions do not require that any CBR projects go through a review and
approval process, some require review under certain circumstances, some
require reviews for virtually all projects, and those with established CBR
centers have created their own internal review mechanisms. When pro-
posals do require review, the concern is with the human subjects who are
participating in the study: whether they are being exposed to risks as a 
result of their participating in the study; whether the informed consent
process provides the participant with adequate information to grant such
consent, privacy, and confidentiality concerns; and the documentation of
such information and consent forms. Such a review process seems to be
inspired in reaction to a medical research process that puts subjects in a
study at risk due to exposure to untested medications or, conversely, from
failing to treat life-threatening conditions. As applied to the social, polit-
ical, economic, interactional, and policy research commonly undertaken
in CBR, exposure to such physical health risks is generally nonexistent.
Instead, concerns are raised about the potential social costs of participat-
ing in such a study, for example, through the risks of stigma, loss of pri-
vacy, or loss of program benefits or privileges. Even merely associating
with an outsider—a university partner on the research team—may expose
a participant to some level of risk.

Two practical matters emerge in the review process: the appropriate-
ness of applying conventional IRB processes to CBR and the timeliness of
such review processes. In most instances, IRB committees asked to review
CBR proposals will likely be unfamiliar with such requests and will at-
tempt to translate standard research protocols to the process under re-
view. Conversely, the CBR practitioners and, especially, the community
partners may be asked to translate their procedures into a scientific model
(of discovery) that does not particularly fit research objectives. Such cross-
cultural communication is fraught with the challenges of misunderstand-
ings, questioning of assumptions and motives, and mistrust that might
emerge from starting with different assumptions about the nature of sci-
entific inquiry. Our experience has been that the best way to deal with
such challenges is to keep open the lines of communications, address such
questions forthrightly, clarify assumptions, and treat such interactions as
an opportunity to educate colleagues unfamiliar with CBR.
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Such cross-cultural communication challenges might require additional
work and lead to delays before an IRB process approves a particular study.
In addition, the urgency of community problems and short deadlines for
grant applications and program review often place the community part-
ners on a faster time line than the faculty partner. Furthermore, the aca-
demic calendar, with its slow times during the summer, semester, and
midsemester breaks, and its overall more deliberate pace, may also lead
to delays detrimental to the collaborative effort. The university partners
should do all that is possible to avoid such delays, and the community
partners must become sensitive to such constraints. It may be possible for
the CBR center to negotiate an expedited review process that establishes
guidelines for human subjects research that does not pose risks to the
community collaborators, thereby enabling some CBR projects to be re-
viewed more quickly under these guidelines. Again, managing expecta-
tions through open communication is the best approach to avoid such
delays and potentially detrimental misunderstandings.

From the university side, another dimension of review and control that
needs to be considered is that of risk management and liability. When fac-
ulty members and students are off campus, perhaps riding in university-
owned vehicles or transporting community members while undertaking
official university business, they are exposing themselves to different types
of risks from what university risk managers may be accustomed to. Stu-
dents especially need to be told about the different types of risks to which
they will be exposed while in community settings, especially if the research
project is part of a required program of study. University risk managers
should be informed of the nature of such research projects and should be
given an opportunity to raise their concerns and pass along their exper-
tise. As CBR is conducted as part of the teaching and research activities
that are defined as part of the faculty member’s job obligations, and stu-
dents are participating in their role as students or student employees of
the university, the risk management staff needs to understand the univer-
sity’s responsibility for accepting liability for possible mishaps.

CBR project directors should devote some of the students’ training to
matters of risk and liability. Presentations about risk and safety should
not invoke unnecessary fears, but neither should they ignore or minimize
the types of risk posed. Some institutions require students to sign waiver
forms indicating that they have been informed of the risks involved in un-
dertaking community-based work, are undertaking the work willingly,
and do not hold the university liable for accidents or damages. Such waivers
nevertheless do not release universities from their responsibilities to pro-
vide appropriate support, care, and caution on behalf of its students. They
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do, however, ensure that the faculty members and students talk seriously
about risk-related issues. Students might instead sign a consent form, in-
dicating their voluntary participation and perhaps providing emergency
contact information.

In terms of the faculty CBR project director’s personal liability, the col-
lege’s or university’s insurance (and legal counsel) should serve to cover
against lawsuits and liability in the case of accidents or damages. However,
it is wise for the CBR practitioner to clarify this with risk management of-
ficials. We would also recommend that the faculty practitioner consider
purchasing a personal umbrella liability policy as another form of protec-
tion against calamitous mishap, weighing the amount of exposure one
faces, the numbers of students involved, the nature of the community in
which one’s students are working, and one’s assets (house, retirement ac-
counts, savings, and so on) that are exposed.

Center-Community Relations

In this section, we examine the university-community partnership from
the point of view of the higher education–based center. This is the reverse
perspective from Chapter Two, in which we examined some of the same
issues from the perspective of the community partner. For the partnership
to work, these issues must be addressed in a way that is suitable for all
partners in the collaboration.

Partnerships

Precisely who are the partners engaged in a community-based research
project and how the relationship is established and maintained through
the center are the issues we examine here. Partnerships can be created as
a result of ad hoc relationships—chance meetings of individuals with com-
mon interests—or established deliberately, resulting from a systematic ap-
proach to partnership creation. In the first situation, research partnerships
may grow out of shared interests or experiences, a common colleague, 
attendance at an event, or any number of other chance meetings. At the
more deliberate end of the spectrum, the partnership formation may re-
sult from a strategic planning process or a rational match-making process,
or it may develop out of an existing relationship, for example, one based
on a direct service program partnership. For some urban institutions, es-
pecially those located in poor neighborhoods, their potential partners may
be found immediately outside their gate. The Neighborhood Center at
Trinity College in Hartford Connecticut; Howard University’s Center for
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Urban Progress in Washington, D.C.; and the University of Pennsylvania’s
WEPIC project in Philadelphia describe this as their experience. At
Chicago’s PRAG and at Hood College, a formal solicitation of research
proposal requests from the community leads to a matching process with
institutional research resources to determine projects. At Georgetown, the
PURS project actively sought partners from among two targeted commu-
nities that already had long-standing university direct service programs op-
erating there. The University of Denver’s Center for Service Learning and
Civic Engagement targeted solicitations for collaborative research from
two communities in which it had established direct service and service-
learning programs.

Such partnerships are formed initially out of a common research inter-
est. If a project is launched, it is the work itself that structures the initial
form of the relationship. At the completion of the project, the relation-
ship may simply end as the collaborators move on to other priorities. How-
ever, the relationship may continue over time and develop in response to
changing research needs and challenges and as new opportunities emerge
for additional collaboration, such as future funding opportunities. The re-
lationship is maintained as long as the needs of all the collaborators are
being met. However, these needs may change from rather narrowly de-
fined research interests on a specific topic to broader obligations; in the
long run, traditions of partnership may emerge. The center plays three key
roles here:

• Center staff are familiar with the CBO’s larger change agenda and
help to foster relationships between the CBO and different faculty
over time.

• Working relationships are already understood and agreements are
in place, reducing the challenges of placing and supervising stu-
dents, negotiating contractual relations, clarifying liability issues,
transacting financial matters, and other logistical matters.

• Interpersonal relationships are already established and experiences
are shared, so that certain norms of operating are understood.

Advisory Boards

The university may establish an advisory board for the CBR center that
has some community members or partners as board members. Such boards
may perform a number of functions, including these:

• Establishing priorities for collaborative research projects

• Recommending how resources are to be allocated
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• Raising funds to support the work of the center

• Developing common understandings of problems and operations
among both actual and potential partners

• Creating and monitoring operational guidelines for the conduct 
of collaborative projects

• Evaluating the center’s effectiveness in achieving its goals

Some institutions have decided explicitly against having community
members serve on their advisory board, for several reasons: the amount
of time and cost incurred by board members is not justifiable to impose
on resource-strapped community partners, and university politics and bu-
reaucracy limit what the board can do, setting up a mismatch between
community expectations and what the board can deliver. However, some
other center directors who have community partners on their boards have
expressed to us that community members have come to learn about and
understand better the university’s constraints as a result of serving on such
boards. In the long run, this experience helps to create realistic expecta-
tions about the assets and limits that the university brings to the collabo-
rative enterprise.

Public Relations

Managing public relations is a task that is not often done very well. In-
deed, some of the participants in CBR eschew the need for, and inten-
tionally avoid participating in, public relations. The reasons for such
avoidance vary: humility about the work, the distraction and redirection
of scarce resources that participants believe would be better used on the
work, and a mistrust of media and fear that the work will be misrepre-
sented and cause harm to the enterprise. On the positive side, projects and
centers can benefit from letting the public know about the work that is
going on:

• Recruiting potential allies and future participants and funders

• Effecting social change through publicizing the results of 
their work

• Creating a general public more receptive to the process and results
of such work

We do not know of any CBR centers that have public relations special-
ists on their staff, and only some of the larger centers include media rela-
tions as a (minor) job responsibility for any of their staff. Yet all institutions
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of higher education have public relations offices and staff who work for the
institution and could play a role in promoting the work of the center. Often,
it takes some initiative and effort to contact and educate university public
relations staff about the mission, projects, and value of the CBR work being
done. However, given the public service and social responsibility mission of
all universities, colleges, and community colleges, the benefits of CBR can
be framed in such a way as to inspire the institution’s media specialists to
generate positive stories about the work being done. Most institutions have
their own internal media, such as campus newspapers and student-run pa-
pers, in which positive stories can be printed. Many also have more ex-
ternally directed productions, such as alumni magazines or fundraising
newsletters, which enable them to spread news about positive university de-
velopments to a wider audience. Often, there may be smaller community
papers that would be interested in publishing community-university col-
laboration stories. In addition to professional staff working in the institu-
tion’s public relations office, there may be journalism classes or students
who would be willing to write stories about CBR work that can be pub-
lished in campus or community papers. There are a number of good re-
source books with suggestions and practical information, explaining how
even small groups with few resources can generate positive publicity for
their work (Ryan, 1991; Salzman, 1998).

Summary

This chapter has offered practical suggestions about how to operate a CBR
center at an institution of higher education. We started by suggesting a
number of initial issues to raise on a campus in order to help a group of
interested faculty and administrators launch a center. We then examined a
range of alternative structures that the centers can take, focusing on is-
sues such as staffing, budgeting and funding, and uses of technology. Our
examination considered faculty matters, such as recruitment, develop-
ment, and sustainability through the institution’s rewards structure. We
focused on the center’s relationship to the rest of the campus, examining
how its location may affect its operations in terms of mobilizing institu-
tional resources, risk management, and human subjects research. Our dis-
cussion turned finally to community-campus partnership matters, focusing
on the factors that affect university faculty and staff decision making re-
garding their participation in CBR, the role of advisory boards, and man-
aging public relations.
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A LOOK TO THE FUTURE

imagine a future in which community-based research has become
business as usual in higher education. Here is what voices from campuses
and communities might sound like then:

FROM A STUDENT

College is turning out to be an incredible experience for me. It seems
I spend a lot of my time out in the local community, working with dif-
ferent people on projects that we hope will bring about some real
changes. Just last week I helped interview two dozen or so residents of
the public housing project about all the things that need fixing in their
building, and I’ll be joining their association president in presenting
our findings to the Housing Commission at their next meeting. In the
meantime, I’ll be reading about lead-based paint for my environmen-
tal biology class and talking with my political science professor about
strategies for getting the city officials to pay more attention to local
housing issues. I can’t believe how much I am learning in and outside
the classroom and from so many different people. I get to be a “teach-
er” too. In fact, there is something about working on a research proj-
ect together—me and other students, our professor, members of the
community—that makes us all teachers and learners and researchers.
I love that feeling of being depended on and of having something im-
portant to contribute, even though I am “just a student.”

When I graduate, I’m not sure just what I’ll do. I am already think-
ing that I might want to continue working on housing-related issues,
but then there was that exciting oral history project when we inter-
viewed peace activists from the 1960s that really grabbed my interest.
I’m even thinking about staying in the community, because I have
made so many friends here. No matter what I end up doing, I know I



want to apply all that I have learned as a student at this college to
make the world better in some way. And I feel confident now that I
can really do that.

FROM A FACULTY MEMBER

I was just awarded tenure at my university, thanks to a whole range of
things, including a strong letter of support from a member of the board
of the local community action agency and a pretty solid c.v. that includes
a number of research reports that were never published in academic
journals. That’s because most of my research is community based—
“real” research that is a bit different from the more traditional academic
research that many of my colleagues do. I teach at a university that val-
ues that kind of work, and that is very important to me. The adminis-
tration here appreciates the excellent course evaluations that I get from
students who are involved with me in CBR projects and they recognize
that it is also really good for university-community relations.

The city council just passed an ordinance banning smoking in many
local public places based in part on research that one of my students
and I conducted with the local health clinic. A few people are dis-
pleased with that outcome, of course—smokers, mainly—but my 
university received much positive publicity for supporting our partic-
ipation in this collaborative research project. As for me, I continue to
get enormous satisfaction from being able to combine a strong com-
mitment to teaching, a passion for meaningful research, and a belief
in the importance of service in my work as an educator and researcher
at this institution. It doesn’t get any better than this!

FROM A COMMUNITY SERVICE PROVIDER

I love that word partnership, and it certainly describes the relationship
that my agency has with the local college. We’ve always had students
come in to tutor our youngsters, but now their involvement with us is
much deeper and wider. It seems that hardly a day goes by when there
aren’t students—and usually one or two professors too—hanging
around our building: conducting interviews with young people from
the community, meeting with client-staff research teams, accompany-
ing staff members to hearings, and so on. Of course, we spend time on
the campus too. Right now, I am helping to teach a course on youth
programming with an education professor whose class last semester
helped us identify some shortcomings in our after-school program.
They also taught us how to gather information in a way that will let us
conduct a similar study of our school-based tutoring program next year.
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It’s wonderful knowing that we can call our college partners anytime
we need advice about a grant proposal or could use their help gather-
ing information about new federal regulations or ways to strengthen
our programs. And their students have become indispensable to us—
especially those whose commitment to our agency and our community
extends through their college years and even after their graduation. In
fact, our current executive director started off as a student on one of
our research teams.

FROM A COMMUNITY MEMBER

I used to think that colleges and universities were places where rich
kids and overeducated professors talked about irrelevant things and
conducted meaningless research. Now I have a different view. That’s
because some professors and students from one of our city’s universi-
ties have been spending time in our neighborhood, helping us figure
out what sorts of changes we want to make in our community and
how we might go about doing it. We finally have our own grocery
store as a result of the information they helped us collect and that we
then presented to the local chamber of commerce. And the best thing
is that they aren’t telling us what to do; they are asking us what we
think should be done. They aren’t talking at us but rather with us. And
they aren’t doing this for their own benefit but for ours. They really
seem to care about this community. They have become our friends and
colleagues.

We have become members of their campus community as well. We
are invited to seminars and concerts there, and last week my elderly
neighbor gave a talk in a history class about how our neighborhood
has changed over the past fifty years. She told us later how great it was
to feel as if she had something important to share with people at the
university! Her view of colleges and universities, along with those of
everyone in this neighborhood, has really changed. We all feel good
about that.

FROM A FUNDER

My job as a foundation executive has certainly gotten easier. One rea-
son is that some colleges and universities have finally gotten serious
about working with their local communities to address community
problems. As a matter of fact, we just renewed funding for our local
CBR center for the fifth straight year because, once again, they were able
to show that they’ve made a substantial and positive contribution to the
community through their work. In one case, they brought together
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professors and students from three different disciplines and staff from
the local health clinic to create a wildly successful, countywide immu-
nization program. This model program, whose development we helped
to fund, was featured in a national news magazine as well as many
health-related publications. How can we not want to continue to sup-
port that sort of work?

The CBR center exists because the university took seriously this idea
of engaging the community and made some major changes in the way
they operate, providing resources for staff and a space right in the com-
munity for this work. I expect we will continue to give them money for
a long time to come, as we continue to see all kinds of benefits that
come from combining community programming and university re-
search in such important and effective ways.

FROM A COLLEGE OR UNIVERSITY ADMINISTRATOR

I’m going to erect a statue in our quad in honor of the faculty mem-
bers who introduced community-based research to our campus some
years ago. We all know about the seemingly formidable challenges that
have faced higher education over the past few decades: increasing stu-
dent diversity, legislative mandates, faculty dissension, and the nagging
sense that we should be devoting some of our substantial resources to
helping the communities that struggle outside our campus walls. My
institution has addressed them all, with rousing success. The answer?
Well, a big part of it is community-based research.

We support and reward faculty involvement in CBR, and as a result,
a substantial number of our faculty are involved in it in some way. Be-
cause of that, we have a diverse and growing student body whose needs
we are meeting. Students get the best of active, experiential learning
and leave here with skills, knowledge, and a commitment to active par-
ticipation in democratic society—just like our mission statement prom-
ises. We are truly engaged with our community, and we don’t have
town-gown problems.

Faculty morale couldn’t be higher. We attract top-notch scholars
and teachers from around the country who want to be at a place
where they can combine teaching, research, and service in innovative,
meaningful ways. Our commitment to community collaboration in-
fuses all that we do on campus as well, making ours a model of aca-
demic democracy. All this also means that we attract lots of grant
money, along with the stamp of approval from state and local legisla-
tors. When they ask me to make a presentation telling them all that
we have contributed to the community lately, there is just too much to
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say, so I bring along folks from the community to help me. CBR has
indeed proved to be transformational, and I am proud to have been a
part of these important changes in higher education.

The Vision: A CBR Future

The vision of the future expressed by these voices is dramatically, though
not unrealistically, different from the world of higher education as we
know it now. And it is a vision of the future that we hope this book, and
the work it may inspire, will help bring about.

These voices express a very different vision of the classroom. The class-
room of the CBR future will be one without walls, where students move
freely into the community and community members move freely onto and
across the campus. In this world, the community is part of the educational
process, and the classroom extends and melds into the community on
community members’ terms. It is also a classroom without rigid roles and
hierarchies. The teacher can be a student, the student can be a teacher, and
the community member can be both. Learning becomes a mutual process,
with community stories holding common footing with academic infor-
mation and questions of the community having greater importance than
answers found in textbooks. The classroom of the CBR future is a place
where hands-on active learning takes precedence over passive book learn-
ing and where the activities of the course fit with the work of the com-
munity, and matter to it. Learning, in this model, is a bottom-up process
such that theories and models emerge in the context of the real world and
their value depends on their relevance to it. Participants in this educational
world leave the process with deeper moral conviction and clarity, enhanced
practical skills, and broader intellectual perspective.

Beyond the classroom, the CBR future also implies different higher ed-
ucation institutions. The college and university of the future will be much
more interdisciplinary than it is today. Students will no longer be confined
to discipline-bound majors, and faculty will no longer be held to rigid and
narrow disciplinary standards. Indeed, institutions may be organized
around interdisciplinary programs, and not around discipline-defined de-
partments at all.

The tearing down of walls between institution and community will also
require much more democratic institutions of higher education, where de-
cisions about resource distribution, programmatic emphases, and future ex-
pansion will be informed as much by the powers of faculty-community
partnerships as by boards of trustees. The civic engagement philosophy pro-
moted by higher education will require new institutional decision-making
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structures that reflect the democratic practices CBR attempts to create and
sustain. The artificial division between teaching, research, and service will
no longer exist as research becomes part of the pedagogy and useful in ser-
vice to communities. The split between basic and applied research will also
dissolve as research begins to address community problems and advance
knowledge generally. Rewards for both faculty and students will reflect a
new value placed on knowledge that is produced collaboratively, creatively,
and in service to the ideals of a better society.

Dedicated CBR spaces—on campuses, in the community, or in jointly
claimed areas—are central to the vision of the CBR future. These will be
open, safe homes where faculty, community members, and students can
come together freely. Community-based ways of expressing knowledge will
be respected equally with academic ways of expressing knowledge. All who
enter these homes will be valued for their individual experiences and
unique skills and will be welcomed to integrate these experiences and skills
with others to build more comprehensive and complex forms of knowl-
edge. Ultimately, these homes will provide access to all seeking knowledge,
as well as to all who wish to contribute to its creation and discovery.

The communities of the CBR future will be supported in myriad ways
as they develop their organizations and their members toward more ef-
fective, informed practices. Community organizations will no longer have
to choose between gathering the information necessary to do successful
programming and doing the actual work; they will be able to do both.
They will no longer feel compelled to meet externally imposed standards
of the sort that often separate them from their community constituencies.
Instead, they will be able to incorporate the values of CBR into their own
missions, building programs from the wisdom of community members
and thus transforming them from recipients to participants. Put another
way, social service and social change will no longer be mutually exclusive
goals. Higher education institutions without barriers to community par-
ticipation can help community organizations make these changes. The re-
sult will be a reduction in the anti-intellectualism of American culture,
because research and knowledge will be useful and practical, as well as
thoughtful and intellectual.

Those who give financial support to CBR and its values will also ex-
perience new horizons. Funders, recognizing the synergy created from re-
search informed by action and action informed by research, will be able
to see communities as producers of knowledge and higher education in-
stitutions as partners in social programming. Responding to the ground-
up process of CBR, they will define their funding priorities as much by
the advances of CBR as by the desires of foundation staff and board mem-
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bers. Governments will no longer think of communities as uninformed re-
cipients of expert-defined programs, but instead will recognize their cen-
tral role as participants in policy development. The result will be more
democracy and a return to the ideal of government by the people, of the
people, and for the people.

Idealistic as this future may seem, it is achievable. Indeed, we have shared
in the previous chapters many small pieces of this vision that have already
been realized on campuses and in communities across the country. How-
ever, creating the sort of large-scale transformation that we propose here
will require a number of changes in the way that we organize and operate
our colleges and universities, community-based organizations, and govern-
ment and other funding organizations. These changes—what we think of
as action steps—have three central aims:

• To enhance the infrastructure or capacity to undertake 
community-based research

• To assess the practice of CBR in order to demonstrate and ensure
its continuing value to our institutions and the community

• To promote and advocate for the expanded practice of CBR

Infrastructure Development

The following action steps provide the support and sustainability needed
for the effective practice of CBR. We start with steps that need to be taken
at the local level—on campuses and in community-based organizations—
and then move to steps at the regional and national levels that are needed
to advance CBR:

1. Establish centers or offices, with staff and budgets, to support CBR.
The practice of CBR flourishes with appropriate support and skilled prac-
tice. We need to create spaces to mobilize these resources and nourish the
practice of CBR so that it may develop its potential for social change.
Each local community and its local CBR practitioners need to determine
the institutional framework that might be best suited to support their
work. We have noted several different forms around which this work can
be organized and urge higher education and community leaders to develop
and support the framework that seems most appropriate to support their
practice.

2. Change faculty reward structures so that community-based research
is recognized and valued as legitimate scholarship, service, and—as 
applicable—an important contribution to innovative teaching. Faculty
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reward systems were designed to promote and ensure the quality practice
of teaching, research, and service. These vary among institutions, depend-
ing on their mission, size, and location, as well as other factors. The indi-
cators for how teaching, research, and service are evaluated typically do not
accommodate the integrative practice of CBR. Some institutions, such as
Portland State University, Indiana University/Purdue University at Indi-
anapolis, and San Francisco State University, have developed innovative
procedures that enable CBR practices to be considered for evaluation
through the rank and tenure system. To advance this practice, we will have
to document stories of how CBR has affected the community, professional
practice, and students’ learning. We will need to broaden the types of pub-
lications and scholarly products that can be evaluated during such reviews.
We should create a space for community members to help document the
impacts of CBR projects in the community.

3. Deepen existing partnerships and develop principles for collabora-
tion for each institution. Most institutions already have in place some
forms of partnerships with community organizations through direct ser-
vice programs, student volunteer organizations, or service-learning part-
nerships. We suggest that undertaking collaborative research projects with
such partners is an effective means for deepening these partnerships and
expanding their effectiveness. Both the community organizations and the
university should consider establishing principles for engaging in such col-
laborations to ensure that their long-term goals are being met through
such partnerships.

4. Develop institutional program components to support CBR prac-
tice. These might include the following:

• Continuing-education programs. These programs can be made
available to community partners, enabling them to take courses at
the college or university for free in recognition of their contribu-
tion to students’ learning.

• Cocurricular programs. These programs can provide training and
supervision for students who volunteer to work in communities
and undertake CBR in ongoing collaborative projects.

• Leadership development program. Whether curricular or extracur-
ricular, student leadership programs can provide training support
for undertaking CBR.

• Student scholarship programs. Student financial aid funding can be
tied to training and incorporation of students to participate in
CBR projects. Creative uses of federal work-study funds, Ameri-
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Corps funding, research assistantships, and traditional scholarship
funds can support students who wish to engage in CBR.

5. Incorporate CBR into graduate or other formal training. One way
to do this is to create certificate programs or areas of concentration within
graduate programs for students engaging in CBR. Another is to support,
in every way possible, students who wish to undertake CBR for their doc-
toral or master’s thesis research.

6. Work with admissions staff to promote CBR in admissions materi-
als and programs aimed at recruiting students. Some students will find op-
portunities to engage in CBR so appealing that they will base their college
matriculation decisions on the opportunity to work in the community. We
will have to educate admissions office staff about the appeal of this work
and assist them in developing promotional materials to disseminate to
prospective students. This will increase the pipeline of students interested
in CBR. It is also likely to improve retention, as the increasing number of
students attracted to community-based learning will experience greater
satisfaction in their undergraduate program.

7. Develop Web sites for matching community research needs with
campus resources. As a support mechanism to help the campus and com-
munity share information about projects and resources, CBR centers can
host a Web site that describes projects desired by community partners and
research assets and interests offered by the university. We recommend that
this be part of a larger enterprise that through interpersonal outreach
seeks to solicit matches among potential CBR partners. A Web site can
serve additional purposes, such as providing research reports and instru-
ments, partnership agreements, and other support documents to support
the partnerships that develop.

8. Start CBR-oriented learning circles that include campus and commu-
nity participants. It is challenging for community and university partners to
learn how to work together and understand the institutional constraints
faced in each other’s work. Learning circles enable participants to come to-
gether as equals, share their experiences, and explore with each other pos-
sible solutions to problems they encounter. The time that the participants
invest in such a process is time taken from other pressing demands—hence,
stipends or other compensation should be offered to the participants.

9. Develop the community’s (as well as the faculty’s) capacity to work
on CBR projects. We already mentioned the need for faculty development
workshops, so here we focus on the parallel need to enhance the commu-
nity’s ability to work on CBR projects. In a material sense, the community
partner’s time spent working on a CBR project may come at the expense
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of his or her work on other day-to-day program or organizing activities.
This trade-off needs to be recognized, and the CBO should be compen-
sated in financial terms or other in-kind support. Furthermore, the expec-
tation is that the community partner is accepting some responsibility for
educating and supervising students who are working on the project. This
may require additional training and support to be provided to the CBO.

10. Establish ongoing networks and associations with other people and
institutions engaged in CBR work. To coordinate efforts and learn from
each other’s experiences, we need to establish networks to promote and
advance the development of CBR practices. These may take the form of
a national association of CBR practitioners or institutions, regional net-
works or associations, or local networks. At the national level, the asso-
ciation would serve to establish best practices, do outreach and advocacy
work, and provide forums for new developments. At the regional and
local levels, CBR practitioners can coordinate their activities and share
project information and funding support. We need to integrate this work
across sectors as well, infusing CBR work into substantive and project de-
velopments in areas such as housing reform efforts, participatory com-
munity development, school reform, and environmental justice initiatives.

11. Work with kindred national associations to advance the practice
and institutionalization of CBR. National organizations such as the Cam-
pus Compact, the American Association for Higher Education, the Amer-
ican Association for Community Colleges, and Educators for Community
Engagement have played a role in supporting the development and spread
of CBR. We should continue to work with them to use their networks and
resources to advance these developments in the areas of promoting best
practices, reconsidering faculty roles and rewards, and integrating CBR
into the curriculum.

Assessing and Enhancing the Value of CBR

We also need to take action steps to ensure that quality CBR work is being
done and to demonstrate its effectiveness to educators, the community,
professional and practitioner associations, and the larger public. As we
demonstrate effective practices, we can begin to establish best practices
and examine the conditions under which these practices vary:

12. Develop and share a working list of best practices in community-
based research. Much as practitioners have established principles for best
practice in service-learning, we need to establish such principles for CBR.
To do so will require that we solicit and share these widely in order to de-
velop some consensual principles. These should be shared among univer-
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sity and community practitioners and reviewed continuously in the light
of what we learn from ongoing CBR work.

13. Design, conduct, and support research that looks at the impact of
CBR—on students, communities, institutions, and faculty members. In
this era of accountability, we need more than anecdotal and impression-
istic evidence of the impact of all kinds of community-based teaching and
learning—not only on students but also for the communities we hope to
help transform. We will need thoughtful outcome goals and measures that
can be applied across sites and projects. As our evidence accumulates, we
will want to undertake meta-analyses in order to demonstrate patterns
and conditions for successful CBR work. Some of the outcomes that we
will want to assess are:

• Students’ learning outcomes—indicators of the extent to which
participation in CBR improves students’ learning in the areas of
critical thinking skills, civic responsibility and engagement, sub-
stantive content of courses and disciplines, creating knowledge and
understanding of the research process and career development

• CBOs and community outcomes—indicators of the extent to
which participation in CBR has a positive effect on the community
and the organization in the areas of skills development of CBO
staff and community members, internal operations of CBOs, pro-
gram effectiveness and implementation of new initiatives, increas-
ing community power and participation in decision making, access
to resources and raising funds, and coalition building and working
with other CBOs

• Faculty outcomes—indicators of the extent to which participation
in CBR has an impact on faculty work in the areas of job satisfac-
tion and morale, tenure and promotion and the rewards process,
and teaching effectiveness

• Institutional outcomes—indicators of the extent to which institu-
tional participation in CBR has an impact on the institution in the
areas of town-gown relations, adaptation and fulfillment of institu-
tional mission tenure and promotion, faculty rewards procedures,
and curriculum content

Outreach, Promotion, and Advocacy

To further the practice of CBR requires that we enthusiastically promote
it among our community and higher education colleagues. The best place
to begin such advocacy is among predisposed colleagues and practitioners.
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We will also want to educate potential funders and the larger public about
the effects of CBR practice:

14. Promote CBR in the undergraduate curriculum through related ed-
ucational reform initiatives. A number of current innovations in under-
graduate education are particularly compatible with CBR. These include
promoting undergraduate research (including collaborative research with
faculty members), student leadership development, education for civic en-
gagement, and problem-based learning. CBR advances each of these, and
they, in turn, provide rich opportunities and justifications for building
CBR into undergraduate courses and curricula.

15. Offer workshops on and off campus—for faculty members, ad-
ministrators, community members and organizations, students, and fund-
ing agencies—about community-based research. We must expand our
outreach to potential new practitioners of CBR by offering workshops to
introduce the practice of CBR and recruit potential collaborators. To sup-
port this practice, we must develop educational materials, modules, work-
books, training guides, and document collections and make them readily
available for dissemination. Web-based resources and information tech-
nology expertise can be applied to make this information readily accessi-
ble. We need an experienced training corps that can provide training for
trainers in the practice of CBR.

16. Develop relationships with local media and take advantage of them
to promote and publicize CBR work. We need to promote our successes
and provide documentation for local media to help disseminate informa-
tion about effective CBR practice. This means writing in accessible lan-
guage and nurturing relationships with the media. We should think broadly
about media venues, including community newspapers, university newspa-
pers, and nonprofit organization newsletters. We must work with commu-
nity media advocates to learn how to communicate CBR project successes
effectively.

17. Promote CBR in disciplinary and other associations connected
with higher education. We need to work with professional associations to
create space for CBR within conventional academic venues, such as con-
ferences and journals. Beyond the obvious social science disciplines, we
need to expand the visibility of CBR in the arts, humanities, and natural
sciences. We need to work with practitioners’ associations to provide sup-
port and legitimacy for CBR. When making presentations at these con-
ferences, we should try to include community partners as presenters. We
also need to promote CBR among student associations. The 2002 annual
conference of the Faculty Roles and Rewards initiative of the American
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Association for Higher Education was dedicated to “The Engaged Cam-
pus.” A major theme of the conference was community-based research, and
the result was a roster of informative workshops and presentations that
drew significant numbers of participants. We need to create continuing
forums similar to this to promote the development of CBR.

18. Write and submit to mainstream disciplinary and interdisciplinary
journals manuscripts that report the results of community-based research.
We need to demonstrate to journal editors the value of this work and write
quality articles for submission. We need to place ourselves on editorial
boards to give such manuscripts favorable reviews. We should create a spe-
cialty journal that will publish quality CBR articles.

19. Promote the inclusion of community-based research in textbooks,
especially those that deal with research methods. We must advocate with
textbook writers and publishers to include a chapter on community-based
research in methods texts. We will want to publish texts that present the
results of CBR studies and the methods used in community-based re-
search.

20. Talk with funding agencies about CBR. Funders have been pro-
moting collaboration as a means of stretching shrinking funding to effect
community change. Funders also want agencies to demonstrate the effec-
tiveness of the funding they have been awarded. Community-based re-
search is consistent with funders’ process objectives and their outcome
goals. We need to educate funders about the potential of CBR and demon-
strate to them successful collaborations.

A Vision of the Future

This, then, is our vision: a future in which campus-community research
partnerships are prolific, deep, sustained, reciprocal, and actively com-
mitted—in myriad ways, in every corner of the United States—to trans-
forming communities and realizing a more just society. It is a future in
which colleges and universities have finally become places where teaching
and learning are vigorous and vital, scholarship is valued for its relevance
as well as for its rigor, and the ends of knowledge truly are the benefit and
use of life. We hope you will join us in working to achieve it.
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