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	From the Editor...
Shannon O. Brooks

I
n this issue of the Journal of Higher 
Education Outreach and Engagement 
(JHEOE) the common theme is the 
intricate web of relationships within 
communities and institutions that in-

forms the work of community engagement. 
Throughout, readers will experience the 
profoundly relational nature of the work un-
dertaken by community-engaged scholars 
and boundary spanners as these individuals 
build frameworks for better collaboration 
and shared purpose between higher educa-
tion institutions and communities.

Research Articles

In our Research Articles section, we fea-
ture a groundbreaking study by Sherard 
and Sager, who explore the purpose of 42 
student-led farms or gardens (SFGs) at 
land-grant institutions in the United States. 
For the first time, this study maps the loca-
tions of these SFGs and, through a critical 
discourse analysis of online materials, iden-
tifies four central practices. By examining 
this discourse and its multiple dimensions, 
ranging from community relationships and 
the people involved to discourses on the 
nature and culture relationships of SFGs, 
this study provides valuable insight into the 
definition of community agriculture and the 
practices and purposes of this unique subset 
of campus farms.

Reflective Essays

The Reflective Essays section features 
thought-provoking pieces that highlight in-
novative programs and research approaches 
with strong potential for producing future 
scholarship and improving community-
university engagement. First, Stofer ex-
amines the potential of dissemination and 
implementation science, or D&I science, 
to enhance Cooperative Extension’s health 
outreach. As an approach to biomedical and 
education research that grew out of trans-
lational research, D&I science shares with 
Extension the parallel goal of improving 
community health by putting evidence-

based interventions into practice. This essay 
serves as a primer on D&I science, its con-
nections to public health, and its potential 
applications for health extension work. 
Stofer also provides a compelling discussion 
of the power of D&I science to measurably 
improve lives and health outcomes, raising 
the incentive for integrating this practice 
into Extension and other community-based 
initiatives.

In an innovative case study of a community-
engaged research (CER) faculty fellows pro-
gram at the Georgia Institute of Technology, 
Yow et al. explore the importance of insti-
tutional support and resources for faculty 
engaged in CER. Through interviews, six 
program participants (who also serve as 
coauthors of the essay) provide diverse per-
spectives on CER and the fellows program 
across a range of disciplines and experience 
levels. Through these first-person nar-
ratives and a formal program evaluation, 
the authors offer findings on the impact 
of CER faculty programming. They also 
provide suggestions for other institutions 
interested in strengthening their own CER 
support structures and enhancing attendant 
community-university relationships.

Similar to Yow et al.’s focus on first-person 
narratives, Hammelman et al.’s reflective 
essay presents findings from a collec-
tive autoethnography conducted by seven 
community-engaged researchers associated 
with the Charlotte Action Research Project, 
CHARP, which is a community-engaged 
action research initiative at the University 
of North Carolina at Charlotte. Through a 
series of reflection questions, the CHARP 
researchers explore the partnerships and 
relationships involved in community-
engaged research, as well as the systemic 
challenges of relationship building and 
institutional support. This essay presents 
recommendations for how higher education 
institutions can rethink their strategies for 
supporting faculty and students conducting 
community-engaged research to bolster 
their institutional commitment to commu-
nity engagement.
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Projects with Promise

Our Projects with Promise section high-
lights promising practices and programs 
accompanied by early- to mid-stage find-
ings. Ojike et al.’s study explores how the 
National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) can 
be used to track and understand the impact 
of youth-serving organizations on college 
readiness, focusing specifically on Indiana 
4-H. Given the large number of youth in-
volved in 4-H nationwide, this single-state 
study has broad implications for how future 
researchers might leverage NSC data to un-
derstand 4-H’s long-term impact on college 
readiness.

Next, Pearl et al. present vignettes that 
explore the impact of two community 
engagement-focused programs at the 
University of Alabama, the Community-
Engaged Learning Fellows program and the 
Emerging Community Engagement Scholars 
program. These vignettes highlight the ex-
periences of program participants and fa-
cilitators through a methodology employing 
critical reflection. This approach illuminates 
common themes in the development of 
scholarly identities tied to community-
engaged scholarship through the power of 
peer relationships that are aligned in their 
motivations and interests.

Minnick et al. explore first-year lessons 
learned from developing and implementing 
the Duvall Initiative, a community-academ-
ic partnership (CAP) between the University 
of South Florida Sarasota-Manatee and ad-
jacent counties focused on addiction treat-
ment. This article provides insight into 
establishing a CAP on a satellite R1 campus, 
while offering innovative ideas for lever-
aging resources from an endowed chair to 
drive a CAP initiative forward.

Concluding this section, Park et al. discuss 
lessons learned from an innovative summer 
camp pilot focused on teaching high school 

students design thinking and architecture 
through engagement with community needs 
in Lubbock, Texas. Through this program, 
Texas Tech University architecture students 
served as mentors for the high school stu-
dents, who were immersed in a week-long 
camp that challenged them to reimagine 
a space in downtown Lubbock as a more 
inclusive environment for community 
members. Through surveys and interviews, 
the authors explore the impact of this ex-
perience on the mentees’ career paths and 
mentor relationships, demonstrating how 
design challenges can be applied to real-
world issues. The authors provide a repli-
cable framework for engaging high school 
and undergraduate students in meaningful 
community-based design thinking.

Dissertation Overviews

The journal regularly features Dissertation 
Overviews from emerging scholars who have 
recently completed their master’s or doc-
toral degrees. This occasional section offers 
a window into the diverse range of engaged 
scholarship and community-focused re-
search currently being undertaken across 
various disciplines. This issue features 
Phaup’s phenomenological study, which 
explores how community-engaged re-
searchers experienced institutional support 
during the COVID-19 pandemic at a public 
research university. The findings indicate 
that gender, faculty roles, departmental 
culture, and interpersonal relationships are 
critical factors that affect how institutions 
should develop individualized support sys-
tems for community-engaged scholars.

As always, we extend our gratitude to the 
authors, associate and managing editors, 
reviewers, and editorial team who make 
JHEOE possible. We appreciate your interest 
in this scholarship and thank you for your 
continued readership.
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Cultivating Narratives: A Critical Discourse 
Analysis of Higher Education Student-Led Farms 
and Gardens

Max K. Sherard and Marc T. Sager

Abstract

Despite extensive research on community agriculture, little attention 
has been paid to student-led farms or gardens (SFGs) in higher 
education contexts. SFGs represent a unique site for community 
agriculture due to their diverse stakeholders, academic affiliations, and 
the institutional policies they navigate. This study examines online 
promotional materials from 42 SFGs located on land-grant higher 
education campuses across the United States. Using critical discourse 
analysis, we (1) map these organizations’ practices and (2) identify 
competing discourses about community and agriculture within their 
promotional narratives. We identify and explain four core practices 
(membership, growing, distribution, and purpose) and connect these 
practices to discourses on community and agriculture. By analyzing 
how SFGs represent their purposes and practices, this study highlights 
the interplay between broader agricultural discourses and local actions. 
We contribute to scholarship on community agriculture by offering 
both theoretical insights and practical recommendations for students 
pursuing agricultural initiatives in higher education.

Keywords: community gardens, critical discourse analysis, higher education, 
university farms

I
n this study, we critically examine 
online promotional materials from 
community agricultural initiatives 
located on higher education cam-
puses in the United States (Vejre et 

al., 2016). We refer to these organizations as 
student-led farms or gardens (SFGs). SFGs 
are a type of community agriculture where 
students, faculty, and others work collab-
oratively to grow, share, donate, and/or sell 
produce (Genter et al., 2015). By exploring 
their online promotional materials, this 
study (1) maps (a methodology discussed 
in Law & Mol, 2002) the terrain of practices 
that these organizations engage in and (2) 
identifies competing discourses about com-
munity and agriculture that circulate within 
these materials. Two reasons motivate our 
work:

Previous research on community agricul-
ture has examined neighborhood gardens 
(Aptekar & Myers, 2020), city-run gar-
dens (Prole & Gray, 2013), allotment farms 
(Bailey & Kingsley, 2020), K-12 school 
gardens (Charlton et al., 2021), or other 
publicly shared growing spaces (Liu et al., 
2017). To our knowledge, no research has 
focused exclusively on community agricul-
tural initiatives located in higher education 
spaces. Higher education SFGs are a unique 
context for community agricultural work 
because they are comprised of heteroge-
neous groups of students, faculty, and staff, 
some of whom study/work in agriculture-
related disciplines and others who do not. 
Furthermore, SFGs must navigate the 
policies and procedures of the university 
context, while also making connections 
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to the broader communities in which they 
work (Sager & Petrosino, 2024). For these 
reasons, we focus exclusively on student-
led community agricultural work in higher 
education spaces.

In addition, the history of community ag-
riculture has been marked by competing 
interests and motivations. At one end of 
the spectrum, nationalist movements have 
justified community farms or gardens as 
tools for supporting the military, individu-
alism, and capital accumulation (Heynen 
et al., 2006; Walter, 2013). At the other end 
of the spectrum, progressive movements 
have extolled community gardens as spaces 
for environmental and racial justice, social 
organizing, and anticapitalism (Aptekar & 
Myers, 2020; Butterfield, 2022). Community 
agricultural work in higher education spaces 
is no exception, and in some cases, might be 
more prone to competing visions and moti-
vations. We add to scholarship on commu-
nity agriculture by considering how various 
discourses about community and agriculture 
permeate higher education students’ efforts 
to engage in farming and gardening.

To engage in this work, we identified 42 
SFGs at land-grant universities across the 
United States and collected any online pro-
motional materials that discuss their prac-
tices or purposes. Using methods from criti-
cal discourse analysis (Fairclough, 2004), we 
ask two questions:

1.	 How do SFGs represent themselves 
(and others), their purposes, and their 
central practices in online promotional 
materials?

2.	How are these representations related to 
broader discourses about community and 
agriculture?

Background

Most community farms or gardens are char-
acterized by three traits: (1) they occupy 
small spaces (relative to industrial agri-
culture; Yokohari et al., 2000); (2) they are 
managed by collectives (Bailey & Kingsley, 
2020); and (3) they grow, share, donate, and 
sell fruits, vegetables, flowers, and some-
times animal products (Boukharta et al., 
2024). Beyond these traits, they differ with 
regard to who they involve, how they are 
run, and why they are established. To con-
textualize our own set of student-led farms 
and gardens, we provide a brief description 
of the history of community gardening in 

the United States and outline some com-
peting motivations that underscore their 
operations.

A Brief History of Community Gardens in 
the United States

Community gardening and small-scale 
farming have a long and complicated his-
tory, rooted in resilience, production, co-
operation, and isolation (Lawson, 2005). 
In the United States, community gardening 
gained prominence during World Wars I and 
II with the introduction of Victory Gardens, 
citizen-run gardens that encouraged citi-
zens to grow food at home to support the 
war effort and alleviate resource shortages 
(Haeg, 2010; Tracey, 2007). By the 1970s, 
a renewed interest in community gardens 
emerged, driven by environmental activism 
and urban renewal projects. These com-
munity efforts emphasized access to local 
food, the creation of green spaces, and com-
munity engagement (Beilin & Hunter, 2011; 
Deflorian, 2021). 

Although an oversimplification, contem-
porary alternative food movements, such 
as SFGs, are a direct response to industrial 
agriculture. Industrial agriculture in the 
United States prioritizes profit and scale 
through large-scale mechanization, mono-
culture practices, chemical inputs, and 
genetically modified crops (Kapayou et al., 
2023). Although efficient, these methods 
often result in environmental destruction 
and social inequities, such as soil degrada-
tion, biodiversity loss, pollution, and labor 
exploitation (Alkon et al., 2020). In response 
to these blights, alternative food movements 
prioritize sustainability and community 
well-being by promoting practices like or-
ganic farming, permaculture, and urban ag-
riculture (Etmanski, 2012). These practices 
work to reduce environmental harm, sup-
port small farmers, improve public health, 
and enhance food sovereignty (Sbicca, 2015).

However, alternative food movements are 
not without their critics. Many agricultural 
initiatives view agriculture, food, and health 
through exclusively Western frameworks, 
thus limiting their understanding of pos-
sible pathways toward justice. Furthermore, 
some organizations dismiss or ignore racial, 
gender, and class oppression in their analy-
sis and treatment of food inequities, thus 
rendering their work apolitical (Alkon & 
Agyeman, 2011). Such missteps are linked 
to competing ways of framing problems and 
pursuing solutions (Cheong et al., 2024).
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Complicating matters further, most re-
search we reviewed while conducting this 
study focused on community agriculture 
in the United States, where the percentage 
of working adults employed in the agricul-
tural sector has declined from from 41% 
(1900) to 2% (2000; Dimitri et al., 2005). 
Therefore, community agricultural initia-
tives in the United States operate in a society 
entangled with industrial agriculture and 
surplus food production (Gardner, 1992), 
although that surplus is inequitably distrib-
uted (Odoms-Young et al., 2024). Because of 
this contradiction, the U.S. social, cultural, 
and economic context is distinct from com-
munity agricultural initiatives in developing 
nations, where a larger share of the popula-
tion engages in some form of subsistence 
agriculture (e.g., Sibhatu & Qaim, 2017). 
Although we do not engage in an interna-
tional comparison in this article, we find 
this backdrop important to acknowledge 
before reviewing SFGs located in U.S. higher 
education institutions.

Motivations Underlying Community 
Agriculture

With this brief history established, we find 
it worth mentioning that no two commu-
nity farms or gardens are alike. Rather, each 
organization responds to both its local con-
ditions and the (perceived) broader social 
context, particularly that of industrial ag-
riculture and inequitable food distribution 
in the United States. Therefore, there exists 
a landscape of motivations for engaging in 
community farming or gardening. We name 
a few of those motivations here:

•	 Economic motivations: Individuals 
may engage in community farm-
ing or gardening to save money on 
groceries, reduce reliance on com-
mercial food systems, or generate 
income by selling produce (Bonuedi 
et al., 2022).

•	 Nationalistic motivations: During 
times of conflict, agriculture has 
been tied to national security, such 
as supporting troops through grow-
ing war gardens or initiatives en-
couraging self-sufficiency as an act 
of national pride (Hayden-Smith, 
2014).

•	 Personal and social motivations: 
Some participate in community 
gardening to promote health, par-
ticipate in cultural exchange, or 

gain spiritual fulfillment (Certomà 
& Tornaghi, 2015).

•	 Liberal motivations: Some equi-
ty-oriented approaches focus on 
addressing systemic issues like 
food insecurity or food deserts, 
emphasizing the need to support 
marginalized communities who 
face systemic barriers to access-
ing nutritious and affordable food 
(Aptekar & Myers, 2020).

•	 Critical motivations: Other equity-
oriented approaches are more 
critical, and instead organize for 
food sovereignty and justice, chal-
lenge broader inequities in the food 
system, advocate for greater au-
tonomy over food production, and 
expand what counts as knowledge 
in agricultural systems (Jurow & 
Shea, 2015).

The list could certainly go on, but we feel 
this list captures many motivations un-
derpinning community agriculture. In the 
context of student-led agricultural initia-
tives, exploring how these motivations are 
represented in promotional materials is 
important, because this analysis can pro-
vide valuable insights into how these ini-
tiatives shape the next generation of farm-
ers, gardeners, agricultural researchers, or 
policymakers.

Methods

Identifying Higher Education Student 
Farms and Gardens

To find SFGs, we proceeded through three 
steps. First, we created a list of all land-
grant colleges and universities in the United 
States. Land-grant universities, established 
by the Morrill Acts (Act of August 30, 1890; 
Act of July 2, 1862), aim to expand higher 
education access in agriculture and the me-
chanical arts to rural, Western, Tribal, and 
nondominant communities in the United 
States (Ostrom, 2020). We chose to focus 
on land-grant universities exclusively be-
cause they are more likely to house agricul-
tural education and research programs. This 
process resulted in a list of 114 land-grant 
institutions (n = 114).

Second, we searched the internet to deter-
mine if any of these land-grant universities 
had a student-run farm or garden. Using 
Google, we searched each institution’s 
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name with the following keywords: “stu-
dent garden,” “student farm,” “community 
garden,” and “community farm.” Research 
centers and institutes were excluded, as they 
are not student- or community-led initia-
tives. This process resulted in a list of 60 
land-grant institutions with some internet 
trace of a SFG (n = 60).

Third, we scanned the online materials 
associated with each of the 60 land-grant 
institutions to identify whether the SFG had 
its own website and a purpose or mission 
statement. If the SFG did not have enough 
online material to read, then it would be dif-
ficult to gain an understanding of these pur-
poses. This process resulted in a list of 42 
land-grant institutions with a SFG and an 
online presence that described its purpose 
or mission (n = 42). A complete list of SFGs 
and their descriptions can be found in the 
Appendix. Figure 1 is a map of the locations 
of these SFGs.

Data Collection

With a list of 42 SFGs identified, we set 
out to collect data on each SFG. The data 
we were most interested in were online 
promotional materials. Typically, these 
online promotional materials were hosted 
on the university’s website and included 
home pages, instructions for volunteering, 
descriptions of yearly and monthly activi-
ties, photographs of the SFG, and historical 

narratives about the origins of the SFG. 
Some online promotional materials were 
posted to social networking websites, like 
Facebook or X (Twitter). These platforms 
were often private, so we excluded these 
materials in our analysis. We focus on online 
promotional materials because they are 
public facing, designed by the participants 
within the SFG, and represent the mis-
sion, purposes, and activities of the SFG. 
Furthermore, by reading across multiple 
sets of promotional materials (from differ-
ent SFGs), we can identify patterns related 
to how SFGs discuss the work of farming or 
gardening.

To collect online promotional materials, 
we read through the websites, took notes 
on how they were structured (home page 
layout, alternative links, etc.), and saved a 
screenshot or PDF of each unique webpage. 
This process resulted in each SFG having an 
associated set of online promotional materi-
als that we could analyze. On average, each 
SFG had at least five unique webpages that 
were saved for analysis. The SFG with the 
largest amount of web presence was the 
University of Georgia, with a total of 16 
unique webpages.

Data Analysis

In our enactment of case study (Ragin & 
Becker, 1992), research questions and cas-
ings evolved in tandem in response to our 

Figure 1. Map of Land-Grant Colleges and Universities’  
Student-Led Farms and Gardens

Note. Yellow place markers are Tribal colleges and universities.
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analytical decisions. We describe this pro-
cess in three broad phases.

In the first phase, we considered each SFG 
and its associated promotional materials as 
a case (n = 42 cases). To familiarize our-
selves with each SFG, we independently read 
through the promotional materials and took 
initial analytical notes. Coming together, we 
compared notes and identified patterns re-
lated to the structure of SFGs, the activities 
SFGs engaged in, and the broader purposes 
behind founding the SFGs. To bring these 
patterns to light, we analyzed each SFG 
using sociosemantic inventory (Sherard & 
Azevedo, 2023; van Leeuwen, 1993). This 
process involved reading each promotional 
item and documenting any participants 
and processes. Participants are any social 
actors represented in a text, whether they 
be individuals (students, farmers, profes-
sors), groups (soup kitchens, nonprofits), 
or institutions (USDA). Discursively, par-
ticipants/social actors typically appear in 
the form of nouns or pronouns. Processes 
are any social actions represented in a text, 
such as the behaviors or activities of the 
participants. Discursively, processes/social 
actions appear as verbs or verb phrases. To 
promote reliability, we analyzed the first 
10 SFGs together. After we gained some 
confidence and experience, we then split 
the remaining 32 cases between us. This 
phase of analysis resulted in 42 analytical 
memos, one per SFG, that documented the 
types of participants related to the garden 
and the major processes/practices the SFG 
engaged in. We identified many practices 
but focus the remainder of our analysis on 
four: (1) membership practices, (2) grow-
ing practices, (3) distribution practices, (4) 
purpose-related practices.

In the second phase, we considered each 
of the four main practices as a case (n = 4 
cases). Working one practice at a time, we 
read through all the analytical memos to 
identify different ways of describing or dis-
cussing each practice. For example, all SFGs 
discussed their produce-growing practices: 
how SFGs grow produce or flowers, what ac-
tions they consider appropriate (e.g., hand 
weeding, intercropping), and what actions 
they consider inappropriate (e.g., pesticide 
use, monocropping). Both researchers par-
ticipated in this process, and we discussed 
any disagreements until our understand-
ing on the variation of the data had been 
resolved. This phase of analysis resulted 
in 4 cross-SFG analytical memos, one per 

practice. By comparing across the SFGs, we 
began to develop a more general sense of the 
ways SFGs approach membership, growing, 
distribution, and purpose. We report on the 
landscape of strategies in our findings. 

In the final phase, we looked across the four 
practices to identify broader discourses that 
circulate this collection of SFGs. Discourses 
are different ways people can represent the 
social world for particular power-driven 
purposes. In our data, we focus on two dis-
courses about community and agriculture. We 
read through each practice-related analyti-
cal memo and highlighted different ways of 
discussing community, nature, and purpose. 
To conclude our analysis, we present the 
various discourses that circulated this set of 
SFGs and discuss the political implications 
of these discourses.

The Central Practices of Student-Led 
Farms or Gardens

Student-led farms and gardens engage in a 
range of activities, many of which are repre-
sented in their online promotional materi-
als. We developed four themes and multiple 
subthemes to describe the landscape of 
activities (Figure 2). Not all the activities 
that SFGs engage in are represented in this 
article. Rather, we chose four that appeared 
most frequently in the data.

Membership Practices

The first collection of practices SFGs discuss 
in their online promotional materials are 
membership practices. Membership practices 
describe the different ways SFGs determine 
who is an “insider” (i.e., member) and who 
is an “outsider” (i.e., nonmember). In some 
cases, SFGs created specialized vocabulary to 
describe different insider or outsider roles. 
For example, SFG insiders could be garden 
managers, plot renters, or volunteers; SFG 
outsiders could be nonprofits, university 
students, or the community. We developed 
two dimensions to describe how member-
ship practices varied: (1a) inclusiveness and 
(1b) structure.

Inclusiveness

Inclusiveness refers to the degree to which 
SFGs define the boundaries between who are 
insiders and who are outsiders. By “insid-
ers,” we are referring to people or groups 
who are considered active participants 
within the SFG. By “outsiders,” we are re-
ferring to people or groups beyond the SFG 
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Figure 2. The Major Practices of Student-Led Farms and Gardens,  
as Represented in Online Promotional Materials

Table 1. SFGs With Varying Degrees of Inclusiveness in Their Membership

Inclusiveness SFG Example excerpt

Small circle of 
inclusiveness

Iowa State 
Good Earth 
Student Farm

Must have affiliation with Iowa State University (student, staff, 
faculty, etc…) in order to participate as a work share member. 
General interest and volunteering are open to the broader 
Ames community. (Good Earth Student Farm, n. d.).

Oregon State 
Organic 
Growers Club

Active members shall be those members who participate 
in club projects on a regular basis. All voting members and 
officers of the Organic Growers Club must be enrolled for at 
least 6 credits at Oregon State University and pay student 
fees. At least 51 percent of all club members will be enrolled 
students at Oregon State University. (Organic Grower’s Club, 
n.d.)

Large circle of 
inclusiveness

UC Davis 
Student Farm

We envision a vibrant, welcoming Student Farm, where 
students, staff, faculty, Patwin-Wintun and other Indigenous 
peoples, and members of the broader community can gather to 
work and learn together with a commitment to developing and 
implementing sustainable agricultural practices and creating 
just food systems. (UC Davis Student Farm, n.d.)

Bay Mills 
Community 
College 
Waishkey Bay 
Farm

Come grow with us! Spring tilling provided for garden spaces. 
3 ft high 4’ × 8’ raised beds available for elders or community 
members with limited mobility. 1 ft high 4’ × 8’ raised beds 
available for all community members including those who also 
opt for larger in-ground garden space. (Waishkey Bay Farm, 
n.d.)
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who purchase produce, receive donations, 
or gain education or skills. Some SFGs draw 
a small circle around who can be included 
as a member, and some draw a large circle, 
encompassing people from beyond the uni-
versity or college (Table 1).

Fourteen SFGs define a small circle around 
membership and 17 SFGs define a large 
circle around membership (11 SFGs did not 
specify the inclusiveness of their ranks). 
SFGs who define a small circle around 
membership provided clauses within their 
online promotional materials that required 
members to be enrolled in university courses 
(e.g., Oregon State Organic Growers Club) 
or at least employed at the university (e.g., 
Iowa State Good Earth Student Farm; Table 
1). SFGs who define larger circles around 
membership begin by listing near members 
(such as students, staff, and faculty) and 
extend possible membership to communities 
beyond the university (such as community 
members). For example, UC Davis offers 
membership to “members of the broader 
community” and “Patwin-Wintun and other 
Indigenous peoples” (Table 1). Similarly, Bay 
Mills Community College allows community 
members from a variety of age and ability 
groups to purchase garden bed space to 
grow their own produce (Table 1).

Structure

Structure refers to the degree to which SFGs 
create specialized roles within the ranks of 
their membership. Some SFGs maintain a 
low degree of structure and operate simply 
by having a small team of garden manag-
ers and inviting volunteers to help grow 

produce. Other SFGs create a high degree 
of structure by crafting many specific roles, 
such as garden managers, plot renters, di-
rector positions, and sales specialists. We 
provide examples of SFGs with high degrees 
of structure to demonstrate the different 
types of specialization (Table 2).

Twelve SFGs engaged in what we interpreted 
as high degrees of structuration around roles 
within the community farm or garden. The 
remainder of SFGs either had a low degree 
of structure (n = 19) or made no mention 
of specialized roles (n = 11). In Table 2, we 
provide three examples of these highly 
structured organizations. Mississippi State 
Community Garden offers a handful of ways 
to become involved, such as volunteering, 
renting garden plots, interning, or manag-
ing the garden. Slightly more structured, 
Ohio State Student Farm creates specialized 
positions for growing produce (e.g., produc-
tion lead), selling produce (e.g., CSA manag-
er), and engaging with the community (e.g., 
workshop and project developer). The most 
extensively structured SFG is University of 
Florida Organic Gardens Cooperative, which 
had a long list of positions, specializing in 
everything from butterfly garden manage-
ment to hoses and faucets manager.

Growing Practices

The second collection of practices SFGs 
discuss in their online promotional materi-
als are growing practices. Growing practices 
describe the different strategies for growing 
produce (or in one case, raising livestock) 
and the source of knowledge that informs 
or justifies these practices. We identified 

Table 2. SFGs With Varying Degrees of Structure in Their Membership

Structure SFG Example roles

High degree of 
structure

Mississippi State 
Community Garden Garden plot renters, volunteer, interns, garden managers

High 
specialization

Ohio State Student Farm

Production lead, fundraising manager, data logistics 
coordinator, production and activism outreach, workshop 
and project developer, CSA manager and production 
apprentice, faculty advisor

University of Florida 
Organic Gardens 
Cooperative

Presidents, vice president, Chinese liaison, treasurer, 
secretaries, plot coordinators, tool managers, equipment 
managers, assistant equipment managers, greenhouse 
manager, compost manager, assistant compost manager, 
coffee grounds manager, herb garden managers, herb 
garden managers, butterfly garden manager/entomologist, 
bee hive manager, fruit crops managers, assistant 
fruit crops manager, pest manager, hoses and faucets 
managers, seed purchaser, webmaster
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three strategies for representing and justi-
fying growing practices: (2a) sustainability-
inspired practices, (2b) organic-inspired 
or certified organic practices, and (2c) 
Indigenous knowledge–based growing 
practices.

Sustainable Growing Practices

Sustainability is conceptualized as activ-
ity that “meets the needs and aspirations 
of the present without compromising 
the ability to meet those of the future” 
(World Commission on Environment and 
Development, 1987, p.54). Within agricul-
ture, sustainability hinges on three inter-
related pursuits: ecological sustainability, 
social sustainability, and economic sustain-
ability. SFGs who represent their growing 
practices as sustainable justify their specific 
gardening or framing practices as achieving 
one or more of these three pursuits (Table 
3).

Seven SFGs represent their growing prac-
tices as sustainable. For example, Rutgers 
Gardens Student Farm, Ohio State Student 
Farm, and University of California–Davis 
Student Farm each provide statements in 
their online promotional materials that 
name sustainability as the guiding axiom 
that informs their gardening or farming 
practice (Table 3). Although each of the 
seven SFGs indicates that their growing 
practice is sustainable, no SFG provides a 
list of specific practices that promote eco-
logical, social, or economic sustainability. 
Furthermore, no SFG that touts sustainabil-
ity as its guiding axiom explains why this 
value is necessary. Rather, sustainability is 
framed as common sense or assumed to be 
inherently good.

Certified or Certificate-Inspired Growing 
Practices

Some SFGs connect their growing practices 
to institutional certification programs, like 
the USDA’s National Organic Program. For an 
SFG to become certified organic, their land 
“must have had no prohibited substances 
applied to it for at least 3 years before the 
harvest of an organic crop” (Agricultural 
Marketing Service, n.d., Crop Standards sec-
tion). After verifying that the SFG has used 
no prohibited substances, the certification 
process can take approximately six months 
and costs can range from a few hundred to 
several thousand dollars (Meek et al., 2019; 
Meek & Tarlau, 2016; Patel, 2009; Rosset, 
2008). Because of the cost and time, many 
SFGs use codified growing practices from 
certification programs without pursuing the 
certificate. We refer to these as certificate-
inspired growing practices (Table 4).

Twelve SFGs implement organic-inspired 
growing practices, without pursuing the 
strenuous process of becoming certified by 
the USDA. For example, the University of 
Florida Organic Gardens Cooperative and 
Auburn University Community Garden both 
explain in online promotional materials that 
they engage in organic growing practices 
without certification (Table 4). All organ-
ic-inspired SFGs list specific practices for 
growing produce. For example, University 
of Florida builds soil fertility using only 
“natural fertilizers,” and Auburn University 
“encourages” gardeners to use organic-
sanctioned methods for treating disease and 
pests. Seven SFGs are certified organic or are 
actively working toward an organic certifica-
tion. Each of these SFGs lists its certification 
on its website or provides a statement 

Table 3. Examples of SFGs Who Use “Natural”  
or “Sustainable” Growing Practices

SFG name Example excerpt

Rutgers 
Gardens 
Student Farm

Our aspiration is to showcase an example of small-scale food production that is 
simultaneously ecologically sound, socially just, and economically viable—the three pillars 
of sustainability. (Rutgers Gardens Student Farm, n.d.)

Ohio State 
Student Farm

The Student Farm is 4 acre farm run by a small group of student employees and a faculty 
advisor. We focus on sustainable and regenerative ag, along with peer to peer learning. 
(The Student Farm at Ohio State, n.d.)

University of 
California–Davis 
Student Farm

The UC Davis Student Farm’s mission is to hold a space where students can learn, 
practice, and model an ecologically, socially, and economically sustainable agriculture and 
food system. (UC Davis Student Farm, n.d.)
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that explains that it is indeed “certified.” 
For example, California Polytechnic State 
University invokes the “California Certified 
Organic Farmers (CCOF)” title on their home 
page, and the University of Massachusetts–
Amherst explains that their produce is 
“certified organic” (Table 4). Some SFGs 
provide exhaustive lists of the specific or-
ganic practices they use, possibly to show 
their alignment with the certification pro-
cess. The University of Minnesota provides 
a comprehensive appendix that tracks their 
pesticide usage, tilling practices, and future 
plans for pursuing certification. Other SFGs 
do not specify their growing practices and 
instead rely on the details of the certifica-
tion to indicate what is allowed and what 
is forbidden. We found no instance where 
SFGs who use certified organic or certifi-
cate-inspired practices explained why these 
practices are necessary.

Indigenous Knowledge–Based Growing 
Practices

We refer to the third strategy for repre-
senting growing practice as “Indigenous 
knowledge–based.” SFGs using Indigenous 
knowledge–based growing practices are 
inspired by heritage knowledge from local 
(to the SFG) Indigenous groups (Table 5). 
Broadly conceived, Indigenous growing 
practices are a “contrast to the highly mech-
anistic, linear food production, distribution, 

and consumption model applied in the in-
dustrialized food system” (Working Group 
on Indigenous Food Sovereignty, n.d., 
Indigenous Land and Food Systems Section). 
Additionally, Indigenous food systems are 
best described in ecological rather than neo-
classical economic terms (Etmanski, 2012).

All four SFGs located at tribal colleges men-
tion Indigenous growing practices in their 
online promotional materials (Table 5). 
For example, the Demonstration Farm and 
Greenhouse at Aaniiih Nakoda College states 
that “a medicine wheel garden and several 
box-raised beds are dedicated to growing 17 
different species of native plants that the 
Aaniiinen and Nakoda have used for centu-
ries to prevent and cure various illnesses” 
(Morales & Friskics, 2019, para. 12).  Some 
specific growing practices are mentioned in 
online promotional materials; often, how-
ever, these SFGs focused on citing the source 
of their knowledge about growing practices 
(i.e., heritage knowledge). Similarly, the 
Waishkey Bay Farm website has a module for 
teaching the community about beekeeping 
practices named “Nigagwe-gikendaamin 
da-ganawenimangidwaa aamoog (We are 
learning to care for bees)” (Table 5). This 
module sources its knowledge from ancient 
relations between humans and bees.

Although Indigenous growing practices 
might be expected for SFGs at tribal colleges, 

Table 4. Examples of Certificate-Inspired or Certified Organic SFGs

Type SFG name Example excerpt

Certificate-
inspired

University of Florida 
Organic Gardens 
Cooperative

Organic Gardening Principles: The building of soil fertility through 
the use of natural fertilizers such as manures, compost, mulches, 
and powdered rock. ONLY natural pest controls may be used. (UF 
Organic Gardens Cooperative, n.d.)

Auburn University 
Community Garden

The strategic plan of Auburn University includes sustainability as 
an important long-term goal in all aspects of campus life. While 
our gardeners are not limited to strictly organic practices, CGAU 
strongly encourages our community to consider sustainable 
methods in their plots. We encourage the use of organic and 
sustainable gardening methods, including preventative measures 
and treatment of diseases and pests. (Auburn University 
Community Garden, n.d.)

Certified 
organic

California Polytechnic 
State University 
Organic Farm

The Cal Poly Organic Farm is an 8 acre production unit in the 
Horticulture and Crop Science Department that is certified organic 
by California Certified Organic Farmers (CCOF) with the primary 
mission of providing undergraduate students a place to experience 
hands-on learning in organic and sustainable farming and 
gardening practices. (CalPoly Organic Farm, n.d.)

University of 
Massachusetts–
Amherst Student Farm

The UMass Student Farm grows certified organic produce and 
manages over twenty acres of land. (UMass Student Farm, n.d.)
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two predominantly White institutions 
(PWIs) also mention Indigenous growing 
practices within their online promotional 
materials: the University of Wisconsin–
Madison and the University of Georgia 
(Table 5). Both SFGs attribute their growing 
practices to Indigenous communities but do 
so in different ways. On the one hand, the 
University of Georgia UGArden represents 
organic growing practices as credited to a 
Western academic (Sir Albert Howard) but 
informed by knowledge from Indigenous 
South Asian groups. This interpretation 
backgrounds Indigenous knowledge about 
growing practices and centers Western aca-
demics as the authority for bringing cred-
ibility to knowledge. On the other hand, the 
University of Wisconsin–Madison People’s 
Farm explains the injustice that is created 
when Indigenous farming practices are not 
valued until they are sanctioned by contem-
porary settler institutions.

Each of these examples highlights the 
importance of attending to the source of 
knowledge when examining how SFGs dis-
cuss growing practices.

Distribution Practices

The third collection of practices SFGs discuss 

in their online promotional materials are 
distribution practices. Distribution practices 
describe the various protocols for distribut-
ing produce and livestock, grown or raised 
within the SFG, to outsiders. We identified 
two practices for distributing produce: (3a) 
selling produce or livestock for a profit and 
(3b) donating produce or livestock to “those 
in need.”

Selling

The vast majority of SFGs positioned them-
selves as businesses whose overarching pur-
pose is to sell a product, earn money, and 
grow their organization. The primary prod-
uct SFGs sell are fruits and vegetables. Fruits 
and vegetables could be sold direct-to-mar-
ket at farm stands or through community-
supported agriculture (CSA) memberships. 
The second product SFGs sell is space. SFGs 
sell portions of their gardens and farms to 
individuals who wish to cultivate their own 
crops. We discuss each of these selling prac-
tices below (Table 6).

Twenty-two SFGs sold produce at farm-
ers markets or through CSA memberships. 
Farmers market stands offer SFGs the abil-
ity to sell produce to individuals based on 
the individual’s desire. That is, a person 

Table 5. Examples of SFGs Who Use  
Indigenous-Inspired Growing Practices

SFG name Example excerpt

Aaniiih Nakoda 
College 
Demonstration 
Farm and 
Greenhouse

Guided by the principles of Generosity, Integrity, Humility, Wisdom, Respect, Courage, 
and Patience, we aim to cultivate a thriving food culture that honors our heritage. We 
believe that by embracing our traditional ways, we can foster resilience, promote healthy 
living, and ensure the availability of culturally relevant foods for future generations. 
(Nakoda Aaniiih Economic Development Corporation, n.d.)

Bay Mills 
Community 
College 
Waishkey Bay 
Farm

Nigagwe-gikendaamin da-ganawenimangidwaa aamoog (We are learning to care for bees)

•	 Module 1: Waabigoni-giizis (Blossom Moon) - May 

•	 Lecture 1: Honey Bees and Humans: Ancient Connections and North American 
Introductions (Waishkey Bay Farm, n.d.)

University of 
Wisconsin–
Madison 
People’s Farm

In the agricultural field, FH King is highly regarded, and is often coined “the father of 
organic agriculture,” because of his work advocating for sustainable farming practices in 
the late 1800’s. King was a white man, and we know that their presence dominated not 
only the scientific and agricultural field throughout this time, but were the ones who decided 
whose knowledge were valued. We know from many Native authors and scientists, like 
Robin Wall Kimmerer, that Indigenous people have been farming using what we today call 
‘organic agriculture’ for millennia before the word ‘organic’ became a thing. (The People’s 
Farm, n.d.)

University 
of Georgia 
UGArden

The concept of organic farming is credited to Sir Albert Howard, an agricultural researcher 
who studied farm practices in India in the early 20th century. Howard presented a concept 
that has since been central to the organic farming movement: the Law of Return. The Law 
of Return says that everything removed from the soil should be replenished. (UGArden, 
n.d.)
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shopping at a farmers market can pick and 
choose which fruits, vegetables, or value-
added products they want. For example, 
Utah State University Student Organic Farm 
runs a farmers market (in tandem with their 
CSA program) to sell produce “every single 
week” at a price that fluctuates depending 
on the SFG’s needs (Table 6). CSA programs 
offer SFGs the ability to sell produce to 
individuals based on the SFG’s productiv-
ity. That is, a person who purchases a CSA 
membership signs a contract that teth-
ers them to a SFG for a certain number of 
months. This subscription model allows 
SFGs to predict their incoming cash flow, 
rather than depending on weekly markets.

Six SFGs sold space in the form of plot 
rentals or allotments. Plot rentals are small 
spaces within a SFG that an individual can 
purchase on a semester or yearly basis. Once 
purchased, an individual can grow their own 
fruits or vegetables for personal consump-
tion. SFGs typically created elaborate rule 
systems around plot rentals that specify 
which growing practices renters can or can’t 
use (see the Growing Practices section), 
rules for the broader garden space, and rules 
for tool sharing. For example, Penn State 
Community Garden states that “students, 
faculty & staff, and State College com-
munity members are encouraged to apply 
for a plot,” and once approved, “you will 
be assigned a plot for the growing season” 
(Application Process Section, Penn State 
Community Garden, n. d.).

Donating

Although the selling practices frame SFGs 
as businesses, donating practices frame 
SFGs as philanthropic organizations. 
Nineteen SFGs engaged in selling and do-
nating produce, whereas six SFGs engaged 

in only donating (University of Arkansas, 
University of Connecticut, Storrs, Turtle 
Mountain Community College, Texas 
A&M University, University of Wisconsin–
Madison and West Virginia University). Most 
SFGs donate produce to organizations, who 
then distribute the produce to individuals. 
Only three SFGs—College of Menominee 
Nation Collaborative Gardens, Penn State 
Community Gardens, and UIC Sustainable 
Student Farm—donated produce solely to 
individuals, rather than to organizations.

Twenty-one SFGs donated produce to 
campus-based or local community-based 
organizations. Nine of these SFGs donate 
produce “inward” to the campus com-
munity. For example, campus-based food 
pantries receive produce donations from 
SFGs, then distribute these donations 
to students in need. Eight of these SFGs 
donate produce “outward” to the broader 
community in which the university is situ-
ated. For example, University of Florida 
Organic Gardens Cooperative donates to 
community organizations like the Catholic 
Worker House or Gainesville Harvest (Table 
7). These organizations take on the respon-
sibility of distributing food to individuals. 
The remaining four SFGs donated both to 
campus-based and community-based or-
ganizations. Only one SFG, Turtle Mountain 
Community College, donates directly to 
families. Turtle Mountain College partners 
with Head Start to bring families to the 
garden space, educate families about nu-
trition and gardening, and provide bags of 
produce.

Purpose-Related Practices

The fourth collection of practices SFGs 
discuss in their online promotional ma-
terials are purpose-related practices. 

Table 6. SFGs Who Engage in Selling as a Means of Distributing Produce

Selling strategy SFG name Example excerpt

Farmers markets 
or community-
supported 
agriculture (CSA)

Utah State University 
Student Organic 
Farm

The farmer’s market is an easy way to buy a bucket of produce 
straight off of the farm. Getting a taste of what the CSA 
members get every single week. The price is going to change 
depending on what the average price per week is $26. (USU 
Student Organic Farm, n.d.)

Plot rentals Penn State 
Community Garden

As a member of the Community Garden, you will have access 
to a 10’ × 15’ garden plot and free use of garden tools, compost 
and mulch. We require that all plot members attend at least 
two garden workdays, where we work together to maintain and 
improve the garden. We also offer free educational workshops 
and events to the public throughout the growing season. (Penn 
State Community Garden, n.d.)
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Purpose-related practices describe the differ-
ent ambitions SFGs hold for solving broader 
social problems, like food injustice, racial 
inequity, or health disparity. Twenty-five 
SFGs did not discuss purposes for garden-
ing or farming in their online promotional 
materials. The remaining 17 SFGs pursued 
one or both of the following two purposes: 
(4a) eliminating food insecurity and (4b) 
promoting food justice or sovereignty.

Eliminating Food Insecurity

The United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) defines food insecurity as a condi-
tion where a person has a reduced quality, 
variety, or desirability of diet and either (a) 
no indication of reduced food intake (low 
food security) or (b) multiple indications of 
disrupted eating patterns or reduced food 
intake (very low food security;  Economic 
Research Service, 2026). This definition fo-
cuses on the problem (i.e., the condition of 
individuals suffering from food insecurity) 
rather than the cause (i.e., the source of food 
insecurity; Avila et al., 2025; Cheong et al., 
2024).

Nine SFGs outline “eliminating food inse-
curity” as a central goal or purpose of the 
SFG. Many of these SFGs discussed these 
goals in tandem with other practices, such 
as educating the public about nutrition, 
providing local produce options, and pro-
moting sustainability. For example, Legion 
Villa Farm Stand (an initiative of Montana 
State University Towne’s Harvest Garden) 
aims to “strengthen community food se-
curity in Southwest Montana” by “increas-
ing access to fresh, nutritious produce for 
limited resource households, at a discounted 
rate” (Table 8). Similarly, Colorado State 
University Mulberry Community Gardens 
pairs twin goals of addressing local food 

insecurity and environmental issues (Table 
8), although they do not document any 
specific actions intended to achieve either 
of these goals.

Whereas nine SFGs cite “eliminating food 
insecurity” as a central purpose, none of 
the SFGs explicitly explain (a) what causes 
food insecurity within a community and 
(b) how SFGs might solve food insecurity. 
Rather, they leave clues within their online 
promotional materials that indicate possible 
causes and remedies. For example, Montana 
State University explains that “increasing 
access to fresh, nutritious produce . . . at 
a discounted rate” addresses food security. 
This statement may indicate that the Legion 
Villa Farm Stand believes lack of access and 
cost might create food insecurity. Other 
SFGs draw connections between tandem 
goals of “eliminating food insecurity” and 
“promoting education about nutrition and 
healthy eating.” Although the connection 
is not made explicit, this statement implies 
food insecurity is caused by lack of educa-
tion. Herein lies a point of critique: SFGs who 
focus on ameliorating food insecurity often 
are not clear about the cause of food insecu-
rity, which opens potential room for deficit-
oriented discourses about social problems.

Pursuing Food Justice

Food justice, also referred to as food sov-
ereignty, is a more expansive concept than 
food security. Whereas food security de-
scribes the conditions of people who do not 
have enough nutritious food to eat, food 
justice/sovereignty describes the causes of 
these conditions as well as the prospective 
remedies. Food justice understands that 
“access to nutritious, affordable, and cul-
turally-appropriate food” is a human right 
and that pursuing equal access to this right 

Table 7. SFGs Who Engage in Donating as a Means of Distribution

Donating strategy Source Example excerpt

Donating to 
organizations

University of Florida 
Organic Gardens 
Cooperative

At every work party boxes will be set up in front of the shed to 
donate any extra produce you may have. The food is distributed 
to the Catholic Worker House or Gainesville Harvest, and to 
soup kitchens and other organizations that help people in need. 
If you have vegetables that you’d like to donate at times other 
than work parties, you could contact an organization directly. 
(UF Organic Gardens Cooperative, n.d.)

Donating to 
individuals

Turtle Mountain 
College Gardening

This program will work with 80 Head Start families (20 per year 
over a four year period) to provide nutritional education and 
to encourage gardening by distributing seeds,seedlings, and 
produce, as well as tilling of a garden. (Turtle Mountain College, 
n.d. )
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involves “examining the structural roots 
of our food system” (Community Service 
Center, n.d., What Is Food Justice section).

Six SFGs motivate their work by pursuits 
of food justice or sovereignty. On their 
homepage mission statement, West Virginia 
University begins with an axiological claim: 
food is a human right (Table 9). The WVU 
Campus Food Garden next explains that 
their goals are to “eradicate systems and 
policies that create barriers to equitable 
food access” by bringing together “com-
munities, volunteers, advocates, educators, 
service organizations, and donors” (WVU 
Campus Food Garden, n.d., Objective 3). 
Although their description is not specific, it 
does indicate that the causes of present-day 
injustice are far reaching and political. All 
of the tribal colleges orient their gardening 
and farming practice with notions of food 
justice or sovereignty. On the Economic 
Development homepage of the Aaniiih 

Nakoda website, which is no longer active 
but was active at the time of data collec-
tion, the website authors explain that the 
College Demonstration Farm & Greenhouse 
is anchored in the cultural and traditional 
values of the Nakoda and Aaniiih people and 
aims to empower the community through 
sustainable practice and place-based or 
land-based connection. This purpose fo-
cuses less on the political causes of food 
injustice and more on the prospective ideal 
conditions that characterize a food sover-
eign society—one where people and land 
are deeply connected. This framing seems 
starkly different from the approach of many 
of the SFGs, which focus exclusively on sci-
entific or production-oriented relationships 
with land. 

SFGs motivated by food justice and sover-
eignty provide more extensive discussion 
about the causes of food insecurity in con-
temporary society. Although there were only 

Table 8. SFGs Who Motivate Their Work by Focusing on Food Insecurity

Source Example excerpt

Montana State 
University Towne’s 
Harvest Garden 
Legion Villa Farm 
Stand

The Legion Villa Farm Stand seeks to strengthen community food security in Southwest 
Montana by increasing access to fresh, nutritious produce for limited resource 
households, at a discounted rate. (Towne’s Harvest Garden, n.d.)

Colorado State 
University Mulberry 
Community 
Gardens

Mulberry Community Gardens works in collaborations with other non-profits to address 
local food insecurity and environmental issues. (Mulberry Community Gardens, n.d.)

Table 9. SFGs Who Motivate Their Work by Focusing on  
Food Justice or Sovereignty

Source Example excerpt

West Virginia 
University Campus 
Food Garden

Food is a human right and the most basic of needs. We amplify community voices and 
grow grassroots power. We are social justice and food access advocates and act with 
intention to eradicate systems and policies that create barriers to equitable food access 
in our communities. We are building a movement that brings together communities, 
volunteers, advocates, educators, service organizations, and donors to promote real 
change. We work across systems within our networks to break down barriers that 
prevent equal access to food. By empowering the community in food sovereignty, we 
aid in creating more resilient communities that will feed everyone—including their most 
vulnerable members. (WVU Campus Food Garden, n.d.)

Aaniiih Nakoda 
College 
Demonstration 
Farm & 
Greenhouse

Our Food Sovereignty Initiative is inspired by our Native youth and rooted in the 
cultural and traditional values of the Nakoda and Aaniiih people of the Fort Belknap 
Reservation. This initiative seeks to empower our community through sustainable 
practices and a deep connection to our land. Guided by the principles of Generosity, 
Integrity, Humility, Wisdom, Respect, Courage, and Patience, we aim to cultivate 
a thriving food culture that honors our heritage. We believe that by embracing our 
traditional ways, we can foster resilience, promote healthy living, and ensure the 
availability of culturally relevant foods for future generations. (Nakoda Aaniiih Economic 
Development Corporation, n.d.)
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seven examples of SFGs who oriented their 
work with food justice and sovereignty, we 
believe these examples were richly explained 
in online promotional materials. In the final 
sections, we work to draw connections be-
tween membership, growing, distribution, 
and purpose-related practices to better 
identify different discourses that circulate 
student farms or gardens.

Discourses Circulating Student  
Farms or Gardens

In the prior sections, we analyzed the corpus 
of online promotional materials to map the 
landscape of practices that SFGs engage 
in. In this section, we piece these practices 
back together to describe two sets of dis-
courses that circulate student-led farms or 
gardens: (1) discourses on community and 
(2) discourses on the relationship between 
nature and culture (Figure 3). This phase of 
the research is interpretive and allowed us 
to craft three discourses on community and 
two discourses on nature and culture. There 
are likely many other discourses represented 
in these promotional materials, but we fore-
ground these four discourses as levers for 
further discussion.

Discourses on Community

Community is, without question, a core ele-
ment of community agricultural endeavors 
(HLPE, 2019, p. 163). However, what the 
word “community” means is contested, 
sometimes subtly and other times overtly.

Investigating CSA programs in New York 
City, Prole and Gray (2013) found that CSA 
members do not have, nor want, a sense 
of community. Rather, people join CSA 
programs for instrumental or functional 
purposes (e.g., healthy produce, fewer trips 
to the grocery store) rather than communal 
purposes. The word “community” therefore 
works more as an advertising ploy than a 
description of the types of agricultural work 
that are employed in these programs.

In a different disciplinary context, Philip et 
al. (2013) identified two related discourses 
on community among teachers who at-
tempt to bring the “community” into their 
classrooms. The shared conditions discourse 
frames communities as static collections of 
people united by similar social, economic, 
and racialized conditions. This discourse is 
typically deployed by a socioeconomically 
and racially dominant group onto a non-
dominant group. This discourse flattens 

Figure 3. Discourses on Community and Agriculture,  
and How These Discourses Relate to Practice
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communities and frames them based on 
their deficits, rather than assets. The shared 
needs discourse is related to the shared con-
ditions discourse, and frames static com-
munities as having shared needs or desires. 
Often, these needs or desires are not those 
expressed by the (supposed) community 
members themselves, but rather are the as-
sumed desires expressed by the dominant 
group who has the power to classify and 
differentiate communities. Together, these 
discourses work to objectify and control 
groups of people. Philip et al. contrasted 
these related discourses with a third: com-
munities as reciprocal. Although less speci-
fied, the authors describe this discourse as 
framing communities as diverse groups 
of people, united by a shared geography, 
who have different but mutually beneficial 
interests.

Seller–Client Discourse

As the name suggests, the seller–client 
discourse splits the social world into two 
entities: sellers and clients. Sellers, on one 
side of the hyphen, are those individuals 
within the boundaries of the SFG who grow 
and sell produce. Sellers are not considered 
true members of the community, but rather 
are servicers of the community. Clients, on 
the other side of the hyphen, are those in-
dividuals beyond the boundaries of the SFG 
who purchase produce. Any person or group 
who is capable of purchasing produce from 
the sellers constitutes a client, and there-
fore a member of “the community.” This 
discourse is similar to how community is 
treated in CSA programs, as identified by 
Prole and Gray (2013).

A variety of membership and distribu-
tion practices reproduce the seller–client 
discourse on community. First, related to 
membership practices, SFGs with tight 
circles around membership (e.g., Table 1, 
Small Circle of Inclusiveness) construct a 
discursive barrier between people within and 
beyond the university context. People within 
the university are sometimes referred to as 
a community (e.g., the campus community, 
the student community, community of fac-
ulty and staff); however, this community is 
distinct from communities beyond the SFG 
(e.g., the town community, the community 
of buyers, the community of people who are 
food insecure). Building off this distinction, 
SFGs who only sell produce (e.g., Table 6) 
treat external communities as a consumer 
base. Whether selling produce at markets, 
selling memberships through CSA programs, 

or selling garden space in the form of plot 
rentals, SFGs who engage in selling as a form 
of distribution frame themselves as busi-
nesses whose primary purpose is to provide a 
service to a client/community. These struc-
tures—farmers markets, CSA programs, 
and plot rentals—require and coconstruct a 
particular relationship between “insiders” 
and “outsiders”: that of the seller and the 
client. These relationships are represented 
in highly specific roles, defined by SFGs, 
such as “plot renters” or “CSA members.” 
Furthermore, these relationships are made 
“durable” in the form of contracts that plot 
renters or CSA members must sign in order 
to engage with SFGs.

Shared Conditions/Needs Discourse

We draw on Philip et al. (2013) to under-
stand how the shared conditions/needs 
discourse on community manifests in SFGs. 
This discourse is similar to the seller–client 
discourse in that it externalizes community 
as separate from the student-led farm or 
garden. That is, the members of the SFG 
are considered a community in and of 
themselves, but distinct from other com-
munities beyond the university. However, 
rather than treating external communities 
as a consumer base, the shared conditions/
needs discourse constructs the community 
as a group of people suffering from a similar 
ailment (shared condition) and requiring a 
similar remedy (shared need). In this dis-
course, the community’s ailment is food 
insecurity and the community’s need is af-
fordable access to nutritious fruits and veg-
etables. Furthermore, the power to define 
a community of conditions/needs rests not 
within the community itself, but with social 
groups who hold power.

Membership, distribution, and purpose-
related practices work in concert to reproduce 
the shared conditions/needs discourse on 
community. As we explained above, SFGs 
with small circles around membership 
construct a discursive boundary between 
people inside the SFG and people/groups 
outside the SFG. Building off this boundary, 
many of the SFGs who engage in donating 
practices (e.g., Table 7) do so to ameliorate 
insecurities that affect communities outside 
the university (e.g., Table 8). Therefore, 
people inside the SFG are one community, 
defined by their participation in a practice, 
and people outside the SFG are another 
community, defined by their shared 
condition/need. Furthering this division, the 
ability to define an area as “food insecure” 
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(and therefore as a community) is a power 
that only those with census data and GIS 
mapping capabilities hold. For example, 
most maps of food insecurity are produced 
by the federal or state governments. Food 
insecurity, therefore, is a mathematical 
way of defining communities performed 
by those with power to see, measure, and 
evaluate space (Scott, 1999). Taken together, 
this discourse separates SFGs from other 
communities, shifts the power to define 
communities toward governing or research 
groups, and defines communities as people 
who suffer from food insecurity.

Reciprocal Discourse

The reciprocal discourse represents commu-
nities as collections of people who (a) have 
mutual but unique conditions and needs 
(Philip et al., 2013) and (b) share spatial and/
or social connections. This discourse blurs 
the boundaries between people within and 
beyond the university setting and instead 
focuses on the multiple social identities and 
interests that people in a geographic area 
share. Furthermore, these shared social 
identities and interests are expressed by the 
people themselves, rather than by others. 
This discourse was least commonly reflected 
in the data corpus.

Membership and purpose-related practices 
work in concert to reproduce the reciprocal 
discourse on community. First, SFGs who 
use a larger circle to define membership 
(e.g., Table 1, Large Circle of Inclusiveness) 
blurred the boundaries between individuals 
within and beyond the university. These 
organizations allowed anyone from the 
“community” (defined as people who 
live nearby) to participate in the work 
of farming or gardening. This blurred 
boundary was reflected in the use of 
personal pronouns for describing the work 
of community agriculture, such as “we” and 
“us.” Furthermore, SFGs who used a wide 
circle to define membership also engaged 
in a lower degree of structuration within 
their organizations. That is, there were 
not as many specialized roles to define 
participation within the organization. 
Building off the blurred boundary, SFGs who 
take up the reciprocal community discourse 
often anchor their work in food justice or 
food sovereignty. As described above, 
defining a community as food insecure 
places reliance on an external organization 
with power to see, measure, and evaluate 
spaces. Food justice and sovereignty, on the 
other hand, rely on community members 

themselves to understand food from a 
systemic perspective and intervene to make 
these systems more just. Sometimes this 
intervention was as simple as designing 
gardening beds to meet the multiple needs 
of differently abled people. Other times, 
this intervention involved broader efforts 
to center growing practices on Indigenous 
knowledge rather than federal certification 
programs. Therefore, SFGs who pursue 
food justice/sovereignty necessarily resist 
frames that consider community to be 
elsewhere and instead define community 
for themselves.

Discourses on Nature and Culture

If community refers to the people involved 
in urban agricultural initiatives, nature and 
culture refer to the realms in which agri-
cultural work is situated. In the broadest 
sense, nature constitutes any happenings in 
the physical and biological worlds, whereas 
culture constitutes any happenings in the 
social world (Smith, 2008). Humans have 
invented a plethora of methods for differen-
tiating and relating the natural and cultural 
realms—each of which can be described as 
a discourse on nature and culture.

Classens (2015) outlined two competing dis-
courses on nature and culture that persist in 
community farming and gardening. The first 
discourse is dominant in Western, modern-
ist, and capitalist societies and represents 
nature and culture as starkly different do-
mains that do not overlap (Castree & Braun, 
2001). Furthermore, nature is framed as in-
herently good, beneficial for culture, and the 
standard by which culture should be judged 
(Gandy, 2002; Smith, 2008). We refer to 
this discourse as the nature/culture discourse, 
where the slash indicates the divide between 
the two constructs and the order indicates 
the primacy of nature over culture. The 
second discourse is alternative or margin-
alized in Western society but is dominant in 
North American Indigenous ways of know-
ing (Bang & Marin, 2015; Swyngedouw & 
Heynen, 2003). This discourse frames nature 
and culture as overlapping and mutually in-
clusive realms. Furthermore, this discourse 
is ambiguous toward either nature or culture 
being “good” or “beneficial” for humans. 
We refer to this discourse as the nature–cul-
ture discourse, where the hyphen indicates 
the continuity between the two realms.

We see both of Classens’s discourses on 
nature and culture reflected in how SFGs de-
scribe their growing practices. Specifically, 
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we attend to whether and how SFGs learn 
about and warrant their growing practices.

Nature/Culture Discourse

The nature/culture discourse was the most 
prominent in our set of SFGs. This is not 
a surprise, because it is the dominant dis-
course on nature–culture relations (Castree 
& Braun, 2001) and has been identified in 
a range of other social institutions, like 
education, science, and medicine (Bang 
& Marin, 2015). SFGs who reproduced the 
nature/culture discourse (a) represented 
nature and agriculture as distinct realms, 
(b) identified nature as a perfect (i.e., good) 
ecological system, and (c) established nature 
as the ultimate meter for evaluating agricul-
tural practice.

SFGs who anchored their growing practices 
in sustainability (Figure 3, 2a) are the clear-
est example of the nature/culture discourse. 
These organizations attempt to grow fruits 
and vegetables in ways that are sustainable 
and mimic the ecological relationships found 
in nature. However, as we mentioned in the 
Sustainable Growing Practices section, none 
of these SFGs explained why sustainable 
growing practices are warranted or how they 
determined which practices were sustain-
able. We do not believe SFGs who represent 
their growing practice as “sustainable” 
lack, altogether, specific practices for grow-
ing produce or raising livestock, nor do we 
believe these SFGs lack an understanding 
about why sustainable growing practices 
might be necessary. Rather, we highlight 
missing logic to demonstrate a discursive 
point. SFGs who draw on the nature/culture 
discourse to inform growing practice fore-
ground the axiological commitment (nature 
is good) and background the rational com-
mitments (why nature is a better judge of 
agricultural practice). By backgrounding 
the rationale behind natural or sustainable 
growing techniques, these SFGs incidentally 
obscure the social, economic, and ecologi-
cal problems that underlie the need for such 
growing practices. Therefore, we consider 
the nature/culture discourse to be apolitical 
in its deployment.

SFGs who anchored their growing practices 
in government-issued certifications (Figure 
3, 2b) are somewhat less clear examples of 
the nature/culture discourse. These orga-
nizations also attempt to grow fruits and 
vegetables in ways that mimic the ecologi-
cal relationships found in nature. However, 
rather than pursuing natural or sustainable 

growing practices on their own, these 
SFGs look toward institutions (e.g., USDA, 
Demeter Biodynamic) to determine what 
practices are in line with nature and what 
practices are not. We see a few important 
points to be made: First, SFGs who repre-
sent their growing practice as certified or 
certificate-inspired gain legitimacy by con-
necting their individual growing practices 
to broader institutionalized growing prac-
tices. The USDA’s National Organic Program 
holds a great deal of power over farmers or 
gardeners in being able to evaluate growing 
practices and distribute official certifica-
tion. If a SFG acquires a certification (or at 
least, mimics the certification practices), 
their produce/livestock can be sold at a pre-
mium, and the produce/livestock becomes 
associated with notions of “healthiness” 
and ecological sustainability (Friedland, 
2005). Second, when a SFG represents their 
growing practice as certified or certificate-
inspired, they no longer need to justify why 
these growing practices are appropriate. 
Rather, these justifications are offloaded 
to the USDA’s National Organic Program 
itself or considered common sense (Allen & 
Kovach, 2000). This rationale is reflected in 
the online promotional materials of SFGs, 
because none of the SFGs who use certified 
organic practices explain why these practices 
were adopted. Some of the SFGs who engage 
in certificate-inspired growing practices 
mention pursuits of sustainability, but none 
of these organizations clearly expressed a 
problem with conventional growing prac-
tices.

Nature–Culture Discourse

The nature–culture discourse was far less 
prominent in our set of SFGs. This is also 
not a surprise, because it is the marginalized 
discourse on nature–culture relations (Bang 
& Marin, 2015) and more often reproduced 
within Indigenous communities or those 
inspired by Indigenous ways of knowing. 
SFGs who reproduced the nature–culture 
discourse (a) represented humans as a part 
of nature, (b) made no mention about the 
greater value of either nature or culture, 
and (c) established heritage knowledge as 
the source of valuable agricultural practice.

All four SFGs located at tribal colleges or 
universities drew on the nature–culture 
discourse for describing their work. Each 
named their specific local tribes as the 
source of knowledge on agriculture. In a 
few brief instances, some of these SFGs 
recognized that humans are part of broader 
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ecological systems. For example, Bay Mills 
Community College includes a module on 
the ancient connections between bees and 
humans. In what may be an interpretive 
stretch, we see this module as an acknowl-
edgment that humans and other organisms 
(in this case, bees) are both within nature. 
Although seven SFGs acknowledged that 
their work was situated on Native lands, 
only two SFGs made mention of Indigenous 
knowledge as the source of their pres-
ent-day growing practices (University of 
Wisconsin–Madison, University of Georgia).

Through comparison, we wish to high-
light two points about Indigenous grow-
ing practices and the nature–culture dis-
course. Sustainable growing practices and 
the nature/culture discourse rest on as-
sumptions that nature is (1) separate from 
farming or gardening and (2) the authority 
on “good” or “just” growing strategies. 
Certified growing practices and the nature/
culture discourse rest on a similar assump-
tion that nature is separate from agriculture 
but consider science and policy as the au-
thority on “good” or “just” growing strate-
gies. In contrast, SFGs who use Indigenous 
growing practices and draw on nature–cul-
ture discourses locate the source of “good” 
or “just” growing practices within local 
cultures themselves. Furthermore, SFGs 
who use Indigenous growing practices blur 
the boundary between nature and culture. 
Instead of representing agriculture and 
nature as distinct entities, they frame ag-
riculture (as well as all human activity and 
culture) as within nature.

Conclusions

We analyzed online promotional materials 
from 42 student-led farms and gardens 
located on campuses of higher education 
in the United States. Using methods from 
critical discourse analysis, we identified 
four practices that SFGs represent online: 
(1) membership practices; (2) growing 
practices; (3) distribution practices; and (4) 
purpose-related practices. For each of these 
practices, we described the variation among 
the set of SFGs. This work results in a map 
(Law & Mol, 2002) that describes the terrain 
or landscape of approaches to community 
agriculture. Working from these practices, 
we read across individual SFGs to identify 
broader discourses on community and ag-
riculture.

With regard to community, we described 
three discourses that delineate the “C” in 
community agriculture. Some SFGs draw 
a sharp boundary between members and 
outsiders and represent the community as 
potential clients or possible customers. Other 
SFGs similarly draw a sharp boundary be-
tween members and outsiders but use data to 
represent the community as racial and class 
groups who experience similar ailments and 
require similar remedies. Least frequent, but 
most emancipatory, were SFGs who blur the 
boundary between “insiders” and “outsid-
ers” and consider SFGs to be nested within 
various communities in which they work.

With regard to nature, we described two 
discourses for differentiating and relating 

Table 10. Questions for Students and Faculty Interested  
in Community Agricultural Initiatives

Category Question

Questions about 
community

1.	Who are the members of our organization?

2.	What institutional policies within our university or college constrain membership?

3.	Who are the individuals and groups beyond our organization that we will work with?

4.	Who or what defines these individuals/groups?

5.	What relationships will exist between members within the organization and beyond?

6.	Who determines/decides/moderates these relationships?

Questions about 
agriculture

1.	What problem do we see in agricultural or food systems in our community?

2.	What is the “ideal” situation that we are working toward?

3.	What do we consider to be good agricultural practices?

4.	Who defines these practices?

5.	How will these practices move our community or society more broadly toward the ideal?

6.	How will you document progress toward the ideal?
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the natural and cultural realms. The nature/
culture discourse stems from Western mod-
ernism and represents nature and culture as 
distinct ontological realms. This discourse 
frames nature as inherently good and 
culture as always striving to be more like 
nature. The nature–culture discourse is an 
alternative framing that blurs the boundary 
between nature and culture and considers 
all human activity (including agriculture) as 
within the confines of nature.

With these practices and discourses iden-
tified, we now turn our attention toward 
students or faculty who are interested in 
engaging in community agricultural ini-
tiatives within higher education spaces. To 
help make SFGs’ motivations clearer, we 
recommend students consider the follow-
ing questions (Table 10).

Although this study considered a large set 
of SFGs and wide corpus of materials, our 
analysis was limited in two crucial ways. 
First, our analysis was based exclusively 
on text-based data. At many points during 
our analysis, we noticed that images and 
video presented new windows into how 
SFGs were representing community and 
agricultural work. We believe future stud-
ies should consider the role of images in the 
construction of community, agriculture, and 
equity. Second, because of the size of our 
data corpus, we restricted our analysis to 
the four most frequently discussed practic-
es. We did not address health-related prac-
tices and education-related practices, both 
of which are critical to understanding the 
work of SFGs. Future studies should con-
sider a deeper dive on one or two practic-
es, rather than a superficial mapping of the 
entire terrain. 
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Abstract

Dissemination and implementation (D&I) science describes an emerging 
approach to biomedical research that can complement Cooperative 
Extension. Both Extension and D&I researchers wish to share their work 
broadly, replicating successful interventions and helping others adopt 
best practices to improve health for communities. D&I standards, building 
on widely accepted translational science methods, provide scaffolding 
and guidelines for sharing successful efforts, ensure rigor, and create 
a collective vision. Cooperative Extension builds on a long history of 
supporting health with a renewed focus on equity. This reflective essay 
outlines areas for alignment throughout Extension to strengthen health 
equity work. D&I science can provide structure and language familiar 
to health care partners, and Extension can bring expertise in health 
education and equity. With some strategic disruption to current ways of 
working, Extension can build on long-standing strengths and goals to 
increase our impact. Collaboration ultimately can maximize reach and 
impacts on public health.

Keywords: health extension, health equity, interdisciplinary collaboration, 
health education

T
he term dissemination and imple-
mentation (D&I) science describes 
an emerging approach to bio-
medical and education research 
with complementary objectives to 

Cooperative Extension: spreading innova-
tions from research into best practices. D&I 
science is a stage of translational research, 
a continuum describing research from foun-
dational to applied (Sampson et al., 2016), 
aiming to spread evidence-based health 
interventions broadly and effectively into 
practice. Through efforts associated with 
publishing our evaluation results and suc-
cessful programs in Extension-related jour-
nals (e.g., Kumar Chaudhary et al., 2017), as 
well as through strategic nationwide efforts 
such as those via the Extension Foundation, 
both Extension and D&I researchers are con-
cerned with sharing their work, replicating 
successful interventions, and helping others 
adopt best practices—working smarter, not 
harder, and not reinventing the wheel. D&I 
offers a systematic way of doing so (Guerin 
et al., 2022; Leppin et al., 2020; Sampson et 

al., 2016), supports wide reach (Estabrooks 
et al., 2018), and comes with accompanying 
research and evaluation into the success of 
efforts to spread interventions beyond their 
initial county, region, or state (Gaglio & 
Glasgow, 2017; Harden et al., 2018, 2020).

Health care researchers and providers in the 
United States have been using D&I more and 
more extensively, reflecting that the field 
has matured; however, it still has room to 
grow (Brownson et al., 2023). In particular, 
D&I science needs more emphasis on health 
equity (Brownson et al., 2021). Often, initia-
tives using D&I frameworks focus on a few 
aspects of health equity, such as addressing 
equitable participation of community part-
ners or alleviating health disparities, with-
out attending to all dimensions (Rabin et al., 
2014). Indeed, some aspects of equity have 
not yet appeared in the D&I science litera-
ture. Extension’s explicit attention to health 
equity could benefit D&I scientists. Broader 
collaboration and adoption of D&I science’s 
rigor and frameworks by Extension and 
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other health educators will help align ef-
forts across health education and health care 
provision, both in research and in practice. 
Drawing on Extension’s strength with com-
munities, particularly rural communities 
and 1890- and 1994-serving institutions’ 
historically marginalized communities, 
D&I research projects could expand resource 
capacity to incorporate more dimensions of 
health equity in each project. Working with 
Extension’s decentralized system may also 
help expand use of D&I systems change 
work beyond centrally controlled models 
for health equity work (Charbonneau et al., 
2025). Such alignment will provide a con-
tinuum of care from prevention to treatment 
and a blending of medical care with life-
style supports from Extension, ultimately 
promoting better public health and health 
equity.

This article will first use as an example 
how D&I science can support health exten-
sion (Dwyer et al., 2017; Kaufman et al., 
2017), whereby Cooperative Extension links 
clientele to both patient care and health 
education resources (Dwyer et al., 2017). 
Health extension has “come of age” (Burton 
et al., 2021, p. 4) since the release of the 
first National Framework for Health and 
Wellness in 2014. In fact, one of the sub-
themes of the second recommendation of 
the latest Cooperative Extension’s National 
Framework for Health Equity and Well-being 
(hereafter, Health Equity Framework; Burton 
et al., 2021) explicitly calls for the use of 
implementation science to ensure effective 
uptake of best practices. However, I argue 
that the use of D&I science can permeate 
throughout the work of health extension and 
not be limited to a resource for locating best 
practices.

Today, the Health Equity Framework (Burton 
et al., 2021) suggests Cooperative Extension 
health programming should encompass two 
primary activities: (1) uniting an exten-
sive array of Cooperative Extension health 
programming in one framework and (2) en-
couraging partnership between Cooperative 
Extension and health care research and 
practice organizations. For the first activity, 
health extension encourages more explicit 
attention to the social drivers or determina-
tion (formerly social determinants; Krieger, 
2024; NACHC Staff, 2023) of health through 
recognition of how agricultural and natu-
ral resources work impacts public health, 
such as the sun safety needs of agricultural 
workers (Kearney et al., 2014), interaction 

of animal and human health (Douphrate, 
2021), pesticide application certification to 
protect applicators and residents (Perry et al., 
2000), access to food as a part of agricultural 
economics (Norton et al., 2021), and mental 
health as an ecosystem service of natural 
spaces (Jackson et al., 2013). The goal of the 
two activities—programmatic alignment and 
health care organization partnerships—is 
improved public health, especially for rural 
populations, by going beyond traditional 
Extension nutrition and well-being pro-
gramming to partnering to provide health 
services, including health education, preven-
tive care, and treatment (Dwyer et al., 2017; 
Kaufman et al., 2017; Khan et al., 2020). It 
is these two activities that I hereafter refer 
to as health extension in the vein of Dwyer 
et al. (2017), and advocate for Cooperative 
Extension to support more explicitly with 
D&I science to support health equity.

Using theoretical frameworks of D&I 
research, I will discuss the role of D&I re-
search in public health and how Cooperative 
Extension educators and researchers can 
facilitate the spread of health innovations, 
improve public health, and continue the 
research cycle through partnerships with 
health care researchers and practitioners, 
particularly those using D&I frameworks. 
As such partnerships are emerging (Buys 
& Koukel, 2018; Gutter et al., 2020), I will 
explore the potential of a health exten-
sion partnership approach grounded in 
D&I research to draw on the strengths of 
each partner to improve public health. I will 
review relevant D&I research frameworks 
from both medicine and education and in-
troduce essential concepts and evaluation 
methods; note existing similarities to and 
differences from Extension; and, finally, 
outline what D&I can look like in health 
extension.

Literature Review

Public health is a scientific discipline 
focused on research and education to 
“protect and improve the health of people 
and their communities” (CDC Foundation, 
n.d., para. 1), that is, entire populations. 
The role of family and consumer sciences 
(FCS) Extension agents includes health 
education, though exact duties vary among 
states from specific focus on nutrition to 
broader programming (Gutter, 2016; Gutter 
& Stephenson, 2016). Yet global confusion 
among terms such as “health promotion,” 
“health education,” and “public health” 
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(van Teijlingen et al., 2021) means that FCS 
professionals, let alone broader Extension 
professionals, may not explicitly recognize 
their role in public health. Van Teijlingen 
et al. suggested that health education 
promotes “voluntary changes in behavior 
through awareness, knowledge, skills, 
beliefs, attitudes, and values” (p. 5) and 
is an integral part of health promotion. 
However, health promotion is a larger 
concept encompassing “a more enabling 
environment, [namely] empowerment and 
policy options”; that is, health promotion 
also uses “approaches which compel 
individuals to change behavior” (p. 5). 
Variations in preparation of FCS agents and 
other Extension professionals across states 
and land-grant institutions may contribute 
to confusion.

For example, anecdotal confusion among 
Extension professionals about their role 
in public health education emerged in the 
recent COVID-19 pandemic, when some 
expressed personal reluctance to promote 
vaccinations or other public health mea-
sures or explicitly questioned the role of 
Extension in such activities (Stofer et al., 
2022). Grants from a joint mechanism from 
the CDC and USDA NIFA starting in 2021 
tasked Extension professionals with teach-
ing and engagement activities around adult 
vaccination (NIFA, n.d.-a). Although some 
Extension professionals and administrators 
were slow to adopt this approach, others 
recognized congruence with the role of 
animal sciences professionals who regularly 
talk about the importance of livestock vac-
cination in animal health. D&I science could 
be a framework to examine the barriers to 
uptake of vaccination or other health educa-
tion and the subsequent use of program-
ming to overcome those barriers among 
Extension personnel.

The term “D&I science” describes a set of 
research concepts and practices for system-
atic examination of the deliberate spread of 
best practices by combining organizational 
change and diffusion of knowledge perspec-
tives (Dearing et al., 2018). D&I consists of 
two basic parts: dissemination, or the active 
sharing of the knowledge resulting from 
previous research, and implementation, or 
the putting into practice of those practices 
in the real world (Glasgow et al., 2012). In 
biomedical research, D&I is the continuation 
of a five-stage translational research cycle 
that “begins” with early stage research, 
Stage T0, such as basic laboratory research 

to identify fundamental biological processes 
(Sampson et al., 2016). Similar guidelines 
exist in educational research, with early 
stage or exploratory research considered 
contributors to “core knowledge” (Sampson 
et al., 2016, p. 156; IES & NSF, 2013).

Translational stages move work from the 
lab or controlled environment to real-
world application. For biomedical science, 
stages T1 and T2 establish effectiveness 
through trials with humans for “proof of 
concept” (Sampson et al., 2016, p. 154), 
aligning with design and development and 
efficacy research in education, respectively. 
Stage T3 is translation of the intervention 
to practice on a broader scale, through, for 
example, over 50 medical hubs funded by 
Clinical and Translational Science Awards 
from the National Institutes of Health 
since 2006 (National Center for Advancing 
Translational Sciences, 2017). In education 
research, the T3 parallel, effectiveness re-
search, “[generates] reliable estimates of the 
ability of a fully-developed intervention or 
strategy to achieve its intended outcomes” 
(IES & NSF, 2013, p. 9). In either model, the 
stages do not have to be sequential; results 
and findings from any stage influence de-
velopment of research in the others. As D&I 
science matures, especially in public health, 
researchers continue to offer frameworks 
that situate D&I in different places in rela-
tion to a more or less settled framework of 
translational research. For example, Guerin 
et al. (2022) cited Brownson et al. (2013) to 
note that all relevant parties must be en-
gaged as early as Stage T1 and T2 to ward off 
development of “highly efficacious, but ill-
suited” (p. 4) interventions. Truly, engag-
ing end users in design and prioritization 
of even fundamental research is necessary 
to avoid science that sits in academic ivory 
towers without real-world acceptability and 
uptake. Leppin et al. (2020) emphasized the 
point of including D&I principles throughout 
the research cycle. However, despite these 
nuances, all three papers—Sampson et al. 
(2016), Guerin et al. (2022), and Leppin 
et al. (2020)—have added the fifth stage 
of research when discussing D&I science. 
Coupled with Sampson’s inclusion of ad-
ditional context of translation in multiple 
domains and engagements of a variety of 
stakeholder groups (see further discussion 
at the end of this section), therefore, for 
the introduction to a broader health educa-
tion audience, I maintain the Sampson et 
al. (2016) fundamental structure, especially 
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to align with education research stages. See 
Figure 1.

D&I standards, woven into frameworks, 
provided scaffolding and guidelines for 
sharing what has proven successful in one 
context and help ensure the rigor of D&I sci-
ence as well as create a collective vision for 
the field. These frameworks often include 
theoretical underpinnings that describe 
relationships among concepts and can pro-
duce hypothesis-driven research questions 
(Nilsen, 2015, 2020). D&I frameworks fall 
into three categories, each with its own aim: 
process models describe or guide transla-
tion of research into practice; determinant 
frameworks, classic theories, and imple-
mentation theories seek to understand or 

explain influences on implementation 
outcomes; and evaluation frameworks ex-
amine whether implementation was suc-
cessful (Nilsen, 2015). Such frameworks 
and theories have themselves been adopted 
and adapted in many cases from multiple 
other domains of research, including from 
agriculture and Extension itself, particularly 
Rogers’s (2003) diffusion of innovations, 
and theories of behavior change, such as 
Ajzen’s (1991) theory of planned behavior. 
The same, therefore, is true of the methods 
associated with a number of behavior change 
theories in particular—that they are adapted 
and used in D&I research (Kok et al., 2016; 
Powell et al., 2017). As D&I further emerges 
as a framework for health extension, more 
extensive use of these theories and methods 

Figure 1. Stages of Translational Research in Biomedicine  
and Education With Context Considerations

Note. Central overlapping circles indicate overlap of stages and ability to move back and forth across any stage 
rather than in numerical order. The two boxes surrounding the circle indicate two levels of context, engagement 
with multiple groups and translation into multiple disciplines. Adapted from “Implementation research: The fourth 
movement of the unfinished translation research symphony,” by U. K. Sampson, D. Chambers, W. Riley, R. I. 
Glass, M. M. Engelgau, and G. A. Mensah, 2016, Global Heart, 11(1) (https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gheart.2016.01.008).
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throughout can bolster our work and align-
ment with our health care partners. For 
example, intervention mapping is a D&I ap-
proach, itself drawn from psychology, that 
guides facilitators in choosing appropriate 
methods, interventions, and theories based 
on desired outcomes and audience factors 
(Durks et al., 2017). As researchers develop 
more evidence-based programs and USDA’s 
Children, Youth, and Families at Risk 
(CYFAR) and Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration (SAMSHA) 
grant mechanisms further require use of 
existing proven models, Extension can use 
intervention mapping to narrow down and 
select appropriate programming.

One of the most widely used determi-
nant frameworks in D&I research, the 
Consolidated Framework for Implementation 
Research (CFIR; Damschroder et al., 2009, 
2022), aims to bring together aspects of 
many of these frameworks and theories of 
behavior change. CFIR includes an overarch-
ing set of 37 constructs to consider in five 
domains: individual participant character-
istics, intervention characteristics, inner 
setting, outer setting, and the implemen-
tation process. Importantly for Extension, 
Damschroder et al. (2009) incorporated 
Rogers’s (2003) diffusion of innovations 
into the individual domain of CFIR.

An additional set of frameworks addresses 
evaluation of D&I, with an ultimate goal to 
determine which program or policy inter-
ventions, which elements of those interven-
tions, in which settings, under which condi-
tions, and conducted by whom effectively 
produce which outcomes, for whom, at what 
cost, and how (Gaglio & Glasgow, 2017; 
Paul, 1969). D&I science is most concerned 
with spreading successes beyond single in-
stances, making Extension an ideal setting 
for these types of research and evaluation 
efforts. Extension differs from other com-
munity programs in its extent and breadth 
of clientele, offering opportunities to evalu-
ate across multiple counties or regions 
within a state, or across multiple states 
(NIFA, n.d.-b). Extension also has built-in 
partnerships with governments and univer-
sities that allow for asking questions of the 
effectiveness of programs for each of these 
groups. Extension also can offer chances to 
evaluate vertically across age groups, such 
as youth and adults, or younger and older 
adults. Finally, Extension has an array of 
settings in which we conduct our programs, 
from Extension offices to schools to other 

public spaces. With all of these opportuni-
ties within a single system, using frame-
works of D&I science has the potential to 
offer collaborators access to programs with 
large and diverse numbers of participants 
and settings, advancing research and ulti-
mately health by examining issues extend-
ing beyond individual programs and isolated 
studies, the hallmark of D&I science.

In this realm of evaluation in particular, 
Extension researchers have already made 
great use of D&I science, demonstrating 
the potential of the collaboration. For ex-
ample, studies have piloted implementa-
tion of tobacco prevention programs among 
4-H youth (Bteddini et al., 2023), evaluated 
physical activity campaigns (Balis & Harden, 
2021; Balis & Strayer, 2019), and examined 
the implementation of the CDC Diabetes 
Prevention Program (H. K. Wilson et al., 
2024). The RE-AIM D&I evaluation frame-
work (Glasgow et al., 1999) has been used 
most extensively as part of a national work-
ing group involving Extension since 2004 
(Harden et al., 2020) and resulting in recent 
systematic reviews (Harden et al., 2015) and 
recommendations for the use of RE-AIM in 
communities (Harden et al., 2018), among 
other settings.

D&I researchers have also noted the impor-
tance of considering two other overarch-
ing contexts: First, implementation must 
include multiple stakeholder groups, and 
second, translation work must be carried out 
in multiple domains, including education 
and social marketing (Sampson et al., 2016; 
Woolf, 2008). The first consideration is al-
ready a hallmark of Extension as we work 
with policymakers, various client groups, 
administration, and research faculty (e.g., 
Jamison et al., in press; Parisi et al., 2018). 
The second consideration, translation into 
multiple disciplines, is exactly where health 
extension becomes relevant and necessary. 
See Figure 1.

Similarities Between Biomedical D&I 
Science and Extension

As noted, Extension has from its beginnings 
worked to translate research conducted 
by faculty into real-world applications 
(Seevers, 1997), neatly dovetailing with the 
motivations of translational research in 
health and medicine. Cooperative Extension 
aims “to improve the quality of people’s 
lives by providing research-based knowl-
edge to strengthen the social, economic 
and environmental well-being of families, 
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communities and agriculture enterprises” 
(Co-Op Research and Extension Services, n.d., 
para. 4). Basic agricultural research spans 
plant pathology, biochemistry and genet-
ics, and animal biology and physiology, 
corresponding to medicine’s T0 stage and 
core knowledge in education sciences. 
Developing plant and animal breeds with 
desirable traits, and agricultural and com-
mercial field trials parallel the T1 and T2 
stages of translational research (Sampson 
et al., 2016). Stage T3 is often the work of 
county Extension agents, who share new 
findings and best practices and work with 
their local populations and stakeholders to 
implement the fruits of the T0, T1, and T2 
research labor.

Finally, Extension’s integration of research 
and knowledge sharing with stakeholders 
definitely follows Sampson et al.’s (2016) 
nonlinearity and feedback mechanisms. 
Stakeholders in Extension are frequently 
called upon to dictate research priorities 
directly at local county Extension offices, 
through work with academic departments, 
and through funding mechanisms such as 
from USDA National Institute of Food and 
Agriculture. In medicine, the emergence of 
the Patient-Centered Outcomes Research 
Institute within the Affordable Care Act 
provided explicit research outcomes and 
funding mechanisms examining stake-
holder buy-in and effective knowledge 
sharing beyond the halls of academic and 
industry research. Therefore, the stated 
aims of health extension, the deliberate 
coordination of education programs across 
all subject areas of Extension to focus on 
health holistically and in partnership with 
health care providers (Burton et al., 2021), 
naturally already parallel the T4 stage of 
translational research, that is, D&I science. 
However, the stated aims as reiterated in 
2021 still lag behind actual realization of 
D&I science and the end-goal coordination 
of programs, holistic health focus, and part-
nership with providers.

What Can Health Extension as  
D&I Science Look Like?

For many years, Extension and other 
science communication outlets focused 
on raising awareness of problems among 
their audiences and measured impact of 
efforts by numbers of people reached with 
programming (Clements, 1999; Warner et 
al., 2015). The movement in the last years of 
the 20th century to focus on behavior change 

meant not only agents, but administrators, 
legislators, and even public community 
members themselves may not have been 
familiar with a new kind of programming 
that focused on encouraging action rather 
than a passive receipt of information. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that there is 
still work to be done to focus on behavioral 
rather than strictly knowledge outcome 
measures and thus, different practices for 
sharing and implementing research findings 
as part of the later stages of translational 
research. Indeed, even within D&I work, 
dissemination to promote behavior change 
for adopting evidence-based practices still 
warrants deliberate and focused attention, 
especially for systems-level dissemination 
(Kerner et al., 2005).

When it comes to acceptability of overall 
introduction of the practices of the final 
T4 stage of modern D&I science, Extension 
has a long-standing tradition of research 
into economics as well as other human and 
consumer sciences within colleges of ag-
riculture. The intrinsic recognition of the 
value of these social sciences, often given 
less status than natural sciences (Fanelli, 
2010), means that Extension personnel 
may themselves require less convincing to 
integrate the work of these disciplines with 
the biological sciences than personnel less 
connected to Extension.

In addition, Extension has always focused 
on health, from its earliest days focusing 
on food preservation and sanitation, to to-
day’s role as the largest provider of nutrition 
education for people qualifying for federal 
supplemental nutrition assistance, though 
never in a coordinated fashion (Burton et 
al., 2021). A recent update of the health 
extension framework outlines five key 
recommendations:

1.	 Advance health equity as a core system 
value.

2.	Utilize community assessment processes.

3.	Invest in the success and visibility of 
Extension’s health-related profession-
als, programs, and initiatives.

4.	Establish partnerships.

5.	Utilize a community development ap-
proach. (Burton et al., 2021, p. 14)

The first recommendation of the future of 
health extension is to focus on addressing 
systemic inequities and social drivers of 
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health (Burton et al., 2021). As yet, science- 
and justice-based health equity (Peterson et 
al., 2021) is not a widely explicitly acknowl-
edged outcome of D&I science (Schlechter 
et al., 2021; Woodward et al., 2019; Yousefi 
Nooraie et al., 2020). This omission may re-
flect the inability of medical care and treat-
ment to truly promote equity without sup-
porting activities for prevention and lifestyle 
changes that medical providers cannot sup-
port but that Extension has long facilitated. 
Whatever the cause, this is an opportunity 
for health extension to take the lead in col-
laborations, given our long-standing atten-
tion to social drivers of health that health 
care providers struggle to support directly.

The recent emergence of integrated frame-
works that bring together health equity and 
D&I science, especially through focus on 
community-based participatory research 
(Johnson et al., 2009), makes the timing 
opportune for Extension to become integral 
partners in the future of D&I science to help 
make that outcome explicit while expanding 
the aspects of health equity that D&I science 
addresses. A recent example of this type of 
collaboration considered different education 
strategies for human papilloma virus at the 
county level as well as county-level barriers 
to implementation of evidence-based strat-
egies (Staras et al., 2022).

One of the strengths of medical research is 
the amount of national resources mobilized 
through the National Institutes of Health as 
well as industry. With such a large resource 
base, the field of D&I can pull from a large 
body of research to build repositories 
and reviews of a wide variety of research 
tools on which health extension can also 
draw, particularly to build interventions 
prospectively. First, health extension 
specialists can use widely accepted and 
widely applicable frameworks such as CFIR 
(Kirk et al., 2015) to design implementation 
research with Extension as an integral part 
of the stakeholders outlined by Sampson et 
al. (2016). A number of planning tools for 
publication of implementation research exist 
as well (Pinnock et al., 2017; Proctor et al., 
2013; P. M. Wilson et al., 2017). Also available 
are behavior change taxonomies, which can 
be used to design implementations based 
on theory and evidence bases (Francis et 
al., 2012; Kok et al., 2016), measurement 
tools (Lewis et al., 2017), and evaluation 
frameworks to study the effectiveness of 
implementation of best practices (Gaglio & 
Glasgow, 2017).

Extension often works on individual pre-
vention-oriented health education upstream 
from preventive care and disease treatment 
(Andress & Fitch, 2016). By partnering 
with health care providers and researchers, 
we can use our relationships with com-
munities to help our communities access 
preventive and specialty care, addressing 
Recommendation 4. In turn, understanding 
the needs of our communities in terms of 
access to health care can also help inform 
our education programming. Together, 
our partnership can even more meaning-
fully impact community development and 
policy further upstream as well, addressing 
Recommendation 5.

Per Recommendation 3, health exten-
sion will require considerable professional 
development both for Extension agents, 
including those not normally foreground-
ing health education as part of their regu-
lar programming, and for non-Extension 
health researcher partners (Dwyer et al., 
2017); particularly, some of that profes-
sional development should focus on research 
and creating partnerships (Eschbach et al., 
2019). However, one-off or shorter dura-
tion workshops may not be as effective as 
sustained, long-term efforts to develop such 
new capabilities (Sweeny, 2008). As yet, 
research is not a recognized need for new 
agent professional development, though 
community development is, nor is Extension 
education a widely available formal educa-
tion path (Benge et al., 2021).

Using D&I Science to Support Health 
Extension Throughout Extension

Almost every part of public-facing Extension 
already considers some aspects of human 
health; therefore, D&I science can support 
almost all aspects of Extension. Returning 
to the idea of social drivers of health, ad-
equate housing and physical environment 
are two social issues that Extension covers 
through programs not explicitly under a 
health umbrella. For example, integrated 
pest management (IPM) considers not only 
the removal and prevention of pests from 
the home, but also the health considerations 
of each strategy, from standard cleaning to 
chemical-based treatments. Recent efforts 
to include IPM into new homeowner classes 
(University of Florida, n.d.) can serve as a 
model for integrating other health program-
ming into such seemingly separate topics; 
studies of financial counseling to support 
cancer patients also provide interdisciplinary 
models. D&I science can also support such 
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integration by examining both organiza-
tional and individual readiness to implement 
a program and adding to the evidence base 
via an effectiveness study of the innovation 
(IPM in homeowner classes or financial 
counseling for cancer patients) itself.

State specialists and faculty need to be aware 
of what county, region, and state agents 
tasked with working directly with public 
audiences are doing in order to help make 
their research work relevant to those audi-
ences and to understand where their fun-
damental research may be falling short in 
addressing needs of those stakeholders. For 
example, if a new pesticide efficiently kills 
insects but requires additional equipment 
to protect applicators from loss of work due 
to inhalation, that safety need must factor 
into the Extension translational work if not 
also translational research on comparative 
effectiveness (Sampson et al., 2016). As work 
becomes increasingly interdisciplinary, it is 
more likely researchers and research groups 
will take such health perspectives into ac-
count, through efforts such as the CDC/
NIOSH (National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health, 2025) agricultural safety 
and health centers. More deliberate expli-
cation of the role of human health in all of 
Extension will reinforce these interdisciplin-
ary efforts, which often take more time to 
accomplish, especially as seasoned research-
ers adapt long-standing workflows.

To be sure, those of us involved in efforts 
to implement health extension itself would 
benefit by taking lessons from D&I science. 
In some cases, we can use D&I science to 
help make sure our Extension personnel are 
well-prepared to implement health exten-
sion programs as vital stakeholders in the 
work (e.g., Jamison et al., in press). For 
example, a recent study of the acceptability 
of financial counseling for cancer patients 
involved a much more rigorously designed 
and expansive study than a typical Extension 
evaluation of program participants. The 
researchers investigated the experiences 
of not only the Extension personnel before 
and after the program implementation, but 
also of the medical providers, medical staff 
who referred patients to Extension services, 
and the patients themselves. The study in-
volved mixed methods in the patients’ case 
to determine quantitative changes in their 
social situation as well as acceptability of 
the format, asking questions related to the 
virtual facilitation mode and group versus 
individual administration of the Extension 

service. The study incorporated a control 
group who got the typical standard of care, 
a pamphlet describing some tips that were 
the focus of the program content facilitated 
by Extension personnel, who instead were 
able to tailor their guidance to the needs 
of the particular patients. The study also 
explored multiple Extension and medical 
providers’ experiences before implementa-
tion of the pilot, and Extension providers’ 
thoughts after the pilot implementation. 
The study investigated more than just the 
typical individuals or innovation recipients 
involved based on the D&I CFIR constructs. 
The expansive study of several facets of 
the implementation process, including the 
inner setting, implementation process, and 
outer setting, surfaced more areas for im-
provement, including preparation for the 
Extension personnel, better communica-
tion support needed for Extension and the 
medical personnel, and infrastructure needs 
that actually worked against equity for par-
ticipants, than might have been surfaced in 
a study of only the quantitative impact on 
participants’ social situation (Stofer et al., 
2026). Despite the challenges they and their 
participants faced, including the complexity 
of implementing the program, and despite 
modest changes in the participants’ social 
condition, the Extension personnel still 
found value in the program for themselves 
and the participants. Focusing on only 
one element of the implementation might 
have otherwise argued for discontinuing 
the program entirely. In contrast, a typical 
current Extension approach, ending with 
T2 or T3 or not incorporating research on 
the program implementation at all, might 
have rolled out the program in one format 
(i.e., group or individual), in one county or 
with one health care provider, with a simple 
program evaluation for participant (patient) 
satisfaction rather than the comparison to 
a control group and investigation of the 
program presenters’ experiences as well as 
patient satisfaction. For other examples, see 
Balis et al. (2019), Eschbach et al. (2024), 
and Weybright et al. (2025).

We need to examine the reluctance of our 
own Extension personnel to more explicitly 
advance health care programming and part-
nerships and work with those reluctant per-
sonnel to gain buy-in for their involvement 
to serve our stakeholders (Ramanadhan et 
al., 2018). Indeed, efforts in several states 
are under way to determine stakeholder 
needs and barriers around both implemen-
tation of programs on specific topics such 
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as adult immunization as well as broader 
ideas of health education. Coupled with the 
emerging examples of such work, especially 
around implementation evaluation provided 
in this article, this internal stakeholder 
needs assessment work supports the case 
for even broader use of D&I science in health 
extension activities.

Conclusion

Although Extension enjoys great trust 
among many traditional rural communities, 
for other marginalized communities, trust 
has been broken via “historic, and in some 
cases, ongoing experiences of exclusion and 
harm” (Burton et al., 2021, p. 21). Explicit 
attention to our community development 
frameworks (McDowell, 1978), coupled with 
D&I science’s rigorous design and evalua-
tion via stakeholder engagement and com-
munity participatory research (Johnson et 
al., 2009), can pave the way for rebuilding 
those relationships, specifically to advance 
the goal of reaching health equity. After all, 
our mandate from USDA via the Smith-Lever 
Act requires us to serve the public, full stop, 
broad as that population may be. All of us 
Extension personnel, therefore, from pesti-
cide certifiers to cattlewomen to geneticists, 
have a role to play in health extension, even 
as fundamental as directing our clients to 
other health-related Extension programs.

Cooperative Extension and public health 
researchers share common goals of providing 
up-to-date education and programming 
to improve community members’ health. 
D&I science, an outgrowth of translational 
research, formalizes the process of rigorously 
preparing, implementing, and evaluating 
rollout of evidence-based programs. The 
health extension framework compels 
Cooperative Extension to center equity and 
communities as a charge while continuing 
support for such health education work. Yet, 
neither alone has made significant progress 
toward health equity, nor is it likely that 
they can alone, given their respective areas 
of patient care and patient education. Both 
of these foci are necessary but not sufficient 

on their own to truly advance health equity, 
especially within the current systems of 
health care and health education in the 
United States.

By considering areas of overlap between D&I 
science and Cooperative Extension’s princi-
ples and goals, researchers and Cooperative 
Extension facilitators can maximize uptake 
and reach of health education and impact on 
public health. Coreferring could be one strat-
egy. That is, collaborations between the two 
groups should work on creating and study-
ing interventions wherein either (1) health 
care providers prescribe lifestyle courses that 
might be offered by Cooperative Extension, 
such as nutrition or exercise workshops, 
or conversely, (2) Cooperative Extension 
provides up-to-date guidelines and rec-
ommendations during any number of their 
courses that encourage participants to seek 
out and discuss their preventive care needs 
with health care providers. Indeed, in recent 
years even some federal government agen-
cies began to financially support addressing 
social drivers of health, not just health care 
interventions (Whitman et al., 2022). Such 
iterative research and improved applied 
programming will bolster the work of both 
D&I scientists and health care practitioners 
and also health educators and behavioral re-
searchers in Cooperative Extension.

Health extension necessitates that we rec-
ognize the connections of our work to health 
of our communities and country. Ultimately, 
through systematic integration and spread 
of health extension with the support of D&I 
scientific methods, such as through USDA 
NIFA funding support; statewide, regional, 
and national efforts to collaborate, such 
as through the Extension Foundation’s 
Collective for Health and Well-Being; and 
Extension leadership support from organi-
zations such as the Extension Committee on 
Organization and Policy, we can collectively 
speed the spread of innovations, maximize 
uptake and success of implementation, learn 
from that, rinse, and repeat. Such efforts 
will build infrastructure for the long term 
to address systemic inequities and build a 
culture that values health for all.
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Abstract

This essay aims to contribute to the literature on training faculty to 
undertake community-engaged research (CER) and offer colleagues at 
diverse institutions insight into what works—and does not—through 
the lens of a CER-focused faculty fellows program at Georgia Tech. We 
review existing models and literature on faculty development programs 
in CER and describe the themes, structure, goals, and outcomes of 
Georgia Tech’s program. To illustrate how CER takes shape in different 
disciplines, the essay offers five anecdotes from faculty fellows in 
engineering, modern languages, science, sociology, and literature. 
Additionally, the piece shares data gleaned from program interviews, 
focus groups, and surveys to make recommendations for program 
improvement at Georgia Tech and, more broadly, for advancing CER at 
other institutions. The essay is collaboratively authored by two program 
leads and seven program participants representing seven academic 
departments.

Keywords: community-engaged research, faculty development, 
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C
olleges and universities across the 
United States are facing multiple 
crises. According to Gallup polls 
(Andrews & Shaffer, 2025), con-
fidence and trust in higher educa-

tion has been at the lowest of lows in recent 
years: 57% of Americans said that they had 
“a great deal/quite a lot” of confidence in 
2015, but by 2024 that number had dropped 
to 36%. In 2025, attitudes improved some-
what (42% responded positively); however, 
public confidence was still far from levels 
reported in 2015. There are a variety of rea-
sons for this decline—from the rising costs 
of higher education to political polarization 
to concerns about the quality of education 
and connections to careers and jobs (Jones, 
2025) to feelings that institutions of higher 
education are focused on the “ivory tower” 
and do not contribute enough to the sur-
rounding communities, among others. 
However, the “town and gown” divide has 

existed for decades (Derounian, 2022). Many 
of us in academia also feel that these cri-
tiques are valid to some degree and wish to 
better contribute to the communities around 
us, reversing the extractive dynamic that too 
often characterizes community–researcher 
relationships, particularly in communities 
of color (Louis et al., 2022).

Community-engaged research (CER) is 
often seen as a potential response to these 
critiques. However, CER comes with its own 
challenges: It often takes time and resources 
that not all instructors and institutions have 
access to, requires training in CER best 
practices, and relies on institutional policies 
that incentivize faculty to undertake CER. 
In what follows, we explore a case study of 
a CER-focused faculty fellows program at 
the Georgia Institute of Technology (Georgia 
Tech) to provide our peers at other institu-
tions with our key lessons, garnered from 
both failures and successes.



48Vol. 30, No. 2—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

	
Community-engaged research wins have no 
single formula, but if they are true success-
es, they share characteristics that translate 
across settings, partnerships, and disci-
plines—such as dedicated, creative faculty 
members, partners who find their expertise 
respected and compensated, and a shared 
commitment to long-term collaborations. 
One such success—that can shed light on 
the context this piece describes—began in a 
sunny breezeway on the campus of a vacant 
high school in Jackson, Georgia. A small 
group crowded around an unassuming black 
box, two cell phones, and a tangle of cords. 
One member of the group, the founder of 
the Henderson School Alumni Association 
and Trust (HSAAT), asked a question about 
how the “internet-in-a-box” might host 
content related to career development and 
science, technology, engineering, arts, 
and mathematics (STEAM) learning. The 
computer science professor facilitating the 
discussion, Ashutosh Dhekne, went into 
some detail about how the technology would 
support content for programs HSAAT would 
host, as the group worked to transform the 
vacant property into a community innova-
tion center with services for Jackson’s chil-
dren, its workforce, and its elders. Other 
members of the group—longtime Jackson 
residents who had themselves attended the 
then-segregated Henderson School and now 
serve on the HSAAT Board—discussed how 
this form of free, local internet would su-
percharge their plans.

Some months later, Dhekne, a faculty fellow 
in a CER program at Georgia Tech and coau-
thor of this essay, applied for a grant for the 
project and was denied. Instead of moving 
on, he regrouped with HSAAT to refine their 
shared vision and joined forces with another 
fellow, a professor of architecture with ex-
pertise in technologies related to historic and 
cultural preservation. This new team applied 
for the next round of internal funding and 
was awarded a grant to conduct a scan of 
the school building to prepare for renovation 
and for the implementation of “internet in a 
box.” However, their proposal went beyond 
the faculty members’ individual technologi-
cal contributions for a transdisciplinary ap-
proach to the HSAAT vision for reimagining 
the property and its uses. This expansion 
included cocreated STEAM workshops as 
well as a design–build project on the campus 
that will activate the football field through 
interventions such as a modular concession 
stand. The partnership between the faculty 
members and HSAAT also entails immersing 

their students in a long-term relation-
ship, stewarded by Georgia Tech’s Center 
for Sustainable Communities Research and 
Education (SCoRE), supporting faculty to 
become costewards of that partnership over 
the coming years and ensuring that train-
ing provided by the SCoRE’s faculty fellows 
program—described in this piece—continues 
to structure and energize the relationship. 
What the internet-in-a-box plans and cur-
rent design–build vision for HSAAT look like 
now may shift substantially in the coming 
months, but the groundwork for success is 
already laid through the centering of partner 
vision and the commitment by all parties to 
build a lasting relationship, instead of merely 
executing a single grant-funded project. 

This collaboration between HSAAT and the 
faculty fellows, unfolding over the course 
of 2 years, illuminates how fruitful it can 
be to gather community partners, faculty, 
and modest resources in order to shape CER 
projects that center the vision and knowl-
edge of partners and engage the skills of 
faculty and students. The anecdote also 
underscores the ingredients we identify 
as key for faculty development in CER and 
for stimulating and supporting CER more 
broadly: funding, mentoring, institutional 
support for partnerships, and peer support. 
In this piece, our group of nine authors 
unfolds the goals, activities, and outcomes 
of a CER-focused faculty fellows program, 
as well as elaborating on the “ingredients” 
that we feel are most relevant for other in-
stitutions currently running or developing 
similar programs. The piece fills a gap in 
the literature on faculty training in CER by 
providing both granular outcomes and rec-
ommendations relevant to faculty develop-
ment as well as broader guidance pertinent 
to any institution hoping to strengthen 
community-engaged research. It also has 
the distinction of its author team: hailing 
from eight different disciplines and coming 
to the program with different levels of expe-
rience in CER, the authors crafted this essay 
as evidence that all disciplines belong in a 
big CER tent. Authors each offered reactions 
to one another’s sections of this text, and 
relationships among us flourished as each 
of us came to understand CER from other 
disciplinary perspectives.

Literature Review

At the core of CER are community part-
nerships. The process of building those 
partnerships, maintaining relationships, 



49 "A Space Between": Exploring Tensions and Opportunities in Community-Engaged Research 

and collaborating on research design and 
outcomes in effective ways requires engage-
ment skills, as well as ample time, effort, 
and commitment (Jenkins et al., 2020); 
strong partnerships also demand familiarity 
with local contexts, histories, and cultures. 
As CER is not yet mainstream in academia, 
many researchers have never been trained 
in CER methodologies, such as participatory 
action research, or exposed to the ideologies 
that underpin them, such as asset-based 
community development, popular educa-
tion, justice, and equity.

CER has been embraced more quickly in 
some fields than in others. There has long 
been an understanding of the importance of 
involving communities within the research 
process in the medical and health field, as 
this practice increases the potential for suc-
cessful interventions (Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, 1997; Collins, 2011; 
Jenkins et al., 2020). An appreciation for 
community-engaged research is evident 
in the National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
funding focus on “research translation,” 
which typically requires or at least supports 
community partnerships and participation 
(Jenkins et al., 2020; National Center for 
Advancing Translational Sciences, 2024). 
In the past two decades, some universi-
ties—often large public institutions and 
land-grant institutions with a mandate to 
serve their state—have strengthened their 
infrastructure for and honed their focus 
on CER, creating models that strive for 
“transformative engagement” (Brown et al., 
2006). This more robust, systemic approach 
entails resourcing networks of CER faculty 
supporting different geographic areas over 
the long term, rather than merely support-
ing an assortment of disconnected projects. 
In their most mature iterations, institutional 
approaches to CER demonstrate a commit-
ment to authentically shared power in de-
veloping research questions, methods, and 
products, as well as to meaningful recogni-
tion of faculty practicing CER through the 
tenure and promotion process.

Scholars of CER have focused on how criti-
cal faculty reward systems are to the pro-
liferation of strong CER programs, even at 
institutions where the culture of community 
engagement is ratified by certifications such 
as the well-respected Carnegie Community 
Engagement Classification (Saltmarsh & 
Wooding, 2016). Institutions that have im-
plemented this focus, such as the University 
of North Carolina Greensboro, have 

“integrated community-engagement terms 
persistently across the teaching, research, 
and service [categories]” (Janke et al., 2023, 
para. 3), reinforcing a broad culture that 
values engagement. Institutions themselves 
are not the only sources of recognition and 
reward for effective engagement of com-
munities and strong community partner-
ships; the Biden–Harris Administration’s 
Justice40 Initiative stimulated interest in 
CER in the science and engineering fields 
by turning the attention of technologists 
toward the communities their innovations 
will impact. The Justice40 Initiative required 
that 40% of the benefits from certain fed-
eral investments related to climate change 
and sustainability flow to what they called 
“disadvantaged communities” character-
ized by disproportionate pollution burdens 
and underinvestment (Exec. Order No. 
14,008, 2021; The White House, 2024). This 
initiative provided an opening for feder-
ally funded research and implementation 
projects to actively engage communities 
to understand how projects affect and can 
benefit them. Across the United States and 
the world, universities are developing a va-
riety of tools and programs to support the 
respectful and meaningful engagement of 
community partners in research.

In some cases, universities may develop 
themed programs and trainings in CER in 
response to broader funding and research 
trends. Increasing interest in CER among 
STEM faculty who hoped to take advantage 
of research funding during the Biden–
Harris Administration but who had little 
experience with CER created an opening for 
SCoRE. SCoRE began developing their faculty 
training programs in 2016 in SCoRE’s pre-
vious incarnation as the Center for Serve-
Learn-Sustain, the university’s Quality 
Enhancement Plan, or QEP. To maintain 
accreditation with the Southern Association 
of Colleges and Schools Commission on 
Colleges, public universities in Georgia 
must submit a QEP every 10 years. Serve-
Learn-Sustain’s successes running interdis-
ciplinary faculty fellows programs fostered 
sustainability-themed research and teach-
ing collaborations across departments and 
provided an excellent foundation (Hirsch et 
al., 2023). The faculty development program 
described here was created with an eye to 
the Justice40 Initiative and an aim to include 
the effective elements of SCoRE’s previous 
faculty development programming, such as 
field experiences, fostering interdisciplin-
ary faculty relationships for research and 
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teaching projects, and engaging community 
partners as cofacilitators.

In reviewing other institutions’ programs, 
SCoRE program leads found the most 
common training models for CER included 
self-guided training materials such as 
online courses (Allen, Culhane-Pera, Call, 
& Pergament, 2011; University of Minnesota, 
2022); open and informal seminar series and 
networking sessions (University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte, 2024); standardized 
or class-based sets of training workshops 
(Randolph et al., 2022; Washington State 
University, 2024); and semester- or year-
long cohort-based programs (fellowships). 
From the outset, SCoRE intended to build 
a network of interdisciplinary community-
engaged researchers across Georgia Tech. 
Equally important was the goal of providing 
individualized support for faculty in creating 
new community partnerships. The cohort-
based program model, which allows a small 
subset of researchers to interact with the 
SCoRE team and with each other over the 
course of a year, seemed the most appropri-
ate to achieve these collective goals.

This program is transposable but would 
understandably look different across in-
stitutions. Georgia Tech is a state-funded, 
R1 university located in a dense, urban 
environment, rich in a diversity of com-
munity-based organizations as well as a 
high concentration of other colleges and 
universities (ideal for cross-institutional 
partnerships). Its commitment to CER and 
community-engaged teaching (CET) has 
a documented history, first with Serve-
Learn-Sustain and now through SCoRE. 
And yet, the fellows program discussed 
here is the first instance of a more formal 
initiative at Georgia Tech to train faculty 
in CER. We believe a program of this kind 
could find success anywhere (not only at 
R1 institutions or state-funded universi-
ties, and in settings both urban and rural); 
it can serve as the first step in leveraging 
existing strengths among faculty and staff 
to establish a larger framework/structure for 
CER and CET at the institution level.

Each iteration of such a program, then, 
would yield different questions and an-
swers at distinct institutions. For instance, 
funding, on which we expand in what fol-
lows, might pose challenges at institutions 
where no program development grants are 

available. The very act of building bridges, 
however, remains, and is what we find 
most transposable and translatable across 
institutions. In other words, the framework 
and values of the program—communication 
across disciplinary silos, respect, curiosity, 
and good listening—are reproducible from 
institution to institution and from program 
to program. The pluralism that this program 
fosters is its strength and the source of its 
ability to be replicated.

Funding models for fellowship programs 
vary (see the Appendix). Many are funded 
through government agencies, such as NIH, 
and funding can come from collaborative 
proposals or targeted recruitment. Those 
funded through the NIH (many through the 
Clinical and Translational Science Award 
program) tend to strongly focus on develop-
ing a medical or health-based participatory 
research project with community partners 
(Jenkins et al., 2020; Medical University of 
South Carolina, 2024; Penn State Clinical 
and Translational Science Institute, 2024). 
In some cases, nascent partnerships are 
already developed and academic and com-
munity partners apply to the program to-
gether as teams (Jenkins et al., 2020). On 
the other hand, fellowship programs at 
less specialized universities tend to recruit 
individual academic fellows (rather than 
teams), rely on mentorship with experi-
enced community-engaged researchers, 
and focus efforts on developing partnerships 
and proposals rather than concrete project 
outcomes (Purdue University, 2024a, 2024b; 
University Outreach and Engagement, 2024).

Although these fellowship programs differ 
in their outcomes and activities, all found 
it essential to provide foundational training 
in CER and partnership principles. These 
trainings tend to center an understanding 
of equity, inclusivity, and justice; highlight 
the need for research to reflect community 
interests and for communities to be involved 
as meaningful partners; focus on respectful, 
reciprocal, and culturally sensitive com-
munication and processes; and emphasize 
building trust with partners over time 
(Jenkins et al., 2020; M. McNall, personal 
communication, August 6, 2024; SoLaHmo 
Partnership & University of Minnesota, 
2017). In addition to this foundational train-
ing, fellowship programs often incorporate 
a combination of other elements, such as
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1.	 training on other skills that support suc-
cessful engagement, such as communi-
cation, team building, conflict resolution, 
program evaluation, and grant-writing 
(Allen, Culhane-Pera, Pergament, & 
Call, 2011; Jenkins et al., 2020; Purdue 
University, 2024b; University Outreach 
and Engagement, 2024);

2.	matching community partners and fac-
ulty members to build new relationships 
(Allen, Culhane-Pera, Pergament, & Call, 
2011);

3.	supporting short-term, pilot CER proj-
ects, proposal development for such proj-
ects, or creation of scholarly works about 
CER (Purdue University, 2024a, 2024b; 
University Outreach and Engagement, 
2024);

4.	creating a community of practice and 
strong network of community-engaged 
researchers at the university (Penn 
State Clinical and Translational Science 
Institute, 2024; University Outreach and 
Engagement, 2024; Wadsworth et al., 
2019); and

5.	supporting faculty in developing promo-
tion and tenure packages that showcase 
impact from community-engaged schol-
arship or research (M. McNall, personal 
communication, August 6, 2024; Purdue 
University, 2024a; University Outreach 
and Engagement, 2024).

Some programs offer set trainings each 
year, whereas others provide a more indi-
vidualized approach, interviewing fellows 
and then tailoring training sessions to 
their learning needs (Jenkins et al., 2020). 
Additionally, some programs, particularly 
those focused on producing pilot project 
outcomes, also include trainings for com-
munity researchers and scholars, either 
with academic partners or separately (Allen, 
Culhane-Pera, Pergament, & Call, 2011; 
Jenkins et al., 2020).

Few resources are available that reflect on 
or evaluate the impact and effectiveness of 
these fellowship programs and of the ac-
tivities that compose them, especially for 
those not associated with translational sci-
ence funding through the NIH (resources 
addressing such programs include Allen, 
Culhane-Pera, Pergament, & Call, 2011; 
Jenkins et al., 2020; Wadsworth et al., 2019). 
However, based on evaluations that do exist, 
as well as our conversations with other staff 
administering these programs, we have 

identified four components—funding, men-
toring, institutional support for partner-
ships, and peer support—as key to ensuring 
impactful training programs for faculty. In 
the case of funding, many programs have 
found it essential to provide funding for fel-
lows’ time, seed funding for pilot projects, 
and/or course releases to free up time for 
participation, given the numerous respon-
sibilities faculty already manage. Senior 
mentors (those experienced in CER) play a 
vital role in guiding new fellows in almost 
all the programs listed (see the Appendix), 
and often interdisciplinary perspectives 
were particularly valuable in this regard. For 
example, in MSU’s program, pairing fellows 
with senior mentors who shared similar in-
terests, but came from different disciplines, 
was crucial in broadening perspectives and 
enriching the overall experience (M. McNall, 
personal communication, August 6, 2024). 
Additionally, mentors or engagement office 
staff are vital in developing nascent com-
munity partnerships, such as through initial 
matching and by providing advice on com-
munication, trust-building, and shared 
decision-making (Allen, Culhane-Pera, 
Pergament, & Call,  2011; Wadsworth et al., 
2019). Fellows also greatly valued opportu-
nities for interaction that allowed them to 
offer each other peer support and engage 
in shared learning (Allen, Culhane-Pera, 
Pergament, & Call, 2011; M. McNall, personal 
communication, August 6, 2024).

Creating an Inclusive,  
Interactive Program

In close collaboration with three interdisci-
plinary research institutes at Georgia Tech, 
the Brook Byers Institute for Sustainable 
Systems, the Renewable Bioproducts 
Institute, and the Strategic Energy 
Institute, SCoRE ran its faculty fellows pro-
gram—formally titled the “Energy Equity, 
Environmental Justice and Community 
Engagement Faculty Fellows Program”—
over the course of 8 months in 2023 and 
2024. The program engaged 22 Georgia 
Tech faculty and two external fellows: A 
staff member from a local policy-focused 
nonprofit, the Southeast Energy Efficiency 
Alliance, and a faculty member in Chemistry 
at Georgia Gwinnett College, were invited to 
lend their perspectives and deepen the well 
of shared wisdom.

In service to the goal of growing collab-
orative expertise and building long-term 
relationships with each other and with 
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community partners around energy equity, 
community benefits, and environmental 
justice, the program offered a variety of 
learning and networking opportunities. Each 
fellow chose the activities in which they 
participated. All activities were intended to 
(1) grow fellows’ familiarity with the mis-
sion and programs of local sustainability 
partners, (2) build relationships with those 
partners based on shared research inter-
ests, and (3) support relationship build-
ing among the fellows, especially across 
disciplines. Each fellow also worked on an 
individual deliverable that advanced their 
own goals for integrating CER in their work 
and worked in a small group advancing a 
group deliverable intended to strengthen the 
community-engaged sustainability research 
ecosystem at Georgia Tech.

Program coleads recruited an eclectic pilot 
cohort of faculty. An emphasis in SCoRE on 
supporting technologists and STEM fac-
ulty led to strong representation from the 
College of Engineering, composing more 
than one third of program participants (10 
faculty). However, to foster cross-disciplin-
ary learning environments and relation-
ships, program leads also ensured partici-
pation from faculty in design, liberal arts, 
sciences, and computing. In analyzing the 
interests of these participants during the 
application process, program leads were 
able to set up informal “buddy” (peer men-
torship) relationships, connecting partici-
pants in different disciplines who shared 
similar motivations.

Toward the goal of cultivating relationships 
with community partners and increasing 
familiarity with partners’ missions, fellows 
were invited to attend a closing and open-
ing reception and one or more site visits in 
the community. Hosting partner organiza-
tions included ECO-Action and Community 
Health Aligning Revitalization, Resilience, 
and Sustainability (CHARRS), two local en-
vironmental justice nonprofits; ReBuild ATL, 
a local coalition advancing workforce devel-
opment and sustainable construction; and 
HSAAT, a metro area nonprofit transforming 
a local vacant high school into a resilience 
hub and community center (introduced in 
the vignette above).

To enhance the fellows’ knowledge base re-
lated to community–university partnerships 
broadly, fellows were also invited to work-
shops focused on partnering with commu-
nity organizations to seek federal funding 
and on understanding the landscape of local 

government efforts and advocacy around 
issues of importance to Atlantans, such as 
housing, health, gun safety, and education. 
Program leads urged fellows to attend other 
public events that would be either hosted or 
well-attended by many community-based 
organizations in the areas of energy, civic 
engagement, and environmental justice, 
such as service opportunities offered by the 
West Atlanta Watershed Alliance and the 
Center for Civic Innovation. Finally, fellows 
began the program by determining, in con-
cert with coleads, what individual and small 
group deliverables they would pursue. Leads 
offered fellows a menu of options based on 
the interests that fellows described in their 
applications and the broad priorities of 
SCoRE.

At the beginning of the program, two of 
the program leads interviewed each faculty 
fellow to gain an understanding of what 
specific interests and aims they brought to 
the program. The interviewers followed a 
loose interviewing guide that addressed fel-
lows’ research background and familiarity 
with CER, the types of community engage-
ment (if any) typical of their research field, 
their expectations for how the program 
might shape their research moving forward, 
what they hoped to learn from other fellows 
and partners with whom they would engage, 
what strengths they brought to the cohort of 
fellows, and what their definition of “suc-
cess” was for a CER project.

The data from these interviews informed the 
planning for Spring Semester activities and 
helped leads determine how to match faculty 
with “buddies” in the program. The diversity 
of the responses underscores the spectrum 
of experiences represented by participating 
faculty: Some had years of experience in 
research and teaching collaborations with 
community-based partners, and others had 
never worked with an external partner of 
any kind and were merely trying to imagine 
what sort of partnerships might be possible 
given the context and parameters of their 
research agenda. Fellows’ areas of research 
expertise ranged from sea-level rise to 
next-generation polymers to postcolonial 
literature and environmental humanities.

This essay’s authors analyzed the inter-
view transcripts (approved IRB Protocol 
Number H23519). Together they identified 
key themes that were common across the 
interviews, including shifts in fellow ori-
entation toward community impact, what 
CER trainings should provide, the necessity 
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of interdisciplinary CER collaborations, 
and the promise and challenge of authentic 
codevelopment of a research question and 
CER project. Several fellows discussed their 
own orientation toward the impact of their 
work, and some described a shift in their 
careers—from a “pure research” mentality 
toward a desire to have a positive societal 
impact, and a shift away from glamorous, 
ambitious solutions to smaller incremental 
contributions cocreated with community 
members. Relatedly, STEM faculty described 
the tension that animates much STEM edu-
cation: a commitment to creating solutions 
that positively impact people, but an almost 
complete lack of training around how to 
engage impacted communities in cocreat-
ing those solutions. The issue of interdisci-
plinarity often accompanied conversations 
about the absence of community engage-
ment training for STEM faculty. Humanities 
faculty commented on the importance of 
interdisciplinary collaborations that bring 
them into dialogue with STEM faculty. These 
interactions help confront stereotypes about 
a positivistic, technology-centered approach 
to solving societal problems in STEM fields 
and an inclination to theorize problems 
instead of devising solutions in the hu-
manities. One fellow noted that successful 
community-engaged research models will 
“show us how to use everyone’s different 
toolboxes to build a house we all find liv-
able.”

Fellow interviews illuminated the need 
for relationships built on, and reinforcing 
of, CER-related competencies. Facilitating 
collaborations with community partners 
that are asset-based and not deficit-fo-
cused, funding partner participation even 
without large grants, codeveloping the 
research agenda, and codevising gover-
nance structures for the collaboration are 
examples of competencies that require 
support and training that few academic de-
partments provide (Center for Sustainable 
Communities Research and Education, 
2024b). Fellows with humanities back-
grounds and those whose courses engage 
community partners particularly high-
lighted the skills essential to developing 
teaching—and research—partnerships. CER 
requires skills in relationship building, some 
familiarity with concepts like structural 
inequality and epistemic justice, and back-
ground knowledge about the history of the 
community and region as well as the tenor 
of the relationship between the institution 

and the communities surrounding it. Faculty 
members who had more experience in CER 
spoke to how a history of mistrust between 
the university and its neighbors—particu-
larly in the cases of predominantly White 
institutions and the Black or brown neigh-
bors living in their environs—has led to a 
need for much more time-intensive trust-
building with community partners. On this 
note, one faculty member stated that good 
partnerships are a “long game” in tension 
with the short timelines that characterize 
grant cycles, the tenure timeline, and the 
academic quarter or semester. The program 
focused on supporting faculty to understand 
and implement best practices in CER, of-
fering them tools and guidance that could 
nourish nascent CER collaborations and help 
shape future efforts.

The faculty development program dem-
onstrated several key takeaways and a 
framework that can be utilized by diverse 
institutions. In focusing on key principles 
rather than institution-specific resources, 
fellows learned how to redefine notions of 
success through primarily working with 
community partners in developing and 
sustaining meaningful relationships and 
avenues for community partner participa-
tion. Defining success through authentic 
connection led to the development of robust 
relationships with existing and new partners 
and the funding of projects that integrate 
research with community members. This 
conceptual shift was by design, engineered 
through deliberately selecting a diverse 
cohort that crossed borders between STEM 
and the humanities, tenured faculty and 
their nontenured colleagues, and academia 
and community members. The facilitated 
interaction among participants in a shared 
space revealed a core, transferable principle 
for CER: Success and long-lasting impact 
are not fixed in a rigid model, but rather 
a flexible mindset across varied academic 
cultures, where communication, curiosity, 
and respect are emphasized. The qualitative 
data from participant reflections is strong 
evidence for the framework’s efficacy, in-
dicating its potential for adaptability across 
a range of institutional types outside the 
R1 university. The success of faculty whose 
roles prioritize pedagogy and service is of 
particular relevance for teaching-focused 
liberal arts, regional, and community col-
leges seeking to build or strengthen a cul-
ture of engaged pedagogy and scholarship.
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Expansions: CER Perspectives  
From Six Disciplines

The perspectives below are offered by au-
thors of this piece—program participants 
who have different depths of experience 
with CER. The perspectives are organized to 
move from those authors newer to CER to 
those with longer records of partner engage-
ment to the final author, with several years 
of experience in grant-funded, multipart-
ner collaborations. Each presents a form of 
“expansion.” The first—and only one rep-
resenting two departments—explores the 
expansion of a commonly used framework 
to include social dimensions. The second, 
third, and fourth explore the expansion of 
the classroom to include community orga-
nizations, leaders, and associations outside 
the bounds of traditional course formats. 
These three perspectives contain CER ex-
pansions of their own: expanded definitions 
of sustainability, of institutional resources, 
and of expertise. The fifth and final example 
explores expansion of networks. The author 
highlights how the intentional nurturing of 
diverse networks in ever-widening circles—
from interdisciplinary collaborations with 
faculty at Georgia Tech to regional partner-
ships to international collaborations—can 
spur broader and more transformative mul-
tipartner CER initiatives. These perspectives 
begin to highlight how CER across diverse 
departments, epistemic systems, and re-
search projects might function. Although it 
isn’t the goal of this piece to discuss CER’s 
impact on partnering communities, there 
is a growing body of literature with that 
aim (Heffner et al., 2003; Jenkins et al., 
2020; Kuttner et al., 2024; Matson et al., 
2021; Randolph et al., 2022), and several 
fellows are exploring that mode of “expan-
sion”—how to include evaluations by and 
from community partners in their research 
deliverables.

Expanding Frameworks

Patritsia M. Stathatou, Chemical and 
Biomolecular Engineering, and Joe F. 
Bozeman III, Civil and Environmental 
Engineering and Public Policy

In fields as diverse as engineering, business, 
conservation, and medicine, life cycle as-
sessment (LCA) is used to evaluate (typically 
environmental) impacts associated with all 
stages of a product’s or system’s life, from 
raw material extraction through production, 
use, end-of-life treatment, and recycling/

reuse or final disposal (International 
Organization for Standardization, 2006). 
LCA involves compiling an inventory of 
relevant energy and material inputs and 
environmental releases, evaluating the 
potential impacts associated with them, 
and interpreting the results to help make 
informed decisions. A natural connection 
can be drawn between this much-used tool 
and the fundamental premise of CER, which 
is the engagement of people whom the re-
search outcomes will affect. However, LCAs 
too often exclude local communities and 
social environments where new interven-
tions are to be implemented, overlooking 
crucial local environmental and social fac-
tors. In our fields, we seek to engage local 
communities in cogenerating assessments 
that reflect the actual environmental im-
pacts residents experience.

Engaging local communities and stakehold-
ers from the beginning of an LCA study, 
such as for a new wastewater treatment 
plant, chemical recycling facility, or biore-
finery, can yield numerous benefits. At the 
most basic level, it helps identify environ-
mental indicators that are of specific con-
cern to these communities. Residents often 
have concerns informed by lived experi-
ence—such as particulate matter emissions, 
odors, or specific pollutants that might be 
present in water or solid waste streams. By 
including these issues in the process, re-
searchers can ensure that the LCA addresses 
these concerns and includes a broader set 
of environmental indicators beyond just 
energy consumption and greenhouse gas 
emissions. Further, comparative analysis 
and transparent communication of the LCA 
findings to local stakeholders can enhance 
relevant decision-making processes. By 
comparing LCA results with those of alter-
native systems or counterfactual scenarios, 
local communities can better understand the 
potential benefits and drawbacks of a new 
technology or system. Such comparisons can 
help highlight the trade-offs between dif-
ferent scenarios, supporting more informed, 
nuanced decision-making. Presenting LCA 
results in a transparent manner also builds 
trust and demonstrates the environmental 
performance of nascent technologies and 
systems. The inclusion of community input 
in LCA studies should not only improve 
the accuracy and credibility of the results 
but also enhance the chances of success-
ful implementation of new technological 
interventions.



55 "A Space Between": Exploring Tensions and Opportunities in Community-Engaged Research 

However, traditional LCAs tend not to in-
corporate meaningful social elements. 
Soliciting community input and consult-
ing local stakeholders in LCA has given rise 
to social life cycle assessments (S-LCAs). 
Comprehensive S-LCAs provide quantitative 
or meaningful qualitative insights across 
worker, consumer, local community, and 
societal stakeholders in impact categories 
such as health and safety, fair salary, local 
employment, access to intangible resources, 
and public commitment to sustainability 
issues (Gulcimen et al., 2021). Additionally, 
existing databases and tools that calculate 
S-LCA impacts, such as the Social Hotspot 
Database and the Product Social Impact Life 
Cycle Assessment database, require that 
community partners themselves validate 
the outputs of these databases and tools for 
effective interpretation or provide comple-
mentary insights that may not be otherwise 
captured, providing partners with greater 
control over those outputs (Bozeman et al., 
2022; Del Rosario et al., 2024). CER training 
can facilitate interpretative qualification and 
the integration of complementary insights 
from community partners to enable the con-
sideration of these aspects in LCA, allowing 
for more comprehensive assessments.

A specific example that underscores the 
connections between this program’s activi-
ties and S-LCA development resulted from 
a symposium organized during the program 
year, focusing on the potential community 
benefits of advancing direct air carbon cap-
ture for decarbonization. This event gener-
ated networking opportunities enabling us 
to build community partnerships, leading to 
the submission of two successful grants—
one external award for $750,000 and an 
internal seed grant for $15,000—both of 
which incorporated S-LCA and community 
engagement. Moreover, the community 
partner will receive commensurate funds for 
their engagement and services as budgeted 
in these two grants. By foregrounding activ-
ities such as site visits and networking, the 
fellows program played a role in bolstering 
faculty–partner relationship building and 
paving the way for subsequent grant awards.

Expanding the Classroom

Brigitte Stepanov, Modern Languages

Serve-Learn-Sustain-France (SLS-France) 
is a semester-long program run every fall 
by the French and Francophone Studies 
branch of the School of Modern Languages 
in the Ivan Allen College of Liberal Arts at 

Georgia Tech. The program, which I directed 
in Fall 2023, is hosted by Georgia Tech’s in-
ternational campus, Georgia Tech–Europe, 
located in Metz, France.

Engaging with humanities-oriented meth-
ods, SLS-France also incorporates inter-
disciplinary perspectives from the fine arts, 
social sciences, and STEM. The program’s 
requirements include both in-class learn-
ing—informed by the environmental and 
energy humanities and the multidisciplinary 
breadth that these areas of study allow—
and site-specific learning through commu-
nity engagement. It is thus a program that 
blends theory with practice, underscoring 
the very values of interdisciplinary—and 
global—work.

The community partnerships begin as site 
visits grounded in active listening and 
learning. Students learn about the day-to-
day operations of a permaculture garden, 
a community-led bicycle repair shop, two 
organizations (FJO and Carrefour) that pro-
vide housing and services to marginalized 
individuals newly arrived in France, and the 
Trucothèque, a “free store” operating on the 
principles of a circular economy, among a 
number of other community organizations 
focused on agriculture and urban farming, 
social justice, and climate impacts. Indeed, 
at the foundation of this sharing are the 
community’s assets (harkening to the as-
set-based community development frame-
work; Kretzmann & McKnight, 1993). The 
experiential component of the program—of 
stepping beyond the boundary of the class-
room—is an experience in shifting and ex-
panding epistemology, of understanding the 
histories and overlays of multiple systems of 
knowledge, and of practicing what is learned 
in the classroom.

Following the site visits, students reflect 
on how their understanding of “sustainable 
community” has expanded or changed. As 
the semester goes on, they choose the or-
ganization with which they will volunteer, 
always thinking, in tandem with community 
members and partners, about the expan-
siveness of the term “sustainability.” These 
instances of experiential learning lead stu-
dents and community partners to partici-
pate in storytelling through various media, 
ranging from comic books to blog posts. 
In-class discussions and subsequent assign-
ments and projects focus on the intersec-
tions of gender, race, disability, categories 
of being, and histories of dispossession to 
bring the complex network of sustainability 
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to the fore. Other example topics include 
the socioeconomic costs of extreme weather 
events, climate change and forced displace-
ment, barriers to composting and recycling, 
and the history of climate justice. The work 
my students and I accomplished in Fall 
2023 lives on in our evolving academic and 
personal growth, continued reflections on 
and commitments to civic duty, and ongo-
ing conversations about what research can 
do. Our experiences in Metz, and now in 
Atlanta, encourage us to make informed 
and ethical decisions regarding the present 
and future, and the manifold possibilities for 
both theory and practice that lie ahead. This 
work and its afterlives show the deep value 
of community-engaged teaching, CER, and 
the interconnectedness of the two.

Mike Lehman, Literature, Media, and 
Communication

Programs that focus on CER serve to re-
frame the binary, top-down structure be-
tween higher education institutions (HEIs) 
and community partners by listening to the 
concerns of the populations and communi-
ties that are or will be impacted as a neces-
sary component of research. This method 
of conducting CER is critical for nonextrac-
tive, meaningful engagement that can lead 
to more robust, long-term partnerships. In 
my teaching, I have found that between the 
community partners and HEIs, there exists 
a space negotiated by students who, in order 
to make meaning of their research, incorpo-
rate an appreciation of the impact their work 
will have on local and global communities by 
receiving input from community members. 
As a starting point, it is crucial to open our 
institutional doors to community partners 
with infrastructure in place for them to 
utilize networks and resources across fields 
and disciplines. To honor different forms 
of knowledge and meaning-making across 
communities, we must ask how HEIs can 
further create value for community partners 
in collaborative knowledge production, a 
point the fellows program emphasized.

As an example, Georgia Tech’s Writing 
and Communication Program (WCP) and 
Serve-Learn-Sustain developed a collab-
orative framework for community partners 
to work with students in their first-year 
courses. This initiative integrated com-
munity engagement into the College of 
Engineering and WCP curriculum, equip-
ping students with the skills to assess the 
impact of their work both inside and outside 
academic settings. My course partnered with 

an Atlanta-based start-up that produces 
sustainable proteins from mealworms. An 
analysis was conducted with the partner 
on potential deliverables for the students, 
which led to student projects focused on 
website redesign, social media campaigns, 
investor reports, and promotional materials.

In our course, we studied global hunger 
through the lens of migrant literature to 
emphasize narratives of people often con-
sidered as data points. Our partner was 
heavily involved in discussions about the 
course content as a way for students to 
understand global, underrepresented com-
munities with a humanities focus, which 
aligned with her emphasis on using her 
start-up to relieve hunger during natu-
ral disasters. However, the needs of the 
partner shifted as the course progressed. 
In addition to communication-based work 
material, the partner would have also ben-
efited from working with students to de-
velop sensors and other monitoring equip-
ment for the mealworm farms, resources 
a STEM-focused institution could provide. 
Both the students and I lacked the techni-
cal acumen to offer these resources, but a 
more expansive, collaborative approach to 
community partnerships could have helped 
in incorporating the technical support the 
partner requested. Collective, interdisciplin-
ary partnerships across communities that 
are flexible in responding to the needs of 
partners would make CER more meaningful 
and beneficial for partners. In my courses, 
I found that in developing nonextractive 
partnerships, it is important to ask how the 
partner benefits from the partnership, and 
to continuously revisit the partner’s vision 
for the collaboration as relationships evolve.

Emily Weigel, Biology

CER can be leveraged in biology, in both tra-
ditional biology research (e.g., cancer treat-
ments, environmental impacts) and biology 
education research. There is an abundance 
of ways communities can be involved in 
traditional biological research (see Cooper 
et al., 2021 for an overview), but I will focus 
here on community engagement for biol-
ogy education research and the advantages 
offered to educators in implementing en-
gaged approaches. As I elaborate below, 
community-engaged coursework supports 
students in developing systems thinking 
skills; this same ability to develop a “sys-
tems view” and apply it is advantageous 
in devising institutionally robust ways to 
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support community engagement in research 
and teaching.

To ground my example, I will describe a 
community-engaged fieldwork unit that 
focuses on local stream health by evaluat-
ing macroinvertebrate biodiversity, chemi-
cal content, and physical characteristics. 
Students, working with professional sci-
entists, community members, and course 
instructors, followed Environmental 
Protection Agency and United States Fish 
and Wildlife Service protocols to sample 
both healthy and unhealthy streams. The 
aim was to contribute to broader city data 
sets and local cleanup advocacy, particu-
larly in economically disadvantaged areas 
plagued by pollution and illegal dumping. 
Students wrote reflections and created 
concept maps that allowed biology educa-
tion researchers to examine how student 
knowledge was gained and constructed be-
tween ecological and social concepts. This 
multimethod approach provided insights 
into how students’ understandings of sus-
tainability evolved through their fieldwork 
and interactions with the community. In a 
fairly short time (2 weeks), students in-
creased their knowledge depth, breadth, 
and complexity, particularly in connecting 
biological and sociological concepts (Pruett 
& Weigel, 2020).

Nationally, education research has empha-
sized engagement in complex biological 
problems as a critical element of student 
training (Woodin et al., 2017; Ecological 
Society of America, 2018). These authentic, 
but complex, settings—particularly when 
local—benefit the scientific and sociological 
training of students and community mem-
bers, build social capital, deepen students’ 
grasp of applied research, and bolster stu-
dent interest in activism, particularly for 
marginalized students (see Vance-Chalcraft 
et al., 2024 for a comprehensive literature 
overview). Institutions looking to advantage 
their students by providing such valuable 
training are strengthened when policy 
allows for (1) the compensation of com-
munity partners who donate their time as 
effective coinstructors, (2) mechanisms that 
reduce the “red tape” to getting students 
off-campus (transportation, easy-to-use 
waivers for field trips, etc.), and (3) com-
mitment from the institution to support 
consistent community-based course offer-
ings with the infrastructure they require.

Although this work engaging with com-
munities has been praised and recognized 

within the research community both 
inside and outside the university setting, 
it has not been without pitfalls and pivots. 
Partnerships can be tested when changes 
occur to policies that affect how parties 
can engage, and when leadership, particu-
larly of community groups, changes hands. 
Institutional policies that allow for agree-
ments to be drafted by representatives of 
groups, rather than individuals, can help 
relieve the strain when local leadership 
changes. Similarly, maintaining a consis-
tent faculty liaison can help to establish 
trust within the community into which new 
faculty may be folded, but a lack of oversight 
may leave some community partners feel-
ing overtaxed by faculty less familiar with 
effective community engagement. In short, 
the framework of systems thinking learned 
by students in doing CER should be used to 
support it.

Expanding Networks

Allen Hyde, History and Sociology

In my research, engaging impacted com-
munities has been essential to exploring the 
question of resilience. I focus specifically 
on how to engage youth from areas dispro-
portionately affected by climate change and 
the increased storms associated with it. In 
2018, I joined the Serve-Learn-Sustain and 
Global Change Program’s Climate Fellows 
program, which helped me explore the 
sociological connections between climate 
and disaster risks that affect communi-
ties and people in unequal ways. While I 
participated in the Climate Fellows pro-
gram, Professor Kim Cobb introduced me 
to the Smart Sea Level Sensor project in 
Savannah, Georgia, through which I de-
veloped connections with a local nonprofit, 
Harambee House, and the City of Savannah, 
ultimately laying the groundwork for my 
community-engaged work on disaster re-
silience in Savannah. Through a National 
Science Foundation (NSF) Civic Innovation 
Challenge grant on the Disaster Resilience 
track, I served as principal investigator 
(PI) for an interdisciplinary research team 
with scholars and graduate students from 
Georgia Tech, Savannah State University, 
the University of Minnesota, and com-
munity partners with the Harambee House 
Citizens for Environmental Justice, the 
Savannah Chatham County Public School 
System, and the City of Savannah’s Office 
of Sustainability. For this project, we ini-
tially planned to engage adults to under-
stand what disaster and climate resilience 
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meant to them in the west side of Savannah; 
however, we opted to work with youth after 
some conversations with the Harambee 
House on community burnout from research 
projects that led to little community benefit. 
Youth, on the other hand, were a major pro-
gram priority for the Harambee House; they 
are often vulnerable during disasters and 
commonly left out of planning efforts and 
conversations around disasters and urban 
planning.

We developed a program called Youth 
Advocacy for Resilience to Disasters (YARDs) 
to engage middle-school-aged youth (12–15 
years old) in disaster resilience planning 
for their communities and to present their 
action plans to local leaders to advocate for 
change. In the program, youth sequentially 
learn about community and disaster resil-
ience from the perspective of environmen-
tal justice, as well as civic engagement and 
advocacy; engage in virtual mapmaking to 
understand assets and vulnerabilities in their 
community and region (using MapSpot, de-
signed by Georgia-Tech-based researcher 
Yanni Loukissas); learn about green and 
grey infrastructure solutions to disasters; 
and develop an action plan that they pres-
ent to local leaders to advocate for more 
thriving, resilient communities. Through 
the NSF grant, we ran YARDs twice as a 
summer camp in Savannah in 2022 and 2023 
and once as an after-school program at a 
Title I middle school in Savannah in 2022. 
In the after-school program, staffers from 
senate offices in Georgia and city officials 
came to hear the students’ presentations. In 
August 2024, we ran a 2-day version of the 
YARDs program with youth from the Cape 
Flats YMCA, located outside Cape Town in 
South Africa, through support from the 
Humphrey School of Public Affairs at the 
University of Minnesota and the Ivan Allen 
College of Liberal Arts at Georgia Tech. We 
aim to continue to improve the curriculum 
and expand the program across Georgia, the 
United States, and internationally through 
online and in-person trainings. The connec-
tions provided by both fellows programs—
the 2018 program cosponsored by Serve-
Learn-Sustain and Global Change and the 
CER-focused program described here—were 
integral to the development of my research 
agenda, centering community-engaged col-
laborations, and the expansion of a faculty 
network in which I can serve as a mentor 
to those just beginning their CER journeys.

Outcomes and Recommendations

Outcomes for and Impacts on Faculty

Seeking robust feedback on the program’s 
strengths and shortcomings, program leads 
solicited reflections from faculty fellows 
through an online survey and participation 
in one of three focus group sessions. The 
vast majority of fellows participated in at 
least four events (62% participated in 6+). 
On a scale of 1–5 (with 1 being a waste of 
time and 5 being extremely useful), partici-
pants rated the usefulness of participating in 
the events as an average of 4.3; small group 
deliverables as 3.7; and the overall program 
as 4.3. More than three fourths of the cohort 
expressed that they would recommend the 
program to their colleagues. In focus group 
sessions, fellows’ comments about their 
most important learnings from the program 
congealed around four themes: reframing 
research questions, building enduring re-
lationships, training students in CER, and 
changing institutional systems. One fellow 
commented that by changing the framing 
of her research question, she can alter its 
outcome, giving the example of a “commu-
nity-forward” framing of a problem versus 
a “technology-forward” framing. She also 
poignantly described building a relation-
ship with a community partner through the 
analogy of nurturing a friendship: making 
an effort beyond what is required because 
you want to build a bond, not because you 
have to do so.

Additionally, in the arena of building rela-
tionships, fellows’ glowingly positive feed-
back on sustainability-focused networking 
events testified to the importance of provid-
ing abundant opportunities to connect with 
each other and community partners, espe-
cially in colearning environments. These 
opportunities included the quarterly meet-
ing of a regional sustainability network, 
a large decarbonization and community 
engagement symposium, and the opening 
and closing events that brought fellows 
and community partners together to begin 
forging—or continue nourishing—partner-
ships based on shared interests. Site visits 
that encouraged fellows and partners to talk 
more intensively about potential research 
collaborations were also ranked highly by 
fellows. Building relationships within the 
cohort was also valued; faculty commented 
on the advantages of having buddies—as-
serting that having a new relationship that 
could support their scholarly network and 
CER projects was a lasting meaningful 
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outcome of the program. Training gradu-
ate students emerged in the comments of 
several STEM faculty; one commented that 
just the act of adding time for discussing 
community engagement in her lab meet-
ings was helpful in reshaping her students’ 
understanding of societal impacts. (Program 
coleads have since modified the program to 
welcome graduate students, too.)

Several fellows expressed regret about the 
lack of institutional incentives for doing 
CER and active discouragement by mentors 
and chairs of the CER efforts of early-career 
faculty, especially in STEM disciplines. 
Although the maxim that “relationships 
are built at the speed of trust” is broadly 
accepted when it comes to community–
university research partnerships, fellows in 
engineering and computer science pointed 
out that one research paper developed over 
a year or more of partnership with a com-
munity organization cannot compete with 
an output of several scholarly articles in 
the same period. However, these barriers 
became opportunities in some cases; fac-
ulty members reflected on the benefits that 
their graduate students had and would get 
from supporting their CER projects, turning 
the nurturing of the relationship into the 
effort of the entire research team, not just 
the faculty PI.

Program outcomes, in terms of deliverables 
related to community-engaged research 
and teaching, also indicated strong prog-
ress on the goals of building relationships 
and supporting faculty knowledge in CER. 
As a sampling of the cohort’s output as of 
this essay’s writing, six fellows have given 
research presentations and led panels about 
their CER partnerships, and fellows have in-
dividually or jointly submitted five CER pro-
posals to both internal and external funders, 
including the Department of Energy and 
the Environmental Protection Agency. One 
fellow, who had never cowritten a research 
proposal with partners before participating 
in the fellows program, collaboratively sub-
mitted a major NSF proposal that engaged 
three community partners as the proposal’s 
three key personnel. During his experience 
in the program, that fellow saw there was 
infrastructure in place to support him and 
his partners in navigating the maze of NSF 
requirements, and he had met other faculty 
through the program who had successfully 
executed federally funded CER projects. 
Although the proposal wasn’t selected, the 
fellow has nurtured those relationships and 

continued to collaborate with those partners 
in an informal coalition of southeastern 
organizations and academics focused on 
resilience.

In the realm of community-engaged teach-
ing, three fellows submitted proposals for 
internal funding for incorporating partner 
engagement into their courses, all of which 
were fully funded. Small group deliverables 
that are still in process after the conclusion 
of the program included this collaborative 
reflective essay, a set of CER principles and 
related case studies, and a networking and 
partnership tracking platform for CER at 
Georgia Tech. This last project was designed 
to meet a need voiced by this cohort of fel-
lows and many other CER practitioners (at 
the writing of this piece, the platform is 
built out and currently in beta testing). Each 
of these outcomes rests on creating a pro-
gram that nurtures and extends networks 
of partners, researchers, and institutional 
resources that are welcoming to new prac-
titioners and that leverage and strengthen 
existing infrastructure for collaboration.

Proposed Program Improvements

Although faculty enjoyed opportunities to 
connect with partners, they also wished for 
more chances to build rapport among them-
selves—such as sharing short presentations 
of their own research with the rest of the 
cohort and having structured opportuni-
ties to interact throughout the semester to 
gain deeper familiarity with each other’s 
scholarly expertise and experience in CER. 
In the realm of training students, given the 
very siloed nature of research and teaching 
at Georgia Tech, it is uncommon for re-
searchers of various disciplines to interact 
in spaces dedicated to building new rela-
tionships and even rarer for the interactions 
to encompass and embrace research and 
teaching on an equal footing. An important 
change to the program would be adding fur-
ther rapport-building opportunities for fel-
lows and incorporating more fellows whose 
focus is on both teaching and research with 
partners. Rich chances to colearn and cocre-
ate courses, projects, and initiatives are lost 
when the focus remains solely on research 
partnerships and proposals without equal 
emphasis on community-engaged teaching.

As the program was designed to encourage 
fellows to partner with community-based 
organizations on research proposals, 
program leads and fellows confronted the 
reality that not all collaborations would get 
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funding. Fellows and community partners 
should aim for external funding but should 
be—if possible—rewarded by small internal 
funds for the work inherent in building a 
partnership. Even if these grants do not 
exceed $5,000, they would be a clear way to 
indicate that the work of both the partner 
and the faculty fellow is a meaningful brick 
in the edifice of a strong partnership and to 
seed inaugural research activities that will 
help to grow the relationship.

Relatedly, communicating through univer-
sity channels and through local or regional 
news media the promising research and 
teaching collaborations of partners and re-
searchers—not just those that attract mul-
timillion-dollar grants—will help stimulate 
broader institutional support for CER. For 
example, the biology community- based 
lab course, shared through the university’s 
communication channels and through 
local media outlets, was positioned to alter 
broader public perception about the local 
environment and catalyze action around, 
in this instance, the health of the local 
watershed and its denizens (Weigel et al., 
2018). Such courses are a testament to the 
ways that strong community partnerships 
support a range of research and teaching 
activities and point toward the way that an 
institutional investment in those relation-
ships can support the multiple registers of 
impact that Chupp and Joseph (2010) de-
scribed—on the community, the institution, 
and the students.

Tenure and promotion policies are one ad-
ditional area of potential programmatic 
change. In future iterations, the program 
should explicitly support participating 
faculty to gather evidence, including com-
municating the impact of their own work 
and changes in policies around CER at peer 
institutions, that supports incremental (and 
then eventually much bigger) changes to the 
process. Revisions to promotion and tenure 
evaluation criteria would, among other 
things, account for a longer timeline and the 
importance of non-peer-reviewed publica-
tions. In higher education broadly, there 
are opportunities and hurdles in this area. 
Research sampling the policies of research 
institutions participating in the Consortium 
for Institutional Cooperation (CIC) sug-
gests that there is no special recognition of 
community-engaged research and teaching 
activities in the guidelines: 

Seventy-three percent of the CIC 
institutions permitted the report-
ing of outreach and engagement as 
either a primary focus or a part of 
a faculty member’s promotion and 
tenure materials. . . . Despite this 
recognition, the majority of the 
CIC institutions continue to use the 
word service instead of engagement 
in their policies, and of those using 
service, only a few make the criti-
cal distinction among service to the 
university, the discipline, and the 
community. (Doberneck, 2016, p. 
15).

Our final major amendment to the program 
would be requiring participation in “CER 
101,” a basics workshop focused on prin-
ciples for equitable partnerships and core 
frameworks such as asset-based commu-
nity development. This workshop has been 
established as an ideal context for sharing 
the deep expertise of community partners, 
offering training that can highlight—and 
compensate—three to four partner trainers, 
each with a strong track record partnering 
with academics who are willing to candidly 
share how past collaborations have gone 
right and wrong. In the inaugural year, par-
ticipating community partners were paid to 
host visits and gave informal feedback about 
their interactions, in one case agreeing to 
join a research proposal on the basis of a 
productive, warm interaction at the first 
program gathering that led to a lively, en-
gaging research demonstration at a site visit 
hosted by that partner.

Recommendations for HEIs

To grow their CER capacity overall, insti-
tutions of higher education must support 
long-term relationships that build partner 
capacity beyond single research opportuni-
ties, including developing a systematic ap-
proach to understanding how CER faculty 
fellow programming has impacted and will 
impact communities. At one level, HEIs can 
capture community-based activities such as 
the type and amount of community part-
ner site visits, partner-hosted workshops, 
symposia, and fellow–partner networking 
events. These activities have led to recog-
nizable academic products such as grant 
submissions, publications (like this one), 
and presentations. Nevertheless, such out-
comes do not necessarily lead to positive 
community impact. In fact, community par-
ticipation in these types of activities, even 
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when supported by community stipends 
or grant budget allocations (e.g., allocat-
ing commensurate stipends or consultant 
fees for community partners), may even 
represent a drain on partner resources. For 
instance, a community organization might 
host and attend several of the CER program 
activities and be included, with commensu-
rate budgeting, on a submitted grant only to 
find, months later, that the grant was not 
awarded. In cases such as these, it is vital 
to explore other ways a community might 
benefit from HEI-led CER programming.

Making a long-term commitment to com-
munity partners demands going beyond re-
search transactions. One way of stewarding 
relationships with partners once a CER proj-
ect is complete is by exploring with partners 
which nonmonetary institutional resources 
would be useful to partnering communities. 
For example, community partners may ask 
for periodic and subsidized access to uni-
versity infrastructure such as pool and gym 
facilities, shelter in cases of emergencies, 
and prioritization in subcontracting for 
service operations and consultancy (e.g., 
institutions contracting with local food 
vendors and community-based consul-
tants). Such an approach to university-led 
CER programming aligns with the systemic 
equity framework developed by Bozeman, 
one of the program coleads and an author 
on this essay. That framework requires fair 
and simultaneous distribution of resources, 
sharing of power in policy development 
and decision making, and addressing of 
the cultural and psychological needs of the 
historically marginalized over a long period 
(Bozeman et al., 2022).

Second, CER must engage community part-
ners as long-term coresearchers such that 
the failure to win one grant does not damage 
the partnership or prevent the completion 
of a project. If the researcher and partner 
engage with realistic expectations of suc-
cess and with support from their respective 
organizations, then the partnership can 
constitute an enduring intellectual, com-
munity-based collaboration, rather than a 
one-off, funding-dependent research effort. 
Relatedly, compensating partners for the 
role they play in communicating and dis-
seminating research outcomes is key; major 
journals, conferences, and workshops can 
pave the way for greater engagement of 
community partners as “peer reviewers” by 
compensating that work, as the load can be 
significant and is rarely included in the scope 

of the partners’ job. Compensating partners 
is one aspect of building—or as is often the 
case, rebuilding—trust with community 
partners when broken promises have char-
acterized previous research engagements. 
SCoRE offers compensation guidelines on its 
website that recognize several forms of con-
tribution and labor that partners put toward 
research and teaching collaborations (Center 
for Sustainable Communities Research and 
Education, 2024a).

Finally, academic institutions should em-
brace innovations that eradicate the barriers 
that make partnering with HEIs challenging 
for community organizations. For example, 
partners who host students for a site visit 
in the first weeks of the term may not re-
ceive payment for that work until the end of 
the term, given the cumbersome nature of 
vendor registration, approval, and the delays 
that can come with paper checks, if those 
are the required method of payment by the 
institution. If the life of the partnership 
is only one semester, then the hurdles of 
vendor payment may be deemed simply not 
worth the trouble of engagement. However, 
in the context of a deeper, longer partner-
ship that can engage a multidisciplinary 
student team over several semesters, posi-
tive outcomes of the relationship, such as 
increased partner capacity, amplification 
of partner vision, and additional funding, 
may offset the challenges of working on 
the calendar and within the bureaucracy of 
an HEI. Programs that provide this kind of 
flexibility are proliferating (Morini et al., 
2025), and HEIs are well served by adopting 
innovations that create infrastructure for 
long-term research and teaching collabo-
rations between interdisciplinary teams and 
community partners.

Conclusion

Through a detailed analysis of one faculty 
fellows program, this essay’s authors 
have sought to offer insight into effective 
faculty development for CER and broader 
recommendations for how our institution 
and others may strengthen CER and 
multiply its benefits. The essay has 
highlighted five perspectives on CER in 
different disciplinary contexts—and in both 
teaching and research. We have used data 
gathered both before and after the program 
to understand its impact on the participants 
and the ways that an improved program 
can benefit faculty and extend benefits to 



62Vol. 30, No. 2—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

students, the institution, and, importantly, 
our partnering communities.

Program-level recommendations, based 
on fellows’ feedback, include additions 
such as the identification of small seed 
grants for CER projects, amplifying CER 
projects in institutional and local media 
outlets, supporting the inclusion of CER 
in tenure and promotion guidelines, and 
more peer-to-peer interactions for fel-
lows. The institution-level recommenda-
tions offered address important conditions 
for strong coresearcher relationships and 
warn against the assumption that simply 
engaging communities will ensure positive 
outcomes for residents. Both the institu-

tion- and program-level recommendations 
emphasize that without resources (including 
time) dedicated to building lasting commu-
nity–university relationships and support-
ing the faculty and partners who commit to 
these relationships and projects, no effective 
faculty development or overall institutional 
development in CER can be accomplished. In 
generalizing the lessons from our program, 
we hope that those responsible for faculty 
development programming at other insti-
tutions, and community partners seeking 
to advance their work through strong CER 
partnerships, can find useful footholds that 
apply to their contexts and share back with 
the authors their own learnings in the fields 
of CER and faculty development.
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Fostering Community-Engaged Research Through 
Bolstering Webs of Relationships
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Hannah Partridge, Erick Suarez Salazar, and Dylan Turner

Abstract

Community-engaged research (CER) relies on a multiplicity of 
partnerships that can be formed and maintained only through sustained 
reciprocal practice and institutional support. This article examines these 
webs of relationships through a collective autoethnography conducted 
by a team of community-engaged researchers. We found that effective 
CER depends on and is facilitated by relationships within and outside 
the university and communities. However, the limited discussion of 
the multiplicity of relationships within academic spaces and the daily 
efforts required to maintain them contributes to insufficient formal 
institutional understanding and support. Accordingly, we argue that as 
part of a commitment to community engagement, universities should 
pursue everyday and systemic change to better foster such relationships, 
thereby bolstering CER project development and delivery. This reflective 
essay contributes to CER literature by highlighting the multiplicity 
of partnerships critical to success and recommendations for better 
supporting partnership formation and maintenance.

Keywords: relationships, institutional support, shared learning, maintaining 
partnerships

I
n 2024, 368 institutions of higher edu-
cation in the United States were active 
holders of the Elective Classification 
for Community Engagement from 
the Carnegie Foundation (American 

Council on Education, n.d.). This classifica-
tion goes to universities who demonstrate 
exceptional commitments to community 
engagement and transforming knowledge 
into action. The number of universities 
seeking and achieving this designation 
over the past 20 years has been growing 
(up from only 76 in 2006, when the first 
classifications were offered). This increase 
demonstrates the growing recognition of the 
importance of community engagement to 
universities. However, support and recogni-
tion for community-engaged research (CER) 
at the individual level (in terms of dedicated 
resources; hiring, tenure, and promotion 
decisions; funding; and recognition) re-
mains limited (Fisher, 2023). In this article, 
we use community-engaged research as an 

umbrella term encompassing community-
based participatory research, participatory 
action research, action research, and similar 
approaches. The daily efforts of building and 
maintaining partnerships, building trust, 
engaging in shared learning, and coproduc-
ing actionable research are often invisible 
and unsupported.

In practice, forming relationships not 
only between academic researchers and 
community partners, but also within 
multiple communities, and within the 
university, requires sustained institutional 
support. Although the literature on CER 
makes clear that these time-intensive 
activities are critical for success, the value 
and variations in relationships necessary 
for effective CER are less discussed. The 
lack of discussion of these critical webs of 
relationships is a factor in the insufficient 
institutional support for efforts focused on 
partnership formation and maintenance as 
well as project delivery. 
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In this article, we share the outcomes from 
a collective autoethnography conducted by 
seven community-engaged (CE) researchers 
affiliated with the Charlotte Action Research 
Project (CHARP) at the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte (UNC Charlotte). 
Through these reflections, we found that 
effective CER depends on and is facilitated 
by webs of relationships within and out-
side the university and communities. More 
specifically, the science, process, outcomes, 
and feasibility of CER are improved when 
completed through multiple collabora-
tions. Accordingly, we argue that as part of 
a commitment to community engagement, 
universities should pursue everyday and 
systemic change to better foster such re-
lationships, thereby bolstering CER project 
development and delivery.

In the following, we first consider existing 
CER literature with specific attention to col-
laborative and multidisciplinary approaches, 
as well as the role of partnerships. We then 
describe our collective autoethnography ap-
proach and the context from which we are 
writing before sharing insights regarding 
the webs of relationships that enable suc-
cessfully conducting and sustaining CER. 
We conclude with recommendations for 
institutionalizing CER and better support-
ing partnership formation and maintenance 
through bureaucratic everyday shifts and 
systems-level changes.

Literature Review

This section reviews the literature on CER, 
collaborative and multidisciplinary ap-
proaches, and partnerships that are foun-
dational to our reflections on the webs of 
relationships that are formed in, and critical 
to sustaining, CER.

Community-Engaged Research

CER—as a broad methodological approach 
including community-based participatory 
research (CBPR), action research, and par-
ticipatory action research (PAR)—has been 
defined as “the process of working collab-
oratively with and through groups of people 
affiliated by geographic proximity, special 
interest, or similar situations to address 
issues affecting the well-being of those 
people” (Eder et al., 2018, p. 116). CER grew 
in the 1940s in the realm of public health and 
encompasses the engagement and collabo-
ration of a range of stakeholders, includ-
ing residents, community organizations, 
academics, government officials, and others 

toward shaping a research agenda aimed at 
tackling community issues (Minkler, 2005). 
Key actors generally include individuals and 
groups that share a common mission, geo-
graphic unit, circumstances, and/or inter-
ests whose lived experience and expertise 
are equitably valued (de Hernandez et al., 
2021). The level of community engagement 
and actions taken can vary from project to 
project. Some community partners opt to 
help develop research design and inform 
data analysis; others prefer to provide feed-
back on the process and research findings. 
Some CER projects are focused more on 
obtaining community input and providing 
recommendations for change; others put 
theory into practice, enacting an interven-
tion based on what has been learned from 
the research process (Minkler, 2005; van der 
Meulen, 2011).

CER assists community partners in identify-
ing environmental justice hazards (Bacon et 
al., 2013), furthering sustainable develop-
ment goals (Snapp et al., 2023), developing 
violence protection programs (Taliep et al., 
2023), and more. It can also make for more 
effective teaching (Elliott, 2009), offset 
academic isolation (van der Meulen, 2011), 
and provide professional learning in practice 
(Francisco et al., 2024). CER has been used 
by government agency leaders and academ-
ics in several fields (urban planning, public 
health, geography, etc.) to investigate a vast 
number of complex issues such as transpor-
tation barriers (Idziorek & Zuñiga, 2024), 
food access (Anderson et al., 2025), energy 
transition (Pacheco et al., 2022), climate 
adaptation (Moser & Pike, 2015), and much 
more.

Relationship formation, trust building, and 
collaboration are central to shaping CER 
objectives and approaches, and the goal of 
CER is to address issues that are important 
to a particular community, ensuring that the 
research is relevant, respectful, and benefi-
cial to those involved. Historically, however, 
academic research related to marginalized 
and/or vulnerable communities has, at 
times, been extractive (Schroeder et al., 
2024), which has fostered persistent distrust 
(Corbie-Smith et al., 2002; Shaffer, 2004; 
Weaver 1997).

To assist with designing and conducting 
nonextractive community engagement, 
universities and government agencies 
(including the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency [EPA], and the U.S. 
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Department of Agriculture) have developed 
principles for community engagement. For 
example, the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (Clinical and Translational 
Science Awards Consortium, 2011) provided 
explicit CER principles such as (1) be clear 
about the goals of engagement and the com-
munities one wants to engage; (2) increase 
knowledge of a community’s culture, his-
tory, and existing conditions; (3) visit the 
community and build relationships and 
trust; and (4) commit to a long-term com-
mitment with organizations and partners. 
Academic institutions have also developed 
CER principles built on inclusion and diver-
sity, transparency, and impact and action. 
Similarly, several institutions across the 
United States, varying in size and geogra-
phy, have committed to setting pillars for 
their CER approaches and have undertaken 
efforts to restore or build community re-
lationships and provide service-learning 
opportunities to students (Grau et al., 2017; 
Ohio University, 2024; Warner, 2023). 
Although these principles may drive mo-
tivations and provide guidance, challenges 
remain in practice because of broken trust 
due to past interactions, power dynamics, 
and diverging priorities.

Collaborative and Multidisciplinary 
Approaches

Addressing complex societal problems often 
requires bringing together multiple per-
spectives and methods as well as a range 
of experience and expertise. The practice of 
multidisciplinary research involves collabo-
rators from multiple disciplines working on 
a common problem or question. Each team 
member contributes their own disciplinary 
expertise, training, and experiences in an 
approach to research design and execu-
tion that can address difficult, multilayered 
problems more comprehensively and ho-
listically than might a single disciplinary 
perspective alone (Choi & Pak, 2006). On 
multidisciplinary teams, researchers engage 
in collaborative discourse, coordinated data 
collection, and shared responsibility for 
disseminating collective work and/or imple-
menting findings (Lasker & Weiss, 2003; 
Uiterkamp & Vlek, 2007).

Historically, universities have sought to 
serve communities via a model in which 
individual researchers serve as expert advis-
ers in a particular field or problem domain 
(Amey et al., 2002). However, the kinds of 
problems faced by communities in which 

outside assistance is often sought (e.g., en-
vironmental change, public health challeng-
es, sustainable urban development, water 
and/or air quality) are multifaceted in nature 
and can be better addressed from a multi-
disciplinary perspective in which a range of 
expertise and resources can be leveraged in 
the ideation and development of potential 
solutions. Particularly for institutions that 
identify as community-serving, supporting 
a culture of multidisciplinary research and 
engagement can help to foster more suc-
cessful university–community partnerships 
(Amey et al., 2002). Multidisciplinary ap-
proaches are often leveraged in CER because 
addressing place-based challenges benefits 
from integrating a range of perspectives and 
disciplinary knowledge bases.

Collaborative, multidisciplinary research can 
lead to results that both serve a wider range 
of stakeholders (Cuevas et al., 2012) and 
produce tangible societal benefits (Arnold et 
al., 2021). Multidisciplinary research teams 
can be more innovative (Alves et al., 2007; 
Cummings & Kiesler, 2005), more productive 
(Hall et al., 2018), and lead to more impact-
ful scientific discoveries (Slade et al., 2023). 
Engaging in multidisciplinary teamwork and 
problem-solving challenges researchers to 
think beyond traditional disciplinary bounds 
and to reach beyond established beliefs or 
disciplines (Dalton et al., 2021; Jacobs & 
Frickel, 2009). In addition to these external 
benefits, multidisciplinary collaboration 
helps create new networks and strengthen 
the sense of community within an institu-
tion (Cantú & Ceballos, 2012). Although 
engaging in collaborative multidisciplinary 
research necessarily involves a significant 
investment of time and effort on behalf of 
team members, the rewards of adopting 
such an approach can be substantial for both 
individuals and institutions involved in the 
CER project, particularly when addressing 
complex societal problems.

Multidisciplinary research involves a vari-
ety of challenges related to the additional 
time and resource investments needed to 
support effective team development. These 
challenges include learning to communicate 
effectively across disciplinary language bar-
riers (Slade et al., 2023; Sobey et al., 2013), 
bridging organizational or disciplinary 
structures and/or cultures (Arnold et al., 
2021), and building trust among team mem-
bers (Cummings & Kiesler, 2005). However, 
the very process of negotiating and seeking 



74Vol. 30, No. 2—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

to resolve different approaches can generate 
novel outcomes (Arnold et al., 2021).

Partnerships

Building partnerships has been discussed in 
the CER literature as critical for coproduc-
ing knowledge, ensuring shared ownership 
of project data and outcomes, producing 
mutually beneficial outcomes, and ensur-
ing implementation of findings (Hoekstra 
et al., 2020; Lubar & Marks, 2022). Some 
argue that incorporating diverse voices from 
communities involved in CER is essential for 
improving scientific understanding, allow-
ing individuals to represent themselves, and 
improving policy and practice (Christopher 
et al., 2008; Platteel et al., 2010).

Importantly, partnerships are often un-
derstood as complex, unpredictable, and 
always shifting (Platteel et al., 2010). They 
are shaped by changing needs within com-
munities and universities (Sorensen & 
Lawson, 2011). Partnerships frequently 
include multiple actors with different posi-
tionalities that bring different expertise and 
demands to a project (Platteel et al., 2010; 
Sorensen & Lawson, 2011). For example, 
university-based actors are often balancing 
academic demands of educating students 
and service obligations with research pro-
ductivity, whereas community-based actors 
may be more driven by resident demands 
and changing the material circumstances of 
specific communities.

CER literature describes strategies for build-
ing and maintaining partnerships through 
trust and respect, valuing diverse expertise, 
and being cognizant of and addressing power 
dynamics within teams (Christopher et al., 
2008; Hoekstra et al., 2020). Some research-
ers describe potential pitfalls or failings in 
maintaining research partnerships with his-
torically marginalized or mistreated commu-
nities and individuals, whereas others attend 
to strategies for building trust, sharing 
ownership, and identifying collaborative ob-
jectives (Christopher et al., 2008). When mis-
understandings and differences of opinion 
arise, they must be overcome (Christopher 
et al., 2008; Platteel et al., 2010).

Much of the partnership-focused literature 
attends to relationships between academics 
and community partners. Although those 
partnerships are critical and present mul-
tiple opportunities and challenges, they are 
not the only partnerships that are important 
for successful CER. In order to implement 

and sustain CER efforts, researchers also 
rely on or seek relationships with other 
academics, between principal investiga-
tors (PIs) and students, and with university 
administrators. These kinds of partner-
ships are understudied in CER scholarship. 
Accordingly, and given the potential im-
pacts of multidisciplinary CER described in 
the literature above, this article examines 
and argues for the importance of the varied 
partnerships that form webs of support for 
CER.

Context and Approach

This article reports on findings from a 
collective autoethnography conducted by 
faculty and graduate students affiliated 
with CHARP, a community-engaged action 
research group at UNC Charlotte, an urban-
serving research university. UNC Charlotte 
specifies its commitment to community 
engagement as collaborating with partners 
“to prepare our students to be engaged 
and effective citizens and to promote 
the common good through research and 
service that addresses a broad range of 
social needs” (UNC Charlotte, n.d., Guiding 
Commitments). The university earned a 
Community Engagement Classification from 
the Carnegie Foundation in 2008 (which 
was reaffirmed in 2015 and 2025; Office of 
University Communications, 2026). CHARP 
was founded in 2008 with a mission to 
integrate teaching, research, and action in 
order to create sustainable neighborhood 
coalitions that can create structural change 
in the pursuit of social justice (Morrell et 
al., 2015). In 2009, CHARP was strengthened 
by a formal partnership with the City 
of Charlotte that created paid positions 
for graduate students to work in specific 
neighborhoods. In 2012, when the city-
provided funding ended, the University’s 
Academic Affairs and Metropolitan Studies 
program demonstrated their commitment 
to community engagement by absorbing 
and funding CHARP (Howarth et al., 2017). 
Although funding sources have shifted, 
from 2012 onward, CHARP has focused on 
building sustainable coalitions for engaged 
resident partners and training graduate 
students in CER.

CHARP furthers CER by seeking direct 
community engagement with historically 
marginalized neighborhoods in its region. 
From the outset, its model was unique for its 
hiring of graduate students into paid posi-
tions focused on CER, which was deemed 
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central to its mission of integrating teach-
ing, research, and action (Morrell et al., 
2015). Through building teams of faculty, 
graduate students, and community lead-
ers, CHARP was also able to focus on re-
lationship building. For example, in 2009, 
CHARP-funded graduate students and its 
community liaison embedded themselves 
in a declining neighborhood to engage resi-
dents, understand neighborhood priorities, 
and foster strong ties with residents seek-
ing change in their community. This model 
was replicated in several other neighbor-
hoods with an emphasis placed on form-
ing partnerships with residents to achieve 
lasting change (Howarth et al., 2017). Today, 
through a network of seven affiliate faculty 
(in geography, urban planning, atmospheric 
sciences, social work) and students work-
ing with those faculty, CHARP continues its 
commitment to doing research with com-
munities instead of on them via an immer-
sive model that enables sustained partner-
ships and shared power approaches.

CER calls for engaging in critical reflection 
to understand the potential and realized 
impacts of research as well as the power 
relationships among researchers with dif-
ferent positionalities (Koch et al., 2005; 
Kindon & Elwood, 2009). Autoethnography 
is increasingly used in research in the social 
sciences and humanities as an approach to 
placing “the self within a social context” 
through self-narratives (Reed-Danahay, 
1997, p. 9, as cited in Butz & Besio, 2009). 
Autoethnography entails systematic reflec-
tions and analysis of individual or collec-
tive biographies in order to shed light on 
broader social or cultural phenomena (Butz 
& Besio, 2009; Wall, 2006). Collective auto-
ethnography pursues this reflection through 
coconstructing narratives in collaboration 
with others (Karalis Noel et al., 2023). 
Pursuing collective reflection can produce 
in-depth, nuanced, and multilayered nar-
ratives that illuminate broader phenomena. 
Collective reflections are typically completed 
systematically through sharing narratives, 
transcription, and analysis, producing a 
thematic consensus. The CHARP team un-
dertook such a reflection process, using a 
collective autoethnography approach, in 
2022–2024.

Regular CHARP meetings frequently cen-
tered on challenges that individual research-
ers faced in implementing their projects and 
strategies for overcoming them. In recog-
nition of some recurring trends that were 

arising organically in those discussions, and 
a need to engage in the reflexive process 
discussed in CER literature, we developed 
a more systematic approach for examining 
the opportunities, challenges, and potential 
avenues for better supporting CER at our in-
stitution. We did not seek IRB approval for 
this autoethnography since it was a reflec-
tive project in which all of the participants 
are also coauthors on the publication. To 
begin, we collectively determined a set of 
reflection questions (see Appendix). Each 
team member (of seven) then led a CHARP 
meeting by sharing their reflection through 
responses to the questions and in conversa-
tion with meeting participants. This process 
was an important activity for both reflecting 
on our individual CER practice and sharing 
knowledge and expertise across the team. 
Reflections were recorded, transcribed, and 
coded using qualitative data analysis soft-
ware, NVivo. The team identified a priori 
codes based on CER literature and their ex-
perience as well as inductive codes created 
during the analysis process (see Figure 2). 
Each reflection was coded by at least three 
team members.

Our analysis found that relationships, both 
their importance and challenges, were 
frequent topics in reflections (Table 1). 
Relationships arose as important influ-
ences in multiple codes, including part-
nership development (the most frequent 
code), challenges—relationship building, 
challenges—competing goals, learning from 
others, project development, partnership 
outcomes, and strategies for overcoming 
challenges—overall. A multiplicity of re-
lationships (between university and com-
munity actors, across the university, and 
within communities) were discussed, shed-
ding light on the importance of bolstering 
webs of relationships for CER success. The 
remainder of this article shares our reflec-
tions on the importance of different kinds 
of relationships in CER, how a collaborative 
environment (as in CHARP) can support 
forming the necessary webs of relationships, 
and the institutional support needed to build 
and sustain such collaboratives.

Utilizing and Fostering  
Webs of Relationships

Our collaborative autoethnography identi-
fied the multiple relationships formed and 
utilized in CER projects, the importance 
of those relationships for learning and for 
building and sustaining projects, and the 
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challenges to sustaining partnerships. As 
a whole, we found that, as CE research-
ers, we rely on webs of relationships that 
are formed while conducting and learning 
about CER. These webs (illustrated in Figure 
1) support the feasibility and success of CER 
projects, and there is a need to better sup-
port the multiplicity of these relationships.

Learning From Others

In reflections about involvement in the 
CHARP collaborative, faculty and students 
reported learning from others in ways that 

improved their own CER. In CHARP, collec-
tive learning is facilitated, in part, through 
biweekly meetings that begin with attendees 
sharing updates on their CER projects, in-
cluding any successes or challenges encoun-
tered. Several CHARP faculty and students 
reflected that participating in those sharing 
dialogues enables learning from what other 
people are doing, what is working for them, 
and what is not. Coauthor Turner, a geog-
raphy PhD candidate utilizing CER in his 
dissertation research, explained how these 
opportunities enable learning:

Table 1. Reflection Questions Codebook and Summary,  
According to Most Frequently Discussed Topic

Code No. of reflections References

Partnership development 7 54

Successful outcomes 7 51

Challenges—overall 7 48

Challenges—relationship building 7 44

Motivations for pursuing action research 7 42

Challenges—competing goals 7 31

Time 7 28

Strategies—all 7 27

Learning from others 7 27

Tangible project outcomes 7 18

Project development 6 33

Advantages 6 20

What has been helpful 5 23

Partnership outcomes 5 22

Challenges—institutional support 4 27

Challenges—experienced as students 4 20

Challenges—publishing 4 15

Strategies for overcoming challenges—attitude 4 13

Interdisciplinarity 4 10

Strategies for overcoming challenges—overall 4 8

Strategies for overcoming challenges—new approach 4 5

Strategies for overcoming challenges—bureaucratic 
changes 3 5
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In all of our meetings, we start typi-
cally with updates and everyone’s 
projects. And that alone has been 
very useful for me to kind of un-
derstand the breadth of topics and 
approaches to doing this work. . . . 
So just having that exposure to the 
range of things that you can do in 
geography as a discipline, but then 
also, as a participatory or action 
research–oriented researcher, has 
been useful to understand.

Other reflections similarly noted that having 
a regular space available for discussing the 
challenges faced in CER and collectively 
strategizing about how to overcome them 
were beneficial for the success of their 
projects. Because CHARP comprises faculty 
at different career stages and graduate 
students, there is opportunity to learn from 
both peers and researchers with different 
levels of experience. Coauthor Suarez, a 
geography PhD candidate, expanded on 
how this collective approach also helps to 
break down power hierarchies and foster 
relationships:

To know that there’s other people 
doing this type of research and 
learning more about their research 
and kind of the obstacles they face 
and how they’ve overcome those 
obstacles, and different strategies 
and just having a group to have 
those discussions as here. . . . You 

don’t feel this disconnect, you don’t 
feel this hierarchy of like professors 
and director and then students. You 
have the ability to share your ideas 
as equals, have discussions with 
each other and all the connections 
that are made.

In this regard, coauthor Zuñiga, an assistant 
professor of urban and community planning, 
reflected on how she was inspired, by learn-
ing about other CER projects in the CHARP 
collaborative and at national conferences, 
to orient her graduate qualitative methods 
course toward a CE project. Learning about 
what other researchers were doing enabled 
her to identify a tangible project with a 
community partner focused on housing 
justice in which her class could participate 
to provide qualitative data to advance the 
partner’s goals of protecting renters. These 
reflections demonstrate the ways in which 
relationships formed through learning how 
to do CER can foster collective learning that 
improves our research.

The CHARP collaborative includes research-
ers from multiple disciplines (geography, 
community planning, atmospheric sci-
ences, anthropology, public health, social 
work, etc.) who also work with colleagues 
in cognate disciplines, supporting an in-
terdisciplinary perspective that enables 
approaching community and research chal-
lenges in a more holistic way. It also pro-
vides opportunities to further CER over the 

Figure 1. Critical Relationships Identified in Reflections
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long term. For example, coauthor Magi, an 
associate professor of atmospheric sciences 
with expertise in climate and air quality (i.e., 
a physical scientist), described how he and 
faculty colleagues (community geographers 
in CHARP, and public health researchers in 
the College of Health and Human Services) 
began a relationship with a nonprofit and 
county air quality regulators to help articu-
late community engagement dimensions 
in a grant proposal. The $750k proposal, 
which focused on portable air quality moni-
tors and community engagement, was a 
response to the “Air Pollution Monitoring 
for Communities” 2014 request for proposal 
(RFP) from the EPA and was codeveloped 
with academic, government, and commu-
nity input. Magi commented, “The [2014] 
proposal was not funded, but the process of 
writing helped me become more comfort-
able talking beyond my academic expertise. 
I learned a lot from the process.” Although 
this multidisciplinary proposal was not 
selected for funding, Magi developed three 
paths to CER that were ultimately realized 
over many subsequent years. First, in 2015 
(shortly after the proposal was rejected), 
Magi was invited to participate in day-to-
day strategic planning with the nonprofit as 
a member of their Board of Directors (BD). 
Importantly, the invitation to the BD was not 
in response to Magi’s connections to donors, 
which is often a prerequisite for a nonprofit 
BD. Rather, the nonprofit’s executive direc-
tor and Magi had built a relationship from 
writing the unfunded EPA proposal that 
allowed for understanding the strengths a 
physical scientist could bring to a nonprofit 
BD. Second, Magi was also invited to join the 
county’s public oversight commission for 
air quality permitting and outreach. Again, 
this partnership development and outcomes 
arose only after the relationship building 
had started from the meetings related to 
that unfunded EPA proposal. Third, Magi 
was only in his 3rd year as an assistant pro-
fessor at the time, so the engagement with 
senior faculty across his multidisciplinary 
department and across campus helped elu-
cidate connections between his research 
interests, which were grounded in physical 
sciences methods, and putting his science 
into practice. The excitement of grounding 
expertise within the community where he 
lived helped set the stage for all of these re-
lationships to expand and strengthen over 
the course of the intervening decade.

Many of the projects pursued by CHARP 
faculty and students address long-standing 

and complex social problems that require 
interdisciplinary perspectives and collab-
orative approaches. For example, coauthor 
Hammelman, an associate professor of 
geography and CHARP director, explained 
this need for interdisciplinarity through re-
flecting on a project addressing limited food 
access in a historically disinvested neigh-
borhood (see also Anderson et al., 2025 for 
more details).

In order to address food access in 
[neighborhood] we needed to hear 
not only from researchers focused 
on food security, but also from per-
spectives on place (where is the best 
place to put a grocery store, how do 
we know, what sort of business can 
it attract), business and market-
ing, health outcomes, and more. 
Therefore, an interdisciplinary 
team is necessary for matching the 
complex nature of problems we are 
trying to solve.

Others similarly reflected that merging 
qualitative, engaged research that provides 
in-depth understanding and enables sto-
rytelling with quantitative and/or technical 
approaches (such as GIS, statistics, econom-
ics, and ecology) facilitates meeting the 
needs of varied stakeholders, community 
partners, and student learning. Our collec-
tive autoethnography brought to light the 
ways in which webs of relationships formed 
in CER collaboratives enable learning from 
other researchers, interdisciplinary teams, 
and community experts.

Building and Sustaining CER

The webs of relationships formed in CER 
can build and sustain CER via fostering new 
partnerships and projects and overcoming 
challenges by connecting to relevant re-
sources, experiences, and expertise. In our 
reflections, several examples arose in which 
existing relationships led to additional 
connection-building that bolstered CER ef-
forts. Regular CHARP meetings with faculty 
and students enable everyone to hear about 
individual CER projects and learn about 
potential linkages. For example, Zuñiga re-
flected on how some of her early commu-
nity relationships and projects were forged 
through connections made by CHARP faculty 
members to a local transportation coalition. 
Connecting with that coalition then enabled 
meeting more community partners and 
identifying local issues of importance for 
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them. Suarez also valued these opportunities 
for connection-building:

I know it happens a lot in our con-
versations, when we’re like, “Hey, 
we’re working on this project” and 
someone comes [to say], “oh, well, 
I know, this person from this group 
that can be beneficial or helpful for 
your projects.” And this happens all 
the time. And as we learned, con-
nections are everything.

The relationships formed between research-
ers in CHARP also provide new ideas, build 
confidence in conducting CER, and foster 
collective strategizing to overcome ob-
stacles. Zuñiga reflected that participating 
in these conversations as a junior faculty 
member made her feel more confident, em-
powered, and supported in pursuing CER. 
“I feel like there’s a structure in place to 
help accommodate that as well, even though 
there are some, you know, little challenges 
here and there. And it is good to be in a 
space where this work is upheld and you feel 
like you have other collaborators to help you 
get through it.”

Finally, collaborative CER has the potential 
to improve our understanding of the world 
through theory building and science pro-
duction, make tangible community change, 
and contribute to sustainable university–
community engagement and teaching mis-
sions. For example, coauthor Partridge, a 
geography PhD candidate studying human–
vulture conflict, argued that utilizing a CER 
approach in her dissertation provided op-
portunities for improving outcomes for all 
of the actors in her work. “If we can work 
with the people impacted to understand 
their issues, goals, values, and perspectives, 
we have a better chance of actually making 
a difference for the people and the wildlife 
both.” Hammelman similarly explained 
that CER created better science “because 
I develop a more complete understand-
ing of the issues I am researching through 
sustained engagement with community 
leaders.” This understanding in turn also 
improves her teaching in urban geography 
by enabling her to stay current on happen-
ings within the city and region. Zuñiga also 
found that embedding CER in her classes 
enhanced student learning by getting stu-
dents out of the classroom and interacting 
directly with residents, organizers, and 
local decision-makers.

And many of the students who have 
attended one or all three of [public 
events such as city council meet-
ings] . . . say “wow, I never expected 
it” or “this is something that really 
blew my mind, I never was im-
mersed in a world like this.” And it 
provoked more conversation, more 
discussion in our class.

In this way, students involved in CER are 
also able to form relationships and learn 
from others, thus improving their learning 
outcomes.

Challenges

These collaboration efforts are not without 
challenges, many of which arose as impor-
tant topics in our reflections. In particular, 
many people in our collective reported on 
the extensive time involved in building re-
lationships and trust. Magi discussed the 
many steps involved in building relation-
ships: “When I wrote the unfunded EPA 
proposal, I realized how much detail was 
associated with that relationship building 
process.” Relationships can also be dis-
rupted by the geographic mobility of many 
university researchers. For example, coau-
thor Idziorek, an assistant professor of ge-
ography and community planning, provided 
several examples of how she collaborated 
with interdisciplinary teams at a previous 
institution, but that those relationships were 
difficult to maintain after moving across the 
country for a tenure-track position. She re-
counted: “And I’ve been thinking a lot about 
how humbling it is, as an urban planner to 
move from a place where I spent 19 years 
building connections and getting to know 
community groups and finally engaging in 
this research project, and then . . . moving.” 
Idziorek further explained how her existing 
relationships with faculty and community 
partners at her previous institution enabled 
her work with some of these partners to 
continue, even at a distance, through vir-
tual meetings and frequent research trips. 
In this way, partnerships within universi-
ties can support building and maintaining 
relationships outside the university and help 
researchers identify strategies to implement 
CER projects and overcome obstacles.

Other challenges include limited institu-
tional support for CER when there are fewer 
funding opportunities compared to more 
traditional research approaches, when the 
timelines for completing research are longer 
and spent on hard-to-measure activities 
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like partnership formation and trust build-
ing, and when more traditional publication 
opportunities are limited. Hammelman 
reflected on these ongoing challenges: “It 
can be hard to get support from proposal 
reviewers for work that sees community 
leaders’ lived experience as expertise and 
that pushes the boundaries of what is con-
sidered research.” The longer timeline often 
involved in CER can also be challenging for 
students who must meet thesis and disser-
tation defense deadlines to graduate.

Webs of relationships, especially across the 
university, can also sustain CER through 
helping to navigate institutional logistics. 
Such relationships can support making 
CER more visible and legible to university 
decision makers and adapting to or seek-
ing to change policies related to budgeting 
and contracts; institutional review boards; 
and hiring, tenure, and promotion. Zuñiga 
reflected on how the relationships that are 
formed in CER support both research out-
comes (and their impact) and her navigation 
through academia.

Especially as universities seek to 
address issues of equity and recog-
nition of historical harms, historical 
wrongs on low-income communi-
ties and communities of color, I 
think it’s an opportunity to rebuild 
bridges with communities as well. 
So I think it’s preparing me also in a 
sense of navigating the university as 
well—what’s possible, what’s not, 
what are the areas that need to be 
improved to facilitate community 
based work, in my research and also 
with my classes as well, how can I 
teach about it as students them-
selves go out to carry out this work? 
What are some of the admin, the 
IRB process, even the relationship 
building as well, that is important to 
know when carrying out this work?

Through CER collaboratives, strategies can 
be brainstormed for overcoming these chal-
lenges and raising the visibility of CER im-
pacts. These strategies include, for example, 
identifying publication opportunities that 
can be generated (like this article) and con-
necting with different funding or partner-
ship opportunities. When multiple faculty 
and students engage in collaborative CER, 
they generate more opportunities to publi-
cize the work and connect project outcomes 
to the community engagement mission of 

the university. For example, Idziorek, who 
led a community science urban heat island 
mapping research initiative, found that the 
interdisciplinary nature of the project sup-
ported broad interest and excitement on the 
part of potential volunteers. Sharing the 
project information via community net-
works resulted in the participation of more 
than 60 community scientists from a variety 
of neighborhoods and backgrounds. The in-
terdisciplinarity and community-engaged 
nature of the effort also appealed to the 
media, as the volunteer mapping campaign 
generated 15 local news stories.

It can also be challenging to navigate uni-
versity policies and processes that are es-
tablished for more traditional research ap-
proaches but do not align as well with CER. 
Efforts to compensate community partners 
for their role in conducting research are one 
such challenge. For example, university bu-
reaucracy calls for personal participant in-
formation such as citizen status to receive 
research incentives like gift cards. In this 
regard, Zuñiga reflected: “So it’s been a 
learning process to learn about what’s the 
easiest way to go about doing some of these 
admin pieces of the community engage-
ment project.” But, being able to talk with 
other CE researchers about how to accom-
plish those goals and how they have been 
achieved in other departments or univer-
sity units can more quickly and effectively 
enable completing project objectives.

Additionally, asking community partners to 
complete a lengthy research ethics training 
in order to be included as coresearchers in 
IRB protocols can be a barrier to imple-
menting CER. Zuñiga explained that when 
bringing a CER project into her class, they 
encountered delays in navigating IRB regu-
lations, especially in asking already over-
burdened community partners to complete 
time-consuming trainings. Although tradi-
tional IRB protocols and federal regulations 
position research partners as research sub-
jects, cogenerating CER means recognizing 
partners as experts in the topic and involving 
them as full participants in research design 
and implementation. Complying with such 
protocols can present challenges in code-
signing research instruments that require 
advance IRB approval of items like interview 
guides. As Zuñiga explained: “Community 
based participatory research is based on 
involvement of community members to 
help develop those questions. And so we 
weren’t there yet to the point of having our 
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interview question guide” when seeking IRB 
approval as a class. Hammelman similarly 
experienced these challenges in developing 
cogenerated research and now frequently 
shares strategies for working with the IRB 
to include community partners as collabora-
tors instead of research subjects (Anderson 
et al., 2025).

Finally, students and faculty must suc-
cessfully navigate hiring, tenure, and 
promotion in order to continue their CER. 
However, the outputs of CER are not always 
rewarded, or even legible, in those pro-
cesses. Through our collective reflections, 
several participants noted the ways in which 
it can be difficult to translate CER outputs, 
such as public reports or the development 
of new parks, into the metrics reviewed by 
hiring, tenure, and promotion committees. 
Forming internal university partnerships 
through collaboratives like CHARP can help 
identify more effective ways of describing 
impact in the context of hiring, tenure, and 
promotion. A growing cadre of CE research-
ers can also help to change policies to be 
more supportive. In the department where 
CHARP is situated, the growing ranks of CE 
researchers and a supportive department 
chair enabled changing departmental bylaws 
to recognize public reports, presentations, 
dashboards, and similar community-facing 
outputs in faculty reviews. This type of sup-
port is critical for enabling researchers to 
focus on impactful outcomes without feeling 
that they must produce double the amount 
of work (e.g., both a public-facing report 
and a peer-reviewed journal article from the 
same project) in order to obtain reappoint-
ment, tenure, or promotion.

Discussion

This article shares reflections from a col-
laborative autoethnography focused on 
CER implemented by faculty and students 
affiliated with a university-based CER col-
laborative. Key among these reflections was 
the argument that a multiplicity of relation-
ships with different university and commu-
nity stakeholders are critical to successfully 
implementing CER (see Figure 1). These re-
lationships are important for shared learn-
ing, partnership and project development 
and success, and overcoming institutional 
and systems-level challenges. Based on 
our collaborative reflections, we close with 
three recommendations that would help to 
bolster CER, support the (often unquanti-
fied and unrecognized) everyday activities 

of building CER projects and partnerships, 
and institutionalize CER in universities: 
(1) Include the time and efforts invested in 
relationship-building as part of the mea-
surement of academic productivity, (2) con-
sider recognition and measurement of CER 
outputs in academic productivity, and (3) 
streamline the policy and practices on which 
CER depends. These recommendations arose 
as we identified challenges in our reflections 
and discussed potential solutions, as well as 
in our ongoing conversations about these 
topics as we developed this article.

Recognize the Time and Efforts Invested 
in Relationship Building

For researchers practicing CER, systems-
level structures and support are needed to 
enable long-term commitments with part-
ners in accordance with the best practices 
guidance (Clinical and Translational Science 
Awards Consortium, 2011). The time and 
resource investments needed for CER and 
relationship building are often considered 
“extra” and not accounted for in faculty 
workload assessments, level of adminis-
trative support provided, or amount of re-
sources available for building and sustaining 
partnerships. Structures are needed that can 
help to institutionalize collaboration prac-
tices (while still allowing for flexibility for 
partnerships to grow and change), facilitate 
relationships among researchers, and sup-
port relationships with (and even between 
and among) community partners.

Systems-level structures such as funding 
of dedicated positions for university–com-
munity “points of contact,” or designated 
persons who can facilitate interactions 
between researchers and community part-
ners across projects and time scales, could 
help to maintain institutional knowledge 
and ensure continuity of communications. 
Such structures formalize some of the 
partnerships in the web that we identified 
as critical to building and sustaining CER. 
An individual in this position could facilitate 
regular check-ins with community partners 
and keep track of shifting partner inter-
ests, needs, and priorities. The University 
of Washington’s (2024) Livable City Year 
Program, for example, provides a structure 
by which the university engages with part-
ner communities across varied scopes and 
timelines and is run by a team of faculty 
codirectors and dedicated program manag-
ers. Making space and time available for 
shared learning through research collabora-
tives was also discussed in our reflections 
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as important for CER success. Partridge 
succinctly explained: “Being a part of the 
CHARP collective and community-engaged 
research forced me to grow as a person and 
as a researcher.” Universities are increas-
ingly supporting such centers—multidis-
ciplinary hubs for faculty collaboration—
focused on community engagement and 
action research (Post, 2023), and more of 
those intentionally collaborative spaces are 
needed.

Dedicated funding to support the integration 
of CER into classroom activities is another 
systems-level change that could encour-
age CER more broadly within institutions 
while also improving university–commu-
nity partnerships. Our reflections and CER 
literature indicate that these activities have 
the potential to enrich research while also 
providing experiential learning and oppor-
tunities for real-world skills-building and 
connecting students to career opportuni-
ties (Elliott, 2009; Francisco et al., 2024). 
However, Zuñiga described challenges with 
embedding CER into her class that included 
the need for flexibility to accommodate 
changing community partner schedules 
and needs and arranging transportation for 
students to attend community activities. 
Additional resources could make it easier 
for students to participate in these activi-
ties. For example, the Center for Community 
Geography at the University of New Mexico 
offers CER fellowships to both graduate and 
undergraduate students and administers a 
classroom fund for supporting the integra-
tion of CER into coursework (University of 
New Mexico, 2024). Investments like this 
would fortify the relationships between 
students and CE faculty that our reflections 
found to be important for learning and pro-
fessional development.

Explicitly Recognize CER Outputs 
Contributing to Academic Productivity

In order to institutionalize support for CER 
and the webs of relationships upon which it 
relies, it is important to revisit how CER is 
recognized and measured. First, as described 
in the challenges identified above, it is 
critical to recognize the multiple outcomes 
of CER beyond peer-reviewed academic 
publications. Often CER produces tangible 
outcomes (e.g., a new park or cooperative 
grocery store, policy changes, new commu-
nity associations) that can have long-lasting 
impacts in ways that are analogous to the 
products of basic and applied academic re-
search in social and physical sciences. CER 

projects typically report findings through 
public reports, policy briefs, action plans, 
presentations, websites, dashboards, tool-
kits, and other products utilized by policy-
makers, community leaders, and residents. 
These products are generated through 
rigorous research processes and undergo 
a community partner peer review process 
that validates research findings (but not 
through blinded peer review in traditional 
academic journals). Accordingly, we argue 
for the importance of review processes and 
university metrics to recognize the impact 
and validity of those products in line with 
academic publications.

The home department for CHARP made 
strides in this regard by revising its bylaws 
to recognize these products in annual re-
views. We have been able to achieve this 
outcome due to the growing ranks of CE 
researchers in the department and sup-
portive administrative staff. Because of 
bureaucratic structures’ pervasiveness, we 
needed the support of not only a department 
chair, but also decision-makers throughout 
the university who were committed to acting 
on the university’s community engagement 
mission. Since this change is new, we do not 
yet know the formal outcomes, but already 
CE researchers have expressed apprecia-
tion that their work will now be visible in 
annual reviews. This possibility is especially 
important for junior faculty pursuing reap-
pointment and tenure.

Additionally, and perhaps most challenging, 
there is a need to think critically about how 
universities measure success in achieving 
their community engagement missions. 
Faculty and students can engage with com-
munity partners in multiple ways across 
a spectrum of possibilities: from one-off 
visits to community spaces by a class or 
service-learning projects to semester-long 
research projects or classes focused on a CE 
effort (often with research questions more 
formally designed by university partners) to 
multiyear partnerships grounded in copro-
duction principles, reciprocity, and pursu-
ing social change. The needs, activities, and 
impacts of these approaches are different, 
and university metrics should vary to ac-
commodate them.

Often, community engagement is measured 
in the number of partnerships developed, 
students involved, or dollars generated. This 
focus on quantifiable products aligns with 
an increased focus in higher education on an 
“audit culture,” “new public management” 
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approaches, and a turn toward web-based 
analytic tools for measuring research out-
comes (Spooner, 2020, p. 1). However, these 
numbers are not always a good measure of 
impact and can make invisible the time-in-
tensive, complex relationship-building work 
characteristic of much CER. For example, a 
large class project in which students design 
solutions that are simply shared with a com-
munity partner may include many students 
in a discrete time period, but with limited 
impact on the activities of those community 
partners and their ability to overcome chal-
lenges. Alternatively, as evident in several of 
the projects discussed in our reflections, a 
small group of students and faculty working 
over several years on a project codesigned 
and implemented through deep and recipro-
cal relationships with community partners 
could lead to much larger change yet reach 
only a small number of students or partners 
over a long time period. Therefore, we argue 
here for a need to think critically about uni-
versity metrics and go beyond such numeri-
cal assessments to also provide space for 
deep descriptions of impact. Such a change 
in how we measure community engagement 
can better support relationship building and 
would call needed attention to the signifi-
cant impacts that can come from a small 
group of students or faculty working on 
transformational projects over several years 
as well as the different resources needed to 
achieve these impacts.

Streamline the Policy and Practices That 
Enable Community-Engaged Research

Finally, facilitating CER-focused relation-
ships within universities often requires 
rethinking and revising bureaucratic struc-
tures and policies, especially related to 
funding, IRB protocols, and interdisciplinary 
collaborations. In discussions of challenges 
in our reflections, it became clear that exist-
ing structures are typically designed to sup-
port research that produces peer-reviewed 
academic papers and funded proposals, and 
that maintains divides between researchers 
and “participants,” which may not align 
with the dynamic and collaborative nature of 
CER. This misalignment creates significant 
obstacles that both community partners 
and academic researchers must overcome: 
limitations on grants and contracts (includ-
ing compensating community partners), 
IRB protocols (that do not easily allow for 
codesign with partners), and barriers to in-
terdisciplinary collaborations (as described 
in the examples above). When advocating 

for changes to reduce these obstacles, it is 
crucial to recognize that institutions differ 
in their prioritization of community en-
gagement, their processes for modifying 
long-standing policies, and their locations 
of power for decision-making.

Despite these variations, our discussions 
identified several institutional strategies 
that can enhance the facilitation of CER: 
establishing mechanisms to ensure fair and 
timely compensation for community mem-
bers’ contributions to research, updating 
IRB processes to account for the iterative 
and participatory nature of CER, and offer-
ing internal funding to researchers initiating 
CER to cover expenses related to relation-
ship building. For example, streamlining 
processes for community partner reim-
bursement and providing food at meet-
ings and events are immensely important 
components for CER and relationship build-
ing but can be difficult for researchers to 
achieve due to budgetary constraints related 
to certain funding sources (e.g., state fund-
ing). Changes to these everyday bureaucratic 
processes can help create a more supportive 
environment for meaningful collaboration. 
Finally, it is important to recognize that 
university policies and practices are devel-
oped and implemented through bureaucratic 
structures with differential power relation-
ships that value research outcomes most in 
alignment with the institution’s economic 
interests (i.e., can best generate research 
grants) and are beholden to political and 
economic powers that dictate how resources 
can be used. Without garnering support 
throughout those structures, it will be in-
creasingly challenging to shift policies (and 
paradigms) toward supporting CER.

Conclusion

This article shared reflections from a col-
lective autoethnography conducted by CE 
researchers affiliated with an action re-
search collaborative at an urban university. 
Our reflective process brought to light the 
webs of relationships within the university 
and communities that are critical for effec-
tive CER. In particular, we found that rela-
tionships enable shared learning, building 
and sustaining CER, and improve our sci-
ence and impact. However, the multiplic-
ity of relationships relied upon in CER are 
often hidden and relatively undiscussed in 
the literature, such that they are not suf-
ficiently supported or recognized within 
the university. We argue that more should 
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be done to facilitate partnership and proj-
ect development and outcomes, includ-
ing breaking down everyday bureaucratic 
barriers, institutionalizing collaboration 
opportunities, and rethinking institutional 
measurements and recognition to more ac-
curately reflect the impact of webs of rela-
tionships for CER outcomes. These learnings 
and recommendations emerge from the 
perspective of faculty and student research-
ers, and future research would benefit from 
better understanding the webs of relation-
ships that community partners also rely 
upon to effectively implement CER. Wider 
implementation of CER can emerge from the 

expansion of university civic engagement 
missions; increasing academic association 
support for community engagement; and 
pushes for public scholarship, as in the U.S. 
National Science Foundation’s (n.d.) focus 
on “broader impacts” and the American 
Association of Geographers’ emphasis on 
community engagement (Koopman 2024). 
These avenues of advancement present 
both individual institutions and academia 
more broadly with important opportunities 
to bolster existing efforts and to fortify the 
webs of relationships critical to sustaining 
successful community-engaged research.
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Appendix. Reflection Questions for Improving Community-Engaged Research

1.	 Describe your community-engaged project(s) and/or experience in conducting  
community-engaged research.

2.	 What brought you to community-engaged research? Why did you get involved in 
the project and/or decide to pursue a community-engaged approach to producing 
scholarship?

3.	 How did you plan a project that had an action research approach (organic identifica-
tion of the topic, intentional actions, the time it takes, etc.)? 

4.	 What are some of the key successes you have experienced in your community-engaged 
research?

5.	 What challenges did you encounter? Are there things that did not go well?

6.	 What do you know now that you wish you’d known before starting your project? What 
would you have done differently?

7.	 Our meetings have regularly brought to light tensions that exist between objectives in 
generating knowledge/science, creating change, and achieving researcher/community 
partner goals. Did you experience such tensions in your work? If so, in what ways? 
And what were some strategies you pursued to overcome them?

8.	 Where do the obstacles and/or tensions you encountered come from (positionality, 
community partners, research methods, structural challenges (including as a student, 
working in the academy), etc.)?

9.	 Where have you found support for community-engaged research?

10.	 How does an interdisciplinary perspective support community-engaged research  
efforts?

11.	 How does the CHARP collective dynamic (what everyone brings, their objectives, etc.) 
impact your research, participation in the collective, and achieving goals? How do 
you manage across differences?

12.	 How does participating in action research (and/or CHARP) prepare you for future 
careers (in academia or not)?
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Using the National Student Clearinghouse to 
Measure Long-Term College Readiness Outcomes
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Abstract

Youth-serving organizations play a pivotal role in preparing youth for 
higher education. Immediately after program completion, the impact of 
college-readiness or precollegiate programs on knowledge, skills, and 
aspirations can be assessed through survey instruments and interviews. 
However, studying medium- to long-term outcomes, such as college 
enrollment and completion, poses methodological challenges and time 
constraints, primarily because multiple data collection points may occur 
throughout a youth’s educational journey. Using the Indiana 4-H Youth 
Development organization as a case, this study aimed to demonstrate 
how the National Student Clearinghouse (NSC) can be used to measure 
long-term college readiness outcomes conveniently and efficiently. Key 
findings from this study affirm the effectiveness of the NSC and identify 
opportunities for youth-serving organizations to measure a range of 
college-readiness outcomes across their diverse audiences. By providing 
valid and reliable data, the NSC can help inform college readiness 
policies, practices, and research.

Keywords: college readiness outcomes, youth-serving organizations, National 
Student Clearinghouse, higher education, precollegiate program

Y
outh-serving organizations are 
instrumental in guiding youth 
toward diverse postsecondary 
opportunities, including higher 
education. According to Aarts and 

Greijn (2010) and Oyewole (2010), obtaining 
a college degree not only benefits the youth 
themselves but also benefits their families, 
society, and the economy. Benefits are cat-
egorized into private/individual monetary 
(e.g., higher salaries/earnings), private/
individual nonmonetary (e.g., improved 
health, advanced knowledge), external/
public monetary (e.g., higher taxes, less 
need for government welfare aid), and 
external/public nonmonetary (e.g., lower 
crime rate; Chan, 2016; Hermannsson et 
al., 2017; McMahon, 2021). Despite the ben-
efits of higher education and the increasing 
demand for graduate skills (Hermannsson 
et al., 2017), college enrollment and com-
pletion in the United States have been 
declining (Lee & Shapiro, 2023; National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2023).

College readiness or precollegiate programs 
are established to prepare interested youth 
to enroll in, persist in, and complete col-
lege (Knaggs et al., 2013), thereby helping 
address the decline in college enrollment 
and completion. These programs are ad-
ministered by youth-serving organizations 
or institutions whose primary interest is 
to provide opportunities for youth to dis-
cover and cultivate their talents and skills, 
apply them effectively, and grow into re-
sponsible, successful adults. In the United 
States, various state and federal college 
readiness programs, such as Upward 
Bound, Indiana’s 21st Century Scholars 
Program, and Gaining Early Awareness 
and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs 
(GEAR UP), aim to support students in 
their pursuit of higher education (Knaggs 
et al., 2013; Schultz & Mueller, 2006; Xing 
et al., 2020). In addition, youth develop-
ment organizations such as the National 
FFA Organization, Boys and Girls Clubs of 
America, Junior Achievement, and 4-H also 
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prepare youth for postsecondary education 
(Edge Research, 2019; Wilson et al., 2021). 
Similarly, higher education institutions offer 
precollegiate programs to familiarize high 
school students with the college environ-
ment and equip them with the skills needed 
for postsecondary academic success. In view 
of these efforts, it becomes essential to in-
vestigate the extent to which youth explore 
and act upon the opportunities they have 
been prepared for.

College readiness efforts need to be evalu-
ated to determine their impact on diverse 
youth and how they contribute to address-
ing the decline in youth’s pursuit of higher 
education. Immediately after the end of any 
college-readiness or precollegiate program 
for a specific batch or cohort, it is common, 
convenient, and cost-effective for profes-
sionals to evaluate short-term outcomes 
among participants. These outcomes might 
involve changes in knowledge, attitudes, 
skills, and aspirations (Hetherington, 
2020). Assessing medium- and long-term 
outcomes, such as college enrollment, per-
sistence, and completion, is crucial because 
these outcomes determine whether the 
program’s overall goals or objectives were 
achieved. For this purpose, longitudinal 
studies, which collect data continuously over 
an extended period, help track participants’ 
progress through college, as students can 
transfer between institutions or discontinue 
their education altogether.

Purpose of the Study

Using Indiana 4-H as a case, this article 
details the use of the National Student 
Clearinghouse to measure the long-term 
impact of college readiness and illustrates 
the role 4-H plays in bridging the gap be-
tween higher education and youth in the 
local community. The study will also assess 
the effectiveness and limitations of the NSC 
and present future opportunities for youth-
serving organizations and higher education 
institutions.

Literature Review

The Cooperative Extension System in the 
United States is a partnership between the 
United States Department of Agriculture–
National Institute of Food and Agriculture 
(USDA–NIFA), land-grant universities, and 
communities to disseminate research-based 
information advancing the fields of agricul-
ture, natural resources, family and consumer 

sciences, and youth development (Comer 
et al., 2006). 4-H Youth Development, the 
largest youth development organization 
in the United States, is one of Cooperative 
Extension’s program areas, administered 
through land-grant universities (National 
4-H Council, n.d.). 4-H annually provides 
positive youth development experiences to 
about 6 million youth in the United States. 
These experiences equip youth with intel-
lectual, social, and life skills that enable 
them to succeed in various fields of interest. 
In general, 4-H programs revolve around 
science, technology, engineering, math-
ematics, agriculture, healthy living, civic 
engagement, and so on.

Higher education is one postsecondary 
opportunity that 4-H prepares youth to 
explore. In addition to the broad 4-H post-
secondary programming, individual land-
grant universities implement specific col-
lege readiness programs, such as 4-H Next 
Chapter (University of Nebraska–Lincoln, 
n.d.), 4-H Academy, 4-H Round-Up (Purdue 
University Extension, 2026), and Juntos 4-H 
(North Carolina State University, n.d.). Such 
programs play a significant role in youth’s 
pursuit of higher education (Edwards, 2010). 
Through the efforts of 4-H, land-grant uni-
versities continue to reach youth across their 
states, addressing local needs, extending re-
search outcomes to youth development, and 
preparing youth for postsecondary success.

Measuring College Readiness

Measuring the impact of these college 
readiness efforts on the youth population is 
convenient for the short term; however, it 
becomes challenging to measure long-term 
outcomes such as college enrollment and 
completion. 4-H researchers have used sur-
veys to assess the impact of 4-H programs 
on college readiness, examining outcomes 
such as college enrollment, grade point av-
erages, college transition and persistence, 
degree attainment, and the acquisition of 
soft and social skills (Behnke et al., 2020; 
Bourdeau et al., 2014; Piescher et al., 2014; 
Ratkos & Knollenberg, 2015; Seevers et al., 
2011; University of Delaware Cooperative 
Extension, 2019; Walahoski, 2013). Although 
these studies concluded that 4-H contrib-
utes to college readiness, they highlighted 
common limitations, including low response 
rates, reliance on self-reported data, inac-
curacies, challenges in maintaining current 
contact information, and small sample 
sizes. Additionally, some studies measured 
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the impact at a single point in time and will 
require ongoing study to determine its lon-
gevity.

To conveniently track long-term outcomes 
of college readiness programs, state and 
national data systems such as Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data Systems 
(IPEDS), Statewide Longitudinal Data 
Systems (SLDS), and National Student 
Clearinghouse (NSC) have been adopted 
as secondary sources of data collection 
(Dynarski et al., 2015; Hetherington, 2020; 
Howell & Howell, 2018; Levesque et al., 
2015). These secondary systems, which 
support population studies rather than sam-
pling, can facilitate extensive longitudinal 
data collection, enabling the evaluation of 
long-term outcomes that are convenient 
for researchers and institutions. In addi-
tion, they do not contain self-reported data, 
reducing the likelihood of inaccurate data.

One data source is IPEDS. The IPEDS obtains 
extensive educational information annually 
from about 7,000 institutions in the United 
States: a mandatory report from Title IV 
institutions and voluntary reports from 
non–Title IV institutions (NCES, n.d.). These 
institutions are of various types (academic, 
vocational, and continuing education), and 
they include 4-year, 2-year or less, and re-
ligious universities and colleges; community 
and technical colleges; non-degree-granting 
institutions; and public, private nonprofit, 
and private for-profit liberal arts colleges. 
The IPEDS collects and publicly publishes 
data on more than 250 variables classified 
into several survey components, including 
12-month enrollment, academic libraries, 
admissions, completions, fall enrollments, 
finance, graduation rates, human resources, 
institutional characteristics, outcome mea-
sures (graduation rate and first-year reten-
tion rate), and student financial aid (NCES, 
n.d.; Perkins & Carrier, 2023).

Researchers and youth-serving organiza-
tions can use the IPEDS to measure various 
educational outcomes, which can then be 
analyzed by demographic characteristics. 
However, IPEDS collects and reports infor-
mation on the institutional level, not the 
individual level, meaning researchers and 
youth-serving organizations cannot identify 
specific youth within the broader popula-
tion reported by IPEDS, a result that occurs 
because personally identifiable information 
(PII) is not connected to the data collected. 
The United States Department of Labor (n.d.) 

defines PII as “information . . . that directly 
identifies an individual (e.g., name, address, 
social security number or other identifying 
number or code, telephone number, email 
address, etc.)” (para. 1). Therefore, although 
researchers can examine broad data sets 
through IPEDS, they cannot segment users 
of specific programs.

Another valuable secondary data source is 
the State Longitudinal Data System (SLDS), 
developed to manage the educational in-
formation of individuals in each state of 
the U.S. (Dynarski et al., 2015; Hough & 
Beard, 2017; Levesque et al., 2015). Specific 
to states, longitudinal tracking includes an 
individual’s early learning, K-12, postsec-
ondary, and workforce journey (Education 
Commission of the States, 2021; Levesque 
et al., 2015). The SLDS report includes (1) 
student, school, and district identifiers; (2) 
student demographics and accountability 
subgroups; (3) participation in federal pro-
grams; (4) school enrollment and atten-
dance rates; (5) completion and withdrawal; 
(6) behavioral data such as suspensions and 
expulsions; (7) state and local assessment 
data; (8) courses taken, grades, and credits 
earned; (9) College Board and ACT data; 
and (10) staff data, including teacher data 
(Levesque et al., 2015, p. 5). 

Un l ike  the  IPEDS,  which  repor ts 
institutional-level information, the SLDS 
reports individual educational information 
using personally identifiable information 
such as Social Security numbers, official 
names, and dates of birth. Therefore, 
using PII, youth-serving organizations 
and institutions can use the SLDS to match 
and study long-term college-readiness 
outcomes for youth of interest. However, 
it is worth noting that the SLDS, as its 
name implies, collects and reports only 
information on students in institutions 
within the state, and in some states, only 
public schools are captured (Davis et al., 
2018; Dynarski et al., 2015; Glennie et al., 
2014; Hough & Beard, 2017; Levesque et al., 
2015). These limitations inhibit tracking 
transient youth who pursue educational 
opportunities across various states, with 
individual data ending in the previous state 
of residence and starting in the new state. 
With the IPEDS and SLDS serving unique 
purposes, a final private-sector solution 
emerges. The NSC offers a longitudinal 
data system that provides individual-level 
information on youth seeking educational 
opportunities throughout the United States.
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The National Student Clearinghouse

The NSC is a secure nongovernmental or-
ganization specializing in educational data 
reporting, data exchange, verification, 
and research services in the United States 
(Dundar & Shapiro, 2016). In compliance 
with the Higher Education Act, the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), 
and other applicable regulations, the NSC, 
through its StudentTracker service, reports 
longitudinal educational information on 
97% of students enrolled in U.S. colleges 
and universities, leveraging partnerships 
from 3,600 educational institutions (NSC, 
n.d.-c). These institutions include public 
and private (for-profit and nonprofit), in-
state and out-of-state, 2-year and 4-year 
colleges and universities, and vocational and 
trade schools throughout the country.

Some of the variables that StudentTracker 
reports include semester-based enrollment 
institution, enrollment dates, transfer in-
formation, degree earned, degree comple-
tion date, college completion status, majors, 
and class standing (Schoenecker & Reeves, 
2008). For youth-serving organizations 
interested in these educational outcomes, 
including those that span the boundary be-
tween higher education and various youth 
communities, the NSC is one source to ex-
plore. Furthermore, the NSC uses personally 
identifiable student information to ascertain 
longitudinal educational outcomes as stu-
dents pursue postsecondary opportunities 
across the United States. Personally identifi-
able information allows youth-serving or-
ganizations to obtain educational informa-
tion about their target group within the NSC 
population more efficiently. Certain states 
integrate NSC into their SLDS as an auxiliary 
data system to track and report on private 
and out-of-state postsecondary institutions 
(Levesque et al., 2015).

Researchers (Hetherington, 2020; Howell 
& Howell, 2018) have used the NSC 
StudentTracker to assess long-term educa-
tional outcomes, highlighting an opportu-
nity for greater use of the tool to advance the 
field of youth development. Hetherington 
(2020) used the NSC to determine college 
enrollment and completion among Michigan 
4-H alumni from 2012 to 2019. A notable 
finding was that the college-going rate of 
Michigan 4-H alumni (61%) exceeds the 
statewide average (55%). Before Howell and 
Howell were introduced to the NSC, Brigham 
Young University’s Salt Lake Center Campus 
could not track the educational journey of 

its nonmatriculated students. Using the 
NSC, the researchers analyzed the gradu-
ation rates of nonmatriculated Brigham 
Young University students from 2004 to 
2014, the number of institutions attended 
prior to graduation, and the duration spent 
at these institutions. Howell and Howell 
(2018) achieved their research objectives 
and reported, “I have never seen a treasure 
trove of data so relevant to this field” (p. 11). 
These outcomes validate the NSC’s role in 
measuring medium- to long-term college 
readiness outcomes.

Purdue Extension’s 4-H Youth 
Development Program

Since its inception approximately 120 years 
ago (Smith & Kirkpatrick, 1990), Indiana 
4-H has offered a wide range of positive 
development opportunities and experiences 
for Indiana youth. Administered through 
Purdue University, Indiana’s land-grant 
university, Indiana 4-H reaches youth across 
Indiana’s 92 counties with the support of 
educators and volunteers. The program 
serves diverse youth of all genders, races, 
and ethnicities living in rural, suburban, 
and urban areas (with more emphasis on 
expanding outreach to urban areas). Among 
other outcomes, Indiana 4-H prepares youth 
for postsecondary success through its col-
lege-readiness programs, exposing them 
not only to diverse career interests but also 
to Purdue University’s resources, faculty, 
and experiences. For more than a century, 
no comprehensive study has examined the 
outcomes of Indiana 4-H college-readiness 
efforts. Indiana 4-H lacked the means to 
track its alumni’s postsecondary journeys. 
This deficiency limits the ability to share 
exhaustive college data with stakeholders 
or determine the rate at which their diverse 
alumni pursue postsecondary education. In 
the past, Indiana 4-H employed surveys to 
obtain “next-step information” from their 
graduating seniors (Mosier, 2008); how-
ever, there was no way to determine if they 
eventually enrolled in, persisted in, or com-
pleted postsecondary education, reflecting 
the challenges associated with longitudinal 
data collection using self-reported surveys.

Even though the objectives and target 
groups of college readiness programs may 
yield varied outcomes, Edwards (2010) 
stressed the importance of achieving col-
lege enrollment and graduation. Therefore, 
Indiana 4-H ascertained the enrollment 
outcome of its alumni using the NSC. This 
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article outlines the process for using the 
NSC to measure long-term college readiness 
outcomes for youth-serving organizations 
and institutions. It focuses specifically on 
Indiana 4-H to illustrate the implemen-
tation of this approach for college enroll-
ment as a college-readiness outcome and 
to evaluate the effectiveness of the NSC as 
a data source for strengthening engage-
ment outcomes between Purdue University 
Extension and Indiana youth.

Project Details

The Indiana 4-H alumni tracking project 
began in response to an identified need, 
as Indiana experienced a rapid decline in 
college-going rates among high school 
graduates (Indiana Commission for Higher 
Education, 2022). Indiana 4-H had an in-
terest in determining its college enrollment 
rate, as the organization is seen in the state 
as a trusted higher education partner. To 
gain access to these data, Purdue University 
(4-H Youth Development) executed a con-
tract with the NSC. The contract allows the 
requesting institution to tailor its inquiry 
to specific data needs from the NSC and to 
specify the reporting period. Cost depends 
on factors including the number of students 
and the educational information requested. 
Purdue University secured a 5-year contract 
to retrieve 22,500 records over the duration 
of the contract. 

The project studied Indiana 4-H alumni 
who graduated high school between 2018 
and 2023 (N = 15,173). Alumni data were 
obtained from 4-HOnline, a secure pro-
prietary database that manages 4-H en-
rollments and programs at the state and 
county levels. In addition to first name, 
middle name, last name, suffix, and dates 
of birth, demographic information such as 
high school graduation year, residence type, 
military family connection, military service 
branch, gender, number of years spent in 
4-H, race, ethnicities, high school type, and 
county of 4-H enrollment were available in 
the 4-HOnline database. Demographic in-
formation may be missing for students who 
did not provide it. Notably, across various 
youth-serving organizations and institu-
tions, demographic characteristics and data 
management systems can vary.

The NSC requests the official names and 
dates of birth for the population of interest to 
match them against records in its robust da-
tabase and to report longitudinal educational 
information for the matched individuals. This 

process allowed Indiana 4-H to obtain longi-
tudinal postsecondary educational informa-
tion for the 15,173 alumni, obviating any need 
to sample the population using survey in-
struments. The expertise used in this project 
is largely data formatting and analysis using 
Microsoft Excel and the Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Depending on 
the researcher’s or professional’s proficiency 
level and preference, any software can be 
used to achieve the same outcome. The fol-
lowing section explains the process Indiana 
4-H used to assess its alumni’s educational 
data.

Step-by-Step Guide to Accessing NSC Data

A specific procedure was implemented to 
obtain the NSC data. The procedure involved 
preparing and uploading a submission file to 
the NSC through a secure file transfer proto-
col (FTP) account for matching and report-
ing purposes. First, the Purdue University 
Human Research Protection Program 
(HRPP) approved the project as exempt 
from the Institutional Review Board under 
the secondary research category because it 
did not engage participants directly for data 
collection. It is worth noting that during en-
rollment in 4-H, members consent to the 
use of their information for 4-H program 
improvement and justification. However, 
the NSC complies with FERPA, which gives 
students the right to keep their educational 
information private and to determine who 
can access it. Therefore, it is expected that 
some 4-H alumni, even after consenting at 
the Indiana 4-H level, may choose to block 
their educational information when they 
enroll in a postsecondary institution.

Preparation

Six years of alumni data (2018 to 2023), 
containing personally identifiable informa-
tion and demographic characteristics, were 
exported from 4-HOnline. We formatted the 
data in three stages.

Stage 1 Formatting. Six years of data 
were merged into a single Microsoft Excel 
file, ensuring that all column headings 
were identical. Unwanted characters were 
removed, the information in each cell was 
uniformly formatted by column, and middle 
names were changed to initials. This merged 
file is referred to as our “working dataset.”

Stage 2 Formatting. The NSC requires 
only students’ full names and their date 
of birth to make a match. To connect the 
NSC’s educational reports with demographic 
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information, we leveraged the return field. 
This return field is one additional column 
that the NSC allows in the submission file. 
A requesting institution can include any 
information in the field during submission, 
and NSC will return it unchanged. For 
our organization, we captured various 
demographic variables, including years in 
4-H, enrollment county, residence, gender, 
ethnicity, race, type of high school, whether 
a family member is in the military, military 
service branch, and high school graduation 
year. Demographic variables were encoded 
and included in the working dataset. After 
the coding, the concatenate function in MS 
Excel was used to generate a unique 19-digit 
code for each student. We randomly selected 
and decoded 50 codes from five counties 
to ensure encoding validity. This process 
confirmed our encoding and indicated 
reliability when we connected the NSC data 
to the decoded demographic variables.

Stage 3 Formatting. A new Excel sub-
mission file was created in accordance with 
the NSC’s instructions. This submission file 
contained only first names, middle name 
initials, last names, suffixes, dates of birth, 
and return fields of alumni, as requested 
by the NSC. The submission file underwent 
additional formatting per the NSC guide 
provided by the NSC staff (NSC, n.d.-b).

Submission

The submission file was uploaded through 
a secure file transfer protocol (FTP) account 
created by the NSC. The processing, 
validation, matching, and reporting process 
could take less than a week. However, if 
errors are found in the submission file, 
it could take longer. To avoid delays, it is 
essential to meticulously format and prepare 
the submission file in accordance with the 
NSC instructions.

NSC Reports

After we submitted the file to the NSC, the 
NSC returned three different reports to 
Purdue University: the control, aggregate, 
and detail reports. In its management of 
student data, the NSC adheres strictly to 
FERPA guidelines, emphasizing students’ 
privacy and granting them control over the 
disclosure of their educational records. As a 
result, the NSC did not report information 
on Indiana 4-H alumni who opted for FERPA 
protections and those who did not pursue 
higher education.

First Report (Control Report)

The control report documented the number 
of Indiana 4-H alumni that the NSC had no 
educational data on (4,369) and the number 
of alumni the NSC matched (10,804). Of the 
10,804 youth, 82 had FERPA blocks, and 
10,722 did not. The results of the control 
report showed that the NSC matched 71% of 
Indiana 4-H alumni (N = 15,173) who gradu-
ated from high school between 2018 and 
2023 (see Table 1). This result implies that 
at least 71% of the population enrolled in 
postsecondary education after high school. 
The 29% unmatched population could have 
pursued noneducational postsecondary 
opportunities, enrolled in postsecondary 
educational institutions that do not partner 
with the NSC, or had an error or change in 
personally identifiable information.

Second Report (Aggregate Report)

The aggregate report detailed the first 
postsecondary institution where 71% of 
matched alumni enrolled. Institutional in-
formation includes the name of institutions, 
location (state), type (by level: 4-year and 
2-year; by control: public and private), and 
the number/percentage of youth enrolled 
in each institution. Furthermore, for each 
school, the report recorded the number of 

n %

Indiana 4-H alumni 15,173

Matched (enrolled in college) 10,804 71

Without FERPA block 10,722

With FERPA block 82

Unmatched (did not enroll in college) 4,369 29

Table 1. Postsecondary Institution Enrollment of Indiana 4-H Alumni
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students who placed a FERPA block and 
those who obtained a degree from each 
initial enrollment institution and transfer 
institution.

Third Report (Detail Report)

The detail report contained educational in-
formation on 10,722 youth who enrolled in 
postsecondary institutions without FERPA 
blocks. Educational information was re-
ported individually and per semester, as 
participating institutions send student data 
to the NSC every semester. This updating 
enables researchers and evaluators to rec-
ognize transient youth and changes, such as 
institution and major, during their postsec-
ondary education.

The third report details the institutions 
where each student enrolled, transferred 
(if applicable), and graduated, along with 
their respective locations and types (public 
or private, 2-year or 4-year). It also includes 
the start and end dates of each semester’s 
enrollment and the academic classification 
of each student (e.g., freshman, sophomore, 
junior, senior, certificate, associate, bach-
elor, master). Additionally, the report covers 
enrollment status (full-time, three-quarter-
time, half-time, less than half-time, leave 
of absence, withdrawn, or deceased), enroll-
ment majors, graduation status, graduation 
date, degree title, and majors. Finally, the 
unique 19-digit return field was returned 
in the detail report. The data were decoded 
with the demographic characteristics of each 
youth and linked to the educational infor-
mation from the NSC. At this initial stage 
of leveraging the NSC, Indiana 4-H deter-
mined college enrollment. In the long term, 
NSC reports will be used to study additional 

outcomes, such as persistence, completion, 
and college majors.

Findings

The general findings of the NSC control 
report showed that at least 71% of the 
population was enrolled in postsecond-
ary educational institutions. Table 2 shows 
enrollment by high school graduation year, 
with an observed decline. Although not spe-
cifically addressed in this study, COVID-19 
could have contributed to rate of enrollment 
changes in the 2019–2020 graduation year 
and subsequent years. In addition, data on 
63% of the 2022–2023 graduating class 
could be affected by our immediate data re-
quest from the NSC in the fall of 2023. The 
request did not capture alumni who might 
have planned to pursue higher education 
later in the fall 2023 semester. Additional 
analysis of the NSC detail report informed 
college enrollment by demographic charac-
teristics (see Table 3). With the low repre-
sentation of some demographic character-
istics levels, such as nonbinary gender and 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander race, 
future researchers should cautiously make 
inferences about the college enrollment 
rates.

The data in Table 3 illustrates how college 
enrollment rates of Indiana 4-H alumni 
varied across demographic characteristics, 
resulting from various factors. Recognizing 
this variation could be a starting point for 
further investigation into how the efforts of 
youth-serving organizations are impacting 
diverse audiences, the factors driving varia-
tions in these impacts, and the areas that 
require improvement. Using race as a lens, 

Table 2. College Enrollment Rate of Indiana 4-H Alumni  
by High School Graduation Year

4-H high school 
graduation year

Total high school 
graduates

Enrolled in  
college

No college 
information

College 
 enrollment rates

N n n %

2017–2018 1,600 1,207 393 75.5

2018–2019 1,824 1,384 440 76.0

2019–2020 3,140 2,325 815 74.1

2020–2021 2,593 1,819 774 70.2

2021–2022 3,111 2,164 947 70.0

2022–2023 2,905 1,823 1,082 63.0

Total 15,173 10,722 4,451
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Table 3. College Enrollment Rate of Indiana 4-H Alumni  
by High School Graduation Year

College enrollment College enrollment rate

n % %

Gender
Male 	 3,554 33.1 60.3
Female 	 7,132 66.5 77.4
Nonbinary 	 - - 0.0
Not provided 	 36 0.3 55.4

Ethnicity
Non-Hispanic 	 10,458 97.5 71.0
Hispanic 	 197 1.8 66.0
Not provided 	 67 0.6 52.0

Race
White 	 10,231 95.4 80.0
Black 	 28 0.3 60.0
Asian 	 67 0.6 77.0
American Indian or Alaskan Native 	 12 0.1 57.0
Pacific Islander 	 2 0.0 100.0
Balance of other combinations 	 145 1.4 63.0
Undetermined 	 237 2.2 64.0

Residence
Farm 	 4,090 38.1 67.0
Town under 10,000 or rural non-farm 	 4,139 38.6 73.0
Town/city/suburbs between 10k to 50k 	 1,748 16.3 74.0
City/suburb of more than 50,000 	 545 5.1 72.0
Central city of more than 50,000 	 175 1.6 74.0
Not provided 	 25 0.2 70.0

High school type
Public 	 9,508 88.7 73.0
Home school or alternative 	 523 4.9 48.0
Private 	 411 3.8 74.0
Charter 	 60 0.6 63.0
Vocational 	 17 0.2 46.0
Magnet or specialized 	 15 0.1 83.0
College/university 	 4 0.0 80.0
Not provided 	 184 1.7 67.0

Military family connection
No military family connection 	 10,070 94.0 71.0
Military family connection 	 632 6.0 67.0
Not provided 	 20 0.2 77.0

Number of years spent in 4-H
1 and less 	 179 1.7 53.0
2 	 126 1.2 62.0
3 	 124 1.2 64.0
4 	 151 1.4 62.0
5 	 201 1.9 61.0
6 	 230 2.1 62.0
7 	 309 2.9 71.0
8	 	 425 4.0 68.0
9 	 662 6.2 68.0
10 	 8,304 77.4 73.0
11 and more 	 11 0.1 69.0
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Griffin and Birkenstock (2022) reported in-
equities in college readiness programming 
across racial groups. According to Table 3, 
youth who identified as American Indian or 
Alaskan Native and Black races enrolled at 
a lower rate compared to other races; some 
cultural, structural, or personal experi-
ences might have contributed. In that case, 
designing programs that recognize these 
experiences might be helpful; for example, 
a program like Juntos 4-H provides col-
lege readiness experiences for the Latinx/
Hispanic community.

Implications of Early-Stage 
Assessment

Indiana 4-H demonstrated how the NSC’s 
StudentTracker service can be used to 
track specific long-term college-readiness 
outcomes for youth-serving organizations 
and institutions. The findings of this study 
validate the effectiveness of the NSC in 
measuring long-term college readiness 
outcomes. The NSC provides an opportunity 
to use data to strengthen higher education 
and community engagement, build 
pathways to higher education, and fulfill 
other missions in serving the community, 
as demonstrated by Indiana 4-H. As a 
result of this project, Indiana 4-H will 
assess its college-readiness programs, 
investments, and other contributing 
factors that affect outcomes. College 
enrollment by demographic characteristics 
provides valuable information to inform 
greater investment in college readiness 
programming for the diverse audience 
that Indiana 4-H serves. For example, 
programming can be implemented or 
improved for Black/African American 
Indiana 4-H’ers, American Indian/Alaskan 
Native Indiana 4-H’ers, or specific counties 
with low college enrollment rates.

Next Steps

First, Indiana 4-H will continue this re-
search to determine its alumni’s persistence 
and college completion. Second, extending 
the scope of this study beyond Indiana 4-H 
could help determine the impact of national 
4-H, which is important because 4-H reach-
es 6 million youth annually through various 
activities and experiences. Third, some 4-H 
programs are one-time camps, conference 
engagements, or targeted programs such 
as 4-H Academy, 4-H Roundup, and 4-H 
Next Chapter. At the same time, most are 

all-year-round experiences that typically 
last between 1 and 10 years. These experi-
ences may affect youth in different ways, 
making it essential not only to evaluate 
the long-term outcomes for the entire 4-H 
population but also to analyze the impact of 
these specific programs and activities. This 
approach will help justify the effectiveness 
of targeted programming.

Furthermore, Indiana 4-H has coordinated 
the Juntos 4-H program for 5 years. Juntos 
4-H is an academic success program for 
Latinx youth and families, many of whom 
are first-generation college students. This 
program began in North Carolina and has 
expanded to other states across the United 
States (North Carolina State University, 
n.d.). In Indiana, Juntos 4-H began in three 
counties and has grown to nine. The pro-
gram aims to increase high school gradu-
ation and enrollment in higher education 
institutions for Latinx youth; it addresses 
the higher rate of high school dropout 
among this largest minority group in the 
United States (Behnke et al., 2020). Within 
the next 2 years, Indiana 4-H will have 
the first cohort of Juntos 4-H’ers graduat-
ing from high school. The NSC can be used 
to examine the college enrollment rate of 
Juntos 4-H alumni compared to the broader 
Indiana 4-H program and the statewide 
Latinx population.

Lessons Learned/Best Practices

 As a secondary data source, the NSC pro-
vided accurate and reliable data on the study 
population. It eliminated (a) the need to 
contact Indiana 4-H alumni who complet-
ed their high school education within the 
6 years studied, (b) the low response rate, 
(c) the use of self-reported data, (d) time 
consumption in gathering data from 15,173 
individuals, (e) participant attrition, and (f) 
using survey instruments to collect longi-
tudinal data every semester. Population re-
search made feasible by the NSC reinforced 
the conclusions of this exploratory study. 
This study adds to the body of evidence sup-
porting the notion that 4-H helps prepare 
students for college (Behnke et al., 2020; 
Bourdeau et al., 2014; Hetherington, 2020; 
Piescher et al., 2014; Ratkos & Knollenberg, 
2015; Seevers et al., 2011; University of 
Delaware Cooperative Extension, 2019; 
Walahoski, 2013). The NSC detail report pro-
vides data for youth-serving organizations 
to determine not only college enrollment but 
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retention/persistence, transfer rates, choice 
of institutions, majors, graduation rates, 
and degree types.

Despite being a helpful tool, the NSC data 
has some limitations. For this study, it was 
assumed that Indiana 4-H’ers without edu-
cational information from the NSC did not 
attend college. However, some individuals 
may be enrolled in institutions that do not 
report their data to the NSC. Additionally, 
the college enrollment rate for Indiana 
4-H alumni could be higher if there were 
no mismatches in personally identifiable 
information. As we prepared the data, we 
identified challenges with individuals using 
their middle name, hyphenated last names, 
and additional characters, which may have 
led to a lower match rate.

In addition, the NSC operates under FERPA, 
which shows respect for student privacy; 
however, it poses some limitations in study-
ing (1) college readiness outcomes by demo-
graphic characteristics and (2) other broad 
college readiness outcomes, except enroll-
ment and completion. To elaborate, the NSC 
control report provides the total count of 
students enrolled in postsecondary institu-
tions, including those with FERPA blocks. 
However, in the detail report, which pro-
vides educational information on students 
enrolled in college, students with FERPA 
blocks were not captured. This discrepancy 
challenged our ability to identify which de-
mographic characteristics the FERPA stu-
dents fit. In our findings, by demographic 
characteristics, we underreported the col-
lege enrollment rate because we grouped 
FERPA block students with the “no college 
information” group. Nonetheless, we as-
sumed that 82 youth is not a significant 
number that impacts the overall study. For 
this same reason, some outcomes, such as 
graduate school enrollment or majors, will 
not include students with FERPA blocks. 
This exclusion is a result of the privacy of 
educational information. Similarly, if the 
same outcomes are examined by demo-
graphic characteristics, there is a greater 
likelihood that counts among those in col-
lege will be underreported.

It is worth noting that the NSC alone cannot 
establish causal relationships, as supported 
by Hetherington (2020) and Howell and 
Howell (2018). Various factors may have in-
fluenced the college enrollment rate among 
Indiana 4-H alumni; drawing causal conclu-
sions would require a different type of study. 
Furthermore, the NSC does not capture spe-
cific characteristics that could enhance our 
ability to analyze the role of factors such 
as financial aid, socioeconomic status, and 
parents’ educational background in decisions 
to pursue higher education. The IPEDS and 
SLDS capture some of these characteris-
tics, including student financial aid (NCES, 
n.d.) and participation in federal programs 
(Levesque et al., 2015). At this level, the NSC 
provides valuable descriptive data on the 
student population that can serve various 
purposes and illustrates impact stories when 
compared with baseline data.

To conclude, although limitations are 
common in studies and methodologies, 
the NSC offers a more effective method for 
tracking specific long-term college readi-
ness outcomes for youth-serving organi-
zations and institutions preparing diverse 
youth for higher education. Outcomes 
include college enrollment, persistence, 
transfer rates, institution type and loca-
tion, enrollment status, majors, class 
level, graduation rates, and degree types, 
measured across various demographic 
characteristics. The use of the NSC allows 
the study of entire populations rather than 
relying on samples. In addition, it enables 
one-time data collection spanning multiple 
years, thereby reducing time demands and 
mitigating participant attrition. This ap-
proach also eliminates reliance on survey 
instruments, which are often characterized 
by low response rates and inaccuracies as-
sociated with self-reported data. In addition 
to examining patterns and trends through 
descriptive statistics, inferential statistics 
can be used to explore relationships and 
associations between variables. Such com-
prehensive analysis enhances understanding 
of college readiness outcomes and informs 
policy decisions to improve youth success in 
pursuing higher education, benefiting not 
only the youth themselves but also their 
families, society, and the global community.
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Abstract

In higher education, professional development for community 
engagement often focuses on developing the necessary knowledge and 
skills to effectively build and sustain engaged scholarship partnerships 
and programs. In this mini case study, two faculty members and two 
program facilitators provide brief vignettes through which they reflect 
on how community engagement–focused professional development 
programming impacted their identities as community-engaged scholars 
and enabled better integration and alignment of their values with the 
requirements of the academy. Through this article, we offer a model for 
how a new generation of engaged scholars can participate in community 
engagement–focused professional development programs that allow 
them to align their personal values with scholarly approaches and 
emphasize the impact of academic careers centered on community 
engagement.

Keywords: community engagement, professional development, identity 
development, vignettes

I
n higher education, community en-
gagement is participatory by nature 
and involves a wide range of collabo-
rators and contributors. As an exam-
ple, Bringle et al. (2009) described the 

relationships between students, community 
organizations, faculty members, adminis-
trators, and community residents (SOFAR) 
in a way that is more nuanced and complete 
than the traditional framing of campus–
community partnerships. As community 
engagement has become more established in 
higher education, the field itself has become 
more mature, with an increasing number of 
professional organizations (Berkey & Green, 
2023), academic journals (Doberneck, 2021), 
and professional learning opportunities 
focused on developing the professional ca-
pacities of participants.

The work of community engagement is 
not limited to a particular professional role 
or career pathway. A community engage-
ment professional (CEP) in higher educa-
tion (Dostilio, 2017; Dostilio & Welch, 2019; 
McReynolds & Shields, 2015) has been 
described as a “professional staff whose 
primary job is to support and administer 
community–campus engagement” (Dostilio 

& Perry, 2017, p. 1). CEPs often engage in the 
work of boundary spanning (Van Schyndel 
et al., 2019), a term that was first applied in 
a higher education community engagement 
context to describe individuals who repre-
sent the institution’s interests to the com-
munity and vice versa (Weerts & Sandmann, 
2010). As Purcell et al. (2024) pointed out, 
“everyone within an institution has the po-
tential to function as a boundary spanner in 
a formal and/or informal capacity” (p. 8); 
therefore, it is important to consider varied 
approaches to training and developing CEPs 
and boundary spanners (Purcell et al., 2021).

Professional Development for 
Community Engagement

In higher education, professional develop-
ment work can be broadly defined as ac-
tivities or programming intended to help 
educators grow in their professional prac-
tice (McKee & Tew, 2013; Welch & Plaxton-
Moore, 2017). Professional development op-
portunities play a pivotal role in advancing 
the professionalization and institutionaliza-
tion of community engagement by nurturing 
a community of committed scholars. Welch 
and Saltmarsh (2013) spoke to the increasing 
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professionalization and institutionalization 
of community engagement in higher edu-
cation through campus-based centers that 
focus on supporting community engagement 
initiatives, often utilizing a competency-
based approach (Axtell, 2012; Blanchard et 
al., 2009; Dostilio, 2017). Across institutions 
of higher education, campus-based centers 
for community engagement are known to 
house and provide faculty development pro-
grams for community engagement (Welch 
& Plaxton-Moore, 2017). The critical role of 
professional development is further sup-
ported and recognized by the current frame-
work for the Carnegie Foundation’s Elective 
Community Engagement Classification 
(American Council on Education, n.d.).

Understandably, professional development 
programming for community engagement 
has traditionally focused on building skills 
necessary to successfully integrate commu-
nity engagement into a scholarly agenda, 
building community-engaged learning 
courses and experiences, and developing 
authentic, mutually beneficial, and sus-
tained community–university partnerships. 
These are the tools required to work effec-
tively as engaged scholars and practitioners. 
It is less common, however, for professional 
development programming to intentionally 
focus on developing participants’ engaged 
scholarly identities, which emerge at the 
intersection of one’s personal, profes-
sional, and civic identities (Ward, 2010), 
and to emphasize “personal and community 
values over the narrow, academic-centric 
self-interests of traditional scholarship” 
(Dostilio et al., 2016, p. 118). Particularly 
in the presence of institutional barriers 
to community engagement for motivated 
scholars (Borkoski & Prosser, 2020), it is 
important to acknowledge and cultivate an 
engaged scholarly identity through profes-
sional development programming in order 
to shine a light on the pathways that run 
counter to the dominant narrative. This 
article will use two vignettes from pro-
gram participants and two from program 
facilitators to emphasize the importance of 
intentionally focusing on identity develop-
ment as a part of community engagement–
focused professional development training 
in higher education.

Developing a Scholarly Identity

Multiple key influences contribute to a 
faculty member’s identity and motiva-
tions for community-engaged scholarship, 

including personal, institutional, and 
professional characteristics (Colbeck & 
Wharton-Michael, 2006; Demb & Wade, 
2012; O’Meara, 2008; Wade & Demb, 2009; 
Ward et al., 2024). Many community-
engaged scholars, in particular, find their 
work deeply rooted in their personal identity 
and commitments to values like inclusion 
and justice, often stemming from childhood 
experiences, family values, race/ethnicity, 
faith, parenthood, or place of residence 
(Ward et al., 2024). Institutional factors 
can differ depending on the experiences of 
individual scholars, largely due to variations 
in disciplinary and departmental contexts, 
norms, and cultures, even for institutions 
that are broadly considered community-
engaged. Finding alignment between per-
sonal values and institutional priorities is 
an important factor in scholars’ decisions 
to stay at an institution. This is particularly 
true of community-engaged scholars, whose 
identities are strongly tied to principles and 
commitments consistent with community 
engagement (Plaxton-Moore, 2021; Ward, 
2010). Problems can arise when scholars’ 
expectations about institutional support 
for community-engaged work may not align 
with their actual experiences (Ward et al., 
2024). The professional development pro-
grams described in this study were an effort 
to demonstrate an institutional commitment 
to community-engaged scholarship and, at 
the least, a tacit centralized approval for 
participants to lean into their values and 
identities as community-engaged scholars.

Vignettes From Community-Engaged 
Scholars and Professionals

The following participant vignettes illus-
trate the impact of these professional devel-
opment programs on four individuals: two 
community-engaged scholar participants, 
with a particular focus on how their par-
ticipation provided them with the tools and 
perspective to thrive in the academy in ways 
that aligned with their interests, values, and 
passions; and two community engagement 
professionals and scholars who served as 
cofacilitators of the programs. Following an 
approach similar to Kuban et al. (2020), the 
authors of these vignettes were purposefully 
selected and invited to reflect on their indi-
vidual experiences, which are not intended 
to represent the experiences of all program 
participants or facilitators.

Our approach to knowledge generation and 
uncovering new learning was inspired by 
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Morley’s (2008) concept of utilizing criti-
cal reflection as a research methodology 
and Heron’s (1996) ideas around coopera-
tive and collaborative ways of knowing. To 
prepare for this article, we began by meet-
ing several times over video conference to 
discuss our experiences in the programs, 
and then each contributed a written, reflec-
tive vignette. Prior to writing the vignettes, 
the program participants read self-guided 
selections from Post et al.’s (2016a) book 
Publicly Engaged Scholars, and the two facili-
tators read the introductory chapter from 
Berkey et al.’s (2018) book Reconceptualizing 
Faculty Development in Service-Learning/
Community Engagement. These two texts 
served as inspirations for our collabora-
tive approach. The two vignettes contrib-
uted by the program participants were then 
discussed and thematically analyzed by 
the program facilitators, and the program 
facilitators’ two vignettes were discussed 
and thematically analyzed by the program 
participants.

Program Participant Vignettes

Courtney Helfrecht

I am an assistant professor of anthropol-
ogy, broadly investigating how ecocultural 
contexts affect child development across 
cultures. A desire to understand human 
evolution prompted my pursuit of a PhD, 
but equity in child health and development 
is what motivates my ongoing research. 
As my career has been built from research 
conducted with children facing a variety of 
challenges, I have long felt that recipro-
cal scholarship and a focus on amplifying 
community assets was necessary to my con-
tinued capacity for this work. As a graduate 
student, however, I had been told that such 
approaches were generally limited to senior 
scholars with well-established research 
programs. Further, I knew little about how 
to develop and conduct community-engaged 
research, particularly in a way that would be 
considered valid within the academy.

Shortly after joining the University of 
Alabama (UA), I learned of our professional 
development offerings around community-
engaged teaching and research. I immedi-
ately applied to participate—first to the 
Community-Engaged Learning Fellows 
program, where I had the opportunity to 
develop a course that I’d been planning 
since graduate school. With guidance from 
experienced leaders in community-engaged 
teaching, I was able to create and offer a 

course that is driven by the goal of sustain-
ably addressing a community-identified 
challenge while using ethnography to better 
understand the community’s needs. Its first 
iteration was built from my collaborations 
with UA faculty and, at the request of our 
community partners, allowed students to 
provide nutrition education programming 
for athletes at two Title I high schools. Its 
second iteration, again at the request of our 
community partners, will involve health 
education at a Title I elementary school. 
The Community-Engaged Learning Fellows 
program allowed us to meet a community-
identified need while providing our students 
with the opportunity to apply their educa-
tion in meaningful ways. Teaching is a re-
quirement of my job, but being able to offer 
this course allows me to do so in a way that 
has value not just to my institution or stu-
dents, but also to my broader community.

Wanting to learn more about how this ap-
proach could be applied in my research, I 
next applied for the Emerging Community 
Engagement Scholars program. This of-
fering has been particularly important to 
my professional development as a junior 
scholar. During the pandemic, I saw how 
valuable community is to our shared health 
and well-being, and I began building rela-
tionships across the university and within 
local schools. With colleagues, I sought 
opportunities to offer collaborative, mul-
tidisciplinary programming. Initially, this 
programming included anthropology, 
voice, and dance training at a local Title I 
high school; later it was extended to brain 
health and the impacts of participation in 
athletics on holistic measures of child health 
and well-being among adolescents attend-
ing Title I high schools around the state. 
This latter area of research included the 
nutrition programming referenced above. 
Although we did not initiate this offering as 
a research study, its success in the eyes of 
our collaborators prompted us to evaluate 
its impact in a more formal manner, and we 
are now preparing multiple manuscripts as 
a result. Expanding our efforts toward pub-
lication allows us to meet the scholarship 
requirements of academia while still work-
ing on issues of health equity. Further, this 
collaboration has allowed me to extend my 
research agenda. I applied for—and won—
an internal grant with another collaborator 
in biological and chemical engineering to 
explore whether water contaminants are 
playing a role in excess adiposity among 
adolescents in Alabama.



108Vol. 30, No. 2—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

I last applied for and participated in the 
Public Engagement Learning Community. 
Through this program, I learned how to best 
share our findings via both academic and 
public-facing channels. More than ever, 
collaboration with communities and acces-
sible sharing of research results is funda-
mental to successful research on healthy 
child development, and I am actively ex-
panding from my traditional approaches to 
data sharing. My new approaches include 
leading graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents in my department’s Anthropology Is 
Elemental program, which involves teaching 
the four fields of anthropology to students 
at a local elementary school (at the request 
of the school) while allowing UA students 
to foster their skills of translating scientific 
research to broad audiences using accessible 
and hands-on programming.

Each of these programs has individually 
had substantial impact on my identity as 
a teacher–scholar, but cumulatively, they 
have led to new collaborations—within UA, 
across my state, and internationally—that 
have fostered and supported my growth. 
Working in academia is incredibly reward-
ing but also stressful. Participating in these 
trainings has empowered me to move my 
research in a direction that feels much more 
meaningful, inclusive, and sustainable.

Teairra Evans

I am Teairra Evans, an assistant profes-
sor of psychology and African and African 
American studies at Louisiana State 
University. Broadly, my research focuses 
on how social and cognitive factors influ-
ence decision-making across the lifespan. 
During my graduate school journey, I 
became restless with the way information 
was hoarded among scholars. Too often 
we fail to consider the community in the 
research process, which made me feel as 
though I was in one big book club with 
other scholars. This dissatisfaction moti-
vated me to explore avenues to share my 
findings with the community in accessible 
ways while also actively involving them in 
the research process.

Being raised in a tight-knit rural community 
shaped my commitment to community-
engaged scholarship by teaching me the 
value of shared responsibility. Growing 
up in the Black Belt of Alabama, resources 
were limited, which caused members of 
the community to rely heavily on one 
another. Sharing resources and information 

through more informal ways and through 
the generations was essential. These 
experiences now guide how I approach 
scholarship and why I believe in cocreations 
that reflect the strengths and needs of the 
people I work with.

Discovering the Emerging Community 
Engagement Scholars program, I saw an 
opportunity to deepen my understanding 
of community-focused research. Too often 
in my field we enter communities seeking 
to address what we believe as scholars to 
be the issue without consulting those with 
lived experience. I knew that if I was going 
to continue a career within the academy, I 
needed to learn skills to center my work in 
this way. The training that I received pre-
pared me to land a position at a university 
that truly values community engagement. 
It gave me the language, tools, and confi-
dence to articulate why centering commu-
nity voices matters, not just in theory but in 
practice. More importantly, it pushed me to 
think critically about how to build authen-
tic, reciprocal partnerships and integrate 
those values into my research and teaching. 
When I entered the job market, I was able 
to clearly demonstrate how my scholarship 
aligned with the university’s mission, and 
I know that this training played a key role 
in helping me secure the position.

At the beginning of the program, I was a 
timid PhD student with an idea, longing 
for a reprieve from the traditional view of 
scholarship. By the end of the program, I 
emerged with an articulate research agenda, 
allowing me to confidently pursue more op-
portunities. The curriculum, guest lecturers, 
and discussions with my cohort equipped 
me with knowledge and language, enabling 
me to not only present myself as a commu-
nity-engaged scholar but also to illustrate 
the essential nature of this approach. This 
program has positioned me to navigate my 
academic career with purpose and impact.

Program Facilitator Vignettes

Daniela Susnara

As I have become more deeply involved in 
community-engaged scholarship, I often 
pause to reflect on what first drew me to 
this work and what has sustained my com-
mitment. Unlike many of my peers in the 
academy, my connection to this field was 
not linear or required by my position. My 
formal job descriptions have consistently 
focused on designing and implementing 
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partnerships between local and state com-
munities and higher education, not publish-
ing scholarship. Yet I have found myself 
compelled to research, write, and publish 
on community engagement both in en-
gagement-specific venues and within dis-
ciplinary journals. For me, the significance 
of scholarship lies in its potential to extend 
far beyond the academy, carrying insights 
into communities where the ideas might be 
used, reshaped, and lived out.

During graduate school, I became fascinated 
with the role of relationships in shap-
ing communities—whether in athletics, 
nonprofits, or education. What emerged 
across these settings was a realization that 
I wanted a career rooted in the transforma-
tive power of human connection. Toward 
the end of my master’s program, I dis-
covered the world of community-engaged 
scholarship and began to connect with fac-
ulty across disciplines who were incorporat-
ing engagement into their research. These 
encounters highlighted the importance of 
interdisciplinary collaboration in build-
ing durable partnerships. With the hope of 
broadening my understanding, I pursued 
doctoral study and worked as a research 
assistant with a university–community 
program, immersing myself in both theory 
and practice.

My doctoral experience was formative in 
ways I could not have anticipated. I learned 
practical strategies for building community 
partnerships, but I also encountered the 
systemic barriers that engagement scholars 
often face: the lack of recognition for faculty 
whose work is rooted in communities, the 
challenge of aligning student learning with 
stakeholder needs, and the professional 
risks of anchoring a scholarly identity in 
engagement. I wrestled with the fear that 
a faculty career grounded in community-
engaged scholarship would make achieving 
promotion and tenure more difficult, while 
also pulling me away from the direct rela-
tionships with partners that I most valued.

It was in this space of tension, and through 
a series of what I now see as fortunate ac-
cidents, that I accepted a staff position as 
director of assessment and planning for 
community engagement. In this role, I was 
able to claim a kind of authenticity that had 
eluded me as a graduate student. I could 
balance practice and scholarship, working 
alongside faculty who were brave enough 
to embed community engagement in their 
teaching and research through programs 

like the Community-Engaged Learning 
Fellows (CELF), Emerging Community 
Engagement Scholars (ECES), and Public 
Engagement Learning Community (PELC) 
programs. Supporting them became one 
of the most meaningful parts of my work, 
because I witnessed firsthand how scholars 
can navigate the blurred boundaries be-
tween campus and community when they 
are intentional, reflective, and willing to 
step outside disciplinary norms.

Looking back, I see my path less as a 
straight trajectory and more as a winding 
one shaped by relationships, chance oppor-
tunities, and the spaces I found or created 
where engagement could thrive. I did not 
have a mentor in graduate school who mod-
eled this kind of career, nor did I initially 
see myself in the academy’s definitions 
of scholarship. My identity as an engaged 
scholar has instead been cultivated through 
practice, through missteps, and through the 
discovery of professional spaces where au-
thenticity, honoring both community and 
academic commitments, could be possible. 
Had I encountered someone like me earlier, 
perhaps my journey would have looked dif-
ferent. Still, the mosaic of my experiences 
has shown me that scholarly identities are 
not fixed from the start, but evolve across 
moments of uncertainty, chance encounters, 
and the pursuit of meaningful relationships 
that bridge communities and universities.

Drew Pearl

In the landscape of higher education, it’s 
not unusual to be asked to describe our-
selves and our work in discrete categories: 
“Are you a faculty member? Staff member? 
Administrator?” “What is your home de-
partment or unit?” Similarly, our pro-
fessional activities are often slotted into 
distinct boxes: “Are you working on your 
research? Teaching? Service?” In the acad-
emy, we’ve gotten really good at building 
silos. It’s often how we’re evaluated and 
rewarded, but many of us, particularly those 
of us whose work is community engaged, 
can struggle with trying to make these 
distinctions. By its nature, community en-
gagement transcends traditional academic 
disciplines, blurs the line between research 
and practice, and tends toward integrating 
teaching, research, and service rather than 
distinguishing them. The categorization of 
our work can also feel overly competitive 
and transactional, which runs counter to the 
collective and collaborative spirit of com-
munity engagement.
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The tension that’s created when we try to 
fit community engagement work into tradi-
tional academic boxes can make it feel like 
we’re doing our academic work “wrong,” 
which is often an explicit message we get 
from mentors, senior scholars, or super-
visors. I’ve lost count of the number of 
conversations I’ve had with colleagues who 
have been told in no uncertain terms that 
their community engagement can wait until 
they’re more established or have gotten 
tenure, or that it’s something they should 
just do in their “spare” time. This narrative 
has become so common that it’s almost a 
cliché, and something we take for granted. 
When we don’t feel that our community 
engagement work is supported, it’s easy to 
feel isolated and demoralized.

In my dissertation research, I wanted to 
explore this narrative further, and ended 
up finding some fairly compelling evidence 
that community-engaged faculty members 
were just as productive (in terms of publi-
cations, etc.) as their more traditional coun-
terparts and showed high levels of career 
satisfaction. A different story emerged for 
faculty members who expressed interest in 
community engagement but stuck to more 
traditional areas of research and scholar-
ship. This group expressed high levels of 
dissatisfaction in their careers. Of course, 
this makes sense—not being able to act 
upon your interests and motivations can be 
demoralizing. It’s this group that inspires a 
lot of the work that I do around professional 
development for community engagement.

When we developed the programs discussed 
in this essay, one of the major motivators 
was simply to bring people together. Of 
course, we wanted to talk about strategies 
for building partnerships, creating trans-
formational learning opportunities for stu-
dents, and making connections for public 
impact. In addition, one of the unstated but 
intentional outcomes was to help partici-
pants realize that they weren’t alone and 
could lean on a supportive community when 
needed. The programs’ cohorts were made 
up of students, staff members, and fac-
ulty members, but regardless of our formal 
designations, many of us saw ourselves as 
boundary spanners, community engage-
ment professionals, practitioner–scholars, 
and/or third space professionals who don’t 
fit neatly into any official role. Our drive to 
ask cross-cutting questions about complex 
challenges requires us to think and act out-
side our silos.

Through these programs, we worked to 
provide participants with meaningful con-
nections to like-minded colleagues and 
introduced them to models for professional 
success that align with their values and 
motivations. Implicitly and explicitly, we 
wanted participants to see and understand 
that it is okay to be a community-engaged 
scholar and/or practitioner, and that by 
making these programs available, the in-
stitution valued this work, too. Of course, 
these programs weren’t a magic salve that 
completely changed academic culture, but 
we do hope that they served to incremen-
tally reduce the friction for participants as 
they navigated their educational and pro-
fessional careers.

Common Themes

Through their vignettes, both Courtney and 
Teairra articulate shifts in their scholarly 
identities and describe how they felt more 
closely connected to or invested in the 
academy after they were able to identify 
pathways for success through community-
engaged approaches. Both expressed dissat-
isfaction with the traditional approaches to 
and measures of success in academe. They 
also indicated that approaches that can be 
exclusionary to communities are limiting 
and not reflective of their motivations and 
interests. Especially as early-career schol-
ars, they were receiving implicit or explicit 
messaging from their peers and mentors 
that an engaged approach would not be con-
sidered rigorous enough for academic stan-
dards. Both Courtney and Teairra expressed 
commitments to values like reciprocity, co-
creation, and community-centered change, 
which led them both to seek outlets to ex-
press their values. The traditional “hoard-
ing” model that Teairra mentions is re-
flective of an insular academic “book club” 
that did not feel authentic to either scholar. 
However, traditional academic training in 
higher education does not always provide 
clear examples or models of what it means 
to have a successful career that centers on 
community engagement. Courtney and 
Teairra each benefited from the collabora-
tive, interdisciplinary approach to designing 
UA’s community engagement professional 
development programming that provided 
participants with the tools necessary to 
build sustaining careers in higher educa-
tion. In addition to the skill and knowledge 
development, the communal aspect of the 
programs was also valuable, and also re-
flective of the principles associated with 
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community engagement. It became easier 
to focus on developing their own identi-
ties as community-engaged scholars when 
they were able to go through the process 
with other participants who were on similar 
career journeys.

Three major themes emerge from Drew and 
Daniela’s vignettes: identity, connection, 
and validation. The journey to community-
engaged scholarship varies for everyone and 
is rarely a straight path, likely because of 
a sense that community-engaged work is 
not academic work. As noted by Drew, this 
approach is often not recognized as valid 
by the academy, leaving many academics 
unsure whether this work “counts” and 
struggling with their identity as research-
ers, as well as where and how they fit into 
an institution. Further, it can be hard to 
define such scholarship within the tradi-
tional categories of research, teaching, and 
service—as it spans these areas and extends 
our work into novel ones, often through 
the strong connections and collaborations 
community-engaged work generates. These 
connections lead not only to improved re-
search but also greater satisfaction among 
scholars who may find traditional ap-
proaches or categories unfulfilling. The 
willingness to work in the “blurred bound-
aries” noted by Daniela requires assistance 
from the programming that Drew and 
Daniela have developed. These programs 
provided mentorship and support to those 
of us beginning our community-engaged 
journeys. Offering academy-sponsored 
programming provides clear validation to 
this form of scholarship. When the value of 
community-engaged research is recognized 
by our institution, scholars feel a greater 
sense of career satisfaction, authenticity in 
our work, and belonging in the academy.

The professional development programs 
discussed in this article were designed to 
intentionally demonstrate how the values of 
reciprocity and mutually beneficial relation-
ships can complement, and even enhance, 
scholarly inquiry. This relationship is espe-
cially important because the ability to align 
personal values with professional, scholarly 
approaches can lead to successful, satisfying 
careers in higher education (Pearl, 2015). 
Referencing bell hooks (1994), Saltmarsh 
(2020) reminded us that scholars who are 
drawn toward community engagement will 
be “exhausted by their institutions” (p. 155) 
unless there is purposeful investment and 
support to avoid burnout, and seeking out 

areas of alignment between scholars’ iden-
tities and their institutions’ priorities (Ward 
et al., 2024). This emphasis on developing 
resilient careers for community-engaged 
scholars mirrors the importance of building 
resilient community–university partner-
ships and programs. Without an intentional 
focus on the long-term professional success 
of community-engaged scholars, it will be 
difficult to maintain a larger institutional 
commitment to authentic community–uni-
versity engagement. As program partici-
pants, Courtney and Teairra have illustrated 
through their vignettes that they embody 
what it means to be engaged scholars, and 
their abilities to navigate the complexities 
of higher education were improved through 
their participation in UA’s community en-
gagement–focused professional develop-
ment programming.

Conclusion

As public colleges and universities across 
the United States make commitments to 
enhance, improve, and support the public 
good, it is critical that scholars are edu-
cated and empowered with the appropriate 
engagement skills to successfully do so. 
The nature of the academic workforce is 
changing so that academics are becoming 
“increasingly public in their identities and 
are developing new patterns of engagement 
that are changing the nature of teaching, 
learning, and knowledge generation” (Post 
et al., 2016b, p. 1). Offering this new gen-
eration of engaged scholars opportunities to 
participate in community engagement–fo-
cused professional development programs 
allows them to align their personal values 
with scholarly approaches and emphasizes 
the impact of academic careers centered on 
community engagement. As is evident in 
Berkey et al. (2018), there are myriad ap-
proaches to supporting the work of estab-
lished and emerging community-engaged 
scholars. Because context is so essential 
to the work of community engagement, 
we want to emphasize the importance of 
developing programming that meets the 
particular needs of individual campus 
communities. Community engagement 
leaders should consider ways to codesign 
professional development programming 
to meet the diverse and unique needs of 
their campus, participants, and commu-
nity partners. Focusing on the long-term 
professional success of community-engaged 
scholars by providing opportunities that 
lead to alignment between their identities 
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and values allows institutions like UA to 
build a community of scholars committed 

to authentic community engagement and 
advancing the public good.
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Abstract

This article describes the development and implementation of the 
Duvall Initiative, a community–academic partnership (CAP) based at 
the University of South Florida’s Sarasota-Manatee campus. Developed 
through the Evelyn Duvall Endowed Chair of Family and Community 
Health, the Initiative was designed to strengthen local human service 
capacities and improve community health outcomes across Florida’s 
Suncoast region. The project builds on a framework piloted at Ball State 
University and adapts it to satellite campus resources and opportunities. 
In its inaugural year, the Initiative convened an academic conference, 
launched a fellowship program, supported regional capacity-building 
efforts, and partnered with local agencies to provide technical assistance 
and strategic planning. We document the Initiative’s formation, outline 
key outputs from its first year, and explore how endowed faculty 
positions can serve as institutional anchors for sustainable community 
engagement. Lessons learned offer practical guidance for replicating the 
model in other regional or resource-variable higher education settings.

Keywords: community health, community capacity building, community–
academic partnerships, addictions, substance misuse

C
ommunity–academic partnerships 
(CAPs) have a well-documented 
history as a promising practice 
for addressing local public health 
challenges and enhancing com-

munity capacity to address mental and be-
havioral health issues (Drahota et al., 2016; 
Lantz et al., 2001; Minnick et al., 2022, 
2024). As mechanisms for addressing com-
munity problems, CAPs often align faculty 
research, student engagement, and institu-
tional resources with the strengths, needs, 
and priorities of the communities they 
serve, producing mutual benefits for both 
academic institutions and local stakehold-
ers (Campus Compact, 2025; Community–
Campus Partnerships for Health, 2025; 
Detroit Urban Research Center [DURC], 
2025; Minnick et al., 2022, 2023, 2024).

Although CAPs have demonstrated success 
at many institutions, and particularly large 
research universities, the literature offers 

little guidance on how to develop and nur-
ture these coalitions on smaller regional 
or satellite campuses, where faculty and 
student resources may be more limited. 
Moreover, no published studies to date have 
examined how a funded academic position, 
such as an endowed chair, can be strate-
gically leveraged to initiate, finance, and 
sustain a long-term CAP.

This article presents a description of the 
first stage of a longitudinal study that ex-
plores two interrelated questions: (1) How 
can a CAP be initially developed and oper-
ated on a satellite university campus? and 
(2) How can an endowed chair or similarly 
structured faculty position be utilized as a 
core mechanism to support, scale, and sus-
tain that partnership over time?

To address these questions, the research 
team documented the formation, imple-
mentation, and first-year outputs of the 
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Duvall Initiative, a newly launched, addic-
tions-focused CAP that is operated by the 
Duvall Chair of Family and Community 
Health at the University of South Florida 
Sarasota-Manatee (USF-SM). Data, descrip-
tions, and process analyses are discussed for 
activities occurring in the inaugural year of 
the Duvall Initiative, which took place from 
June 1, 2024, to May 30, 2025.

Community–Academic Partnerships

A public health–oriented CAP is a strategic 
collaboration between university faculty, 
staff, and students, and community stake-
holders such as nonprofits, health and social 
service providers, schools, elected officials, 
and residents. These partnerships are de-
veloped to address shared goals through 
strategic mutual engagement, assessment, 
and evidence-informed action (Drahota et 
al., 2016; DURC, 2025; Minnick et al., 2022, 
2024). CAPs operate by leveraging universi-
ty-based resources such as faculty expertise, 
student labor, research infrastructure, and 
institutional convening power to support 
community-driven initiatives, improve local 
service capacities, and enhance population 
health outcomes. More concretely, CAPs fre-
quently support efforts related to workforce 
development, environmental strategies, 
evaluation, grant procurement, and applied 
research (DURC, 2025; Minnick et al., 2022, 
2024).

Ball State Community–Academic 
Partnership Framework

The Ball State CAP model was developed 
in 2020 at Ball State University, a public 
R2 institution in Muncie, Indiana. The 
model utilizes the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration’s 
(SAMHSA) Strategic Prevention Framework 
and the Community Anti-Drug Coalitions 
of America framework to guide its activities 
(CADCA, 2018; SAMHSA, 2019). Collectively, 
these models emphasize ecological theory, 
cultural responsiveness, coalition building, 
sustainability, evidence-based practices, 
and continuous quality improvement.

Ball State’s CAP organizes its work around 
nine core components: shared leadership, 
community service, technical assistance, 
grant writing, applied research, training and 
education, community networking, student 
involvement, and evaluation and dissemina-
tion (Minnick et al., 2022, 2023, 2024). This 
model was selected as the foundation for the 

Duvall Initiative because of its alignment 
with public health and addiction priorities 
and its demonstrated adaptability for ad-
dressing diverse community needs. Overall, 
the framework provides a strong theoretical 
foundation and a concrete set of activities to 
guide the development of new CAPs.

The Evelyn Duvall Endowed Chair of 
Family and Community Health

The Evelyn Duvall Endowed Chair of Family 
and Community Health was originally es-
tablished in 1986 through a philanthropic 
gift from pioneering family scholar Dr. 
Evelyn Duvall. Seated within the School 
of Social Work on the University of South 
Florida’s Sarasota-Manatee campus, the 
Chair was created to advance research, edu-
cation, and service that improve the health 
and well-being of families and communities 
in the Sarasota-Manatee region and beyond 
(USFSM, 2025). The USF-SM campus is a 
regional branch of the University of South 
Florida, located 60 miles from Tampa. 
As part of a large R1 research institution, 
USF-SM offers more than 40 undergradu-
ate, graduate, and certificate programs, 
with many students completing coursework 
fully online. Residential facilities at USF-SM 
opened in 2024, allowing students to live 
on campus for the first time (College of 
Behavioral and Community Sciences, 2025).

Since its inception, the Chair has served as a 
catalyst for translating research into prac-
tice and strengthening local systems of care 
through an emphasis on four primary goals: 
advancing family and community health 
research, fostering meaningful community 
engagement, facilitating the translation of 
research into practice, and strengthening 
human service capacities in the Sarasota-
Manatee region. Supported by an annual 
operating budget of over $100,000, the 
endowed structure provides institutional 
continuity, adaptability, and credibility, 
positioning the Chair as a foundational 
academic asset for long-term public health 
advancement in the region (USFSM, 2025).

Community and University 
Demographics

The tricounty area of DeSoto, Manatee, and 
Sarasota serves as the regional focus of the 
Duvall Chair. These Gulf Coast communi-
ties include urban centers, coastal suburbs, 
and rural agricultural communities. Since 
2020, the area has experienced substantial 
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population growth, with each county popu-
lation increasing by 6–11%, resulting in a 
combined estimated population of 946,087 
residents as of 2023 (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2025a, 2025b, 2025c).

Sarasota County (469,013 residents) is heav-
ily senior (38% age 65+) and faces youth 
substance use and mental health concerns 
above state averages, alongside 145 overdose 
deaths reported in 2023 (Florida Department 
of Health, 2025). Manatee County (441,095 
residents) has seen recent declines in youth 
alcohol and marijuana use, though the 
county experienced 167 fatal overdoses in 
2023. DeSoto County (35,979 residents) 
has high poverty (26%) and elevated youth 
vaping and marijuana use, though overdose 
rates remain low, with just four reported 
overdose deaths in 2023.

The tricounty’s behavioral health system 
is coordinated by the Central Florida 
Behavioral Health Network, which aligns 
over 70 organizations through system 
coordinators for child/family well-being 
and behavioral health. Each county has 
prevention and behavioral health coali-
tions of varying strength, and treatment 
is provided by regional nonprofits such as 
Centerstone and Operation PAR. Although 
medication-assisted treatment is available, 
syringe services are absent, and naloxone 
distribution is limited to service organiza-
tions and pharmacies.

Methodology

The development and progress of the 
Duvall Initiative was documented using a 
descriptive, process-oriented approach that 
was guided by ecological systems theory 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). This framework 
emphasizes how nested systems at the 
micro, macro, and meso levels interact to 
shape health outcomes. Data sources used 
to inform this article included meeting notes 
from the leadership and planning teams, 
program documents, regional health reports, 
and direct observation of Initiative activities. 
Outputs such as conferences, fellowships, 
advisory roles, and community events were 
also systematically recorded for inclusion, 
and stakeholder perspectives were tracked 
through formal and informal interviews.

Development of the Duvall Initiative

In 2024, the USF School of Social Work 
launched efforts to revitalize the Duvall 
Chair of Family and Community Health. 

Over the previous 2 years, the position had 
been held on an interim basis following the 
retirement of a previous chairholder, who 
had served since 2009. Seeking to maximize 
the impact of the endowment, social work 
leadership sought to expand the Chair’s 
role beyond its original mandate of host-
ing an annual conference that included an 
enhanced focus on scholarly output and 
community engagement.

To lead this effort, the school hired a faculty 
member with expertise in community–aca-
demic partnerships, public health, and com-
munity engagement. In alignment with the 
expanded priorities, the new chairholder 
formed the Duvall Initiative as a structured 
bridge between the university and local 
community. Initial development efforts 
included direct consultation with the archi-
tects of the Ball State CAP model to support 
its adaptation to the Duvall Initiative and the 
USF Sarasota-Manatee campus.

CAP Leadership Team

Consistent with the early steps outlined in 
the Ball State CAP model, the new chair-
holder launched the Duvall Initiative by 
assembling an informal leadership team 
composed of faculty, community stakehold-
ers, and systems-level informants. This 
team included an assistant professor from 
the Department of Behavioral Health Science 
and Practice, the assistant dean for gradu-
ate studies on the USF-SM campus (and a 
criminology professor), a research scientist 
from the School of Social Work, and both the 
behavioral health system coordinator and 
the system coordinator for child and family 
well-being for the Sarasota and Manatee 
Departments of Health. Collectively, this 
group combined institutional knowledge, 
applied expertise, and systems insight to 
shape the Initiative’s mission, objectives, 
and services. Further, their collaboration 
grounded the Initiative in academic rigor 
while ensuring responsiveness to local 
priorities with an emphasis on inclusive 
planning, iterative feedback, and the cocre-
ation of a sustainable, community-centered 
model.

CAP Formation and Structure

Following the formation of the leadership 
team, the Chair continued employing the 
Ball State blueprint by planning a regional 
conference to formally launch the Duvall 
Initiative. A planning committee was con-
vened to ensure broad representation, 
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including prevention, treatment, recovery, 
and harm reduction providers, local govern-
ment representatives, public health officials, 
and individuals with lived experience. This 
approach grounded both the Initiative and 
the conference in multiple perspectives that 
accounted for local system, sociopolitical, 
and community realities.

In addition to organizing the inaugural 
Duvall Conference, planning committee 
members provided substantive feedback on 
the formation of the Initiative’s primary 
objectives:

1.	 Collaboration—Leveraging the re-
sources, energy, and expertise of USF to 
benefit Sarasota-Manatee communities 
through strategic partnerships.

2.	 Communication—Creating a networking 
platform for community stakeholders, 
service providers, and USF faculty, staff, 
and students committed to addressing 
community health challenges.

3.	 Education—Offering professional de-
velopment and training opportunities 
for local organizations to enhance their 
workforce capacity and sector knowl-
edge.

4.	 Grant writing—Supporting community 
partners in identifying and applying for 
funding from local, state, and federal 
sources.

5.	 Strategic planning—Providing systems-
level guidance to improve local human 
services delivery and long-term com-
munity planning.

6.	 Community-led research—Assisting 
with the assessment, design, and 
evaluation of human service projects 
proposed by community organizations.

7.	 Community-engaged research—
Conducting collaborative, practice-
based research that informs and en-
hances community health interventions 
and service systems.

Collectively, these goals constitute the core 
of the Duvall Initiative’s intended activities.

CAP Launch

The Duvall Initiative was informally 
launched in March 2025 with the hosting of 
the inaugural Duvall Pre-Conference Dinner, 
an event celebrating the contributions of the 

planning committee and community part-
ners. The formal launch occurred on April 
2 with the convening of the 2025 Duvall 
Conference, which was held on the USF-SM 
campus with the theme of “Collaborating 
to Tackle Local Substance Misuse: Creating 
Connections and Building a Community–
Academic Partnership.”

The conference featured multiple compo-
nents aimed at demonstrating the potential 
of CAPs and encouraging participation in the 
Duvall Initiative, beginning with a keynote 
address delivered by the founders of the Ball 
State CAP. In their keynote, they provided 
an in-depth overview of CAPs with an em-
phasis on development, implementation, 
and outcomes. Their presentation concluded 
with an invitation for attendees to join the 
Duvall Initiative. Subsequent sessions con-
tinued this theme, which included a panel 
discussion on local addiction trends and 
service gaps, a naloxone training, a recovery 
art competition, and student poster presen-
tations. The conference concluded with two 
hallmark events: the presentation of the in-
augural Duvall Community Impact Awards, 
which recognized three local professionals 
for exemplary service in the field of addic-
tion, and a closing keynote by a speaker with 
lived experience.

In total, 183 individuals attended the event, 
including several prominent public health 
leaders and elected officials. By the close of 
the conference, 81 community and univer-
sity professionals representing 22 partner 
organizations had formally registered as 
members of the Duvall Initiative. Following 
the event, the leadership team was nota-
bly invited by local officials to assist in the 
creation of a new county addiction advisory 
board, and to participate in the review of 
local opioid settlement grant proposals, both 
of which served as early indicators of the 
utility of the CAP and its potential for long-
term impact.

First-Year Outputs

Beyond the conference, the CAP’s first year 
was marked by a range of activities that il-
lustrated its emerging role and future prom-
ise in the region. These activities included 
the following:

1.	 Assisting a Circuit 12 workgroup focused 
on developing a trauma-informed ser-
vice system.
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2.	 Supporting the Florida Center for Early 
Childhood with outcomes evaluation 
planning.

3.	 Planning a quarterly newsletter to share 
local data, training opportunities, and 
grant announcements.

4.	 Serving on two nonprofit boards and 
multiple health advisory committees.

5.	 Establishing a fellowship program to 
support Duvall Initiative activities.

6.	 Hosting or sponsoring five community 
health events with regional partners.

7.	 Beginning development of a training 
institute to deliver targeted professional 
development opportunities.

8.	 Securing funding to pilot a substance 
misuse prevention program for college 
students and young adults.

Together, these activities demonstrate the 
Initiative’s early potential for engaging in 
high-impact and sustainable community-
driven practices and suggest the successful 
initial integration of the Ball State model 
within a regional satellite campus context.

Discussion: Development, 
Adaptations, Lessons Learned, and 

Year 2 Planning

Overall, the Duvall Initiative’s inaugural 
year demonstrated how a CAP can be de-
veloped and operated on a satellite campus, 
the adaptations required from traditional 
models, and the ways an endowed chair can 
serve as a mechanism for facilitating and 
sustaining CAP activities.

Development and Adaptation

The Ball State model was shown to be an 
effective framework for structuring early 
leadership and CAP development processes. 
Its emphasis on community representa-
tion and knowledge to drive organizational 
planning was essential for crafting CAP goals 
and generating initial outputs. Success was 
further supported by the integration of fac-
ulty expertise in community organization 
and stakeholder insight into local service 
needs, both of which are core features of 
the Ball State model (Minnick et al., 2024). 
Early buy-in from university and community 
partners was also critical, and the use of an 
academic conference as a launch mechanism 
for the CAP also proved successful.

In comparing the Duvall and Ball State 
models, two notable adaptations clearly dis-
tinguished the Initiative from the Ball State 
CAP. First, whereas Ball State originally 
convened community workgroups through 
regular meetings, the Duvall Initiative pri-
oritized integration into existing behavioral 
health systems. Initiative leadership embed-
ded themselves in nonprofit boards, advi-
sory committees, and public health work-
groups, reducing administrative burden 
and ensuring alignment with the region’s 
established infrastructure. This adaptation 
gives the Initiative flexibility to strategically 
target engagement in the community where 
it will be most impactful and could poten-
tially be considered an enhancement to the 
Ball State framework.

Second, student engagement also differed 
significantly between models. Whereas Ball 
State was able to leverage its undergraduate 
and master’s social work programs to create 
extensive experiential learning opportuni-
ties and CAP placements, USF-SM does not 
have an in-person bachelor of social work 
program, and its MSW curriculum is clini-
cally focused, which does not align student 
educational activities with CAP goals. This 
difference prevented the Initiative from 
utilizing students in the same manner as 
Ball State. However, to adapt, the Duvall 
Fellowship Program was formulated, which 
will provide annual awards to students and 
faculty contributing to Initiative projects. 
In 2025–2026, the program will support 
a master of public health student and two 
faculty fellows, which consequently provides 
an example of how endowed chair resources 
can be used to strategically support CAP ac-
tivities in ways not available to traditional 
CAPs.

Lessons Learned

In addition to the fellowship program, 
the endowed chair structure introduced 
unique advantages that can shape both the 
scope and sustainability of the Initiative. 
Discretionary funds provided flexible, re-
sponsive support for planning events, re-
cruiting partners, and sponsoring programs 
without reliance on continuous grant-seek-
ing. This capacity allowed the Initiative to 
further embed into existing systems rather 
than convening parallel ones, a critical ad-
aptation for a satellite campus with limited 
administrative infrastructure.

The R1 context of USF also created insti-
tutional expectations for levels of research 
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productivity that do not exist at Ball State. 
In this regard, rather than focusing exclu-
sively on community service, the Initiative 
expanded into evidence-informed interven-
tion design, grant development, and other 
traditional research activities. By the end of 
Year 1, the leadership team had contributed 
to more than $6 million in federal grant 
submissions related to addiction prevention, 
treatment, and recovery, and were in the 
process of submitting several manuscripts 
for review in academic journals. This tra-
jectory further illustrates how an endowed 
chair can strategically link scholarship, 
community engagement, and institutional 
resources to support both scaling and sus-
tainability, while benefiting both the uni-
versity and the community.

Year 2 Planning

Looking ahead, Year 2 priorities will focus 
on strengthening evaluation, deepening 
community engagement, and expanding 
the Initiative’s reach. A comprehensive 
outcomes evaluation framework will be 
developed to monitor implementation and 
impact across academic, service, and com-
munity dimensions. Membership growth, 
the launch of the Duvall Training Institute, 
and other service initiatives will provide ad-
ditional platforms for training and engage-
ment with community partners. Collectively, 
these strategies will test the Initiative’s ca-
pacity to generate sustainable community 
and institutional impact and position it as 
a replicable model for universities seek-
ing to establish or scale CAPs on satellite 
campuses.

Limitations

Several limitations exist when interpreting 
the early outcomes and development pro-
cesses of the Initiative. First, the chairholder 
who founded the Duvall Initiative had sub-
stantial prior experience developing com-
munity–academic partnerships, including 
formal training from SAMHSA on coalition 
development. Further, the chairholder’s 
background also included senior roles in 
both academia and state government, which 
offered a unique blend of expertise in service 
delivery and policy-oriented public health 
work. This combination of competencies 
likely influenced the design, credibility, 
and momentum of the Duvall Initiative in 
ways that may not be easily replicable by 
groups who lack leadership with comparable 
professional experience or institutional 

positioning.

Second, the availability of discretionary 
funding through the endowed Chair signifi-
cantly shaped the Initiative’s development 
and reach. These funds supported partici-
pation incentives for planning committee 
members, such as invitations to the Duvall 
Dinner hosted at a high-end local restau-
rant, and branded thank-you items includ-
ing water bottles and T-shirts. Discretionary 
funding also supported the successful launch 
of the Duvall Conference, enabling the pro-
vision of continuing education credits across 
multiple professional fields, the hosting of 
a recovery art competition, coordination of 
student poster sessions, and catering of a 
complimentary lunch, all of which enhanced 
attendance and stakeholder engagement.

The Ball State CAP demonstrated the fea-
sibility of launching and sustaining a part-
nership with minimal financial resources; 
however, it remains unclear whether a sat-
ellite campus could replicate these outcomes 
without dedicated funding. Although this 
question was not explored in the current 
study, insights from the implementation 
team and direct consultation with the Ball 
State CAP developers affirmed the critical 
importance of offering continuing educa-
tion credits and providing meals to secure 
participation and initial buy-in. Individuals 
aiming to replicate the CAP model in other 
settings should consider these resource-
related factors in their planning.

Finally, the success of the Duvall Initiative 
during its first year was due in large part to 
the strength and dedication of its leader-
ship team. As with the Ball State model, the 
Initiative benefited from a committed and 
capable team that was deeply invested in 
the development of the CAP. The presence of 
this organizational element is an essential, 
yet often variable and context-dependent, 
factor in CAP structures that represents a 
significant determinant of programmatic 
success that can be hard to replicate uni-
versally across environments.

Conclusion

This study provides preliminary evidence 
that the formation of a CAP is possible 
within a smaller, satellite campus setting. 
Further, the formation of an 80-member 
CAP representing 22 university and com-
munity organizations within a 12-month 
period offers a practical benchmark for 
institutions seeking to establish similar 
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initiatives. First-year outputs and process 
data also highlight the value of leveraging 
an endowed chair position to facilitate de-
velopment, promote growth, and support 
sustainability. For organizations seeking to 
replicate the success of the Duvall Initiative, 
three specific recommendations are pre-
sented for consideration:

1.	 Use existing systems. Integrating into 
established behavioral health net-
works reduced duplication, allowed the 
Initiative to add value quickly, and lim-
ited administrative burden.

2.	 Tailor student engagement. Where un-
dergraduate pipelines are limited, tar-
geted fellowships for graduate students 
and faculty can sustain meaningful 
involvement.

3.	 Leverage endowed, or other internal/
community, resources. The discretion-
ary funds and research expectations 
tied to the Chair role created capacity to 
support programming while position-
ing the Initiative to compete for external 

funding. This structure also enabled the 
Initiative to benefit both the community 
and university simultaneously.

Finally, despite early successes, the 
Initiative’s first year also revealed several 
challenges. These issues included limited 
student involvement, heavy administra-
tive burden, and the need for additional 
systematic evaluation, all of which shaped 
the development of Year 2 priorities. In this 
regard, the Initiative will focus on expand-
ing fellowships, embedding into additional 
health service systems, and developing a 
comprehensive evaluation framework to 
document outcomes. These strategies reflect 
an intentional response to Year 1 challenges 
and will strengthen the Initiative’s role as 
a regional infrastructure for addressing 
emerging health needs.

Overall, in a period of shifting public health 
priorities and uncertain funding streams, 
this study contributes to the literature on 
scalable, high-impact CAPs and provides 
transferable guidance for universities seek-
ing to adapt the model to their own contexts.
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Shaping Cities, Shaping Lives: The A+STEM 
Summer Camp Promising Journey

Mihwa Park, Kuhn Park, and Bernard J. Wekullo

Abstract

The A+STEM summer camp introduced high school students to design 
thinking and architectural model design while integrating STEM concepts. 
Participants engaged in hands-on activities aimed at revitalizing 
downtown Lubbock, Texas, focusing on empathy, ideation, prototyping, 
and testing as a design thinking process. Under the mentorship of 
Texas Tech University undergraduate students, camp participants 
developed architectural models addressing community challenges, 
which were later showcased at the Texas Tech University Museum. 
The camp successfully enhanced students’ design thinking, STEM 
and architectural knowledge, skills, and interest in architecture while 
fostering a community engagement mindset. Proposed improvements 
include extending the camp duration and involving public officials to 
enrich the learning experience and promote real changes within their 
communities.

Keywords: summer camp, STEM, architecture, design thinking, city design

I
n 2023, the City of Lubbock, Texas, 
had a population of over 260,000, 
representing diverse racial and 
ethnic backgrounds. The population 
included 47.6% non-Hispanic White, 

35.6% Hispanic or Latino, and 9.6% Black 
or African American. The city has been ex-
periencing steady growth, with a projected 
3% increase by 2028 (Lubbock Economic 
Development Alliance, 2024). One of the 
main attractions in the City of Lubbock is 
Texas Tech University, a Hispanic-Serving 
Institution with an enrollment of over 
40,000 students and a faculty of more than 
2,000. Texas Tech University also boasts 
a statewide economic impact of $3.5 bil-
lion (Texas Tech University Institutional 
Research, 2024). As both the city of Lubbock 
and Texas Tech University continue to grow, 
the revitalization of downtown Lubbock has 
become a priority (PlanLubbock 2040, n.d.). 
To align with the city’s initiatives, address 
community needs, and inspire high school 
students through a community-engaged 
project, the first author proposed a summer 
camp project focused on revitalizing 
downtown Lubbock. More specifically, the 

summer camp was developed in response to 
observed conditions in downtown Lubbock 
and was informed by consultation with 
local expertise and publicly available plan-
ning documents. As residents of the city 
and through repeated site visits, the au-
thors observed that many historic buildings 
and large areas of downtown consisted of 
vacant or underutilized parcels, with rela-
tively few visible family-oriented gathering 
spaces. These observations were further 
contextualized through discussions with 
a colleague who is an architecture expert, 
who identified similar patterns of aging in-
frastructure, limited public activation, and 
unrealized potential within the downtown 
built environment. In addition, municipal 
planning documents and public reporting, 
including the Downtown Lubbock initiative 
(PlanLubbock 2040, n.d.), explicitly frame 
downtown revitalization, public space acti-
vation, and reinvestment as civic priorities.

Guided by an asset-based perspective, these 
conditions were interpreted not as deficits 
but as latent community assets—such as 
historic structures, centrally located public 
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spaces, and ongoing revitalization ef-
forts—that could be engaged through new 
architectural installations and educational 
programming. Although the initial identi-
fication of need emerged from observation, 
lived experience as city residents, expert 
consultation, and document analysis rather 
than from direct community interviews, the 
summer camp was intentionally designed 
to create opportunities for youth and com-
munity members to actively engage with 
and reinterpret these existing assets. The 
camp thus functioned as an exploratory, 
place-based initiative that aligned with 
documented civic priorities and leveraged 
local expertise to support more inclusive and 
intergenerational engagement in downtown 
Lubbock.

In 2023, the first author led the project’s 
design and grant proposal and secured 
funding from the Helen Jones Foundation, 
Inc. The project offered a one-week summer 
camp for high school students in the city, 
providing participants with authentic ex-
perience in community-based architectural 
design. The camp aimed to strengthen stu-
dents’ design thinking skills, cultivate a 
disposition toward community engagement, 
and foster positive attitudes toward science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) and architecture.

Design thinking (DT), developed by 
Stanford’s Design School (d.school) and 
IDEO, is a holistic and iterative approach to 
creative problem-solving (Auernhammer 
& Roth, 2021). DT integrates diverse dis-
ciplines in both practice and research and 
focuses on empathizing with users’ expe-
riences, generating innovative ideas, and 
finding solutions within an interdisciplinary 
context (Rauth et al., 2010). In this project, 
architecture was selected as the interdisci-
plinary and human-centered learning con-
text, as it inherently transcends multiple 
disciplines such as art, STEM, and social 
science (Rendell, 2004).

During the 2024 A+STEM (Architecture plus 
STEM) summer camp, high school students 
were introduced to how STEM and archi-
tecture could create more human-centered 
and environmentally friendly communities. 
They engaged in hands-on activities to solve 
real-world problems using DT. Specifically, 
we guided camp participants through the DT 
process, encouraging them to (1) empathize 
with community members’ experiences and 
challenges that could be addressed through 
architectural designs, (2) define meaningful 

and actionable problems, (3) ideate creative 
solutions, (4) create prototype models of 
their most feasible ideas, and (5) test their 
models to improve their design. After the 
summer camp, the students’ architectural 
models were showcased at the Texas Tech 
University Museum, providing community 
members with broad community engage-
ment opportunities.

In the following sections, we explore the 
intersection of three aspects of architecture: 
sustainability, well-being, and community 
engagement.

Sustainability in Architecture

In architecture, sustainable practices 
aim to minimize environmental impact 
throughout a building’s life cycle (Givoni, 
1998). Implementation of these practices 
includes reducing embodied energy and the 
environmental footprint during construction 
(Nainggolan et al., 2020) while considering 
factors such as design, materials, energy 
use, cost, and environmental concerns 
(Varma et al., 2014). Sustainable elements 
like passive solar design, green roofs, natural 
ventilation, and the use of recycled materials 
can address climate change while promoting 
environmental stewardship (Fernando 
et al., 2023). Recently, the importance of 
climate literacy and sustainable design 
techniques in architectural education has 
been drawing attention (Schiano-Phan 
& Soares Gonçalves, 2022). In designing 
the A+STEM summer camp project, 
we emphasized understanding local 
environmental and social challenges, such 
as water conservation, energy efficiency, 
and public transportation accessibility in 
the city of Lubbock, as this understanding 
enables community members to recognize 
and address sustainability needs within 
their communities (Farzaneh et al., 2009).

Promoting Well-Being Through 
Architectural Design

Innovative architectural interventions can 
enhance community well-being by pro-
moting social inclusion and improving the 
quality of life (Scott, 2015). Well-designed 
community spaces foster a sense of belong-
ing for community members, which, in turn, 
boosts overall well-being for them. Ryan et 
al. (2014) highlighted the importance of 
integrating well-being principles into ar-
chitectural education. They emphasized the 
need for spaces that enhance comfort, pro-
ductivity, and emotional wellness. Similarly, 
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Mohamed and Ibrahim (2024) stressed the 
importance of designing environments that 
prioritize human comfort and happiness, 
which contributes to healthier and more 
fulfilling living spaces. Therefore, we in-
corporated a workshop into the camp cur-
riculum specifically focusing on this aspect, 
well-being, of architectural design.

Community Engagement in Architecture

Community-based architectural projects 
provide students with opportunities to 
engage with community members and 
consider community needs in the design 
processes (Scott, 2015). This approach 
underlines the importance of incorporat-
ing multiple voices to develop functional, 
cost-effective, and secure spaces while ad-
dressing equity, inclusivity, and environ-
mental sustainability, potentially shaping 
public policies. Diefenthaler et al. (2017) 
argued that DT, when applied to real-world 
problems, fosters student collaboration and 
integrates creative and analytical skills es-
sential for community engagement and the 
architectural design process.

With these three aspects of architecture, as 
previously mentioned, we adopted the DT 
process in creating architectural models 
for a community-based project during the 
summer camp.

Integrating Architecture and Design 
Thinking in the Summer Camp Project

We designed the A+STEM summer camp 
curriculum, combining community en-
gagement, sustainability, and well-being 
goals with DT’s real-life problem-solving 
approach. Below, we provide details on the 
camp curriculum.

Camp Curriculum Design

In 2024, we offered a 5-day summer camp 

for high school students in the city of 
Lubbock. We collaborated with a university-
based outreach STEM center and local school 
districts to recruit students interested 
in participating in the camp. Working in 
partnership with three school districts and 
the outreach center, prospective students 
were invited to submit brief applications 
describing their interests and motivations 
for joining the camp. After reviewing the 
applications, we selected eight local high 
school students based on demonstrated in-
terest and alignment with the camp’s goals. 
One eligibility criterion for participation was 
that students had to be residents of the local 
area. Those high school students (mentees) 
were paired with seven undergraduate ar-
chitecture majoring students (mentors) 
from Texas Tech University. Each mentee 
was paired with one mentor, except for one 
team with two mentees and one mentor. 
Table 1 provides each day’s DT process and 
the main activities of the camp.

Day 1. Introduction to DT and Architecture’s 
Role in Urban Spaces (Empathize)

The first day of camp focused on under-
standing DT and exploring the relationship 
between cities/towns and architecture. As 
part of the first process of DT, “Empathize,” 
students participated in activities that 
helped them understand how city designs 
and architecture impact community mem-
bers’ daily life. A faculty member with 
expertise in embodiment, perception, and 
social processes in the built environment 
led a workshop on this topic. The workshop 
explored how cities are designed differently 
across regions and countries and how they 
impact human life.

During the session, mentee students 
reimaged downtown Lubbock using a collage 
method with city maps, envisioning a more 
equitable city for all citizens. Afterward, 

Table 1. A+STEM Summer Camp

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5

DT process Empathize Empathize-
Define-Ideate

Ideate-
Prototype

Prototype-Test Test

Main activities Workshop 1: 
Design Thinking

Workshop 2: 
Sustainable 

Society

Designing 
prototype

Evaluate the 
prototype

Present the 
revised model

Field trip to TTU 
campus

Workshop 3: 
Public Wellness

Creating a 
prototype model

Revise the 
prototype model

Evaluate the 
model

Award 
ceremony
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mentees, mentors, and the project team 
walked around Texas Tech University 
campus to observe architectural installations 
and landscapes designed to promote human 
life and well-being. For example, mentees 
were asked how three rows of trees planted 
on campus influenced the environment, and 
they answered that the specific landscape 
design provided shaded spaces where people 
could relax between the trees and avoid the 
city’s intense summer sunlight.

Day 2. Empathize, Define, and Ideate

The second day started with the “Empathize” 
stage to reemphasize the importance of un-
derstanding the community context. Next, 
the camp activity was designed to transi-
tion into identifying problems within their 
community, “Define,” and generating initial 
solutions, “Ideate.” To achieve these goals, 
two workshops were held on that day.

The first workshop on Day 2, led by an 
expert specializing in sustainability and ma-
terial resonance in architecture, introduced 
mentees to the concept of sustainability in 
architectural design. Mentees explored how 
different building materials create econom-
ic, environmental, and political challenges 
and interact with various construction ma-
terials while comparing their sustainability 
and cost-effectiveness. 

The second workshop on Day 2 focused 
on architectural design for well-being, 
inclusivity, and accessibility. A health and 
wellness design expert demonstrated how 
designs can promote people’s well-being. 
Through hands-on activities, mentees ex-
perienced challenges faced by individuals 
with special needs, such as visual impair-
ments or mobility difficulties, and learned 
how thoughtful design can improve their 
quality of life. These hands-on activities in-
cluded wearing glasses designed to simulate 
visual impairment and navigating hallways 
in a wheelchair, among others. When archi-
tectural or object designs are created to be 
more inclusive for a broader population—for 
example, doors that are easy to open, ramps 
with lower slopes, or the use of bright colors 
to highlight potential hazards—these fea-
tures benefit not only people with disabili-
ties but also the general public. For instance, 
families with young children can use lower 
ramps more easily when pushing strollers, 
and bright, visible designs can help prevent 
accidents for everyone. Inclusive design, 
therefore, enhances accessibility, safety, and 
convenience for all users, not just those with 

mobility challenges or visual impairments.

After the two workshops, mentees were 
presented with an image of an underutilized 
area in downtown Lubbock (see Figure 1) 
and asked to identify problems or issues in 
the space. The mentee students then defined 
problems and ideated potential solutions 
for revitalizing the area, incorporating the 
concepts they had learned from all work-
shops. In this process, we did not ask or 
require students to design their models for 
a specific population; rather, we encouraged 
them to create more inclusive designs that 
could serve a broader range of people, for 
example, from children to older adults. This 
stage helped the students develop awareness 
of local challenges and begin the process of 
ideating solutions.

Day 3. Ideate and Prototype

On the third day, the focus shifted to refin-
ing ideas and creating prototype models (see 
Figure 2). Each team (mentor and mentee[s]) 
developed a new design for the alley to make 
it more accessible, equitable for all popula-
tions, and culturally vibrant. Mentors guided 
their mentees in articulating and visualizing 
their ideas without directly imposing their 
own suggestions. This allowed each team to 
create their first prototype models, mostly 
using paper materials.

Day 4. Prototype and Test

Day 4 was dedicated to receiving feedback 
and refining prototypes. Each team present-
ed their designs to mentors, peer campers, 
and the project leaders, including authors 
and an architectural designer with extensive 
urban architecture experience. The mentors 
and project leaders asked questions about 
the motivations, purpose, and expected 
outcomes of each design, while also of-
fering suggestions on key considerations 
such as street layout, visitor flow, noise 
levels, seasonal weather, and potential city 
events. This feedback process aligned with 
the “Test” phase of the DT process. After 
receiving feedback, the teams revised their 
models and printed them using 3D printers, 
with the printed models available for pickup 
the next day.

Day 5. Final Test and Presentation

On the final day of the camp, students 
picked up their 3D-printed models from a 
printing room and returned to the classroom 
to prepare their presentations. Each team 
presented their project to all the members 
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Figure 1. An Underutilized Alley in Downtown Lubbock

Figure 2. Designing Prototype Models
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of the camp. Figure 3 highlights one of the 
presentations: “Circa Park.” This project 
proposed a trampoline park for all ages, 
featuring nine slides of various sizes, three 
drink stations, and two interconnected 
slides at the northern end. The design in-
cluded an upper level soda bar, adding a fun 
way for visitors to descend to the ground 
floor. To address the city’s intense summer 
sunlight, the team designed trampolines 
using perforated, skinlike tubing and added 
safety nets to prevent accidents. Bold colors 
were chosen to enhance visibility, especially 
for senior citizens. To address the issue of 
dehydration in the city’s dry climate, the 
design included hydration stations with 
water dispensers. The goal of the design was 
to create a space where families and children 
could enjoy time together without paying 
extra money, with a variety of beverage op-
tions available at the soda bar and free water 
available at hydration stations. The mentee 
who designed the park mentioned that the 
city lacked a space where children could 
play with their families, and most family 
entertainment places are costly. Therefore, 
he wanted to address the issue in his design.

Potential Impacts on Students  
and Community

With the approval of the IRB at Texas Tech 
University, five mentee students partici-
pated in both a survey and individual inter-
views with the first author. The survey was 
administered at the beginning of the camp, 
and the interviews took place on the final 
day of the camp.

Survey Design and Results

The survey aimed to explore participants’ 
motivation for applying to the summer 
camp, their expectations about the camp, 
and their perceptions about themselves. 
All items utilized a Likert scale, such as 
participants indicating their level of agree-
ment with statements by selecting from 
five choices: strongly agree, agree, neutral, 
disagree, or strongly disagree. Table 2 shows 
the survey participants’ information.

Regarding their motivation for applying to 
the camp and expectations about the camp, 
the survey results showed a mix of enthu-
siasm and uncertainty among participants. 
Specifically, all five students expressed 

Table 2. Survey Participant Student Information

Gender Race Grade

Male = 2 Either Hispanic or Latino = 3 11th grade = 2

Female = 3 White = 2 10th grade = 2

  9th grade = 1

Figure 3. Circa Park, Its 3D Model and Presentation
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optimism about their chances of success 
in the camp and were excited to learn the 
information and skills necessary for the 
camp’s final project. They found the camp 
engaging, especially the hands-on activities, 
and showed a strong interest in participat-
ing. However, despite their initial excite-
ment, they expressed doubts about applying 
knowledge and skills gained from the camp 
to their everyday lives. This result suggests 
that, although they viewed the camp as a 
fun and enriching experience, they did not 
view the activities as directly relevant and 
impactful for their lives or communities. 
Consequently, they had low expectations 
that they could apply the skills and experi-
ences from the camp to contribute to their 
community. These findings highlighted an 
opportunity for the project team to foster 
self-efficacy and confidence in mentees 
by guiding them to engage in community-
based projects through the DT process. 
Providing local high school students with 
opportunities to work with mentors and 
engage in a carefully designed curriculum 
helped mentees develop a community en-
gagement mindset and self-efficacy, en-
abling them to see how they could contrib-
ute to their local community.

They also rated themselves highly in several 
areas of confidence, including producing 
high-quality work, respecting their peers, 
making independent decisions, and col-
laborating with others. However, the survey 
results revealed low self-perceptions in 
leadership and interpersonal skills. These 
findings emphasized to mentors the im-
portance of facilitating the design process 
rather than leading it to ensure that mentees 
took ownership of the project. Further, to 
build rapport, mentors were encouraged to 
engage with mentees in meaningful ways, 
such as greeting them at the drop-off loca-
tion in the morning, having lunch together, 
and accompanying them to their pickup 
location every day. Additionally, the camp 
curriculum included activities like team re-
flection sessions, classroom presentations, 
and group discussions to foster collabora-
tion and communication throughout the 
program.

Interview With Mentee Students

We asked five mentee students—Adrian, 
Milo, Camila, Gemma, and Miranda (all 
pseudonyms)—about their reasons for ap-
plying to the camp, their experiences during 
the camp and with their mentors, and how 
the camp had impacted them in their career 

path and in any way. They explained that 
their goal in attending the camp was to get a 
sense of the architecture field, interact with 
professionals and mentors to understand 
career paths in architecture and STEM, and 
use the camp experience to determine if 
STEM and/or architecture were the right fit 
for them.

When asked what resonated with them 
most, Adrian said, “The camp has allowed 
me to unleash my creativity.” Similarly, 
Milo expressed his enthusiasm to “learn 
how to design,” indicating his excite-
ment to learn architectural design. Camila 
and Gemma found exploring Texas Tech 
University campus and several architectural 
structures inspiring for their final projects. 
Miranda shared that building relationships 
with her mentor was essential in deepening 
her understanding of architecture, develop-
ing relevant skills, preparing her for future 
educational pursuits, and making valuable 
connections in architecture.

The students were also asked if the camp 
influenced their interest in pursuing a STEM 
or architecture-related career. They agreed 
that the camp influenced their decision 
to pursue that career path. For instance, 
Adrian said, “I changed my viewpoint on 
architecture a little bit, getting to know the 
benefits of going into architecture and how 
it impacts society.” This shift highlights 
his growing recognition of architecture’s 
broader role in shaping communities and 
addressing societal challenges. Camila 
shared her desire for creative design work, 
saying, “I want to do floor plans, like do 
all the measurements, and things like that, 
just to create my own building, like from 
my mind, and what I think what that space 
would be like. Especially including like the 
landscape.” Similarly, Milo noted that the 
camp had made him “more like keen to 
continue with architecture because it is kind 
of really showed me what you will be like 
doing. And it gave me a good insight of what 
it will be like going through school with ar-
chitecture,” as it provided clear insight into 
what to expect in the field.

Regarding their experience with mentors, 
they commonly expressed their appreciation 
for the guidance they received. Adrian said, 

My mentor was really, really helpful 
because although he gave me like 
maybe some advice, he didn't really 
like take control. He really gave me 
like that freedom to use my own 
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mind and figure out how to make 
things better.

As previously mentioned, roles of men-
tors were emphasized, which included not 
giving their mentees answers or ideas, but 
guiding them to identify problems, ideating 
their design, and finding where and how to 
improve their prototype of design so that 
they would have ownership of their projects. 
Camila said,

She [Mentor] really helped me like 
think more like, about how people 
are going to move around the space, 
what the space is going to be used 
for, and really helped me like with 
the design of the canopy, and how 
like each line will affect the design 
that’s going to be shown on the 
floor with the sun.

This response affirms that mentors played 
a key role in fostering critical thinking, 
creativity, and problem-solving, while still 
giving students autonomy to develop their 
ideas. Miranda also appreciated her men-
tor’s balance between professionalism and 
approachability, saying, “She’s like a great 
mentor and has a good work ethic that 
I like to learn from because she can still 
have fun and likes jokes and likes to laugh 
around but also gets what she needs to do.” 
This description highlights the importance 
of building rapport between mentor and 
mentee while maintaining professional 
boundaries.

Regarding the most challenging aspects of 
the project, most students identified the ini-
tial design phase as the most complex pro-
cess. Milo said, “Probably the designing part 
because there were like many times I really, 
I did not really know what I was doing and 
so my mentor really helped me with that.” 
Not just Milo, but other mentees also men-
tioned similar experiences, highlighting the 
importance of mentors’ roles.

When asked about their plans and views to 
contribute to their communities, the men-
tees offered thoughtful responses. Miranda 
mentioned that the camp had taught her to 
identify places that needed improvements, 
reflecting a growing understanding of how 
her experience through the camp could be 
applied to real-world challenges. Milo noted, 
“I see myself contributing to my community 
because my idea was like a trampoline park 
because in that area like near LHUCA (The 

Louise Hopkins Underwood Center for the 
Arts, Lubbock), there is like nothing for 
children to do.” His idea demonstrated an 
awareness of local needs and a desire to ad-
dress them through design. Adrian empha-
sized both function and aesthetics, saying, 

I think in my community, it’s less 
focused about how architecture 
looks and more focused on what 
architecture does. So, in my com-
munity, I can help with both and 
sort of be able to do architecture 
that has a good function but also 
good design.

These responses align with contemporary 
views on socially responsible architecture, 
where design serves both practical and aes-
thetic purposes to improve people’s lives 
and communities’ well-being (Schiano-
Phan & Soares Gonçalves, 2022).

Broadening Community Engagement

To expand community engagement, the final 
products were showcased at the Texas Tech 
University Museum in Fall 2024 (see Figure 
4). As of the submission of this manuscript, 
the exhibition was ongoing, having started 
on November 13, 2024, and scheduled to 
conclude on January 31, 2025.

Conclusion

The primary goal of this project was to offer 
high school students the opportunity to 
design architectural models that positively 
contribute to their neighborhoods and com-
munities. Using DT as a central framework, 
the A+STEM summer camp was created to 
raise awareness of community issues that 
can be addressed through architectural 
design, while also promoting the integration 
of STEM knowledge and skills. This inau-
gural summer camp successfully brought 
together local students and experts, yield-
ing promising results that support the three 
main goals of the project: enhancing stu-
dents’ design thinking skills, cultivating a 
mindset for community engagement, and 
fostering positive attitudes toward STEM 
and architecture. Participating students 
(mentees) were highly engaged in all camp 
activities through the iterative DT process 
and successfully created their own archi-
tectural models. Interviews further revealed 
an increased awareness of community chal-
lenges and enhanced career interests, es-
pecially in architecture. The project aimed 



133 Shaping Cities, Shaping Lives: The A+STEM Summer Camp Promising Journey

to inspire and nurture students’ confidence 
in their ability to contribute to their com-
munities while sparking career aspirations 
in STEM and architecture through authentic, 
hands-on, community-engaged projects. 
The project is noteworthy in that it aimed 
not only to address community needs but 
also to cultivate youth participation and 
awareness of community-engaged work. 
From our perspective, community-engaged 
projects are most effective when they are 
collaboratively designed with community 
partners to address clearly identified needs. 
At the same time, it is equally important to 
support young people in recognizing com-
munity needs and to provide opportunities 
for them to develop the mindset, skills, and 
interest necessary to contribute meaning-
fully to their communities. Community-
based and place-based projects can play a 
critical role in fostering this development 
while also supporting broader community 
well-being. In this regard, we argue that 
the summer camp offered a unique and suc-
cessful opportunity for local youth to engage 
as emerging community partners and to 
envision themselves as active contributors 
to future community-engaged initiatives. 

The exhibition at the Texas Tech University 
Museum provided a broader platform for 
community members to engage with these 
issues, showcasing how architectural de-
signs can address local problems. At the 
time of submitting this manuscript, the 
exhibition was still ongoing, and we expect 
that feedback from visitors will offer valu-
able insights, as a designated station at the 
museum allows them to leave comments 
specifically about the project.

Through participation in A+STEM summer 
camp and close mentorship from under-
graduate architecture students, the high 
school students were able to enhance their 
skills, competence, and interest in architec-
ture. We believe that this project provided a 
valuable opportunity for students to connect 
architectural and STEM knowledge with a 
community-based project, demonstrat-
ing how these skills contribute to building 
stronger and healthier neighborhoods.

In summary, the summer camp provided 
participating high school students with 
hands-on experience in architectural design 
using the DT process, offering educational 
opportunities not typically available in a 

Figure 4. Texas Tech University Museum Exhibition
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standard school curriculum. The rapport 
between students and their mentors fos-
tered a supportive and encouraging learn-
ing environment. One of the key aspects of 
this project was its public outreach effort, 
with the museum exhibition serving as a 
platform to showcase the students’ achieve-
ments and learning journeys to the broader 
community. The final architectural models 
created by the students demonstrated the 
potential of community-based design solu-
tions to improve local neighborhoods.

However, there are areas we aim to improve 
in the future. Although the students 
successfully incorporated STEM concepts 
such as the sun’s motion, thermal energy 
transfer, color visibility, motions, force, and 
so on into their design, they often failed to 
explicitly mention these concepts in their 
presentations. Moving forward, we will 
place greater emphasis on the integration 
of STEM aspects into their final products. 
We administered a survey to see participant 
students’ motivation in joining the camp 
at the beginning of the camp. In the 
future, incorporating pre- and postsurveys 
on participants’ design thinking skills, 
attitudes and career aspirations toward 
STEM and architecture, as well as their 
self-perceptions and expectations of the 
camp, would provide valuable insight into 
how the camp influences students in these 
areas. Additionally, the 5-day camp schedule 
felt rushed, with only one day allocated 
for revisions of their models. Extending 
the camp to 2 weeks would allow mentors 
and mentees more time for exploration, 
ideation, and refinement of their prototype 
models. We also would like to include field 
trips beyond the campus to help students 
identify real-world issues firsthand, giving 
them greater ownership over their projects 
and encouraging more diverse solutions.

We note that the invitation and advertising 
for the exhibition were not marketed broadly 
to the public. In the future, the exhibition 
should be promoted earlier and more widely, 
with targeted outreach and invitations to 
community members, public officials, and 
professionals. We would like to invite rep-
resentatives from the City of Lubbock and 
the Lubbock Economic Development office 
to participate in the summer camp, with the 
hope that they will share the city’s plans 
and vision with the campers. Their involve-
ment would enhance students’ learning by 
providing expert insights into city plan-
ning and design. The foundation’s support 
was limited to one year without the option 
for extension; therefore, we are currently 
seeking additional grants to support this 
project. We have been exploring funding 
opportunities that offer longer term sup-
port and allow for possible modifications 
to ensure the project’s continuity. Since 
exhibition costs in a museum represent a 
significant portion of the budget, we are 
considering an online showcase featuring 
student video presentations as a more sus-
tainable alternative. Additionally, we plan 
to restructure the summer camp as a low-
cost program—covering only materials and 
lunch—for high school students, which will 
help reduce overall expenses while main-
taining meaningful learning experiences. 
With this reduced budget, we are optimistic 
that securing a grant to support the project 
will be easier.

Ultimately, the showcase of students’ 
activities and products during the A+STEM 
summer camp will serve as a strong 
foundation for future versions of the camp. 
We look forward to expanding the camp’s 
reach beyond the city of Lubbock and 
continuing to inspire and empower students 
to contribute to their communities through 
the intersection of architecture and STEM.
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A Feminist Phenomenological Analysis of 
Community Engaged Researchers’ Experience of 
Institutional Support (Dissertation Overview)

Emily Phaup

Abstract

Community-engaged scholars play an important role in public 
universities’ mission to serve the public good, yet their experiences 
in the academy are not well understood. Although scholarly literature 
advocates for broad forms of support for community engagement, little 
is known about how faculty actually experience support strategies. This 
dissertation (Phaup, 2022) explored and described how community-
engaged researchers at a public institution experienced institutional 
support. Using a hermeneutic qualitative phenomenological design, 
the study examined faculty experiences through a phenomenological 
lens. Gender emerged as a significant dimension during analysis, 
prompting the incorporation of a feminist theoretical lens to interpret 
power dynamics, inequities, and gendered patterns in the data. This 
complementary framework enabled a deeper understanding of how 
institutional structures, positionality, and gender shaped access to 
and experiences of support. Findings revealed a range of experiences, 
suggesting that more tailored support, particularly for women and other 
groups with shared identities, is needed.

Keywords: faculty, institutional support, feminist, phenomenology, community 
engagement

E
xisting research about higher edu-
cation community engagement 
has explored institutionalization 
(Colbeck & Weaver, 2008; Franz et 
al., 2012; Holland, 2009; Moore & 

Ward, 2010; Vogelgesang et al., 2010) and 
promotion and tenure systems (Ellison & 
Eatman, 2008; Foster, 2010; O’Meara, 2006; 
Vuong et al., 2017) as methods of support 
for this work. However, these methods take 
an undifferentiated approach to support 
for this influential group without under-
standing the nuanced lived experiences of 
the individuals affected. Current research 
overlooks what broader conceptualizations 
of institutional support mean to the faculty 
themselves. This study addresses this con-
sequential gap, investigating the experi-
ences of community-engaged scholars at 
a broad access institution as they relate to 
institutional support.

The purpose of this hermeneutic qualita-

tive phenomenological study was to explore 
and describe the way community-engaged 
researchers experienced institutional sup-
port as they worked through unexpected 
changes associated with the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The study describes the essence of 
the experience among community-engaged 
scholars, emphasizing their subjective expe-
riences, which are grounded in sociocultural 
contexts. Providing richer understandings 
of engaged scholars’ lived experiences con-
tributes to tailored support for faculty in the 
field. The central research question explored 
in the dissertation was, During the COVID-
19 pandemic, how do community-engaged 
researchers at a public research university 
experience institutional support?

Philosophical Framework

The purpose of this study required a frame-
work attentive to how individuals make 
meaning of their lived experiences. Through 
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phenomenological research methodology, 
the researcher gains insight into the com-
plexities of human experience by slowing 
down to understand how people interpret 
the world around them (Finlay, 2009). 
Hermeneutic phenomenology, grounded in 
social constructivism, aligns with this em-
phasis on contextualized meaning-making 
and therefore served as the philosophical 
foundation for this research.

Four of the five study participants were 
women, making gender a salient contex-
tual factor in the study. During analysis, 
gender emerged as an important dimension 
of participants’ experiences. In response, a 
feminist theoretical lens was incorporated 
to interpret the power dynamics, inequities, 
and gendered patterns revealed in the data. 
This emergent feminist lens complemented 
the phenomenological attention to sociocul-
tural context and enabled a deeper under-
standing of how institutional structures, 
positionality, and gender shaped access to 
and experiences of support.

Research Methods

In accordance with the philosophical frame-
work, qualitative methods were employed, 
including participant interviews and inter-
pretive phenomenological analysis for data 
collection and analysis. In-depth interviews 
offered the ability to get as close as possible 
to the essence of participants’ lived expe-
riences to explore their meaning-making. 
Employing a phenomenological approach, 
this study identified the essence of life for 
a community-engaged scholar as described 
by those who live it.

Data analysis was guided by Heidegger’s 
interpretive phenomenology, with an em-
phasis on the subjectivity and temporal 
nature of lived experience (Moran, 2000), 
and interpretive phenomenological analysis, 
or IPA, from the field of psychology (Smith 
& Osborn, 2003). The purpose of IPA is to 
explore in detail how participants are making 
sense of their personal and social world, with 
close attention to the meanings particular 
experiences and events hold for participants. 

Study participants were five faculty mem-
bers at a broad access institution in the 
Pacific Northwest. Participants were selected 
from the same institution to ensure similar 
cultural contexts. Parameters included a 
full-time faculty position, scholarship that 
has been primarily community-engaged, 
and efforts to engage with community 

partners that continued through the crisis 
events of 2020. Participants were identified 
by a key community engagement profes-
sional at the institution.

Data collection included semistructured 
interviews in two rounds with each par-
ticipant, consistent with IPA guidelines 
for eliciting rich, first‑person accounts 
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith & Osborn, 
2003). Interviews varied in length and were 
followed by reflective journal/memos and 
analytic note‑taking, which supported an 
iterative, interpretive engagement with the 
data throughout the study.

Data analysis for this study followed the 
four steps of interpretive phenomenological 
analysis (Smith & Nizza, 2022). These steps 
included reading and exploratory notes, 
formulating experiential statements, find-
ing connections and clustering experiential 
statements, and compiling the table of per-
sonal experiential themes.

Results

Participants represented a diverse faculty 
population spanning five different depart-
ments and five different position types, as 
shown in Table 1. Although all held full-time 
faculty positions at the same institution with 
a reputation for a culture of engagement, 
their experiences with institutional support 
for their community-engaged research were 
highly diverse.

Data was analyzed through cross-case the-
matic analysis using an iterative, interpre-
tive phenomenological process. Multiple 
readings of transcripts, reflexive memoing, 
and clustering of experiential statements 
supported the development of four over-
arching thematic categories (see Table 2).

Study participants found the most mean-
ing in a supportive campus culture, collab-
orative relationships, and access to campus 
resources. However, their access to these 
institutional supports was inequitable. 
When they had access to the support they 
needed, study participants experienced feel-
ings of inclusion, validation, security, and 
ease in their work, whereas a lack of access 
to necessary forms of support led to feel-
ings of exclusion, frustration, instability, 
and devaluation of their work. The COVID-
19 pandemic highlighted the inequities 
among them and drew attention to factors 
influencing their experiences with support. 
These factors included faculty position type, 
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Table 1. Participants' Demographic Data

Participant (pseudonym) Years in role Gender Position Discipline

Susan 15 Female Associate professor 
(non-tenure) Art

Carol 6 Female Research associate 
(non-tenure) Environmental studies

Steven 12 Male Professor Architecture

Mary 5 Female Assistant professor 
(non-tenure) Education

Ashley 3 Female Assistant professor 
(tenure-track) Social work

Table 2. Essential Themes

Categories Essential themes

“Support is . . .” Access to resources

Supportive campus culture

Relationships

“Support means . . .” Inclusion or exclusion

Validation for work that is meaningful

Frustration or ease

Equity

Stability and security

“Support is influenced by . . .” Discipline and department

Type of institution

Faculty position type

Gender

The COVID-19 context Transition to virtual interactions

Changing plans

Access to resources

Time factors

New protocols

Missing personal connections

academic department, and the culture of en-
gagement at the institution.

Some themes were common across all cases, 
including the significance of campus culture, 
access to resources, and the influence of the 
discipline, department, and institution type 
on their experience. However, other themes 
were less common and more important for 
specific individuals, such as the influence 
of gender and privilege. The discussion that 
follows considers the implications of both 
types of themes in a broader context.

Discussion

This study extends the conversation in the 
literature by highlighting the lived experi-
ence of five community-engaged research-
ers, adding texture and nuance to the exist-
ing understanding of institutional support 
for community-engaged scholars.

Interviews were often dominated by con-
versations about factors that influence the 
participants’ experience. For that reason, 
findings were interpreted, in part, through a 
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lens of equity, inclusion, and privilege, par-
ticularly related to gender. Correspondingly, 
critical feminist theory views gender as an 
omnipresent feature of social life and per-
sonal identity, making it inextricable from 
an analysis of social life (Taylor et al., 2007). 
Phenomenology centers the voices and lived 
experiences of participants, who in this case 
were loud and clear about their experiences 
being shaped by issues of equity.

Not only does hermeneutic phenomenol-
ogy support attention to social, cultural, 
and historic aspects of one’s identity, but 
critique and challenge of power structures 
are embedded in the foundations of higher 
education community engagement (Dolgon 
et al., 2017). The symmetry between the 
philosophical foundation of this study, the 
phenomenon itself, and the researcher’s 
identity affirmed the necessity of attending 
to the inequities among faculty members 
exposed through data analysis. Specifically, 
the influence of gender on experiences with 
institutional support was highlighted in 
faculty members’ stories. For these reasons, 
the dissertation centered on the experiences 
of women faculty in community engage-
ment, with a focus on gendered dimensions 
of institutional support.

Key Arguments

According to the data, the essence of the 
experience with support for community-
engaged research is highly individualized, 
and making any generalizations would be 
superficial at best and harmful at worst. 
Four primary arguments support this un-
derstanding: (1) Women’s experiences are 
different, (2) relationships are crucial, (3) 
context matters, and (4) undifferentiated 
forms of support are insufficient. The dis-
cussion that follows offers rationales for 
these four arguments and contextualizes 
them within the existing literature.

1. Women’s Experiences Are Different

Through the analysis process, the data re-
vealed gendered dynamics, making a femi-
nist lens the most coherent and rigorous 
interpretive frame. The results were clear 
about gender’s influence on community-
engaged researchers’ experience with in-
stitutional support. They reinforce Ward’s 
(2010) findings that women’s experiences 
are different. Plaxton-Moore (2021) dem-
onstrated the need for alignment between 
women’s ways of engagement and reward 
and recognition for community engagement, 

and this study expands on her findings to 
suggest a need for alignment throughout 
all facets of institutional support. Women 
carry the weight of community engagement 
for the institution (Doberneck et al., 2011), 
yet the institution may not recognize and 
respond to their unique needs with regard 
to support.

Despite a lack of attention to gender in 
participant recruitment, four out of five 
faculty members in this study were women. 
Previous literature confirms that this ratio 
is not a coincidence. Women are, in fact, 
participating in community engagement 
in higher education with greater intensity 
and to a greater degree than their male col-
leagues (Antonio et al., 2000; Doberneck 
et al., 2011; Fairbairn, 2019; Turner, 2002). 
Not only are they participating more, but 
their ways of engagement, epistemological 
values, and experiences with community 
engagement are different (Holland, 2016; 
O’Meara, 2008; Turner, 2002; Ward, 2010).

During the data analysis process, evidence 
of the gendered patterns in how communi-
ty-engaged researchers experienced insti-
tutional support was undeniable. The male 
participant reported institutional freedom 
and support and did not report feelings of 
inclusion or exclusion. In contrast, women 
consistently described navigating lim-
ited support through resilience, relational 
labor, and self-sufficiency. This discrepancy 
speaks to the intersecting biases experienced 
by women practicing community-engaged 
forms of scholarship (Turner, 2002).

Pursuing nontraditional work in the acad-
emy while holding marginalized identities 
presents compounding barriers for women 
engaged scholars. Not only are women mar-
ginalized in the academy for their gender 
identity, but community-engaged scholar-
ship is often seen as unconnected to core 
academic work (Checkoway, 2001; O’Meara 
& Rice, 2005; Rice, 2002) and is also margin-
alized as a nontraditional academic pursuit. 
In the face of these challenges, however, 
women persist. Previous research argues 
that they do so because they are more com-
mitted to the collective than the individual 
(Ward, 2010). The women in this study have 
evidenced this commitment by consistently 
referring back to the institutional motto 
and values that ground their work within 
the larger web.

Women are attracted to community-en-
gaged scholarship because its values and 
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principles are aligned with theirs (Antonio 
et al., 2000). Reciprocity, social justice, and 
social accountability (Beaulieu et al., 2018) 
are driving motivators for women scholars 
and also align with the public purpose mis-
sion of the institution in this study. This 
alignment should provide insight for insti-
tutional leaders to recognize and respond to 
the unique forms of support that are mean-
ingful for women.

Strengthening the institution’s community 
engagement agenda requires closer atten-
tion to the women who are performing a 
significant amount of the work. They need 
institutional support that accommodates 
relationship building and facilitates a 
sense of belonging in their work setting. 
Considering support through the lens of 
community-engaged scholarship would 
attend to reciprocity, sustainable relation-
ships, reflection, equity, and centering 
marginalized voices. This approach would 
bring greater alignment between the insti-
tution’s aspirational mission and the actual 
work and needs of the women shoulder-
ing the weight of the work. An authentic 
approach to institutional support would 
provide greater attention to the marginal-
ized faculty persisting through intersect-
ing barriers. Women should not have to be 
“scrappy” and resilient to be successful in 
their community-engaged scholarship that 
holds up the legacy of the institution.

2. Relationships Are Crucial

The women in this study consistently de-
scribed their relationships with colleagues 
and community partners as valuable sources 
of support. Although they could look past 
challenges with funding and administra-
tive offices, it was their relationships that 
appeared to have the greatest influence on 
their experiences. Undoubtedly, Plaxton-
Moore (2021) was right when she argued 
that a sense of connectedness is highly 
valued in women’s community-engaged 
scholarship.

In addition to explicit descriptions of the 
valuable relationships in their work lives, 
there was a conspicuous difference in the 
way the women spoke about their work 
compared to the male participant, who de-
scribed support for his community engage-
ment work from an individual perspective. 
The women, on the other hand, described 
their work collectively. The relationships 
women have in their community-engaged 
research were connected to feelings of joy, 

comfort, and security. When the relation-
ships were absent, they experienced despair, 
instability, and isolation. These differing 
experiences speak to women’s need for 
rootedness and connectedness, as Plaxton-
Moore (2021) asserted.

Higher education settings, generally, can 
cause feelings of social isolation (Pifer, 
2011), with a common narrative of fac-
ulty as lone rangers (O’Meara et al., 2008). 
Adding marginalized identities and non-
traditional approaches to scholarly work to 
this equation only exacerbates the feelings 
of marginality for women engaged scholars 
(Lindholm, 2003). Furthermore, women 
who pursue community-engaged scholarly 
agendas identify with the field’s values, like 
reciprocity, contributing to the significance 
of relationships in their work. Previous 
research in higher education is clear that 
communal factors like academic depart-
ment (Campbell & O’Meara, 2014), sense of 
community (van Lankveld et al., 2017), and 
group norms (Hora, 2008) influence faculty 
experiences. The data in this study suggest 
these factors are particularly salient for 
women engaged scholars.

There is evidence that social support for 
faculty improves their experiences and 
that relationships are of utmost importance 
for women participating in community-
engaged research. Not only are relationships 
a crucial form of support for women, 
but they are an essential component of 
community-engaged research. Nonetheless, 
there are disparities in access to supportive 
relationships and networks among faculty. 
One of the clearest disparities, for this group 
of faculty, was in the departmental context. 
An approach to institutional support that 
honors the needs of women would prioritize 
resources and environments that facilitate 
and accommodate relationship building.

3. Context Matters

The contextual setting surrounding the 
community-engaged researchers in this 
study influenced their experience of in-
stitutional support. The most prominent 
factors included the type of institution, the 
disciplinary department, and the type of 
faculty position. For women in particular, a 
sense of rootedness and deep belonging are 
important factors in their experience with 
community engagement (Plaxton-Moore, 
2021). Although literature in the higher 
education field broadly is clear about the 
significance of contextual factors (Englund 
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et al., 2018; Jawitz, 2009; Lee, 2004; Pifer 
et al., 2015) the scholarship of engagement 
has yet to fully investigate their influence 
on the experience of community-engaged 
scholars specifically.

Institution Type. The type of institu-
tion makes a difference in faculty experi-
ences with support. The faculty in this study 
were drawn to this campus because it was a 
broad access institution with a mission sup-
portive of community engagement. Faculty 
felt grounded in the campus culture associ-
ated with those distinctions. Broad access 
institutions play a crucial role in increasing 
educational equity by expanding access to 
postsecondary education for students who 
have historically been excluded (Klempin 
& Karp, 2018). It comes as no surprise that 
educators who identify with the core values 
of community engagement, including social 
justice and social responsibility, would feel 
at home in this type of educational setting. 
Ward (2010) explained that community-en-
gaged scholarship is motivated, for women, 
by their sense of rootedness in place and 
an overpowering sense of responsibility 
to others. A broad access institution with 
a commitment to community engagement 
offers alignment with these values and lends 
itself to this sense of rootedness.

The institution in this study has a notable 
history and reputation for community 
engagement. A strength at this institution 
was the true commitment to community 
engagement and faculty members who 
stood firmly behind that mission. This 
commitment came through in nearly all 
interviews with faculty members as they 
routinely mentioned the university’s 
motto and its significance in their work 
and in the lives of their students. However, 
the institutional values do not seem to 
translate through to the departmental 
level, where faculty are most impacted. 
Although the faculty expressed empathy 
and understanding for the constraints at 
the institutional level, they were not as 
forgiving in the departmental context.

The scholarship of engagement continues 
to explore the various approaches to insti-
tutionalizing community engagement, and 
this university has been successful in cre-
ating a culture of engagement. The faculty 
in this study stand behind the institution’s 
mission and values and describe supportive 
elements at the institutional level. However, 
public broad access institutions are depen-
dent on limited public funding, are often 

underresourced, and are vulnerable to eco-
nomic downturns (Jenkins & Rodriguez, 
2013). Indeed, funding was a common 
challenge described by faculty in this study. 
Nonetheless, the faculty were invested in 
the institutional mission and were sensitive 
to the financial constraints. Consequently, 
they were willing to be self-sufficient and 
find resources for their projects when insti-
tutional support was lacking.

Institutional Infrastructure. Although 
the faculty in this study found the campus 
culture and characteristics of a broad access 
institution to be supportive of their commu-
nity-engaged research in a general sense, 
the institutional infrastructure had a greater 
influence on the day-to-day experience for 
most. Finding suitable logistical support 
for their research and a supportive socio-
cultural climate were both connected to the 
departmental context. The differences be-
tween faculty members’ home departments 
led to great variability in their experience 
with institutional support, making it more 
or less difficult to pursue their community-
engaged research.

Not surprisingly, all faculty in this study 
mentioned administrative offices on campus 
as potential sources of support for their 
work. The institution’s research office and 
business office were seen as necessary lo-
gistical resources to carry out their grant-
funded research projects. However, faculty 
described these offices as unstable, ineffi-
cient, and not functional. These challenges 
contributed to strong feelings of frustration 
and even mystery and confusion. Uniquely, 
Ashley’s department was equipped with its 
own robust research support infrastructure. 
This office provided individualized support 
with accessible staff and resources that con-
tributed to a sense of ease and comfort in 
the research process.

Ashley’s unique experience highlights the 
significance of the departmental context. 
For the women in the study, more than 
logistical support, the sociocultural condi-
tions in the department had a meaningful 
influence on their experience. Feelings of 
inclusion or exclusion were associated with 
the relational climate of the department. 
Recognizing that women participating in 
community engagement seek deep belong-
ing (Plaxton-Moore, 2021), the outcasting 
and exclusion that several women in this 
study experienced in their department sug-
gests a harmful misalignment between their 
values and their daily contextual setting.



143 A Feminist Phenomenological Analysis of Community Engaged Researchers’ Experience of Support

Faculty need both logistical support and 
social support at the departmental level. 
The significance of the structural and so-
ciocultural conditions of the department 
is acknowledged in the higher education 
literature (Englund et al., 2018) but is 
underrecognized in the scholarship of en-
gagement. The organizational structure of 
the university is included in key factors for 
institutionalizing community engagement 
(Furco et al., 2009; Gelmon et al., 2005; 
Holland, 1997; Kecskes, 2008; Saltmarsh, 
2019), but the magnitude of the depart-
ment’s influence on faculty experiences is 
not explicitly identified. This omission is, 
perhaps, a result of the literature focusing 
on a universal approach to support while 
overlooking the distinct needs of women in 
the field.

Position Type. The faculty in this study 
held position types across the academic 
spectrum, and the difference among their 
experiences was undeniable. Whereas Steven 
experienced a compelling sense of freedom 
as an endowed professor, Mary described 
an inequitable distribution of labor that 
impacted how she spent her time. The type 
of position either supports or inhibits the 
faculty member’s ability to participate in 
community-engaged research.

Faculty with secure and sustainable fund-
ing for their position, like the male par-
ticipant, have more time available to pursue 
grant funding for their research projects. 
Meanwhile, faculty who must fund their 
own position have added restrictions on 
their time. Similarly, non-tenure-track 
faculty have more teaching responsibilities, 
especially when tenure-track faculty have 
course buy-outs to accommodate their re-
search. Beyond time and availability, these 
differences contribute to the consequential 
experiences of inclusion and exclusion in 
their department, at least for the women 
in this study. Those with secure funding 
and tenure-track status experienced more 
legitimacy and recognition in their depart-
ment than others.

Although the non-tenure-track faculty in 
this study felt their experience with com-
munity-engaged research would be im-
proved if they held tenure-track positions, 
previous research found that lower ranking 
faculty demonstrate the highest levels of 
commitment to community engagement 
activities (Antonio et al., 2000). Similar to 
the discrepancy found between gender and 
institutional support, this juxtaposition 

contributes to the misalignment between 
the values and contexts of community-en-
gaged researchers. If lower ranking faculty 
are most committed to community engage-
ment, attention needs to be given to their 
particular needs for support to reduce the 
difficulty they experience.

The contextual setting plays an important 
role in faculty experiences with institutional 
support for their community-engaged re-
search. However, a supportive campus 
culture and institutional leadership are not 
enough. Faculty need support throughout 
the institutional infrastructure, includ-
ing administrative offices and disciplinary 
departments. Additionally, the way faculty 
positions are funded and situated within the 
university contributes to, or detracts from, 
faculty’s ability to access institutional sup-
port. Faculty experiences would be improved 
with a coordinated effort to align all campus 
offices and departments with the institu-
tion’s advocacy for community engagement. 
Such alignment would ensure all faculty 
have equitable access to the support they 
need to carry out their community-engaged 
research.

4. Undifferentiated Forms of Support Are 
Insufficient

The faculty in this study each had distinct 
needs concerning institutional support, with 
a lack of consistency in their experiences. 
These needs are influenced by a variety of 
factors, including their personal lives and 
identities, as well as contextual factors in 
their work environment. Research about in-
stitutional support for community-engaged 
faculty has largely focused on institution-
wide support from the leadership level while 
neglecting to understand the nuanced expe-
rience of individual faculty members. This 
study highlights the unique experiences of 
five faculty members and the factors that 
influence them. The differences among 
them point to the need to reconsider the 
undifferentiated approach and consider 
more tailored forms of support that promote 
equitable access among all faculty.

The research reinforced that experiences 
among faculty vary based on their faculty 
position type and their department, among 
other contextual factors. Those with en-
dowed positions and tenured professor ranks 
experience a sense of security, freedom, and 
validation, whereas those with a non-ten-
ure-track position without a collegial group 
struggled. In yet a different experience, a 
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participant in a department with a research 
office of its own received specialized support 
for research. The contextual environments 
often determined the support available to 
each and their process of accessing needed 
forms of support, which was easier for some 
than others.

The inequities resulting from these contex-
tual institutional factors are compounded 
by the marginalized personal identities and 
lived experiences of the faculty in this study. 
In addition to the influence of gender, de-
scribed above, the home life of faculty im-
pacted their experience with support. Most 
notably, two participants acknowledged 
the additional challenges women face as 
mothers. Women’s choices and flexibility 
in their work environment are restricted by 
their roles as mothers, and the added re-
sponsibility can leave them feeling pulled 
in many directions, impacting their feelings 
of success.

Two participants in this study did, in fact, 
name the privilege they experienced in their 
roles. Among other factors, this privilege 
was attributed to the exceptional train-
ing received in a doctoral program and the 
freedom in family life, compared to moth-
ers of young children. The male participant 
expressed gratitude for the unique privilege 
he experiences in his role at the university. 
He understands the unique freedom he has 
with an endowed tenured position. Those 
with less privilege in their roles need greater 
access to the institutional support that 
others are more easily accessing. They may 
also need differentiated forms of support 
based on their histories, personal lives, and 

contextual positioning at the institution, 
among other factors.

The literature about institutional support 
for community-engaged scholars presents 
a one-size-fits-all approach. However, this 
study demonstrates how the unique needs 
of individual faculty members necessitate 
differentiated forms of support. Faculty 
members’ needs are influenced, in part, by 
personal identities and positionality within 
the institution, some of which come with 
privilege while others are disadvantaged. 
Certain privileges lead to greater access 
to and benefits from institutional sup-
port, creating inequitable experiences for 
community-engaged scholars. Therefore, 
institutional support needs to account for 
the varied histories and contexts of each in-
dividual rather than providing undifferenti-
ated systematic supports to all community-
engaged researchers.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that institutional 
support for community‑engaged research-
ers is experienced in highly individualized 
and inequitable ways, shaped by gender, 
positionality, departments, and roles. The 
findings highlight the saliency of contex-
tual factors, the significance of relation-
ships, and the individuality of community-
engaged researchers’ needs. As institutional 
leaders continue the meaningful work of 
refining their approach to support for com-
munity-engaged faculty, the findings in this 
study offer important insights to consider 
in building out more equitable, nuanced 
strategies.

About the Author

Emily Phaup is the senior manager of scholarship and knowledge mobilization for Campus 
Compact. Her research interests focus on the preparation of and institutional support for 
community-engaged scholars, with a particular interest in experiences of women and graduate 
students. She received her PhD in education, free-choice learning from Oregon State University.



145 A Feminist Phenomenological Analysis of Community Engaged Researchers’ Experience of Support

References

Antonio, A. L., Astin, H. S., & Cress, C. M. (2000). Community service in higher education: 
A look at the nation’s faculty. The Review of Higher Education, 23(4), 373–397. https://
doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2000.0015

Beaulieu, M., Breton, M., & Brousselle, A. (2018). Conceptualizing 20 years of en-
gaged scholarship: A scoping review. PLoS ONE, 13(2), Article e0193201. https://doi.
org/10.1371/journal.pone.0193201

Campbell, C. M., & O’Meara, K. (2014). Faculty agency: Departmental contexts that matter 
in faculty careers. Research in Higher Education, 55(1), 49–74. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11162-013-9303-x

Checkoway, B. (2001). Renewing the civic mission of the American research university. 
The Journal of Higher Education, 72(2), 125–147. https://doi.org/10.2307/2649319

Colbeck, C. L., & Weaver, L. D. (2008). Faculty engagement in public scholarship: A motiva-
tion systems theory perspective. Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement, 
12(2), 7–32. https://openjournals.libs.uga.edu/jheoe/article/view/509

Doberneck, D., Glass, C., & Schweitzer, J. (2011). Beyond activity, place, and partner: How 
publicly engaged scholarship varies by intensity of activity and degree of engage-
ment. Journal of Community Engagement and Scholarship, 4(2). https://doi.org/10.54656/
RPOV2967

Dolgon, C., Mitchell, T. D., & Eatman, T. K. (2017). The Cambridge handbook of service learn-
ing and community engagement. Cambridge University Press.

Ellison, J., & Eatman, T. K. (2008). Scholarship in public: Knowledge creation and tenure policy 
in the engaged university. Imagining America.

Englund, C., Olofsson, A. D., & Price, L. (2018). The influence of sociocultural and structural 
contexts in academic change and development in higher education. Higher Education, 
76(6), 1051–1069. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-018-0254-1

Fairbairn, J. (2019). The public sociologist as a university–community hybrid: Lessons from 
feminism. Critical Sociology, 45(2), 285–304. https://doi.org/10.1177/0896920517737142

Finlay, L. (2009). Debating phenomenological research methods. Phenomenology & Practice, 
3(1), 6–25. https://doi.org/10.29173/pandpr19818

Foster, K. M. (2010). Taking a stand: Community-engaged scholarship on the tenure 
track. Journal of Community Engagement and Scholarship, 3(2), 20–30. https://jces.ua.edu/
articles/10.54656/GTHV1244

Franz, N., Childers, J., & Sanderlin, N. (2012). Assessing the culture of engagement on 
a university campus. Journal of Community Engagement and Scholarship, 5(2), 20–40. 
https://doi.org/10.54656/NHRR3108

Furco, A., Weerts, D., Burton, L., & Kent, K. (2009). Assessment rubric for institutionalizing 
community engagement in higher education. University of Minnesota. https://hdl.handle.
net/11299/213717

Gelmon, S. B., Seifer, S. D., Kauper-Brown, J., & Mikkelsen, M. (2005). Building capacity for 
community engagement: Institutional self-assessment. Community-Campus Partnerships 
for Health.

Holland, B. (1997). Analyzing institutional commitment to service: A model of key orga-
nizational factors. Michigan Journal of Community Service Learning, 4(1), 30–41. http://
hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.3239521.0004.104

Holland, B. A. (2009). Will it last? Evidence of institutionalization at Carnegie classified 
community engagement institutions. New Directions for Higher Education, 2009(147), 
85–98. https://doi.org/10.1002/he.361

Holland, B. A. (2016). Factors influencing faculty engagement—Then, now, and future. 
Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement, 20(1), 79–96.

Hora, M. T. (2008). Using cultural models to understand faculty sense-making processes within 
the structural and socio-cultural context of a comprehensive university [Paper presentation]. 
American Educational Research Association annual meeting, New York, NY.



146Vol. 30, No. 2—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement

Jawitz, J. (2009). Learning in the academic workplace: The harmonization of the collective 
and the individual habitus. Studies in Higher Education, 34(6), 601–614. https://doi.
org/10.1080/03075070802556149

Jenkins, D., & Rodriguez, O. (2013). Access and success with less: Improving productivity 
in broad-access postsecondary institutions. Future of Children, 23(1), 187–209. http://
www.jstor.org/stable/23409494

Kecskes, K. (2008). Creating community-engaged departments: Self-assessment rubric for the 
institutionalization of community engagement in academic departments. Portland State 
University. https://web.archive.org/web/20240708044518/https://compact.org/sites/
default/files/2022-05/

Klempin, S., & Karp, M. M. (2018). Leadership for transformative change: Lessons from 
technology-mediated reform in broad-access colleges. The Journal of Higher Education, 
89(1), 81–105. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2017.1341754

Lee, J. J. (2004). Comparing institutional relationships with academic departments: A 
study of five academic fields. Research in Higher Education, 45(6), 603–624.

Lindholm, J. A. (2003). Perceived organizational fit: Nurturing the minds, hearts, and 
personal ambitions of university faculty. The Review of Higher Education, 27(1), 125–149. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2003.0040

Moran, D. (2000). Introduction to phenomenology. Routledge.

O’Meara, K. (2006). Encouraging multiple forms of scholarship in faculty reward sys-
tems: Have academic cultures really changed? New Directions for Institutional Research, 
2006(129), 77–95. https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.173

O’Meara, K. (2008). Motivation for faculty community engagement: Learning from ex-
emplars. Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement, 12(1), 7–30. https://
openjournals.libs.uga.edu/jheoe/article/view/518

O’Meara, K., & Rice, R. E. (2005). Faculty priorities reconsidered: Rewarding multiple forms of 
scholarship. Wiley.

O’Meara, K., Terosky, A. L., & Neumann, A. (2008). Faculty careers and work lives: A profes-
sional growth perspective (ASHE Higher Education Report Vol. 34, No. 3). Jossey-Bass.

Phaup, E. (2022). “I was Invisible to them”: An interpretive phenomenological analysis of com-
munity engaged researchers’ experience of institutional support [Doctoral dissertation, 
Oregon State University]. ScholarsArchive@OSU. https://ir.library.oregonstate.edu/
concern/graduate_thesis_or_dissertations/7w62fh79f

Pietkiewicz, I., & Smith, J. A. (2014). A practical guide to using interpretative phenomeno-
logical analysis in qualitative research psychology. Psychological Journal, 20(1), 7–14.

Pifer, M. J. (2011). Intersectionality in context: A mixed-methods approach to research-
ing the faculty experience. New Directions for Institutional Research, 2011(151), 27–44. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.397

Pifer, M. J., Baker, V. L., & Lunsford, L. G. (2015). Academic departments as networks of 
informal learning: Faculty development at liberal arts colleges. International Journal 
for Academic Development, 20(2), 178–192.

Plaxton-Moore, P. S. (2021). Engaging feminism, transforming institutions: How community 
engagement professionals employ critical feminist praxis to re-imagine and re-shape the 
public purpose of higher education [Doctoral dissertation, University of San Francisco). 
University of San Francisco Scholarship Repository. https://repository.usfca.edu/
diss/583

Rice, R. E. (2002). Beyond Scholarship Reconsidered: Toward an enlarged vision of the 
scholarly work of faculty members. New Directions for Teaching and Learning, 2002(90), 
7–18. https://doi.org/10.1002/tl.51

Saltmarsh, J. (2019). Self-assessment rubric for the institutionalization of community 
engagement at the level of the college within a university. eJournal of Public Affairs, 
8(3), Article 6. https://bearworks.missouristate.edu/ejopa/vol8/iss3/6

Smith, J. A., & Nizza, I. E. (2022). Essentials of interpretative phenomenological analysis. 
American Psychological Association.



147 A Feminist Phenomenological Analysis of Community Engaged Researchers’ Experience of Support

Smith, J. A., & Osborn, M. (2003). Interpretative phenomenological analysis. In J. A. 
Smith (Ed.), Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to research methods (pp. 51–80). 
Sage Publications.

Taylor, V., Whittier, N., & Rupp, L. J. (2007). Feminist frontiers (7th ed.). McGraw-Hill.

Turner, C. S. V. (2002). Women of color in academe: Living with multiple marginality. 
The Journal of Higher Education, 73(1), 74–93. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2002
.11777131

van Lankveld, T., Schoonenboom, J., Volman, M., Croiset, G., & Beishuizen, J. (2017). 
Developing a teacher identity in the university context: A systematic review of the 
literature. Higher Education Research & Development, 36(2), 325–342. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/07294360.2016.1208154

Vogelgesang, L. J., Denson, N., & Jayakumar, U. M. (2010). What determines faculty-
engaged scholarship? The Review of Higher Education, 33(4), 437–472. https://doi.
org/10.1353/rhe.0.0175

Vuong, T., Rowe, A. N., Hoyt, L., & Carrier, C. (2017). Faculty perspectives on rewards and 
incentives for community-engaged work: A multinational exploratory study. Gateways: 
International Journal of Community Research and Engagement, 10, 249–264. https://doi.
org/10.5130/ijcre.v10i0.5268

Ward, E. C. (2010). Women’s ways of engagement: An exploration of gender, the scholarship 
of engagement and institutional rewards policy and practice (Publication No. 3420073) 
[Doctoral dissertation, University of Massachusetts Boston]. ProQuest Dissertations 
and Theses Global.



148Vol. 30, No. 2—Journal of Higher Education Outreach and Engagement


