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Abstract
Pedagogical approaches in community-engaged education have been the object of 
interest for those aiming at improving community health and well-being and reduc-
ing social and economic inequities. Using the epistemological framework provided 
by the scholarship of engagement, this article examines three nationally recog-
nized and successful examples of community-university partnerships in the fields 
of community planning and public health: the East St. Louis Action Research Pro-
ject, the South Memphis Revitalization Action Project, and the Detroit Community-
Academic Urban Research Center. We review and compare how these partnerships 
emerged, developed, and engaged students, community partners, and academic 
researchers with their local communities in ways that achieved positive social 
change. We conclude by highlighting common elements across the partnerships 
that provide valuable insights in promoting more progressive forms of community-
engaged scholarship, as well as a list of examples of what radical forms of commu-
nity-engaged education may look like.
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Introduction

One of the most severe problems confronting American cities today is the ever-
increasing income, wealth, and power disparities separating neighborhoods 
(Brownstein, 2020). These persistent inequalities have resulted in large differ-
ences in life expectancies, differential exposure to environmental contaminants, 
educational and occupational opportunities, access and availability to high-qual-
ity, affordable fresh foods and housing, to name a few (Healthy People, 2030). 
Some neighborhoods benefit from well-resourced schools and parks, efficient 
government services, local access to emergency and health services, and influence 
over elected officials, while others experience low-quality schools, governmental 
neglect, substandard housing, and ultimately deterioration of social relationships. 
Community development (Cameron & Wasacase, 2017; Trickett & Rauk, 2019) 
and public health (Syme & Ritterman, 2009) scholars noted the critical role of 
community members’ active participation in developing and implementing poli-
cies and interventions that aim to improve community health and well-being with 
an eye towards equity.

Colleges, universities, and medical centers are important anchor institutions 
called upon to support resident-led redevelopment efforts taking place in our most 
economically challenged communities (Birch et al., 2013). These institutions have 
typically pursued urban revitalization goals by working with community-based 
organizations and municipal agencies to develop comprehensive neighborhood 
plans to enhance overall community health and well-being (Phillips & Wong, 
2016; Healthy People, 2030). These community/university (C/U) partnerships 
seek to strengthen individual, institutional, and community-scale factors that 
improve our most distressed urban and rural communities’ overall quality of life. 
The most successful of the more than 1,200 university-based community engage-
ment centers and institutes established to advance community health and well-
being reflect Ernest Boyer’s holistic approach to the scholarship of engagement 
(Winthrop & Dusst, 2020). This article examines the extent to which three highly 
regarded C/U collaboratives have positively affected community health and well-
being in their primary service areas while also offering student, faculty, and com-
munity participants transformational learning opportunities (Mezirow, 1991).

In his trailblazing work on the scholarship of engagement (Boyer, 1990, 1996), 
Ernest Boyer, the former president of the Carnegie Foundation, defined four sig-
nificant areas needed to transform the academy into a "more vigorous partner in 
the search for answers to our most pressing social, civic, economic, and moral 
problems" (Boyer, 1996, p. 1). He invited scholars to go beyond the traditional 
mission of the academy by incorporating four primary forms of scholarships: the 
scholarship of discovery to push the boundaries of human knowledge, the schol-
arship of integration to realize innovative forms of collaboration between and 
among disciplines, the scholarship of application to regularly apply new knowl-
edge in the real world, and the scholarship of teaching to activate reciprocal learn-
ing processes within the classroom. More than 20 years have passed since Boyer 
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first described this expanded idea of scholarship. However, there are still many 
challenges on how to conceptualize and put them into practice (Campbell, 2012).

One of the most controversial elements of Boyer’s four-sided notion of scholar-
ship is related to teaching and its capacity to transform it into a dynamic practice 
that "encourages students to be critical, creative thinkers with the capacity to go on 
learning" (Boyer, 1990, p. 24). This perspective invites current and future genera-
tions of learners to become continuously engaged and practically involved in their 
field of study. During the late 1990s, this challenged colleges and universities to 
involve their classrooms in real-world problem-solving projects to provide students 
with a deeper understanding of organizational and community change processes. 
The engaged scholarship movement (Rhoads & Howard, 1998) resulted in higher 
education institutions partnering with community members and institutions that 
sought to expand economic opportunities for those with the fewest resources. Early 
proponents believed this movement could improve conditions in distressed commu-
nities, democratize the knowledge production process, and reinvigorate civil society. 
They were confident it had the potential to become a type of reform that would offer 
a new horizon of possibilities for action outside of the current socioeconomic capi-
talist system (Gorz, 1970, p. 7).

The last three decades have witnessed the establishment and development of 
numerous C/U partnerships under the banner of the scholarship of engagement. In 
the continuing struggle for social justice, not all forms of engagement have been suc-
cessful. The way partnerships are designed or executed is sometimes an impediment 
to their fulfillment. In this regard, successful cases might offer essential lessons to 
inform approaches aiming at bringing the transformative power of the scholarship 
of engagement to its full potential. According to Boyer (1996), the scholarship of 
engagement formalizes an academic enterprise combining the scholarships of (1) 
discovery, (2) integration, (3) sharing and (4) application of knowledge. More spe-
cifically, Boyer was inviting academic institutions to renovate their ways of knowing 
by pushing the boundaries of human knowledge through research activities overlap-
ping multiple set of disciplines (integration), by continually validating discoveries 
with students (sharing), and by newly generated knowledge for effectuation in the 
real world (application). Bringing the scholarship of engagement to its full potential 
means activating forms of knowing that are highly collaborative, involving different 
membership in and outside the academy to generate mutually beneficial benefits for 
students, faculty, researchers, and community partners involved.

This paper compares three US-based cases of C/U partnerships that have pro-
duced significant research, teaching, and learning with transformative results for 
the community and university partners, and students involved. We briefly intro-
duce types of C/U collaborations and community-based participatory research as a 
model of cooperative principles based on social justice that addresses health and 
community well-being and learning within the context of power imbalances. We 
then review the origins, goals and objectives, participatory approaches and meth-
odology, initiatives, and accomplishments of these C/U partnerships. The first two 
cases in East St. Louis, Illinois, and Memphis, Tennessee stem from partnerships 
between community-based organizations, local leaders, and departments of urban 
planning, community development, and architecture that aimed to address critical 
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urban problems while enhancing the organizational capacity of local development 
corporations. The third case in Detroit, Michigan, is a health-focused partnership 
that brought together schools of public health, nursing and social work, a public 
health agency, an integrated health care system, and community-based organizations 
to address factors that determine health. By discussing and comparing the lessons 
learned, we conclude with some reflections useful to operationalizing transformative 
C/U partnerships that are engaged in research and teaching and learning for social 
change both on campus and in the community.

Community/University Partnerships for Social Change

An early assessment of C/U partnerships found these programs to be "normally dis-
tributed" across three types (Nye & Schramm, 1999). Nye and Schramm discov-
ered a modest number of partnerships focused on service projects chosen by campus 
partners to enhance their institutional reputations following various forms of institu-
tional misbehaviors. Quietly assembling land in residential neighborhoods adjacent 
to their campuses in anticipation of future growth without community or municipal 
consultation and paternalistic, tokenistic approaches to community development are 
all too common forms of such institutional misbehaviors. They identified a more 
significant number of partnerships that pursued community research initiatives in 
response to needs articulated by grassroots organizations. In most of these cases, 
higher education institutions undertook this work using the "professional expert" 
model of community research (Whyte, 1982). This model tends to maintain cam-
pus researchers’ privileged position over community leaders in designing and imple-
menting the various phases of the research process. Finally, they located a limited 
number of partnerships that involved grassroots activists and university scholars in 
research, planning, and development efforts. These partnerships identified and dis-
rupted the structural causes of critical urban problems by implementing a highly 
collaborative process in which campus researchers and community members func-
tion as equal partners.

Nye and Schramm argue that this latter category represents the best option to 
determine courses of actions through which systemic change might occur. However, 
necessary pre-conditions enabling these types of partnerships cannot be taken for 
granted. Collaborations between universities and community organizations might 
start with a simple and limited partnership that might fall into the second category 
identified in the report. Over time, reciprocal learning involving community leaders 
and university members may result in a shift from short-term problem-solving to 
systemic change and organizational capacity building. Along these lines, some have 
shared that meaningful partnerships maximize community benefits while provid-
ing educational opportunities for students involved. They build upon (1) an explicit 
willingness on both parts (communities and universities) to be engaged in such 
partnerships, (2) the existing capacity of the organizations involved to implement 
those partnerships, and, finally, (3) a broad set of higher educational structures that 
advance the implementation of C/U partnerships (Ferman & Hill, 2004).
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The accountability of universities and their capacity to implement C/U partner-
ships that work has been under scrutiny. This is mainly due to the potential nega-
tive consequences that ill-conceived and executed forms of engagement can have 
on affected communities and student learning outcomes. Some have highlighted 
the importance of academic institutions in making engagement a "core value" of 
their institution (Gibbons, 2003). This change goes beyond a mere claim of being an 
engaged institution. It implies earnest consideration of the power imbalance between 
universities and community members and organizations, which are supposed to be 
equal partners (Buys & Bursnall, 2007). In particular, Ferman and Hill (2004) have 
found that university power relations within their local contexts can be problem-
atic when implementing actions informed by those values. From this perspective, 
it is relevant to note that "meaningful interaction" between community and univer-
sity has to mediate this divide. It must also actively involve community members in 
establishing the overall agenda and the decision-making processes through which 
institutions collaborate in specific projects (Benneworth, 2013).

Operationalizing the scholarship of engagement under these challenges is not an 
easy task. Most of the time, this endeavor falls into the hands of faculty whose pri-
mary mission within the academy reflects the core value of engagement for a better 
world. Successful examples from urban planning and public health have suggested 
practical lessons to implement C/U partnerships fulfilling core values of engage-
ment. Among those, the notion of "reciprocity" and "long-term" in community 
engagement processes represent foundational pre-conditions to achieve any struc-
tural change (Israel et al., 2013; Reardon, 2006; Seifer et al., 2009). Such scholars 
warn about the risks associated with short-term university projects with the ambi-
tion of changing something. They advocate for the importance to structure C/U part-
nerships where decisions – those related to ideas, funding, control over the research 
projects, and the implementation of projects – are founded on a reciprocal agree-
ment and benefit among campus and community partners over the long-term (Israel 
et al., 2013; Reardon, 2006; Seifer et al., 2009).

Community‑Based Participatory Research (CBPR)

Community-based participatory research (CBPR) is an approach to community 
health and health inequities research that traces its roots to participatory action 
research and the popular education movements inspired by Paulo Freire (Waller-
stein & Duran, 2018). CBPR is centered on social justice and equity, and rec-
ognizes that health inequities will not disappear until social equity, embedded 
in social structures and power hierarchies, is achieved (Jones, 2018). C/U part-
nerships focused on health have increasingly used this approach. Resources and 
contexts ultimately determine the specific ways in which different partnerships 
execute their work. Nevertheless, a fundamental aspect of the CBPR principles 
is a cooperative process where all partners contribute equally at every stage of 
the research process, engage in co-learning, local capacity building, and systems 
development, and advance local community empowerment through strategic 
efforts (Israel et al., 1998, 2013; Wallerstein et al., 2018). At the heart of these 
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principles is a deep commitment to power-sharing and translating research find-
ings into interventions or policy changes that directly benefit local communities 
(Israel et al., 2013).

Effective partnerships require the active involvement of a diverse set of players 
to achieve maximum community participation and ownership, reciprocity, co-learn-
ing, and change. Successful, long-term partnerships require cultural humility and 
cultural safety. The first is a practice where all members acknowledge, consistently 
reflect upon and challenge the explicit and latent power imbalances that exist in C/U 
alliances, taking  concrete steps to address them (Israel et  al., 2013). Through the 
process of cultural safety, partnerships promote awareness among community mem-
bers and academic researchers of the broader historical, economic, political, and 
social contexts that determine health inequities, which subsequently contribute to 
mistrust within research collaborations. By adopting these two practices as integral 
to their relationships, the partnership engaged in "mutually beneficial and non-pater-
nalistic partnerships" that successfully addressed the knowledge and skills gaps and 
the conscious and unconscious biases and attitudes that can undermine collaborative 
research (Israel et al., 2013).

Transformative Learning Experiences

Pedagogical approaches carried out within C/U partnerships result in transformative 
learning and are best suited to fulfill the real engagement mission. In more practi-
cal terms, transformative learning occurs when people are exposed to a broad range 
of situations related to both the rational and emotional dimensions of knowledge 
(Dirkx et al., 2006). Such conditions are more likely to occur in settings where com-
munity members and university partners can reflect upon and address co-learning 
and power-sharing (Israel et al., 2013; Porter et al., 2015).

Community development and public health scholars of C/U partnerships have 
documented how learning outcomes occur at various stages of the research and how 
they vary by participants’ level of engagement in the process. For example, Bal-
assiano (2011) described how facing "wicked problems" (Rittel & Webber, 1973) 
in real life encourages students to re-frame and rethink their pre-conceived ideas 
regarding planning (Balassiano, 2011). Ezeonwu and colleagues (2014) described 
the "blended" learning models in public health, which features the use of face-to-
face and online reflection involving university and community partners (Ezeonwu 
et  al., 2014). Reardon has pointed out how C/U partnerships might prompt the 
entire academic community to engage in deep self-reflection, or "epiphanies," on 
the meaning of their actions (Reardon, 2003). While these achievements in learning 
outcomes happen during the implementation of C/U actions in the field, long-term 
and reciprocal partnerships can also foster significant institutional changes through 
learning moments that impact the academic structures involved in a C/U partner-
ship. In other words, C/U partnership can generate a snowball effect in which learn-
ing moments occur at the individual, community, and institutional levels. For each 
of those levels, different types of learning might occur.
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Brief Methodological Notes

This paper provides an overview of three nationally recognized C/U partner-
ships by comparing origins, goals and objectives, methodological and theoretical 
frameworks, major initiatives, and accomplishments. Special attention is given 
to the learning processes and outcomes fostered by these experiences. The les-
sons learned from each case can suggest a roadmap for action for those involved 
in similar projects to maximize the potential of their C/U partnerships and their 
transformative learning goals. The presentation of cases draws from primary data 
collected by the authors through their direct involvement in those experiences. 
Additionally, secondary data has been drawn from a review of the reports and 
publications produced as outcomes of these partnerships.

The authors have been involved in these three projects in different capaci-
ties. Kenneth Reardon was the initiator and principal investigator (PI) of the two 
community planning projects feature in this review: the East St. Louis Action 
Research Project (ESLARP) carried out from 1999–2007 in East St. Louis (I.L.) 
and the South Memphis Revitalization Action Project (SoMeRAP), carried out in 
2007–2012 in Memphis (T.N.). Antonio Raciti was involved in SoMeRAP during 
the academic year 2009–2010 and contributed to the implementation of some of 
the signature projects contained in the SoMeRAP plan. Lorena Estrada-Martínez 
was involved in the Detroit Community-Academic Urban Research Center as a 
graduate student research assistant from 2002–2004. Angela Reyes and Barbara 
Israel are founding members of the Detroit URC Board since it was established in 
1995. Barbara Israel is also the Director of the Center.

Partnerships for Change

The East St. Louis Action Research Project (ESLARP)

In the spring of 1987, State Representative Wyvetter G. Younge (D-East St. 
Louis) was appointed Chair of the Illinois State Legislature’s Higher Education 
Finance Sub-Committee. Shortly after that, she informed Stanley O. Ikenberry 
Jr., then-President of The University of Illinois, that she was unwilling to sup-
port the University’s annual and capital budgets until his administration demon-
strated its commitment to urban public service in severely distressed communi-
ties. Keenly aware of the necessity of securing Representative Younge’s support 
for the University’s budgets, Dr. Ikenberry encouraged the Provost of its Cham-
paign-Urbana Campus to make $100,000 available to faculty willing to under-
take community-based research in East St. Louis. In the fall of 1987, architecture, 
landscape architecture, and urban planning faculty from UIUC’s College of Fine 
and Applied Arts initiated the Urban Extension and Minority Assistance Project 
(UEMAP) in East St. Louis to undertake this work (for a complete account of this 
project see Reardon, 2019).
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Goal and Objectives

UEMAP’s primary goal was to support research to identify innovative policy, plan-
ning, and design solutions to the wicked environmental, economic, and social prob-
lems confronting residents of this once prosperous riverfront community. UEMAP 
sought to achieve this goal by aggressively pursuing three main development objec-
tives, including: (1) initiate interdisciplinary research to design and implement "best 
practice" solutions to the most critical problems undermining the city’s overall qual-
ity of life; (2) prepare the next generation of socially-conscious architects, landscape 
architects, and urban planners for professional service in underserved communities; 
and, (3) engage East St. Louis youth in the design and building of projects to pro-
mote awareness of the personal, professional, and public service opportunities avail-
able within the design professions. Faculty hoped the pursuit of this last objective 
would result in much-needed diversity within the University’s design programs.

Between 1987 and 1990, nearly 500 students participated in more than two-
dozen, credit-intensive studios investigating critical issues confronting the city’s 
poorest neighborhoods. At the end of each semester, Representative Younge trave-
led to Champaign-Urbana to hear students present their research projects’ results. 
Unfortunately, few of the proposals emerging from these studios generated signifi-
cant interest among East St. Louis residents, institutional leaders, and elected offi-
cials. By the fall of 1990, UEMAP experienced difficulty recruiting students for its 
East St. Louis studios, prompting them to recruit new leadership who interviewed 
former students to gain a deeper understanding of their project experiences (see 
Reardon [2000] for a broader discussion on the professional-expert phase).

The former students questioned why the State Representative, who spent most 
of her time in the state capital, rather than community residents, decided which 
issues to be studied. They also wondered why UEMAP was not focused on sup-
porting the environmental clean-up, food security, youth recreation, affordable hous-
ing, and arts and cultural projects being carried out by local organizations whose 
members appeared deeply invested in these efforts rather than spending time investi-
gating student-generated revitalization schemes. Following these interviews, Profes-
sor Reardon and Ishag Shafiq interviewed a cross-section of East St. Louis leaders 
regarding their perceptions of the University’s efforts. Very few of the leaders they 
interviewed appeared to be aware of the University’s three-year extension project. 
When asked what they thought of the idea of a C/U development partnership, they 
were unenthusiastic, as reflected in the following comment by a long-term resident: 
"The last thing East St. Louis needs is another university professor telling us what 
any sixth-grader in town already knows." 

Partnership Process

Most East St. Louis residents were skeptical about collaborating with the Univer-
sity, based on the lack of reciprocity and follow-through observed in the past. How-
ever, this was not true for the leaders of the Emerson Park Development Corpora-
tion. This newly formed community development corporation was eager to consider 
such involvement provided the campus agreed to a new "social contract," ensuring 
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residents’ significant voice within the partnership (Reardon, 1997). At an initial 
meeting to discuss a possible development partnership between the University and 
the community, Miss Ceola Davis, a highly respected community worker from the 
Lessie Bates Davis Neighborhood House, presented the following organizing princi-
ples for such a partnership:

"First, the residents of Emerson Park and their organization, EPDC, would deter-
mine the local issues to be addressed. Second, residents would be actively involved 
with the UIUC students and faculty at every step of the research and planning pro-
cess. Third, UIUC’s Department of Urban and Regional Planning must make a mini-
mum 5-year commitment to working in the community. Fourth, the University must 
help EPDC gain access to regional funding agencies to secure the resources needed 
to implement local development projects. Fifth, the University must help EPDC cre-
ate a nonprofit organization to sustain the community revitalization process after the 
University left the community." (Reardon, 2003, p. 118).

Reflecting upon these principles, Reardon and his colleagues abandoned UEM-
AP’s "professional expert" model and adopted a participatory action research (PAR) 
approach designed to actively engaged residents, on an equal basis, at each step in 
the research process (i.e., problem identification and definition, data collection and 
analysis, plan implementation, evaluation). In doing so, they also embraced "reflec-
tive practitioner" methods to continually refine their collaborative research, plan-
ning, and design practices (Schön, 1984). They emphasized the importance of these 
decisions by changing the initiative’s name from the Urban Extension and Minor-
ity Assistance Project (UEMAP) to the East St. Louis Action Research Project 
(ESLARP).

Major Initiatives

Between 1990 and 2007, UIUC faculty engaged more than 3,000 undergraduate 
and graduate students in a wide range of urban revitalization planning and design 
projects chosen by residents. The most significant of these included initiatives at 
the neighborhood scale that directly impacted the quality of life and well-being of 
participating residents. However, it also went beyond this, involving city and nation-
wide events with the potential of impacting urban areas outside of East St. Louis. 
By starting with the most immediate and urgent needs, the partnership carried out 
more than 200 neighborhood clean-ups, community beautification, playground, 
park, trail design and construction, community facilities restorations, home painting, 
renovation, and construction projects. Additionally, it provided technical assistance 
to enhance the organizing, planning, design, development, and management capac-
ity of neighborhood organizations, community development corporations, and faith-
based organizations in East St. Louis. The partnership generated a series of planning 
documents that, over the years, have supported the community in advancing their 
goals. The list includes (1) the completion of comprehensive revitalization plans 
for the City’s Emerson Park, Lansdowne, Winstanley-Industry Park, Edgemont, 
Olivette Park, Alta Sita, and South End neighborhoods; (2) the creation of master 
plans for the Parsons Place Residential Development and the Eagles’ Nest Veteran’s 
Housing Project; (3) the preparation of a feasibility study that generated the data that 
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led to the extension of St. Louis’ Metrolink to East St. Louis dramatically expanding 
access to living-wage jobs, educational services, and health care for East St. Louis 
residents.

Furthermore, the partnership (1) sponsored two highly publicized national urban 
transformation conferences in East St. Louis hosted by Planners Network in 1996 
and the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development in 1999; (2) formed 
and trained a city-wide network of grassroots activists, human service professionals, 
and faith-based leaders committed to redistributive development policies and par-
ticipatory planning processes; and, finally, (3) fostered the training of hundreds of 
planning and design students committed to revitalizing the nation’s most economi-
cally distressed communities through participatory planning and design.

Accomplishments

Due, in part, to the success of these efforts, ESLARP was able to undertake a study 
evaluating the benefits and costs of extending St. Louis’ MetroLink through East 
St. Louis to Scott Air Force Base in O’Fallon, Illinois. This multi-million dollar 
public investment provided thousands of transit-dependent East St. Louis residents 
with dramatically enhanced access to living-wage jobs in Downtown St. Louis and 
the Lambert International Airport District. This investment also generated signifi-
cant interest in transit-oriented-development in Emerson Park. The Emerson Park 
Development Corporation, with ESLARP’s assistance, capitalized on this interest to 
attract McCormack, Baron, and Salazar, to design and build Parsons Place – a 140-
unit mixed-income, mixed-finance housing development.  The success of this effort, 
in turn, led to the subsequent construction of Jazz Place, a mixed-use building hous-
ing a small-scale grocery and 90-units of senior housing at Emerson Park’s 15th 
Street MetroLink Station adjacent to Parsons Place.

ESLARP’s community leaders and campus participants co-created a new model 
of community planning well-suited for communities where there are significant 
economic and educational differences between the majority of local leaders seek-
ing change and the university personnel supporting their efforts. The partnership’s 
history shows how the resident-led process brought the community of learners to 
question pre-conceived ideas of what and how community planning should be pur-
sued. This fertile ground fostered the conceptualization of "empowerment planning" 
as the integration of action research, community organizing, and popular education 
(Reardon, 2005). This was instrumental in changing the structure of studio courses 
at UIUC, which were designed as a series of multi- and interdisciplinary studios 
focused on the same problem area to foster significant change over the years (Rear-
don, 1997).

ESLARP has been recognized as one of the most influential community develop-
ment projects of the late twentieth century. The project’s reputation is based upon 
its success in using participatory action research to overcome the deep skepticism 
regarding the possibilities for change in "Rust-Belt" cities, such as East St. Louis, 
among urban policy-makers and public and private funders. Local leaders, UIUC 
faculty, and students co-produced neighborhood plans, project proposals, and urban 
designs that generated tens of millions of dollars in local, state, and federal funding. 
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In the long run, learning "epiphanies" (Reardon, 2003) brought the partnership to 
reflect upon the powerful meaning of truly engaged academic institutions, which 
led to establishing a neighborhood college in East St Louis, and to affect students’ 
careers formerly involved in ESLARP. Many of them subsequently dedicated their 
professional careers to support resident-led change in severely distressed communi-
ties using empowerment planning methods as a result of the ESLARP experiences.

South Memphis Revitalization Action Project (SoMeRAP)

In the summer of 2008, Reverends Kenneth and Marilyn Robinson, co-pastors of 
St. Andrew A.M.E. Church, in Memphis, TN, invited The Consilience Group, Self-
Tucker Architects, The Works Inc. Community Development Corporation, the City 
of Memphis’ Community Development Agency, the Hyde Family Foundation, and 
the University of Memphis to their church to discuss existing conditions and future 
development possibilities for their South Memphis community. The Robinsons had 
spent 15 years and helped raise $15 million to systematically rebuilding their con-
gregation by serving the unmet "spirit, soul, and body" needs of the Greater South 
Memphis community. They listed several impressive accomplishments, including 
the expansion of their congregation from 300 to 1,500 members, establishing a com-
munity development corporation engaged in affordable housing and job training 
programs, and the launch of a family life center offering health and wellness ser-
vices. They also re-organized the Ernestine Rivers Child Development Center as a 
state-designated "four-star" daycare facility and created the region’s most successful 
(K-6th grade) charter elementary school between 1993 and 2008.

Notwithstanding these accomplishments, a variety of public health, socioeco-
nomic, and physical conditions data sets documented their area’s ongoing decline. 
The Robinsons asked those assembled what they felt the congregation could do to 
improve conditions in their historic African American neighborhood. The Univer-
sity of Memphis representatives argued that the congregation would have to signifi-
cantly increase the scale of its efforts to counteract the powerful disinvestment and 
out-migration processes undermining their community. The urban anthropologists 
and planners representing the University encouraged the Robinsons to convene the 
majority of the African American schools, social service agencies, and religious 
groups to produce a comprehensive five-year development plan focused on the 140 
residential blocks comprising the Greater South Memphis community.

The St. Andrew A.M.E. Church agreed to establish a neighborhood-wide sponsor-
ing committee to create a South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan (SoMeRAP) 
when the University of Memphis and other attending organizations committed to 
providing needed planning and technical assistance and the Hyde Family Founda-
tion offered to fund the expanded planning process. SoMeRAP’s leaders were frus-
trated by past participation in labor-intensive planning efforts sponsored by the City 
of Memphis that produced few benefits for the community. They stressed the impor-
tance of taking quick and effective action to build broad-based support for the plan-
ning process and strong resident ownership of the resulting plan. Between August 
of 2008 and May of 2009, this new community coalition mobilized more than 500 
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households, area businesses, and faith-based organizations to contribute to a highly 
participatory planning process that sought to build upon the community’s many 
existing assets to address its most critical challenges.

Goals and Objectives

SoMeRAP’s overarching goal was to reverse the long-term decline of South Mem-
phis through the development, adoption, and implementation of an ambitious revi-
talization plan designed to transform this historic African American neighborhood 
into one of the region’s premier communities of choice. The newly established 
coalition of community-based organizations sought to achieve this goal through a 
series of objectives, including (1) the mobilization of community-based organiza-
tions, social service agencies, municipal departments, and small businesses serving 
the area to provide effective stewardship of a highly participatory community plan-
ning process; (2) the expansion of educational, health care, employment, housing, 
and retail opportunities for community residents; (3) the recruitment of regional 
businesses and philanthropic foundations to implement significant elements of their 
proposed plan; (4) the creation of a replicable model of bottom-up/bottom-sideways 
planning that could be undertaken other poor and working-class communities in 
Memphis to stabilize/revitalize their neighborhoods (see Lambert-Pennington, 2010 
and Lambert-Pennington, Reardon, Robinson and Church 2011 for an account on 
this project).

Partnership Process

The University of Memphis mobilized graduate students to design and implement 
a planning process using participatory action research methods (Greenwood & 
Levin, 1998). During the 2008–09 academic year, students from the architecture, 
planning, and anthropology programs worked under the supervision of two South 
Memphis residents and two university faculty members to put together research 
designs, gather and analyze data, and present comprehensive development plans that 
addressed multiple topics.

During these nine months, University of Memphis students and their community 
partners succeeded in involving a broad cross-section of stakeholders to complete: 
(1) an examination of the historical origins, socioeconomic profile, and physical 
evolution of South Memphis using archival materials; (2) the analysis of recent pop-
ulation and housing trends for South Memphis using 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census 
data; (3) a visual analysis of the community’s street layout, building architecture, 
urban design characteristics, and historical/cultural landscape and building resources 
via field surveys; (4) an inventory of land uses, building conditions, and site main-
tenance levels for more than 2,000 building lots through a parcel-by-parcel survey; 
(5) a summary and analysis of St. Andrew’s leaders’ perspectives on the church’s 
role in the community, their understanding of existing neighborhood conditions, and 
their hopes regarding the community’s future through twenty-four interviews; (6) 
an evaluation of community leaders’ view of existing neighborhood conditions and 
their hopes regarding the area’s future though fourteen institutional interviews and 



1 3

Is the Scholarship of Engagement a Meaningful Approach to Foster…

six focus groups; (7) a survey of residents’ desires and preferences related to the 
design of a proposed childcare facility, community and cultural center, senior hous-
ing complex, and mixed-use neighborhood retail corridor; and, (8) a preliminary 
analysis of the safety and design quality of the primary routes area children take to 
school (Lambert-Pennington et al., 2011, p. 61).

Each month the data generated by these research activities were discussed and 
analyzed at Community Planning Meetings organized by St. Andrew Church to 
determine their policy implications. In April 2009, more than 120 residents and 
institutional leaders attended a daylong Neighborhood Summit, during which they 
formulated the basic framework for the "South Memphis Revitalization Action Plan: 
Building a More Vibrant, Sustainable and Just Community."

Major Initiatives

Between 2009 and 2011, the University of Memphis organized students from five 
studios in anthropology, architecture, and planning departments, as well as volun-
teer architects and landscape architects to support the community in carrying out the 
following initiatives: (1) the clearance of a highly visible corner lot, owned by St. 
Andrew’s Church, for use as a seasonal farmers market, to partially remedy the food 
security challenges confronting residents; (2) the acquisition and transformation of 
Chateau-Kerr, a troubled market rate-housing complex close to St. Andrew Church, 
into a mixed-income, mixed-finance housing complex featuring a significant number 
of affordable and special needs housing units; (3) the restoration of a segment of 
John Nolen’s celebrated South Parkway, which serves as the central corridor inte-
grating South Memphis’ many residential sub-divisions; (4) the re-purposing of a 
vacant public school as a cooperative medical and dental clinic to replace a recently 
closed municipal wellness center; (5) the transformation of an abandoned industrial 
rail line into a hiking and biking trail connected to the Mississippi River Trail Ten-
nessee network. Additionally, and beyond the immediate benefit of the South Mem-
phis community, the partnership (6) launched a grassroots leadership program with 
the assistance of The University of Memphis and the Highland Center for Citizen 
Education and Research, and (7) established a neighborhood-oriented retail center 
to recapture consumer spending currently taking place outside of the neighborhood 
(Reardon & Raciti, 2018).

Accomplishments

Within 90 days of the neighborhood plan’s approval by local planning authorities, 
SoMeRAP mobilized local social and economic assets to create the most successful 
neighborhood-based farmers’ markets in the South (Hicks & Lambert-Pennington, 
2014). The South Memphis Farmers Market attracts an average of 600 shoppers 
every Thursday from April to October. It was featured as a "best practice" in faith-
based development on the White House web page during the Obama Administra-
tion. More recently, SoMeRAP received funding to transform an abandoned service 
station on the market site into a full-service grocery store, commercial kitchen, and 
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cooking school. Subsequentially, the success of the South Memphis Farmers Market 
prompted the City of Memphis to fund the restoration of the historic South Parkway.

SoMeRAP secured additional funding to construct a new building for the Ernes-
tine Rivers Child Development Center, allowing them to double their enrollment. 
The transfer of these children to a nearby purpose-built facility, freed up sufficient 
space within the St. Andrew A.M.E. educational complex to enable the Circles of 
Success Charter School to add fourth, fifth, and sixth grades. The WORKS Inc. 
CDC also received new funding from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development to significantly expand their home repair program for low-income sen-
iors and persons with disabilities. With the assistance of a private developer, The 
WORKS Inc. was able to rehab dozens of single-family homes and small multi-fam-
ily buildings within the community.

SoMeRAP, with the assistance of the University of Memphis students and fac-
ulty, produced a five-year comprehensive development plan that was endorsed by 
the community and unanimously approved by the City of Memphis and the Shelby 
County Land Use Control Board. In spite of this official recognition, it has been 
challenging for public institutions in Memphis to embrace this approach to commu-
nity planning, which requires significant power-sharing with residents and leaders 
of underserved communities. An important take away from students working in the 
South Memphis project was about the ability of third-parties, such as universities, to 
shape strategies needed to enhance organizational capacity-building and new forms 
of leadership within community-based organizations engaged in project implemen-
tation (Lambert-Pennington & Pfromm, 2010). The social learning process under-
girding the South Memphis Project was instrumental in establishing similar initia-
tives in Memphis, which questioned taken for granted power dynamics within the 
city’s mainstream planning and design efforts (Raciti, 2018; Raciti et al., 2016).

Detroit Community‑Academic Urban Research Center (Detroit URC)

In the mid-1990s, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) funded 
three Urban Research Centers (URCs) to address health inequities in urban areas, 
including Detroit, Seattle, and New York City. The purpose of these URCs was to 
respond to local health priorities by creating partnerships between academic insti-
tutions, community-based organizations, local health departments, the CDC, com-
munity members and leaders, and other private and public organizations (Metzler 
et al., 2003). The Detroit URC grew out of the Community-Based Public Health Ini-
tiative (CBPH), an earlier collaboration between the University of Michigan School 
of Public Health and the Detroit Health Department, which was funded by the W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation (Israel et  al., 2001). Based on this experience, the academic 
researchers and city health department leaders spent considerable time discussing 
the advantages and limitations of responding to the CDC’s call for proposals for 
establishing URCs.

After finally deciding to pursue the grant, and with only eight days to write a 
proposal, they decided to be guided by the community-based research principles that 
had been initially developed as part of the Kellogg-funded CBPH Initiative (Schulz 
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et al., 1998). They recognized that given the short time frame for preparing the pro-
posal, they would not be able to follow some of the very principles they wanted 
to adhere to (e.g., involve community partners from the very beginning). Thus, the 
academic researchers and city health department team decided to submit a proposal 
to the CDC that would broadly address family and community health, which would 
allow for considerable flexibility in selecting priority issues once the community 
partners were involved. Given the large size and multiple communities that make up 
Detroit, the team also identified two communities to engage with, the lower Eastside 
and Southwest Detroit. The Eastside community was predominantly African Ameri-
can, and the Southwest community was home to the largest Latino population in 
the city, both had faced decades of severe socioeconomic and health challenges and 
had a history of strong social networks and community-based organizations (Israel 
et al., 2001). During the grant proposal writing stage, a set of criteria was identified 
for selecting potential partner organizations to invite to join the Detroit URC Board. 
These criteria were: (1) had some prior positive working relationship with either the 
university or the health department; (2) their work and mission was relevant to the 
proposed Center (e.g., interest in health issues); (3) were highly regarded in their 
communities; and (4) had a record of successful work in their field (Israel et  al., 
2001). These criteria have been refined during the last 25  years as organizations 
have joined or left the Board. The organizations were approached through written 
and oral communications, with no time available for face-to-face contact or involve-
ment during the grant writing process. They were assured, and it was written into 
the proposal, that the first six months of the project would be spent engaging in part-
nership development (Israel et al., 2001).

Similar to ESLARP, the Detroit URC community partners were initially very 
skeptical about working with academic institutions and, as was revealed several 
years into the partnership, they initially agreed to participate to ensure that the Uni-
versity did not harm their communities, as previous researchers had done (Brake-
field-Caldwell et al., 2015; Israel et al., 2001; 2006a,  b; Lantz et al., 2001). After the 
proposal was funded, they participated in meetings to establish operating norms, the 
mission statement, and CBPR principles that would guide the project. Thus, began 
the development of new working relationships and trust-building, where commu-
nity participation and influence are valued (Brakefield-Caldwell et  al., 2015). The 
Board established a process evaluation initiative to assess the quality of the partner-
ship itself, which led some initially skeptical community partners to become open to 
committing to an ongoing working relationship with the University. This willingness 
was contingent upon the relationship going beyond being a steering committee for 
a particular study. Instead, it would be a body with decision-making power from 
which more specific research, intervention, and advocacy efforts would flow (Brake-
field-Caldwell et al., 2015; Lantz et al., 2001).

Goals and Objectives

The overarching goal of the Detroit URC is to promote CBPR partnerships that 
work to understand and tackle the social and physical environmental determinants 
of health as a strategy for promoting health equity. In contrast to the other two case 
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studies presented here, the Detroit URC itself does not conduct CBPR research stud-
ies per se. Instead, they are an "umbrella" partnership that fosters multiple affili-
ated partnerships, some of which are almost as long-standing as the Detroit URC 
itself. Thus, the Center facilitates the establishment and enhances the capacity of 
research collaborations to use the knowledge gained in etiologic studies, as well as 
local community resources and strengths, in developing public health interventions 
and policies (Brakefield-Caldwell et al., 2015). The Detroit URC seeks to achieve 
the following goals through its numerous partnerships and activities: (1) foster, 
enhance, and sustain CBPR partnerships among academic institutions and Detroit-
based organizations focused on promoting health equity; (2) increase the capacity of 
different partner institutions to promote health equity through CBPR; (3) strengthen 
the ability of all partners to engage in policy advocacy; (4) translate research find-
ings to advance policy formulation, dissemination, and education; and (5) maintain, 
enhance, and sustain the Detroit URC.1

Partnership Process

At its inception, the Detroit URC Board was comprised of representatives of each 
of its partner organizations: Community Health & Social Services Center, Inc., 
Friends of Parkside, Latino Family Services, Butzel Family Center, Kettering/Butzel 
Health Initiative, Warren Conner Development Coalition, the City of Detroit Health 
Department, Henry Ford Health System, the University of Michigan School of Pub-
lic Health, and the CDC (Lantz et al., 2001). The Board met monthly, taking approx-
imately 18 months (vs. six months projected in the proposal) to establish trust and 
mutual commitment, through the development of its operating norms, mission state-
ment, and partnership principles. The Board is non-hierarchical (i.e., no president 
or executive committee), and it governs and guides the work of the Detroit URC in 
a way that is consistent with its partnership CBPR principles (Lantz et al., 2001). 
They also set priorities, wrote and submitted grant proposals, and developed affili-
ated partnerships to conduct specific CBPR studies (Israel et al., 2006a, b, 2001). In 
contrast to the URCs in NYC and Seattle, the Detroit URC Board is comprised of 
representatives from only community-based organizations (CBOs) and health and 
human service agencies, and not solely individual community members. This choice 
was a conscious decision made when selecting CBOs that are in and of the commu-
nities involved, with staff from the very communities. This embeddedness provides 
connections to many entities within a community that is broader than any individual 
is likely to have. Moreover, given that it is the organization that is the "member," if 
a given individual leaves an organization, another person within the organization is 
identified to sit on the Board. This ensures continuity within the partnership across 
the organizations involved.

The initial funding provided by CDC enabled the partnership building required 
for developing the Detroit URC Board from 1995 to 1999. This decision openly and 
directly acknowledged that community, academic, and practice partnerships involve 

1  The Detroit URC Framework and Goals Factsheet is available at https://​detro​iturc.​org

https://detroiturc.org
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time and resources for partners to get to know each other and build trust. Ultimately, 
this investment by the CDC helped facilitate the evolution of CBPR, which has 
emerged as an important and highly regarded research approach that now boasts 
dedicated journals, annual conferences, funding opportunities, and unique evalua-
tion metrics (Israel et al., 2013; Wallerstein et al., 2018).

Major Initiatives

Over the last 25 years, the Detroit URC has grown and adapted (Israel et al., 2018). 
The Board governs the core functions2 and focuses on fostering and mentoring 
partnerships, training, and capacity-building in CBPR, and policy advocacy. They 
also provide small and medium grant opportunities to support partnership develop-
ment and action. Central to the Center are its affiliated partnerships that are directly 
established out of the Detroit URC Board, receive structural and staff support from 
the Center, and include one or more Detroit URC board members in their steering 
committees. Each of these partnerships has steering committees that develop their 
own set of CBPR principles and operating procedures. Many have secured multiple 
rounds of funding for various projects, have contributed to enhanced knowledge and 
understanding of the social and physical environmental determinants of health ineq-
uities, and ultimately achieved concrete changes at multiple levels, e.g., individual, 
organizational, policy. Several of these affiliated partnerships are briefly described 
below.

1.	 East Side Village Health Worker Partnership (ESVHW) (est. 1995–2003) was the 
first partnership established. It developed a lay health advisor study and interven-
tion program that examined and addressed stressors in the environment and their 
impact on short- and long-term health outcomes among women and children in 
Detroit (Parker et al., 1998; Schulz et al., 2002).

2.	 Community Action Against Asthma (CAAA) (est. 1999) has conducted epide-
miological and intervention research on the environmental triggers of childhood 
asthma among African Americans, Arab Americans, and Latinos in Detroit and 
Dearborn, Michigan (Edgren et al., 2005; Parker et al., 2003).

3.	 Healthy Environments Partnership (HEP) (est. 2000) has conducted epidemio-
logic and intervention research on the social and physical environments and racial/
ethnic disparities in cardiovascular health among African American, Latino, and 
white residents (Israel et al., 2006b; Schulz et al., 2005)

4.	 The CBPR Partnership Academy (est. 2014) is a year-long program designed to 
help community-academic research teams working on racial/ethnic health ineq-
uities to learn how to use a CBPR approach in their communities. It includes a 
week-long intensive course taught at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, 
as well as structured learning, networking, and mentorship activities throughout 
the program year (Coombe et al., 2019b).

2  Detroit URC Partnership Structure Diagram is available at https://​detro​iturc.​org/​partn​ershi​ps.​html

https://detroiturc.org/partnerships.html
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5.	 Community Action to Promote Healthy Environments (CAPHE) (est. 2013) is 
a partnership that gathers air quality and related data and has translated it into 
a public health action plan that provides meaningful recommendations, and the 
implementation of strategies aimed at reducing and mitigating the impact of air 
pollution in Detroit (Schulz et al., 2018).

Major Accomplishments

Since 1995, the Detroit URC has fostered the establishment of over ten affiliated 
partnerships which have conducted more than 35 research projects focused on a 
number of social and physical environmental determinants of health (e.g., air pollu-
tion, housing, socioeconomic status) and health outcomes, including asthma, heart 
disease, diabetes, violence, access to health insurance, fresh food, and physical 
activity. Each affiliated partnership has its own steering committee, whose member-
ship includes some Detroit URC board members, representatives of other commu-
nity-based organizations, and community members that are not associated with spe-
cific organizations (Israel et al., 2001, 2006a, b; Lantz et al. 2001).

The Detroit URC and its affiliated partnerships have raised over $45 million in 
external federal and foundation grants; helped train over 500 undergraduate, masters, 
and doctoral students, and post-doctoral scholars in public health, social work, nurs-
ing, psychology, anthropology, urban planning and other disciplines to undertake 
CBPR; hired and trained over 400 Detroiters as full and part-time staff; improved 
the health status of participants in CBPR intervention studies (Parker et al., 2008; 
Schulz et al., 2015); provided funding, skills building and mentoring opportunities 
for over 75 community-academic partnerships locally and nationally (Coombe et al., 
2019a); conducted workshops for several thousand community and academic par-
ticipants nationally and internationally; and developed multiple policies and advo-
cacy training activities involving youth, community members, community organiza-
tions, and other stakeholders to enhance their capacity to conduct effective policy 
advocacy (Coombe et al., 2017; Israel et al., 2010). These initiatives have resulted 
in increased participation and leadership of youth in planning and decision-making, 
fostered networks and relationships across organizations, nurtured a new generation 
of CBPR researchers, and sustained a focus on using research as a tool to transform 
people’s lives and communities (Coombe et al., 2019b; Israel et al., 2010, 2006a, b).

Affiliated partnerships have also had major impacts on local and regional health 
outcomes and community and urban planning. CAPHE has been actively involved 
in translating research findings to influence policy change. In 2012, the Detroit City 
Council approved the construction of the Gordie Howe International Bridge from 
the Delray neighborhood in Southwest Detroit to Ontario, Canada. For over a dec-
ade, the Southwest Detroit Community Benefits Coalition (CBC) mobilized com-
munity leaders, residents, and politicians from Detroit to address their concerns 
about the impacts of more industrial air pollution and ambient noise on the health 
of residents that would result from a new bridge in the community. In addition to 
their own truck and quality of life survey research, the CBC used air quality data 
collected over the years by CAAA and HEP (two of the Detroit URC affiliated part-
nerships that make up CAPHE), as well as new surveys and air monitoring activities 
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conducted by CAPHE to benefit the quality of life of the residents. Incorporating the 
results of this data into the organizing efforts by the CBC led to a $48 million dollar 
City-State agreement to (1) conduct a Health Impact Assessment of the Bridge, (2) 
continue to monitor different types of pollution that may stem from the construc-
tion of the bridge and once it is completed, (3) purchase new homes outside the 
area, and, (4) retrofit residents’ homes to lessen exposure to the additional air and 
noise pollution that will result from increased traffic caused by the bridge. The first 
of three waves of the Health Impact Assessment has been completed by a team that 
included community and academic partners from CAPHE and the CBC, with rec-
ommendations for additional policy changes to reduce adverse health and economic 
impacts for residents of the bridge area (Sampson et al., 2020).

Lessons Learned from These Cases

The cases presented are undoubtedly different in many respects. However, there are 
notable common factors that we believe have led to ongoing systematic change for 
students, communities, and academic institutions.

Resident‑Led Process  Each of these partnerships was initiated by and/or included 
well-established community-based organizations with experienced leadership com-
mitted to building what Fainstein (2010) described as the "Just City."

Long‑Term Perspective  These partnerships understood the time required to 
build trust among participating organizations, identify and define the issues to be 
addressed, formulate research designs to analyze the causes of these problems, 
design and implement interventions and policies to address these factors, and moni-
tor and evaluate the impact of these efforts.

Commitment to Action  These partnerships undertook a wide range of community 
organizing activities typically not undertaken by universities and community-based 
development corporations to influence the urban investment decisions of public and 
private institutions, which, to a large extent, determine the quality of life in low-
income rural and urban communities.

Skillful Use of Power  These partnerships realized that careful analysis and thought-
ful policy prescriptions designed to address specific urban problems was necessary 
but insufficient to effect social change. They had a clear understanding of the role 
that power and ideology plays in maintaining and/or changing policies.

Small Victories to Expand Resident Engagement and Enhance Community Sup‑
port  Each of these partnerships pursued a developmental approach to change using 
the momentum generated by highly visible, albeit limited impact reforms, to expand 
their non-partisan base of political support in order to successfully undertake more 
ambitious social reforms.
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Reflective Practice  Each of these partnerships made structured reflection on their 
ongoing collaborative research and policy change activities, a defining characteris-
tic of their work. Through this process, eloquently described by MIT’s Don Schon 
(1984), they were able to systematically improve, over time, the effectiveness of 
their collaborative partnership, research methods and techniques.

Policy‑Change Focus  Each of these partnerships pursued or fostered research designed 
to advance redistributive policies aimed at reducing income, wealth, and power dis-
parities within their regions and the nation. Each partnership sought to mobilize the 
intellectual, educational, communication, and non-partisan political power of colleges 
and universities to address important drivers of social inequality within our society.

Organizational Capacity‑Building  Each of these partnerships made the identifica-
tion and development of new collaborative leaders, expansion of a popular base for 
progressive reform, and the development of "partnership" organizations with strong 
organizing, planning, and development capacity a primary goal of their efforts.

The Importance of State and Federal Support  Two of the three partnerships (i.e., 
Detroit and East St. Louis) featured in this article received critical start-up funding 
from state and federal agencies, which enabled them to establish "proof of concept" 
for ambitious C/U development partnerships.

Promoting More Transformational Community/University 
Partnerships

The incorporation of these principles into the work of current and future C/U part-
nerships could lay the foundation for a more transformational engaged scholarship 
aimed at combatting the most powerful generators of social inequality in our society. 
For example, colleges and universities can incorporate engaged scholarships activi-
ties in their pedagogical, diversification, and structural initiatives.

Pedagogical

•	 Encourage the large number of students who are engaged in tutoring in under-
performing schools to carry out complementary research, educational, organiz-
ing, and advocacy efforts to establish a high quality, life long, public education 
as a human right as advocated by Bob Moses founder of the Algebra Project 
(algebra.org);

•	 Challenge students that are involved in post-disaster recovery efforts within envi-
ronmental justice communities devastated by natural disasters to work with col-
leagues from other campuses to support the Green New Deal3 legislation aimed 
at reducing greenhouse gas emissions, a significant driver of extreme weather 
events;

3  House Resolution 109. Submitted on February 7, 2019 to the 116th Congress of the United States.
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•	 Have students involved in visitation, tutorial, and writing programs in jails and 
prisons to support law enforcement and judicial reforms needed to end the mass 
incarceration of African American men, such as those proposed by the Marshall 
Project (themarshallproject.org);

•	 Encourage students active in local food security efforts, such as organizing com-
munity gardens, farmers markets, and community-supported agriculture, to 
become active in a non-partisan public interest campaign to limit agribusiness 
mergers that make it increasingly difficult for small acreage, ranchers, and dairy 
farms to survive;

•	 Invite students to undertake research, organizing, and advocacy to support the 
enactment of the Food and Agribusiness Merger Moratorium and Antitrust 
Review Act of 20194 to protect the future of small-scale agricultural producers;

Diversification

•	 Create and support a culture of anti-racism amongst the individuals, organiza-
tions and institutions involved in C/U partnerships;

•	 Develop policies and programs that support recruitment and retention of students 
and faculty of color as participants and leaders of C/U partnerships;

Structural

•	 Recognize the value of high-quality community-engaged and participatory 
research within tenure and promotion policies and processes;

•	 Establish reward structures that acknowledge the value placed on this work – 
over and above tenure and promotion;

•	 Recognize and compensate community partners for their contribution to the 
research and teaching activities of C/U partnerships; and,

•	 Intensify and broaden efforts to actively engage community partners in designing 
and managing the evaluation conducted to enhance the impact of C/U partner-
ships.

Some of these suggestions require the development of curricula designed to assist 
students engaged in public service activities in low-income communities to criti-
cally examine the market dynamics, political ideologies, public policies, and gov-
ernmental structures contributing to the inequities they are responding to through 
their direct service activities. It would also require the development of curricula that 
would expose students to the wide range of social change theories and methods, 
including community organizing, popular education, electoral reform, civil rights 
litigation, and policy reform available to address the key drivers of social inequality.

Other suggestions require for the nation’s colleges and universities to com-
mit themselves to secure the human and financial resources needed to support 

4  House Resolution 2933. Introduced on May 22, 2019 to the 116th Congress of the United States.
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non-partisan public interest campaigns undertaken by students, researchers, and 
community partners committed to shifting their focus from direct service activities 
to changing the rules under which the major actors in our political economy operate 
that are responsible for exacerbating income, wealth, and power inequities in our 
society. The last six recommendations presented above feature suggestions for diver-
sifying and recognizing faculty engaged in these efforts and acknowledging and 
rewarding the contribution community partners make towards enhancing the peda-
gogy of C/U partnerships. Absent these kinds of transformational changes in the 
engaged scholarship sector of higher education, this movement will continue to offer 
"feel good" and "resume building" experiences for students, faculty and community 
partners who will continue to live in an increasingly inequitable society in which 
many residents will continue to experience poverty, powerlessness, and violence.
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