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INTRODUCTION
Mary Beckman and Joyce F. Long

This book is about the use of participatory research to create benefi cial 
change—change in us as teachers, scholars, practitioners, students—
and perhaps most strikingly, change in the communities in which we, 

our families, and our neighbors reside, work, and desire to thrive. What we 
describe can be messy, because research is not always a neat and tidy process. 
Like other empirical projects, community-based research (CBR) can tackle 
an issue that is complex and resistant to one-dimensional solutions. None-
theless, we believe these pages will encourage you to engage in the type of 
investigative work that can maintain and expand the vitality and growth of 
your family, neighborhoods, and community. If you are already doing CBR, 
we hope your commitment to its potential will be strengthened as you read 
the chapters that follow.

Let’s start with some defi nitions and background. CBR is a form of 
 investigation in which the question to be studied arises from the needs of 
a group of individuals, such as undocumented workers or people who are 
homeless; from a concern of a nonprofi t organization; or from the interwo-
ven social challenges a geographic or other type of community faces. CBR 
aims to assist in empowering individuals, building organizational capacity, 
and ultimately fostering positive social change—and many would say social 
justice—on a local level (Marullo et al., 2003).

The term CBR came into use in the 1990s as an extension of the well-
known teaching and learning pedagogy called service-learning, in which stu-
dents make contributions in off-campus communities as part of their course 
work (e.g., Eyler & Giles, 1999). The fi eld has produced many publica-
tions that help guide faculty members to understand and facilitate service-
learning, such as the American Association for Higher Education’s Series on 
 Service-Learning in the Disciplines (2015), guidelines for course construc-
tion (Heffernan, 2001), and Partnerships for Service-Learning: Impacts on 
Communities and Students (Kelshaw, Lazarus, & Minier, 2009). Work con-
tinues to expand upon the extant literature by conceptualizing service-learn-
ing in modern university and community settings (e.g., Bringle, Hatcher, & 
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2  INTRODUCTION

Jones, 2012; Kronick & Cunningham, 2013; Vogelgesang, Drummond, & 
Gilmartin, 2012).

While some of the lessons from service-learning translate to the work 
of CBR, the particularities of building and sustaining course-based CBR 
require specifi c attention. Until now, however, there has been no elaborated 
collection of experiences on incorporating CBR into student academic learn-
ing. This book presents innovative ways of integrating and implementing 
CBR across curricula and higher education institutions, as well as in single 
academic endeavors.

The book has another focus as well; it pertains to what happens in com-
munities when CBR is used. While anecdotal evidence suggests that students 
frequently praise the courses in which they learn and apply this approach to 
doing research as outstanding learning experiences (see Chapter 4), it is not 
enough to practice this form of research simply because it is an excellent ped-
agogical method. Even if CBR always achieved superb student learning, its 
fi ndings can also ultimately have an effect on some community organization, 
a community process or issue, or even a community as a whole, if guided to 
do so. And we believe CBR should be directed in this way.

Although contributing to social improvement is an element of the defi -
nition of CBR (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & Donohue, 2003), 
related literature shows scant documentation of such success (e.g., Currie 
et al., 2005) despite recent public calls to consider impact and engagement 
at the community level (Beckman, Penney, & Cockburn, 2011; Kania & 
Kramer, 2011). Furthermore, examination of links between CBR and actual 
broad community development results, such as reductions in crime or 
improvements in high school graduation rates, are strikingly missing. With 
so little tracking of community results linked to CBR, it is not surprising 
that the focus on ways CBR projects might be designed to actually enhance 
the possibility of real-world improvement is lacking. This book has been 
written to address this defi cit by providing guidance for those engaged in 
CBR to design and conduct research that targets community change.

Emphasis on Teaching

We conceived this book while working as subgrantees in a project funded by 
the Corporation for National and Community Service (CNCS) called the 
National Community-Based Research Networking Initiative. The Univer-
sity of Notre Dame, where we were both working at the time, participated 
with more than 30 other higher education institutions in the United States 
to develop an infrastructure for CBR in colleges and universities across the 
country over a four-year period from August 2006 to August 2010. One 
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INTRODUCTION 3

pressing issue that concerned the CNCS grant leaders and many of the sub-
grantees was the lack of guidance for faculty members on how to develop 
and teach classes involving CBR. For example, one of the signature volumes 
describing CBR includes only two chapters about CBR as a teaching strategy 
(Strand et al., 2003), and Research Methods for Community Change: A Project-
Based Approach (Stoecker, 2005) serves as a research methods text rather than 
a guide for faculty members who may wish to integrate CBR into nonmeth-
ods courses.

To begin addressing this need, the CNCS-funded network published a 
collection of several white papers (e.g., Pigza & Beckman, 2010) and com-
piled a number of case studies  (National Community-Based Research Net-
working Initiative, 2010). This book goes further, presenting a collection of 
examples on the use of CBR in student learning. The content in the chap-
ters in Part Two provides specifi c guidance for effectively incorporating CBR 
into classes, shows ways to integrate CBR into entire curricula, explains how 
individual student research can be supported, and highlights cross-campus 
academic endeavors. Additionally, Chapters 10 and 14 focus on using CBR 
in graduate studies courses, and Chapters 11 and 17 describe international 
experiences. This content gives readers the knowledge needed to implement 
CBR into a variety of venues.

Assisting Community Improvement

Another concern that emerged from the four-year CNCS grant initiative 
was related to the contributions of CBR in local communities. Some of the 
questions subgrantees posed were: Is CBR effective in contributing to social 
improvement or attaining social justice goals? How could it be designed to 
be more useful? The grant resources for assessment supported, primarily, 
the evaluation of student learning and student development (Lichtenstein, 
Thorme, Cutforth, & Tombari, 2011) and not the effects of the research in 
and on communities. Therefore, questions relative to community and soci-
etal effects could not be answered.

This need for linking research to observable, measurable, positive social 
change has been widely and increasingly recognized in recent years across a 
number of academic fi elds. In the “fi elds of health promotion, education, 
community development, science and technology, and research utilization,” 
it has been noted that there have been “no generic, comprehensive models of 
types of impacts that reveal the real-world relevance of research partnerships” 
(Currie et al., 2005, p. 401). At the same time that members of disciplines 
were noting this absence, a strong and defi nitive call was coming from mul-
tiple directions for a greater focus of national attention toward community 
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4  INTRODUCTION

outcomes. In 2010, for the fi rst time, the CNCS asked applicants seeking 
recognition on its honor roll of community-engaged campuses to identify 
community outcomes associated with the engagement they were describ-
ing. Likewise, conferences that heretofore have given modest notice to the 
effects in communities of academic community engagement are calling more 
and more for presentation proposals that describe such work and are even 
centering their national gatherings on the subject. For example, the title of 
the annual conference of the International Association of Research in Service 
Learning and Community Engagement in Chicago in November 2011 was 
Research for Impact: Scholarship Advancing Social Change.

To support the exploration of connections between CBR and com-
munity outcomes, the CNCS grant leaders invited Randy Stoecker and 
Mary Beckman to lead a session on the subject at the group’s third annual 
meeting. Subsequently, Stoecker and Beckman (2010) led a small learning 
community on the same topic during the summer of 2009 for Campus 
Compact, an organization of over 1,000 member campuses designed to 
support academic community engagement. Stoecker, Beckman, and Min 
(2012) went on to describe the lack of attention on the part of higher edu-
cation institutions to their effects in their local environs and outlined the 
causes behind this inattention, suggesting changes that would have to occur 
for higher education to become a better citizen. Following this, Beckman, 
Penney, and Cockburn (2011) published a framework they had been devel-
oping to enhance CBR’s contribution to long-term positive social change in 
their local community (see also Beckman & Long, 2013). This framework 
is laid out in a further developed form in Chapter 2, providing a context for 
much of the work described in Part Three of this volume.

The potential always exists for research efforts to assist community 
change. It is important for any practitioner of CBR to be equipped to pro-
vide students not only with authentically motivating learning experiences 
but also with ones that are aimed at creating transformative changes in com-
munities. This book assists with this challenge.

Overview

Each of the three parts of this book begins with a general description of its 
contents and its purpose.

Part One: Definitions, Orienting Frameworks, and Partners

Part One contains four chapters, which lay the foundation for the rest of the 
book. Chapter 1 contextualizes CBR in the realm of engaged and applied 
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INTRODUCTION 5

scholarship, providing defi nitions of various terms and methods used in 
CBR. Chapter 2 provides guidance for developing and carrying out CBR 
projects that contribute to community improvement over time. Chapters 3 
and 4 offer perspectives from CBR collaborators: the community and cam-
pus partners.

In Chapter 1, “The Language and Methods of Community Research,” 
James M. Frabutt and Kelly N. Graves introduce terms and defi nitions that 
describe research in the community, including community-based  participatory 
research, action research, and participatory action research, which are variations 
on the concept of CBR used in this book. The authors also describe the sig-
nature elements of the CBR approach and how CBR is used in conjunction 
with methods employed across disciplines.

In Chapter 2, “The Role of Community-Based Research in Achiev-
ing Community Impact,” Mary Beckman and Danielle Wood present an 
approach for conceiving and conducting CBR in such a way that it will con-
tribute to community improvement over time. This involves situating CBR 
initiatives in community-wide ongoing efforts, such as coalitions focusing on 
long-term impacts.

Jessica Quaranto and Debra Stanley bring community partner voices to 
this volume in an explicit way in Chapter 3, “Community-Based Research 
From the Perspective of the Community Partners.” By refl ecting on their 
own experiences with CBR and citing other community collaborators whose 
projects are discussed in this book, they share the importance of address-
ing issues such as power differentials, historical factors, and stereotypes that 
might get in the way of productive CBR. They offer strategies for addressing 
partnership challenges, including the use of storytelling, and end their chap-
ter with a summary of the do’s and don’ts of CBR for students and faculty.

Chapter 4, “Why Teach Community-Based Research? A Story of Devel-
oping Faculty Interest,” by Joyce F. Long, Paul Schadewald, and Brooke 
Kiener, presents the fi ndings from interviews of 16 faculty members at fi ve 
institutions to determine their motivation for using CBR in their courses. 
Their fi ndings reveal how an interest in teaching with CBR can develop over 
time and is strengthened through positive community outcomes.

Part Two: Guiding Community-Based Research Toward Community 
Outcomes and Student Learning

Part Two has two primary goals: to introduce fundamental concepts and 
principles associated with the effective teaching and practicing of CBR 
and to provide faculty with a number of perspectives on how these  concepts and 
principles can be used in various academic disciplines and  curricular arrange-
ments toward attaining community outcomes. The discussion introducing 
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6  INTRODUCTION

Part Two includes a description of effective higher education pedagogy and 
its authentic application in teaching CBR courses. This creates a general con-
text for the experiences of the contributors who facilitated specifi c initiatives 
that achieved varying levels of campus and community effects. Although 
most faculty members are already extensively trained on how to conduct aca-
demic research, this section provides guidance on how to integrate and use 
research expertise in ways that can benefi t local neighbors and communities.

Chapter 5, “The POWER Model: Five Core Elements for Teaching 
Community-Based Research,” provides a shorthand method for faculty, com-
munity partners, and students to learn about outcome-oriented CBR. Using 
the acronym of POWER, Jennifer M. Pigza discusses how implementing the 
following elements creates the structure for an effective CBR course: culti-
vating partnerships (on and off campus), determining objectives (for faculty, 
course, and community), working (i.e., the actual process of the research 
activity, the partnerships, students learning), evaluating (the research, course, 
and partnerships), and refl ecting (with faculty, students, and community 
partners to strengthen the learning outcomes for all). This chapter is useful 
for beginners as well as more experienced CBR practitioners who desire to 
expand the effects of their research projects on communities, providing a 
good template with numerous examples.

In Chapter 6, “Applying the POWER Model in a Second-Language 
Class,” Rachel Parroquin discusses her experience of introducing a CBR unit 
into an advanced Spanish class. Using Pigza’s POWER model and contri-
butions from Emily Geiger-Medina, an undergraduate student in the class, 
she describes the class’s analysis of a parent involvement program that offers 
workshops to Spanish-speaking parents.

Christopher S. Ruebeck describes his CBR course in Chapter 7, “Mul-
ticampus Partnerships Studying the Feasibility of Buying Local,” as part of a 
multiuniversity research collaboration on buying local foods. While students 
from two other campuses focused on other aspects of the wide-scale project, 
Ruebeck’s students conducted market research using regression and qualita-
tive research methods. In addition to describing how the CBR work at his 
college was integrated into the larger partnership, Ruebeck elaborates on how 
these efforts aligned with Pigza’s POWER model. This chapter is intended 
to not only help faculty identify and anticipate the requirements, challenges, 
and benefi ts associated with participating in a larger cross-campus network 
but also provide a relevant example of a multilayered productive relationship 
with a community partner.

In Chapter 8, “Meeting the Objectives of Faculty Engagement in 
Undergraduate Community-Based Research Projects,” Amy Sims Bartel and 
Georgia Nigro describe how an interdisciplinary, cocurricular CBR Fellows 
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INTRODUCTION 7

Program at a college with a strong commitment to CBR offers distinct ways 
to advance community outcomes along with student learning. With broad 
institutional support in place, undergraduate students are encouraged and 
given the freedom to pursue individual projects, which leads to a broad range 
of complex partnerships and outcomes. They also discuss how a campus civic 
engagement center can help form peer learning communities that foster best 
practices in CBR and shepherd departments and students toward projects 
that are useful, reciprocal, and sustainable. This chapter should be useful to 
readers as they consider ways disciplines enhance and constrain undergradu-
ates’ capacity for CBR.

Ethan Berkove in Chapter 9, “Mathematical Modeling + a Commu-
nity Partner = the Fulfi llment of Student Learning Objectives,” focuses on 
one particular CBR project with Rising Tide, an organization that pro-
vides microloans at an affordable rate to small businesses in Lehigh Valley, 
Pennsylvania. His students participated in CBR to assist the organization 
in  becoming more fi nancially self-suffi cient.

In Chapter 10, “Strategic Training Goals: Preparing Graduate Students to 
Conduct School-Based Action Research,” Anthony C. Holter and James M. 
Frabutt describe a series of action research courses for master of arts students 
in educational administration who work in Catholic schools across the United 
States. This graduate four-course sequence equips teachers and principals to 
investigate needs in their own schools that when addressed, result not only 
in strengthened local communities but also in broadly improved Catholic 
education. They also offers insight on how to handle the challenge of working 
with students who are at remote locations across the United States and only 
meet for a limited number of weeks during two consecutive summers.

Elizabeth Tryon and Norbert Steinhaus present CBR in a global con-
text in Chapter 11, “Working Through the Challenges of Globally Engaged 
Research,” by providing the reader with a sense for the CBR networks that 
have formed in recent years across the globe. Although student and faculty 
experiences in Ecuador and Kenya are featured, the chapter also includes a 
European perspective as Steinhaus works with the Science Shop model, an 
approach analogous to this country’s CBR. In addition, they highlight a 
 three-country European Union partnership and an example of what might be 
called reverse CBR, in which lessons learned in Germany were tried in Wiscon-
sin. Practical challenges and solutions for conducting CBR outside the United 
States are described to appropriately equip faculty for such explorations.

In Chapter 12, “Deepening Levels of Engagement: What Works, What 
Doesn’t, and the Important Role of a Community-Based Research Center,” 
Judith Owens-Manley describes the role of a community research director in 
facilitating and negotiating CBR projects at Hamilton College. Four course 
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8  INTRODUCTION

 projects are evaluated in terms of how well they fulfi ll three basic principles 
for good CBR. The chapter also includes a description of the varied roles a 
CBR center director can perform in supporting community-engaged educa-
tion. These variations help faculty refl ect upon what works well in different 
circumstances and realize the importance of building continuity into rela-
tionships with the community, whether they are upheld and maintained by 
faculty themselves or campus center coordinators. The projects represent a 
variety of disciplines including public policy, computer science, government, 
women’s studies, and art.

Chapter 13, “Engagement With the Common Good: Curriculum and 
Evaluation of a Long-Term Commitment,” describes CBR conducted in a long-
standing partnership through a regularly offered course that is part of an innova-
tive four-year curriculum at Cabrini College called Engagement in the Common 
Good. Amy Lee Persichetti and Beth Sturman explain how their years of col-
laborating in this effort have achieved outcomes that benefi t campus and com-
munity partners alike. The third contributor, Jeff Gingerich, helps the reader 
understand the curricular structure for the course and how the philosophical 
underpinnings of the course theory can be articulated through its design and 
learning outcomes. The chapter also grapples with the complexity of assessing 
the transformative learning claimed to be achieved through the curriculum.

Jody Nicholson describes her CBR experience  in Chapter 14, “Refl ec-
tions on a Graduate Student’s Dissertation Experience Using Community 
Data for Research and Mentoring.” For three years as a doctoral student, 
she created and then directed a CBR initiative aimed at mitigating the high 
prevalence of subthreshold exposure to lead poisoning among children in a 
neighborhood in South Bend, Indiana. The chapter details how the project 
fostered undergraduate learning and her own professional development in 
addition to contributing to the well-being of children in the community.

The CBR initiatives in Part Two refl ect a number of academic disciplines 
and address a variety of issues through the work of undergraduates, faculty, 
staff, graduate students, and community partners in and outside the United 
States. While some of the research occurs over time, much of it focuses on 
one issue for the short term. Community results are considered in each case, 
and the course or student learning is a priority. Ultimately, our purpose in 
Part Two is to focus on the many ways students can be involved in CBR to 
help ourselves and our readers understand how to do it well.

Part Three: Community-Based Research in Community-Wide 
Long-Term Efforts

Although community outcomes are highlighted in Part Two, they take a back 
seat to student learning to a large degree. In Part Three the emphasis shifts to 
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INTRODUCTION 9

prioritizing community change and suggests that situating CBR projects in 
broad endeavors—alliances, collaboratives, coalitions—that represent a vari-
ety of interests and stakeholders who are in it for the long haul is more likely 
to achieve community improvement, and ultimately community develop-
ment, than individual projects or individual organization-based efforts. This 
section of the book presents four examples of how this type of arrangement 
can work.

Chapter 15, “The Poverty Initiative in Rockbridge County, Virginia,” 
emerges from a coalition of campus and community partners coming 
together to address poverty-related issues in the Appalachia region. The effort 
was supported by Washington and Lee University’s Shepherd Program for 
the Interdisciplinary Study of Poverty and Human Capability and a multi-
tude of organizations in Rockbridge County, Virginia. Don E. Dailey and 
David Dax provide readers with a sense of the process needed to develop an 
ongoing endeavor intent on addressing complex issues such as poverty. They 
also explain the role CBR can play in such a broad initiative and describe 
some of the challenges faculty and students may encounter when participat-
ing in such an effort as community-based researchers.

In Chapter 16, leaders of an initiative begun by a coalition of commu-
nity partners, the Neighborhoods@Work Initiative, sought assistance from 
academics at the University of Southern California (USC). In “Learning to 
Co-construct Solutions to Urban School Challenges in Los Angeles,” Adri-
anna Kezar and Sylvia Rousseau describe the development of the coalition 
and the CBR project that graduate students in the USC Rossier School of 
Education undertook. Opportunities and challenges in developing the CBR 
efforts in such a partnership are described. This chapter should be of special 
interest to those working with graduate students in nontraditional ways or to 
students in CBR who already have substantial research skills.

Chapter 17 describes an initiative that was deeply collaborative between 
campus and community from the start. “Community-Based Research and 
Development in Haiti: Leveraging Multiple Resources for Maximum Impact” 
addresses the question of how faculty from any discipline who are interested 
in international CBR can organize their work to optimize academic student 
learning and community impact. In addition to providing a second inter-
national CBR context for this book, Anthony Vinciquerra describes the St. 
Thomas University/Port-de-Paix, Haiti, Global Solidarity Partnership. Read-
ers will learn how a variety of student and faculty efforts—not just CBR—
can contribute to student learning and community change.

Chapter 18, “Progressive Projects on Parent Involvement,” is the fi nal 
chapter in Part Three and describes an effort begun in 2006 in an education 
collaborative in South Bend composed of university faculty and staff and 
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10  INTRODUCTION

local public school administrators. At the initial meeting, low parent involve-
ment emerged as a challenge each administrator faced. Addressing the issue 
began with an undergraduate student CBR project but soon led to the for-
mation of parent workshops as part of a CBR-based program called No Par-
ent Left Behind (NPLB). Joyce F. Long helped design and lead the research 
and workshops and later shifted to full-time director of NPLB. The program 
achieved consistently remarkable parent outcomes regardless of ethnicity in 
many of the city’s poorest public schools for several years. Sustaining systemic 
progress has been diffi cult, however, after funding priorities abruptly shifted 
in the public school system despite an ongoing need. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion on using CBR to build a culture of support for long-term 
 solutions.

Conclusion

In the book’s concluding chapter, Mary Beckman summarizes the themes pre-
sented in and across all three parts, point out the challenges, and recommend 
suggestions for further empowering CBR’s positive infl uence in communities. 
This includes pedagogical and partnering strategies that can equip faculty 
to effectively involve their students in collaborative research efforts aimed 
toward social improvement. Furthermore, the conclusion envisions how our 
future CBR work will explicitly support system change in communities.

We Are Writing for Us

First and foremost, this book serves faculty who want to not only know how 
to incorporate CBR into their teaching but also do it in a way that attends 
to student learning aims while attaining positive effects in communities. As 
several of the chapters focus on graduate education, they are likely to be of 
interest not only to those who teach graduate students but also to graduate 
students themselves as they ponder their futures as researchers and educators. 
Similarly, anyone working in a college or university center or responsible 
for supporting academic community engagement initiatives in other ways 
will fi nd valuable information in our content. This is also true for individu-
als employed in nonprofi t organizations that partner with academic entities 
and self-identifi ed groups experiencing social challenges. Finally, this book 
is also for those taking students overseas or are interested in doing so for the 
 purpose of conducting CBR.

We are part of the audience for which we are writing, and between the 
two of us, we have at one time or another belonged to all the groups of 
potential readers we named in the preceding paragraph. Having seen the 
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INTRODUCTION 11

need for this kind of material to assist our own work over the years, we 
decided to coalesce a collection of writing that would help us. We believe 
others like ourselves await this type of publication that reveals the power of 
CBR. CBR has the potential to transform our students and the communities 
where we live. It can also inspire us as academics and scholars, as community 
leaders and citizens. After reading this book, we think you will agree that the 
effort and time spent in CBR is a valuable investment.
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