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ix

PREFACE

Over the past several decades, universities across the nation have sig-
nifi cantly increased their commitment to engaging their campuses 
in their communities. Utilizing service-learning, community-based 

research, student-led projects, and other forms of community engagement, 
these institutions have mobilized thousands of students and faculty to part-
ner with local organizations, schools, and institutions. All too often, these 
efforts have focused much more on college student learning than on impact 
in the wider community. In addition, even when taking community out-
comes more seriously, many universities lack a coordinated and strategic 
focus, therefore limiting their ability to maximize their impact in the larger 
community.

The emerging model of place-based community engagement offers uni-
versities a powerful tool to attain more positive results in their local com-
munities and also on their campuses. Perhaps most widely known through 
the work of the Harlem Children’s Zone and the federal government’s Prom-
ise and Choice Neighborhoods programs, place-based initiatives focus on 
uniting disparate leaders, services, and institutions to positively address the 
often intractable challenge of geographically concentrated poverty and other 
contemporary issues of inequity and injustice. Drawing upon the concept of 
collective impact and using data-driven decision-making, place-based initia-
tives build long-term partnerships based upon a shared vision. When done 
thoughtfully, these place-based initiatives have attained impressive results.

While offering immense benefi ts, place-based community engagement 
also brings new challenges. A more pronounced commitment to commu-
nity impact can compel the university to engage its community as equita-
ble stakeholders. Place-based community engagement also raises resource 
and funding issues as the approach often calls for additional investments 
in staff, faculty, and partners. Finally, place-based community engagement 
often means bridging historically White universities with diverse cultural 
and racial communities, raising many additional questions regarding power, 
privilege, and community voice.

Through this book we explore how universities can utilize a place-based 
community engagement model to signifi cantly deepen and expand their 
impact on campus and in the community. Drawing on lessons learned from 
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x  PREFACE

fi ve institutions that have implemented place-based community engagement 
initiatives, we examine the opportunities, challenges, and considerations 
for universities hoping to pursue a place-based approach. By sharing prac-
tices from these fi ve institutions, we provide a detailed process of taking a 
place-based effort from exploration to sustainability in order to attain results 
beyond what any one department, organization, or institution thought 
 possible.

We believe that place-based community engagement offers institutions 
of higher education a powerful tool to become more connected to their com-
munities, with a goal of transforming their campuses, their local communi-
ties, and our nation.

How Did This Book Come About?

In 2011, after a multiyear planning process, Seattle University launched the 
Seattle University Youth Initiative, an intensive university-wide effort to 
empower and support children and families within a neighborhood encom-
passing 100 square blocks adjacent to the university campus. As the Youth 
Initiative experienced success, delegations from other universities visited 
Seattle to learn about the initiative. In 2014, the Annie E. Casey Foundation 
provided support to Seattle University to convene teams from other institu-
tions in order to share ideas and strategies to pursue place-based community 
engagement. In the ensuing years, the Annie E. Casey Foundation and Seat-
tle University have continued to partner on offering several additional insti-
tutes on place-based community engagement and other forms of professional 
development. Through this work, together they have begun to develop a 
national network of universities, particularly faith-based institutions, inter-
ested in place-based community engagement.

In tandem with the institutes, we collaborated on writing two white 
papers that summarized lessons learned from Seattle University’s intensive 
place-based efforts. We also shared lessons and ideas through workshops and 
keynote addresses at several regional and national convenings and professional 
conferences. In an effort to capitalize on the interest in this work and provide 
a wider perspective than just Seattle University, we began to explore a book 
project. Our idea of writing a book became a reality when Erica K. Yamamura 
received support to work on the endeavor as her sabbatical project.

This was truly a collaborative project by two professionals who, taken 
together, view this project through an intersectional practitioner-scholar 
worldview. Kent Koth draws fi rst from the strong practitioner lens that he 
has developed over the last 25 years of facilitating campus and community 
initiatives at several institutions of higher education. In working on this 
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PREFACE  xi

project, Koth drew upon insights into the political, social, and psychologi-
cal dynamics internal and external to a university community engagement 
offi ce. He also brought to the project his experiences of planning and imple-
menting the Seattle University Youth Initiative. Koth’s motivation for this 
project arose from a lifelong belief that we are so much stronger working 
together than operating in isolation.

Throughout this project Yamamura leaned on her strong research lens as 
a faculty member, drawing upon her training at the University of California, 
Los Angeles (UCLA) Higher Education Research Institute where she served 
as a graduate research assistant on the Atlantic Philanthropies research pro-
ject, which examined the benefi ts of service-learning in the years following 
graduation. She served as the methodologist for the book and took the lead 
with our Institutional Research Board (IRB, which identifi ed this work as 
IRB exempt), working on document acquisition and analysis, coding and 
analysis of data, development of fi ndings, and the member-checking pro-
cess.  Yamamura also drew upon her analytical and theoretical understand-
ing of institutions of higher education, organizational development, and her 
explorations of race, class, and privilege. Yamamura is not new to the fi eld 
of service- learning and community engagement. She participated in many 
opportunities through the UCLA Asian American Studies Center as an under-
graduate student, and later as a graduate student she coordinated educational 
internships,  AmeriCorps and Bonner Foundation fellowships, and K–12 
partnerships at the UCLA Center for Community Learning.  Yamamura’s 
motivation for this project is to give back to the fi eld of service-learning and 
community engagement and help it move forward in a meaningful way.

Our unique strengths led us to have many robust conversations about 
what institutions to study; what constitutes strong analysis; what would be 
most pertinent to scholars and practitioners; and, ultimately, what would 
lead to a compelling book that contributes to a more just and compassionate 
society.

The Organization of This Book

Universities and communities that want to pursue place-based community 
engagement can improve their likelihood of success by carefully studying 
their specifi c contexts and assessing their opportunities and potential chal-
lenges. This book is designed to offer a framework for how to plan for and 
pursue a place-based community engagement strategy.

Chapter 1 examines several dynamics that are signifi cantly challenging 
contemporary higher education and also presents the evolving paradigm 
of community engagement within higher education. We draw upon these 
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xii  PREFACE

explorations to frame the potential benefi ts of pursuing a place-based com-
munity engagement strategy.

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the existing landscape of place-based 
community engagement across the United States. The chapter also defi nes 
key tenets of place-based community engagement, especially how this 
unique approach draws on numerous roles of the university to connect to a 
geographic sense of place. We close the chapter by introducing three distinct 
phases for effective place-based community engagement.

Chapter 3 presents the methodology of our research that guided the 
structure and development of this book. We also introduce fi ve institutional 
case studies that we draw upon in subsequent chapters: Drexel University, 
Loyola University Maryland, San Diego State University, Seattle University, 
and the University of San Diego.

Chapters 4 to 6 draw upon specifi c examples and trends arising from the 
fi ve institutional case studies to offer practical guidance for putting concepts 
into action. We organize these chapters based on the three distinct phases of 
place-based community engagement: (a) exploration, (b) development, and 
(c) sustaining. Taken together, these phases frame many of the opportunities 
and challenges involved in place-based community engagement.

In chapter 7 we again draw from the institutional case studies to high-
light the vantage point of community leaders who have chosen to partner 
with universities to pursue place-based community engagement. From the 
perspective of community partners, we examine what has worked, what has 
been challenging, and overall lessons arising from place-based community 
engagement.

Chapter 8 explores strategies and promising practices with assessment 
and outcomes throughout the various phases of place-based community 
engagement. In addition, we also explore approaches to share and dissemi-
nate data and results.

Finally, in chapter 9 we draw upon our defi nition of place-based com-
munity engagement to summarize the lessons and challenges arising from the 
place-based approach. We also highlight numerous questions that remain to 
be answered and explored.

This book is not meant to be a blueprint but rather to present ideas, 
practices, and lessons to draw upon in exploring, developing, and sustaining a 
place-based community engagement strategy. There is not one model of place-
based community engagement. Institutions and their respective communities 
operate in differing contexts and have different opportunities and challenges. 
We offer this book as an invitation to explore concepts and methods that 
could lead to transformation of individual institutions and communities and 
also foster renewal and innovation in the fi eld of higher education as a whole.
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