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1
D E F I N I N G  T H E  E V O LV I N G 

C O N C E P T  O F  P U B L I C 
S C H O L A R S H I P

Adrianna Kezar, Yianna Drivalas, and Joseph A. Kitchen

George Keller (1985), a higher education scholar, published an article 
that was critical of higher education research when higher educa-
tion was still a young fi eld of study that had just emerged in the 

1970s. Keller challenged researchers, saying that their studies were not read 
by  policymakers and practitioners and were not informing higher education, 
and as a result, their studies were trees that bore no fruit. This analogy has 
remained a part of our discourse in higher education. Adrianna Kezar has 
used it when noting the limited way our research has been translational; 
reaching and; we hope, transforming practice. Over the years, occasional 
concerns have been raised about the gap between research and practice. At 
other times, scholars in our fi eld have disregarded the calls for relevance as 
anti-intellectual and antitheoretical. 

In this volume, we wish to explore the idea of public scholarship as a goal 
and a way to overcome the lack of impact that the work in higher education 
has on practice and policy. Public scholarship addresses traditional concerns 
about the gap between research and practice and policy, bridging the divide. 
We argue that public scholarship should be the norm in higher education. 
George Keller (1985) and other critics have typically had a narrower vision of 
translational research, primarily expecting elites to shape and frame practice 
and policy from the top down. But this view of engaging the public is far too 
limited and renders short the possibilities for more bottom-up change when 
other groups are armed with our research. We hope to involve you the reader 
in public scholarship for our time, guided by a vision that advocates for and 
supports diverse democracy, equity, and social justice. 
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4  CONTEXT FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP

Defining Public Scholarship

For the editors of this volume, public scholarship is connected and closely 
related to the words diverse democracy, equity, and social justice. We conceptu-
alize our stance with our publics, whether the general public, society, or com-
munity, in an ethical way. One might try to work with and change policy, but 
the policy might ultimately be faulty or wrongheaded. The act of reaching 
out is not by itself the goal of public scholarship as we envision it. Rather, 
the objective is to support an equitable, diverse democracy and to promote 
social justice. Thus, it is not enough to be a scholar who simply interacts with 
 policymakers, teachers, or the general public unless those interactions are 
tied to supporting a diverse democracy. We believe diversity strength-
ens  democracy because more voices are heard, and in an equitable and diverse 
democracy, those previously marginalized voices become acknowledged. This 
idea of democratic inclusiveness means recognizing diversity on the grounds 
of race, class, caste, creed, religion, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, age, 
disability, geographical isolation, socioeconomic status, and other character-
istics of difference (Banks, 2004). Public scholars, then, should work with 
as many stakeholders as possible in a diverse democracy like ours, especially 
with members of marginalized communities whose voices are often not heard 
through traditional research. 

By social justice, we mean promoting a just society by actively challeng-
ing and working to correct injustice. All people have a right to equitable 
treatment, support for their human rights, and a fair allocation of commu-
nity resources. 

We align with thinkers such as Rawls (2009) who emphasize that social 
justice is about ensuring the protection of equal access to liberties, rights, 
and opportunities, as well as taking care of the least advantaged members of 
society. Whether something is just or unjust depends on whether it promotes 
or hinders equality of access to civil liberties, human rights, and opportuni-
ties for healthy and fulfi lling lives, as well as whether it allocates a fair share 
of benefi ts to the least advantaged members of society (Rawls, 2009). 

Our conception of public scholarship imagines a much wider public 
than Keller (1985) and other higher education critics did. We envision pub-
lic scholarship as service to a diverse democracy and social justice, which 
are interconnected and necessary to build an equitable society. The broad 
reach and multiple types of public scholarship, then, are not merely differ-
ent strategies but are intentionally linked to, and in service of, reaching the 
most powerful as well as marginalized and often forgotten groups. Moving 
toward justice is best served when scholars work closely and mutually with 
these diverse public groups. 
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DEFINING THE EVOLVING CONCEPT OF PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP  5

The public scholarship defi ned in this chapter and described in this vol-
ume moves beyond informing policymakers, faculty, and administrators. 
It also includes populations such as students and parents, media, the general 
public, and particularly groups that may have had little or no access to our 
research. Public scholarship compels us to consider the ways we can connect 
to and involve the public with our research in its creation, dissemination, 
and application. It represents a departure from stale research to practice dis-
semination concepts, which might mean forming a partnership with a com-
munity agency to design a research project and disseminate results. It might 
also mean writing for practitioner or policy venues and magazines outside 
the traditional academic journals. It could be serving on boards for national 
groups vested with the authority to make important decisions related to an 
area where one conducts research. Public scholarship can also consist of shar-
ing results over social media, which is accessible and widely understood by 
the general public. We have tried to capture the essence of public scholarship 
in Figure 1.1.

Our vision of public scholarship builds on John Dewey’s (1916/2004) 
work that maintained scholars must engage democratically with publics in 
ways that raise awareness of social problems (in education and beyond) and 

Figure 1.1. Public scholarship.
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6  CONTEXT FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP

foster a democratic and public solution to those problems. Dewey argued 
that science could contribute best to social progress, including educational 
progress, through a process of sustained public inquiry rather than by being 
asserted by, or trickling down from, professionalized and technical fi elds of 
study embedded within sanctioned institutions. He directly critiqued the 
traditional research dissemination model and suggested much more direct 
involvement with our research stakeholders (Dewey, 1916/2004). We now 
turn to two of the major movements in higher education since Keller’s 
(1985) critique that have challenged and redefi ned the entire enterprise of 
higher education—the growth of the public intellectual and the idea of the 
engaged scholar.

It’s likely that while reading these fi rst few pages, the idea of the public 
scholar conjured up images of the public intellectual, that is, someone who 
works extensively with the media. For example, one might picture Cornel 
West appearing on one of Bill Maher’s television shows, or the Daily Show, 
or Meet the Press or engaging in lively radio program exchanges or with fol-
lowers on social media. But public scholarship is much broader than the 
in-fashion notion of the public intellectual. Although using social media, 
blogging, and appearing in the media are all ways to be involved in public 
scholarship, there are also less media-focused avenues involving commu-
nity partnerships, policy dialogues, and local and national leadership roles 
that also are forms of public scholarship (Small, 2008). Public scholarship 
includes the example of Cornel West, but it also includes scholars work-
ing with teachers at a local school to develop an intensive reading program 
based on their research, a scholar who testifi es before Congress on the value 
of Pell Grants, the professor who serves in a national leadership role as the 
head of the American Association of University Professors, or the scholars 
who work with local African American families to develop a parent organi-
zation to make sure their children are advocated for in school. The public 
is not the general public in an abstract way vis-à-vis the media but rather 
multiple publics that are affected and could be empowered through our 
research. We worry that the idea of the public intellectual is too much 
a one-way street. Public intellectuals speak to a larger public audience, 
broadly conceived, but they do not truly interact with a range of pub-
lic stakeholders to inform their views and research the way we envision a 
public scholar would. 

Other readers may not have thought of the public intellectual but instead 
of Boyer’s (1996) idea of the engaged scholar, a fi gure who is involved in 
university extension services, community-based research, or other forms of 
public outreach. Boyer originally called engaged scholarship the scholarship 
of application, which was later renamed engagement, and referred to the 
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DEFINING THE EVOLVING CONCEPT OF PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP  7

responsibilities of a faculty member to those outside the university. Boyer’s 
public engagement also involves the application of disciplinary expertise and 
research on the complex problems and issues of policy, practice, and the like. 
He noted how the scholarship of application addressed the following key 
questions: “(a) How can knowledge be responsibly applied to consequential 
problems?; (b) How can it be helpful to individuals as well as institutions?; 
and (c) Can social problems themselves (and the public sphere) defi ne an 
agenda for scholarly investigation?” (Boyer, 1996, p. 21). Although the schol-
arship of application is most often considered to be aligned with the realm of 
service in higher education, the idea has expanded since Boyer and is defi ned 
as research that involves the community. In later years, groups such as the 
New England Resource Center for Higher Education (NERCHE), further 
elaborated on this defi nition, suggesting that the

term redefi nes faculty scholarly work from application of academic exper-
tise to community engaged scholarship that involves the faculty member in 
a reciprocal partnership with the community, is interdisciplinary, and inte-
grates faculty roles of teaching, research, and service. While there is varia-
tion in current terminology (public scholarship, scholarship of engagement, 
community-engaged scholarship), engaged scholarship is defi ned by the 
collaboration between academics and individuals outside the academy—
knowledge professionals and the lay public (local, regional/state, national, 
global)—for the mutually benefi cial exchange of knowledge and resources 
in a context of partnership and reciprocity. The scholarship of engagement 
includes explicitly democratic dimensions of encouraging the participation 
of nonacademics in ways that enhance and broaden engagement and delib-
eration about major social issues inside and outside the university. It seeks 
to facilitate a more active and engaged democracy by bringing affected 
publics into problem-solving work in ways that advance the public good 
with and not merely for the public. (NERCHE, n.d.)

Engagement, as described earlier, emphasizes mutuality and bidirec-
tional communication that are not captured in Boyer’s (1996) original idea 
of scholarship of application. Boyer and later works on public engagement 
also emphasize that scholarship is more than just research alone and can 
include service and teaching.

Engaged scholarship is a relevant concept and is incorporated into our 
vision of public scholarship. Engaged scholarship as a form of research is 
often more mutual and involves deep relationships between researchers and 
their communities. There has been a signifi cant movement in the past two 
decades called the engaged university that is built on Boyer’s (1996) model 
of scholarship and this model of community engagement. Many associate 
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8  CONTEXT FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP

engaged scholarship with applied fi elds because this form of scholarship 
comes from the history of university extension services and agriculture, but 
it is used across all fi elds in higher education. From 1980 to 2000, engaged 
scholars fought for legitimacy. But there is now much greater acceptance 
by institutions and other scholars of engaged scholarship than in the past 
(Van de Ven, 2007). 

These two movements (i.e., public intellectual and engaged scholarship) 
redefi ne the work of the scholar to be more public and extends the idea of 
scholarship beyond the confi nes of the proverbial ivory tower. However, we 
fi nd each to be too narrow to encompass the many ways we have seen public 
scholarship unfold and the other ways we imagine scholars should be engag-
ing with the public; the movements belie particular approaches rather than 
invite scholars into a broad set of activities that can have a greater impact on 
policy and practice. This broader set of activities also honors and respects a 
fi eld of study like higher education that is multidisciplinary with scholars in 
very different types of work such as policy, administration, leadership, stu-
dent development, teaching and learning, fi nance, and history. In this book, 
we set out to defi ne public scholarship as a multifaceted set of activities on a 
continuum ranging from less mutually engaged to more mutually engaged. 

The continuum in Figure 1.2 is a visual representation of the varied 
engagement levels of public scholarship. For example, although circulating 
policy reports and briefs is an important practice for researchers, it is frequently 
a one-directional activity. Even if the audiences receiving the information can 
benefi t from it, it is not very mutually engaging and often does not involve 
critical input from the publics the reports or briefs intend to inform and 
serve. Practice embedded educational research (which is described later in the 
chapter) and other forms of participatory work such as participatory action 
research, community-based research, and arts-based research, however, are 
more mutually engaging because of their collaborative nature. Researchers 
and participant communities alike contribute to and benefi t from this sort 
of activity and research. Each example along the continuum in Figure 1.2 is 

Figure 1.2. Varied engagement levels of public scholarship.
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DEFINING THE EVOLVING CONCEPT OF PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP  9

some form of public scholarship, and this volume is committed to exploring 
the range of possibilities for public scholarship.

Several books related to the notion of public scholarship have been pub-
lished, but they do not defi ne public scholarship in the way we do, and the 
objectives of those books are quite different from ours. Therefore, we thought 
it might be valuable to explain how this volume is different from these prior 
works. Gasman (2016) provides practical advice for scholars on how to be 
public intellectuals, writing and speaking for lay audiences. Perna (in press) 
focuses on whether academics should interact with the public, and if they do, 
how to do so in a way that does not compromise the work by crossing a line 
and becoming an advocate and shares the perspectives and related decision-
making of various scholars regarding whether and how to take one’s work 
public. Shaker (2015) examines faculty-engaged scholarship, service, and 
teaching as contributors to the public good, and describes the greater poten-
tial to do such work but does not devote much time to exploring scholarship 
and instead focuses on service. Our perspective is quite different in that we 
believe it is the scholars’ responsibility to bring their research to the public; 
it is not their choice but an obligation driven by the mores of equity, social 
justice, and a diverse democracy. We also argue for much broader approaches 
than Gasman, who is largely concerned with what we would consider a more 
public intellectual–oriented defi nition of public scholarship. Finally, we con-
nect public scholarship to an ethical professional commitment and to serving 
the public good in very specifi c ways: supporting social justice and a diverse 
democracy. 

Importance of Public Scholarship

Public scholarship, as we envision it, works toward supporting the public 
good, which is a core mission of faculty as professionals (Kezar, Chambers, 
& Burkhardt, 2005). For instance, we as scholars have an inherent respon-
sibility to inform public debates on key policy and practice issues that affect 
education. It is not enough for those in the fi eld to simply produce research. 
Because we are the ones who examine the issues in methodologically rigor-
ous and ethical ways, we therefore have the responsibility to bring our fi nd-
ings to those forums wherein the public good is debated. We also have a 
responsibility to be actors in that public sphere. Dissemination of research 
is key, but we must also be active in terms of testimony. We can activate our 
research in public spheres by serving on national commissions and petition-
ing our policymakers, for instance. It is also important to train our graduate 
students in this tradition through modeling and by getting them involved in 
the work. We argue that this dissemination and action is embedded in the 
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10  CONTEXT FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP

work of scholars and is part and parcel of conducting quality research with 
integrity. Although some avenues described in this chapter are more likely 
to be counted as faculty service than others, we believe it is important to go 
beyond the considerations of formal service and to work with the intention 
of doing right by the research and the communities that contributed to and 
will be served by the research. 

This is the challenge we present to the reader: Consider public scholar-
ship as we have defi ned and explored it. Is it how we as a community— 
faculty, graduate students, and others in our fi eld—defi ne research? Or, is it 
not? Our history as a fi eld suggests that we have been largely unsuccessful 
in being engaged with the broader public. We hope to inspire scholars to 
reframe their research so that it can be consistently seen as public scholarship. 
We also encourage scholars to consider new modes of public scholarship that 
move beyond the work of a public intellectual (an often a self-serving role) 
and into a position that supports a diverse democracy, equity, and social 
justice. Through public scholarship, we have the potential to shape impor-
tant policies and decisions, reshaping public dialogue and transforming our 
educational settings. 

Evolving Methods to Enhance Public Scholarship

New research models are emerging in education that embed public scholar-
ship into the research process. These models build on traditions of action 
and participatory research that developed in the 1970s from the work of 
Paulo Freire (1970/1996) and in fi elds of social work and sociology. These 
methods—particularly action research—are tied to goals of social justice. 
At present, these are marginalized methods in higher education that could 
serve as beacons for the future. These newer models embed practitioners, 
 policymakers, and the publics of our research directly into the research pro-
cess. From the beginning, this form of engagement allows the publics to 
defi ne the study and participation parameters, review and interpret the data 
and fi ndings, and disseminate the results at different levels to various con-
stituencies and stakeholders. Through this direct engagement, the separation 
between researcher and publics is completely broken and reconceptualized. 

Networked improvement communities are one such model. The Car-
negie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching is advocating for this 
approach under the leadership of Anthony Bryk (2015). In examining the 
history of school reforms and the very minimal uptake of research-based 
ideas in reform efforts, Bryk concludes, “We undervalue the importance of 
systemic and organized methods of learning to improve” (p. 467). In the 
networked improvement communities model, scholars work on the ground 
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DEFINING THE EVOLVING CONCEPT OF PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP  11

with practitioners on problems of practice, and they are part of the research 
and inquiry process, which incorporates learning practice-based evidence. 
The assumption in this research is that systems are incredibly complex, and 
issues are often tied to a particular context; thus, generalized fi ndings from 
typical research studies do not represent key institutional context variables 
that shape the implementation of research-based practices and policies. This 
approach also assumes variability of performance. Instead of seeing variations 
as problems or aberrant fi ndings to be ignored, researchers learn from varia-
tions to alter the system, and variations are much more present and identifi -
able in the context-based research done as part of networked improvement 
communities. In higher education, the Bay View Alliance is an example of a 
networked improvement community. Nine universities work in partnership 
to improve teaching in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) using evidence-based teaching practices (see bayviewalliance.org). 
Scholars on campus work with STEM faculty to conduct studies in research 
clusters across these various institutions. They develop insights in the con-
text of the institution, easing implementation and ensuring it is responsive 
to the institutional context. These networked improvement communities 
involve dozens of faculty and practitioners who have been conducting ongo-
ing research for many years with no plan to end the work. We challenge 
members of networked improvement communities to consider the extent to 
which they think about their communities. For example, students and par-
ents are often not brought into the research process, but they are important 
community stakeholders. We challenge researchers in this model to think 
even more expansively about the notion of community and who we invite in. 

Practice-embedded educational research is another model showcased by 
Catherine Snow (2015) in which research studies begin with an urgent prob-
lem of practice jointly defi ned by practitioners and researchers. Practitioners 
and researchers collaborate closely on an educational issue in an educational 
setting and interactively. Researchers become much more familiar with issues 
in practice, and practitioners become much more knowledgeable about 
research-based forms of practice. Practice embedded educational research is 
a form of community-based research in which community participation is 
an integral component of the research process, and social justice and social 
science are linked (Taylor & Ochocka, 2017). Community-based research 
comes in many nuanced methodological forms and has many names (e.g., 
practitioner research, collaborative action research), but each is rooted in 
action. (For a thorough explanation of the distinctions among community-
based research models, see Taylor & Ochocka, 2017.)

The work of Estela Bensimon on the Equity Scorecard is an example 
of participatory action research, another form of community-based research 
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12  CONTEXT FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP

(USC Rossier School of Education, n.d.). In the scorecard work, researchers 
partner with teams of staff, faculty, and administrators on college campuses 
to examine institutional data on student outcomes, disaggregated by race 
and gender, to determine gaps in performance and develop relevant inter-
ventions. The approach to this work is embedded in the campus context and 
uses data from that context rather than generalized data from studies of other 
educational contexts. Moreover, the researchers in this model work collabo-
ratively with practitioners on the resulting data-based interventions.

Collective impact is another way researchers and publics can engage in 
shared research and action (Hanleybrown, Kania, & Kramer, 2012; Kania 
& Kramer, 2011). Collective impact brings together stakeholders invested in 
the same agenda, often in social justice, to work together toward one goal. 
This mode of organizing and working stands in contrast to the more com-
monly seen isolated efforts of stakeholders, where many individual groups 
and agents are working independently, without sharing resources, toward the 
same or very similar goals. Public scholarship can look like building or par-
ticipating in collective impact networks so that research agendas are mutually 
created and employed by as many relevant publics as possible.

Throughout this volume, the chapter contributors describe methods 
that involve bridging the gap between our current modes of research and the 
publics that use and are informed by that research. But even as we develop 
new research modes, some areas of study may never be fully realized through 
networked improvement communities, participatory action research, or 
practice embedded educational research, so we will need other translational 
approaches. Additionally, we can always complement these newer method-
ological approaches with other stances as a public scholar through media, 
partnerships, translational writing, advocacy and activism, local policy mak-
ing, community development, and leadership roles. We all have different 
strengths and approaches, so we want to emphasize the many ways one can 
be a public scholar, making it seem accessible and enticing to scholars doing 
very different types of research. 

Situating This Volume in the Public Scholarship Conversation

This book is organized into three parts. In part one, the contributors defi ne 
and describe public scholarship; in part two, they provide examples of what 
public scholarship can look like in higher education. Part three describes 
ways to institutionalize the adoption of public scholarship into higher educa-
tion as a fi eld of study. Together, the chapters in this volume provide you, the 
emerging or established scholar, with an opportunity to refl ect on your own 
strengths, talents, passions, and values as you fi nd your place within public 
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DEFINING THE EVOLVING CONCEPT OF PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP  13

scholarship. Regardless of your experience with this mode of scholarship, we 
hope this collection of chapters will serve as a guiding resource as you begin 
your journey into public scholarship or help mentor others as they begin 
theirs. 

Much of the responsibility to promote public scholarship can and 
should fall on graduate schools. The replication and socialization processes 
that occur in most institutions almost guarantee that the next generation of 
higher education researchers will not be public scholars unless faculty and 
administrators make intentional choices to break the cycle.

In chapter 13, Angela Clark-Taylor, Molly Sarubbi, Judy Marquez Kiy-
ama, and Stephanie J. Waterman describe how embedded holistic approaches 
in graduate training are necessary components to cultivating PhD students as 
public scholars. On a similar note, Michael Lanford and William G. Tierney 
identify course assignments as an important tool toward this goal in chapter 
12. They argue that diverse writing assignments and genres in PhD course 
work can prepare emerging scholars to use appropriate methods for diverse 
communities and audiences.

As young scholars move beyond their doctoral studies and into their fi rst 
faculty positions, they have the opportunity to defi ne themselves as public 
scholars. In chapter 14, Jamie Lester and David Horton Jr. describe how 
public scholarship can change across faculty career stages and provide sugges-
tions that align with the different phases of one’s career. Adrianna Kezar uses 
her own experience and deep knowledge of the fi eld in chapter 2 to describe 
how different modes of public scholarship can be used for different purposes 
while also sharing the challenges faculty face when committing to that work. 
For the emerging public scholars who choose to pursue other career routes, 
Lesley McBain provides examples of ways to engage with higher education 
and conduct meaningful research outside of academia in chapter 15. Regard-
less of the career path researchers choose to follow, the ethics of their work 
are always important. Cecile H. Sam and Jarrett T. Gupton describe the ethi-
cal dilemmas of public scholarship in chapter 3 and encourage profession-
als to be mindful about how they respond to those concerns. Their chapter 
includes research and practical perspectives, covering the creation, dissemi-
nation, and application processes of research.

Traditional academic journals serve a very important role in higher edu-
cation scholarship, but their audiences are narrow. In chapter 5, Charles H.F. 
Davis III, Shaun R. Harper, and Wilmon A. Christian III explore the respon-
sibility to reach their varied communities and audiences in cost-free, acces-
sible ways. They describe the methods they employ, including a multimedia 
platform for circulation of reports and policy briefs, to reach their constitu-
encies and other relevant audiences. Although social media is an immediate 
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14  CONTEXT FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP

and useful way to connect with others, it is not consistently used by academ-
ics. In chapter 10, Constance Iloh describes the important role social media 
can play in dismantling structures that limit the reach of public scholarship, 
particularly for underrepresented scholars, and its impact on societal inequi-
ties

The dissemination phase requires researchers to consider many valu-
able and important options available to them. However, the work of the 
public scholar begins sooner, as early as developing the research question, 
sample and setting, and methods. Home campuses and local communities 
are important sites for the public scholar. Amalia Dache-Gerbino’s chapter 
8 describes direct activism at an individual’s home institution and in the 
surrounding community through national movements while simultaneously 
developing a scholar-activist identity. When working in local communities, 
the arts can serve as a way to share and conduct research because they are 
more accessible than traditional methodologies and modes of dissemination. 
In chapter 11, Yianna Drivalas and Adrianna Kezar argue that arts-based 
education research, currently underused in education’s academic spheres, can 
contribute to engaging the public as the benefi ciaries and agents of higher 
education research.

Public scholarship must also be sensitive to working with histori-
cally marginalized populations that have been taken advantage of by the 
research enterprise through colonization of thought, lack of reciprocation, 
and more. Action research provides researchers with another opportunity 
to serve and work with marginalized populations. In chapter 6, Estela 
Mara Bensimon shares her experiences with action research, including the 
challenges of creating specialized tools, cultural differences, and just-in-
time response pressures.

Often, engaging in public scholarship requires a shift beyond methodol-
ogy to one’s research agenda. In chapter 4, Sylvia Hurtado describes her expe-
rience evolving from a traditional researcher into a public scholar through 
her work to inform a Supreme Court case on affi rmative action. Direct par-
ticipation in policy development is another way for public scholars to engage 
with important stakeholder communities. Kim Nehls, Oscar Espinoza-Parra, 
Holly Schneider, Travis Tyler, and Elena Nourrie in Chapter 7 write about 
connecting research and policy at the state level at the University of Nevada, 
Las Vegas College of Education. Their chapter recounts the dean’s call for 
setting an agenda and writing a white paper on topics relevant to the state 
legislative body. 

Public scholarship as described and discussed in this volume is rela-
tively new, but elements of public engagement have been a cornerstone of 
higher education for years. Universities have a history of conducting research 
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relevant to and serving the public’s needs. Casey D. Mull, Jenna B. Daniel, 
and Jenny Jordan describe in Chapter 9 the public scholarship of cooperative 
extension and the mutual impact of this scholarship on university systems 
and communities, focusing on how it has responded to changing student 
population and university needs. 

To Be or Not to Be a Public Scholar?

Some have argued that scholars should remain separated from the public so 
they can remain objective. Others have argued that it is not the responsibil-
ity of scholars to disseminate but only to generate knowledge. Intermediary 
organizations like higher education associations and other organizations that 
work directly with various publics are best suited to the role of involving 
publics in the work produced by scholars, or so the argument goes. Cer-
tainly, these groups play a key role. But concern is increasing that these 
organizations are overwhelmed by so many information sources and are 
becoming less well equipped to identify and play their crucial role. There is 
also the concern that these groups may play gatekeeper for what knowledge 
is considered worthy to investigate and disseminate. Scholars are being called 
on to curate and make publics aware of their work in their own capacities. 
Although we are cognizant of the vision of disengaged scholarship—often 
considered the traditional norm or perspective—we believe that actively con-
sidering the idea and possibility of public scholarship is an ethical obligation. 

We advocate for a public scholarship guided by, and embedded in, eth-
ics. One might attempt to change policy, but the resulting policy might ulti-
mately be faulty or misguided. Purely making an effort is not the goal; it is 
important to tie it to supporting a diverse democracy and social justice. Eth-
ics is a theme that appears throughout this volume and is a particular focus 
of chapter 3. There are ethical considerations in all research, but as scholars 
move into new ways of working they need to revisit and understand the par-
ticular ethical dilemmas that emerge for public scholarship. 

Conclusion

Derek Bok (2009), president of Harvard, warns of the dangers of detach-
ment in the following: 

Armed with the security of tenure and the time to study the world with 
care, professors would appear to have a unique opportunity to act as 
society’s scouts to signal impending problems long before they are visible 
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16  CONTEXT FOR PUBLIC SCHOLARSHIP

to others. Yet rarely have members of the academy succeeded in discover-
ing the emerging issues and bringing them vividly to the attention of the 
public. The very complexity of modern life requires more, not less, infor-
mation; more, not less, participation. (pp. 76–77)

We believe that framing public scholarship broadly is important to 
including a diverse range of stakeholders, goals, and audiences and to pro-
moting social justice. Narrow defi nitions that do not allow us to fully meet 
the needs of a diverse democracy have too often characterized public scholar-
ship. Dewey’s (1916/2004) writing reminds us that multiplicity and com-
plexity are inherent in better serving the complex demands of democratic 
ideals. Furthermore, as editors, we think this broad defi nition also better 
captures the good work of many researchers in the fi eld of higher education 
that often gets overlooked. And in reframing our research as a fi eld, we might 
bring to light many examples of good research that do not receive attention 
under our current norms. 

Like Boyer (1996), we believe that when the academic communities 
(fi elds and disciplines) embrace this collectively, only then can faculty fully 
embrace public scholarship. Faculty live in communities and need a shared 
vision of scholarly work. Part three of this book directly addresses norms and 
socialization into the fi eld of higher education. 

Are we doing our job adequately if we only write journal articles and 
make presentations at research conferences? We say no, but we are not sure 
what those in the fi eld envision for it. Do we want to hold ourselves to the 
standards of public scholarship? If we do, how do we better prepare scholars 
by educating them about the multitude of options to be a public scholar and 
for the challenges we have described? What models in graduate programs for 
training public scholars may already exist? Can we better prepare scholars for 
the messiness of public scholarship? How can scholars do this work and be 
rewarded with our current tenure and promotion processes? 

By working to change our professional norms with an eye toward eth-
ics and guided by a responsibility to work toward social justice, equity, and 
a diverse democracy, we commit to working together toward a new vision 
for our work, one that we are proud to align with. Research that does 
not take into account the importance of diverse democracies and public 
scholarship risks perpetuating cycles of marginalization and oppression. 
Researchers must make a conscious effort to ethically and appropriately 
contribute to and serve the communities they study. Without this deliber-
ate focus, even the most signifi cant, timely, and methodologically rigorous 
study will miss the important opportunity to critically engage with diverse 
publics.
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