
 

PUBLIC UNIVERSITY-HOST COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT: 

FIVE CASES OF COMPREHENSIVE PARTNERSHIPS FOR SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY 

DEVELOPMENT AND LEADERSHIP 

By 

Andrew W. Ackerman 

A Project 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements of the degree 

MASTERS OF SCIENCE 

 Program in Bioregional Planning and Community Design 

College of Graduate Studies 

 

UNIVERSITY OF IDAHO 

Moscow, Idaho 

April 30, 2009 

 

Approved by: _________________________________ 

        (Major Professor) 

Date Approved: __________________________ 

 

© 2009 Andrew W. Ackerman 

  



ii 

 

Abstract 

This project reviews five separate partnership efforts between moderate-sized public 

universities/colleges and their respective ―host‖ communities within the U.S.A. The five cases 

are reviewed through the broader lens of community planning and development as an evolving 

social project providing mutual benefit to university and community.  Thorough extensive 

review of the literature, it is demonstrated that new frameworks, practice-based methods, and 

funding initiatives for purposes of university-community engagement are available and being 

used, as well as growth of a revived social and community capacity building movement. The 

relative success of individual university communities to act upon these burgeoning initiatives 

appear for the communities reviewed at least in part to result from a multi-faceted, sustained 

approach, that emphasizes new and public ways of conducting academic research and learning, 

successful implementation of community engagement programs, as well as creative use of 

institutional and local social capital. By describing the essential ingredients utilized by these 

institutions, the unique contextual framework and associated barriers to long-term partnering, as 

well as the relative success of implementation, the five cases demonstrate pathways to enhanced 

university-community development. A suggested further readings list as well as a categorized 

listing of valuable online resources for future research on university-community engagement is 

also provided.  
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CHAPTER 1-INTRODUCTION  

Statement of the Problem and Focus Area 

 

While it is not a uniquely American phenomenon, U.S. universities and their ―host‖ towns have 

more often than not been described as having a love-hate relationship. The ―love‖ can be 

attributed to the fact that in many cases the town would not exist—at least not to the extent that it 

does—without the stable and often significant supporting economic role (as well as a host of 

other culturally beneficial effects) played by the institution (Returning to Our Roots: The 

Engaged Institution, 1999). The ―hate‖ can be described as the feeling by local residents and 

government leaders that the university does not pay directly for services utilized (e.g. tax 

exempt) and that those individuals most prominent within the university generally make little 

effort to integrate fully into the host community. For example, most faculty are most interested in 

pursuing academic projects and research that is geographically and/or intellectually distant from 

pursuits that may be of direct benefit in their own ―backyard‖ (Leavey, 2004).   

Blake Gumprecht, author of ―The American College Town,‖ describes at least one major 

reason for conflict as being fairly straightforward. ―The other critical characteristic that divides 

town and gown is the fact that higher education institutions [located in smaller cities] often 

dominate a town physically, economically, and politically‖ (p. 297). Reasons for these tensions 

that exist in college towns are numerous and well-documented in the literature (see for example, 

Gumprecht, 2008; Leavey, 2004; Spagnolia, 1998).  Add to these challenges the fact that small 

town universities are often physically constructed in such a way as to isolate themselves from the 

larger community, essentially creating a community within a community or an ―island‖ effect. 

The barriers to integration of community and university listed above are likely underlying 
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reasons for the general unwillingness of public university and community leaders (government 

and otherwise) to promote internal and external structures and mechanisms necessary for long-

term, mutually beneficial, community-building partnerships to occur. However, examples of 

university-community engagement resulting in significant mutual benefits within the college 

town context do exist and are proving to be highly effective ways of improving both university 

and community (Cox, 2000). Additionally, a nationwide public research and social capital 

building movement appears to be spreading that is capable of further fostering such relationships 

and ultimately creating more relevant institutions of higher education and healthier, more 

resilient communities (Overton, 1999; Peters, 2005; Shaffer, 2004).   

Delimitations and Potential Bias 

 

In addition to the fact that few cases were found that demonstrate extensive, long-term, public 

university-community-building partnerships, the vast majority of  literature and exemplary case 

studies on university-community engagement focus primarily on large universities (enrollment  

≥ 15,000 students) located within highly urbanized areas of the nation (Dalbey, 2007; Returning 

to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 1999). Additionally, literature within the fields of 

psychology, sociology, community economics, and planning reinforce the position taken here 

that there exists a unique socio-political and economic context within smaller cities or towns 

(population < 100,000), located in rural settings that are host to public and/or land-grant research 

universities (Booker, 2006; Flint, 2005; Gumprecht, 2008; Martin, 2002; Shaffer, 2004; 

Westbrook, 2007). For this reason, a particular emphasis was given to these types of universities 

in these specific settings within this study. It should also be noted that the author resides and 

attends university in a town that meets many of these same criteria and the community in which 

he resides is faced with some of the same challenges highlighted by the cases herein. The author 
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also has been a professional planner in a university town and has resided in both Portland, 

Oregon and Burlington, Vermont, two communities highlighted here. These facts have potential 

to bias the selection and review of some of the cases under review but also have potential to 

bring deeper insights into the challenges faced in developing innovative partnerships as well as 

understanding of the context within which public universities and host communities operate. 
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Purpose  

 

The primary purpose here is not to dwell on the historical reasons why universities and host towns often 

develop poor or mixed relations or look at potential strategies aimed at resolving common areas of 

disagreement between universities and host communities (these topics have been researched thoroughly, 

see Spagnolia, 1998; Leavey, 2004). Rather, the purpose is to provide in-depth, rich examples of how a 

variety of public universities have gone beyond isolated or single instances of collaboration or outreach, 

in order to develop long-term partnerships via institutional change and innovation that has resulted in 

significant beneficial outcomes within the communities involved. In the process of engagement, the ways 

in which institutions fundamentally alter the structures and directions of the institution are demonstrated. 

In describing these processes of ―engagement‖ the cases have potential to provide solutions or help focus 

existing efforts at other public universities that may be attempting to engage their communities at a deeper 

level. Gumprecht points out, ―because it is conflict that drives the relationship between a city and its 

college…cooperation is often a response to such conflict…‖ (p. 330). However, the institutions currently 

engaged in public scholarship and long-term collaborative efforts with host communities are redefining 

the traditional relationship Gumprecht speaks of to one in which conflict is supplanted with mutual 

benefits in order to accomplish broadly shared, long-term learning and community development goals. 

Methods for Case Selection and Review 

 

The five cases were selected using the following criteria: 1) the university had to be a public or land-grant 

university of moderate size (enrollment between 6,000-15,000 students); 2) the university had to be a 

dominant economic and cultural force within the town/city of which the population was < 100,000 

residents; 3) the universities and communities were selected to be representative of the various regions of 

the U.S.; 4) the university-community partnership program had existed for more than five years; and 5) 

the programs were exemplary of ―the engaged institution‖ as defined by The Kellogg Commission on the 

Future of State and Land-Grant Universities.  
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Data was collected via mail, internet, library periodicals and books, as well as email 

correspondence with leaders within selected institutions. Review of case literature and materials was 

conducted by searching for contextual materials related to the institution and host community statistics as 

well as recent press related to collaborative efforts, screening for structural or programmatic information 

on partnership development, screening scholarly articles or books sections that featured components of 

selected partnerships, and review of websites for further understanding of programmatic elements, 

staffing, networks and pathways, or relevant resources.  
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CHAPTER 2-LITERATURE REVIEW  

The following review of university-community partnership literature and engagement initiatives 

demonstrates that this researcher's study contributes to the understanding and knowledge in the 

area of public/land-grant university-community engagement and partnership efforts within 

primarily rural areas of the country and may act as a resource for future research or learning in 

the topic area. 

The Need to Re-evaluate the Role of the Public University 

 

Literature on the ―how and why‖ university leaders should engage communities has 

increased significantly of recent, likely due in large part to criticisms coming both from within 

the academy and outside of it. A particular focus has been on the larger, public and/or land-grant 

universities (but also elite private urban colleges/universities) as being inflexible, aloof, or stuck 

in the proverbial ―ivory tower,‖ oftentimes while the community around it struggles, or fails 

altogether to address complex community development, and environmental health and justice 

problems. This ―call to action‖ in the literature appears to have had a significant impact on new 

partnerships forming over the last decade (Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 

1999). For example, in ―Partnerships for Smart Growth: University-Community Collaboration 

for Better Public Spaces, editors Weiwel and Knapp solicited for examples of ‗best practices‘ in 

university-community partnering and received more than seventy proposals. The authors assert, 

―This testifies to the prevalence of these partnerships and the national concern about the nature 

of urban, suburban, and rural growth and development and its effect on the environment and 

quality of life‖ (2005, p. ix).  

At the same time many institutions, especially land grant institutions, are recognizing 

their inherent responsibility (and associated direct and indirect benefits) of improving upon 
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traditional methods of relating to their host community (Cox, 2000). As is the case with any 

successful partnership, it takes a coordinated effort on the part of all parties (local government 

officials/staff, citizen groups, and the various levels of organization within universities) in order 

to make it truly successful. The truly engaged institution is one that perceives partnerships with 

the community from the perspective of a two-way exchange of information and learning.   

The need to successfully collaborate inevitably requires compromise, innovative 

thinking, long-term visioning and commitment, as well as involves strong leadership from within 

the local government, citizens, and the university (Peters, 2005; Returning to Our Roots: The 

Engaged Institution, 1999).   However, the benefits of universities partnering with local 

communities are numerous. An often cited example is the direct application of knowledge to 

‗real world‘ problems. Recent pioneering initiatives have resulted in students acquiring important 

new knowledge, skills, and civic competencies while providing services to distressed, adjacent 

urban and rural communities. In addition to the universities/colleges in this study, major 

universities such as Providence College, Rutgers University, and one of the featured cases of this 

study, Portland State University, have restructured degree requirements such as to  make 

participation in local service learning a requirement for baccalaureate graduation (Reardon, 

1998). This, in turn, affects the teaching focus and scholarship-reward side of the equation within 

these institutions. 

Expanding the Definition of Community Development 

  

 The move towards partnering and public scholarship is also part of a larger area of study 

centered on the question of how best to address community and economic development issues 

that are of such a broad scope as to require collaborations amongst various interests and 

specializations both within a community and across institutions. The research in this area of 
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community development and social capital building, however, is very informative in how best to 

achieve results that are reflective of the broad and oftentimes complex issues facing a 

community. The importance of defining what is meant by promoting ―community development‖ 

is a critical first piece in understanding the goals associated with it. Community development in 

this context parallels that of T. Michael Smith‘s in the book ―Rebuilding America‘s Cities.‖ 

Smith defines community development on p. 124 as, ―a group of people in a community 

reaching a decision to initiate a social action process [i.e. planned intervention] to change their 

economic, social, cultural or environmental situation.‖ In this study it is demonstrated clearly 

that individuals and institutions involved in engagement are explicitly taking action to change 

their current situation to the betterment of all.  

 Additionally, when looking at the issue of how to develop collaborations between 

members of universities and their host city government and citizens, it is important to recognize 

that it is an action-based cooperative process that has inherent barriers to success. As Smith 

points out on p. 126, ―it is a dual problem of organizing community for the full development of 

the individuals within it and solving discrete common problems.‖ It is precisely because of the 

dualistic nature of both improving community member(s) capacity (human/social capital 

building) while addressing critical development problems (technical/problem-solving skills), that 

I and others argue that the public university is ideally situated to address these types of issues 

within their host communities (Peters, 2005; Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 

1999).  

The Evolution of the ñEngagedò Public Land-Grant University  

 

As mentioned above, university-community partnerships often develop in the context of past 

adversarial relationships. Community groups and local officials go through a process of learning 
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how to overcome long-held skepticism and mistrust of institutions of higher education. The 

reputation of the university as a self-interested and relatively socially isolated institution may 

have merit, but the inability to put that aside clearly will continue to hinder any attempts at 

moving in a positive direction. At a more fundamental level many public universities have 

recognized that while they may have well-established histories of providing valuable services for 

their local and regional ‗publics‘ and associated communities, perceptions have changed 

significantly for these particular institutions as the nation has moved away from agriculturally 

dominated economies in rural areas and urban issues continue to increase in complexity 

(Overton, 1999; Shaffer, 2004). With these changes have come at least the public perception that 

the public academy is no longer relevant or of providing significant value in addressing 

important issues facing many communities today (Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged 

Institution, 1999). 

As the movement from the seclusion of universities as "parks within cities" to 

community-connected institutions involved in university-community partnerships has evolved 

over the last few decades, the challenges and opportunities for the near future are beginning to 

come into focus (Cox, 2000). During the last decade alone some universities have initiated a 

serious re-examination of their missions and begun to redefine their roles in society (Kennedy, 

1999; Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 1999). While it appears that much work 

is still to be done, through a growing and highly effective set of local and regional initiatives 

(e.g. those sponsored by The W.K. Kellogg Foundation, The Carnegie Foundation, and The 

Kettering Foundation) progress is in the process of being made to increase public university-

community collaborations. Overton and Burkhardt (1999) on p. 217 suggest that based on their 

intimate experience from involvement in a wide range of projects, they believe that collaboration 

is ―increasingly being demonstrated in institutional settings around the country and that 
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leadership practiced in such settings is a unique synthesis of that practiced in the contributing 

cultures: traditional institutional hierarchies and grassroots community-based organizations 

[emphasis added].  The authors go on to assert that ―successful leaders approach the tasks of 

creating vision, defining boundaries, engaging people, authority, and resources, and inspiring 

sustained commitment in these settings to reflect an understanding of both cultural contexts‖ 

(Overton, 1999, p. 217). The obvious benefit of such an approach is that university-community 

relations improve on multiple levels creating multiple and mutually reinforcing benefits to 

community and university alike over a period of many decades. 

A New Public Recognition of Planning Related Disciplines for Social Change 

  

An interesting result of the types of changes occurring on ―engaged‖ campuses across the 

nation is that many fields of study are beginning to receive a level of prominence not before seen 

within the general public. The field of community, urban or regional planning, for example, is 

very well aligned to expand within such an academic arena. Myers and Banerjee (2005) write 

that the expanding role and public recognition of planning profession is ―directly related‖ to the 

recent university-community engagement movement and related need to problem-solve for the 

local community. Myers and Banerjee assert that ―the academic planning programs are ideally 

positioned to lead their universities in this new venture—a major change from the dominant 

attitude of the post WWII era, but to maintain academic credibility, that leadership still requires a 

careful balance between academic scholarship and professional application‖ (p. 126).  

The land-grant universities in particular are symbolic of university service to the larger 

community. Perhaps it is because of this fundamental public purpose and civic tradition that 

many within the land-grant institutions have begun to question whether they, as a certain type of 

higher education institution, have lost their way in a ―changed world.‖ Specifically, The Kellogg 
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Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities (comprised of leaders from a 

broad cross section of land-grant universities) has called upon its constituent institutions to ―...go 

beyond outreach and service to... engagement. Engagement goes well beyond extension, 

conventional outreach, and even most conceptions of public service‖ (Returning to Our Roots: 

The Engaged Institution, 1999, p. 9).  In fact the Commission is very explicit about what they 

mean and intend for institutions in order to successfully achieve community engagement. The 

concept as defined by the Commission is of such import and requires of the institution such 

significant change that it is quoted here in its entirety:   

―By engagement, we refer to institutions that have redesigned their teaching, research, and 

extension and service functions to become even more sympathetically and productively 

involved with their communities, however community may be defined. Engagement goes well 

beyond extension, conventional outreach, and even most conceptions of public service. 

Inherited concepts emphasize a one-way process in which the university transfers its expertise 

to key constituents. Embedded in the engagement ideal is a commitment to sharing and 

reciprocity. By engagement the Commission envisions partnerships, two-way streets defined by 

mutual respect among the partners for what each brings to the table. An institution that 

responds to these imperatives can properly be called what the Kellogg Commission has come to 

think of as an ―engaged institution.‖ (Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 1999, p. 

27)[emphasis added] 

 

This concept of long-term engagement and associated combination of leadership skills 

and expertise from within academia with those in the public realm, is a not an entirely new 

concept. However, what does appear relatively new is the unlimited  range of roles a thoroughly 

and broadly engaged institution can play to improve local community and capacity building 

efforts, a force that proponents argue is just as much needed to counter forces that are 

undermining the modern public universities in providing relevant civic knowledge and practice 

for students in a time when they are most needed (Cox, 2000). In order to achieve these changes, 

the modern university arguably has to grow and adapt in significant ways. Therefore, the 

development of community-university partnerships has the potential to serve as the context and 

as a catalyzing mechanism for that needed change (Overton, 1999). While a university and host-
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community partnership may not be the only indicator of whether a university is effectively 

addressing the ―disconnect‖, the ability of a university to look closely at the oft-ignored changing 

impacts within their own ―backyard‖ maybe one of the best indicators of a new willingness on 

the part of the institution to make the necessary and fundamental changes in order to counter 

such criticisms and ―for the academy to be more responsive, accountable, relevant, and 

accessible to its constituencies‖ (Overton, 1999, p. 217).   

To further support those writing about the need for change within higher education, in 

1996 The Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universities cited 

―...chronic shortage of funds, public demand for greater accountability, soaring fees, and hard 

questions about research and faculty workload‖ as the impetus for creating the commission. At 

that time there was a feeling that focused leadership was needed to ―help define the direction 

public and land-grant universities should go in the future and to recommend an action agenda to 

speed up the process of change‖(Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 1999). 
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Public Universities Ideally Positioned to Meet Needs of 21
st
 Century 

Many argued that the interrelated complexity of today's problems require a broad, 

comprehensive view that transcends institutional self interest and avoids making sharp 

distinctions between institutional and societal interests. Again proponents of such changes 

asserted that our universities were the only modern institutions ―both designed to encompass the 

broad range of human experience and devoted to the use of reason to help deal with the 

enormous complexity of our society and world‖ (Harkavey, 1995, p. 4). The university is, as 

Harkavey points out, ―an institution whose mission is the general mission of societal 

improvement and democratic improvement, and whose resources, if appropriately organized, can 

help achieve that mission‖ (Harkavey, 1995, p. 5). David Bartlett argues that the university 

―needs to move away from their surrounding community as either a lab or the needy recipient of 

charitable activities. Rather the university needs to see itself as a ―corporate citizen‖ of the 

community with its own legitimate, needs, strengths, and weaknesses‖ (In Harkavey, 1995, p. 6)  

The Kellogg Commission strongly recommended after publication of their 1999 Report 

that engagement become a central part of each institution‘s mission. It even requested that each 

institution develop an ―engagement plan‖ to include ―interdisciplinary scholarship, research, and 

learning opportunities; that they provide incentives to encourage faculty involvement, and that 

they secure stable funding for engagement.‖ These specific requests may have seen limited 

response in part due to some universities having less resources and visibility, therefore unable or 

having less expectation to fully respond to such a challenge (McPherson, 2007; Ostrander, 2004; 

Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 1999). 

However, it is significant that the institutions that did respond to the ―call to order‖ of the 

Commission, said that the area of engagement was a concept with which they were able to have 
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significant impact and make fundamental changes. At some larger institutions most of the 

Commission‘s engagement recommendations are being implemented. Engagement in either 

already prominent within the institution or in the mission statements of universities, while 

perhaps more significantly, administrative structures have been modified in order to create high-

level leadership positions for engagement. For example, at the University of Minnesota one of 

the major topics of university scholarship presented a visitor to the UM Homepage is 

―Community Engagement‖ ("University of Minnesota Homepage,"). These ‗leading‘ universities 

have engagement plans and have developed new ways of providing incentives for faculty 

involvement. However, some universities have adopted the term ―engagement‖ but have not 

implemented the Kellogg Commission‘s definition of engagement with respect to the aspect of 

―mutual sharing.‖ Several universities use the term ―engagement‖ interchangeably with the term 

―outreach.‖  

For the Commission, sharing is an integral part of engagement, working in partnership 

with segments of society, a two-way process. ―Outreach‖ on the other hand implies the old 

model of one-way communication from the university to society. The need to replace this model 

has been documented considerably within the literature on university-community engagement 

(Bringle, 2002). Although the term ―engagement‖ did not appear in mission statements of all 

land-grant universities involved in drafting the report within five years of the Commission‘s 

publication, most of the institutions were beginning a process of retooling for to some type of 

outreach, public or civic service, or engagement. A few of the largest and most visible land-grant 

universities have developed and promoted to a high degree, the concept of partnerships and 

sharing with the communities they serve. This was, in the opinion of the Kellogg Commission, 

key to the definition of engagement. Examples of those institutions that took significant steps to 

place engagement in a position of prominence in the institution, were Michigan State‘s Office of 
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Outreach and Engagement, administered by the Assistant Provost, Purdue‘s Office of 

Engagement lead by the Vice Provost, Ohio State‘s Office of University Outreach under the Vice 

President, and University of Georgia‘s Office of Public Service under the Vice President.  

Several universities have created plans for engagement or have included engagement as 

part of their university strategic or academic plan but only a few have specifically targeted 

efforts to partner with those communities that are their immediate neighbors. A few examples 

however, of larger institutions focusing on their own community and region do exist. Arizona 

State (ASU) refers to their program of engagement as ―embeddedness within the community‖. 

ASU highlights their partnership with the City of Phoenix in developing a new ASU urban 

campus. They also have since 2000 partnered on the Stardust Center for Affordable Homes and 

the Family, a community-focused research center established ―to create permanent affordable 

homes for working families and to study the effects of family services on neighborhood stability‖ 

(Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 1999, p. 22).  

The University of Georgia and The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill both 

stand out as leaders in engaging their community. It may be a significant corollary that these 

universities are at the same time experiencing rapid growth—both in the numbers of enrollment 

and the numbers of residents moving into their respective urban community context. However, 

the programs are impressive in their breaking new ground and lessons clearly can be learned 

from the creative ways in which these institutions have engaged their community as well as 

provided new learning and research opportunities. For example, The APPLE Service Learning 

Program at UNC-Chapel Hill is a student-led effort funded entirely by student fees. The program 

encourages students to identify community needs, plan, eventually implement, and then evaluate 

their actions. Faculty involvement is to the extent they provide guidance or contribute minimally 
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based on experience. The numbers alone are impressive: thirty-six faculty from sixteen 

department, involving 750 students and 130 community partners (Returning to Our Roots: The 

Engaged Institution, 1999). Interestingly, it appears that those public, land-grant universities 

making the most innovative changes over the last decade were both located in urban areas 

experiencing high rates of growth, but also those schools‘ representatives on the Kellogg 

Commission were highly involved in Commission activities (i.e., high level of buy in). 

As indicated in The Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant 

Universities report, innovative ways to engage do exist at public universities throughout 

America. There is evidence that efforts have reached beyond the university as well. For example 

the creation of committees, councils, and commissions devoted to engagement have popped up 

within a variety of educational associations. Community colleges have also adopted engagement 

as part of their missions and scholarly journals have emerged to focus on engagement. A 

National Review Board to address the ―Scholarship of Engagement‖ now exists, additional 

evidence of the continued expansion of engagement within universities and within the larger 

higher education community (Returning to Our Roots: The Engaged Institution, 1999). However, 

even with the evidence of significant signs of progress, new institutionally lead engagement 

efforts at moderate sized public universities in rural areas of the country are largely absent from 

the Kellogg Commission reports and within the broader literature on engagement efforts. 

  



17 

 

CHAPTER 3ðCASE STUDIES 

The following cases all demonstrate how university-community partnerships can result in 

significant mutually beneficial physical and social community improvements, and learning 

outcomes. Like the literature review, these five cases have an intentional bias towards public or 

land grant institutions due in large part to the fact these institutions have as their inherent mission 

to serve the broader public and as such to have a significant portion of research and scholarship 

be outreach-oriented (McPherson, 2007; Peters, 2005).   

The review of these cases as well as the related literature leads to conclusions and the 

suggested applicability of various organizational frameworks or strategies that, if implemented, 

have potential to assist similar universities and host communities to successfully partner on a 

variety of long-term projects. They also may provide some explanatory power as to the 

motivations and attitudes needed in order to transition institutions and communities to higher 

levels of engagement. The underlying assumption in all of these cases is that the highly 

coordinated and collaborative approaches taken by local and university leaders are 

fundamentally important in making the changes that have occurred in these communities (i.e., 

the initiation and implementation of a comprehensive set of strategic engagement programs have 

a high level of correspondence with resulting physical and socio-political improvements, both 

across the institution and within surrounding host communities. While not demonstrated here, an 

obvious feedback loop occurs, as the areas of the host community that were previously lagging 

begin to strengthen, economically and socially, the institution finds itself in the advantageous 

position of having new community assets and amenities with which to recruit new students and 

faculty. 
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The Case of University of Vermont & Burlington,VT 

―Tell me and I forget. 

Teach me and 

I may remember. 

Involve me and 

I will learn.‖ 

- Chinese Proverb 

 
Figure 2.1 1 University of Vermont overlooking Downtown Burlington & Lake Champlain  

With a population just over 39,000 Burlington, Vermont is the biggest, little town in a rural state 

("Vermont Indicators," 2006). The University of Vermont (UVM) is centrally located within the 

town and is sits in a prominent position upon the hill overlooking downtown Burlington and 

Lake Chaplain (Figure 2.1 1) to the immediate west
1
. UVM has an undergraduate enrollment of 

7,300 and over 9,000 total students enrolled (Clavelle, 2001). It is the second largest employer in 

the town ("Community-University Partnerships & Service Learning," 2009). 

                                                           

 

1
 Based upon the author‘s personal experience having lived in Burlington for two years 1996-1998 



19 

 

The Contentious Years and Early Cooperative Successes 

Burlington has long recognized that the students, faculty, staff of the university have a strong, 

positive impact on the town, especially the downtown economic core. On the flip side, impacts to 

the town during the latter half of have included escalating rents, affordable housing shortages, 

noise, traffic and parking in established residential neighborhoods adjacent to campus. During a 

period of significant growth in the early 1990‘s, while the university was in the process of adding 

to its campus facilities, the city began to exert pressure on UVM to develop new solutions to 

address impacts to surrounding neighborhoods. The result was campus leaders initiated a fairly 

aggressive and comprehensive strategy of improving on-campus housing, parking and 

cooperative city-university programs intended to minimize student impact on residential 

neighborhoods (Clavelle, 2001). The city immediately reciprocated by contributing staff time 

and increased communication with university staff and students. 

However, the continued use of single family homes for student rentals and steady 

declines in vacancy rates in neighborhoods around campus remained a source of contention 

between the city and university throughout the 1990‘s. In 2001 the university took the step to 

significantly add to their residential stock of on-campus housing and work with local developers 

to build off-campus apartments in appropriate locations that appeal to students. The university 

initiated what would later become a much larger collaborative effort to work in tandem with the 

city on enforcement of violations of university and city public nuisance regulations. The city and 

the university also negotiated at this time a formal agreement, where the university would agree 

not to expand further outside campus bounds in exchange for the city permitting the university to 

increase densities on-campus (Clavelle, 2001).  
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Collaborative programs continued to evolve between 1995 and 2005 and had significant 

positive outcomes as a result of expanded partnerships and establishment of new structural 

elements within the academy to promote community engagement and scholarship. These include; 

The Good Neighbor Program targeted at enhancing communications between off-campus 

students and residential neighbors, the Community Support Program that combines the resources 

of the local police and UVM staff in mediating conflict in neighborhoods adjacent to the 

university (and is now a citywide model), a collaborative city-university alcohol consumption 

education program funded by a grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, as well as 

partnering on a variety of local environmental education efforts—a focus of which is the Lake 

Champlain Basin Center that provides faculty and student research and volunteer service 

opportunities and increases the intersection between the university and local residents and 

visitors (Clavelle, 2001). 

UVM/Burlington COPCðMoving towards Long-Term Community Engagement 

At about the same time that positive university-city government negotiation was occurring with a 

focus on off-campus student housing impacts, UVM, the city, and civic partners applied and 

were awarded a 3 year, $400,000 HUD Community Outreach and Partnership Center (COPC) 

grant. The success of the award was largely a result of being able to leverage upfront financial 

and service commitments of the university, city, and local non-profits, totaling over $1 million. 

Also, the process of building a strong COPC application was in the making for 15 months prior 

to funding, and involved over 60 individuals, 25 city and community organizations, the Old 

North End Enterprise Community Steering Committee, five university schools/colleges/centers, 

and eight departments ("UVM/Burlington Community Outreach Partnership Center (COPC)," 

2003). The purpose statement of the UVM/Burlington COPC is as follows: ―To create effective, 
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reciprocal, sustainable partnerships within UVM and among UVM, the City of Burlington, and 

residents and organizations of Old North End (and surrounding low-income areas). The overall 

goal, in nurturing such partnerships, is to further the Old North End‘s physical, economic, social, 

and political development, while advancing the university‘s mission of service, education and 

research‖ (Clavelle, 2001, p. 2).    

Due to the progress made in the first three years, in 2003 UVM/Burlington COPC 

received a one-year extension from HUD. The three main areas of focus and impact of the 

UVM/Burlington COPC were to ―1) Build capacity and effectiveness of citizen organizations 2) 

Develop strategies to ensure that university decisions have a positive economic impact on the 

city 3) open up Burlington‘s suburbs to housing for low-income people‖ ("UVM/Burlington 

Community Outreach Partnership Center (COPC)," 2003). 

Partnership Development and Outcomes 

As a result of the increased communication, faculty-community involvement and 

establishment of long-term projects as part of COPC, city staff, residents, and university 

students, staff and faculty, have contributed to a broad and impressive list of outcomes as cited in 

the Final Report to HUD: 

¶ Completed faculty and citizen-driven economic impact study of university spending re: 

employment and advancement opportunities for low-income residents adjacent to the university 

 

¶ Used the economic study results to strengthen workforce and business development activities in 

the following ways: 

o Development of a 3-6 month mentoring/placement program at UVM for individuals 

facing different barriers to employment with sponsorship by local workforce 

development program 

 

o Increased UVM recruitment in Burlington‘s Old North End by the Vermont Department 

of Employment and Training‘s Career Resource Center 
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o Increased UVM campus engagement (―mock‖ interviews, tours of UVM work sites) with 

different workforce development organizations 

 

o Improved and expanded information re: (1) UVM purchasing opportunities to local 

businesses and (2) connecting local vendors to those within UVM doing the purchasing 

  

¶ Conducted surveys and interviews with residents (Partnership Interview Project) and synthesized 

results to determine: (1) forms of community involvement and incentives and barriers to 

participation and (2) the ways in which community organizations have affected neighborhood 

quality of life and can be strengthened even further 

 

¶ Documented the growth of low-wage jobs in the suburbs, the distribution of low-income housing 

by town, and the barriers to affordable housing in the suburbs 

 

¶ Developed an undergraduate service learning course on local housing crisis. 20 students and local 

nonprofit housing agencies conducted a survey of rental housing in the Old North End 

documenting affordability problems, the extent of housing code violations, housing 

discrimination, the location of jobs vs. housing, and the preferences of residents for central city 

vs. suburban living and presented findings to planning commission as well as organized regional 

affordability conference for local planners, officials, and citizens 

 

¶ Community Development Network web clearinghouse of CD resources ("UVM/Burlington 

Community Outreach Partnership Center (COPC)," 2003) 

 

¶ UVM Committee on Community Engagement, works with COPC and the Faculty Fellows (for 

Service Learning Program) to get support and eventual university funding to establish UVM 

Office of Community-University Partnerships and Service-Learning (CUPS) in 2003 

 

¶ 2004-present: CUPS continues to provide a partners network, plan events, trainings, provide 

faculty and student awards/incentives, resources, expertise and promote new partnership 

initiatives  

 

¶ Awarded a 2007 Learn & Serve America innovation grant to pursue community-based research in 

collaboration with three local community partners to develop CBPR coursework, identify 

research needs of communities, and produce tangible learning outcomes and community-based 

solutions to problems 

 

¶ CUPS has partnered with numerous campus departments to provide service learning courses and 

projects, most recently Community Development and Applied Economics (prior courses include 

Environmental Science, Civil Engineering, Education, Natural Resources, History, Nursing, and 

others) ("Community-University Partnerships & Service Learning," 2009) 
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The Case of Western Carolina University & Cullowhee, NC 

 

―In every community, there is work to be done.  

In every nation, there are wounds to heal.  

In every heart, there is the power to do it.‖  

– Marianne Williamson 

 

 
 Figure 2.1 2 Western Carolina University in the Great Smokey Mountains of North Carolina 

 

Founded as a regional normal school in 1889 and legislatively designated the first publicly 

funded normal school in 1893, Western Carolina University (WCU) is now part of the greater 

UNC system (since 1976). The university enrolls approximately 9,000 students in a rural region 

of western North Carolina ("WCU Fast Facts," 2009). The host town, Cullowhee, North Carolina 

has a full-time resident population of approximately 4,000 ("Area Connect Statistics: US Census 

2000," 2009). The university is therefore a significant presence within the community, with 

student-resident ratio of close to 2:1 during the academic year. The university has grown 

significantly over the last 100 years and in the process has played a highly influential role in the 

community.  

While the university has established a fairly solid track record of engaging with the 

community, in December 2008 after about a decade of focused emphasis on service learning and 

community engagement efforts, they were formally recognized by The Carnegie Foundation for 

the Advancement of Teaching (Foundation) with a ―community engagement‖ institution 
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classification. The university was specifically given recognition in the categories of ―curricular 

engagement, and outreach and partnerships‖ ("Engagement at WCU," 2009). The Foundation 

recognition was a reflection of substantial university commitment in the three key areas of 

teaching, learning and scholarship; application and provision of institutional resources for 

community use; and collaboration with community. Just two months before the Carnegie award, 

WCU was selected to participate in the American Democracy Project‘s Civic Agency Initiative 

which is a three-year effort to develop national models for preparing and motivating 

undergraduates to be successful leaders within their communities (see 

http://www.wcu.edu/11063.asp and http://www.aascu.org/programs/adp/civic.htm) 

("Engagement at WCU," 2009). 

The Engagement program offices at WCU and affiliated centers reside directly under the 

Office of the Provost within the Office of Undergraduate Studies. WCU defines their two areas 

of focus within the Center for Leadership, Ethics & Civic Engagement as ―Engaged Learning‖ 

and ―Community Outreach and Engagement‖ (COE). These efforts are separate from campus 

service learning. For example, COE defines community outreach and engagement as ―the 

alignment and application of University goals and resources to local and regional issues through 

the development of reciprocal, collaborative partnerships and exchanges [emphasis added]. 

Community outreach and engagement include the exploration and application of knowledge, 

information, and resources‖ ("Engagement at WCU," 2009). 

The Office of the Provost has also recently been promoting the fact that WCU is a partner 

in the American Democracy Project. The project commits that WCU ―will advance the ideals of 

civic engagement among our students, faculty, and staff… will foster and support increased 

intellectual understanding of, and participation in, civic engagement activities inside and outside 

http://www.wcu.edu/11063.asp
http://www.aascu.org/programs/adp/civic.htm
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the classroom, on and off campus, as well as in our communities.  Advocacy, voting, and public 

service, are worthy avenues for advancing the ideals of civic engagement at WCU‖ (see 

http://servicelearning.wcu.edu/5463.asp) 

 The Center for Service Learning (CSL) at WCU in the Office of Undergraduate Studies 

represents another facet of the overall institutional commitment to community engagement, not 

simply outreach or student lead projects, (although there also exists student-initiated service 

learning at WCU) the CSL office reports directly to the Office of the Provost. Programs of note 

that relate directly to community partnering and off-campus community building within the CSL 

include ―Civic Place‖ a residential learning community located centrally within the town, a 

Symposium on Service Learning and Civic Engagement, a Community Service Learning Fair, 

and a variety of other community engaging activities. The purpose of Civic Place for example is 

that: ―Civic Place‖ is a living-learning community for a select group of students—students who 

want to make a difference through community service and civic engagement [by living off-

campus]. The Department of Residential Living manages the facility; the Center for Service 

Learning administers the program‖ ("WCU Service Learning," 2009). The residential building is 

very much physically and socially integrated into the town. Also see 

http://servicelearning.wcu.edu/ 

What Civic Place Offers  

¶ Seminars & Workshops  

¶ Academic Support  

¶ Film Series  

¶ Community Service Projects 

¶ Alternative Break Trips 

What Residents Will Gain  

¶ Interpersonal, Team-Building, and 

Communication Skills  

¶ Awareness of Social Issues  

¶ Meaningful Connections with 

Community Agencies  

¶ Civic Leadership Competencies  

¶ Personal, Social, and Intellectual 

Growth Long-Lasting Friendships 

http://servicelearning.wcu.edu/5463.asp
http://servicelearning.wcu.edu/
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 The recent Carnegie Foundation classification further supports WCU‘s recent 

institutional focus on engaged learning – the integration of activities in and out of the classroom 

by students who are actively involved in and responsible for their own learning, and guided by 

professors and support staff who serve as facilitators or coaches for learning ("Engagement at 

WCU," 2009). 

Engaged learning, via faculty who are involved in research topics of immediate local 

need, has taken on a prominent position within WCU. Engaged learning and public scholarship is 

a central theme in the university‘s Quality Enhancement Plan (or QEP), a major component of 

the process of obtaining reaccreditation from the Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. 

It also is major ingredient of WCU‘s service learning program mentioned before, which claims 

to ―enhance students‘ academic development while fostering social and civic responsibility‖ 

("Engagement at WCU," 2009) 

Another major innovation in WCU‘s move towards becoming a truly engaged institution 

is through their faculty rewards policies. The purpose of the new reward system is to ―move 

faculty promotion and tenure decisions from beneath the shadow of the ivory tower of academia 

into the ‗real world‘‖("Engagement at WCU," 2009). The new system is designed to reward 

faculty who apply scholarly activities to help solve problems that can be directly applied to the 

community beyond the campus boundaries. WCU claims that this new reward system, contrary 

to the traditional tenure system, reinforces the fact that institutions of higher education have an 

increasing role to play in economic and social development. The system is based upon the 

―Boyer Model of Scholarship,‖ named for Ernest Boyer, former president of the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. Boyer argued that contemporary universities 

should broaden their idea of research and embrace multiple forms of scholarship in order to take 
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advantage of the full range of faculty talent. WCU Chancellor John W. Bardo states ―The 

scholarship of application is not merely service to the community,‖ …instead, it is a rigorously 

designed project of scholarship or research that is intended to answer critical questions in the 

surrounding community. It requires faculty members to engage with the broader community, to 

understand the community‘s needs, and to gain sufficient knowledge of the situation so that they 

are able to design and execute research to address those specific needs‖ ("WCU adopts 

innovative faculty reward policies," 2009). 

The implementation of a new reward system that promotes public scholarship seems to 

be one of the final achievements by WCU to truly integrate civic and community engagement 

into their institution, both vertically and horizontally. The ability to integrate the concept fully 

required both a top down and bottom up approach with continued support from high level 

university representatives, faculty, and students and the community. 
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The Case of Mississippi State University & Starkville, MS 

 

"Before I built a wall I'd ask to 

know/What I was walling in or walling out." 

-Robert Frost 

 

 
 Figure 2.1 3 Mississippi State University: The Town of Starkville is to the immediate west 

   

The total undergraduate enrollment of Mississippi State University (MSU) is close to 13,500 

students and the City of Starkville is approximately 22,000 residents in central Mississippi 

("Area Connect Statistics: US Census 2000," 2009). 

The MSU Office of Outreach and Public Service (OPS) is a highly visible component of 

the university. For example the OPS is directly linked off of the main university homepage and 

has over 17 programs or centers focused on community engagement under its offices. The OPS 

included the MSU extension as well as two area of particular interest to community capacity 

building and development—the Carl Small Town Center and the Mississippi State Community 

Action Team ("Outreach and Public Service," 2009). 
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The Carl Small Town Center is The Carl Small Town Center (CSTC) is a non-profit 

organization within the College of Architecture, Art, and Design at Mississippi State University. 

It was established in 1979, responding to its geographical position within a rural landscape and to 

the school's focus on the American small town. The mission of the center is to:  

¶ Promote good design and planning for small towns, 

¶ Promote regional planning and cooperation between communities,  

¶ Encourage the development of public space and life within towns and communities,  

¶ Promote sustainable development, 

¶ Influence public policy on the built environment,  

¶ Provide towns and communities with an active resource center for contemporary small town 

design issues,  

¶ Promote collaboration between communities, students and faculty 

The Center has a goal to select projects that will have potential to resist the types of 

sprawling development and loss of small town character that exists throughout the region. The 

Center also pursues work that has a regional dimension, researches and assists in the 

development of policies to promote economic development, and the quality of the physical 

environment on a regional scale. The Center‘s belief is that their work in communities has 

significant potential implications in as much as the work done for one community may be 

applicable to other communities in Mississippi and across the country. The following is a quote 

from the Center as to how their work at MSU will positively affect small towns and their host 

town of Starkville, MS. 

―Within small towns, the Carl Small Town Center will work to improve the quality of life and 

thus economic development by renewing and improving the physical environment of small 

towns. Historic preservation, sustainable new development and planning all have a role to play 

in the success of a small town. The Carl Small Town Center is committed to work with local 

state and national partners to look holistically at the problems of small towns to find answers. 

In developing our policy, research and ultimately our design, the Carl Small Town Center is 

inspired by the people, landscape and buildings of Mississippi. The conditions in our state 

require the use of limited resources in a creative ways to both improve lives and to create 

beauty. We at the Carl Small Town Center are inspired by the resourcefulness and creativity of 

the people of Mississippi and hope to learn from their example.‖ 

(http://smalltown.sarc.msstate.edu/about.php) 

http://smalltown.sarc.msstate.edu/about.php
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The other outreach or engagement program of interest at MSU is the Mississippi State 

Community Action Team (MSCAT). The MSCAT acts as an umbrella under which the expertise 

and resources of various disciplines at Mississippi State University are organized into specific 

teams to partner with communities to address local issues and plan for the future. MSCAT 

therefore acts as the catalyst for engaging various units of the university with other institutions 

and service providers (network building) in addressing community and regional issues from a 

holistic and collaborative perspective. This is in addition to the collaborations and horizontal 

integration of MSU departments and expertise that is performed by the Office of Outreach and 

Public Service ("Outreach and Public Service," 2009) 

 Fundamental tenants of the MSCAT are the tools and resources that they provide to 

communities. These include: Community and Economic Development Community Leadership, 

Community Planning Education, Workforce Development, Downtown Development, Funding 

and Grants, Organizational Effectiveness, and Recreation and Tourism. 

(http://www.mscat.msstate.edu/resources/) 

 An innovative initiative of MSCAT is the First Impressions program. Funded by a grant 

from the US Small Business Administration, this program works directly with communities in 

the region capturing the ―thoughts and observations of visitors on their first visit to a 

community.‖ These observations, both positive and negative, are then used to raise issues or 

conduct further review such that the community can evaluate and prioritize for in-depth study or 

immediate action ("Outreach and Public Service," 2009). 

 Another example project of MSCAT is a downtown streetscape and revitalization project 

for a local community. MSCAT worked with the newly-formed Clarksdale Revitalization Inc. 

organization to conduct a typical First Impressions visit as well as provide streetscape design 

http://www.mscat.msstate.edu/resources/
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ideas for the downtown area. These design ideas will be used to demonstrate the overall potential 

of downtown Clarksdale as well as address standard beautification issues ("Outreach and Public 

Service," 2009). 

 MSU also is very much engaged in Starkville Downtown improvements. The campus 

holds many events a year within the downtown area and there appears to be a significant broad 

base of acceptance by both community and campus leaders that public perception of the region is 

very much linked to the economic vitality of the town. Proof that future growth of MSU is 

intimately linked to the health of the town is reflected in the fact that MSU was involved in the 

recent comprehensive planning and design efforts for Starkville (see 

http://www.cityofstarkville.org/cosdocs/Starkville_Comprehensive_Plan.pdf) 

 

http://www.cityofstarkville.org/cosdocs/Starkville_Comprehensive_Plan.pdf
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The Case of University of Minnesota & Duluth, MN  

 
Figure 2.1 4 University of Minnesota-Duluth & Lake Superior  

  

The University of Minnesota-Duluth is located in northeastern Minnesota. Duluth is a population 

of approximately 85,000 residents and the undergraduate enrollment of the campus is close to 

9,000 students. The campus is well integrated into the larger urban fabric as indicated in Figure 

2.1 4. The UM system has long been a leader in engaging community. As mentioned above in 

the Literature Review, UM as a system has engagement as a highly visible part of all of their 

programs and public relations efforts. Duluth is no exception.  

 The Office of Civic Engagement at UMD has over 40 well-established Civic Engagement 

Community Partners. These vary from the Duluth Zoo to Duluth Public Schools, to the Women‘s 

Community Development Organization ("UMD Office of Civic Engagement," 2009). The UM 

also has at the main campus an Office for Public Engagement that works to ―enhance the 

University of Minnesota‘s activities and stature as a publicly engaged research university‖ ("UM 

Office for Public Engagement," 2009). This office hosts a symposia series, has a Ten Point plan 

for Advancing and Institutionalizing Public Engagement at the University of Minnesota, 

publishes regularly on ways to improve engagement, and has a series of centers.  
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 Due to the large numbers of engagement activities and programs at UM, I will focus here 

on two centers that in particular exemplify the community outreach and development aspects—

The Center for Urban and Rural Affairs and the Center for Community and Regional Research. 

The Center for Urban and Rural Affairs (CURA) at UM is an applied research and technical 

assistance center that helps the UM in meeting its land-grant and urban/community missions by 

connecting faculty and student researchers or others to NGOs, agencies, local neighborhoods, or 

others that want to collaborate on solving issues or building local capacity to improve 

community. They sponsor over a dozen programs (see http://www.cura.umn.edu/Programs.php) 

in order to accomplish their mission.  

One program within CURA of particular relevance to this project includes the 

Community-Based Research Programs (CBRP) which in many ways are modeled after the 

federal HUD COPC program. The CBRP Community Assistantship Program (CAP)—focuses 

on applied research assistance to community organizations, citizen groups, and government 

agencies in Greater Minnesota; Communiversity—which provides project support for NGOs or 

public agencies in Minnesota, with an emphasis on those projects that best serve diverse 

communities; and the Neighborhood Planning for Community Revitalization (NPCR)—

works in collaboration to identify ways in which research may assist neighborhood organizations 

and CDCs in Minneapolis, St. Paul, and Twin Cities metro area suburbs ("UM Office for Public 

Engagement," 2009).  

Even more specific to the local area surrounding campus is the new Urban Research and 

Outreach/Engagement Center (UROC) which increases the positive presence of UM in the North 

Minneapolis community, while supporting projects with a focus on developing sustainable urban 

partnerships in this area ("University of Minnesota Homepage,"). 

http://www.cura.umn.edu/Programs.php
http://www.uroc.umn.edu/
http://www.uroc.umn.edu/
http://www.uroc.umn.edu/
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As an example of just how far the engagement effort extends at UM, and particularly at 

UMD, the Housing and Residence Life Office offers a Summer Program to encourage seniors to 

come live on-campus and has activities planned for them such as Grandma‘s Marathon. This 

non-traditional use of residence halls and campus in general allows for connections to be made 

with individuals and networks of groups that normally would not consider being engaged with 

the university. It in turn provides opportunities for university members to interact with segments 

of the population that would not normally occur on a regular basis ("UMD Office of Civic 

Engagement," 2009). 

The Center for Community and Regional Research at UMD is perhaps the best example 

of how a university is directly involved in long-term public research and community 

improvement efforts, specifically targeted at its own backyard.  

―The primary focus of the Center is community-based education at UMD, providing faculty 

and students in the social and natural sciences and related fields the opportunity to work with 

local and regional community organizations. With this focus, students apply research skills 

and principles of social engagement and analysis, UMD faculty receive funding for projects 

in which they apply their expert knowledge and skills in a real-world local context, and local 

organizations, communities and agencies benefit through research on issues central to them 

[emphasis added]. CCRR is a unit of the College of Liberal Arts (CLA) at UMD. CLA 

enables the Center to better link with other research and outreach initiatives in the College, 

and at UMD, therefore creating greater and farther reaching opportunities for students, 

faculty and communities.‖  

The CCRR is well positioned to take advantage of needs that are arising in Duluth and 

surrounding areas. In the process they have developed partnerships with many local 

organizations and citizen leaders. The projects run the gamut from working with local Police 

to solve issues of crime to developing innovative solutions to affordable housing issues in 

Duluth. One recent example of interest related to alternative energy is the Bringing Wind 

Power to Local Communities Project. This project organized via the CCRR involved  

UMD faculty Michael Mageau, a professor in Environmental Studies and members of the 
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Center for Sustainable Community Development working with community partners/leaders 

from the Grand Portage Indian Reservation, a member of the Proctor School District, and the 

Energy Coordinator for the City of Duluth. Somewhat disparate and diverse stakeholders and 

areas of interest working to come up with a solution that will bring wind power to a region 

that has yet to tap much of its wind resources ("UMD Office of Civic Engagement," 2009) 

(also see http://www.d.umn.edu/cla/CCRR/about/projects.php) 

UMD and the greater UM system have integrated engagement at almost every turn of their 

academic and outreach organizational structure. The UM President and other leaders are in full 

support as well as demonstrated by the placement of engagement as a high priority in 

institutional planning and scholarship promotion. For example, the UM President recently 

appointed a professor in the department of biochemistry, molecular biology and biophysics, to a 

newly created position of associate vice president for Public Engagement. This position is 

―charged with providing leadership for and advancing the university‘s civic contributions and 

involvement. The associate vice president will facilitate, coordinate, connect and align public 

engagement activities across university units and with external constituencies("University of 

Minnesota Homepage,").‖  

This key leadership position is a result of President‘s Council on Public Engagement (COPE) 

initiative, and is designed to help the university better communicate with its many public 

engagement partners and advocate for the importance of community involvement. ―The associate 

vice president will strengthen the university‘s commitment to public engagement by identifying 

new partnership opportunities for students, faculty and staff and leveraging existing engagement 

initiatives.‖ 

http://www.d.umn.edu/cla/CCRR/about/projects.php


36 

 

 Not unlike UVM and Western Carolina University, the Community Scholars Program at 

UM, also incentivizes student and faculty research in the public arena. The benefits that this 

program provides students include:  

¶ A certificate of recognition from the University of Minnesota 

¶ Community Engagement Scholar notation on your official academic transcript 

¶ Acknowledgement of your accomplishment listed in the commencement program 

¶ A cord of distinction to be worn at commencement 

¶ A special recognition reception honoring Scholars Program participants 

¶ Structured approach to making a difference in the community 

¶ Opportunities to connect with other students, community organizations, faculty, and staff  

¶ Quality skills development including critical thinking, decision making, flexibility, and 

intercultural competency 

¶ Opportunity to design and actively participate in your undergraduate course work  

¶ Career exploration and development 
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The Case of Portland State University &  Portland, OR 

 
 Figure 2.1 5 Portland State University &  South Portland 

In many ways Portland State University (PSU) represents the ideal model of the engaged 

institution as defined by The Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant 

Universities. The newly appointed President of PSU and co-author of the 2005 book 

―Partnerships for Smart Growth: University Community Collaboration for Better Public Places,‖ 

Wim Wiewel has written extensively on the topic and was an early pioneer in the area of the 

engaged institution. The short quote from President Wiewel on the PSU Presidents homepage is 

―Our motto—Let Knowledge Serve the City—is not just words on a bridge over Broadway… 

That statement describes everything the University does in the classroom, in the laboratory, and 

in collaboration with friends, such as you, that allows our students to learn while making a 

difference in our community. In nearly every way, PSU is significantly impacting our region. We 

just announced a $25 million matching grant from the Miller Foundation toward sustainability 

research and education.‖ (see http://www.pdx.edu/president/) 

http://www.pdx.edu/president/


38 

 

 Significant proof of new President Wiewel‘s prioritization of university-community 

engagement exists throughout the university but perhaps most significant is the upcoming 2009 

PSU Inaugural events on April 30-May 1. Wiewel‘s inaugural event will dovetail with a three-

day conference and symposium entitled, ―Building University-Community Partnerships for a 

Sustainable Regional Economy.‖ On May 1 a Town Hall meeting between leaders of both 

university and the community will convene to discuss the challenges and opportunities involved 

in creating a sustainable regional economy ("PSU Leadership Partnership," 2009). (also see 

http://www.extended.pdx.edu/sustainability/events.php) 

This case exemplifies how a university can successfully remain in a long-term 

partnership with local government and civic organizations in order to lead efforts that improve 

the local environment. However, it is important to point out PSU is the only case amongst the 

five chosen that exists in a highly urban context and does not meet the size criteria set out in this 

study‘s case selection criteria (undergraduate enrollment is approximately 18,000 students; 

population of the City of Portland is 525,000 residents) ("Area Connect Statistics: US Census 

2000," 2009).   

The exception was made to include this case because of the significant potential to learn 

‗best practices‘ from it. However, it must be noted that the context for creating such a partnership 

is significantly different in Portland, OR than in Cullowhee, NC or any of the other five cases 

selected for this study. The other unique aspect to this case is that it centers primarily on the 

description and findings of a specific community engagement effort related to watershed 

improvement. 

  

http://www.extended.pdx.edu/sustainability/events.php
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The Place-Based Clean Watershed Stewardship Program (CWSP)  

While PSU has a complete program of community engagement activities, a recent study by 

Shendes and Messer (2008) focuses on the role Portland State University plays in sustaining a 

long-term multi-jurisdictional, multi-stakeholder planning and environmental improvement effort 

related to water quality in the greater Portland area. The study is a nice example of how an 

engaged university is a key component (but still only one component) of a successful long-term 

partnership project.  In this example the authors demonstrate how a partnership between PSU, 

local government and citizen groups has remained strong, flexible, and place-based for over a 

decade.  

In essence this engagement project highlights how the active involvement of PSU in local 

watershed improvement with community members serves the purpose of a local government 

agency and achieves a variety of other beneficial effects. This partnership in particular is 

indicative of the larger leadership effort PSU has made starting in the early 1990‘s to engage 

primarily engage students within PSU‘s Nohad A. Toulan School of Urban Studies and Planning. 

Additionally, students and faculty within the Center for Urban Studies at PSU have been on the 

―front lines‖ of similar community engagement efforts in Portland.  

 In the Shandes and Messer (2008) study, in particular, the authors cite that the lessons 

learned from better understanding the long-standing city-wide collaboration between government, 

university, and locals in Portland watershed management have potential to be significant. ―We 

use it to shed light on the mechanisms that fostered this environmental civic engagement, and to 

offer insights for other complex urban resource management efforts. We were also interested in 

exploring how community groups, including a local university, were able to participate in 

governance in a substantive and constructive way‖ (p. 411).  
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 In the Clean Watershed Stewardship Program (CWSP) example, PSU students receive, 

(due to the early involvement of their faculty members in the establishment of the program) an 

active participatory role in the selection of grantees and day-to-day operations of the program. 

PSU faculty members on the other hand, serve primarily as advisors and liaisons to the 

university‘s community-engagement and service-learning initiatives such as CWSP (Shandes, 

2008).  

That CWSP outcomes offer demonstrable evidence that the participating groups have 

developed relatively powerful partnerships and cooperative and much needed results. The City of 

Portland‘s Bureau of Environmental Services (BES) in this case administrators the program by 

providing fiscal support and coordination of regulatory activities, while PSU provides graduate 

students to oversee the implementation of the program and assist in supervision or modeling of 

practices for undergraduates and volunteers who assist in other program activities. PSU also 

contributes by assisting in leveraging limited funds. The university benefits directly by engaging 

local community thereby improving public relations while engaging students in a service-

learning opportunity.  In describing the larger, synergistic benefits of the collaborative 

partnership Shandes and Messer state:  

―BES gains a cost-effective source of labor (students) and a trusted community liaison. 

Students develop project management skills and identify future employment opportunities 

while providing service to BES and the community. From the city‘s perspective, the 

involvement of citizens in public service, what Glover, Parry, and Shinew (2005) call 

coproduction, is a mechanism for filling the gap between what government can achieve and 

what is needed in the community (see Backman, Wicks, & Silverberg, 1997). Co-

production allows BES to deliver more services than it could otherwise, especially services 

devoted to improving the health of urban watersheds. To date, over 130 community 

projects sponsored by neighborhood schools, civic organizations, churches, and 

neighborhood groups have been completed. These projects have leveraged the involvement 

of thousands of volunteers and many neighborhood-based organizations, public agencies, 

and businesses2 neighborhood-scale projects to improve watersheds and 

water quality‖ (p. 412). 
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Specific benefits to the university in participating in the CWSP are numerous. Again Shandes 

and Messer (2008) have compiled the many beneficial outcomes across the institution that are 

exemplary of long-term community engagement or a truly ―engaged‖ institution and list some of 

them here. 

―The PSU students are active partners in the program (CWSP) and get valuable community-based 

learning opportunities from it. Over the course of the partnership, PSU has offered 20 senior 

capstone courses and 12 other undergraduate courses, in total involving about 600 undergraduate 

students in working beside community volunteers. These ―problem-based‖ courses (Austin, 1998) 

attract students from several disciplines to work together to address a regional problem of global 

significance. They are effective in part because they have access to an organizational structure 

that evolves in response to community needs. Over 20 graduate students have also provided 

technical assistance to organizations developing and implementing projects in their 

neighborhoods. Finally, ecology in the region has been improved by restoring degraded riparian 

areas. In the CWSP programôs 12 years of existence, over 23,000 volunteers have contributed 

nearly 150,000 total hours to plant 76,000 native plants and restore 1.9 million square feet of 

upland/riparian areas in watersheds throughout the city [emphasis added]. Over that time, the 

city made over 100 small grants totaling $436,000 that have generated matching contributions of 

nearly $2 million. Currently, several faculty and students at PSU are quantifying the land cover 

and hydrological changes resulting from these watershed restoration efforts and their findings will 

soon offer additional evidence about the relative effectiveness of various restoration projects‖ (p. 

413). 

 

Lessons Learned from PSU/Portland Long-Term Partnership 

Most large-scale, diffuse community or environmental problems have as a primary goal to 

involve citizens in the process, i.e. make it more participatory. CWSP is evidence that authentic 

participation and not just token gestures are important in determining ultimate success (Shandes, 

2008). Lessons learned from Portland‘s/PSU CWSP partnership can be described as the 

following (and may be used as ‗best practices‘ for others): 

1. Foster ownership by involving stakeholders early 

2. Ensure that participants can produce a tangible result (in addition to better informed 

citizenry and scholars) 
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3. De-emphasize need for ‗technical control‘ over the goal-setting and implementation of 

projects. This broadens the appeal of getting involved. 

4.  Involving faculty and students with applicable skills to the task at hand (i.e. a good 

match) is important in allowing citizens and students to better define project goals and 

design as well as mobilize participation around a concrete goal. Ultimately the technical 

experts remain on the periphery and are only ‗short-timers‘ in most cases 

5. Tap into already established, easily mobilized units and networks of stakeholders and 

attempt to place workers in locations that are as relevant to their ‗home turf‘ as possible 

(Shandes, 2008) 
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CHAPTER 4ðEMERGING THEMES  &  ñBEST PRACTICESò 

 

Based on the review herein of cases of primarily rural land-grant universities that have 

successfully engaged communities, what then are some of the themes and strategies that emerge 

as being most important to these efforts?  

 Clearly a common thread present in all these efforts is the promotion of engagement with 

the host community and region to a high status within each of the universities. UMD, WCU and 

MSU link to their engagement and outreach offices directly off of their main webpage, have 

community engagement and scholarship or public research as a part of their institutional plan or 

mission, and have appointed high level positions (e.g. Provost, Vice Provost) to oversee the 

efforts that are related to engagement. They are clearly utilizing their status as a leader in 

engaged scholarship as a promotion tool for the university.  

 Another common related theme is that appears to be a best practice as well, is that all of 

these institutions have solid support for engagement activities and scholarship from the president 

to leading faculty across the institution to staff members. This is a significant accomplishment 

given how difficult it can be to get ―alignment‖ of so many independent thinking members 

within a moderate to large size dispersed institution. However, this relates directly to the fact that 

as institutions become more engaged they also become more integrated as they are ‗forced‘ to 

approach problems more holistically. In doing so, they enter into increased communication 

networks thereby dissolving some of the traditional and well established silos, both internally 

and with the communities off-campus.  
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CHAPTER 5ðCONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 

FURTHER RESEARCH 
 

In retrospect many of the early proponents of community-university partnerships and 

―engagement‖ where very much ―on-target‖ with their recommendations as to how universities 

could best change or ―grow‖ institutionally in order to gain real traction in the area of 

institutionalizing a successful relationship between universities and communities. Bartelt, 

Harkavey, Weiwel, and University Presidents Judith Ramaley and Carl Patton all had solid 

recommendations during the late 1990‘s. 

 For example Bartelt‘s recommendation was that institutions clearly define and recognize 

their own interests, that they integrate community orientation with academic mission, and that 

―mediating institutions‖ be created along with a clear recognition that in a partnership both sides 

have needs and both have assets. In all cases, but especially in the case of University of Vermont, 

WCU, and Portland State these recommendations ring true with the prominent orientation of 

university mission to their community, the creation of centers or institutes for mediation or 

deliberation and the explicit statement that the university is playing as much a role of the learner 

as the teacher.  

Ramaley discusses implementation of engagement programs as needing core service 

learning components and partnerships as ―critical wedges in changing how the university 

operates.‖ (Harkavey, 1995, p. 11) The creation of CUPS at UVM set in motion a series of 

operational changes at a high level of the university, increasing horizontal and vertical 

integration within the institution. WCU in 2008 in their run-up to being categorized as a 

―engaged institution‖ by The Carnegie Foundation made significant, institution-wide 

commitments to their service learning component and to focus on their ―own backyard.‖  MSU 
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and UM-Duluth have both formulated extensive networks via the Small Town Center and 

Community Action Team at MSU and the Center for Community and Regional Research 

(CCRR) at UM-Duluth. Networks are critical both internally and outside the institution. As 

stated by the CCRR ―The College of Liberal Arts enables the Center to better link with other 

research and outreach initiatives in the College, and at UMD, therefore creating greater and 

farther reaching opportunities for students, faculty and communities.‖ The fact that MSU has 17 

institutes and centers under the umbrella of the Outreach and Public Service alone is a very good 

indicator that they are extremely well networked with the communities they serve. 

Also, while it is not explicit in these cases it is apparent that the institutions have 

prioritized funding to go towards advertising, hiring and allocating resources towards these 

relatively new programs. Perhaps most significantly all of these universities have adapted their 

incentive or reward system in that they promote engaged scholarship in a way that is 

significantly changed from the traditional tenure system based scholarship that ―looks in from 

the outside‖ and remains unengaged or detached from their ‗subjects.‘ 

These cases were very effective at exploring and describing the efforts, implementation 

strategies and resources utilized by these specific universities of a given type. However, it could 

not, (and did not set out to) test which characteristic (or set of characteristics) of a moderate-

sized, public university plays the most prominent role in the successful transition to the engaged 

institution. Development of a theory with an ability to operationalize theoretical components that 

could then be measurable in a comparative study using randomly selected cases may prove of 

value in determining which variables are most critical to moving an institution towards a higher 

level of engagement or institution-wide adoption of concepts related to engagement and 

collaboration with their community. 
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In the Portland State example it was clearly demonstrated that the Community Watershed 

Stewardship Program (CWSP) is a successful model of a collaborative, authentically engaged 

approach that continues to produce significant positive environmental outcomes (e.g. reduction 

of polluted stormwater entering waterways) in addition to involving citizens in a substantial and 

long-term manner, allowing citizens to decide together, act together and support one another in 

solving local problems. The PSU/Portland Community Watershed Stewardship Program suggests 

that a well-managed collaboration that involves a well-balanced mix of key local interests and 

expertise from academia, and professional expertise when called upon, can be complementary to 

more traditional technical-centric solutions—especially when participant stakeholders and 

students are able to undertake projects close to home and/or their university campus while 

largely defining their own measures of success and improvement goals.  

Shendes and Messer (2008) conclude their study with the following quote:   

 

―Humans need a sense of place within the natural environment (Howell, 1997). By taking 

part in stewardship, community members can begin to reestablish the connection between 

their actions and the health of the environment. Perhaps because many Portland citizens 

understood that the regional waterways were degraded and required considerable 

improvement, the CWSP program was well timed, allowing Portland to meet its legal 

responsibilities to protect and enhance water quality while also pursuing community-

initiated projects. This case illustrates that community members [as well as students and 

faculty] can be motivated by a responsibility for future generations or by the notion that 

they are a part of the natural world, not apart from it. We observed that community 

involvement in watershed stewardship through CWSP transformed environmental 

protection from a technical and impersonal activity that relies largely on engineered 

systems of control, to one that established relationships that will influence the way local 

governments interact with citizen groups. In this system the balance of power is shared, 

and people experience greater satisfaction in their neighborhood and increased social 

bonding [emphasis added] (Cochrun, 1994 ). Empowerment and recognition come from the 

experience of participation and belonging‖ (p. 416). 
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Developing Theories of Practice and Further Inquiry  

 

In conclusion, researchers in the field of community-university engagement have said that the topic 

is still a relatively new area of inquiry, especially within specific areas such as the academic 

profession and public research. David Matthews states in the Forward to (Peters, 2005) that, 

―Despite a long history of public work in the land-grant system (and beyond), there is little research 

specifically focused on identifying and examining the civic purposes, roles, and contributions of 

scholars who are employed by this system—or any other system, for that matter. Our research is 

therefore exploratory, setting the stage for a new line of inquiry rather than building upon an 

established one‖ (pp. 13-14).  

It is my assertion as well, that the exploratory findings presented here on universities and 

their communities may represent the leading edge of higher education innovation, and is still very 

much in the experimentation stage. Based on the review of the first four cases in particular, a strong 

case could be made that those public universities that are disconnected geographically from our 

largest urban areas and centers of wealth, are some of the areas of the country most in need of 

partnerships and engaged learning. And yet, within this very context few truly engaged universities 

appear to exist. These cases go part of the way in identifying some of the driving forces and critical 

ingredients behind these pioneering efforts. Better understanding of motivations and attitudes of 

scholars and higher education administrators and staff towards engagement, could go a long way in 

helping to explain how one institutional system is able to change rather rapidly while another is 

slow or only partially integrating the community-university concepts. PSU, UVM and MSU are all 

excellent examples of the contributions that can be made outside the university and goes part of the 

way in explaining these purposes and contributions. However, the question remains can these, and 

other moderate-sized universities sustain their current efforts in order to affect real change within 

their communities? We are only now beginning to find that higher education leaders, groups of 

academics and students with a community in common can all benefit from place-based education 

and inquiry that crosses multiple disciplines and finds integrated solutions. Partnering strategies 
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may be ideally suited as institutions begin to align themselves strategically in order to address the 

problems of this century and the ones to come. And perhaps more importantly, by engaging 

communities (on which universities or so integrally linked) on ‗equal footing‘ the universities 

within this study are explicitly demonstrating a commitment to utilizing our public higher 

educational institutions for purposes of providing long-term solutions to large scale societal 

problems by taking action locally and regional, improving civic dialogue, and engagement with 

others within their community. 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 

 

ñEngaging Campus and Community: The Practice of Public Scholarship in the State and Land 

Grant University System, Ed. by Scott J. Peters, Nicholas R. Jordan, Margaret Adamek, and 

Theordore R. Alter. 2005. Kettering Foundation Press, Dayton, OH. 

A compilation of eight case studies involving public scholarship from State and Land-Grant Universities throughout 

the U.S. relating to a variety of topics The book features mutually beneficial engagement examples that demonstrate 

that the engagement tradition has not been lost and is in fact thriving in certain university-communities. The focus of 

the cases in the book is on understanding the nature and significance of scholars‘ academic and civic purposes and 

practices. 

―Creating a New Kind of University: Institutionalizing Community-University Engagement,ò Ed. 

by Stephen L. Percy, Nancy L. Zimpher, Mary Jane Bruchardt. 2006. Anker Publishing 

Company, Inc. Boston, MA. 

 

An in-depth review of how the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee instituted elements of community engagement 

and how those have evolved within the areas of scholarship and curriculum reform. It also describes in detail how 

this UWM went about implementing program components and working closely with local NGO‘s as well as 

implications for sustainability. 

 

ñDeliberation and the Work of Higher Education: Innovations for the Classroom, the Campus, 

and the Community,ò Ed. by John R. Dedrick, Laura Grattan, and Harris Dientsfrey. 2008. 

Kettering Foundation Press, Dayton, OH. 

  

A good read for teachers with goal of improving civic awareness of students, experiments with approaches to 

learning in which students are active participants, and explores the ways that teachers have moved from ―the sage on 

the stage‖ to the ―guide at the side.‖  Also, the book is valuable to those in higher education who are looking at ways 

to supplant the ―culture of argument‖ with a more engaged practice that enables participants to find common 

ground. 
  

 ñA Different Kind of Politics: Readings on the Role of Higher Education in Democracyò 

Ed. by Derek W. M. Barker and David W. Brown. 2009. Kettering Foundation Press, Dayton, 

OH. 

 

This is the latest in a line of books on implications of civic engagement. Most higher education institutions debating 

the merits of civic engagement yet they often mean providing information to communities, technical assistance, or 

building public support for their own academic programs. This text looks at what is happening in the civic 

engagement movement to transform democracy? What kind of democracy does this movement reflect? This 

research looks into the democratic implications of a civic engagement movement in higher education. The various 

contributors reflect on program elements that treat students as active learners and engaged citizens, innovative forms 

of professionalism that treat citizens as the primary actors in politics, and build long-lasting democratic partnerships 

with communities. 

 



50 

 

APPENDIX A : UNIVERSITY -COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP  &  

ENGAGEMENT ONLINE RESOURCES 
 

Social Capital Building and Community Engagement/Partner Resources 

Center for Community Partnerships at the University of Central Florida 

http://www.cohpa.ucf.edu/ccp/papers.cfm 

UVM/Burlington COPC Community Development Network 

http://www.uvm.edu/~copc/projects/CDnetwork.php3 

The Netter Center for Community Partnerships at UPenn http://www.upenn.edu/ccp/index.php 

Center for Urban and Regional Affairs at the University of Minnesota http://www.cura.umn.edu/ 

The University Community Collaborative of Philadelphia at Temple University 

http://www.temple.edu/uccp/ 

HUD Office of University Partnerships http://www.oup.org/ 

Mississippi State Community Action Team http://www.mscat.msstate.edu/ 

Center for Rural Affairs http://www.cfra.org/node/237 

Office of University-Community Partnerships at Emory University http://oucp.emory.edu/ 

NY Times Resources Civic Engagement Resources 

http://www.nytimes.com/ref/college/collegespecial2/coll_aascu_civicresources.html 

Local Government-University Leadership & Engagement Resources 

Florida Benchmarking Consortium http://www.flbenchmark.org/ 

The John C. Stennis Institute of Government-Rural People, Rural Policy Initiative 

http://www.msgovt.org/rprp.html 

National League of Cities http://www.nlc.org/about_cities/cityknownet.aspx 

  

http://www.cohpa.ucf.edu/ccp/papers.cfm
http://www.uvm.edu/~copc/projects/CDnetwork.php3
http://www.upenn.edu/ccp/index.php
http://www.cura.umn.edu/
http://www.temple.edu/uccp/
http://www.oup.org/
http://www.mscat.msstate.edu/
http://www.cfra.org/node/237
http://oucp.emory.edu/
http://www.nytimes.com/ref/college/collegespecial2/coll_aascu_civicresources.html
http://www.flbenchmark.org/
http://www.msgovt.org/rprp.html
http://www.nlc.org/about_cities/cityknownet.aspx
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Public or Participatory Action/Community-Based Research Resources 

Community Participatory Action Research Network at the University of Vermont 

http://www.uvm.edu/~cpar/?Page=about.html 

Community Based Researchnet.org http://www.cbrnet.org/index.html 

The James M. Jeffords Center at the University of Vermont http://www.uvm.edu/~jeffords/ 

National Community-Based Research Networking Initiative 

http://www.bonner.org/campus/cbr/home.htm 

Community Based Learning Initiative at Princeton University http://www.princeton.edu/~cbli/ 

The Colorado Community Based Research Network http://www.ccbrn.org/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.uvm.edu/~cpar/?Page=about.html
http://www.cbrnet.org/index.html
http://www.uvm.edu/~jeffords/
http://www.bonner.org/campus/cbr/home.htm
http://www.princeton.edu/~cbli/
http://www.ccbrn.org/
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