Community-Engaged Research: a step forward

In the last years, we are witnessing a strong emergence of diverse Community-Engaged Research programmes. Community-based research seeks to democratize knowledge creation by validating multiple sources of knowledge. An agreement to create a Global Alliance on Community-Engaged Research was released at the end of the Community-University Exposition 2008.
Public engagement was a strong feature of the different science fields from their birth. Scientists today contribute to public understanding of issues from global warming to social inequality. They also inform public policy on problems from energy crisis to public health. Nevertheless, since World War II, an ideology that opposed academic professionalism to public engagement has taken greater importance (Calhoun, 2008). This fact, overspecialisation and the nature of funding policies have led to some of the most pressing challenges for human and social development being pushed into the background. As Ordorika states (2008): 

The fiscal crisis of universities has been accompanied, both as a cause and as a consequence, by a redefinition of the meanings, goals and practices of higher education. Ideas of universities as broad cultural societal projects or as institutions that focus on the production of public goods have moved into a marginal or solely discursive realm (Marginson, 1997; Readings, 1996). These notions have been substituted by a renewed emphasis on the links between higher education and markets (Marginson, 1997; Marginson & Considine, 2000; Pusser, 2005; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997), by a schema of “entrepreneurial universities” (Clark, 1998), by notions of excellence (Readings, 1996), by the centrality of managerial concepts and goals, such as “productivity” or “efficiency”, and by the increasing privatization of educational supply and financing (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997).
 

Today there are widespread calls for more socially engaged science and research. There is a need to democratise knowledge and provide expert, multi-faceted advice for democratic institutions and the general public (Vessuri, 2008). In addition, scientific research itself increasingly needs citizen participation in knowledge-generating processes. This is the principle behind participative science and post-normal science. 

 

Post-normal science attempts to categorise a research methodology that is appropriate when there is uncertainty and values are in dispute. In such cases, “normal” research methodology is not applicable, as it tends to neglect aspects related to uncertainty, value loading, and a plurality of legitimate perspectives. These practices consider these elements as integral to science. By their inclusion in the framing of complex issues, post-normal science is able to provide a coherent framework for an extended participation in decision-making, based on the new tasks of quality assurance (Funtowicz & Ravetz, 2003).

 

The scientific community increasingly recognises the intrinsic limitations of traditional research methods when they are applied to the ever more complex problems that must be faced for human and social development. In addition, the growing importance of proposals for greater citizen participation in resolving such problems has led to the need to assess appropriately the different mechanisms of citizen and community participation in university research programmes. Citizens and different communities must participate in university research carried out to resolve problems that concern them, not only to promote the democratisation of knowledge, but also to improve the research that is carried out in universities. 

 

In different regions of the world, we are witnessing a strong emergence of diverse programmes that share the purposes of supporting higher education engaging or re-engaging with their communities (Hall, 2008). Community-based research involves research done by community groups with or without the involvement of a university. In relation with the university, Community-based research is a collaborative enterprise between academics and community members. Community-based research seeks to democratize knowledge creation by validating multiple sources of knowledge and promoting the use of multiple methods of discovery and dissemination. The goal of Community-based research is social action (broadly defined) for the purpose of achieving (directly or indirectly) social change based in social justice (Strand et al., 2003).

 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) has emerged in recent years as a significant methodology for intervention, development and change within communities and groups. It is now promoted and implemented by many international development agencies and university programs, as well as countless local community organizations around the world. PAR builds on the critical pedagogy put forward by Paulo Freire as a response to the traditional formal models of education where the “teacher” stands at the front and “imparts” information to the “students” that are passive recipients. As defined by Wadsworth (1998): 

Essentially Participatory Action Research (PAR) is research which involves all relevant parties in actively examining together current action (which they experience as problematic) in order to change and improve it. They do this by critically reflecting on the historical, political, cultural, economic, geographic and other contexts which make sense of it. (…) Participatory action research is not just research which is hoped will be followed by action. It is action which is researched, changed and re-researched, within the research process by participants. Nor is it simply an exotic variant of consultation. Instead, it aims to be active co-research, by and for those to be helped. Nor can it be used by one group of people to get another group of people to do what is thought best for them - whether that is to implement a central policy or an organisational or service change. Instead it tries to be a genuinely democratic or non-coercive process whereby those to be helped, determine the purposes and outcomes of their own inquiry. 

 

PAR allows for the development of many relational skills at once: emotional intelligence, dealing with the “other”, adapting/immersion in new context, conscious inversion of power roles and experiential/applied learning, whilst encouraging systemic forms of reflection and analysis in an integrative way (Taylor, 2008). Some practioner-academics see such “local” possibilities from engagement in development activities actually having the potential to lead to much larger changes in the global system, by linking service learning to the broader goals of equality and justice (Taylor, 2008). As noted by Goolam Mohamedbhai (2008), higher education institutions in developing countries also need to give much greater importance to community engagement than at present, although several of them are doing so. This requires the recognition of community service on equal terms as teaching and research. An excellent way of linking higher education with the rural community is to have students posted in the rural area for practical training during their course. 

 

The Global Alliance on Community-Engaged Research
 
An agreement to create a Global Alliance on Community-Engaged Research was released at the end of the Community-University Exposition (CUexpo) 2008 in Victoria BC, last May. The Global Alliance agreement is a statement of principles and aspirations on the part of the major networking organizations in the field of community-engaged scholarship from around the world; including the Living Knowledge Network (Europe), the Community-Campus Partnership for Health (US), Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA), Sub-Saharan Participatory Research Network (Senegal), International Green Mapping Network (US) and others.  
 

The CUexpo series of events have become the major meeting grounds for community-university research and action partnerships to share their ideas and aspirations. The last  meeting was the third in a series of conversations that began in August 2006, in Groningen, Netherlands at the World Congress on Action Research. This was followed up by a meeting in September 2007 in Paris, France at the Third International Congress on Action Research, where the idea of a Global Alliance on Community-Engaged Scholarship and Learning was first proposed. 

 

In a similar way to the Talloires Declaration, the Global Alliance on Community-Engaged Research welcomes any and all to associate themselves with the document. The Global Alliance Declaration is a step towards building links between community based researchers around the world.  It is a way to come together and share ideas and pass on knowledge.  The declaration will be posted on several websites of networks that have signed on to the Alliance, including the current administering organization, the Living Knowledge Network, at http://www.scienceshops.org. The text of this Declaration is reproduced hereafter:

 

We acknowledge the significant progress that humanity has made since the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United Nations in 1948, and all other subsequent enactments.  This Declaration sets forth the universality of certain fundamental human rights; the rights to education, freedom of association and speech, and the right to participate in the life of the community, are inherent to the rights of life with dignity.
 
We declare, therefore, that the right to learn, the right to know, the right to produce knowledge, and the right to access knowledge are inalienable rights for all.
 
We acknowledge the significance of science, research and knowledge being produced in a community-engaged manner, such that the fruits of such knowledge are available, usable and beneficial to those communities and their civil society organizations and movements.  We are particularly mindful of families and communities that are excluded or marginalized in our societies.  
 
We underscore the vast treasures of indigenous knowledge in all societies, and the associated processes of their transmission orally across generations.  We recognize that knowledge has been stored in books, digitally and through cultures of dance, music, arts and dialogues.  
 
We respect the knowledge-creation work of scientists, educators, activists, intellectuals, students, civil society organizations, and mother-tongue scholars.
 
We believe that now is the time to mobilize ourselves globally.  Together, we are all part of building a global alliance.  
 
Our purpose is to add value to actions across disciplines and community aspirations worldwide by:
- sharing effective practices in strengthening engagement of communities
- creating and mobilizing knowledge for human betterment
- supporting communities and groups to create healthier societies and environment
- developing new generations of community engaged scholars and community based researchers
- measuring collectively the impact of our work in our community and world
- advocating for enhanced policy and resource support
 
We value inclusion, integrity, commitment and freedom, and recognize that all peoples in the world are enjoined in the creation of knowledge.
 
We call you to action – Share the dream!
 

All those who wish to sign the Declaration can send the names of their organization to the Office of Community-Based Research at UVIC: OCBR[@]uvic.ca. 

 

 
Josep Lobera, GUNI Research Fellow
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