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ABSTRACT: As the field of family, school, and community partnerships continues to evolve, 
there is increasing recognition of the impact that parents, guardians, and communities can have 
on students, schools, and education systems-at-large when provided with opportunity to become 
authentically engaged. To further this evolution, there is a need for participatory approaches to 
research that directly support educational change. This article provides an overview of 
community engaged scholarship (CES) with a focus on the benefits, criticisms, and challenges 
that emerge from the utilization of this approach. Special attention is given to how CES 
intersects with existing efforts in the field of family, school, and community partnerships. 
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Introduction 
The field of family, school, and community partnerships has grown rapidly over the past 

thirty years. There is now widespread recognition of the value of home and school connections 
and the potential benefits for students, families, and educators. Research indicates that strong 
family and school relationships can improve students’ academic achievement (Fan, 2010; 
Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Sheldon, 2003); while perceptions of the quality of family-school 
interactions is also positively correlated with higher levels of trust between parents and educators 
(Adams & Christenson, 2000). However, the creation of high quality family, school, and 
community partnerships is often difficult to achieve. Typically, educators are not well prepared 
for engaging with families or communities (Evans, 2013), and relational power dynamics among 
educators and families can be complicated by issues related to socioeconomic status (Lareau, 
2011; Li, 2010), race and ethnicity (Bertrand, Freelon, & Rogers, 2018), religious background 
(Huss-Keeler, 1997), or sexual orientation (Kosciw & Diaz, 2008; Kroeger, 2006).  

Continued research is necessary to support ongoing progress in the field of family, 
school, and community partnerships, but frequently the same inequitable power dynamics that 
arise in traditional family and school relations are also present in the relationships between 
researchers and communities. Many communities and schools seeking educational change grow 
weary of sporadic and unsustainable interactions with universities or researchers. For families 
and communities, there is a need for actionable knowledge. “Research, in this sense, is not only 
the production of original ideas and new knowledge (as it is normally defined in academia and 
other knowledge-based institutions). It is also something simpler and deeper. It is the capacity to 
systematically increase the horizons of one’s current knowledge, in relation to some task, goal or 
aspiration” (Appadurai, 2006, p. 176). With these concerns in mind, community engaged 
scholarship (CES) is one viable alternative for researchers, communities, and educators who are 
seeking to advance the field and address social inequities. This article seeks to provide an 
introduction to CES, address the benefits and challenges to CES approaches, and discuss 
specifically how community-based research can enhance family, school, and community 
partnerships.  

Toward Authentic Partnerships and Collaborations 
The concepts of partnership and collaboration are inherently appealing to many people. 

As humans, we are supposed to recognize the value of working together, and as a result, it is not 
uncommon for people or organizations to use this terminology to describe working relationships. 
After all, who wants to send their child to a school that doesn’t value collaboration? But what do 
these terms really mean and, perhaps more importantly, how are they enacted in practice? This is 
an important question as schools and districts are increasingly required to demonstrate how they 
develop and support family involvement (Evans & Radina, 2014). Auerbach and Collier’s (2012) 
case study of Families Supporting Success (FSP), a family literacy program focused on 
immigrant parents of elementary school children in Los Angeles, is one example of how the 
rhetoric of partnership may be used to tout programs that are, in reality, implemented with the 
absence of authentic family or community voice. In this situation, parent participants in FSP 
were exposed to a parent education curriculum narrowly focused on improving reading scores 
for high-stakes testing. The program failed to have a measurable impact on student achievement, 
but families and staff did cite the value of unintended consequences, such as an improved school 
climate generated as a result of relationships that were forged in FSP. The pressures of top down 
policy initiatives coupled with the traditional framing of home and school relationships as 
transactional exchanges often hinder efforts to implement more authentic partnership work 
(Crowson & Boyd, 2001; Evans & Radina, 2014). Moreover, many existing partnership models 
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tend to privilege white, middle-class norms and schoolcentric agendas. The result is that the 
beliefs and practices of historically marginalized parents frequently go unrecognized or are 
simply not valued (Cooper & Christie, 2005). 

Fortunately, the field of family, school, and community partnerships continues to evolve 
with a growing recognition of the need for more authentic and inclusive partnerships and 
collaborations. Central to these efforts has been an emphasis on relationship building and power 
sharing among education stakeholders (Warren, Hong, Rubin, & Uy, 2009). In recent years, 
community organizing has played a significant role in providing a means for low-income and 
minority families to become more authentically engaged with schools and education policy 
(Shirley, 2009; Warren & Mapp, 2011). Many educational leaders at all levels are also starting to 
recognize the importance of relationship building (Auerbach, 2012). In 2014, the Department of 
Education released the Dual Capacity Building Framework at the National Family Engagement 
Conference in Cincinnati, Ohio. In contrast to previous federal policies related to family 
engagement that were more prescriptive in nature (Rogers, 2006), this new framework was more 
focused on the conditions that are necessary for effective family engagement. In recognition of 
the complex and often tenuous relationship between schools and families, the framework argues 
that programs and policies, “must focus on building the capacities of both staff and families to 
engage in partnerships” (Mapp & Kutter, 2014, p. 12). The new framework is notable in its 
recognition of mutual accountability and its shift from service-oriented practices to more 
authentic partnership work (Anderson, 2009).  

The Spectrum of Community-Engaged Scholarship 
To continue to grow the field and support these shifts in thinking about families as 

collaborators, scholars interested in this work can also seek to develop more authentic 
partnerships, including introducing and supporting community-engaged research. What follows 
is a summary of CES, including a discussion of its benefits, common criticisms, and challenges 
in practice. These sections are supported with examples from the fields of community health and 
the broader field of education. CES has been practiced across various disciplines for many years, 
but it has yet to emerge as a commonly used methodology for family, school, and community 
partnership work. The articles in this special issue of The Journal of Family Diversity in 
Education (JFDE) offer examples of nascent efforts to in the field to practice CES.  

There are many forms of research that may fit under the broader category for CES 
including: collaborative research, community engaged research, participatory action research, 
participatory design research, digital storytelling, critical participatory action research,  
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community-based participatory research, and youth participatory action research. Within these 
varied approaches, research partners may utilize both quantitative and qualitative techniques. 

The level of stakeholder engagement also varies, as CES exists on a continuum and it is 
important to understand the nuanced variations across approaches. Figure 1 (see above) includes 
a representation of this continuum developed at the Virginia Commonwealth University Center 
for Clinical and Translational Research (Hacker, 2013). The continuum alludes to the fact that 
research claiming engagement or involvement does not necessarily signal ongoing participation. 
While some approaches involve researchers and communities being actively engaged throughout 
the entire research process, in others, participation is more variable and contingent on factors 
such as time, interest, and expertise. 

Similarly, I argue that even within the categories that typically seek fuller participation 
there can be different levels of partner integration. This is also represented in Figure 1, by the 
inclusion of Rebecca Gajda’s valuable work on the topic of collaboration and strategic alliances. 
In this work Gajda identifies five levels of integration: networking, cooperating, partnering, 

Figure1. Engagement Continuum in Community-Engaged Scholarship 
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merging and unifying. These levels are determined based on an evaluation of purpose(s), 
strategies and tasks, leadership and decision-making, and interpersonal/communication norms. 
With lower levels of integration there may be consultation, but there is no formal structure and 
communication between partners may be sporadic. At the opposite end of the spectrum there are 
higher degrees of commitment and deeper investments in the relationships. Thus, one 
participatory action research (PAR) project might involve researchers and communities working 
closely together throughout every phase of the research cycle, from the inception of the research 
questions, through development and implementation of the methodology, to the dissemination of 
the findings. Another PAR project may involve the community in the development of the 
research questions, have limited involvement in the data collection process, but reengage for the 
analysis and creation of the final products. Highlighting these differences is not meant to 
disparage or elevate a particular approach, but rather to acknowledge variations across CES. As 
will be discussed in the next section, the adherence to some basic core principles is what is most 
important when evaluating the quality of CES. 
Basic Principles of CES 

As noted, there are multiple research approaches that involve communities, but this does 
not mean that they are necessarily examples of CES. There are some underlying principles that 
typically inform CES approaches. First, CES involves collaboration between researchers and 
community members. What is significant here is that the relationship between the researcher and 
community is fundamentally transformed from the traditional model of research being conducted 
on or in a community to research that is conducted with a community. In essence, the community 
is no longer framed as an object of study, but as an active and agentive partner. Peralta writes, 
“Communities and researchers should interact through a subject to subject relationship.… there 
is reciprocity, mutuality, and recognition of the other” (2017, p. 50). As stated above, this may 
include partnering to identify research questions, co-developing and implementing research 
methodologies, analysis of data, and/or the dissemination of the findings.  

Second, CES does not rely on narrow definitions of what constitutes knowledge and 
recognizes the complex power dynamics that often drive what information “counts” in various 
community or policy circles. To draw from a commonly cited example in the field of family, 
school, and community partnerships we can look to the work on “funds of knowledge” by Luis 
Moll and colleagues (1992). Moll et al. identify vast cultural and cognitive knowledge resources 
in communities that typically go unrecognized by educators, who instead tend to rely on myopic, 
deficit-based perspectives. Examples of knowledge in Moll’s study that have been overlooked 
include information related to economics, medicine, repair skills, household management, 
religion, and science. Systemic injustices are so deeply embedded in the dominant cultures of the 
United States that knowledge contributions of “othered” populations are actively disparaged, 
ignored, or go unseen. Yosso provides a more explicit analysis of the role of racism in traditional 
knowledge production through her application of critical race theory (CRT) to the concept of 
community cultural wealth (2005). 
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CRT shifts the center of focus from notions of White, middle class culture to the cultures 
of Communities of Color.… Indeed, a CRT lens can ‘see’ that Communities of Color 
nurture cultural wealth through at least 6 forms of capital such as aspirational, 
navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant capital (see Delgado Bernal, 1997, 
2001; Auerbach, 2001; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; 
Faulstich Orellana, 2003). These various forms of capital are not mutually exclusive or 
static, but rather are dynamic processes that build on one another as part of community 
cultural wealth (p. 77). 

In CES, knowledge does not originate in the academy nor is it something to be 
discovered by outside researchers. Rather, CES operates from the assumption that all 
communities possess and create knowledge that is valuable. Moreover, this knowledge is 
perceived as essential for effectively responding to social issues through the research process.  

Third, in addition to recognizing multiple forms of knowledge, CES is also inclusive of 
various methodologies and forms of research dissemination. Surveys, interviews, and 
observations can be supplemented or supplanted by digital storytelling, the visual arts, or social 
theater (Denzin, 2017). A peer-reviewed journal article, which is highly valued in the academy, 
may become secondary to an op-ed, white paper, or public art exhibition (e.g., Sloane & Wallin, 
2013). The target audience for CES can also be varied and might include academics, policy-
makers, educators, or other members of the local community. For example, researchers at 
UCLA/IDEA have worked with various community stakeholders over the past decade to develop 
a series of Educational Opportunity Reports focused on topics such as education funding, race, 
and college access (Rogers, Fanelli, Freelon, Medina, Bertrand, & Del Razo, 2010). These 
reports serve as both a resource for families and as a clearinghouse for education-related 
statistics that can be used to advocate for change with state policymakers. At UC Santa Cruz 
there is an annual Youth Empowerment Institute (YEI) focused on high school girls interested in 
various social justice issues facing their communities. YEI seeks to empower young women as 
leaders and to address the gender gap in STEM fields. In the past, these young women have 
researched topics like college access and justice issues related to food. To disseminate their 
findings and raise awareness among other youth, they developed mobile apps that are now 
available in the Apple iTunes store and on Google Play (http://www.everettprogram.org/yei/). 
These two examples speak to the different ways in which CES findings might be utilized or 
shared with different audiences outside of the academy. 

Finally, CES is explicitly in “direct support of equity-oriented change agendas” (Warren, 
2018, p. 440). Scholarship is not produced for its own sake, rather it is designed to have an 
impact on social issues with an emphasis on supporting communities that have been historically 
marginalized. CES is grounded in the assumption that research is inherently political (Gitlin, 
1994), and CES practitioners do not pretend to be neutral or apolitical. This approach sometimes 
results in relational tensions with researchers partnering with stakeholders on one project, while 
raising critical questions with the same partner on another topic. For example, in 2018 the 
Research Alliance for New York City Schools partnered with the New York City Department of 
Education (NYC DOE) to redesign the Annual NYC School Survey focused on school climate. 
One year prior, when the NYC DOE released a diversity plan that included the expansion of a 
“diversity in admissions” program through the use of weighted admission criteria, the Research 
Alliance critically analyzed the impact of the pilot program by exploring both results related to 
racial and socioeconomic integration and whether or not “these efforts promote more equitable 
learning opportunities and outcomes for students” (The Research Alliance for New York City 
Schools, 2017). While occasionally leading to tensions with different policy actors, the capacity 
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to forge strategic alliances allows CES practitioners to remain focused on their change agendas. 
Collectively, this overview of basic principles helps us to better understand what types of 
research are truly examples of CES. 
The Benefits of Community-Engaged Scholarship  

There are many reasons why both researchers and community members may be drawn to 
CES. First, the meaningful mutual benefits that can identified and derived from CES are 
appealing to many practitioners. Researchers can gain both access and unique insights that they 
might otherwise miss without community participation, and community members can have more 
agency and voice in the research process. CES has a long history in the field of community 
health, where partnerships are deemed vital for “ensuring discoveries are translated into policies 
at the practice and community level” (DiGirolamo, Geller, Tendulkar, Patil, & Hacker, 2012, p. 
301). Since educators and community stakeholders are often the populations who are most 
heavily impacted by justice issues and because they frequently serve as policy implementers, it 
makes sense to engage them throughout the research process (Coburn, 2005; Lipsky, 1980). 
Community involvement helps to critically extend the knowledge base that informs research 
projects. For example, in New York City, the Polling for Justice (PFJ) participatory action 
research project brought together diverse stakeholders (e.g., PhD researchers, public health 
specialists, and youth activists) to conduct a quantitative and qualitative survey examining youth 
experiences with educational, criminal, and health injustices. In reflecting on the intermingling 
of knowledge from the academy and from youth, members of the research team stated: 

If, for instance, there were no youth on the research team, questions about relations with 
police would not have been asked and analyses would not have been made with the same 
depth and clarity. With a diverse and multigenerational research team informed by lived 
experience, traditional bases of scientific knowledge, and critical theory/methods, we 
believe our “expert validity” was enhanced as the academic monopoly on knowledge was 
challenged (Stout, Fox, & Fine, 2012, p. 182) 

CES can also encourage grassroots innovation (Martiskainen, 2017). In the early 2000s 
when the Logan Square Neighborhood Association (LSNA) and Action Now organizers in 
Chicago first started to research why their local schools were underperforming, it is unlikely that 
they ever imagined the creation of a program like Grow Your Own (GYO). Ongoing dialogues 
with local school leaders revealed the challenge of high turnover rates among teachers, an issue 
that made it difficult to gain traction with and sustain reform efforts. When various attempts at 
changing recruitment and training strategies failed, Action Now organizers working in 
partnership with Nueva Generacion, Chicago State University, LSNA, and Chicago Public 
Schools developed an idea to recruit and train teachers directly from the community using an 
innovative new teacher preparation program designed to meet the needs of both local teacher 
candidates and the local schools (Skinner, 2010). The program received significant funding 
starting in 2006, and the program quickly scaled up to include over ten sites from around Illinois. 
Unfortunately, a budget impasse in 2015 resulted in the closing of the GYO programs, but it still 
stands as an example of the type of innovation that can result from CES. 

In addition to benefits already described, CES can also serve as a means to provide a 
counter-narrative to dominant research/policy trends and storylines (Anderson, 2017; Herr, 
2017). Education reform in the United States is currently being driven by neoliberal agendas that 
favor free-market practices and benefit private interests. Charter schools, school voucher 
programs, and high-stakes testing are just a few examples of policies that are presented as 
enhancements for consumer choice, but that also benefit for-profit business interests (Hobson, 
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Foster, Howard, Wright, Dykos, & Hudson, 2016; Ross & Gibson, 2007). These dominant 
policies are often framed as addressing a taken-for-granted phenomenon like the achievement 
gap, but CES can offer critically important counter narratives. Working with incarcerated women 
at a maximum security prison, Michelle Fine and María Elena Torre (2004) developed a research 
collaborative that focused on the impact of a “college in prison” program and inequities in public 
education. Through this project, the researchers reframed research questions to help surface 
counter narratives. “The dominant explanation holds that a student’s race, ethnicity and class 
predict academic engagement, motivation, connection to school, preparedness for college.… To 
widen the analytic lens, however, and decenter this dominant explanation, we asked students to 
help us explain the observed race/ethnicity/class differences. They escorted us to an alternative 
explanation: tracking in suburban high schools” (Fine & Torre, 2004, p. 22). The researchers 
found that tracking and access to academic rigor were actually better predictors of student 
success than race and ethnicity, raising critical questions regarding taken-for-granted policies 
that exist in most K-12 public schools. It is these sorts of counter narratives that must be 
developed and shared in order to disrupt oppressive educational practices.  
Critiques and Criticisms 

While there are numerous benefits to CES, it is not without its detractors. A common 
criticism of CES, in particular CES with a clearly articulated advocacy agenda, is that this 
approach does not meet rigorous research standards. In part, this critique is grounded in historical 
debates regarding the philosophies of positivism and post-positivism in research. Within the 
positivist paradigm, researchers strive to apply purportedly objective methodologies commonly 
used in the natural sciences. From this perspective it is imperative that researchers remain 
independent from their research subjects to achieve rigor and validity. While the philosophy of 
positivism peaked in the early 20th century, randomized, controlled research designs continue to 
be referred to as the “gold standard” of evidence within both the natural and social sciences. 
Today the impact of this philosophy on the field of education is readily observed in the emphasis 
on data-driven decision making in schools, an approach linked to accountability-based education 
policies (Earl & Katz, 2002; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006). While the collection of data to 
inform educators is certainly important, many argue that the privileged metrics of large-scale, 
quantitative, standardized test scores may actually hinder sustainable educational change efforts 
and potentially obscure other important social factors (Shirley & Hargreaves, 2006). 

The reality is that it is difficult to disentangle science and politics. Society influences who 
gets to become a researcher, how science is conducted, and what is prioritized through funding 
(Sabbagh, 2017). Post-positivists argue that the application of the scientific method is complex 
and that researchers should consider how context and inherent biases prevent truly objective 
research. There is recognition that a researcher’s background and knowledge influences their 
engagement in the research process; yet, for many social scientists “good” research continues to 
be framed through narrow definitions of reliability, validity, and rigor. Research is deemed 
reliable if the findings of a study can be replicated, while validity relates to confidence in the 
accuracy of the findings (Merriam, 1998).  

However, when questions are raised as to whether or not CES is biased, supporters argue 
that it is more important to focus on rigor. From this perspective, CES might even have an edge 
over research that lacks community engagement: 
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Collaborative research can be considered more rigorous than more traditional forms 
because it must demonstrate its credibility to a broader audience that brings a more 
diverse set of questions and standpoints to bear. In collaborative work, there is 
accountability to partners and to the demands of practice (Warren et al., 2018, p. 448). 

An exploration of multiple research projects utilizing CES concludes that community 
engagement has the potential to increase academic rigor by making biases more explicit, 
enhancing research designs, increasing accountability, and creating more trustworthy 
relationships (Jagosh, et al., 2012; Warren et al., 2018). As noted above, no research is 
completely objective, so it is important for researchers to critically reflect on their underlying 
assumptions and to actively seek to address these biases. Through ongoing conversations, 
relationship building, and the intentional creation of spaces that allow for the presence and 
discussion of partnership tensions, practitioners of CES can reduce the impact of their biases. It 
is important to explicitly name these biases, so as not to recreate the shroud of purported 
objectivity. The overall rigor of the research design can also be improved based on the inclusion 
of the perspectives of those who are closest to the challenges that are under examination. As Fine 
writes, “Critical participation by those who most intimately know injustice not only strengthens 
the political depth and ethics of a project, but also the validity of the science and the 
sustainability of the findings” (Fine, 2015, p. 10). Finally, CES creates an additional level of 
accountability that extends beyond the peer-review process. Research produced via CES 
addresses issues that are important to communities, recognizes and honors the knowledge that 
exists within communities, and is disseminated in ways that are beneficial to all stakeholders 
(Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 1998). 

Central Challenges for CES in Family, School & Community Partnerships  
While many criticisms of CES are not valid, this does not mean that there are not 

legitimate challenges that are faced by those who seek to do this work. In this section, some of 
these challenges are discussed using the lens of the Belmont Report as it might be reimagined by 
practitioners of CES (National Institutes of Health, 1979). The Belmont Report was selected as 
an appropriate heuristic device for examining challenges in CES, since it provides a well known 
starting point for researchers thinking about ethical considerations and guidelines for working 
with human research subjects. However, a critical interpretation of the document is necessary as 
it is imperative for CES researchers to act ethically in ways that extend the recommendations of 
the Belmont Report, a document that focuses on individual protections for human subjects. 
While the report’s core principles of respect for persons, beneficence, and justice remain 
applicable, they are limited in scope because CES partners are framed as subjects, and there are 
no guidelines for considering the potential impact of research on communities as a whole 
(Hacker, 2013; Shore, 2006).  
Respect for Persons  

Respect for persons traditionally includes making sure that research participation is 
voluntary, that requirements for informed consent are met, and that there are sufficient 
protections for special populations (e.g., prisoners or children). In extending this definition, 
within CES there must be respect for the entire community and participants should be treated as 
full partners. This can sometimes be complicated, as defining “community” is not always a 
straightforward process. People possess multiple identities, and even those with shared interests 
may define what constitutes a particular community differently. What is clear is that a single 
gatekeeper cannot provide consent of the behalf of a community. Obtaining the consent of the 
community should be a negotiated process that is inclusive of diverse community stakeholders 
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who may hold formal or informal roles. This might include key leaders and representatives from 
a community-based organization or the development of a community advisory board (Hacker, 
2013). 

Respect also means that community partners must be treated as full partners. To 
accomplish this goal, there are issues of power that must be attended to through the creation of 
processes that respect the contributions of all. This is of particular importance, since university 
researchers likely possess financial resources and other forms of capital that privilege their 
positionality. Depending upon of the composition of the partnership, there will also likely be a 
range of relational power dynamics among stakeholders that will need to be considered, 
including race, ethnicity, religious affiliation, gender, sexual orientation, social class, and 
professional status. Issues related to these dynamics can emerge in varied and continuous ways, 
so it is important for CES participants to remain vigilant in maintaining respectful relationships. 
For example, time as a resource is one issue that could surface. CES can demand a significant 
time investment that communities are unable or unwilling to make. A community-based 
organization (CBO) may be engaged in other advocacy or activist efforts and may not have the 
time to fully commit to every aspect of the research process. In fact, a CBO may enter into a 
research partnership because of the recognition that they do not have time to do everything; 
however, another CBO may seek to be an active participant in every step of the research process. 
Individual contributors may feel pressured for time due to other family or job-related 
commitments. In either case, it is necessary to respect the desires of the community members, 
and CES participants should negotiate expectations upfront and periodically revisit these 
agreements to make sure that the needs of partners are being met. 
Beneficence 

The concept of beneficence typically address the minimization of risk and maximization 
of benefits produced from the research. Researchers must demonstrate that the potential benefits 
of a project outweigh any risks. In the social sciences, it is frequently easier to limit risk than to 
demonstrate concrete benefits; yet in CES, it is imperative for all stakeholders to reap benefits 
from their participation. Addressing gaps in the research literature is not sufficient rationale for 
research with an equity-oriented, change agenda. Again, ongoing dialogues must take place to 
determine expected benefits and desired outcomes. 

CES practitioners must also anticipate and be prepared to address unintended 
consequences of their work. As Hacker notes, there are often benefits to be derived from 
research, yet “community ‘harm’ is also a possibility and is often unanticipated. The results of 
research have the potential to stigmatize a community or group if findings are disparaging” 
(2013, p. 114). For example, a study of family participation in school-based activities might 
inadvertently further marginalize and even put at risk an immigrant community that chooses not 
to participate based on their undocumented status. Participants in CES must carefully consider 
potential audiences for their research and how findings will be shared. Similarly, a less-than-
positive evaluation on the effectiveness of a community project might create tensions between 
scholars and community members. A scholar has a responsibility to both the community and a 
wider audience to share the findings, while community stakeholders might be more concerned 
about the immediate impact on the community. These types of tensions are unavoidable, and 
thus, a careful consideration of risks and benefits is important.  
Justice 

Finally, in research, the concept of justice seeks to ensure that the selection of research 
participants is fair. When working with special populations (e.g., students), researchers might be 



Michael P. Evans 

ISSN 2325-6389 11 

asked to explain why it is necessary to focus a study on a particular group. With CES this is 
typically less of an issue since the participants become partners in the research process; although, 
justice concerns can still emerge if a collective starts to do research in their community with 
people who are not already involved in the work. The justice concept also calls for an equitable 
distribution of the benefits and burdens of the research. This concern is shared in the related 
concepts of respect and beneficence outlined above.   

While partners in CES may share values, goals, and purposes with regard to research 
endeavors, determining specific research products (reports, websites, policy briefs, news articles, 
etc.) and how results will be disseminated can still be a challenge (Minkler, 2005). For example, 
in thinking about family, school, and community partnerships, researchers in tenure-track 
positions may feel compelled to publish in academic peer-reviewed journals. Publication in such 
venues is often an institutional requirement for career advancement in academia. However, 
community members might be more interested in developing and utilizing surveys that can 
generate data that they can use at an upcoming school board meeting. Community needs are 
often more immediate and require quick action since community activists must be able to react to 
shifting policy opportunities. Since community members are sharing the burdens of the research, 
it is important that they also share in meaningful benefits. While the academy is slowly 
becoming more accepting of publically engaged scholarship, there is still much work to be done 
in this area. Experienced practitioners of CES have started to develop tools to better support the 
evaluation of publicly engaged scholarship in academia (Eatman, Ivory, Saltmarsh, Middletown, 
Wittman, & Dolgon, 2018). However, it is still advisable for researchers and community 
stakeholders to negotiate mutually beneficial research projects upfront to avoid future 
misunderstandings. 

While there are challenges that must be addressed in CES, if stakeholders are able to 
effectively navigate these issues, there is the potential to achieve impactful social change. 
Successful CES is based on a foundation of strong relationships and trust. It is in the initial 
stages of emerging partnerships where communication is crucial, as stakeholders negotiate their 
roles, contributions, and expectations. These conversations are critical in order to avoid, or at 
least temper, possible tensions. It is also important for practitioners of CES to embed regular 
opportunities for continued reflection and evaluation on these issues. The institutional review 
boards (IRB) at most universities or organizations are ill-equipped to evaluate CES proposals, so 
researchers and community members must be prepared to supplement this work with their own 
assessments that speak to these challenges (Flicker, Travers, Guta, McDonald, & Meagher, 
2007). Fortunately, in recognition of this knowledge gap, experienced groups like the Detroit 
Urban Research Center, the Public Science Project (at the CUNY Graduate Center in NYC), and 
the Everett Program at UC Santa Cruz are offering training and workshops for both researchers 
and community members seeking to implement or improve CES practices in their work. 
Moreover, in 2015 the CITI program (which provides online IRB training for many universities 
and organizations) started to offer three training modules focused on CES that were developed in 
collaboration with the Harvard Catalyst Community Engaged Research Subcommittee, and other 
similar training opportunities continue to proliferate. 

 Conclusion 
Over the past fifteen years, research in the field of family, school, and community 

partnerships has begun to evolve in recognition of the need for more authentic partnership work 
to meet the needs of all students. This is particularly true when working with historically 
marginalized populations that do not meet traditional white, middle-class norms related to family 
involvement. It is clear that there is a continued need for definitions of family engagement to be 
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reimagined. Education policymakers have also started to recognize the importance of supporting 
capacity building for both educators and families, but there is much work that remains to be done 
as communities and educators struggle to address critical issues such as immigration, the 
opportunity gap, and the school-to-prison pipeline. CES offers an opportunity for communities, 
educators, and researchers to work together to initiate or support the furthering of these efforts. 
Through the transformation of the relational dynamics between researchers and communities, the 
recognition and honoring of multiple forms of knowledge, and an explicit commitment to equity 
oriented research agendas, new collaborations can be forged that will advance the field and 
benefit a broad range of public education stakeholders.  
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