From Kathy O'Byrne, Ph.D.

Director, UCLA Center for Community Learning

“Community Based Research: Program Evaluation with Public Health Non-Profits”

Last updated: July 17, 2006

In the past, it was easy to spend four years at UCLA, earning a degree by sitting in huge lecture courses and rarely getting to know a faculty member. Lower-division courses are often taught be graduate students; upper division courses don’t allow for easy access to professors. 

To reverse this trend, we have created new service learning courses that offer opportunities for students to engage in both direct service (e.g. tutoring and mentoring) or in community based research as part of a community. We believe this has an impact on the quality of undergraduate education.

What we hear and see is a change in students’ perspectives on whether they see themselves as researchers. We often hear comments like “I never knew this kind of research existed” or “I’m thinking about graduate school for the first time”!

Contrary to popular belief or anecdotal evidence, most of the UCLA service learners are students of color, particularly in the community based research courses. This is especially true for the course described in this essay. 

Several years ago, several faculty members realized that there were repeated requests from non-profit agencies for help with program evaluation. Desperate for assistance, they consistently complained that funders were requiring more and more evaluation. Yet they had no staff members with experience or expertise to meet those requirements. A series of casual conversations about this issue lead to a plan.

Why not offer a course on program evaluation? We could enroll agency staff members alongside UCLA undergraduates in this class and accomplish three goals. First, we could provide community partners with a concrete piece of research and information in the form of a program evaluation study. Second, we could provide training for staff members who could then go on to play this role in their organizations. And third, we could create new career paths for undergraduates interested in public service careers. 

All of the course instructors have experience with program evaluations and community based research, in the public health sector or housing or community mental health. With our combined expertise and teaching experience, we created a new upper-division course for undergraduates. We relied on the seminal works in the field of program evaluation to teach the basic theories and concepts; then the students would get to apply those concepts and demonstrate their learning with an actual program evaluation of a public health program operating somewhere in Los Angeles.

With a small grant from our Center for Community Partnerships, we launched the effort! We recruited community partners from networks of public health non-profits. For months before the class began, we met with the partners to hash out the program to be evaluated and figure out what the community wanted to know!

Day One of the new course found a group of nervous undergraduates facing a group of nervous community partners. Undergraduates seemed intimidated by sitting in class with working professionals, some of whom had years and years of experience. The community partners seemed intimidated by these young undergrads, who (they feared) would run rings around them (since it had been years since they had been in school).

In fact, the teams bonded quickly and became quite attached. It was the one course we can remember teaching where the class time ended and the students all stayed in the classroom to work on their projects!

What did they do? Research questions created by the community partners framed the program evaluation studies. Each team collected and analyzed data, and then reported back to a campus/community audience.

Each team of student researchers is given a blend of structure and freedom. Each group is given general guidelines for a PowerPoint presentation twice in the quarter. In week 4 (of 10) each team presents information on their agency, their community (as context), a research question and a methodology. All three instructors provide feedback to improve the research methodology and the “story” that is being told about the program. Then in week 9, each team once again presents a “dress rehearsal” for the final event; instructors provide tips on how to improve both the content and delivery for the big day! So students get frank and candid comments on everything from improving the flow of the program evaluation findings to tips on making the talk interesting!

Then the big recognition and celebration event occurs. It is attended by staff from all the participating agencies. Last year, over 80 people came to see and hear the results! Directors and sometimes board members come to hear the formal PowerPoint presentation of findings, which always conclude with an examination of policy issues that are impacting public health delivery systems (and lunch).

And again, nervous undergrads and nervous community partners (many of whom dread public speaking) present some incredible findings to their friends, families, co-workers, supervisors, boards of directors, executive directors and campus leaders. This experience is truly empowering, and some teams have been invited to press conferences held by agencies or repeat the presentations to non-profit boards or governmental entities. 

As one can imagine, the projects bring out the students’ passion. Working in areas as important as HIV/AIDS and diabetes management exposes students to the practical importance of their work, and provide stark evidence that “knowledge is power”.

The course has doubled in size over the last three years. The testimonials from UCLA undergraduates and community partners are moving, due in part to the fact that this course is unusual in its structure and methods of teaching research skills. The student teams are asked to submit progress reports, which show how every team member is making a significant contribution. Students travel to their agency sites and are required to take photographs and also include GIS mapping as part of the power points. The course begins with a great deal of required reading in the first four weeks, and then almost no reading in the following four weeks as students are dedicated and committed to their community based research. Instructors are available for consultations but the class does not meet for 3 of the 4 weeks when data collection and analysis are taking place. Students learn to deal with ambiguity, gray areas, the culture of non-profit agencies and the challenges of working in teams to create a high quality piece of program evaluation research.

Transfer students often are attracted to this class for a variety of reasons. There are some who want to “give back” to communities in which they live. Or, they apply and receive service-oriented scholarships, which require service learning and/or community based research courses. One of the students in the course was slightly older than the traditional 18-21 year old UCLA undergraduate. She was passionate about community service but learned that her passion could have an academic context, deepening and enriching her experience. After this Latina activist chose her agency and her evaluation project, she was transformed into a researcher with a public purpose. Here is the story of her experience in the class, in her own words. 

“I have always been interested in positive and creative change in society.  As an immigrant who was raised in the inner city of Los Angeles, I have experienced many difficulties in achieving and succeeding major goals, much like the community partners who participated in the class. All the agencies who participated in the course represented and worked for underrepresented or otherwise disadvantaged citizens in our communities. The agency I worked along with was one which assists AIDS and HIV positive clients receive vouchers for housing under the HOPWA tenant based program to evaluate.  I, along with the program's director, her assistant, and another classmate, tested the program's effectiveness and achievement.  The short time that we had to design the evaluation, collect the data, compare it with other literature, and present the results within the ten weeks of the quarter was definitely intense.  However, although the time was short for us to finish it, we conducted it with extreme professionalism but, most importantly, with lots of care for the clients.  We were successful in our performance because we worked as a team and because we also had valuable guidance.

Our commitment to our project was important to finish our evaluation but I would not have been so greatly inspired without the passionate advice from our professors.    These qualities are absolutely essential for any projects that tend to the needs and services provided by any community serving agency or individual. Prior to my experience at UCLA, I knew that I would serve others after academia somehow, but now…I identified my future career in community service. Currently, I am enjoying my major as a senior conducting research in the Latino community.  I have been inspired to provoke positive change in our land. Although decay and negativism fill the news, with people like the participants in the Client Program Evaluation course, we may come up with the much needed answers that our world is crying for. “

Another African-American woman in the class was enthusiastic from the first day of class, although a little insecure. She didn’t consider herself a “scholar” and hadn’t had a lot of training in research methodology or research courses at all! However, as a “Community Development and Social Justice Scholar”, she needed to get involved with a community-based research course. She chose to work with the Minority AIDS Project in South Los Angeles, and ended up working with a predominantly African-American population. Feeling like an “outsider” at UCLA, due to low numbers of African American students being admitted in the last ten years, she became an “insider” when conducting surveys and interviews. She was able to take the data that she and her group collected and write it as a policy piece that was then given to administrators at the Los Angeles Country Department of Health.  Here is what this student had to say about her own transformation through participation in the class, in her own words.

“During my four years at UCLA, I have taken several courses which were intriguing and changed my thought process in one way or another, but none of those courses have had such a significant impact on my life as the Honors 105, Client Based Evaluation course. What was great about the course was that I was able to learn while providing a service and evaluate my work in the classroom. Our text books and the lectures allowed students to connect theory with practice. I benefited from the course by learning skills that could be used in a working environment, while providing a service to an organization that was in need of assistance.  

In Honors 105 I worked with a community program that was making change in South Central, an inner-city neighborhood that was less than 20 minutes away from the university I attend.  I worked for the Minority Aids Project (MAP), an organization that provided free AIDS testing throughout South Central by taking a mobile unit to different neighborhoods in the area, as well as AIDS education and prevention materials. Our student group worked with, the program manager Carolynn Martin to evaluate the services provided by the program. Before I worked for the program I was unaware of AIDS epidemic occurring in minority communities, in fact I was shocked by the rate at which AIDS is spreading. I felt that it was pertinent that we work as a team to ensure that the program was as efficient as possible. As we evaluated the project, we learned that many of the obstacles the project faced was with the changes in public policy. 

As a student, I became aware that I could contribute by providing my services and finding ways to increase program productivity, yet I could be a real asset to a program like MAP with a graduate degree. Since public policy is extremely important in any type of community service program, I decided that by studying law I could be effective in assisting various issues that face low-socio economic communities. The reason why I chose law was because in our class there were several different programs, some dealt with health issues, while others dealt with education and housing issues; and the law provides a broad foundation to address each of these issues. I hope that one day I can help pass policy that benefits programs which attempt to service community needs.”

The lessons we have learned are that students, instructors and community partners are all more engaged, motivated and enthusiastic when the standard frameworks of an undergraduate course are altered.  It is possible to have community partners and undergraduates together in a class. It is possible to challenge students to do graduate level work, in an undergraduate class. It is gratifying to see that these service learning research products are used in real-world situations and build the capacity of our community partners. We are determined to create additional courses that use “research as service”, which fits the culture of our research university. 

More specific lessons learned are these:

· Involve community partners in the planning of the evaluations and research questions from the very start! 

· Realize that the world of non-profits is different from academic culture, from everything from timeframes and deadlines to the dissemination of findings or results.

· Pick projects that “have legs”. A good program evaluation is one that will be used for some purpose. The findings should help with advocacy, program planning or development, decision making, advocacy or the next grant proposal!

· Frontload all the reading. Then leave at least four or five weeks for hands-on data collection and analysis.

· Have students write progress reports in teams during the data collection/analysis timeframe. Include the individual responsibilities or contributions of each team member so the workload is evenly and fairly distributed.

· Make sure to have a recognition or celebration event at the end to showcase findings, acknowledge the work and bring campus and community partners together (just as in the beginning of the project). Have students bring friends and family members. Be sure to invite key faculty and administrators, who are interested in undergraduate research or engaged scholarship.

And so we are slowly making a difference, in changing the culture of undergraduate education through relationships among students, between students and faculty, and between the university and the community.  Now it’s just finding time for all of us who teach service learning courses to write all those letters of recommendation…..

