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Abstract

Community-based Research (CBR) has become recognized as a powerful pedagogical strategy for fostering undergraduate civic engagement, applied research skills, and civic leadership development.  CBR engages undergraduate students in mutual and meaningful partnership with community agents to accomplish a research project in service of a non-profit community agency or other community group.  Under-addressed in the CBR literature is what preparation students need for participation in productive, collaborative, and meaningful community-based research partnerships.  Often, there is little time for such preparation given that CBR is most commonly situated in a single course.  Advocated in this article is a more developmental approach to CBR, guiding students from preparatory orientation to CBR engagement over time to integration of their community experience into their citizen and career goals.  This article analyzes a community-campus collaborative course entitled, Downtown: Inner City Youth and Families that serves as the foundation for a three-semester CBR program, The Trenton Youth Community-based Research Corps (TYCRC).  TYCRC is dedicated to serving the research needs of Trenton social service agencies while educating undergraduate students in applied research and social justice.  A dozen mid-undergraduate-career students, having had some social scientific methodological training, begin in Downtown then move into a year-long CBR project, working collaboratively in a community-student-faculty partnership.  

Downtown: A Community-campus Collaborative Course to Prepare Students for Community-based Research

 “I want to help children have a better life,” explained Kristen, an eager 19-year-old college sophomore with an interest in clinical psychology.  Kristen is a young, upper middle-class, white woman who grew up in a small suburban town about 25 minutes north of Newark, New Jersey.  She and her family rarely traveled out of the northeastern United States during her childhood.  Family vacations included occasional treks to Washington, D.C., to tour national museums and landmarks, or to New Hampshire for winter ski vacations.  

Attending a selective college was important to Kristen, but she also wanted to stay within close reach of home.  She had always excelled in school, earning good grades and participating actively in her public school’s Honor Society.  Kristen relished the 10 hours of community service required by her high school.  She and three of her friends prepared backpacks for children living in Newark.  They solicited donations from suburban businesses, assembled the backpacks, and brought them to a local business for delivery to Newark.  

In her first year of college, Kristen completed her required 15-hour service project by playing with children at a neighborhood daycare center serving low-income residents.  The daycare center is in a residential area on the outskirts of Trenton, just minutes from campus.  At the completion of her service hours, Kristen observed, “The kids were just adorable!  They responded really well to me right from the beginning.  It’s great that the college helps these kids have good adults to interact with.”

Now in her second year of college, Kristen is an organized and diligent student with her sights set on graduate study in clinical psychology.  Identifying herself as graduate school bound and caring, Kristen’s interest was piqued when she heard about the Trenton Youth Community-based Research Program.  She saw the program as a great way to get research experience in psychology (which she kept hearing was so important for competitive graduate school entry) and to continue to “make the lives of children better.”  

The Trenton Youth Community-based Research Corps


The Trenton Youth Community-based Research Corps (TYCRC) at The College of New Jersey developed out of my interest in engaging undergraduate students in research that would help non-profit community organizations make a difference in the lives of children—particularly those living in poverty—in Trenton, New Jersey, a neighboring city to our suburban campus.   Community-based Research (CBR) is public scholarship—rigorous research as a form of service to the public good.  The students and I partner with non-profit social service agencies that otherwise lack the resources to hire external researchers to conduct community needs and assets assessments or to study the effectiveness of their programs.  Such research is increasingly necessary for the economic survival of non-profit community-based organizations, not to mention for developing maximally-effective programs and services.  

The expectation in CBR is that all partners bring some skills and expertise to the partnership and all partners will learn from the collaborative experience.  All partners are both teacher and learner.  Community partners are professionals expert in working with the target community and issues at the focus of the agency mission.  They are expert in non-profit management, fundraising, and navigating the political terrain.  Campus partners bring knowledge of research design and methodology, time and energy for study implementation, and skill in data analysis and presentation.  They may bring connections with relevant theory and basic and applied research.  By the conclusion of the partnership, community partners have developed research acumen which will be of continued benefit to organizational development.  Campus partners have developed deeper understanding of social justice, the non-profit sector, the applied value of research, and often important social policy implications of their work.  

Growing Beyond the Bounds of One Course

Initially, TYCRC was a one-semester course in community-based research (CBR) methods in which students completed a small “demonstration” CBR project.  This was a familiar pedagogical model that comfortably allowed me to experiment with engaging undergraduates in CBR.  Kristen signed on to a CBR project in service of an anti-bullying program at an inner-city elementary school program.  Kristen was adept at studying the research literature on bullying, quickly establishing an organized file system and color-coded note cards.  She easily concluded that bullying is bad behavior; bullies have behavior problems that need to be stopped.  Yet her study of this literature showed little awareness of the impact of demographic and/or sociocontextual factors (e.g., inner-city vs. suburban locale; socioeconomic status; the social dynamics of privilege and prejudice).  She had little understanding of the social dynamics—even social functions—of bullying that make prevention and intervention so challenging.  

But Kristen’s greatest challenge came when she had to step into the role of partner, working collaboratively with community agency staff to plan and execute the research project.  When in the presence of her community partners, Kristen was reserved and quiet.  And when faced with traveling to the program site in Trenton—a novel experience for her near-total existence in suburban “bubbles” —Kristen became anxious and overwhelmed.  She quickly responded with stereotype-fueled fears of “those people” and the dangers of traveling in inner-city neighborhoods.  These fears paralyzed Kristen’s progress on the CBR project and inhibited relationship building with her community partners.  By the time Kristen began to expand her worldview and developed a modicum of comfort with traveling with me to Trenton and interacting with agency staff, the semester had ended and the CBR project failed to meet the agency’s objectives.   

After attempting CBR within the constraints of a single course, I quickly realized the necessity of growing the length of the program beyond a semester.  The periodicity of a semester constrains learning to particular times (and typically to particular contexts) and is mismatched with the real-time and real-world nature of CBR.  Even more so, we all quickly gained appreciation for how complex the learning experience was, extending deeply into but also far beyond research methods.  As Kristen’s experience exemplifies, CBR partnerships—and the partners themselves—take time to prepare and develop.  While Kristen’s interest and intentions were authentic, her background had not prepared her for the depth of real-world experience CBR offered.  To productively serve the Trenton non-profit community and provide students with the richest learning experience, TYCRC needed to foster development of cultural awareness and competence “scaffolding” from which students could launch into mutual and productive CBR partnerships.

TYCRC is now a three-semester program (see Figure I).  Students first enroll in a course entitled Downtown: Inner-city Youth and Families.  This course grew out of lessons learned about preparation needed to support students in engaging meaningfully in intense urban CBR projects.  The majority of students involved in TYCRC, like Kristen, have had little to no exposure to the realities of inner-city children and families living in poverty.  While many have had well-intentioned community service experiences, the students were frequently sheltered from up-close exposure to the hard realities of social injustice and rarely engaged in meaningful reflection to deepen their understanding.  Thus, initial exposure to these realities and awareness of the mission and strategies of community organizations is necessary for poising the students for the CBR partnership.  

My challenge was to prepare TYCRC students for yearlong CBR partnerships in which they accomplish major research projects with and on behalf of their community partners.  Three students work on each CBR project; this small team approach provides collaboration and support among students while also manageability in terms of project organization and communication.  Students are assigned to CBR teams based on their interests and work habits.  I establish the initial partnership with the community organizations and have preliminary conversations about their research needs.  Students join the partnership and the mutual work on defining and executing the CBR project begins.  

We begin by discussing and defining the agency’s research needs.  We discuss at length what research aims will provide the most useful information to the agency.  The students and faculty spend time getting to know the agency by holding all meetings at the agency and students volunteer time in helping roles at the agency.  The students, with input from other partners, conduct professional literature searches to further inform the research questions.  

Once the objectives of the research are clearly defined, a realistic research design is defined, measures and data collection methods are designed, and study implementation logistics are planned.  Research ethics are reviewed by the Institutional Review Board of either the community organization (if available) or College.  Students are instrumental in administering the data collection process, and they take the lead in statistical analysis and the presentation of results.  The full partnership participates in discussing and interpreting results, and in developing recommendations for the agency based on the results.  When appropriate, focus groups are held with clients of the agency to gain their perspectives on the results and implications for the agency.  The agency defines the most useful format for reporting study results.  Typically, agencies request a formal research report (particularly helpful in seeking grant funding) as well as a presentation for agency staff, the Board of Directors, and sometimes clientele.  Students are the primary authors on the research report, with substantial input on multiple drafts from all partners.  

“Downtown … everything’s waiting for you”

To serve the foundational needs for preparing TYCRC students for rigorous CBR projects, I developed a course entitled, Downtown: Inner-city Youth and Families.  The name of this course was inspired in part by Petula Clark’s classic rendition of Downtown in which she croons, “And you may find somebody kind to help and understand you.  Someone who is just like you and needs a gentle hand to guide them along … So go downtown, things’ll be great when you’re downtown – don’t wait a minute more, downtown – everything’s waiting for you.”  This classic sixties tune celebrates the wonders of urban life—in the face of the realities of urban economic decline and the societal disparagement of poor inner-city life.  Downtown takes a wide-eyed look at the hard realities of inner-city poverty while appreciating the assets and strengths of its residents.

The learning objectives for the Downtown course include (1) providing exposure to and stimulating awareness of the complex lives of inner-city youth and families, particularly those who live in poverty; (2) viewing real-life urban complexities (needs and assets) through multiple lenses, including disciplinary perspectives (e.g., psychology, sociology, urban studies) and community-based perspectives (e.g., social policy, service provision); (3) building cultural competency skills necessary for working with and on behalf of inner-city youth and families; (4) developing understanding of social services and gaining comfort interacting with community professionals; and (5) gaining familiarity with and comfort in traveling around Trenton.  Upon completing this course, it is expected that students will be poised for engaging fully in a collaborative CBR partnership.

Downtown is a “course within a course”—a community course within a College course.  Students enrolled in Downtown also partake as citizen participants in the Trenton Community Orientation Course, an 8-session program fostering youth advocacy skills in concerned citizens (a collaboration of the Association for Children of New Jersey, Millhill Child and Family Development Corporation, the City of Trenton, and TYCRC).  Other participants are typically adult social service professionals, retired citizens interested in finding volunteer opportunities, or philanthropists wanting to learn more about Trenton needs and assets.  Each session focuses on a different issue (e.g., child abuse and neglect, education) and meets at a local social service agency.  TYCRC students learn in situ about pressing inner-city issues; they get to know many Trenton citizens; they learn through observation, interaction, and testimonials about Trenton youth and families; they learn about numerous social service agencies—including their economic pressures; and they develop familiarity with and comfort in traveling to Trenton.  These community sessions are complemented by class sessions at The College that include reflection, relevant social science readings, and discussion with area professionals about urban youth issues and the role of research in social service agencies.  

The Trenton Community Orientation Course (TCOC) meets one Wednesday (8:30 a.m. to 2 p.m.) every three or four weeks each spring.  At TCNJ, Wednesdays are reserved for three-hour specialized courses in the morning and governance meetings in the afternoon.  Downtown is scheduled at this time to facilitate TCNJ student participation in the TCOC; a day in the middle of the week is also more convenient for social service providers to attend.  

Students and I caravan in three or four cars to each session of the TCOC.  This arrangement puts students in the driver’s seat while also assisting them with navigation around Trenton.  Sometimes sessions start at one site and then transition to another site.  At times, the caravan has met challenging realities of traveling in Trenton.  One February, for example, we started at Isles, Inc., a community development organization, then traveled to a YouthBuild site, and then on to new affordable housing sites constructed by YouthBuild.  All this amidst six inches of slushy snow that had fallen that morning and had not yet been cleared from the roads.    

Each TCOC session includes continuing team-building activities and interactive exercises that challenge stereotypes and build awareness of privilege and prejudice.  But the primary focus is on a particular social issue—what is the challenge?  How does the community respond to the challenge (services, resources)?  What can we do to help (both in terms of direct service and youth advocacy)?  For example, an early session meets at LifeTies, a social service agency serving at-risk teenagers through life-skills training, transitional living programs (including Rainbow House for youths living with HIV/AIDS), and counseling services.  We meet various staff at LifeTies who discuss the realities of their young clients’ lives.  Professionals from Rainbow House discuss HIV/AIDS among inner-city youth.  They present statistics showing the growing epidemic, and present information to dispel myths and provide accurate knowledge of disease transmission and the realities of living with HIV.  

A highlight of this session is meeting a young adolescent resident of Rainbow House who has been infected with HIV from birth and came to Rainbow House as a thirteen-year old after her drug-abusing mother died of AIDS leaving her homeless.  The spark, resilience, and bold life plans of this youngster leaves a lasting impression on all present.  She speaks especially powerfully about the social challenges of educating her peers about her HIV status.  Staff members from other LifeTies programs discuss other pressing youth issues (a special moment comes when one staff member discusses a recent program innovation based on the “Issue Investigation” on youth hopelessness completed by some of last year’s TYCRC students, described below).  A health educator from the state Department of Health and Human Services discusses youth obesity; her presentation includes national and state incidence data, research on youth obesity, and state initiatives to lessen youth obesity.  This sparks conversation about local contributors, including the geography of fast-food restaurants surrounding the high school.  The session ends with a tour of LifeTies’ facilities, including more possibilities for conversation with other clients and staff.  

Sessions also include lunch, providing opportunities for more informal conversation among TCOC participants and facilitators.  TYCRC students are encouraged to sit with non-student TCOC participants—a tall challenge at first.  At an early campus session of Downtown we brainstorm about conversation starters to facilitate their interaction.  I encourage honest discussion of stereotypes we hold of various sectors of TCOC participants, and I prompt conversation about stereotypes we presume non-student TCOC participants hold of us.  This evolves into discussion of dynamics of privilege and social status, town-gown relations, and ways in which stereotypes sometimes seem to hold a “kernel of truth” but can be challenged and eroded.  Making an effort to get to know individuals—identifying common interests but also appreciating individuality—is a powerful strategy for weakening the prejudicial power of stereotypes.   

Students’ major assignment in the Downtown course is to complete a community agency-sponsored “Issue Investigation”—an in-depth analysis of an issue about which a community agency is interested.  Students research relevant research, policy and resources, and present the information for the sponsoring community agency’s use.  Examples of Issue Investigations include a study of feelings of hopelessness among contemporary urban youth, curriculum development for a new life skills and mentoring program for urban teenage girls, and brainstorming about ways to stimulate healthy peer relationship development among urban youth.  

Issue Investigations require students to work with community partners to define an issue of interest and to articulate the community agency’s need or potential uses for the information.  Students must have a series of conversations with community partners, learn about the mission and goals of the organization, and think strategically about the organization’s work.  The projects require students to search and consult various sources of information, including scholarly research, demographic and other public data, information on relevant programs in other parts of the country, policy positions and research, and information gleaned through interviews or focus groups with native informants.  Students gain some of this information from the internet and library, but also must travel to local neighborhoods, agencies, and government offices.  Their Issue Investigations also give them something purposeful to talk about with adult Trenton Community Orientation Course participants.  Finally, Issue Investigations give students a taste for doing something “real”—with real importance, real relevance, and real impact.  For most of the students, this is the first time they will create something that is seen by eyes other than a teacher or professor for the sole purpose of grading or assessment.  The students surprise themselves with the quality and extensiveness of the work they do and have a great sense of pride in their final product.  

Participants’ experiences of Downtown and the TCOC course

Assessment of the Downtown course includes surveys of civic attitudes and behaviors administered to all TCOC participants before and after the course; written reflections of all TCOC participants about the course experience (including the experience of interactions between campus and community participants), as well as more extensive written reflections of all TYCRC participants throughout the course.   These data illustrate progress on the Downtown learning objectives. 

From 2003 – 2005, 80 individuals participated in the TCOC; 57% were non-students and 43% were TCNJ students.  Half of the participants were non-Hispanic Caucasians (there were more Caucasian TCNJ students than non-student participants); 31% were African-American, 11% Hispanic, 2% Asian, and 3% described themselves as multiethnic.  Participants ranged in age from 19 to 59 years.  

Learning outcomes and the impact of the TCOC course

Comparisons of participants’ survey responses before and after the TCOC revealed several significant differences (student and non-student participants in the TCOC did not differ in these differences).  Most participants gained greater self-efficacy--particularly a sense of being effective in the community.  Participants showed greater understanding of social problems and reported engaging more often in civic activities (e.g., participating in a community action program, keeping up to date with political affairs, discussing politics, communicating with a public leader to voice concerns about a community problem).  Participants reported participating less frequently in fundraising events, but more often performed volunteer work, participated in activities that help to improve their community, and encouraged others to participate in community service.  Participants reported that the TCOC inspired them to work on behalf of children and gave them a specific idea about how they can work on behalf of children.  

Participants’ written reflections brought the above findings to life.  Key themes in these reflections were: 1) exposure, 2) understanding, 3) community building, and 4) action.  In the following sketch, TYCRC students’ reflections on the TCOC and Downtown will be highlighted.  

Exposure  

All TYCRC students reflected on how wide their eyes had been opened in TCOC and Downtown.  One student remarked:


The Community Orientation Course had a huge impact on me.  Since I had never been exposed to the many issues facing children in inner cities before, it was a very eye-opening experience for me.  The most positive result for me personally was that not only did I become aware of these issues, but I also came in contact with many people who made me feel that I could contribute significantly to these issues.

An important function of the on-campus Downtown class sessions (as well as the car rides to and from TCOC sessions) was debriefing on the realities to which the students had been exposed in the TCOC sessions.  Critical was a supportive space in which to share observations, express surprise and even shock, and begin to fold this awareness into their widening sense of reality.  

For many of the students, reflections on the new realities to which they were exposed led to deepening understanding of life experiences and communities different from their own.  One student observed, “it really has helped me to realize that there’s so much more to people than they might convey by their first appearance.”  Another student realized:

I learned so much about the issues facing children in Trenton and inner cities.  I value social context more than I have in the past and better understand the reasons that youth make some of the ‘decisions’ that they do.  Many times, in order to survive, there aren’t many other options.  

I have also come to appreciate the transformative power of Downtown for students who have grown up in urban environments and who are very familiar with the challenging realities of inner-city life.  Luis, a student who grew up in Trenton, described his experience in Downtown:


I joined TYCRC because someone has to help kids in Trenton!  It’s a tough place, you know.  And kids, they just give up.  I got out.  But I can’t just walk away, but I don’t know what to do.  I began to think maybe there really isn’t any hope.  Being in the Downtown course really opened my eyes.  I never knew there were so many caring adults in Trenton!  I heard about some really good programs – I didn’t even know they existed.  I started thinking about what is really going on in Trenton and what could actually make a difference.  Talking with kids in the forums – I heard them in a different way.  I guess even I was buying into the “loser theories” about us.  I started thinking more about what is going on outside the kids and how kids took that in.  But then I saw that maybe we need to reach inside and put that on the outside.  What I saw is that even one person could make a difference.  I could do that.  


We spend considerable time in Downtown sessions discussing the many factors that conspire to create the complex youth issues looming large in inner-city communities like Trenton—child neglect and abuse, early substance use and abuse, gang involvement and violence.  My goal is to start with students’ often simplistic or “pat” theories or answers to these problems and to complicate them.  We consider many different sources of information and different perspectives.  Another shift I try to engineer is from individual attributions for the cause of these problems (“they are just lazy,”) to consideration of external factors—poverty, prejudice, privilege and power.  We also discuss the tendency toward simplified and homogeneous beliefs about outgroups or people we see as different or removed from ourselves, as well as the societal function of simplistic, external stereotypes and assumptions.  


Consider this pre- to post-course difference in one student’s description of what they think of inner-city youth:


Pre-Downtown:  I don’t really know enough about inner-city youth to even begin to answer this question.  I know they usually end up in gangs, and get into drugs and violence.  Most have no focus and no goals in mind.


Post-Downtown:  I think inner-city youth cannot control the environment they were born in and thus have to face many hardships that suburban youth never see.  I think inner-city youth may need an extra push in the right direction sometimes because their environment is so harsh.  I don’t think that all inner-city families are abusive or consist of one parent, however, there are definitely more problems in the inner city that could put stress on familial relations. I think most inner-city youth are talented and can contribute greatly to society.

Some of the most powerful and insightful experiences come when TYCRC students interact personally with Trenton youth.  I collaborate with Trenton leaders to plan and implement Trenton Teens Talk youth forums on pressing youth issues (e.g., youth violence, challenges to healthy relationships, gang involvement). One of these biannual youth forums coincides with Downtown and so I involve TYCRC students in the event.  Nearly 100 Trenton youth from the local public high school, alternative high school, YouthBuild site, and youth detention center come together and participate in guided discussion about a pressing issue.  Eight to ten youths sit together at a round table and are joined by a community facilitator.  The event starts with a brief motivational presentation, typically delivered by a Trenton native in their twenties or thirties, emphasizing the power of youth voices in shaping the promise of the future.  The forum is comprised of four or five 20 – 30 minute sessions, each posing a thought-provoking question to stimulate small-group conversation; for example, “What kinds of things in your school or neighborhood lead kids to be violent or to hurt each other?”  “What could people in your school or neighborhood do to help kids get along and not hurt each other?”  The facilitator gently keeps the conversation on track and documents the youths’ feedback.  At the close of each session, the youths’ responses are sent to a “theme team” that compiles all responses and creates a “Trenton Teens Talk” report in real-time during the forum.  Each participant leaves with a copy of the report, and the report is distributed widely to community leaders.  The youth feedback, insights, and ideas included in these reports is very thought-provoking and has lead to specific school and community changes and initiatives.  

Each TYCRC student joins one of the small groups at the forum.  They not only observe the youths’ discussion in response to the session prompts, but they eat lunch side-by-side with the youths and get to know them as real people (rather than as a stereotyped abstract category).  Participation in the youth forum is a turning point in Downtown, stimulating movement from exposure to growing understanding.  One student remarked:


I think inner-city youth should be listened to more closely.  They should have a seat at the table when parents and teachers are deciding what’s good for them.  They need to be nurtured more.  Trenton kids are a promising group of individuals that have a wealth of untapped potential.  I want to be involved in healing their pain and mind so they can feel encouraged and hopeful about their future.

Deepening understanding brings new challenges to the students.  They reach a point when they realize that now that their eyes have been opened to complex and sometimes painful realities, it is impossible to close them again.  As they shed protective ignorance, they come face to face with civic responsibility—no longer as an externally-imposed “should,” now as a personal mandate.  This is the most difficult time during the entire three-semester TYCRC program.  When students reach this realization, they need open and supportive time and space to share their complicated thoughts and feelings.  When I sense that some of the students are nearing this place (manifested in so many ways—from avoidance to anxiety to excitement to frenzy), I discuss my own experience of getting to this realization and encourage them to reflect and talk.  I also invite individuals from the Trenton community to join us for personal reflection about their own path to civic engagement and responsibility.  This is time to talk about building “citizenship” into identity—the students are inspired by the different stories of civic identity formation sketched by our guests and also appreciate the real talk about the continued challenges—and rewards—of open-eyed engagement.  

Community Building

Downtown ends with a TCOC graduation ceremony in City Hall in May.  Some participants are accompanied by family members or other loved ones.  The Mayor of Trenton and other community leaders address the graduates.  Last year, the participants were inspired by Reverend Darryl Armstrong, nationally regarded for his work on behalf of foster children.  He challenged students to accept civic leadership in their daily lives.  All TCOC graduates receive a certificate and a collection of local resource guides and memorabilia.  This is a day of pride, accomplishment, and inspiration.  

TCOC participants reunite in June for a state advocacy day, sponsored by the Association for Children of New Jersey (ACNJ), held at the state house.  This is a warm reunion, reflecting the camaraderie developed among all participants throughout the TCOC.  Most TCNJ student participants return to Trenton to attend the day’s events.  Participants observe an ACNJ press conference on a recent policy issue regarding children (e.g., overhaul of the youth and family service system, preschool education for all children), attend a committee meeting (e.g., Committee on Education), and interact with policy makers, lobbyists, and other community leaders.


TCOC graduates depart from the state advocacy day and scatter to all parts of Trenton and the state.  But their network is established firmly, as is evidenced by continued contact; sharing job opportunities, new resources, and advice; and greeting one another warmly when their paths cross again.  Participants proudly identify themselves as TCOC graduates, entering a cumulative community of ten years of TCOC graduates!  One student observed:

The Community Orientation Course has impacted me by informing me of the wealth of resources within the community.  I have made contacts with others in the community.  I have even been able to pass the information I’ve gained to other people who work diligently with children.

As TYCRC students move from this first-semester experience into their year-long CBR project, their TCOC experience helps make Trenton feel like a “small world.”  Having traveled to many different parts of Trenton, walked the streets of Trenton with other citizens, learned about the real-life experiences of Trenton residents, and met inspirational social service providers, TYCRC students begin to feel like part of the community.  Even more importantly, as the students travel around Trenton, building CBR partnerships, they will cross paths with the non-student TCOC participants—there is nothing that helps more to feel you belong in a community than to see a familiar and friendly face.  One student exclaimed, “I thought I would never meet people that care so much about the community.  It’s great to make friends with common goals.”  Another observed:

I have really started to develop an interest in changing and developing policy.  I know how important it is to have a voice and realize just how much ‘noise’ one voice can make!  I am so much more informed than ever before on policy affecting children on the local, state, and federal level.  I hope to get involved in local policy work in my community project next year…. Overall, I have to say that I thoroughly enjoyed this course, feeling like I’m not just one lone fish swimming in a big sea but, rather, a part of a ‘school’ of intelligent, caring, and compassionate citizens who really do want to make a difference in the lives of the children in our backyard.  


All TCOC participants were asked four times during the TCOC to respond to reflective prompts about “the experience of being in a class that is a mix of college students and community members.”  Responses were overwhelmingly positive.  Many participants reflected on the benefits of the complementarily of diverse participants:

One community participant commented:


I think that this is a great combination because you get to know all aspects and views of the community and create ties and relationships/friendships with many that you wouldn’t otherwise communicate on any level.  I have no problem working or being a part of a group that has students and community members.  It makes me feel knowledgeable to the students.

Another participant exclaimed:


I love it!  It has inspired me to go back to school!  It gives a nice ratio of older and younger, new people in the field and old.  Everyone has come together to appreciate one another as individuals.

A TCNJ student participant, Brent, admitted:


I don’t feel as comfortable as I would in a typical college class.  But I think that’s a good thing.  I have learned so much already from the community members I have talked to.  Not only are they a different age, but they just have such wonderful experiences to share!

The only concern expressed about this diversity was that some presenters catered to the college student participants.  Marge explained, “I feel that some of the presenters are marketing toward the recruitment of the students in the social service field, but there are others within the course too that are beyond that.”  I suggest discussing in advance the special composition of the course with presenters and urge them to avoid overemphasizing the college students.  

Action 

A key aim of the TCOC is to stimulate advocacy efforts on behalf of children.  A very broad sense of advocacy is promoted, including such actions as interacting one-on-one with youth, registering concern about a youth issue with a local leader or state politician, serving as a youth advocate, or committing to advance a cause through activism or community leadership.  Surely, TYCRC students’ issue investigation is an advocacy effort, but students are encouraged to participate in other advocacy actions with TCOC participants.  As we travel to the different social service agencies that host TCOC sessions, representatives from the social service agencies and other invited speakers make suggestions for needed action—“We are working with a family who are recent refugees from Liberia; they have a need for clothing for their teenage daughter. She would also greatly benefit from after-school tutoring”—“The children you have just met in this shelter, here because of emergency removal from their homes because of neglect and/or abuse, are caught in the middle of youth and family services reform conflict.  Please write to your political representatives to urge them to include provision of emergency shelter care in the reform plan”—“Please join our community-wide effort Saturday to clean up our neighborhood and build a new playground.”  Through these targeted service efforts, TCOC participants are drawn in to the community, working side-by-side with diverse residents.   One student explained:

This course opened my eyes to the prevailing situations that affect today’s youth.  It is so easy to look at some of the problem behaviors and forget that there is an individual behind that problem who needs someone to reach out and accept him/her, where they are at right now.  Too often, we are quick to write people off as being unchangeable.  This course helped me to see the many organizations that are in place and are out there fighting to save today’s youth.  It also opened my eyes to the limitations of such programs due to a lack of funding or people to join in on the work in progress.  There are so many groups desperate for an hour here or there.  While it may not seem like much, when everyone is willing to give those hours, the youth of the community will reap the benefits.  I’ve come to understand that every little bit helps.  I can make a difference.  


Perhaps the best outcome of Downtown is the “fire” it builds in the students, catapulting them into their year-long CBR partnership.  Contrary to Kristen’s one-semester CBR experience described at the beginning of this chapter, in which she was plagued by ignorance, fear, and self-doubt thereby stunting the potential of the CBR partnership, students emerge from Downtown burning to start their CBR project!  They approach the year-long partnership with enthusiasm, a sense of purpose and belief in their efficacy, an openness to and respect for their community partners, and pride in working in Trenton!  


At the end of Downtown one year, I invited a few students to join me in describing TYCRC to a group of “friends of the College.”  One student, nervous about talking in front of this distinguished group, began quietly describing the details of the program when all of a sudden she stood up straight and assertively stated, “And you know what?  Trenton is a wonderful, hopeful city with a lot of heart!  My friends look at me like I’m a freak for wanting to go into Trenton.  Well, I am honored to work there.  I feel like I’m part of something real, something meaningful.”

Conclusion: Implementing a Developmental Program


In TYCRC, students learn to be a partner, citizen, and public scholar.  They learn the individual responsibility and interpersonal collaboration necessary for powerful and effective partnership.  They internalize an identity as citizen, recognizing both that they are part of social systems and dynamics of power and privilege, and that they can be agents of social change.  And they learn that research can be a tool for strengthening community agencies and for prompting social change.  Developing these identities takes time and gradually-deepening experiences, support and challenge, and reflection and discussion—far more than can be accomplished in a single course in a single semester.  


Implementing a developmental program like TYCRC poses challenges, including cost and role definition issues.  I have learned through various generations of TYCRC that twelve students is the ideal class size for what I am trying to achieve.  While the course objectives of Downtown may enable a larger class size, I need to be sensitive to the balance of TCNJ students/non-students in the TCOC course.  The TCOC course has historically involved about 30 participants each year.  The primary facilitator of this course and I decided that the majority of participants (ideally about two-thirds) should be non-students.  Consistent with this limit, I have found that 12 students—four teams of three students—is a manageable class size in the year-long CBR phase of TYCRC, based on our efficacy in meeting community needs and in facilitating productive work team dynamics.  Carrying a course with a relatively small class size across three semesters can challenge the economics of course scheduling.  On the surface, the cost-benefit ratio may not seem to warrant support of the effort.  I also strive for an interdisciplinary group of students.  Addressing real-life issues benefits from multiple perspectives and skill sets.  Thus, recruitment efforts are campus-wide and every cohort has included students majoring in such disparate areas as Biology, Psychology, Spanish, Community Studies, Education, Criminology, English, and Math.  


All individuals involved in TYCRC face challenges to the traditional definitions of their role.  Students so accustomed to passive learning in a classroom are stretched to embrace active learning in the community.   Faculty must also step outside of the contained classroom and collaborate with many other “teachers” and join as a learner too.  All must broaden their scope of learning goals to include personal development.  The experience is demanding for all, becoming intense and even all-consuming at certain phases of the developmental process.  


Documenting the impact of the program, for students as well as community partners, is critical in influencing support for a developmental program such as TYCRC.  Consider one student’s reflection at the end of her TYCRC experience:


I shocked myself to the ultimate when I took control of things that I never thought I was good at.  Being put under pressure, knowing that what I have done will help real people, made me work 1,000 times harder than I ever have.  It made what I was doing worthwhile.  When given a chance to do CBR and to work in the community, your whole world view is readjusted and renewed.  It has impacted my future because now I know what I am capable of and what is important to me—to the world.  

Petula Clark foreshadowed this magic in her prescient Downtown lyrics: “Just listen to the music of the traffic in the city; Linger on the sidewalk where the neon signs are pretty.  How can you lose? … Downtown—you’re gonna be all right now.”  

Figure I.  

The Trenton Youth Community-based Research Corps
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