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My name is Caroline and I lead the Knowledge Mobilization program at the Community Engaged Scholarship Institute of the University of Guelph, Canada. 
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Presentation Notes
The Community Engaged Scholarship Institute (CESI) acts as a broker between the University of Guelph and our local communities of Guelph and Wellington. We bring together community and campus skills and expertise in order to advance community-identified research goals.
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critical community engaged scholarship
Gordon da Cruz, C. (2017). Critical Community-Engaged Scholarship: Communities and
Universities Striving for Racial Justice. Peabody Journal of Education, 92: 363-384.

For us, it means committing to research, knowledge mobilization, 
and teaching and learning partnerships that “more effectively 
dismantle systemic sources of racial and social injustice”.

• critical theory
• asset-based understandings of community
• explicit commitment to social and racial justice

Informed by

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Over the past year, we have gone through a process of review and questioning of our principles and values which concluded in a new commitment not only to research impact and to the common good, but to social change. Inspired by the work of Cynthia Gordon da Cruz, we decided to be more intentional in implementing initiatives that advance rigorous, evidence-informed, and principled critical community engaged scholarship. Critical community engaged scholarship is a type of community engaged scholarship that is informed by critical theory, asset-based understandings of community, and an explicit commitment to social and racial justice. It builds on the principles of community engaged scholarship that we know and love – reciprocity, trust, relationships – and places them in the larger contexts of oppression in ways that draw attention to the structural causes of inequity. For us, doing critical community engaged scholarship means committing to research, knowledge mobilization, and teaching and learning partnerships that “more effectively dismantle systemic sources of racial and social injustice”.

That sounds great, but what does this mean in practice?

Implementing this vision has been hard work, and we are by no means done. In the next few minutes, I’ll share some examples of how we’ve   tried to do this, and of the questions and challenges we’ve encountered.
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Our intention: • Use our position of privilege to amplify the 
voices of justice-seeking communities; 
choose questions, projects and partners
accordingly. 

Anchoring our work in 
justice-seeking communities

• How can we deepen our connections to 
people with lived experience of the issues 
we work on (rather than we service 
providers who support them)?

One question:
(of many!)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of our main shifts has been to intentionally place justice  at the forefront of our work. 

In our research design and our event planning, we try to use our position of privilege to amplify the voices of justice-seeking or marginalized communities and take our direction from them. We pay much more attention to the questions we ask, the projects we choose, and the partners we involve. We believe that those most affected by our research should be at the center of the decision-making process, and we increasingly rely on our community partners to provide insights into our projects. We try to figure out: “who wouldn’t come to our consultations or answer our survey, and how can we reach them?”, “How do we include people who don’t speak English?”, or “who is not represented?”. In one example, we have been working on research exploring student food insecurity on our campus. As we scoped the project, we tried to reach beyond our existing networks and build partnerships with groups representing students with various experiences – international students, financial assistance services, racialized students’ clubs. They brought new considerations, and their perspectives informed and improved our research. 

One question that was raised through these and similar efforts is to what extent we can assume that organizations or service providers speak in the name of those  they provide services to. We continue to seek ways to deepen our connections to people with lived experience of the issues we work on – rather than following the more conventional model where service providers are taken to ‘stand in’ for the people they are meant to support.   
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Our intention: • Move slowly, create deep partnerships
• Find ways to build long-term relationships

despite short-term structures.

Building long-term relationships

• How can we aim for deeper relationships
while responding to increasing requests
(from students, from institutions) for more 
engaged learning experiences?

One question:
(of many!)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While our work was always anchored in deep trust and mutual relationships with our partners, our shift toward critical community engaged scholarship has brought us to slow down and try to engage even more fully in our partnerships. We do most of our learning by being “in communities”, trying to experience our partners’ realities so we know where and how to play our part. In practice, this has meant continuing to prioritize relationships over projects, and be creative in finding ways to build long-term relationships despite short-term structures. We’re thinking beyond the 12-week term, the course, the research project, and work to combine various opportunities or build projects across multiple courses and programs in order to support our partners long-term visions and goals. Interestingly, one key challenge here has been the growing appetite from students – and the increased pressure from our institution – for engaged learning experiences. Building and maintaining relationships before, during and beyond single projects is slow, careful work. How can we aim for deeper relationships while responding to increasing requests for more partners, more projects? We are exploring new ways to offer community-focused learning opportunities which can help grow student awareness and skills without compromising our principles.
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Our intention: • Distribute the opportunities and resources
that we have more equitably.

Removing barriers to participation

• How can we value and bring in new voices
and perspectives?

One question:
(of many!)
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Finally, thinking critically about our work and impact has also meant doing a bit of introspection and identifying the ways in which our own unit perpetuates inequities. The Institute is not an incredibly diverse body, and we certainly don’t reflect the full diversity of the communities we seek to work for. Being true to our principles here has meant trying to more equitably distribute the opportunities and resources that we have available. 

Concretely, we’ve attempted to do so by opening up our hiring processes. We are starting to change the language of our job postings to be intentionally inclusive and attract applications from candidates with diverse experiences – highlighting that English need not be your first language, or that non-academic experiences of community engagement are valued. We are reaching out beyond our traditional networks to applicants who may not know us. In an effort to remove barriers to participation in our programs, we now pay our student researchers hourly for their work – they used to receive a very small stipend. That said, we’ve noticed that these efforts haven’t had a significant impact on our hires. Even as we try to work against them, we seem to continue reproducing larger systems of privilege which advantage certain candidates. So what should we do? How can we value and bring in new voices and perspectives? How important is it that the demographic makeup of our staff reflect the makeup of the populations we’re hoping to serve? When hiring, should we be paying more attention to the quality of outcomes, or the quality of opportunity? We aren’t close to answering these questions, but this work is helping us better understand the context in which we operate, and identify those entry points where we can have an impact.
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Now what?

As employees at publicly funded institutions, what is our 
responsibility to ensure that our work services social justice?

What broader impacts do we strive to create?

What can we do about it?
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These are just a few examples of how our work has changed over the past year, and the many challenges that our shift toward more critical community engaged scholarship has uncovered. We certainly haven’t cracked this nut yet, but I was keen on sharing some of our process with you, because this really feels like a field where asking the questions is as important, if not more, as answering them. As employees at publicly funded institutions, what is our responsibility to ensure that our work serves social justice? Which broader impacts do we strive to create? And what can we do about it?

I’d love to hear your thoughts on this, and learn how others might have answered some of these questions.
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