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Abstract


Colleges and universities universally proclaim the importance of “community service.”  Indeed, “teaching, research and service” form the holy trinity of faculty evaluation processes, and feature prominently in university mission statements.  Newman’s original concept of the university, first published in 1873, calls for a pursuit of excellence that stresses positive contributions to society (Newman, 1996).  Maurasse (2001) argues that the fate of higher education is tied to the fate of the communities that surround it.   Kennedy (1999) asserts that, in a period when a college education is increasingly important and financially out of reach for poorer students, the links between universities and their communities are vitally important.


Universities must reach out to their communities.  But universities face unique challenges that often disrupt attempts to serve communities.  Multiple, and sometimes conflicting, goals and interests, a lack of internal cohesion and organization, and funding challenges plague institutional efforts to become engaged in the community (Maurasse, 2001).  Lawson (2002) contends that university-community partnerships evolve from initial involvement in the community to sustained engagement.  This paper examines one small MPA program’s journey towards community involvement, and considers what role it may play in leading the university towards true engagement.
Introduction
Harkavy (1998) argues that higher education is under increasing pressure to be “relevant.”  An important dimension of this relevance is the compelling need to put higher education’s knowledge to work solving the social, economic, and environmental problems our nation faces (Harkavy, 1998; Kellett and Goldstein, 1999; Kennedy, 1999).  Publishing in scholarly journals may advance the frontiers of knowledge, and definitely promotes the careers of academics, but it has little impact on public management decision-making or the political process (Landry, Lamari, and Amara, 2003).  Institutions that do not contribute to solving today’s complex problems risk becoming irrelevant (Ostrander, 2004).

As a consequence, many higher education institutions have adopted permanent structures for fostering long-term community-university partnerships (Harkavy, 1998; Goldstein, 1999; Bembry, 1995).  Indeed, Lawson (2002) argues that informal or isolated arrangements, featuring the work of one department or a few professors does not demonstrate the level of commitment needed to effectively address today’s complex problems.  Instead, higher education institutions that are serious about such work adopt mission statements that stress the importance of community service, budget the resources to support such service, institutionalize that service within a permanent, cross-departmental structure, and develop evaluation systems for faculty that reward such service (Lawson, 2002).


However, Ostrander (2004) argues that these approaches may be too rigid and generalized to be truly useful.  She suggests that it is more useful to think of universities as evolving towards community engagement over a long period of time.  In other words, it is useful to think of the university being on a journey towards community engagement.


With this in mind, what can a small MPA program do to help break down the walls between the academy and the community and move an urban campus towards the development of community partnerships?  This article looks back at the history of one small MPA program to explore how it has progressed towards engaging the community.  It also looks forward to look at how one such program on an urban campus may help move the university to reach outwards towards the local community.  
University-Community Partnerships


The original concept of a university called for it to be an institution that pursued excellence while at the same time contributing to society (Newman, 1996).  Similarly, the emergence of land grant schools in the late 1800s was designed to not only improve access to a college education, but to improve society as a whole (Maurasse, 2001).  The concept of “serving the community” is deeply engrained in academic culture, and features prominently in institutional mission statements.  


Unfortunately, “serving the community,” is also a concept that is poorly defined.  Lawson (2002) offers an approach to examining the concept of university-community partnership that compares “involvement” with “engagement,”  with engagement being the requirement for having a university-community partnership.  When a university is “involved” with the community, service is voluntary, faculty and students are doing optional work which lasts as long as the participants are interested.  Such work occurs at the margins of the institution, and may include service-learning, outreach and scholarship, interprofessional education and training programs, and interdisciplinary research and scholarship (Lawson, 2002).

Engagement, on the other hand, is the result of concious choices made by the university.  Engagement is therefore, selective and strategic and embedded in the university’s mission.  Lawson (2002) proposes that engaged universities have the following characteristics:

· Engagement is not just in the mission statement, but embedded into the strategic planning process

· Formal structures exist to foster engagement

· Permanent, sustainable partnerships are formed between the university and community organizations

· Faculty are actively recruited for off-campus research partnerships.  Those faculty are rewarded and supported for their community-based work

· Interdisciplinary research is encouraged, supported, and rewarded

· Such partnership efforts are funded in part with the university’s regular budget, not just grant funding

Maurasse (2001) proposes a similar set of criteria.  Pew (2003) stresses that establishing physical and organizational infrastructure for university-community partnerships is crucial to their success.  Permanent structures ensure that engagement is sustained over the long-term, and helps communities understand that the institution is seriously committed to the community (LeGates and Robinson, 1998; Kellett and Goldstein, 1999; Maurasse, 2001).

Beyond these structural requirements, Kellett and Goldstein (1999) propose that institutional cultures in engaged universities also require attention.  Specifically, they note that engaged universities must recognize and respect the communities they partner.  Faculty cannot adopt the role of ‘detached expert’ in partnership relationships, imposing their values and expectations on community members.  Rather, they must seek to understand, respect and accept the community as it exists.  Faculty must interact with community members in a respectful, equal partnership, if meaningful engagement is to occur. 


Such partnerships can benefit universities, their communities, faculty and their students.  The need for partnerships between universities and their communities is acute.  Contemporary problems, such as urban deterioriation, are complex, requiring sophisticated analysis (Maurasse, 2001).  Universities by their very nature have highly educated, analytical experts in their faculty who could contribute solutions to urban problems.  In addition, universities are filled with idealistic, enthusiastic students who yearn to make a difference in their communities (LeGates and Robinson, 1998; Ostrander, 2004).  These resources make universities an important community resource.

Moreover, universities located in poor, high-crime neighborhoods deal with urban problems on a daily basis.  These problems affect student performance, retention and recruitment.  Unlike individuals, universities cannot simply pack up and move to the suburbs.  And adopting an aloof, distant attitude towards urban problems carries high financial, public relations and political costs (Harkavy, 1998; Ostrander, 2004).  Thus, university-community partnerships can benefit both universities and their communities.

Such partnerships can also benefit faculty and students.  Partnerships can provide faculty with unique opportunities to engage in research that is grounded in the harsh realities of urban life and has potential for making a real impact on people’s lives.  In the course of conducting such research, faculty acquire “soft skills” by working collaboratively and respectfully with community members and students (Pew, 2003; Ostrander, 2004).  For students, partnerships can provide opportunities for students to learn about urban problems first-hand, while at the same time developing leadership, communication, problem-solving and research skills (MAGIC Me, 1995; LeGates and Robinson, 1998).

Despite these benefits, universities face many barriers to creating and sustaining meaningful community partnerships.  From the standpoint of the community, universities are confusing and often engage in paternalistic behavior.  Universities lack an easily understandable, coherent structure.  This can make it hard for the community and its leaders to discern who to go to with problems and concerns (Maurasse, 2001; Brisbin and Hunter, 2003).  Moreover, when faculty treat the community as a “lab,” they dehumanize it, leaving community members angry and distrustful (Maurasse, 2001; LeGates and Robinson, 1998; Kellett and Goldstein, 1999; Brisbin and Hunter, 2003).  Cultural barriers may also exist when well-educated, employed faculty members and upwardly mobile students encounter community members with limited education, no jobs, and few prospects (LeGates and Robinson, 1998).

Within the university itself, community partnerships face significant challenges.  While university mission statements have the rhetoric of involvement, the reality often falls short (Harkavy, 1998).  Internal barriers include faculty tenure processes which reward publication while denigrating community service and applied research (LeGates and Robinson, 1998; Kellett and Goldstein, 1999; Maurasse, 2001; Pew, 2003; Ostrander, 2004).  Research centers and other organizations which are touted as forms of community partnership are often forced to be financially self-supporting (Lawson, 2002; Maurasse, 2001).  Community engagement is not a part of the formal strategic planning or budgeting processes (Lawson, 2002).  To the extent that a university has these characteristics, it is not truly engaged or partnering with the local community.

Lawson (2002) notes that universities typically become engaged as part of a natural evolution that begins with community involvement.  Ostrander (2004) suggests universities are on a journey towards community engagement.  What can an MPA program do to help a university become involved with its community?  How can an MPA program foster this evolutionary process, and contribute towards a university becoming truly engaged?

The ASU MPA Program


Like many cities across the United States, Augusta, Georgia has struggled to deal with significant urban problems.  Between 1960 and 1970, the city’s population declined by 15.2 percent as many middle-class Whites moved out of the city, and into the county.   This led to a decline in the tax base, with subsequent financial problems for the city.  In 1970, a race riot exposed the depth of Augusta’s racial problems.  In 1971, the first attempt to merge the city and county governments was defeated (Walker, 1974).  Black voters believed that the merger proposal “was in reality an attempt to dilute Black voting strength” (Walker, 1974, 142).  The merger was finally approved in 1997; however, race relations have continued to be a major problem (CNN, 2003).  Moreover, the new Augusta-Richmond County government has continued to face financial problems as the middle-class White population began moving into neighboring counties.


The prevailing community image of Augusta State University (ASU) is “Harvard on the Hill.”  The community has long held an image of ASU as a “cold” institution, uninvolved in the local community (Thompson, et al., 2001; Thompson, Price and Walker, 2001).  This perception was particularly acute within the African-American community (Thompson, et al., 2001).  


The Political Science Department Chair, Dr. Ralph Walker, proved to be the catalyst for connecting the department to the community.  The leading political pollster in the area, Dr. Walker was, and still is, the person potential political candidates seek out for advice, guidance, and polling services.  It was clear to Dr. Walker that the community needed to improve the quality and accessibility of government services to citizens.  The creation of an MPA program was, he believed, essential to achieving this goal.  

The MPA program at ASU began as a cooperative venture with Georgia Southern University.  Georgia Southern began offering MPA classes at ASU in January, 1991.  By 1994, it had become clear that the need for the program in Augusta would support establishment of an MPA program at ASU.  


In that year, the Political Science Department Chair, Dr. Ralph Walker, developed the formal proposal for the new program.  In the proposal, Dr. Walker clearly laid out a vision for the program as the foundation for a university-community partnership:  “By its very nature, a program devoted to the management and delivery of public services reaches out to its surrounding environment.  It is a symbiotic relationship:  the community provides a laboratory and incubator for new administrative techniques; serves as a proving ground for students who gain from the internships and mentoring arrangements, and is a reservoir of talent for the practitioner in the classroom.  In turn, the MPA program faculty can share their research findings and work as a team with area administrators in tackling the difficult problems facing local and regional governments” (1994, 5).  From its inception, the ASU MPA program was seen as a collaboration between the university and the community, dedicated to community service.

The MPA program was approved, enrolling its first students in 1996.  However, the program’s first serious efforts to reach out to the community did not begin until 2000, when service-learning was introduced into the curriculum.   Beginning with academic year 2000-2001, service-learning projects, undertaken by students working in teams became a central feature of the MPA program.  Each project was requested by a community agency, in response to identified needs for research, analysis, and problem-solving.  Projects undertaken include a needs analysis for a group home for teenagers removed from their home of origin by child protective services, analyzing the condition of homes in a poor neighborhood, evaluating the effectiveness of a drug prevention program, examining barriers to access citizens face with Medicare and medical insurance coverage by the State.  

This academic year, the instructors involved in service-learning projects have sought to deepen the relationship with community agencies.  To do so, projects were carefully screened to ensure the agency had a representative that was committed to the project, and willing to spend the necessary time with students.  At the same time, the instructors deliberately placed themselves more in the background, encouraging students to work directly with agency representatives whenever possible.  

In addition to service-learning initiatives, the MPA faculty are deeply involved in community-based research and service.  Projects have included assisting the fire department in the development of, and training on, a new performance evaluation system for firefighters, program evaluation work for two non-profits providing after-school programs to public schools, needs assessment for a local Red Cross chapter, grant writing, conflict resolution training, and political polling.    Faculty members have been involved with efforts to end racism in Augusta, outreach to incarcerated youth, advising local government on brownfields, and service on the Columbia County Greenspace Commission.  


These efforts to link the MPA program to the local community have born fruit.  First, as awareness of the program has grown, so has enrollment, from 20 students in 2002 to the current 42.  In addition, as word spread on campus about these initiatives, faculty in other departments have begun to adopt service-learning into their departments and programs.  

Conclusions and Recommendations

So far, these efforts constitute what Lawson (2002) calls community “involvement.”  While ASU has made community engagement a part of its formal mission statement, and in particular, the mission statement of its MPA program, engagement has not been an integral part of the institution’s life.  Moreover, it is not enough for one department or one program to be engaged.  The MPA program can play, and has played, an important role in urging the university towards deeper involvement in the community.  But one program does not a university make.  More is needed campus-wide to move ASU forward.

For example, ASU has not made engagement part of the strategic planning process.  Engagement is part of the MPA program’s formal planning process, but it must be institution-wide for ASU to meet Lawson’s (2002) criteria for engagement.  Simply including engagement in the community as part of the mission statement is not enough.  

While ASU has an institutional structure, the research center, which does foster interdisciplinary research as recommended by Lawson (2002), it is largely self-supporting.  Lawson (2002) and Maurasse (2001) recommend that such centers be at least partially funded by the institution itself.  Funding support signals institutional commitment; lack of funding suggests the institution is not prepared to “put its money where its mouth is.”

Faculty evaluation and tenure processes are also a stumbling block on the road to full university-community partnership.  ASU does respect and honor community service in the promotion and tenure processes.  However, while the MPA program and its parent department recognizes and respects applied research, it is questionable just how respected such research is in the campus-wide promotion and tenure process.  Moreover, in evaluating a promotion and tenure package, community service is generally used in a negative sense.  In other words, while NOT doing community service can hurt one’s chances of being tenured or promoted, doing community service on anything other than a minimal level does not generally benefit the faculty member.
In striving to achieve a deeper, more meaningful relationship with the community and shed the image of an uninvolved, “cold,” “Harvard on the Hill,” ASU needs to take action.  Specifically, ASU should make community engagement an explicit part of its strategic planning process, provide more direct funding support for the research center, establish the research center as the central point of contact for community organizations looking for assistance from the university, and take steps to modify faculty tenure and promotion processes to recognize and reward applied research.  When coupled with support and encouragement from the president, these actions should move ASU from an “involved” campus to an “engaged” campus.
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