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Abstract 

This article discusses challenges faced by research centers 
engaging in community partnerships, as well as potential solu 
tions. While many challenges in community-campus partnerships 
involve the engagement of community and the characteristics 
of the partnership, some university structures and policies 
can impede the collaboration even given a strong partnership. 
The lessons shared highlight potential pitfalls that need to be 
addressed as well as possible solutions that can support the 
campus in developing authentic collaboration. 

Centers and Institutes as Vehicles for Engagement 

Universities have long been positioned for extensive out 

reach and engagement activities. In fact, the scholar 
ship of engagement has been held up as a natural conduit for the 

civic engagement of our nation's universities (Hoyte and Hollander 
1999;Kellogg Commission 1999; Basque et al. 2005). One university 

highlighted its efforts at university-community partnerships by 
placing a series of paid advertisements in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education during the spring of 2006 (e.g., Freedland and Menino 

2006; Freedland and Minehan 2006). The number of organizations 

and vehicles that support such outreach and partnership—like 
Community-Campus Partnerships for Health and the Annual 
Outreach Scholarship Conference—has grown tenfold in the last 
two decades. 

On campuses themselves, universities have witnessed a prolif 
eration of centers and institutes over the past decade. According to 
the Research Center Directory, there were 6,000 centers by 1980 
and more than 13,000 by 2003 (Hedblad2003), although this figure 

likely is an underestimate. Whether interdisciplinary or not, at their 
best, university centers and institutes function as organizational 
units that offer a dedicated forum for teaching, research, and/or 
community service activities. However, at their worst, they have 

been labeled university "urban sprawl" (Mallon 2004) and can reflect 
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disjointed governance structures. Along with these new organiza 

tional structures have come emerging categories of personnel such ' 

as research scholars, nonteaching faculty, and research scientists, ' 

referred to by Kennedy (1999) as an entirely new academic class. 

It is not unusual for large, research-intensive, doctorate-granting ■ 

institutions to house over seventy-five centers. For example, the 

flagship university of the North Carolina State System lists nearly 

one hundred operating centers and institutes. With this growth in 

centers as part of campus infrastructure, centers that embrace com- , 

munity partnerships as part of their mission must examine how to '. 

stay true to authentic partnerships while operating in the institu 

tional climate of the university. This article offers an in-depth illus 

tration of insights gained and lessons learned in the areas of ethics \ 

and institutional review boards, staffing, recognizing accomplish 

ments, and financing, as seen from the perspective of a university- ' 

wide interdisciplinary center. ' 

\ 

Background and Context of the Center for Youth, Family, and ' 

Community Partnerships, University of North Carolina at > 

Greensboro 

The Center for Youth, Family, and Community Partnerships, 

formerly the Center for the Study of Social Issues, was estab 

lished in 1996 to encourage interdisciplinary research and to bring i 

the resources of the university to address issues in the commu 

nity (MacKinnon-Lewis and Frabutt 2001). After undergoing a stra 

tegic planning process in 2004, the center changed its name and ) 

refined its focus. The name reflects both focus and key partners; •! 

that is, youth, families, and communities as well as how we work: 

through respectful partnerships. The center's mission is to build 

the capacity of families, service providers, researchers, teachers, 

and communities to ensure the health and well-being of children, 

bridging research, policy, and practice. The primary purpose of the 

center is to partner with key stakeholders from the community and 

the university to: 

• carry out basic, applied, and community-based action research; 

• infuse community perspectives into university research and 

teaching; 

• translate research into effective programs and practice; and 

• facilitate quality programs, practices, and policies that yield 

positive outcomes for children and their families. 
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The center is funded primarily through a diverse portfolio 
of federal, state, local, and foundation grants and contracts. It is 

located within the Office of Research and Public/Private Sector 

Partnerships, which is within the Office of the Provost. The center's 
role is to advance the research and outreach vision and mission of 

the university, to build social capital, and to raise the visibility of 
UNCG's research enterprise (for more information see http://www. 
uncg.edu/csr). 

Ethics and Institutional Review Boards 

One of the major foci of the center has been developing a 

portfolio of action-oriented research projects in areas such as youth 
violence prevention, early childhood mental health, and health 
literacy among vulnerable populations. In executing this work, 
the center has come face to face with points of disconnect with 
campus-based institutional review boards (IRBs). This tension 
between action researchers and IRBs 

is not a new phenomenon (Lincoln ■ 

and Tierney 2002, 2004). Indeed, 

Gunsalus and colleagues ([2006]; "Participatory 
also see Brydon-Miller and Greenwood research partnerships 

2006) point out that from a historical demand new ways of 

perspective, IRBs were designed to thinking about both 

address mostly biomedical inves- the ethical supports 
tigations—and largely positivist ,,. . yy"'1* 
approaches. Judging the basis of IRB and limitat™ns of 
risk protection from that perspective IRB processes. " 
almost ensures a mismatch with more 

organic, change-oriented research. 

For example, it is common at our center to engage in research 
projects where the methods and data collection tools will be jointly 
developed with a community-based partner. In such cases, it is not 
possible to meet all IRB application requirements at the project 
outset (e.g., "please attach copies of all data collection tools"). 

That example and numerous similar others support Boser's 
(2006) contention that ". . . action research presents a set of social 

relations which the current framework for human subject protec 
tion is ill-suited to address" (12). Participatory research partner 
ships demand new ways of thinking about both the ethical supports 
and limitations of IRB processes. Boser (2006) outlines a tripartite 
model for ethical issues in action research, encouraging that atten 
tion to ethics: (a) be guided by externally developed guidelines 


























