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THE UNIVERSITY ROLE IN
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
Serving as a Spark to Community
Building
Christa Daryl Slaton

Reprinted from the 2005 issue of the Higher Education Exchange

Throughout my academic life, both as a student and a professor, I have

never lost sight of where I began my academic pursuits and how my personal
journey in education has been influenced and facilitated by those whom I
sought to emulate. As an insecure student from a working-class background,
I often felt inadequate and ill prepared for the challenges of higher education.
Yet, I found within the academy several professors who recognized my thirst
for knowledge and saw my potential for accomplishing goals that I believed
were beyond my reach. They did more than teach: they listened. They cared
about more than demonstrating their expertise—they also empowered me by
imparting knowledge that would increase my sense of efficacy and that would
diminish my dependence on them for answers to questions.
As I experienced the transformational process of moving from feelings
of isolation and inadequacy in graduate school at the University of Hawaii
to the exhilarating effects of assisting political science professors on research
projects designed to engage citizens in representative government, I realized
my professional path would be guided by the question: How could I use my
expertise to help others realize and fulfill their potential to become effective
democratic citizens? In the course of my research in deliberative public opinion polling and alternative dispute resolution, I came to realize that citizens
have far greater capacity for decision making, deliberating, collaborating,
and striving for the common good than is often presumed or expressed in
academic literature. As my professors had seen in me, I saw in citizens the
competence to deal with complex issues and I recognized their untapped
potential to work together to address public policy issues. This perspective
guided my research approach as I, a University of Auburn professor, entered
an impoverished, polarized rural community in Alabama.
As a land grant university, the university’s mission is to improve the
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lives of Alabamians and to strengthen the communities in which they live. For
the last five years, the university has focused many of its efforts in the Black
Belt region, which is named for a deposit of dark, fertile soil extending from
Mississippi’s border through the heart of Alabama. This region was once the
backbone of the state’s agricultural economy. Today, the region is besieged
by pervasive poverty and economic stagnation—the worst in the nation by
most standards. My research was concentrated in Uniontown, one of the
poorest communities in the region—a community where hopelessness, frustration, and distrust were prevalent among the residents.
The year prior to my research in Uniontown, a coalition of seven universities in the state created a partnership with state and federal agencies to guide
the city in developing a strategic plan. Although their intent was to engage a
broad group of citizens in the planning process, the university outreach personnel worked through the mayor, who personally selected the citizens to be
involved in the process.
While there was enthusiastic involvement from members outside of
Uniontown, the participation of local citizens was limited. The kick-off rally
for the strategic-planning process included more outsiders than citizens. Only
one white resident in the predominantly African American community participated. Young people were conspicuously absent. Nevertheless, university
out-reach faculty proceeded with the biweekly meetings with the small group
of residents and produced a draft of the “Uniontown 2020” strategic plan. At
this point, I was invited into the project to expand citizen input as the draft
was disseminated for discussion and revision.
As a newcomer to the planning process and an outsider who lived
more than a hundred miles from the town, I spent most of my time in the
initial meetings as an observer, listening to the participants and taking extensive notes. My early assessment during this phase was that the plan was
not community-generated. It was a professionally prepared document that
relied largely on outside expertise and one that presented a grand image for a
revitalized community. The draft did not establish priorities or detail how the
community would proceed to accomplish its lofty goals.
My first year in the project was immensely educational and frustrating.
It was the first time I had engaged in a community project that was organized
so hierarchically and was so dominated by outside experts. I have long adhered to Carl Friedrich’s view of public policymaking—experts should be on
tap, not on top. Contrary to that view, each meeting was dominated by white
professionals who lived outside the community. The local residents, most of
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whom were professional, middle-aged African Americans, attended sporadically and sat passively throughout most of the planning sessions.
Although my university colleagues recognized the imbalance in the
participation, they drew different conclusions than I. The passivity of the
local residents led them to conclude that the residents lacked “leadership
capacity” and this presented further evidence that the outside experts needed
to lead them through the planning process. I, on the other hand, concluded
that the “experts” needed to be more circumspect. The Uniontown participants included a doctor, a former school principal, a city council member,
and a minister. How, I wondered, could these accomplished individuals lack
“leadership capacity”? Why were they so uninvolved in the process? To my
colleagues, the completion of the strategic plan was a sine qua non for success.
While I concurred that this was a worthy goal and an important element in
improving the governance in the town, I also believed that the plan would be
insufficient and potentially harmful if it did not engage diverse citizens in the
process.
My prior research led me to question our top-down approach to the
community. My observations led me to
hypothesize that the assembled citizens
did not believe their voices were heard
or valued. Even though all the local
participants had been handpicked by
the mayor, he was a leader with his own
vision and goals and appeared to value
loyal disciples. He was respected by the
members of the group because he genuinely cared about the greater good and
he worked tirelessly to improve the community. Yet his tenacious commitment to his vision left many who had different concepts of how to reinvigorate the economic and civic life feeling shut out.
It was my view that the close relationship between the university outreach workers and the mayor fostered the disengagement of the citizens.
As my colleagues and I discussed how citizen participation could be
broadened in the next phase of the strategic-planning process, which would
establish priorities and develop implementation strategies, I proposed a less
traditional approach to attracting citizens. It is a common phenomenon in
strategic planning to utilize the “blue-ribbon commission” model of citizen
input, which taps elites in the community. A more egalitarian and widely
used model is the open public hearing that invites all citizens to attend.
This model, however, tends to attract those citizens who are already actively
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engaged in the community and it can often attract polarizing, vested interests
that seek a particular agenda that favors one segment of the population.
My dissertation research in
There is an enormous latent
deliberative public
democratic capacity in American
opinion polling,
which included 400 public life.
to 1,200 randomly
selected participants in 12 projects, taught me that there is an enormous
latent democratic capacity in American public life. These findings are consistent with Ned Crosby’s work on citizen juries or policy juries, James Fishkin’s
Deliberative Poll, and Alan Kay’s consensus-building polling process. Many
more citizens are informed or aspire to be better informed than one might
assume. Yet citizens often lack the belief that those in power care what they
think. I, therefore, chose to use a more grassroots or democratic approach
to broadening citizen participation, while my colleagues continued to work
exclusively through the mayor to identify additional citizens to be involved in
the process.
With the assistance of a graduate student and a staff member in the university’s outreach office, I began to conduct interviews throughout the town.
The university hired a local resident to provide administrative assistance and
to serve as a liaison between the university, the mayor, and the local residents.
The four of us represented age, race, and gender diversity. We also had different personalities and political perspectives. This diversity helped us create
a synergistic research team that could reach into many different facets of the
community. We gathered varied perspectives on the history of the town and
the problems and promises residents saw in efforts to invigorate the economic and civic life in the community. In discussions with educators, business
owners, and public housing staff, we detected a combination of hope and
despair. Most remembered the prosperity of the community when the region
was the backbone of the state’s agricultural economy and was the site of several factories. They all wanted to recapture the past glory because they were
emotionally rooted to the place of their birth, their family connections, and
their land. The departure of industry and the decrease in farming only magnified the polarization among the 3,500 residents. Each person placed blame
for the decline on different segments of the community. Yet each person
interviewed expressed a love of small-town life, a pride in the history of the
town, and a desire to aid in rejuvenating the community. Sharing common
desires, they lacked a sense of how to work together.
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To immerse ourselves more in learning from a larger and more varied
segment of the community, we placed questionnaires all over town that residents could fill out and place in boxes located in shopping areas, government
buildings, and recreational sites. We asked two questions: (1) What do you
like about your town? and (2) What would you change about your town?
When there was minimal response to this open inquiry that allowed anonymity of the respondents, we took to the streets of Uniontown. After driving
three hours from the university to the town, we would spend the rest of the
day visiting government offices and businesses and walking the streets meeting and conversing with residents. We would introduce ourselves and briefly
explain that we were in the community to assist them in planning for the
future. We spent most of our time getting to know them, learning about their
interests and activities, and discovering how they were rooted in the community. We also asked each person to fill out the brief survey. Not only did most
residents complete the questionnaires, but they expanded on their comments
to us personally. We shared many lively exchanges with residents who ranged
in age from high school students to senior citizens.
As we spent more time in Uniontown, we found ourselves welcomed
by those we had never met. Citizens would go out of their way to come
shake our hands, thank us for being in town, and offer to help us any way
they could. All of this goodwill came about purely on the basis of our asking
questions, listening, and demonstrating a genuine desire to help them work
together to achieve their goals. It was an extraordinarily different dynamic
between the community residents and the university “experts” than I had
witnessed in my early involvement in the Uniontown meetings.
A surprising finding of our surveying the town was the commonality
in the responses. Regardless of age, race, or occupation, the residents largely
identified the same things they liked about the town and what they wanted
to change. There was much less racial polarization on issues than the outsiders and many local leaders had presumed. We saw this as an extremely important finding that we could utilize to bring residents together in collaborative,
deliberative discussion to give authenticity, life, and energy to the strategicplanning process.
Our next step was to hold public meetings to create the public space
for the citizen dialogue. My previous research indicated that if we wanted to
attract citizens from varied walks of life, we needed to actively recruit participation. Demographic data revealed that more than 90 percent of the Uniontown residents belonged to one of the 20 churches in town. These churches
were as varied as the stately Episcopal church, attended only by whites, and
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the historic, grand Baptist church, founded by former slaves—churches in
the most prosperous areas and those in the poorest. We believed that if each
church sent at least one member to the public meetings, we could have racial
and economic diversity in the meetings. We sent letters to each church explaining the purpose of the meetings and stressing the importance of encouraging all concerned citizens to attend. To help assure a mix in ages
and gender, we developed a random scheme and requested that churches send
at least one of their members who represented a specific gender and particular
age range.
This plan was largely a failure since few attendees at the initial meeting came as a result of letters sent to the churches. Nevertheless, we attracted
some participants through
this method—a minister and
The gentleman who thought
his schoolteacher wife and a
no one cared about his views
school janitor and his wife
and teenage daughter. Oth- became one of the most
ers were recruited through
influential members of the
our interviews and chance
group.
encounters. We extended
personal invitations to each person we met, including a longtime resident
we approached just hours before the meeting. He expressed the view that no
one cared what he thought and he believed these types of activities were a
waste of time. We assured each person we invited that we really valued their
input and that their contributions would help make the event successful. It
is important to note that the gentleman who thought no one cared about his
views became one of the most influential members of the group and served
as a marvelous resource for historical background, explanation of the political
processes in town, and identification of persons to involve in our activities.
Several months after adopting a more democratic model for broadening
citizen involvement in the planning process, the mayor, with whom my colleagues had partnered, was soundly defeated in his re-election bid. The new
mayor, a strong critic of the autocratic style of the outgoing mayor, distrusted
everyone from Auburn University. He believed the strategic-planning process
had intentionally excluded many in the community—which, in fact, it had,
since the mayor selected only his political supporters. The strategic plan was
tossed aside. This actually became a blessing in disguise. Now we were able to
facilitate the process by which local citizens articulated their visions and
determined how they would go about achieving them.
Over the next two years, we met biweekly with an energized group
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of citizens who labeled themselves “Uniontown Cares.” They selected a logo
designed by a high school student that expressed their purpose “to promote
courage, wisdom, and power.” Over time, the group grew in size from approximately a dozen African American citizens, who expressed disenchantment
with government officials and frustration over their inability to effect positive
change, to a group of more than three dozen, which included whites, elected
officials, and high school students. From the outset, they wanted to be more
than a talking group—they wanted action. Their activities have included several
fundraisers to address community needs, clean-up and beautification projects,
and celebratory activities, such as parades and banquets.
This collaboration did not emerge instantaneously. Initially, the racial
polarization in the group was obvious in their seating patterns and exchanges
at meetings. As we experimented with different seating arrangements (rows of
chairs, circle of chairs, long tables, small tables), we found a way to alter segregated seating. By actively soliciting input from the less-talkative participants, we
were able to initiate a dialogue between blacks and whites. In a few weeks, the
interaction between blacks and whites changed dramatically. They began sitting
side-by-side, patting each other on the back, shaking hands, complimenting
one another, and chatting informally before and after meetings.
My mediation background offered some insights about how to conduct
the public meetings. In the first place, the university personnel did not control
or dominate the meetings. I saw our role as mediators—neutral third parties
who facilitated communication and did very little talking in the sessions. We
discovered we could best serve the community by actively listening and using
communication skills to help them talk to one another to facilitate the process
of deliberation among them. Consistent with most public meetings, an agenda
was developed for each meeting and was widely disseminated. Yet we did not
adhere rigidly to the agenda and were not guided by Robert’s Rules of Order. In
fact, some of our most fruitful discussions were those that deviated from the
formal agenda and led participants to reminisce, to engage in witty exchanges,
and to brainstorm about new ideas and approaches.
The relationship between “Uniontown Cares” and the elected leaders was
strained in the early months. A heated exchange between local officials and
residents during the first month led a university outreach faculty member, who
was observing the meeting, to publicly chide residents about their inappropriate behavior and unproductive hostility. He had come to Uniontown to teach
leadership skills and used the meeting to assert his expertise in that area. Feeling
scolded and dismissed, the residents promptly told him he was out of order.
They told him he was an outsider who knew nothing about their problems and
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they did not appreciate his telling them how to express themselves.
Some of my colleagues saw this exchange as an indication that the group
was plagued by angry anarchists and needed to be reigned in by professionals
who knew how to control emotional outbursts. I held a different view. One
of the components of successful conflict resolution is allowing the parties to
vent. These residents had not used profane language and had not attacked
anyone’s character, but they did express in very candid terms their dissatisfaction with elected officials and their frustration at not being heard.
It took a while before elected officials returned to the “Uniontown
Cares” meetings. In the meantime, we worked with residents to identify their
goals, to tackle projects to
improve the community,
It took less than a year for the
and to provide research and
divide between government
resources that were useful
and citizens to close.
to their activities. We also
encouraged them to express
their appreciation every time they received assistance from government officials, to attend city council meetings, and to invite collaboration from government when it would benefit the community. It took less than a year for the
divide between government and citizens to close. The new mayor learned that
by supporting the initiatives of citizens, he would get more accomplished. The
residents learned that their working together and approaching elected officials
with concrete plans and implementation strategies was a far more productive
technique than playing more passive roles that entailed reacting to action or
inaction by the government.
In the last year, “Uniontown Cares” has turned itself into a legally
recognized, nonprofit group designed to serve the community. Its elected officers represent the gender, racial, occupational, and age mix of the town. The
mayor’s mother, the current president of the group, embraced me after one of
our meetings and commented on her assessment of Auburn University’s role
in the community. She cheerfully stated, “You’re the spark that brought this
town to life.” It is gratifying to see the enthusiasm exhibited by residents who
are united in their love of their town and see them recognize their own abilities to make a difference by working together to address social, economic, and
political problems.
What was the university’s role? We listened. We got to know the citizens. We saw their talents, their commitment, and their energy. We primarily
served as mediators, who aided them in listening to one another, in recognizing their common vision, and in moving beyond feelings of frustration and
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isolation to a sense of shared possibilities. For me personally, I saw the
extension of my professors’ influence on my life. In helping me recognize my
potential, they opened my eyes to the potential in others. Through their encouragement, they got me to see past my limitations and to see the wonderful
possibilities before me. And through my activities in Uniontown, I have come
to learn how rewarding it is to encourage and see others emerge more
confident and competent in their endeavors.

x
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