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FIVE EMERGING PRACTICES
IN THE SCHOLARSHIP
OF ENGAGEMENT

Derek W. M. Barker

The Carnegie Foundation, where I lead the Classification for Community Engagement, describes community engagement as the “collaboration between institutions of
higher education and their larger communities (local, regional/state, national, global)
for the mutually beneficial exchange of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity.” For Carnegie, the purpose of community engagement is the
“partnership of [academic] knowledge and resources with those [nonacademic] sectors
to prepare educated, engaged citizens; strengthen democratic values and civic responsibility; address critical societal issues; and contribute to the public good.”
Derek W. M. Barker’s essay “Five Emerging Practices in the Scholarship of Engagement” was originally published in 2006, the same year that Carnegie issued its first
list of institutions of higher education that demonstrated extraordinary commitment
to their public purposes. Barker’s five emerging practices reflect some but not all of
Carnegie’s definitions, and 16 years later, we can better assess which of these practices
have emerged, blossomed, and borne fruit. In particular, in this brief introduction, I
would like to offer an addition to Barker’s analysis, focusing on a topic that I believe
received insufficient attention in the literature at that time and which has, in the years
since, become central to Carnegie’s and my own definition of community engagement:
coproduction of knowledge. Partnership and reciprocity grounded in this principle are
at the core of community engagement. It decenters academic knowledge and resources
by positioning it on an equal footing with nonacademic sectors, problematizing the
power dynamic central to the knowledge production and enterprise of the academy.
In contrast, public scholarship and participatory research, Barker writes, stress “the active
role citizens can play in the production of academic knowledge.” Public information
networks establish databases administered by the academy to “help communities identify resources and assets.” Civic literacy scholarship describes scholars within the academy
working to “enhance democratic processes by ensuring that their disciplines are supplying publics with the knowledge necessary for reflective judgments on public issues.”
These definitions do not fully acknowledge systems of knowledge and knowledge
production outside of the academy as equal and necessary contributors to the enterprise of community engagement as a form of engaged scholarship. While participatory
research does center marginalized groups or communities in defining problems, it
often absorbs the scholarship of marginalized or oppressed groups into the academy
without truly considering the power dynamic present.
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Perhaps the closest to the Carnegie Foundation’s definition of community engagement
is community partnership. Barker argues that “in contrast to other forms of engaged
scholarship, community partnerships are especially concerned with power, resources,
and building social movements.” Yet, this doesn’t describe coproduction of knowledge. While the practice will “often overlap with public scholarship and participatory
research practices, this approach tends to emphasize the end result of social transformation over the process and its political qualities.”
If participatory research succeeds in producing knowledge in a collaboration between
institutions of higher education and their larger communities, albeit within a power
dynamic that favors institutions, and community partnership succeeds in building reciprocal relationships that lead to social transformation, community engagement sits on the
boundary between these two. It describes a scholarly collaboration that prioritizes systems of knowledge production from outside of the academy, drawing on resources
and practices from both groups equitably to coproduce knowledge and action.
Genuine community engagement by institutions of higher education must avoid
preserving the established epistemology of the academy and reinforcing systems of
knowledge built on colonial values and ideals at the expense of indigenous, intersectional, and alternative systems of knowledge production. While there is particular and
powerful value in the forms, processes, and methods of knowledge generation that
come from within the academy, knowledge creation systems and processes outside
the academy are essential for democratic processes to take root and thrive.
— Mathew Johnson

M ore than ever, higher education professionals are starting to describe their

work using the words “participatory research,” “public scholarship,” and “community partnerships.” In fact, words like these are being used in the titles and
mission statements of centers, programs, and other initiatives to broaden the
idea of scholarship and deepen the connection between higher education institutions and the public realm. For the past few years, I have been tracking these
projects, as well as the work of independent scholars who have similar approaches.
I see an exciting group of academics trying to make the case that civic work
makes for good politics and good scholarship. Civic work helps scholars generate more practical research questions, enables them to collect more data, and
allows them to see their ideas working in practice. Engaged scholars are finding
that their practices are not something they do on the side in addition to their
academic research. They embrace different methods and emphasize varying
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aspects of democratic politics, but their work can be understood and assessed
as a “scholarship of engagement.”
Five emerging practices are showing how higher education professionals
can expand the idea of scholarship and enrich the political life of their communities. Each one is animated by a specific theory of democracy, and as a result,
each one uses its own methods to address a specific set of public problems. What
distinguishes these
practices is the intent
Civic work helps scholars
of the scholars, not the
generate more practical
methods they employ.
research questions, enables
While academic scholarship is often driven by
them to collect more data,
the training and experand allows them to see their
tise of the scholar,
ideas working in practice.
engaged scholars are
driven by what they
intend to accomplish. By thinking about the scholarship of engagement along
these dimensions, my intention is to provide a clear and systematic framework through which to understand and assess the work that makes up this
movement while also recognizing its diversity.
The scholarship of engagement concept was first stated in the work of the
late Ernest Boyer, who served as president of the Carnegie Academy for the
Advancement of Teaching and Learning. Boyer’s work was dedicated to expanding the idea of scholarship beyond research published in peer-reviewed journals
in order to recognize and value all the things that academics actually do. One
of Boyer’s later works took a further step to argue that the idea of scholarship
could be broadened to include the scholarship of engagement: practices that
overlap with the traditional areas of scholarship but also incorporate practices
of collaboration with public entities.
So what does civic work have to do with scholarship? What is “scholarly”
about the scholarship of engagement? By linking civic work to scholarship, this
terminology reflects a growing awareness that civic work can further academic
as well as political goals. On the research side, scholars are making contributions
to their field by using methods that incorporate civic work. Rather, civic work
is woven into the research process itself, a critical component of the scholar’s
methodology.
Practices of civic work can also make a difference in what Boyer calls the
“scholarship of teaching.” For a long time, the service learning and experiential
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learning movements have been showing that students can benefit from seeing
the ideas discussed in the classroom applied practically in the outside world.
What the scholarship of engagement adds to these pedagogies is a conscious
effort at building deeper relationships with communities beyond the idea of
“service,” which does not always lead to more enduring forms of engagement.
The scholarship of engagement attempts to provide students with greater insight
into the nature of public problems by asking them to practice more intense forms
of democratic citizenship. Although these practices are often present implicitly in
service and experiential learning programs, they are explicitly and consciously
cultivated by the scholarship of engagement. In these ways, far from compromising their seriousness and rigor, engaged scholars are making the case that
their work meets or even exceeds traditional norms for assessing scholarship.

The Scholarship of Engagement: Five Emerging Practices
So what do engaged scholars do? How does their work contribute to democracy? The scholarship of engagement is distinct from traditional approaches
because it integrates practices of civic work into the production of knowledge. It
is different, for example, from traditional academic scholarship that simply has
to do with civic work. The scholarship of engagement is also distinct from public
intellectual scholarship, which takes traditional academic literature and attempts
to give it greater visibility in the media. Rather, the scholarship of engagement
means finding creative ways to communicate to public audiences, work for the
public good, and, most important, generate knowledge with public participation.
To accomplish these goals, engaged scholars are embracing a number of
methods and the terminologies that go with them. Unfortunately, such diversity
can make for a daunting task when it comes to understanding and assessing
these practices. In order to make sense of these approaches, I decided to proceed inductively to find out how scholars are describing their own work and
to see whether any patterns can be identified. I found five emerging practices
(see table 1).
First, public scholarship is most often used to describe academic work
that incorporates practices of deliberative politics to enhance scholarship.
Public scholars are usually informed by some combination of the “deliberative” or “participatory” theories of democracy developed by thinkers such as
John Dewey and Jürgen Habermas. In contrast to “participatory research” and
“action research,” however, public scholarship generally emphasizes deliberation over participation—the quality of the discourse rather than the quantity
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Table 1. The Scholarship of Engagement: Five Practices
Problems
Addressed

Practice

Theory

Methods

Public scholarship

Deliberative
democracy

Complex “public”
problems requiring
deliberation

Face-to-face, open
forums

Participatory
research

Participatory
democracy

Inclusion of specific
groups

Face-to-face
collaboration with
specific publics

Community
partnership

Social democracy

Social change,
structural
transformation

Collaboration with
intermediary groups

Public information
networks

Democracy (broadly
understood)

Networking,
communication

Databases of public
resources

Civic literacy
scholarship

Democracy (broadly
understood)

Enhancing public
discourse

Communication
with general public

of participants. A common public scholarship practice is the open public forum.
Forums typically address issues of wide concern, and, in particular, they address
complex issues that require actual public discussion rather than simply voting
or taking a public opinion poll. Dewey refers to these sorts of problems as
“public problems.”
Several examples illustrate the ways in which deliberative politics can
enhance scholarship. National organizations such as the Study Circles Resource
Center and the National Issues Forums use deliberative methods, often in
association with civic work centers on college campuses. As Keith Morton
and Sandra Enos tell us, these forums are often linked to coursework in fields
such as political science and public policy, providing student participants
with a powerful learning experience. Similarly, regional studies scholars at the
University of Kentucky Center for Participatory Research and Democratic
Planning used forums to draw citizens into the research process on issues ranging from local economic development to the folk traditions of their community.
One of their programs, for example, used an innovative blend of forums, films,
and humanities scholarship to bring awareness to the long-term impacts of
highway development on the local economy. These scholars found that the
level of public knowledge on this issue increased as a result of civic work and
public deliberation. A group of environmental health scientists, including
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John Sullivan, recently found that by using community outreach and public
forums, they could collaborate with citizens to monitor local environmental
problems. As a result, the researchers gained access to new data sources, and
their work was communicated more effectively to the community. Similarly,
Nick Jordan and a group of sustainable development scientists recently found
that their research on weed science is more effective when the farmers who
use their research are involved in the process. By collaborating with actual
practitioners in the process of the research, these scientists found themselves
addressing more urgent research questions with greater effectiveness. In all of
these instances, scholars and students are finding new ways to enrich the scholarship process, generating new research questions and gaining access to new
data sources through innovative practices of deliberative democracy.
The second emerging practice, very closely related to public scholarship, is
participatory research, also referred to as “action research” or “participatory action
research.” Like public scholarship, participatory research stresses the active role
citizens can play in the production of academic knowledge. The main difference I see between the two stems from the relative emphasis on participation
versus deliberation. While public scholars are more concerned with enhancing
the quality of public participation in research, for participatory research, the
emphasis tends to be on promoting participation itself. Participatory research
tends to respond to problems of exclusion by reaching out to a marginalized
or previously excluded
group. For example,
Scholars and students are
Kathy Mordock and
finding new ways to enrich
Marianne Krasny define
the scholarship process,
action research as “a progenerating new research
cess of research in which
questions and gaining access an oppressed group of
people or a community
to new data sources through
identifies a problem,
innovative practices of
collects information,
deliberative democracy.
analyzes, and acts upon
the problem in order to
solve it and to promote public transformation.” These practices have developed alongside “activist” criticisms of deliberative democracy like those of
Iris Marion Young. These critics argue that deliberative practices tend to force
marginalized groups to compromise, preventing radical solutions from emerging. Since the emphasis is on including a specific group in research to solve a
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specific problem, the deliberative methods of public scholarship, such as open
public forums on universal issues, are less appropriate. Despite their differences
of emphasis, however, public scholarship and participatory research often overlap and can supplement each other, depending on the nature of the problem
being addressed.
Like public scholarship, participatory research is showing that good
politics can make for good scholarship. The weed scientists mentioned above
described their work using the public scholarship terminology but also drew
heavily from participatory research scholarship as well as from the concept
of “public work.” Similarly, participatory research is the preferred paradigm
used by the scholars at the Center for Participatory Research and Democratic
Planning at the University of Kentucky, cited above, although their methods
overlap significantly with public scholarship. Participatory research and public scholarship are not so much opposed as they are responding to different
problems in democratic politics. Situations may call for building bridges
to specific groups to bring more participants into the process, or they may
call for improving the quality of discourse of existing groups. Engaged
scholars are finding innovative ways to blend these approaches in response
to specific problems.
Third, the scholarship of engagement includes practices referred to as
community partnerships. Public participation and deliberation may be key components of community partnerships, but the primary emphasis in this field
tends to be on cultural transformation. As a result, one might say that community partnerships are animated primarily by a conception of democracy. In
contrast to other forms of engaged scholarship, community partnerships are
especially concerned with power, resources, and building social movements.
While community partnerships often overlap with public scholarship and participatory research practices, this approach tends to emphasize the end result
of social transformation over the process and its political qualities.
Harry C. Boyte, of the University of Minnesota’s Center for Democracy
and Citizenship, describes his community partnership practices as “public work.”
Scholars there engage in a range of community projects and, through their
experiences, contribute to scholarly literature in fields such as political theory,
public policy, and sociology. Ira Harkavy, a leader in this field and director of
the Center for Community Partnerships at the University of Pennsylvania,
describes his work as a conscious effort at “going beyond service learning” by
accomplishing structural transformation through comprehensive institutional
commitments linked to teaching and research, a goal that is only sometimes
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explicitly stated in service-learning practices. Again, other scholars use a combination of community partnership methods and practices drawn from other
forms of engagement. For example, the weed scientists mentioned above also
describe their public scholarship as a form of public work, showing that deliberative politics can be a crucial component of social transformation.
Fourth, many of the scholarship of engagement centers are creating public information networks. These networks typically help communities identify
resources and assets by providing comprehensive databases of local activists,
advocacy groups, and available services. While these programs do not always
stress the iterative and deliberative quality of the forms of engaged scholarship,
they use university resources to better inform public judgments and enrich the
quality of discourse. Public information programs are best suited to dealing
with situations in which the resources already exist in a community to solve a
problem, but they are not being utilized effectively because of a lack of organization or communication. Examples of this approach include the Seattle
Political Information Network of the Center for Communication and Civic
Work at the University of Washington and the Democracy Collaborative’s
Information Commons at the University of Maryland.
A final approach to the scholarship of engagement emphasizes civic skills
and civic literacy. Regardless of one’s specific conception of democracy, any
healthy democracy requires at least a minimal competence in knowledge of
political institutions, economics, and science and technology to make educated
and informed decisions. Scholarship conceived as an expert practice reserved
for a few specialists further undermines the public’s capacity for effective participation. Engaged scholars in this field are helping to enhance democratic
processes by ensuring that their disciplines are supplying publics with the
knowledge necessary for reflective judgments on public issues. This approach
again aims to deepen the practices of engagement by reducing the separation
between expert specialists and the lay public, as well as by its specific emphasis
on skills that are relevant to political participation and democratic decisionmaking. At the same time, civic-literacy approaches differ from other forms
of engaged scholarship by targeting relatively broad and long-term trends in
general public knowledge rather than specific and immediate problems. Project
Pericles at Macalester College is one exemplary service-learning program with
a specific focus on civic learning. Natural scientists, like Stuart Lee and WolffMichael Roth, have also been increasingly concerned with ensuring that the
public has an adequate understanding of science and technology so as to reach
reflective judgments on those issues.
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One sign that these practices are catching on as both good politics and
good scholarship is the development of specific criteria for the assessment of
engaged scholarship. Lorilee Sandmann and the National Review Board for
the Scholarship of Engagement, for example, have been working in this field,
serving as peer evaluators in promotion and tenure decisions. They try to identify practices of engagement with real scholarly value, not just “service” that is
done on the side. Assessment work may impose challenging standards for the
scholarship of engagement movement, but it helps make the case to promotion
and tenure committees that practices of engagement are central to the research
and teaching goals of the profession. Although assessment is not itself engagement (and I do not include it among the five practices), this work is a critical
component of the engaged scholarship universe.

Conclusion
The reality of the scholarship of engagement universe is, of course, fluid
and complex, and cannot be easily reduced into boxes. The terms I have identified do not have settled definitions. They are closely related and easily confused
with one another, and at times, they are even used interchangeably. Moreover,
these practices are by their very nature—and by the nature of democracy itself—
experimental and in constant flux. Engaged scholars are not trying to set up
a universal rule for the “best” method of engagement, but rather to respond
to particular problems
in democratic politics.
The scholarship of
All engaged scholarship
engagement recognizes
addresses problems that
that teaching, research,
are broadly “public” in
nature, but some of them and any of the scholarly
may be short-term and
functions can be broadened
particular in nature while
to incorporate practices
others may contribute to
of democratic politics.
the common good in
broad or long-term ways.
Engaged scholarship can emphasize the processes of democratic decision-making or the substantive results of social transformation. Complete standardization would be neither possible nor desirable.
Still, a degree of clarity can help other scholars replicate these emerging
practices, and shared meanings would help the field establish both intellectual

45

and political legitimacy. In tracking the activities of higher education civic work
centers, I have been finding that the concept of the scholarship of engagement
has been catching on. On the one hand, it is focused enough to capture the
distinct qualities and contributions of engaged scholarship. The scholarship
of engagement is not something that academics do on the side as opposed to
“serious” scholarship. Rather, the scholarship of engagement has developed
specific methods and criteria for assessment, and it is making identifiable
contributions to academic disciplines on their own terms. On the other hand,
the scholarship of engagement is an inclusive concept that reflects the great
diversity in the theory and practice of this growing movement. The scholarship
of engagement includes an exciting array of theoretical approaches toward the
renewal of democratic politics, and it recognizes that teaching, research, and
any of the traditional scholarly functions can be broadened to incorporate
practices of democratic politics. Most of all, the concept is catching on because
it is both scholarly and political, capturing both aspects of a distinct, growing,
and exciting movement.
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