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Community Involvement 
Gary Taylor, Liam Mellor and Lizzie Walton

    We can learn a great deal about our society and our rights and responsibilities as citizens through involvement in community projects. Although it might be beneficial to citizenship to find ways to improve our sense of belonging to society or the nation as a whole, projects that take place in the local community can often introduce citizens to the modern political process and show us the relevance of politics to our daily lives. We can be active citizens by taking an interest in issues in our local community and engaging with others to manage and improve the facilities we use. These activities could include such things as helping to run a youth group, fund raising for the local school or participating in the design and maintenance of a community garden. Students can and do play an active role in their communities. They have numerous skills that can be passed on to others and they in turn can learn from other members of the community. The spread of work-based learning in particular has provided many opportunities for students to gain academic credit for working in the community. It is also important to recognise that universities can cater to different groups within the community and by accommodating different points of view they can enhance the learning experience of all students. Widening participation programmes in particular call upon universities to recognise their responsibilities towards the local community. When we talk about community involvement, therefore, we should be aware that it could include university and student activities in the community and community participation in the life of the university. 

Higher Education and the Community
    In addressing the issue of community involvement, we should begin by considering the relationship between universities and the community. We should recognise at the outset that universities operate in a variety of communities. They are usually located in geographic communities and function in a variety of virtual communities and communities of interest. It could be argued that what makes universities distinctive is their separation from the local community. This view of the university sees the pursuit of higher education in terms of a retreat from the life of the community. Alternatively, the university could be seen as an integral part of the community. This view might look for ways in which universities can cater for diverse needs within the community. It is this latter view that underpins the current chapter and it is argued herein that universities and academics should regard themselves as part of wider communities, defined according to geographical location, shared interests and possibly shared spheres of influence. Academics already plug into communities. Our own academic disciplines are built upon scholarly endeavours in the past and the present. Our activities in terms of teaching and research will in turn make a contribution (however small) to the discipline and to the abilities and predispositions of our graduates who leave university armed with specialist knowledge and refined analytical skills. Many academics also draw their subject matter from the community. In the social sciences, we study communities and perhaps attempt to influence their future development. It could be argued indeed that academics who seek to divorce themselves from the community deprive themselves (and their students) of a sense of perspective to deal with important social issues and to exert influence upon society.

    In order to appreciate the social role and responsibilities of the higher education sector, it might be useful to be acquainted with the notion of the civic university. According to Barnett (2007), a civic university is '... conscious of its responsibilities towards society and fulfilling a 'public service' role is a way of acting out those responsibilities' (Barnett, 2007, p. 33). These responsibilities could be direct and immediate, such as assisting in the regeneration of a neighbourhood by offering the community access to university facilities for meetings or by actively engaging in research and funding bids directly related to the welfare of the local community. There are also long-term activities such as building sustainable partnerships with key stakeholders within the community. Whether immediate or long-term, such activities can have a dramatic impact upon the relationship between the university and the community. Zlotkowski (2007) argues in favour of increased engagement between universities and the community. In his view, it is important to embrace the 'scholarship of engagement' in which universities and academics address and look for solutions to social problems (Zlotkowski, 2007, p. 40). We should avoid, however, seeing this relationship purely in terms of what the university can do for the community. Boland and McIlrath (2007) point out that if academics and universities are to engage with the community this must involve '... mutual listening, reciprocity and dialogue which is focussed on something beyond the self' (Boland and McIlrath, 21007, p. 84). This is said to involve accommodating different views and '... strenuous, thoughtful, argumentative interaction with the wider world' (Boland and McIlrath, 2007, p. 85). This would tend to suggest that a civic university must be dynamic and willing to adapt its activities to the needs and aspirations of the communities they serve.

    A university can of course be a place where academics pursue personal research agendas regardless of social value. It is clearly not essential for the academic system to respond to immediate social problems at the expense of all other work. Academics may well feel that they have a responsibility towards their discipline (and careers) that outweighs any transient social problem. This does not necessarily mean that we are without broader responsibilities. Barnett (2007) argues that academics should aim to promote the public good and that academics in general and those active in research in particular should '... understand that they have responsibilities towards the wider community' (Barnett, 2007, p. 32). Academics could, of course, determine what these responsibilities are and the importance they have when setting priorities for the academic year. It does, however, make sense for academics to consider (even if only from time to time) their place in the community and how their work can reach those beyond their lecture theatres. For some authors, it is important that we constantly respond and adapt to the needs of the community. Boland and McIlrath (2007), for example, claim that we should be willing to adapt the philosophy and innovations we make in teaching and research '... to reflect and serve local culture, context and conceptions' (Boland and McIlrath, 2007, p. 83). This includes adapting the products we create to 'non-native environments' (Boland and McIlrath, 2007, p. 83). Engaging with the community can help academics see their teaching and their research in different contexts and in turn expand the opportunities open to us all.

    The relationships between universities and the community are also influenced considerably by the behaviour and reputation of students in the local community. It is sometimes the case that students have a bad reputation and a number of universities have taken steps to curb potentially disruptive student behaviour within local communities. This has been done in an attempt to improve relations between the university and the community and to protect the reputation of the university. Southampton University, for example, has developed an initiative whereby students are provided with a subsidised night bus to return them to campus at weekends. Leeds University has appointed a community liaison officer to deal with students in private accommodation in the large student-populated area of Headingley. David Attwood, community liaison officer at Oxford Brookes University, claims that educating students ‘…about acceptable behaviour is part of our policy of being socially responsible to the community we serve’ (Attwood cited in Chaudhuri, 2000, p. 14). Research has shown that local residents are often concerned about increasing numbers of students in their neighbourhoods. Increased student presence is often accompanied by problems associated with late night music and higher insurance premiums, the latter because students are often targeted in burglaries. It has been shown, however, that the presence of students can also help to increase house prices, maintain public transport in the area and, as graduates remain in the towns and cities where they went to university, to the long-term development of an area (Macleod and Ward, 2006). Whilst universities and residents in university towns and cities might share an interest in curbing anti-social behaviour amongst pockets of the student population, it is evident that the presence of students per se should not be a cause of alarm for the local community. It could be argued that students and their universities accepting that they have responsibilities towards other members of the community could help to tackle disruptive behaviour.

    There seem to be clear benefits to making links between universities and the business sector. Charles Clarke (2003), Secretary of Education under the Labour government, points out that higher education needs to equip people with relevant skills and keep abreast with changes in the economy and society. He believes it is important for universities to strengthen their links with the business sector and that businesses should be invited to participate and contribute towards shaping the education offered by universities. Stephen Court (1997), a researcher with the Association of University Teachers, claimed that there are a number of benefits that can be derived from establishing partnerships with local and regional businesses. It is argued that universities can help to create jobs, provide valuable research and consultancy, as well as design and deliver training packages for local businesses. Court has also argued, however, that problems can arise from forging links with the business sector, especially where universities are perceived as subservient to the interests of business. In Court’s view, teaching and research could suffer as a result of over-zealous attempts by universities to make themselves useful to the community. In his view, universities must ‘…defend their freedom to provide non-vocational courses and carry out research, as well as meeting local needs. A lot of work needs to be done on setting clear goals which are of benefit to universities as well as their communities’ (Court, 1997, p. 3). Here is a clear indication and warning that although the functions of universities can be enriched by fruitful partnerships with the community, it is important to make sure that universities are not relegated to a supporting role. Universities have their own part to play in the life of the community. There is certainly no need to defer to the business sector. 

    Universities can be significant in helping to regenerate local communities. Sir Howard Newby, the chief executive of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), claims that institutes of higher education should have a role in the development of economic competitiveness and social inclusion. He claims higher education now has a range of client groups ‘…not only students and their parents, but employers, regions, local communities, public services, and a host of other groups that we must now consider stakeholders’ (Newby, 2006, p. 10). Coventry University, for example, recognises the importance of helping to regenerate the local community and respond to local needs. When the car building industry hit upon hard times in the neighbouring area of Ryton, Professor Ian Marshall (the associate pro-vice chancellor at Coventry University) said that he believed that the role of the university was in part to support the local community and that it should provide workers with the opportunity to update skills or enter other forms of employment. Marshall suggested that as part of ‘… our responsibility to our local community, we have the resources to support regeneration beyond just providing training. This is surely one of the main responsibilities of any modern university to its region and community’ (Marshall, 2006, p. 10). Herein lies a clear example of how universities, in recognising their broader civic roles, can assist the local area without sacrificing their distinctive character.
Involving students in the community: the value of work-based learning

    One of the key ways to encourage student participation in the community is by allowing room in the curriculum for work-based learning or service learning, through which students spend part of their time working in the community. At Sheffield Hallam University, work-based learning has featured in a range of disciplines for over a decade (See Midgley, 1998). In the social sciences, work-based learning has been offered for a number of years as an option for second and third year students. In many cases, students have chosen to work in community groups or through the university’s own organisation Hallam Volunteering. The success of these modules in encouraging students to reappraise their own roles in the community has been discussed elsewhere (See Taylor, Todd, McManus, Long, McCarter and Digman, 2006) and the recent introduction of a mandatory work-based learning module for all second year social science students at Sheffield Hallam University provides opportunities for a greater number of students to engage with the community. 

    Work-based learning is challenging for students (and indeed for staff) on a number of levels. Boland and McIlrath (2007), for example, point out that students need to develop their abilities to apply the theory they learn in lectures and seminars and be able to reflect on their experiences of work. This involves a number of different skills including:

· Knowing (understanding the subjects they study)

· Doing (engaging with work)

· Communicating (engaging with others).

In their view, it is important to work towards the integration of all three '... with a view to developing a sense of the civic self and a confidence in the potential for individual and collective engagement' (Boland and McIlrath, 2007, p. 85). Having experience of work in the community can be rewarding and educative. It can also give the student’s final degree a different dimension. Academics have expressed concerns about graduates who leave university without a thought for the community. David Donnison, from the Department of Urban Studies at the University of Glasgow, has argued that ‘… if students graduating from medical schools, law schools, planning schools and other parts of the university go forth to practice their professions without a thought for the communities in which they work- we shall have failed twice over!’ (Donnison, 2006, p. 48). Work-based learning in the community can be of benefit to a range of disciplines and its relevance stretches far beyond a social science curriculum.

    Students are often provided with a range of opportunities to participate in the community through taking part in voluntary work. This work can be undertaken as part of a work-based learning module or as an extra-curricula activity. Amber Cowan (2005) points out that students often find volunteering in community projects has a beneficial impact upon their physical and mental health. In particular, the feeling of being involved in something worthwhile can have a considerable effect upon the way we view our communities and ourselves. Taking part in community projects might also be seen as a form of political activity. Research conducted in the United States has found that young people sometimes see themselves as ‘activist volunteers’ and believe that voluntary action can lead to social and political change (Lopez, Levine, Both, Kirby and Marcelo, 2006). Although young people in the United States reject the view that civic service should be compulsory for high school students, the majority of the 1500 students interviewed believed that young people should be given the opportunity to participate in community service and in so doing earn money towards the costs of college (Lopez, 2006). There is always the danger that making voluntary work ‘compulsory’ will undermine the altruism that lies behind at least some voluntary activity. This might be something that reduces the benefits of mandatory work-based learning modules.

    Universities have become increasingly involved in the development of modules on work-based learning, partly to further their own employability agendas. In the context of increased student fees and competition between universities, work-based learning is an attractive feature of many degree schemes. Charles Clarke (2003) argues that work experience modules benefit both students and their employers. Students are thought to benefit because they have the opportunity to rehearse the role of the employee and to develop a firmer sense of their interests and career prospects. Students also gain valuable insights into living and working in the community and tend to become more active citizens. Research has shown that employers look upon participation in work experience modules at universities favourably and that such modules have helped to improve the employment prospects of marginalised groups (see Universities UK 2002). Businesses are also thought to benefit because they can nurture new talent and influence the design of the education provided by the university sector. In so doing the business sector can exert influence upon universities to provide an education suited to the needs of the contemporary economic system (Clarke, 2003). Whilst recognising the importance of employability, we should avoid taking a too limited view of what this entails. Employability is not simply about equipping students with the skills necessary for the contemporary job market, but also involves encouraging students to see themselves in a broader social context and asking them to reflect upon what they have to offer both employers and the community. This is certainly something we need to take into account when devising work-based learning modules.

    It is also important that work-based learning or service learning takes place as part of a reciprocal relationship with employers and organisations in the community. Whitney, McClure, Respet and Clayton (2007) argue that service learning is a 'relational process' in which academics, community organisations and students are '... engaged in relationships not only of reciprocity, in which all contribute and all benefit, but of mutual learning, growth, and change' (Whitney, McClure, Respet and Clayton, 2007, p. 186). It is understood that we must be open and willing to learn from each other. Kari and Skelton (2007) draw attention to the work carried out at the Jane Addams School for Democracy in Minnesota. Formed in 1996, the school aims to provide democratic education for new arrivals to the United States. They argue that students and academics often regard service learning as an opportunity to give something back to their community and that this approach is far too 'one-directional'. In their view, it is important to build relationships and to establish 'give and take partnerships' in which we all see ourselves as participants in a diverse community of learners. If we do indeed seek to establish sustainable relationships with groups in the community, this will surely have implications for teaching and learning. In looking for ways to arrange and coordinate service or work-based learning, Boland and McIlrath (2007) distinguish between transactional and transformative pedagogies of engagement. In the transactional pedagogy of engagement, the community is seen as a recipient of inputs from students. This can be problematic for once the student input is withdrawn the community is often no better off. Under transformative pedagogies of engagement, greater credence is given to the development of a reciprocal relationship between academics, students and the community. They argue that it is important to understand the motives and values of those involved in the partnership as '... failure to respond to issues of local conception, culture and context may further marginalise pedagogies for civic engagement' (Boland and McIlrath, 2007, pp. 86-87). Work-based learning, indeed, is not simply a matter of sending students out into the community to ‘do good’. It is about establishing dialogue with members of the community and responding to needs as they present themselves. In so doing, students can learn more about the work process and about their communities than by simply performing a pre-determined function in return for academic credits.

Attracting diverse sections of the community

    So far, we have looked at community involvement in terms of the relationship between the university and the community and in the context of work based learning. Community involvement can also be viewed according to the ways in which universities attract diverse sections of the community. Access to higher education is seen by some as one of the key ways to tackle social exclusion and improve the prospects of marginalised sections of the community. Ken Livingstone, for example, has argued that higher education can be ‘… the biggest chance an individual has of escaping disadvantage and discrimination, and realising their potential for their own – and society’s – benefit’ (Livingstone cited in Smithers, 2004a, p. 13). Tom Schuller (2002) suggests that higher education provides a way to involve people in networks and in turn help people play a greater part in the life of their community. Stuart (2002) likewise argues that widening participation strategies in particular should help to provide marginalised groups with the ability and confidence necessary to participate in and lead projects to bring about social change. Attracting diverse sections of the community to higher education is not simply about increasing the number of students in the system. Managed effectively, an expanded higher education system can help to transform who leads our communities. Higher education would seem to be particularly important in empowering communities to identify (and to find solutions to) the problems they face.

    We should acknowledge that universities are still seen by some as the home of the talented few and that if universities are to attract a broader array of students attempts must be made to dismantle barriers to studying at degree level. Many universities have attempted to draw in diverse sections of the community. Sheffield Hallam University has been particularly active in boosting the aspirations of local children by offering visits to universities for children and their parents at an early age (Weatherald and Layer, 1998). Taster courses are sometimes offered in the hope of arousing interest in higher education. It is often the case that barriers to higher education can be reduced if universities are willing to adapt to the needs of their local communities and offer courses that are relevant to the needs of local people. The Penderry Project, coordinated by the adult education centre at Swansea University, involved local residents’ groups in planning non-credit bearing modules and articulating their learning needs. These modules were run in local community centres rather than at the local university. This was one of the things that helped local people feel that they had ownership of their learning. It was found that approaching higher education in this way helped participants recognise possibilities in their community and improved their understanding of their own rights and power. It was pointed out however that ‘… such initiatives should be guided by realistic considerations of increasing empowerment. Those who are socially excluded are not just economically deprived and impoverished, they are also denied full citizenship rights’ (Trotman and Pudner, 1998, p. 54). When trying to reach the poorer sections of the community, universities must recognise that they need to offer something of value rather than expect those who have little or no experience of higher education to adopt some of the more traditional values circulating in the university sector.

    Some important work is taking place to attract a greater number of black and ethnic minority students into higher education. Tessa Blackstone (2004), vice chancellor at the University of Greenwich, has written in support of increasing the participation of black and ethnic minority students in the belief that higher education can help to reduce social exclusion. In addition to benefiting the individuals concerned, she believes that these graduates will in turn provide role models for future generations. The University of Greenwich uses existing students as mentors for black and ethnic minority school pupils in the local area in the hope of encouraging at least some of these pupils into higher education (see Blackstone, 2004). This illustrates, amongst other things, how student participation in outreach work can in turn influence the character and composition of the university. Students can act as ambassadors of higher education and do a great deal to address and reduce at least some of the divisions between the university and the community.

Implications for learning and teaching

    As we have seen, involving universities and students in the life of the community should not be viewed as a one-way process. If we strive to energise universities by adopting broader civic goals, this will have a significant impact upon the value we attribute to teaching. Zlotkowski (2007) claims that a scholarship of engagement allows for teaching itself to be seen as a 'form of scholarship' and that it recognises that universities should be concerned with the production and dissemination of socially useful knowledge. He points out that universities should not regard themselves as independent and unresponsive to social needs and that such arrogance rests upon the assumption that '... real knowledge is independent of affect and value judgements' (Zlotkowski, 2007, p. 41). Ahmed Bawa (2007) has argued that we should acknowledge and be aware of the value of knowledge derived from engaging with the community and see this knowledge and engagement in the context of a 'knowledge production framework'. Without this, he believes that it is '... highly unlikely that it will expand beyond pilot experimentation' (Bawa, 2007, p. 59). Community involvement entails entering into a series of reciprocal partnerships through which we learn as well as teach.

    This approach to community involvement (and to learning and teaching) certainly has implications for the way we view citizenship. Welch (2007) argues that universities should have an important role in helping students develop as citizens (Welch, 2007, p. 103). This does not mean, however, that citizenship has to be taught in a traditional way. Ronald Barnett (2007), professor of higher education at the University of London, provides some interesting advice on teaching citizenship. He claims that citizenship should be infused into the curriculum as a whole. Rather than teach specific modules on citizenship, he argues that we should be encouraged to recognise our connections with each other and with society as a whole. He believes that students should be encouraged to gain an appreciation of diverse views of the world and to '... develop a heightened sense of the other' (Barnett, 2007, p. 32). A developed appreciation of citizenship involves seeing ourselves within a broader social and/or communal context. Roholt and Smyth (2007), for example, argue that citizenship is 'a process' and we '... accomplish citizenship by joining together to solve community problems (through either formal or informal politics) in ways that respect and support a shared future and result in creating something of lasting value for everyone' (Roholt and Smyth (2007), p. 157). It is clear that citizenship is something that we learn by doing and that the community provides us all with an arena to develop as citizens. 

Conclusion

    There are many ways that students and universities can be involved in their communities. Whether students go out into the community or the community makes use of the university, there are benefits to both the university and the community from nurturing sustainable partnerships. Closer ties with local schools and further education colleges can help universities make contact with local people. Students can help to build relationships by working in the community, especially when they approach this work in a cooperative manner and show that they are willing to learn. Through involvement in their communities, students can learn at first hand what it is to be an active citizen. They can learn about decision making, working with others, power structures, the problems of gaining funds for community projects and a range of other things by stepping out of the lecture theatre into the cut- and-thrust of community politics. By reassessing the relationship between the university and the community, by making use of work-based or service learning and by promoting a diversity agenda within universities we might, in some small way, assist in the development of graduates who are aware of their connections with other people and who are willing to take an active part in the life and politics of their communities. 
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