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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

Students studying political science, public administration, public ser- civic engagement;

vice, and related fields are increasingly expected to engage with community-based research;
local communities in their eventual careers. Providing curriculum- ~ community engage’?f“,t;
based opportunities for such engagement, however, can be chal- f::;;?;:_'gszzrtlr;::;ir'g{
lenging. Are the costs worth the benefits? In 2016, faculty from two undergraduate research
universities in  Arkansas collaborated on the Little Rock

Congregations Study, a research project that brought undergraduate

students and graduate students out of the classroom and into the

community to collect both qualitative and quantitative data from

clergy and congregants across the city. Here, we use qualitative data

from assignments and student evaluations, community feedback,

and data collection outcomes to evaluate this coordinated effort. We

find that teaching through community-based research benefits stu-

dents, faculty, and the community but is also very resource intensive.

We conclude with a discussion of the challenges of this approach

and advice for those interested in such an undertaking.

Students studying political science, public administration, public service, and related
fields are increasingly expected to engage with local communities in their eventual
careers. And the universities and faculty teaching students in these fields are increas-
ingly expected to provide opportunities for engagement (see, for instance, Driscoll
2009). Participating in community engagement can help students develop key skills for
future employment (Bourner and Millican 2011). These skills can enhance students’
capacity to engage in crucial society-building activities later in their careers (Weiksner
et al. 2012). Community-engaged learning' can also make the educational experience
more rewarding and improve retention (Bringle, Hatcher, and Muthiah 2010; Gallini
and Moely 2003; Simons and Cleary 2006; Yorio and Ye 2012).

To provide these benefits, universities often emphasize the importance of civic educa-
tion and community-engaged learning (Furco 2010). Community-engaged learning can
encompass a wide range of activities—learning about one’s community, seeking solu-
tions for community problems, engaging in deliberation and discussion on those prob-
lems, and building campus-community partnerships (Furco 2010; McCartney, Bennion,
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and Simpson 2013). Faculty often have significant flexibility as they design courses with
community engagement in mind and they have crafted innovative solutions to meet the
needs of their students and their communities (e.g., DeLaet 2016, Forestiere 2015). Yet,
providing such opportunities can be resource-intensive and challenging (Yanus et al.
2015). Are the benefits of teaching through community-engaged research worth the
cost? Here, we take a holistic approach to evaluating a specific community-engaged
research project that involved undergraduate and graduate students at two universities.
We evaluate the project in terms of the benefits it provided to students, faculty, and
the community.

The benefits of community-engaged research

The literature has identified a number of benefits from community engagement. Here,
we organize these benefits into three categories: students, faculty, and the community.

Students

Perhaps the most prominent and most important benefits to teaching through a com-
munity-engaged research project accrue to the students. The literature indicates that
students can benefit from community-engaged research in at least three different ways.
First, as students engage in community-based research, they benefit from meaningful
and relevant experiential learning opportunities. Getting students out of the classroom
and into the community helps them learn content and process they cannot get through
lecture (Beames, Higgins, and Nicol 2012; Kuh 1991). It provides experiential learning
opportunities that are particularly beneficial to students through strengthening empathy
and critical self knowledge, in addition to increasing content knowledge
(Mitchell 2013).

Second, participating in research gives students the opportunity to improve research
skills in a hands-on, memorable, and engaging way (Gregerman et al. 1998; Ishiyama
2002; Russell, Hancock, and McCullough 2007). Conducting research, particularly in
fieldwork settings, can help students develop useful skills (Everett et al. 2011; Hovorka
and Wolf 2009; Levine et al. 1980) and it can help students use skills and knowledge in
a real-life situation (Breese 2011). Having students participate in a research project that
they see through from start to finish can help students to actualize the connections
between theory and practice (Breese 2011; Bringle, Hatcher, and Muthiah 2010; Furco
2010; Gallini and Moely 2003; Gullion and Ellis 2014; Simons and Cleary 2006;
Weiksner et al. 2012; Yorio and Ye 2012). In a macro sense, high-impact learning
opportunities, like engaging in research projects, benefit students by increasing their
chances of being retained and of graduating (Ishiyama 2002). Undergraduate research
opportunities foster both learning and retention (Alexander 2000).

Finally, community-engaged research gives students the opportunity to get out of the
classroom and engage with their city and their neighbors. This can provide students
with authentic and meaningful interactions with people and situations that they might
not otherwise encounter (Anderson 2002; Chapman and Chapdelaine 1999; Strand
2000). Community-engaged learning provides students the opportunity for critical self
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reflection (Breese 2011). Researchers observe that Millennial students in particular value
meaningful work and activities that benefit society and they seek educational experien-
ces that embody those goals (Furco 2010).

Faculty

For busy faculty, the best practices outlined in the literature are not always simple to
implement and faculty may find themselves stretched too thin as they try to follow best
practices (Glazier 2011). Indeed, overburdened faculty may be reluctant to undertake
community-engaged research projects or incorporate community engagement in their
courses because doing so requires a lot of time and resources and is rarely seen as
favorably as other academic activities—like publishing—that may be sacrificed as oppor-
tunity costs (Furco 2010; Kennedy et al. 2009; Leonard 1999).

Indeed, the literature stresses that faculty involved in community-engaged research
and student-centered learning need to be rewarded for their efforts in reviews for pro-
motion and tenure (Breese 2011). Recognizing this tradeoff, some scholars have advo-
cated for changing the reward and incentive structure to encourage faculty to teach
through community engagement (McCartney 2013; O’Meara 2003). When it comes to
the best interests of faculty, community-based education that meets multiple goals
across teaching, research, and service appears to be the best approach (Berger 2015;
Bloomgarden and O’Meara 2007; Sloam 2010). Being able to advance a research agenda
while also contributing to teaching and service could be a great benefit to faculty mem-
bers and could encourage teaching through community-based research.

One of the most direct benefits to faculty is the research output itself. Publishing
peer-reviewed work is an important component of tenure and promotion for many fac-
ulty members and may be the key to a better position, mobility, or negotiation
(Rothgeb and Burger 2009; Marshall and Rothgeb 2011). Advancing one’s research
agenda is a direct benefit of community-based research. Sustained and repeated interac-
tions with the community provide benefits to faculty researchers, as access to commu-
nity-based organizations is often one of the most difficult aspects of conducting
community-based research (Breese 2011; Furco 2010; Payne and Williams 2005).

Additionally, community-based research can be incredibly rewarding. The academy
can sometimes seem distant from the community and connecting through research can
be a positive experience for faculty members (Bloomgarden and O’Meara 2007; Johnson
2006). Similarly, giving back to the community in the form of relevant and helpful
research findings can make the research more meaningful to the faculty member
(McDavitt et al. 2016; Quinn and Kiernan 2017).

Community

Creating a collaboration between academic researchers and community members repre-
sents a core characteristic of community-engaged pedagogy (Breese 2011), one that can
be genuinely mutually beneficial. However, with student needs coming first and faculty
needs close behind, community-based research sometimes, ironically, leaves the commu-
nity component with less attention than it probably deserves (McDavitt et al. 2016).



4 @ R. A. GLAZIER AND W. M. BOWMAN

Benefits are most likely to come to the community in the form of useful findings or
improved circumstances (Raymond 2017) when they are part of the decision-making
process. Several scholars have observed that communities have a right to be participants
in, not just subjects of, community-engaged research (Kennedy et al. 2009). Lisman
(1998) argues that partnerships with the community must be created based on mutual
goals and values and with a sustained, long-term commitment. Both the students and
the community should be empowered by the experience (McCartney 2013).
Campus-community partnerships should emphasize reciprocity as well as mutual bene-
fit (Furco 2010) and, in designing the research plan, attention should be paid to how
community voices are incorporated and honored. Neglecting to pay close attention to
community needs can harm a project and also damage long-term relationships between
the researchers and the community (Furco 2010), while giving proper attention to com-
munity needs can strengthen such relationships.

Repeated interactions between students, faculty, and community members can help
reduce the “town and gown” barrier while strengthening the relationships between stu-
dents and local community members (Butin 2010). Conducting community-based
research in a way that encourages community participation (O’Connor 2006) can be
challenging. Ultimately, successful projects require sustained, mutually-beneficial inter-
actions between researchers and the community (Bringle and Hatcher 1996). Under
these circumstances, the community can benefit from learning about relevant research
outcomes, from connecting with students, and from building relationships across
institutions.

The research project: The Little Rock Congregations Study

Understanding that it is theoretically possible to teach with a community-based research
project in such a way as to benefit students, faculty, and the community, we set out to
design a curricullum centered on student participation in the 2016 Little Rock
Congregations Study, a research project led by Dr. Rebecca Glazier at the University of
Arkansas at Little Rock and Dr. Warigia Bowman at the University of Arkansas Clinton
School of Public Service.

This study builds on the Little Rock Congregations Study (Glazier 2015), which was
conducted under the direction of one of the study’s primary investigators. The Little
Rock Congregations Study began in 2012 with the research goal of better understanding
how places of worship might influence the civic and political behaviors of their congre-
gants. Now a longitudinal project, the study utilizes a multimethod approach, bringing
individual-level data from surveys and interviews with congregants together with con-
gregation-level data from surveys and interviews with clergy. > Research indicates that
using a mixture of methods in combination with creating trust between researchers and
the studied communities may facilitate effective data collection, particularly in resource-
constrained environments (Athayde, Stepp, and Ballester 2016; Gullion and Ellis 2014;
Schensul 2010; Stringer 2014; Williams and Schoonvelde 2018). Some results from the
study are available in publications by the principle investigator (Glazier 2015, 2017).

In 2016, one undergraduate research practicum course at the University of Arkansas
at Little Rock with a total of 20 students and two sections of the graduate research
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methods course at the University of Arkansas Clinton School of Public Service with a
total of 38 students participated in the study as part of their course work. The under-
graduate class focused substantively on religion and politics in the United States,
whereas the graduate course emphasized research skills.

As the literature indicates some potential benefits to graduate and undergraduate stu-
dents working together (Shostak et al. 2010), there were a number of points of overlap
between the two courses. Both courses required students to critically reflect on their
experiences attending congregations and observing the community-engaged behaviors of
churches. Both courses also included hands-on data collection in the field in the form
of surveying congregants. While the graduate-level field research methods course also
included requirements in interviewing clergy and conducting congregant focus groups,
the undergraduate course required students to engage in hypothesis generation and test-
ing. Both courses were designed to facilitate student engagement with the religious com-
munity while also considering important questions of civic life in Little Rock and
emphasizing a participatory, action research approach that views community members
as partners, not subjects (Stringer 2014). The undergraduate course was created specific-
ally for participation in this study, while the graduate course is a field research methods
course that selects a different project each year. This is the first time that the graduate
class participated in a cross-campus collaboration with undergraduate students.

The research project proceeded in four stages. In the first stage of data collection,
one of the primary investigators compiled a comprehensive list of Little Rock religious
congregations by cross-referencing the religious organizations in a Little Rock registry
at City Connections with local Yellow Pages listings. After identifying the religious lead-
ers at each of these houses of worship, one of the primary investigators mailed clergy
surveys to the 392 houses of worship within the Little Rock city limits, to be complete
by the clergy member who delivers the majority of the messages at worship services.
The survey included multiple-choice questions about congregation demographics, clergy
religious beliefs, and interest in participating in the subsequent phases of data collection
for the study.

Of the 392 houses of worship that received surveys, 84 completed and returned the
surveys (a 21% response rate). In the second stage of the research, the primary investi-
gators chose 17 houses of worship, from the 84 that responded to the survey, to target
for the congregation survey and congregation focus group phases. Overall, congrega-
tions were selected by purposive sampling for diversity of congregation size, location,
demographics, and religious tradition.

In each of these 17 places of worship, students attended services, made announce-
ments, and coordinated with the congregation leader to help publicize congregant sur-
veys and to recruit congregants for participation in focus groups. Student teams
attended religious services at each location between Friday, October 21, and Sunday,
November 6, 2016. Students greeted each congregant at the door and handed them a
survey if they were over the age of 18. The anonymous survey consisted of 70 questions
about congregants’ religious participation, community concerns, and social activities,
and included space for open-ended responses. Survey team leaders kept a tally of sur-
veys distributed and of people who refused surveys to calculate accurate response rates.
After the service, students either collected completed surveys in sealed boxes or



6 @ R. A. GLAZIER AND W. M. BOWMAN

respondents had the option of mailing them to the research teams at the University of
Arkansas at Little Rock via self-addressed, postage-paid envelopes. We received 1,475
completed surveys by November 20, 2016.

In the third stage of the research, all 84 congregation leaders who responded to the
mailed clergy survey were contacted via phone or email by a student researcher to
request an interview. The interviews lasted between 45 minutes and an hour. The proj-
ect’s primary investigators developed a semi-structured interview protocol, including a
uniform set of open-ended questions that allowed for detailed responses. Specific ques-
tions were designed to gather qualitative information about the congregation, the clergy
member’s religious beliefs, and the involvement of the congregation in the community.
A total of 69 clergy interviews were completed and transcribed (an 82% response rate).

In the fourth and final stage of the research, focus groups were conducted at 15 of
the 17 places of worship that participated in the congregant surveys. The focus group
leaders used a protocol that was similar to the one used in the congregation leader
interviews. A total of 78 congregants participated in the focus groups.

Student teams analyzed interviews and focus group materials using standard qualita-
tive data-analysis procedures. First, student researchers transcribed all audio recorded
interviews and focus groups. Then the analysis team collaborated to develop codes to
use in cross comparisons of the qualitative data. These codes were created to group
together similar ideas expressed by congregants and clergy across religious traditions.
The 1,475 returned surveys were divided among student researchers for data entry into
a master spreadsheet and students used basic inferential statistical measures to assess
the strength of relationships among variables. Results were compared across qualitative
and quantitative data and findings of interest were shared with the community through
the project website (https://research.ualr.edu/lrcs/) and through a community event.
Findings have also been published in peer-reviewed journals (Glazier 2015, 2017, 2018).

Results

Teaching our courses through this community-based research project was a major peda-
gogical and logistical undertaking. We expected to see important benefits flow to at least
three categories of stakeholders: students, faculty, and the community. How successful
was the project? Did we see the expected benefits and did they outweigh the costs of
the project?

In the following sections, we use metrics from the data collected, from interactions
with community members, and from student feedback through course assignments,
reflections, and evaluations to assess the extent to which this project provided the
anticipated benefits. Evaluation data are drawn from all three classes taught in the fall
of 2016 (one at the undergraduate institution and two sections of field research methods
at the graduate institution). In the results that follow, open-ended comments from stu-
dent evaluations are cited as either Bowman evaluations 2016 or Glazier evaluations
2016. Qualitative data from student assignments and fieldwork exercises are also cited.
For many of these assignments, students worked together in teams. Student reports
regarding visits to congregations are cited as Congregation Visit and the number of the
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team. Student reflections on the focus groups are cited as Focus Group Commentary
and the number of the team. Final papers produced by the students are also cited.

Benefits to the students

As indicated above, the literature hypothesizes that students can benefit from commu-
nity-engaged research in at least three different ways: through high-impact learning
opportunities outside of the classroom, through improved research skills, and through
interacting with community members. Below, we examine qualitative data from student
assignments and evaluations to assess the extent to which our project provided these
benefits to students.

We found that students learned through this research in experiential ways that
wouldn’t have been possible otherwise. Students learned by getting outside of the class-
room and seeing the civic engagement of churches in action. This experience contrib-
uted to their content knowledge of religion and community engagement in an urban
environment. While sitting in Sunday services, students heard about back-to-school
backpack drives and soup kitchens; they interviewed pastors who organized voter regis-
tration tables at Sunday services and hosted the homeless in the church basement; they
heard announcements about food drives for elementary schools and visiting sessions for
ill and elderly parishioners. Some churches hosted prison reading ministries or youth
summer education programs, often requiring significant time—as well as financial—
commitments from parishioners who themselves are not wealthy.

The extensive focus group conversations provided valuable qualitative data from the
personal experience of congregants and supplied the students with the opportunity to
see civic discussions in action as congregants talked about the ways that their faith com-
munities are engaged in the broader Little Rock community and beyond. For example,
one student team reported that it was “both heartwarming and insightful to see [focus
group participants] express [their values] and learn how [the house of worship] sup-
ports those values” (Focus Group commentary, Team 7).’

Through these interactions with congregants, students also came away with signifi-
cant soft skills, including flexibility, creating rapport, taking the community’s concerns
seriously, and thinking more about how they might “contribute to the greater under-
standing of how people act and view the world” (Bowman evaluations 2016). The quali-
tative fieldwork also taught students a skill highly valued in the corporate workplace:
flexibility. The emergent nature of fieldwork forces students to make mid-course correc-
tions and deal with unanticipated events in the research process, building traits such as
maturity, independence, and a critical awareness of the social contexts that they live in
(Keen 1996, 173).

Community-based research also has great potential to provide students with
improved research skills. Through this project, students were able to gain experience in
research design, data management, participant observation, interviewing, focus groups,
survey administration and analysis, and hypothesis testing. These are important skills
for students to have in an increasingly data-driven world. Given the extensive training
and hands-on research application of the courses, it is no surprise that numerous stu-
dents mentioned their increased comfort level with research methods and their newly
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found confidence in applying the skills learned in the Little Rock Congregations Study
in course evaluations. Both undergraduate and graduate students mentioned the value
of specific data collection and analysis techniques they learned in class. For instance,
one student remarked in the course evaluations:

“I thought the Little Rock Congregations Study was a fantastic tool. Once I realized how
much work would be done with it, I got myself interested, and I really enjoyed learning
about research methods through the lens of the study (and vice versa)” (Bowman
evaluations, 2016).

Undergraduate students were especially likely to mention that they learned skills
in research, data analysis, data management software, and surveys. Out of 17 under-
graduate student evaluations, nine mentioned data and research skills (53%) (Glazier
evaluations). Quotes from student evaluations indicate that the goal of skill develop-
ment was largely met for both graduate and undergraduate students. Twenty-nine
graduate and undergraduate comments out of 107 total comments (27%) mentioned
strengthened research skills in the end-of-the-semester evaluations. One undergradu-
ate noted:

I came to UA Little Rock because of this course. It was everything I hoped it would be and
more. Real experience researching, conducting surveys, and working with data (Glazier
evaluations).

Graduate students in the research methods class echoed these sentiments. Nearly a
quarter of all graduate student course evaluations (24%) mentioned that they had
strengthened their research skills. For instance, one student remarked: “I learned how to
conduct surveys, do interviews, input data, leading focus groups, and much more”
(Bowman evaluations). Because methodological training went beyond data collection
and into analysis, student comments like the following were common: “I learned how
to collect data, both qualitative and quantitative and how to interpret it” (Bowman eval-
uations). Students used phrases such as “hands-on research,” “hands-on experience,”
and “real world research experience,” to describe their learning experience with the
Little Rock Congregations Study.

In addition to mentioning that their skills were strengthened, numerous students also
referred to the fact that they can apply what they learned in the workplace. They noted
that “skills learned in this class are applicable to work places,” that “students walk away
with usable, marketable, resume-worthy skills” and that the skills they learned would be
valuable in a public-service career:

“It is the role of ... public servants to find out what people think and contribute to the
greater understanding of how people act and view the world. I ... could see myself
fulfilling this role in the future.” (Bowman evaluations).

Undergraduate students also reported improved analytic skills and an intention to
use the research they did in the class to further their academic careers. Five of the
undergraduate students who participated in the 2016 study presented their research at
the Arkansas Political Science Association annual conference in March 2017. The ori-
ginal research they produced will become graduate school writing samples and the skills
they developed in community data collection will be discussed in answers to job inter-
view questions someday. The opportunity to conduct political science research as
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undergraduate students is rare; the experience provided by the Little Rock
Congregations Study clearly benefitted the academic careers of the participat-
ing students.

However, not all students enjoyed the experience. Some students found the experience of
“collecting data and working with [members] in the community ... frustrating because it is
so dynamic” (Bowman evaluations), which is a reflection, in part, upon the experience of
data collection.

We were also pleasantly surprised by how positively students responded to their
interactions with the religious communities. Students visited diverse congregations,
including Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Catholic, Evangelical, Protestant, and Mormon
congregations. Students visited congregations that were predominantly African
American, as well as congregations that were predominantly white, and some congrega-
tions with very diverse memberships. Student comments on the congregations they vis-
ited were almost all positive. Some students described a Baptist church community as
“lively, welcoming and joyful” (Congregation Visit, Team 5). One student team—which
had no Muslim members—described a Muslim congregation in these words: “We were
greeted very warmly, and everyone we met was welcoming and friendly” (Congregation
Visit, Team 8). A predominantly white student team described their predominantly
African American congregation this way: “The overall atmosphere was warm, commu-
nity-oriented, and jovial” (Congregation Visit, Team 3). Finally, a student team referred
to a Mormon congregation as “inviting, warm, and inclusive” (Congregation Visit,
Team 1).

These positive experiences across faith boundaries were meaningful to students and
put them in contact with parts of their own community that they otherwise may not
have experienced. In their focus group write up, one team noted that “the opportunity
to learn more about the lives of Reform Jews within Little Rock was a fantastic experi-
ence in and of itself, especially when that particular type of congregation is not com-
mon throughout the state of Arkansas” (Focus Group, Team 8).

In addition to enjoying the experience of working in the community, students also
reflected on how research can help them to understand better the needs of those whom
they wish to serve. As one student put it, “Community services can only be adequately
resolved first by knowing the cause of the problems through research” (Bowman evalua-
tions 2016). Five of the 90 comments in the student evaluations from the graduate
course specifically mentioned community engagement.

Many students enjoyed the opportunity to be in the community and to learn outside
of the classroom. One student remarked: “I have a better grasp on how to move
throughout the community (asking for interviews, interacting with strangers, etc.) and
how to represent research that is not my own” (Bowman evaluations). Another stated
that “the course also pushed me to meet the community members of the new city I live
in and that was incredibly beneficial” (Bowman evaluations).

Benefits to the faculty

One of the central goals of the Little Rock Congregations Study was to expand the data
collection beyond what was possible in the 2012 study. It was this goal that led Glazier
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Figure 1. Little Rock Congregations Study data collection numbers, 2012 v. 2016.

to apply for and receive funding through the Alma Ostrom and Leah Hopkins Awan
Civic Education research grant’, and to seek out a collaborative partnership with the
Clinton School of Public Service. Expanded funding, and especially with expanded cap-
acity through additional student researchers, made collecting more data a real
possibility.

The student researchers contributed significantly to the success of the project. One of
the most difficult aspects of fieldwork is gaining access to the client (Keen 1996 at 168;
Payne and Williams 2005). Having student researchers visit participating houses of wor-
ship likely improved the success of the study. Student contact with the congregations
helped develop rapport and a personal connection, resulting in higher trust levels. This
personal contact made entry for more difficult fieldwork projects, such as clergy inter-
views and focus groups with congregants, easier.

Thus, one of the greatest benefits of this community-engaged data collection and
teaching effort came to the faculty researchers. The collaboration between the two insti-
tutions and the inclusion of students as research participants resulted in a greater
breadth and depth of data than had previously been possible. The increase in data is
displayed graphically in Figures 1-3.

Figure 1 depicts some of the key increases in raw numbers. In 2012, congregation
leader surveys were distributed via mail to a total viable sample of 409 places of worship
in the city limits of Little Rock. A total of 66 surveys were returned completed, for a
response rate of 16.14%. Glazier interviewed congregation leaders from 15 of those
organizations, and surveys and interviews of congregants were conducted in 5 of those
congregations. In the 2012 study, each congregation was surveyed the Sunday
before and the Sunday after the 2012 Presidential Election. There were a total of 968
pre-surveys distributed and 274 returned, for a response rate of 28.3%. There were a
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Figure 2. Little Rock Congregations Study data collection percentages, 2012 v. 2016.

total of 703 post-surveys distributed and 233 returned, for a response rate of 33.1%.
The overall response rate was 30.3%. There were also 32 interviews conducted with con-
gregation members. The congregant interviews and the survey distribution were con-
ducted by 16 undergraduate students enrolled in an upper-division research practicum
class on religion and electoral politics.

In 2016, additional resources enabled extensive follow-up with congregation lead-
ers via phone calls and emails. As a result, 84 clergy surveys were returned for a 5%
increase in the response rate (from 16% in 2012 to 21% in 2016). The collaboration
between the two institutions also expanded the interview data collected. Student
teams interviewed nearly all of the surveyed clergy (69 of the 84), making more
extensive qualitative data analysis, as well as textual analysis, possible.

Indeed, with approximately 58 students enrolled across three courses at two univer-
sities, we were able to expand the survey collection to 17 places of worship, including
multiple churches from the Evangelical and Black Protestant traditions, which are the
most common in Little Rock, but were only represented by very small congregations in
the 2012 study. Student researchers reached out to Evangelical and Black Protestant
congregations through multiple contact attempts using mail, phone calls, e-mail mes-
sages, and personal interactions. We believe that these efforts played an important role
in expanding participation by Black Protestant and Evangelical congregations, as seen in
Figure 2. The survey data collected from congregants in 2016 was not only larger in
absolute numbers but was also more diverse and representative of Little Rock’s reli-
gious community.

The total numbers of congregant surveys almost tripled from 2012 to 2016, growing
from 507 to 1475, as depicted in Figure 3. The overall response rate declined about five
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Figure 3. Little Rock Congregations Study total congregant surveys returned and response rates,
2012 v. 2016.

percentage points from 2012 to 2016. The percentage response rate is on the right
y-axis in Figure 3 and the total number of returned surveys is along the left y-axis.

Instead of conducting short interviews with congregation members at the time of sur-
vey distribution, in 2016, students arranged focus groups at each place of worship sur-
veyed. These focus groups usually had between 5 and 8 congregants in attendance and
lasted for 30 minutes to over an hour and were conducted at 15 congregations—reach-
ing about 78 congregants—a significant expansion from the 32 short interviews con-
ducted in 2012.

As Figures 1-3 illustrate, the data expansion from 2012 to 2016, facilitated by
increased student participation through cross-institutional collaboration, makes it pos-
sible for the researchers to do more and more sophisticated analyses than would other-
wise have been possible. The additional student researchers helped broaden the scope
and type of data collected (Keen 1996), while also improving the sustainability of the
research as a longitudinal study. The personal contact, together with efforts to share the
results with the community, sent a message about how invested the researchers are in
genuinely helping the community. A key element of successful community research
partnerships is that they are sustainable and longer term (Breese 2011; Furco 2010;
Hyland and Maurette 2010). With greater visibility and legitimacy for the research pro-
ject, a related data collection effort in 2018 was able to secure survey responses from
111 congregations (a response rate of nearly 30%).

Overall, we were pleased with the ability of this project to meet multiple goals. Not
only did data collection and community relations improve, but we saw very positive stu-
dent evaluations from the courses involved. Indeed, positive evaluations far outweighed
negative evaluations in both the undergraduate class and the graduate class, as displayed
in Table 1. In addition, the graduate professor saw a higher number of students com-
pleting the evaluations in the 2016 research methods class (n=21) compared with the
2015 research methods class (n=12).
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Table 1. Positive and negative course evaluation comments across courses.

Name of professor Number of positive evaluation comments Number of negative evaluation comments
Glazier (Undergraduate) 15 2
Bowman (Graduate) 52 29

We compared the student evaluation data from 2016 to data from previous iterations
of both courses but did not find statistically significant differences. Because the 2012
version of the undergraduate course participated in a the first iteration of the Little
Rock Congregations Study and the graduate field research methods course usually
works with nonprofits in the local community, we think the lack of statistically-signifi-
cant differences across courses is understandable. While we do not have an experimen-
tal design through which to causally demonstrate that participating in community-based
research benefits students, we do have the students’ own words. As described in the
previous section, and presented in Table 1, students responded to the project
very positively.

As researchers, we also found this community-based research project to be incredibly
rewarding. Learning about the different religious traditions in our community and the
ways that they are serving and helping in our city was truly inspiring. One of the best
moments of the project came when we hosted a community event to share our results
with clergy, congregants, and community members. We shared results that we sincerely
hope will be helpful to these community members and were pleased with the positive
response we received. One congregation leader e-mailed to say “Thank you for sharing
your excellent, important work” and another wrote a Facebook message to say “Thank
you...it’s refreshing to hear of your program.” These comments and others made us
feel like our work was appreciated and that our impact on the community was a posi-
tive one.

Benefits to the community

With the religious community in Little Rock a key partner in this research, we expected
two main benefits to flow to the community: first, a stronger relationship between the
university and the congregations that participated in the research and, second, useful
results that matter to the community.

One benefit of this community-engaged research project is that the two institutions
of higher learning raised their profile in the local community and established stronger
relationships with clergy partners. In terms of solidifying relationships with clergy, a
combination of introductory phone calls, student visits to congregations, interviews, sur-
veys, and focus groups facilitated cordial relationships, and indeed, friendships, between
clergy, students, and faculty. For example, a Quaker clergyperson and a Southern
Baptist pastor were welcomed as guests to the final class of the field research methods
course to reflect on the 2016 election. In an email after a meeting, one congregation
leader wrote “[Clergy name redacted] and I so enjoyed being with you and the great
ministry you are doing. We are so glad that our partnership with UA Little Rock is also
growing thanks to you.”

With regard to raising the profile of the university, the Office of Communication at
the local undergraduate institution put out a press release on the study, the local public
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radio station did an extended story on the project, and the local Catholic news service,
Arkansas Catholic, also ran a story about the Catholic participation in the study. This
attention, together with the community event, will hopefully have a lasting and positive
impact on relationships among the two institutions of higher learning and the broader
Little Rock community.

With the data collected through this study, students were able to test original hypoth-
eses as they tried to understand the role of religious organizations in community
engagement. For instance, one student hypothesized that Black Protestant churches
would be more likely to be involved in their local communities, given the prominence
of the church in many African-American communities (Harris 1994; Lincoln and
Mamiya 1990; Williams 2002). The Little Rock data actually show similar levels of com-
munity engagement across religious tradition. This and other findings were explored
through student-directed hypothesis testing to better understand community engage-
ment. By asking questions about engagement and looking for answers in the data, stu-
dents demonstrated a deep understanding of how religious organizations engage in their
communities.

For example, in their final paper, students observed that “The results of the survey
data demonstrate that worship service messages about social issues or political involve-
ment correlate with increased levels of congregant community involvement” (Final
Paper for presentation at community forum 2016). Further, students found that most of
the religious traditions rated education, crime, and healthcare as their top three con-
cerns in the community. Finally, data collected from surveys, interviews, and focus
groups indicated that, overall, houses of worship in Little Rock provide their congre-
gants more guidance about social involvement than political involvement.

These results and others were shared through an executive summary, posted on our
project website (https://research.ualr.edu/lrcs/results/), and presented at a public event.
Public meetings represent important forums to provide community education on topics
related to the study. They also help disseminate results of the project in the community
and give the community an opportunity to give feedback to the research team
(Kennedy et al. 2009). This project incorporated clergy as expert panelists in a commu-
nity event to present the results of the project in April 2017. By incorporating commu-
nity members who had participated in the study as panelists in the community event,
this project helped build the bridging capacities of those communities (Schensul 2010).

The decision by the principal investigators to disseminate the results widely and in a
forum that privileged community members who had participated in the research is in
line with best practices of community-engaged research and garnered “positive vis-
ibility” within both the university community as well as the broader community
(Hyland and Maurette 2010; Schensul 2010). By bringing clergy of diverse religious
backgrounds together to converse in an environment that highlighted the accomplish-
ments of their congregations, this project arguably helped those congregations to
strengthen relationships across racial and economic divides and conceptualize areas
where they may have common goals (Schensul 2010).

We found that it is particularly important to articulate the benefits clergy and congre-
gants might receive from participation in the study. Community mistrust is a real chal-
lenge for researchers and is based in the perception that faculty only want to collect
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data from the community for their own benefit (Kennedy et al. 2009). Indeed, this chal-
lenge did surface in the Little Rock Congregations Study. One prominent minister of a
well-known African-American congregation explained that his organization had not ini-
tially taken our calls because he was skeptical of those wishing to “study the Black
Church.” This minister specifically asked about the benefits to the Black Church if they
chose to participate and did not agree to participate until we were able to articulate
nonresearch related goals.

Conclusion

Although teaching through community-engaged research can be resource intensive, our
experience indicates that the benefits to students, faculty, and the community are sig-
nificant. The Little Rock Congregations Study provided an excellent opportunity for stu-
dents to engage in the community and conduct hands-on research. By extension,
students visited several neighborhoods they were unfamiliar with, often in areas of eth-
nic diversity to which they would not normally have traveled. This research project also
helped students to see the “good work” that houses of worship of various denomina-
tions and religious traditions are doing to solve social problems in their communities.

Thus, the study facilitated interaction between students and the community, thereby
reducing “the town and gown” divide, while exposing students to the potential of
houses of worship as an important component of the community. The research project
also helped community members to reflect on the work that they and their congrega-
tions are doing to help their communities.

Perhaps the largest and most tangible benefit of this project was the data collected.
The primary investigators on the study now have data from which to publish multiple
research articles. This outcome fits exactly with the recommendations of the literature
to shift the incentives for teaching and research (McCartney 2013; O’Meara 2003). In
this case, faculty were incentivized to engage the students in community-oriented proj-
ects in part in order to further their own research agendas. Despite this emphasis, from
the start, we conceptualized the project not just as a research project but as an example
of “the scholarship of engagement,” focused in part on meeting the needs of the larger
community (O’Connor 2006).

Although the project described here is only one data point, our results are in line
with the expectations in the literature and lead us to see a lot of potential in commu-
nity-engaged research. These types of projects can strengthen students’ technical skills,
immerse students in their community, and enhance relationships across institutions in
the community, all while resulting in a rich store of publishable data. Although we
found that the work-load of this study may have reached the outer limit of what 60 stu-
dents and two faculty members can do in terms of data collection, we do consider it
well worth the effort.

Sustainable and institutionalized research benefits students, faculty, and the community.
When research is sustainable and institutionalized, faculty can get longitudinal results and
fine tune their research approach, as occurred in this project. In addition, repeated and
long-term contact with researchers allows communities to build trust with researchers,
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provide feedback, and articulate benefits that they may wish to receive (Hyland and
Maurette 2010).

The sustainability of community-engaged research is not a given, however. It requires
a financial commitment from universities and the establishment of funding dedicated to
supporting institutional engagement with the community (Breese 2011). It requires that
faculty who participate in community-engaged research are rewarded in terms of credit
for service, as well as publications that emerge from such projects, in line with the
model proposed by “Boyer’s Scholarship of Application” (Boyer 1990). Finally, the sus-
tainability of community-engaged research requires changes to curriculum to emphasize
courses that contain a community-engaged component.

In the long run, we suggest that programs of political science, public policy, public
administration, and public service look closely at whether teaching through community-
engaged research projects might meet their teaching, research, and service goals. Our
recommendation for interested programs is that they explicitly articulate the goal of
conducting community-engaged research using bottom up, collaborative approaches
that are based on partnering with the local community and that are responsive to com-
munity needs.

Notes
1. As pointed out by Jeffrey Breese (2011) Community-engaged research has many names and
many permutations including action research, participatory research, community-based
research, empowerment research and or service learning.
2. This research was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of Arkansas
at Little Rock, IRB approval numbers 17-050 and 16-158.
Participant and congregation names are redacted to maintain confidentiality.
4. This grant is administered by the American Political Science Association’s Centennial
Center for Political Science and Public Affairs.
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