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 BACKGROUND  
AND  INTRODUCTION 

 
Undergraduate research (UR) experi-

ences, defined as inquiries conducted by an un-
dergraduate student that makes an original in-
tellectual or creative contribution to the disci-
pline, continue to proliferate across all higher 
education settings. Yet community-based re-
search (CBR) experiences account for a small 
percentage of UR opportunities even though 
higher education’s overall commitment to CBR 
continues to expand through CBR centers and 
networks (Council on Undergraduate Research, 
2014; Stoecker et al., 2003). New applications 
to Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching Community Engagement Classifica-
tion increased by 30% in 2015 alone (New Eng-
land Resource Center for Higher Education, 
2015). Despite national efforts to broaden tradi-
tional UR programs beyond campus walls with 
community-based partners (National Academy 
of Sciences, National Academy of Engineering, 
and Institute of Medicine, 2011), most research 
experiences for undergraduates are located on 
campuses, concentrated in basic and applied 

science disciplines, and recruit students with 
higher-than-average grade point averages 
(Kinkead, 2012; 2003).  

Furthermore, traditional UR programs 
at research-intensive and predominantly white 
institutions have failed to attract a diverse rep-
resentation of student participants. While tre-
mendous effort has been given to encourage UR 
participation by underrepresented students who 
are African American, female, or academically 
average, participation by these students ac-
counts for a small percentage of overall UR 
(Boyd & Wesemann, 2009; Katkin, 2003). The 
lack of diversity in traditional UR programs 
may be a predictable consequence of the lack of 
enrollment diversity on predominantly white 
campuses and within some research-intensive 
science disciplines.  

Yet within this small subset of un-
derrepresented students, does the practice of 
providing UR opportunities that are campus-
based and restricted to sciences disciplines limit 
participation? For example, as African Ameri-
can students are largely attracted to academic 
programs in human services and community 
engagement fields because of the alignment 
with passion and values (Carnevale, Fasules, 
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Porter, & Landis-Santos, 2016), traditional UR 
opportunities in basic sciences located on cam-
puses may not appeal to many of these students.  

This paper describes the pilot study 
results of a summer research experience that is 
intentionally expanding the paradigm for under-
graduate research at a public research university 
to include community-based research as an 
equally valued form of scholarship with the 
goal to broaden participation in undergraduate 
research. Specifically, in this study we describe, 
compare, and evaluate two new summer UR 
programs, one that is a traditional campus-
based program and one that is a community-
based program. The community-based UR pro-
gram was a strategic element in a larger effort 
to increase the number and diversity of faculty 
and students involved in engaged scholarship at 
our university. Our research questions were: 

1. How might best practices in UR inform 
program design for community-based and 
traditional UR? 

2. What are the benefits of integrating com-
munity-based and traditional UR programs 
rather than operating as discrete initia-
tives? 

3. How do student outcomes compare across 
programs? 

4. How does underrepresented student partic-
ipation compare across programs? 

At our institution, the community-based sum-
mer UR program is funded at 25% of the level 
of the traditional UR program and this funding 
mismatch is common across research-intensive 
universities with traditional UR summer pro-
grams. The intention of the authors is that this 
study will serve as a road map for colleges and 
universities with summer UR programs seeking 
to expand CBR opportunities or underrepresent-
ed participation in ways that provide equal sta-
tus to basic research and community-based re-
search projects.  

 
CBR and Summer UG Programs: Two High-
Impact Educational Practices 

CBR is much more than traditional re-
search located in the community. CBR is peda-
gogy where the university and community en-
gage in collaborative, rigorous inquiry designed 
to address needs within the community (Paul, 
2006). High-quality CBR is defined by three 
fundamental elements that differentiate CBR 

from traditional research: (a) comprehensive 
collaboration with community partners is initi-
ated from research question development 
through dissemination; (b) community 
knowledge, research methods, and dissemina-
tion formats are equally valued when compared 
to academic knowledge, methods, and publica-
tions with community needs, not faculty agen-
das, driving the approach; (c) social change, 
rather than advancement of knowledge in a dis-
cipline, is equally valued as an outcome of re-
search (Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & 
Donohue, 2003).  

CBR brings together under one umbrel-
la two highly effective educational strategies: 
UR and community-based learning (Kuh, 
2008). UR is a pedagogy that actively involves 
students in the inquiry process, while communi-
ty-based learning situates the inquiry within 
actual applications. The latter ensures the rele-
vance of the students’ inquiry by linking it to 
the identification, analysis, and solution of real 
problems in their own communities. The inte-
gration of high-impact pedagogies, such as 
community-based learning, into UR programs is 
a best practice advocated by the Council on Un-
dergraduate Research (Hensel, 2012) and in 
white papers funded by the National Science 
Foundation (Harkavy, Cantor, & Burnett, 
2015).  

Highly effective UR experiences inte-
grate experiential research activities with an 
apprenticeship model of student engagement 
where faculty mentor novice students in the 
practice of research (Laursen, Seymour, & 
Hunter, 2012). In these carefully designed expe-
riences, the impact of UR on student learning is 
profound, especially in terms of advancing stu-
dents’ perceptions of their professional identity 
and their understanding of the role of research 
in building new disciplinary knowledge. 
Through UR, students develop the professional 
habits and skills of an investigator. The UR ex-
perience lifts the veil on the profession of re-
search and reveals the impact of research in 
deeper ways when compared to traditional 
classroom-based inquiry (Taraban & Logue, 
2012; Russell, 2008; Bauer & Bennett, 2003). 
Though there is limited research on underrepre-
sented students within UR programs, studies 
thus far show UR is connected to academic suc-
cess, retention, and persistence, especially for 
underrepresented students (Finley & McNair, 
2013; Nagda, Gregerman, Jonides, von Hippel, 
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& Lerner, 1998). 
Universities engaging in highly effec-

tive UR experiences address the barriers to par-
ticipation in UR for faculty and students. From 
the faculty perspective, the Boyer Commission 
(1998) challenged research universities to ad-
dress institutional cultures that limit faculty par-
ticipating in UR programs by implementing 
promotion and productivity policies supportive 
of UR and institutional support through extra 
funding and personnel. Barriers to student par-
ticipation include lack of awareness of UR op-
portunities, funding to supplement the need to 
work, supportive programming that builds a 
sense of community with peers and faculty, ac-
cessible outlets for presentations and publica-
tions, and authentic faculty mentoring 
(Malachowski, Osborn, Karukstis, Ambos, Kin-
caid, & Weiler, 2015; Laursen et al., 2012; 
Merkel, 2003). 
 
Mutually Exclusive Paths  

While CBR and UR are high-impact 
educational strategies that support undergradu-
ate success and advance participation in re-
search, the development of these strategies has 
been largely mutually exclusive in higher edu-
cation. This may be due, in part, to traditions 
within disciplines, with the call for expanding 
UR originating in the basic sciences (Kinkead, 
2012) and the methodologies for CBR originat-
ing in social sciences (Strand et al., 2003). 
Some CBR researchers are critical of basic sci-
ence methodologies involving the studying of 
the community as a disengaged object and ex-
ploiting the community for purposes only rele-
vant to higher education (Stoecker & Tryon, 
2009). Similarly, some researchers in basic sci-
ences question the rigor and validity of CBR 
when community partners are co-creators of 
knowledge (Cooke & Thorme, 2011), and the 
time and effort required to integrate the com-
munity decision-making into research (Stocking 
& Cutforth, 2006).  

Also contributing to the mutually ex-
clusive development of UR and CBR has been 
the influence of external funding opportunities 
of UR in basic research. National Science Foun-
dation (NSF) and National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) funding of basic research, $7.6 billion 
and $31 billion respectively in 2014, create sig-
nificantly more UR opportunities in basic sci-
ences. Almost 80% of NSF funding supports 
basic research at colleges and universities, en-

gaging over 29,300 undergraduate students in 
2014 (American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, 2013). CBR often is supported 
through the more than 800 community founda-
tions in the United States. The decentralized 
and confidential reporting laws surrounding 
community foundations have made determining 
the collective level of funding for CBR largely 
unknown. It is reported that community founda-
tions provide over $5 billion of grants annually 
and a portion of this supports CBR (Kelly & 
Duncan, 2014). This funding ambiguity for 
CBR projects certainly complicates the integra-
tion of CBR into UR. 

While much of the federally funded UR 
takes place on campuses in labs, this may 
change dramatically in the future as NSF now 
requires research proposals for grants to address 
the project’s societal value under the Broader 
Impacts Criterion. The focus on the broader 
impact of federally funded research is expected 
to increase public engagement in research 
(NSF, 2014). Consequently, we may see greater 
integration of CBR into UR. 
 
Integration of UR and CBR 
 On our own campus, the mutually ex-
clusive development of UR and CBR initiatives 
mirrored the national trend. For example, in 
2012 our university initiated an undergraduate 
summer research program called the Charlotte 
Research Scholars (Research Scholars), which 
culminates in a research symposium. Projects 
largely emanated from faculty in basic and ap-
plied sciences. A document analysis of abstracts 
from 2012, 2013, and 2014 symposia (N=248) 
indicates that 2% or 6 abstracts described their 
research as community-based. At the same 
time, our campus was expanding its commit-
ments to community engagement. A group of 
CBR faculty had started a separate annual event 
showcasing service learning and community-
based research. There was virtually no overlap 
between faculty and students at these events. In 
2014, faculty leaders from the Research Schol-
ars program and CBR began informal conversa-
tions to explore what a more inclusive under-
graduate research event might look like. This 
group believed that each approach, traditional 
and community-based, would be strengthened 
and validated by a combined experience.  

This desire to more formally integrate 
UR and CBR efforts was the motivating force 
and guiding principle behind the development 
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of the Charlotte Community Scholars 
(Community Scholars) program, which was 
piloted in the summers of 2015 and 2016. The 
mission of the Community Scholars program is: 

to provide students with an immersive 
civic engagement research experience 
that strengthens the academic mission 
of the university, advances the public 
good, and addresses critical community 
needs. During the summer, students 
will engage in community-based learn-
ing and professional development op-
portunities while reflecting on the chal-
lenges and rewards of working for the 
public good. These summer experienc-
es will be supported by intentional pro-
gram leadership, enthusiastic faculty 
mentors, and robust community part-
ners. Students will grow in their capaci-
ties as engaged scholars, skilled em-
ployees, and democratic citizens. The 
community will benefit from deeper 
engagement with the university in ad-
dressing critical community needs 
(authors, 2015). 

Through this integration, we hoped the 
Community Scholars program would benefit 
students through the provision of personal and 
professional development opportunities, and the 
findings and insights arising from the inquiry 
process would benefit our community partners. 
The campus community would also benefit as 
the Community Scholars program helps to 
broaden the campus’ definition of research to 
include CBR, while engaging a larger and more 
diverse group of students in the UR experience 
than when narrower definitions of research pre-
vail (O’Donnell, Botelho, Brown, Gonzales, & 
Head, 2015).  

Recognizing that a variety of defini-
tions for community-based research and service 
learning exist, the Community Scholars pro-
gram uses the following criteria to select pro-
jects for its program. First, there must be a com-
munity-based project with a community-based 
partner who has an ongoing research collabora-
tion with a faculty member. That research col-
laboration must be characterized by the commu-
nity-based partner and faculty member as mutu-
ally beneficial and with comprehensive engage-
ment where the community partner is involved 

with all stages of the UR research process in-
cluding reflection. Second, there must be co-
mentoring by the faculty and community-
partner of the Community Scholar. Finally, the 
project must advance the public good by ad-
dressing critical community needs.  

 
Integrating Best Practices in UR into the 
Community Scholars Program 

In creating our mission statement for 
Community Scholars, we were largely influ-
enced by the characteristics of high-quality 
CBR as described by Stand et al. (2003) of 
comprehensive community partner collabora-
tion, community needs, and focus on social 
change. Furthermore, because we wanted a UR 
research program on equal footing with our tra-
ditional UR research program, we intentionally 
incorporated other best practices of excellence 
in UR, as recommended by the Council on Un-
dergraduate Research in its Characteristics of 
Excellence in Undergraduate Research Report 
(Hensel, 2012). The report outlined 12 broad 
categories of essential characteristics, as well as 
sub-categories of each characteristic, that can 
serve as guidelines for practitioners seeking to 
ensure excellence in UR programming. The 
following best practices were the most relevant 
to our goal of creating a new paradigm for UR 
through the Community Scholars program: 

1. A summer research program 

2. Professional development opportunities  

3. Support and recognition  

4. Authentic opportunities to calibrate knowl-
edge (dissemination) 

5. Societal relevance and community engage-
ment 

6. Integration with other high-impact practices 

7. Broad disciplinary participation and wide 
cross-section of students 

8. Integration of best practices in undergradu-
ate education 

 a.   Early and sustained involvement 

 b.   Establishing and communicating 
        expectations 

             c.   Developing a community of stu-  
       dent scholars 
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Practices One through Four: The Founda-
tions of Research 

According to the Council on Under-
graduate Research Report, “a robust summer 
research program is essential to a vibrant under-
graduate research environment” (Hensel, 2012, 
p. 16). Our university had already navigated 
this step in 2012 with its creation of the Re-
search Scholars program, with the mission of 
engaging “high-achieving undergraduate stu-
dents in research and professional development 
in their field of interest” (website). We created 
the Community Scholars as a Research Scholars 
“sister” program, designed to leverage the suc-
cess and resources of the Research Scholars 
while also expanding the boundaries of the Re-
search Scholars as a highly competitive pro-
gram focused on traditional disciplinary re-
search.  

 As shown in Table 1, the Research 
Scholars program already incorporated many 
Council on Undergraduate Research recom-
mended best practices, including an immersive, 
faculty-mentored, summer-long research expe-
rience augmented by ongoing professional de-
velopment opportunities and community-
building social events. The Research Scholars 
program also provided a generous stipend for 
student scholars and a nominal stipend for fac-
ulty mentors, and it required all scholars to par-
ticipate in the summer research symposium, 
which was the culminating highlight of the pro-
gram—all best practices recommended by the 
Council of Undergraduate Research report.  

 
The Community Scholars and Research 

Scholars programs were intentionally designed 
to be extracurricular, recognizing that many 

Table 1:   Comparison of Charlotte Community Scholars and Charlotte Research Scholars Program 
Features Using the Council of Undergraduate Research, Characteristics of Excellence in Undergraduate 
Research (UR) Topology. 

Characteristic of UR Excel-
lence and Common Program 

Elements 

Community Scholars Research Scholars 

A summer research program. 
  
Common calendar. 10 weeks 
beginning mid-May and ending 
late July. 

Part-time (20 hours per week, 
$2000) and full-time (40 hours 
per week, $4000) stipends paid. 
Part-time allows for other em-
ployment. 

Full-time (40 hours per week, 
$4000) stipends paid. No other 
outside employment allowed. 

Professional development op-
portunities. 
  
Weekly professional develop-
ment for two hours on campus. 
  
Common Topics: 
Responsible Conduct of Re-
search; Thinking About Gradu-
ate School; Three Minute The-
sis; Research Posters. 

Unique Topics: 
Scholar Orientation; 
Engaged Scholarship; 
Working Across Differences; 
Reflection In Action. 
  

Unique Topics: 
Professional Writing; 
Research Fellowships; Fellow-
ships and Honors Programs; 
Academic Resumes. 

Support and recognition. 
  
Program coordinated by experi-
enced faculty member in UR. 
  
Supervised by faculty mentor 
who receives a stipend ($500). 

Coordinator is a faculty member 
with extensive experience in 
CBR. 
  
Supervised by faculty mentor 
who receives a stipend ($500) 
and a community mentor. 

Coordinator is a faculty mem-
ber with extensive experience in 
traditional laboratory research. 
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Characteristic of UR Excellence and 
Common Program Elements (con’t) 

Community Scholars (con’t) Research Scholars (con’t) 

Authentic opportunities to cali-
brate knowledge 
(dissemination). 
  
Common Set of Deliverables: 
Professional Vitae; Research 
Abstract; Research Poster; Final 
Report. 
  
Presentation and Competition in 
the Summer UR symposium. 

No unique awards for CBR. Award criteria designed with 
traditional research in mind. 

Societal relevance and commu-
nity engagement. 

Community Scholars work with 
community partners to identify 
community needs and explore 
potential solutions. Identify this 
community need is a component 
of the application process. Com-
munity need is explicitly ad-
dressed in deliverables. 

Research may have social rele-
vance but not explicitly stated 
in application or deliverables. 

Integration with other high-
impact practices. 
  
Many of the participants have 
commonly experienced the fol-
lowing high-impact educational 
strategies (Kuh, 2008) offered 
at the University: 
Undergraduate Research; Com-
munity-Based Learning; First-
Year Seminars; Common Read-
ing Experience; Learning Com-
munities; Writing-Intensive 
Courses; Collaborative Assign-
ments; Global Learning; Intern-
ships; Capstone Courses. 

Common High-Impact Strategy: 
Undergraduate Research 
  
Unique High-Impact Practices: 
Community-Based Learning 

Common High-Impact Strategy: 
Undergraduate Research 
  

Broad disciplinary participa-
tion and wide cross-section of 
students. 
  
Open to all majors. 

Students with previous commu-
nity service experience priori-
tized for acceptance. 

Students with high grade point 
average and disciplinary fit pri-
oritized for acceptance. 
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students did not have access to financial aid in 
the summer. In fact, the stipends provided a 
mechanism for providing financial aid to stu-
dents, as many students use summer employ-
ment to subsidize year-round educational ex-
penses. 

Building on the infrastructure and suc-
cess of the Research Scholars, we designed the 
pilot Community Scholars program to operate 
according to the same program schedule, from 
late May to late July. Like the Research Schol-
ars, our scholars were required to meet weekly 
as a cohort for professional development; half 
of the sessions embedded Community Scholars 
with Research Scholars, and half of the sessions 
were small-group Community Scholars meet-
ings only, led by the Community Scholars coor-
dinator who was intentionally recruited because 
of her extensive record as a CBR scholar. The 
integrated professional development covered 
the following topics: Responsible Conduct of 
Research, Research Posters and the 3-Minute 
Thesis, and Thinking About Graduate School. 
Topics covered for Community Scholars stu-
dents only were Scholar Orientation, Engaged 
Scholarship, Working Across Differences, and 
Reflection in Action. Community Scholars were 
required to submit the same set of deliverables 
(professional vitae, research abstract, research 
poster, and final report) as the Research Schol-
ars students, using the same templates. They 
also competed with the Research Scholars stu-
dents for research awards at the summer re-
search symposium. In other words, the Commu-
nity Scholars had the exact same research ex-
pectations as the Research Scholars, which was 
vital to our goal of bringing engaged scholar-

ship parity with traditional scholarship. By lev-
eraging the existing Research Scholars pro-
gram, we were thus able to accomplish the first 
four best practices listed above into our Com-
munity Scholars pilot program. 
 
Practices Five through Eight: Innovations 
for UR 

The four remaining best practices re-
quired the implementation of innovative ele-
ments that would become the foundation for our 
new undergraduate research paradigm. First, as 
mentioned above, the Community Scholars pro-
gram involved the intentional integration of 
community-based learning, a well-established, 
high-impact educational practice, into our UR 
programming. We achieved this integration by 
funding only those research project proposals 
that fit our definition of community-engaged 
scholarship (collaboration, community need, 
social change focus) and included a committed 
community partner. This expanded the relation-
ship of the student scholar from dyadic (student 
mentee and faculty mentor) in the Research 
Scholars program, to triadic (student, faculty, 
and community partner) in the Community 
Scholars program. The Community Scholars 
project proposal solicitation form submitted by 
the faculty mentor required that faculty identify 
their community partners and describe the com-
prehensive and mutually beneficial nature of the 
partnership.  
 This triadic design principle of the 
Community Scholars program was also the ve-
hicle through which we achieved the fifth best 
practice listed above: Social Relevance and 
Community Engagement. Our projects required 

Characteristic of UR Excellence and 
Common Program Elements (con’t) 

Community Scholars (con’t) Research Scholars (con’t) 

Integration of best-practices in 
undergraduate education 
a. Early and sustained involve-
ment. 
b. Establishing and communi-
cating expectations. 
c. Developing a community of 
student scholars. 
  
Common Elements include a 
Program Orientation; Scholar 
and Mentor Expectations; and 
Professional Development and 
Social Events. 

Unique elements: 
Recruitment of sophomores, 
juniors, and seniors. 
  
Guidelines for Community 
Mentor Expectations. 
  

Recruitment of predominantly 
seniors and a few juniors. 
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both a research component and a community-
learning component, which, as mentioned 
above, situated the inquiry process in the “real 
world.” For example, scholars worked onsite 
with community members to identify needs or 
problems and to explore potential solutions. 
They then worked with their faculty mentors to 
develop research questions and assessment 
plans that they then executed with the entire 
team. Finally, the results from the research were 
captured in the student research posters, con-
verted into 3-minute theses, and shared with the 
campus and community at the summer research 
symposium.  

Ensuring the social relevance of the 
research is a UR best practice because many 
studies have shown it enhances the benefits of 
the experience for all students, and the effects 
are especially significant for under-represented 
students (Kuh, 2008; O’Donnell et al., 2015). 
Students feel more connected to and compas-
sionate about research that has a clear link to 
the social good and allows them the sense of 
“giving back” to society. Examples of this con-
nection from our pilot Community Scholars 
program include students exploring the problem 
of food insecurity among college students while 
volunteering at and assessing client intake 
forms at the on-campus student food pantry; 
students introducing under-represented middle-
school students to the engineering process 
through the construction of a solar-powered 
rainwater collection system for a local commu-
nity garden; and students bridging the digital 
divide through a technology-training program 
in a local supportive housing community. Sev-
eral of these projects had actually begun as 
community-based learning (or service learning) 
projects that placed students as volunteers in 
these sites and lines of inquiry and research di-
mensions were developed once students came 
into the Community Scholars program. This 
was a coincidental observation (not required for 
funded Community Scholars projects), but it 
did provide an opportunity for faculty and stu-
dents who had been working together on ser-
vice learning projects during the academic year 
to continue and expand their relationships with 
their community partners during the summer. 
Regardless, the design of our Community 
Scholars projects ensured best practice #6 
above—the intentional integration of two prov-
en high-impact educational practices: communi-
ty-based learning and UR (Kuh, 2008).  

These design features of the Communi-
ty Scholars research experiences also help en-
sure the remaining best practices: participation 
of diverse disciplines and students, and the inte-
gration of best practices in undergraduate edu-
cation that ensures the educational impact of the 
program (Chickering & Gamson, 1999). Re-
garding the latter, research has identified specif-
ic implementation features of pedagogical prac-
tices upon which their success is derived. Some 
of these with direct relevance for UR were iden-
tified by the Council on Undergraduate Re-
search, and include early and sustained involve-
ment; clearly communicated expectations; and 
peer-to-peer interactions that help to build a 
community of scholars (Hensel, 2012). We built 
on the efforts and success of the Research 
Scholars program and adapted their Scholar and 
Mentor Expectations for use with Community 
Scholars participants; the major addition dealt 
with issues related to the community partner’s 
role in the relationship. Both sets of expecta-
tions were shared with all prospective mentors 
and scholars who agreed to abide by them 
throughout the summer program. The Commu-
nity Scholars coordinator was available to help 
mediate any problems that arose when expecta-
tions of any participants were not upheld, and 
there was a formal midterm feedback form used 
to solicit and report any problems or misunder-
standings to the coordinator. We also leveraged 
the existing community-building activities of 
the Research Scholars program to provide op-
portunities for our scholars to interact with each 
other, as well as with the larger community of 
Research Scholars. The Community Scholars 
coordinator provided bi-weekly opportunities 
for Community Scholars students to interact 
and share challenges unique to their work in the 
community.  

 
Diversity: The Benefit of our Flexible and 
Inclusive Approach to CBR Program Design 

There were also aspects unique to the 
Community Scholars (i.e., not in common with 
the Research Scholars) that, as a result, attract-
ed a diverse pool of student applicants and en-
hanced student satisfaction in our program. 
First, we provided the option of having two 
(part-time, 20 hours per week) scholars work 
together on one project (both mentored by the 
same faculty member and working at the same 
community site) instead of the sole option for 
the Research Scholars of one full-time, 40-
hours-per-week student per project. This carried 
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several benefits, including allowing more stu-
dents to participate in the program, ensuring 
that students had ongoing peer-to-peer interac-
tions, and allowing students who must continue 
working during the summer to participate as 
part-time scholars. Over the course of the two-
year pilot, 62% of students (N=39) worked as a 
two-person team and the part-time option 
turned out to be anecdotally one of the most 
popular aspects of our program, from the per-
spectives of mentors, scholars, and community 
partners.  

Another unique aspect of the Commu-
nity Scholars program that we think contributed 
to best practices was our use of scholar selec-
tion criteria that differed from the Research 
Scholars in several ways. First, the Research 
Scholars program was limited to rising juniors 
or seniors and its selection decisions were based 
primarily on grade point average (GPA) and 
disciplinary fit with faculty projects. In order to 
attract a more diverse group of students we 
opened the Community Scholars program to 
rising sophomores and above, and we placed 
more weight on past community service experi-
ence than on student GPA. Besides producing a 
very diverse pool of scholars, as described be-
low, this also allows us to offer earlier and sus-
tained engagement experiences, which is a best 
practice for any high-impact educational peda-
gogy and a desired feature of our UR program 
(Kuh, 2008).  

 

METHODOLOGY 

The Application Process 

Faculty Application. A request for  
proposals for Community Scholars pilot pro-
jects was sent via a targeted email to university 
faculty and professional staff during Spring 
2015 and 2016 connected to CBR or service-
learning groups. During the pilot years, we 
made the intentional decision to seek communi-
ty-based projects primarily from experienced 
CBR faculty, rather than students or community 
partners as a way to keep the pilot small and 
prioritize experienced faculty mentors in CBR. 
As discussed in the literature review, much of 
the success of the UR experience is derived 
from the depth of the faculty mentorship. It is 
the faculty mentor and community partner who 
are supervising the daily activity and learning 
of the Community Scholars student and these 
responsibilities are clearly articulated in the 
application request for project proposals sent to 
faculty. As shown in Table 2, 11 projects and 
community partners, submitted by 13 faculty 
mentors from a diverse range of academic units, 
were funded for the 2015 pilot program. In the 
2016 pilot program year, there were 16 projects 
and community partners, submitted by 20 facul-
ty mentors. Community partners included both 
governmental agencies and non-profit organiza-
tions.  

 

Table 2: Charlotte Community Scholars: Project Titles Pilot Years 2015 and 2016 

Project Titles Faculty Disciplines Community Partners 

What are the Safety Concerns of Enderly 
Park Residents? Understanding the Problem 
and Identifying Solutions (2015) 

Geography and Urban 
Planning 

Greater Enderly Park Neigh-
borhood Association 

Scrabble Club: Enhancing Word Learning 
through Engagement (2015) 

Reading and Elemen-
tary Education 

Communities in Schools and 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
School System 

Bridge to Engineering: STEM Service Learn-
ing (2015) 

Civil Engineering and 
Education 

Friendship Gardens 

Methods of Internal Evaluation Used by Non
-profits to Explore the Juvenile Court System 
and Measure Parent Satisfaction on Train-
ings(2015) 

Psychology Council for Children’s 
Rights 
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Project Titles (con’t) Faculty Disciplines (con’t) Community Partners (con’t) 

Connections through Technology: Bridging 
the Digital Divide for Men in the Supportive 
Housing Community (2015) 

 

Social Work and Soci-
ology 

McCreesh Place, Supportive 
Housing Community 

Community Stakeholders’ Understanding of 
and Experience with Race and Racism 
(2015) 

 

Social Work Race Matters for Juvenile 
Justice and Mecklenburg 
County Courthouse Services 

Meeting the Needs of Youth Entering Protec-
tive Custody: Examining Utilization of 
Strengths within Assessments (2015) 

Psychology Teen Health Connection 

Serving Students Facing Food Insecurity 
(2015) 

 

Psychology UNC Charlotte Student Food 
Pantry 

State of the Plate Research (2015) Anthropology Charlotte Mecklenburg Food 
Policy Council 

Learning Lab (2015) Gender Studies Women & Girls Research 
Alliance 

Cotton & Collards: Unearthing Stories of 
Home Through Kitchens and Closets (2015) 

 

Theatre Education Sow Much Good 

Girls Data Portal Project (2016) Gender Studies Women & Girls Research 
Alliance 

Reduce Recidivism Using Human-Centered 
Design Methods (2016) 

 

Graphic Design Changed Choices 

REACH Farmers’ Market Evaluation (2016) Public Health Cabarrus County Health Alli-
ance 

Refugee Resettlement in the Charlotte Area 
(2016) 

 

Political Science Catholic Charities Diocese of 
Charlotte 

Education Affairs in the Hispanic Communi-
ty in Charlotte (2016) 

 

Languages and Cultur-
al Studies 

Latin American Coalition 

Using Media Literacy Training to Promote 
Violence Free Dating Among African Ameri-
can Youth (2016) 

 

Social Work I AM not the Media 

Evaluation of the Involuntary Commitment 
Population in Mecklenburg County (2016) 

 

Psychology Mecklenburg County Public 
Defenders Office 

Evaluation Exploring Empowerment, Useful-
ness, and Retention (2016) 

 

Education Charlotte Teachers Institute 

Applying Outcomes of the Regional Sustaina-
bility Program CONNECT Our Future at the 
Local Level (2016) 

 

Public Administration Centralina Council of Gov-
ernments 



Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education                    Volume 9, Number 2 

58 

 

© Journal of Community Engagement and Higher Education 
Copyright © by Indiana State University. All rights reserved. ISSN 1934-5283 

Student Application. Students applied 
for specific projects using an online application 
asking them to explain their previous research 
and community-based experience, as well as 
their future plans for graduate study and careers. 
Because of the newness of the program, most 
student applicants were referred by faculty men-
tors who wanted a specific student working on 
the project. In general, Community Scholars 
were more diverse, from more disciplines, and 
had a significantly lower average GPA than 
their Research Scholars counterparts as shown 
in Table 3. (Please see next page.) The data re-
ported for enrollment status and grade point av-
erage is frequency, while ethnicity and gender 
data is percentage. 
 
Keeping Collaboration and a Community 
Focus 
 In the application process, faculty men-
tors had to identify a community partner and a 
potential research question or concept for a stu-
dent-led project. Faculty selected in the pilot 

years had longstanding CBR partnerships as 
articulated in the application and demonstrated 
shared leadership with community partners in 
the research agenda and Community Scholars 
student supervision.  
 
The Curriculum 

Weekly program meetings comprised 
most of the formal curriculum of the program. 
The purpose of the program meetings was three-
fold: 1) to build relationships between students, 
faculty, and community partners within the con-
text of research, 2) to teach the foundational 
skills of UR from the perspective of CBR, and 
3) to showcase the outcomes of the CBR pro-
jects. The Community Scholars coordinator held 
orientation sessions for scholars and faculty 
mentors. In each session, the coordinator re-
viewed the program expectations, dates, and 
requirements, and emphasized the unique as-
pects of the new Community Scholars program, 
in contrast to the existing Research Scholars 
program. This included information and as-

Project Titles (con’t) Faculty Disciplines (con’t) Community Partners (con’t) 

Connecting Past and Present in NoDa: Mill Vil-
lage, Arts District, and Neighborhood Future 
(2016) 
 

History NoDa Neighborhood and Busi-
ness Association 

Race Matters for Juvenile Justice: The History of 
Structural and Racial Exclusion (2016) 
 

Social Work Race Matters for Juvenile Jus-
tice 

West Boulevard Neighborhood Coalition Food 
Security Initiative (2016) 
 

Sustainability Institute for Social Capital 

Stand-Alone Cost Effective PV Lighting (2016) Electrical and Computer 
Engineering 

Simmons YMCA 

Owned and Operated Grocers and the Seeds for 
Change Project (2016) 
 

Sustainability Institute for Social Capital 

How Can Geographic Information System Tech-
nology be used to Help Facilitate Change and 
Organize Sustainable Planning Practices in 
Communities?(2016) 
 

Geography and Earth 
Sciences 

Enderly Park Community 

Trickster’s Tale (2016) 
 

Theatre ImaginOn 

2016 CTI Summer Research Experience for 
Teachers: Connecting K-12 Teaching and the 
Study of Nanoscale Science (2016) 
 

Education Charlotte Teachers Institute 

Court Camp: Real Life Myth Busters (2016) Criminal Justice Mecklenburg County Trial 
Court Administrator’s Office 
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signed readings on the purpose, goals, and 
methods of CBR and engaged scholarship. As 
shown in the Summer Program Schedule (Table 
4), Community Scholars were required to attend 
professional development sessions with the 
larger group of UR program participants includ-
ing the Research Scholars and alternating Com-
munity Scholars meetings with the scholars and 
the Community Scholars coordinator. The com-
bined workshops focused on research skills rel-
evant to traditional and CBR approaches.  
 For example, the Community Scholars 
coordinator conducted workshops on the critical 
role of the community partner in CBR, the im-
portance of reflection, and implicit biases and 
strategies for working across difference. These 
workshops focused on the best practices of 
CBR are intentionally developed to articulate a 
clear curricular distinction between CBR and 
traditional research. As noted previously, high-
quality CBR is community co-created, collabo-
rative, grounded, and socially changing (Strand, 
Marullo, Cutforth, Stoecker, & Donohue, 

2003). Therefore, high-quality CBR is not tradi-
tional research co-located in the community. 

Faculty mentors and community part-
ners are fundamentally responsible for coaching 
the Community Scholars student through the 
CBR project. It was the responsibility of the 
students, faculty mentors, and community part-
ners, with guidance from the Community 
Scholars coordinator, to develop work and re-
search schedules and to plan the completion of 
all program deliverables, which included an 
abstract, poster, and final report. Two social 
events were scheduled as opportunities for rela-
tionship building between students, faculty, and 
community partners within the Community 
Scholars program and across programs with the 
Research Scholars students and faculty. Schol-
ars participated in the Summer Research Sym-
posium, which included Community Scholars 
and Research Scholars students during the 
eighth week of the program, and in the ninth 
week, scholars submitted a final report to the 
Community Scholars coordinator.  

Table 3: Charlotte Community Scholars and Charlotte Research Scholars Characteristics    
 

 2015  2016 

 CCS2 CRS3  CCS CRS 

Student Status           

Full-time Students (40 hours per week) 6 54  9 58 

Part-time Students (20 hours per week) 10 0  14 0 

Avg. GPA 3.1 3.7  3.29 3.7 

            

Ethnicity1           

African American       16% 11% 

Asian       0% 5% 

Caucasian       56% 65% 

Hispanic       16% 8% 

Multi-ethnic       5% 6% 

No response given       7% 5% 

            

Gender1           

Female       56% 54% 

Male       44% 46% 
1 Incomplete data for 2015 on racial/ethnic diversity and gender. Demographic information collected from post-
program surveys. 

2 CCS = Charlotte Community Scholars Student Participants 

3 CRS = Charlotte Research Scholars Student Participants 
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1 CCS = Charlotte Community Scholars Student Participants 

2 CRS = Charlotte Research Scholars Student Participants  

Table 4: Bi-monthly Professional Development and Meeting Schedule 

Meeting Topic Participants 

1 Scholar and Faculty Orientation – Foundations of 
Community-Based Research 

CCS1 

2 Responsible Conduct of Research CCS and CRS2 

3 Creating Research Posters and Abstracts CCS and CRS 

4 Reflection in Action CCS 

5 Thinking About Graduate School CCS and CRS 

6 Cookout CCS and CRS; Faculty, Stu-
dents, and Community Partners 

7 Working Across Difference CCS 

8 Preparation for Symposium CCS 

9 Ice Cream Social CCS and CRS; Faculty, Stu-
dents, and Community Partners 

10 Practice “Elevator Pitch” for Symposium CCS and CRS 

11 Research Symposium CCS and CRS; Faculty, Stu-
dents, and Community Partners 

12 Program Wrap Up and Submission of Final Report CCS 

Evaluation and Results 

 
The Office of Educational Innovations 

within the College of Computing and Informat-
ics conducts an evaluation of all summer UR 
programs, including the Community Scholars 
and Research Scholars programs. The evalua-
tion consists of a nationally validated survey 
designed to evaluate the program effectiveness 
for a specific subset of Research Scholars par-
ticipants, the Computing and Information Sci-
ences and Engineering Research Experience for 
Undergraduates (CISE REU), a UR program 
funded through the National Science Founda-
tion (Rorrer, 2016). The survey consists of 
measures for the following outcomes: 1) re-
search self-efficacy, 2) intentions to attend 
graduate school, 3) attitudes toward discipline 
of UR project, 4) help-seeking and coping be-
haviors, 5) grit, 6) research skills and 

knowledge, 7) leadership teamwork, and 8) pro-
fessional identity as a scientist. The post-survey 
also includes a mentoring satisfaction scale and 
a general program satisfaction scale. The Com-
munity Scholars program decided to use this 
instrument for evaluation purposes during the 
2016 pilot year, the second year of the pilot, to 
allow for program comparisons between Re-
search Scholars and Community Scholars. We 
believe that using the evaluation instrument 
developed for a traditional UR experience 
would provide data in our efforts to seek equal 
status and institutional support.  

Students were invited by direct email 
invitation to participate in a pre- and post-
assessment. Participation in the survey was vol-
untary and confidential. Students provided in-
formed consent before responding. Community 
Scholar participants were asked to self-evaluate 
and rate the degree to which the Community 
Scholars program strengthened each dimension. 
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The items asked were questions on a Likert 
scale with 5 being the most positive response 
and 1 being the least positive response. 

 
Positive Attitudes Regarding Research Skills 
and Knowledge 

As shown in Table 5, mean scores on 
the post-program survey for Community Schol-
ars and Research Scholars respondents indicated 
high positive responses on a five-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (nothing at all) to 5 (a great 
deal) regarding how confident participants are in 
their research skills and knowledge after com-
pleting the program. When compared to Re-
search Scholars means, Community Scholars 

students generally expressed higher responses 
on variables that were socially interactive, like 
collaboration. Research Scholars students gener-
ally expressed more confidence regarding for-
mal research skills like proposal writing. This 
result makes sense given that prior community 
engagement experience was prioritized over 
academic credentials for Community Scholars 
students, compounded by the collaborative na-
ture of the Community Scholars projects. Over-
all, the range of mean scores of Community 
Scholars and Research Scholars indicates posi-
tive attitudes regarding their research skills and 
knowledge.  
 

Table 5: Percent and Standard Deviation of Post-Program Participant Survey: Research Skills and 

Knowledge 

  Charlotte Community 
Scholars 

(n=7) 

Charlotte Research 
Scholars 
(n=25) 

  
  

Mean SD Mean SD 

Working collaboratively with others 4.43 .79 4.20 .96 

The nature of the job of a researcher 4.00 1.16 3.92 .86 

Relate results to the “bigger picture” 4.29 .76 3.92 .86 

Explaining my project to people outside my 
field 

4.14 .69 4.08 .70 

Problem-solving in general 4.43 .54 4.40 .65 

Application of the scientific method 4.29 .76 3.84 1.14 

Understanding and summarizing journal 
articles 

4.14 .69 4.00 .76 

Research proposal write up 2.71 1.25 3.24 1.09 

Research presentation preparation 3.71 1.11 4.12 .73 

Research presentation 3.71 1.11 4.20 .65 

Application to graduate school 3.57 1.51 3.52 1.08 
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Practical Significance of Research Self-
efficacy and Help Seeking / Coping Out-
comes  
 Nonparametric statistical tests indicated 
no significant variation between pre-test and 
post-test program survey Community Scholars 
responses. However, Cohen’s effect size value 
(Cohen, 1977) suggests a moderate effect 
(criteria is d=.50) for the difference between pre
-test and post-test responses for Research Self-
efficacy (d=.49) and Grit (d = .29), and a mod-
erate to large effect (criteria is d = .80) for Help 
Seeking and Coping (d=.65) responses as 
shown in Table 6. The remainder of the indica-
tors, intentions to attend graduate school, atti-
tudes toward discipline of UR project, research 
skills and knowledge, leadership teamwork, and 
professional identity as a scientist, all had a 
small effect of .20 or less. 
  
Satisfaction with Mentoring and Intention to 
Maintain Mentoring Relationships 

As shown in Table 7, when asked to 
report their satisfaction with faculty and com-
munity mentorship on a scale from 1 (Strongly 
Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree), Community 
Scholars program participants were very satis-
fied with the faculty and community mentor-
ship, with means ranging from 4.57 to 5.00. In 
addition to the post-program survey, the Com-
munity Scholars coordinator collected the fol-
lowing information from scholars during the 
last week of class: Did they plan to continue 

working with their faculty mentor after the end 
of the Community Scholars program? One hun-
dred percent of scholars said yes. Likewise, 
100% of the scholars indicated their intention to 
continue working with their community partner 
after the end of the Community Scholars pro-
gram. 

 
A Community Scholars Project Wins Honor-
able Mention in 2015 and 2016 
 The culminating integrated research 
symposia showcased all of the UR projects (97, 
106) from the Community Scholars (11, 23) and 
Research Scholars (86, 83) scholars. Seven 
awards were given: three in the categories of 
Social Sciences, Humanities, Education, Busi-
ness, and Arts; Natural Sciences and Public 
Health; and Engineering, Nanomaterials, and 
Computing. Four honorable mentions were 
awarded drawing from all categories. The crite-
rion for judging the posters was the same for 
Research Scholars and Community Scholars 
participants. Two Community Scholars students 
received an honorable mention, one in each pi-
lot year, a rate that approximates the proportion 
of awards given to Research Scholars students. 
Given the newness of the Community Scholars 
program, disproportionality of projects when 
compared to the Research Scholars program, 
and the few awards given, we were pleased 
with this outcome and interpreted this as recog-
nition of the vigor and acceptance of the ap-
proach. 

Table 6: Mean, Standard Deviation, and Cohen’s d Effect Size for Pre- and Post-test Surveys, 
Charlotte Community Scholars  

  Pre   Post   

  Mean SD   Mean SD Cohen’s d 

Research self-efficacy 52.4 7.2   61.0 7.4 .49 

Intentions toward graduate school 34.6 10.9   32.3 13.9 .18 

Attitudes toward discipline of UR project 39.4 1.9   39.9 3.1 .19 

Help seeking and coping 12.9 1.8   11.9 1.2 .65 

Grit 25.3 1.7   25.9 2.4 .29 

Research skills and knowledge 85.5 17.2   89.0 20.4 .18 

Leadership and teamwork 40.4 3.9   39.7 4.3 .17 

Professional identity as a scientist 14.9 8.6   14.5 8.6 .05 
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Discussion 
 

There are different strategies for gain-
ing equal status. Rather than building a discrete 
summer undergraduate community-based re-
search program, our approach was to join forces 
with the traditional UR program that was cur-
rently in place and supplement with unique pro-
fessional development focused on CBR best 
practices. This inclusive approach, rather than 
mutually exclusive paths, was built on the idea 
that our programs, community-based and tradi-
tional, would be strengthened as a result of inte-
gration especially as it relates to engaging a 
larger and more diverse group of students. Our 
intention was to address the irony that in spite 
of research showing that women, students of 
color, first-generation, and other at-risk groups 
of students benefit the most from UR experi-
ences, they are the very students often excluded 
from highly competitive traditional UR pro-
grams (Kuh, 2008; Malachowski, Osborn, Ka-
rukstis, & Ambos, 2015).  

The results of our pilot program indi-
cate the Community Scholars outcomes are on 
par or slightly better on some measures than the 
outcomes for the Research Scholars program. 
From an outcomes perspective, this positions 

our program well as we seek equal funding sup-
port. Furthermore, although there were not con-
trol groups of mutually exclusive programs, the 
strategy of integrating summer UR and CBR 
programs, rather than operating them as mutual-
ly exclusive efforts, appears to be a promising 
approach to bring a greater proportion of un-
derrepresented students into the high-profile 
research arena. 

As campuses consider designing sum-
mer undergraduate CBR programs, using the 
best practices frameworks used broadly in the 
highly established field of UR is transferrable 
and useful, whether considering a stand-alone 
CBR program or a combined CBR and tradi-
tional research program. In addition, for tradi-
tional UR programs expanding into CBR, we 
recommend customizing the programmatic ele-
ments of the program, like ensuring CBR exper-
tise of the coordinator and faculty mentors, us-
ing recruitment criteria that emphasize commu-
nity-engagement experience rather than GPA, 
including flexible program design that allowed 
for part-time employment, and adding profes-
sional development focused on CBR methodol-
ogies. As a result of this pilot, the university has 
decided to increase Community Scholars fund-
ing by 30%.  

Table 7: Mean and Standard Deviation of Charlotte Community Scholars Post-Program Survey, Satis-
faction with Mentor 

My mentor: Mean SD 

was accessible 4.71 .49 

demonstrated professional integrity 5.00 0 

demonstrated content expertise in my area of need 5.00 0 

was approachable 4.86 .38 

was supportive and encouraging 4.71 .49 

provided constructive and useful critiques of my work 4.71 .49 

was helpful in providing direction and guidance on research project is-
sues 

4.57 .54 

answered my questions satisfactorily 4.71 .49 

acknowledged my contributions appropriately 4.86 .38 

suggested appropriate resources 4.86 .38 

challenged me to extend my abilities 4.71 .49 
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Limitations and Recommendations for Fu-
ture Research 
 Future areas of research will include an 
exploration of the ways in which the traditional 
student researchers in the Research Scholars 
program benefitted from the integration of pro-
grammatic elements with the Community 
Scholars program. For example, does integra-
tion provide a learning opportunity to under-
stand design and measurement of broader im-
pacts?  

This study also highlighted some weak-
nesses in the UR programs. For example, while 
we felt like the Community Scholars program 
and CBR methods had achieved a measure of 
equal status having won an award based on tra-
ditional research standards, we also felt like the 
unique aspects of the program and exemplary 
demonstrations of CBR were not specifically 
articulated in the traditional award criteria, so 
therefore could go unrecognized. As a way to 
ensure that CBR best practices were fully ap-
preciated, it was recommended that new awards 
be created in subsequent years and funded by 
the Community Scholars program recognizing 
excellent CBR in each discipline category. All 
UR research participants in the summer sympo-
sium would be eligible for the awards as a way 
to encourage broader enthusiasm among tradi-
tional UR faculty and students to embrace CBR 
approaches. 
 We also recognize that during the pilot 
years, the Community Scholars program evalu-
ation was insufficient. Instruments were select-
ed based on what was currently in place for the 
Research Scholars program and the assessment 
is a single group pre-/post-design. Future stud-
ies should include a control group. We were not 
able to obtain feedback from our community 
partners during the pilot or data regarding stu-
dent civic learning outcomes, a problem we 
intend to address during our 2017 program. 
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