
making volume 14, number 2waves 18

Lyndsay Howell is using her skills as a researcher to
help a marginalized sector of Peterborough, Ontario. Last
winter, Howell, a third-year nursing student at Trent
University, delved into a research project to determine if a
relationship exists between the diagnosis of learning
disabilities in childhood and youth who are currently
unemployed, undereducated, homeless, and may have had
run-ins with the law.

The project was proposed by two groups – the Youth
Emergency Shelter and the Learning Disabilities
Association of Peterborough – who saw the need for the
research but had neither the time, resources, nor expertise
to carry it out. Instead, the Trent Centre for Community-
Based Education (TCCBE) made the connection between
these groups and Lindsay, and provided the mechanism
for her to get research advice and course credit while she
did the work. Although her project is ongoing, she feels a
great deal of ownership and pride for what she has
accomplished to date.

Lyndsay’s project is one of over 200 that have been run

through the TCCBE and it clearly demonstrates the potential

impact that student research can have on the economic and social

health of a community. Universities have long carried out

research that used communities as data sites. Unfortunately, this

research often has provided little benefit for the community itself.

This has at times led to tension from communities that feel they

have been taken advantage of by researchers.

The TCCBE was founded to take the practice of community-

based research a crucial step forward. Instead of trying to entice

faculty to direct their gaze towards the research needs of

communities, the Centre starts by asking community groups

what need and then helps them to articulate those needs in

proposals that are attractive to student and faculty researchers.

they

Once proposals are developed, they are then advertised to

students and faculty. Interested students are encouraged to meet

with the organization to determine whether or not the match is a

mutually beneficial one. Once all parties have been identified, a

research agreement is negotiated between the student, commu-

nity organization, a supervising faculty member, and a representa-

tive of the Centre. No fee is charged for research conducted and

students do not receive payment for their work. Instead, students

conduct research projects for course credit.

This approach to collaborative research is in keeping with the

Dutch Science Shop model. Science Shops came out of the

European student movement of the late 1960s that sought to

reorient university research to benefit the movement’s social and

political ideals. Science Shops provide a specific location at the

university where citizens and community groups can link directly

with researchers to help solve community-related problems,

usually without charge or for a nominal fee.

Community-Driven Research

By David Berger & Jennifer Bowe

The TCCBE makes campus-community partnerships a reality

“The TCCBE is an engine that facilitates the creation of new knowledge & infrastructure that changes the
way community organizations do business; improves their programs; and, will ultimately create improved
social, economic & environmental conditions in the community.”
Foremost Consulting Services, Guelph, Ontario, 2002

From left, Chris MacDonald (Peterborough Youth Emergency Shelter), Lyndsay

Howell, Shari Davis (Learning Disabilities Association of Peterborough).
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This spirit of service through research certainly served as a

catalyst for the Trent Centre. Where the Trent Centre model

diverges is that students carry out our research, whereas Science

Shops often have dedicated faculty for that purpose.

Four key characteristics make the Trent Centre unique in

Canada.

The Trent Centre operates with very close ties to Trent

University but is able to do so at “arm’s length.” Thus, the Centre

is able to meet the needs of community agencies while reducing

the risk of having projects steered by the research imperatives of

faculty.

Research proposals are not accepted primarily on the basis of

is asking the question but rather of the research will

benefit the community at large. The Centre accepts proposals

from the nonprofit sector, small businesses, or from government

agencies. However, all research conducted through the centre

must be made accessible to the public. We ensure this by

maintaining a database and resource collection of all projects at

the Centre and cross-listed at our local public library.

The Centre was founded in 1996 by three key partners – a group

of Trent professors from three different faculties (Canadian

Studies, Women’s Studies, and Environmental Resources

Studies), a local community economic development agency

(COIN, the Community Opportunity and Innovation Network),

and the Peterborough Social Planning Council. This level of

diversity is present in the management committee level, as well as

in the working group that screens initial research proposals

An independent, nonprofit organization

A balance between community & university

who how

before they are presented to the student body. While individual

members and groups may change as the Centre evolves, the

commitment to preserving a balance of representation is one of

the Centre’s core principles.

TCCBE works with a wide range of departments to try to meet

the specific needs of the project at hand. The Centre operates as a

“clearinghouse” for community-based research – a single entity

that organizations can use to access particular disciplines at the

university. As more faculty become involved with TCCBE

projects, the Centre’s staff become familiar with the particular

interests of faculty and can contact them as future research needs

are identified. However, multidisciplinarity also presents ongoing

challenges for the Centre’s staff for they must become familiar

with particular methodologies of given disciplines. The Centre

must establish a healthy working relationship with each partici-

pating discipline.

Since Trent University has very few graduate programs, the vast

majority of students who elect to take on a research placement do

so in their last year of undergraduate study. This provides

undergraduates with a fairly rare opportunity to participate in

community-based research. At other universities, faculty

members and graduate students are more often involved in this

type of work.

In essence, the TCCBE was established to change the culture

of university and community research by providing a mechanism

for sustained collaboration. The model that has evolved is

certainly a“work in progress” and each cycle of projects provides

Multidisciplinary in research scope

Undergraduate opportunity

A 19th century mill offers an exciting opportunity for

the small rural village of Keene, Ontario to preserve

local history and increase tourism. In 2002, students

Crystal Martin and Adam Parker helped the regional

conservation authority to assess the case for having

the Hope Mill designated as a historical site and its

potential as a tourist attraction.

The Trent Centre provides a model for
communities to set the research agenda
& gives undergraduate students an
opportunity to engage in socially
responsible research.
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challenges to consider. Here are a few considerations for anyone

considering starting a similar initiative:

�

�

Maintain a balance of power between community and university.

Be aware that you are bridging two different cultures that may seem to

be speaking the same language, but often are not.

Trust is a crucial element to any community-based research

and can be easily lost if either party suspects that their needs

will not be met in the process.

For instance,

although we may represent the university as a whole to the

community, the university is really a collection of separate

disciplines instead of a single entity. Each of these may have a

different approach to research. As well, community

organizations may be intimidated or irritated by the abstract

and theoretical approach of much of the research done

through universities. In both situations, the person who

connects the university and community will have to be able to

communicate effectively to both parties.

The Centre operates as a “clearinghouse” for
community-based research – a single entity that
organizations can use to access particular
disciplines at the university.... In essence, the
TCCBE was established to change the culture of
university & community research by providing a
mechanism for sustained collaboration.

� Start small. The TCCBE had six projects in its first year, now

we average about 50 per year. However, this is largely due to

relationships between the Centre, the university, and

community agencies that were nurtured over time.

The Trent Centre provides a model for communities to set the

research agenda and gives undergraduate students an opportunity

to engage in socially responsible research. Talented and commit-

ted students are often disillusioned with academia by their third

and fourth year of undergraduate study. They are frustrated by a

lack of opportunity to apply their theoretical learning to real life

challenges. Projects through the Trent Centre address this desire

to engage in research that is relevant to a workplace environment

and to make a positive contribution to the community.

Organizations use the results to strengthen their funding

proposals, to improve the way that they deliver their services, and

to make their towns and neighbourhoods better places

for future generations.
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photos courtesy of TCCBE.

1
Your CEDO wants to promote a tourism business,

but wants to own it and get the revenue from it.

Check out , the CED

encyclopaedia for entries on “Community Owned

Venture Development,” “Community Tourism,” and

“Cultural/Heritage Tourism.” Each entry explains

the benefits and challenges of a tool or technique and lists

practical steps for thinking through its implementation.

Then follow the leads for resource organizations, contacts,

and publications. Go to “Tools & Techniques” at ...

Can a nonprofit own a viable, for-
profit tourist business?

Tools & Techniques

cedworks.comwww.
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Is your organization an NGO active in the field of CED? This time next

year you could be working with a volunteer from an NGO in Bolivia.

The Centre for Community Enterprise (CCE) has partnered with

Canadian Crossroads International and PEAP/FONCRESOL in Bolivia

as a way to strengthen our understanding of development issues, help

build an international CED network, and enhance mutual learning about

CED practice.

It is CCE’s job to identify host organizations in Western Canada who can

work with a Bolivian professional in one of the following areas:

innovative financial products and credit

urban women living in poverty

social enterprise and co-op development

small scale agriculture

Who stands to gain? Everybody. As a participating host organization,

you will:

get opportunities to participate in exchanges to Bolivia.

increase your cross-cultural work experience and awareness.

raise the national profile of your organization and its work.

gain increased access to information about CED innovations.

be able to diversify your own programming.

contribute to the mutual goals of NGOs in Canada and Bolivia.

Interested? For more information contact Michelle Colussi at (tel) 250-

724-1675 or (e-mail) colussi@shaw.ca.
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Opportunities for International
Development Partners




