
This article compares 
relationships between 
universities and their local 
communities in Britain and 
the USA, as seen by a 
British observer. It points 
to the institutional changes 
necessary to make commu
nity involvement a reality, 
central to the mission of the 
urban university. However, 
whereas a growing number 
of US institutions are 
taking these community 
relationships seriously, 
current external pressures 
are limiting the ability of 
their British counterparts 
to do the same. The 
American experience 
suggests, nevertheless, that 
British institutions have 
much to gain from a 
greater degree of commit
ment to their local commu
nities. 

John Mohan 

Solving Problems 
or Salving 
Consciences? 
Anglo-American Perspectives on 
University-Community 
Relationships 

Introduction 
This article discusses relationships between uni

versities and their local communities, largely with respect 
to urban areas, in Britain and the USA. It draws upon my 
own experiences of attempting to find ways in which my 
own work and my own institution might become more in
volved in the East End of London. It is also based on my 
experiences of investigating university-community relation
ships in the USA; in the course of this I visited numerous 
universities in various cities, concentrating on three types 
of initiative: schemes to promote student community ser
vice and to link it into the undergraduate curriculum; part
nerships with public schools; and university involvement in 
urban development. 

Inevitably this experience was somewhat impres
sionistic and it would be foolish to draw conclusions about 
a higher education system comprising some 3, 000 very di
verse postsecondary institutions. 

Although relationships between urban institutions 
and their communities in the USA have been the subject 
ofpersistent debate about the possibility of replicating the 
Land Grant institutions in an urban context, the issue has 
assumed heightened salience in recent years for several rea
sons, and a substantial range of initiatives are seeking to 
rethink the relationship between large urban universities and 
their immediate communities. Among the baser motives for 
involvement are: 

• guilt for past actions: universities located in urban 
areas have often adopted an arrogant, insensitive 
approach to physical expansion); 
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• institutional self-interest, due to rising crime; and 
•accountabilities to local and state governments. As non-profit institutions, 

many universities seek to extract concessions from governments who are 
keen to expand their tax base. 

More positively, universities are responding to criticisms that they lack a 
social purpose, seeking to create partnerships to shore up urban education systems, 
and in some cases beginning to act as vehicles for neighborhood stabiliz.ation and 
economic development. In the latter context, universities and other non-profit insti
tutions are, by default, the only significant players in many inner city areas, due to 
capital flight, and they therefore have a significance to the community and local 
economy which goes beyond their direct physical presence. 

The sense of social crisis facing America's large cities, and the absence of a 
strong university (not to say government) response, is well captured by Harkavy and 
Puckett (1992) who deplore the contrast between the deconstructionist bickering, 
mandarin practices, and islands of horticultural beauty that characterize some large 
research institutions, and the inland seas of violence, dereliction and despair that 
surround them. Apocalyptic as this may sound, it will resonate with many familiar 
with large American cities. A recent report by the Milken Foundation provides inter
esting statistics on the demographics of many university neighborhoods. 

In Britain the sense of crisis and breakdown of communityis not, to date, so 
evident. Given the stronger financial base of British local government, and, in par
ticular, the existence of various redistributive mechanisms which transfer funds from 
richer to poorer localities, the variations in public provision of educational and other 
community services are by no means as great as is the case in the USA. Nor is there 
the same sense that educational systems are failing the nation's youth, although there 
is growing concern at the employment prospects for and social marginaliz.ation of 
young men with low educational attainment. In addition, because local government 
is generally more powerful in Britain, public-private partnerships are not as signifi
cant as in the USA, and because public-private partnerships in urban development 
have so far been less significant, universities would not be expected to step into the 
breach in the way that sometimes appears to be the case in the USA. Thus the socio
economic conditions that motivate university-community engagement in America 
are not so pressing, at least as yet. 

What is driving a reappraisal of university-community involvement in Brit
ain is the major changes in the education system, notably the end of the "binary 
divide" between universities and polytechnics, the rapid expansion of the participa
tion rate of secondary school graduates in higher education, and the institution of 
national competition for research funds. These processes are changing the identities 
of institutions at the same time as the expansion of student numbers means that 
institutions have a dramatic physical impact as buildings are redeveloped and new 
ones provided. 

For different reasons, then, universities on both sides of the Atlantic are 
asking the same sorts of questions. However, the responses to those questions are 
somewhat different. Drawing mainly on the activities of American universities, I 
attempt to draw out lessons which institutions could learn in both countries and to 
point to the kind of institutional changes likely to be necessary to make a reality of 
community involvement and to make it central to the mission of the urban univer
sity. 
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Major Current Developments in University-Community 
Involvement 

Student Volunteerism and Study Service 
No visitor to the USA could fail to be impressed by the scale of volunteerism 

currently sweeping American campuses. Accurate and comparable statistics are dif
ficult to obtain, but some institutions report that up to two-thirds of graduating 
seniors are engaged in community service and at least one study reported that this 
proportion could be generalized across all postsecondary institutions. National coa• 
litions such as Campus Compact and Campus Outreach Opportunity League have 
an expanding membership covering a growing proportion of postsecondary institu
tions; and, as is well-known, some institutions have engaged in lengthy debates about 
whether or not to mandate community service. Given the participation rate in Ameri
can higher education volunteerism on this scale must, by definition, affect a substan
tial proportion of America's rising generation. I doubt whether the proportions in
volved in the UK are anything like as large: although student tutoring initiatives are 
expanding rapidly this is from a small base, and I would be surprised if the propor
tion of students engaged in campus-based volunteer service programs exceeded five 
percent, if that. 

Britain therefore has a lot of catching up to do, but if it does, a number of lessons 
will need to be learned to avoid reinventing wheels. Debates will have to be settled 
about whether to mandate volunteerism, about how to integrate community service 
into the curriculum, and about providing an infrastructure to institutionalize it. It 
should also be pointed out that historically a great deal of British higher education 
has been dominated by the single-honors degree, in which students specialize in one 
subject at an early stage in their university education. Advocates of some form of 
study service therefore have greater difficulties incorporating it into this system, by 
contrast with the broad-based undergraduate education system offered in American 
universities. Furthermore, as a rule, British universities place less emphasis on ac
quiring the skills for civic participation than do American ones. Thus an institution 
would not regard it as its duty to provide opportunities for students to engage in 
volunteer service. It might, indeed, legally be prevented from using public funds for 
that purpose. As a consequence student volunteerism is generally left to the students 
themselves to fund and organize, as an adjunct to the Students' Press Union, which 
is not a trade union but the umbrella organization for student societies, services and 
welfare. Voices have cried in the academic wilderness for many years, calling on 
British universities to expand their efforts in this direction, but to little avail. 

However, there are grounds for expecting an expansion in this kind of activity. If 
properly integrated into academic programs, service learning, with its emphasis on 
problem-solving and reflection, may contribute towards equipping students with trans
ferable skills which will be in increasing demand. Some government-funded initia
tives, such as the Enterprise in Higher Education program, have linked students with 
community organizations for internship-style activities. Whatever party is in gov
ernment, the role of the voluntary sector will increase, and this is one way to help 
individuals prepare for that. 

Finally, the same kind of alienation from the political process and cynicism 
about the capabilities of government is evident in Britain, so that some commenta
tors are calling for a wider program of civic education involving all students in their 
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final year at school. This has also led to proposals for a national service initiative, 
partly modelled on the Clinton scheme, although in practice the proposals focus on 
school-leavers, particularly at-risk youth, rather than on college students. 

Partnerships With Schools 
The publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 provoked a debate about falling 

education standards in the USA which continues today. The substantial extent of 
partnership activity of higher education with schools can be put down to a number of 
factors: 

• the mass access to, if not completion of, higher education in the USA, and 
hence concern with the quality of recruits; 

• the large numbers of children 'at risk' and the need to try to maximize the 
participation of such children in postsecondary education; 

• the need for integration of minorities and developing culturally-sensitive 
pedagogies and support networks to ensure that they can succeed in higher 
education; and 

• the failures of the public school system. 

Much publicity about these partnership schemes focusses on high-profile 
initiatives such as "I have A Dream," but in practice the most interesting programs 
are those aimed long-term at systemic reform. There is a great deal of individual and 
ad hoc activity, which is uncoordinated, and one wonders sometimes whether uni
versity-school collaboration in the US is effectively reaching areas of greatest need. 
One can also ask whether it is serving the interests of university faculty by providing 
a convenient social laboratory for their work, rather than meeting needs defined by 
the community itself. In addition there is little evaluation of precisely what works, 
so that dissemination of valuable new ideas is still at an early stage. 

There is a growing recognition of the need for coordinating structures to 
ensure that university-school partnerships go beyond the rather ad hoc, altruistic 
activity that characterizes collaboration at present. For example, the Pew Trusts' 
initiative, Community Compacts for Student Success, seeks to bring together educa
tional, business, and community leadership in a long-term plan to improve educa
tional outcomes for all school students. These entail a critical examination of exist
ing partnership activities to review what initiatives actually work, to ensure that 
duplication is avoided, and to focus resources where they would have the greatest 
impacts. 

The central role of universities in these collaborations is unknown in a Brit
ish context. Also novel from a British perspective is the extent to which partnership 
activity can be legislatively mandated. One would expect this in California, perhaps, 
where the legacy of the "Master Plan" is strong, but, as is well-known, universities 
in various jurisdictions have been required to collaborate with school boards. Good 
corporate citizenship aside, it may be the case that local governments have leverage 
over universities when reviewing their taxation status, and they can therefore require 
greater collaboration. 

Indeed the whole area of school-university collaboration is developed only 
on a very small scale in the UK. Typically it would incorporate small-scale 'taster' 
courses, designed to stimulate students' interest in academic subjects; student tutor
ing programs; some ad hoc and informal linkages between Local Education Authori
ties (LEAs) and universities, which might involve limited support to pupils from 
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schools in disadvantaged areas to help them obtain a place at university, as well as 
granting university admissions officers some discretion with regard to admission 
requirements. Of course there is collaboration in terms of educational research, but 
on the conception of school-university collaboration as understood in the us~ is 
much more limited in the UK. 

Why is this the case? The UK has a nationally-prescribed curriculum for 
those up to age 16, so in general there is less diversity in the system; a national 
curriculum would be a constitutional violation in the USA and therefore school
university collaboration is one way schools and school boards respond to local needs. 
In addition, the presence of substantial numbers of minority students from poor 
families in American public school systems necessitates much more invention in 
teaching content and methods. 

A further factor is that the UK does not have the disparities in funding 
between school boards described so vividly by Jonathan Kozol, and British schools 
do not have to contend with the social dislocation of inner city America. If the inner 
city environment in the USA was a viable, functioning community and if schools 
were adequately resourced, much of the school partnership activity would arguably 
not be needed. In effect it is an attempt to bail out unsatisfactory public education 
systems operating in unpromising environments, and what is really required is more 
fundamental school reform and social change. 

Universities and Community Development 
Urban development in the USA is the responsibility of a great many institu

tions and partnerships, in which universities often play a central role. Some of this is 
part of a well-established urban mission, in which university research efforts are 
targeted at the needs of local organizations. This is being complemented by some 
efforts to make universities' resources available to community organizations. In ad
dition, as a consequence of urban decline, some institutions are becoming increas
ingly involved in neighborhood stabilization efforts. In respect of community-based 
research, both British and American systems face the same difficulties: how to rec
oncile the long-term commitment necessary to develop a beneficial partnership with 
a community, with the national and international demands to publish high-quality 
research. There are no easy answers to this dilemma, short of a reconsideration of 
faculty reward structures. However, there are interesting initiatives in both countries 
which seek to democratize access to university resources; various foundation and 
government-sponsored programs in the USA such as the Urban Community Service 
grant program do so, while in Britain the Community Research Exchanges in 
Liverpool and Manchester, or the Northern Ireland Science Shop, offer good illus
trations. The latter are essentially "clearing-houses" for matching community needs 
for research with the skills of faculty and students within universities. Such activi
ties are generally working against the grain of the competitive, publication-driven 
higher education system. Among their characteristics are a collaborative model of 
inquiry, which aims to facilitate matching the skills and resources of researchers 
with the needs of community organizations; and a participatory and action-research 
approach, in which research and teaching activities are oriented towards - indeed 
partly driven by - community concerns. 

There are some signs, in the USA, of a move away from the 'urban observa
tory' approach of earlier university-city collaborations, in which the university's 
role was that of a detached, technocratic observer rather than that of an active par
ticipant. 
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The involvement of American universities in neighborhood stabilization ef
forts has no obvious parallels in the UK. Such efforts include: financial backing and 
technical assistance to community-based organizations, to enable them to attract 
finance for low-cost housing; creation of umbrella partnership organizations, seek
ing to pull together all the major players in a locality; and geographically-focused 
purchasing and recruitment strategies. Foundation and government support has been 
forthcoming for these measures, as capital flight means that some urban areas have 
few major economic stakeholders apart from non-profit organizations. There are 
few parallels with such activities in Britain, despite the recent expansion of the sys
tem which has produced considerable capital investment. British institutions are 
typically much smaller than American universities. The billion-dollar budgets of 
certain American private institutions place them in a different league altogether. As 
a consequence even carefully-targeted schemes for focusing purchasing or recruit
ment would have little impact. 

The role of the university in the USA is basically as "a neutral agent con
cerned with the vitality of its immediate community, or as an 'entrepreneur in the 
public interest,' serving as a catalyst for mobilizing resources. . . . (this role re
quires) an institutional base so that a strategy of constructive change can be pursued 
for a long time" (Hanson, 1983, p. 179). Major urban education institutions argu
ably can fulfil this role to a greater degree than any other actor in the American inner 
city. In the absence of major government initiatives and expenditures, the condition 
of America's large cities arguably makes university engagement not an optional 
extra but an institutional imperative. 

One lesson which may be learned from these efforts is that there is little 
point in institutions engaging in partnerships which depend too heavily on the insti
tution itself. Without attempting to build the capacity of the community to solve its 
own problems, community groups will always be in a position of dependency; how
ever remote it may seem, there is always the possibility that major urban universities 
could merge, close or relocate. This is where forms of knowledge imply and rein
force existing power relations: disinterested technocracy or political advocacy do 
not enable a community to do research on its own, just as physical redevelopment 
which depends on continued injections from the university's endowment and on the 
continued voluntary advice of university specialists will not enable a community to 
stand on its own in a competitive financial climate. However, universities still oper
ate in a market, and the extent to which they can, consequently, open access to their 
resources to low-income groups is limited. As Wainwright has recently pointed out 
in his book Arguments for a New Left, there are clear constraints on the democrati
zation of knowledge and its use. 

Summary 
Before we get too carried away with enthusiasm for university-community 

involvement we should put it in context. The impact school partnership projects 
make, when set against the social circumstances of many at-risk children, may be 
limited; neighborhood stabilization efforts contend with the continued suburbanization 
of economic activity and inner city decline. Inevitably, they represent a drop in the 
ocean when compared with the present conditions of many inner city areas, and with 
the reductions in federal aid to cities of some $50 billion during the 1980s. There is 
also severe institutional inertia within the academy. 

Nevertheless there are several general points that may be made. The first is 
the question of evaluation: how do we know we are "making a difference," to whom 
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and for what purpose? What is the real impacts of the range of service-learning 
programs on all engaged in them, for example in terms of political attitudes or civic 
participation? Do they genuinely equip students with valuable skills? Do school 
partnerships have anything other than marginal impacts? Across all these activities, 
evaluation is limited: one estimate, from an academic who had researched these 
issues extensively, was that some 7 5 percent of partnerships between universities 
and schools had no serious evaluation work built into them. 

Secondly there is a question of coordination. Much of the work described here 
depends on individual or group voluntary effort, which one would not want to dis
courage. However, much of this effort may be duplicative and diffuse, thereby re
ducing its actual or potential impact. The availability of foundation money, espe
cially for projects relating to secondary education, is perhaps a perverse incentive: 
grants may be obtained by universities but not for purposes which local educators 
deem the highest priority - yet acquiring the grants benefits the university faculty 
involved. There are efforts to rationalize this by providing coordinating structures 
into which voluntary efforts must fit, and these need to be encouraged. 

Thirdly, what is a "partnership"? The notion of genuine partnership between 
low- income community organizations and billion-dollar research universities seems 
difficult to sustain. More generally the geographical range and the numbers of agen
cies involved in many partnerships reviewed here make one question whether they 
are adequately focused enough or whether they are talking shops which merely con
tribute to massaging the consciences of some of the individuals and institutions in
volved. 

Finally, all these activities occupy a small proportion of the activities of the 
American university; despite the optimism of some commentators, the American 
university system is far from being reinvented. If the initiatives described here are to 
become more than the province of a small coterie of the committed, there will have to 
be internal changes to the academic reward system, giving much higher priority to 
types of scholarship other than that of discovery (McCall um, 1994). However, part 
of the problem here is a restricted definition of what is meant by public service: the 
mission of academic institutions is often viewed as a tripartite one involving teach
ing, research, and service, but usually service, conceived narrowly as intra-univer
sity administration, or as service to learned societies, receives a much lower priority 
than the other two. 

By contrast, what may be needed is a model of academically-related public 
service, in which research and teaching activities are focused on the needs of an 
immediate geographical community. Society can no longer afford self-contained, 
inward-looking universities, and the benefits of integrating teaching, research, and 
service into a wider conception of academically-based public service, focused on the 
complex social problems facing America, could be considerable. Readers of this 
journal will need no instruction from me on the American debate on faculty roles and 
rewards, but it is fair to say that this debate is rather more advanced than in the UK. 
At present, given the quadrennial competition for research funds instituted by the 
government, institutions are engaged in an unseemly scramble to sign up those whose 
publication records are thought most likely to improve a department's ranking in the 
next rating exercise in 1996. It is a reasonable inference that scholars who have 
dedicated their work to community collaboration are unlikely to have the publication 
records that will find favour in that sort of struggle. 

This raises the question of the contrasting funding bases of higher education in 
the two countries. Much work in the USA draws upon alumni and other charitable 
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support, which permits institutions a degree of autonomy unavailable, by and large, 
to UK universities. The monolithic funding bases of UK higher education are inimi
cal to innovation; endowment and other sources of funding are far more limited. 
This means that institutions who conceive of themselves, rightly or wrongly, as re
search universities, are highly unlikely to develop meaningful community links be
yond symbolic gestures, since their financial viability depends almost entirely on 
how well they perform in research terms. Even the former polytechnics, which were 
established with part-funding from local authorities, in order to offer a model of 
applied scholarship linked to the needs of local business and public services, are in 
danger of losing some of their strong local orientation as they strive to compete with 
the more established research institutions. 

Community involvement seems highly unlikely to infuse the research and 
teaching activities of most traditional British universities in this Darwinian environ
ment. And it is highly unlikely that institutions will unilaterally develop the kind of 
initiatives reported here - a classic prisoner's dilemma. It is significant, for in
stance, that institutional reports and plans make much of the volunteer involvement 
of students, despite the fact of minimal institutional support for such activities and 
the almost total absence of their integration into the curriculum. If this is the best 
they can do, community involvement has not got very far. 

These are, unfortunately, pessimistic remarks, and a reading of the most recent 
statement on university-community involvement in Britain would not lighten the 
tone. The Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals, which brings together chief 
officers of all universities in the UK, recently sponsored a research project to inves
tigate the linkages between universities and local communities. The issue has been 
given salience by a number of developments: the changing character oflocal gover
nance, with partnership activities between major institutional players becoming more 
significant; the physical impacts of the expansion of higher education prompting 
institutions and local authorities to examine the costs and benefits of universities; 
the ending of the binary divide, prompting institutions themselves to re-examine 
their roles and relationships. The report (CVCP, 1994) is heavily focused on the 
economic aspects of university-community engagement: economic multiplier studies 
of the impact of institutions, impacts on the physical environment, particularly those 
resulting from the recent wave of new construction in higher education, discussion 
of the role of universities in technology transfer, and so on. Teaching is barely men
tioned and community service, on the part of students, barely rates a footnote; ques
tions like access to museum, leisure, and library facilities actually receive more 
attention. 

The tenor of the report is that relationships between universities and communi
ties are something which, by and large, are a good cause activity, that as responsible 
corporate citizens universities should be involved in the affairs of their locality, and 
that appropriate structures should be created to manage that interface, such as fora 
in which senior management can meet their equivalents from local government and 
business. Memberships of governing bodies or statutory agencies, breakfast meet
ings between chief executives and senior university personnel, ad-hoc task forces: 
these are all very well, but community links can easily reduce to symbolic gestures 
and talking shops which salve more consciences than they solve social problems. 
Instead, British higher education might consider three ways in which greater com
munity involvement could benefit higher education institutions. 

Firstly, through a stress on service as part of an education for citizenship. If 
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properly integrated into academic programs, service learning, with its emphasis on 
problem-solving and reflection, may help equip students With transferable skills. As 
universities increase in size, engaging students in this kind of activity could make a 
substantial impact on schools and voluntary organizations. Secondly, orienting re
search and other efforts towards the needs of the community requires different ways 
of working than those driven by government research assessment criteria. If a uni
versity is to be more engaged in its community, it might be characterized by a 
greater emphasis on participatory research, rather than the unidirectional linkages 
typical of much academic work, and on cross-disciplinary collaboration, rather than 
disciplinary and departmental fragmentation. The new universities may have to con
sider whether, in seeking to improve their research ratings, they will lose their strong 
local grounding and links with community organizations; the older universities may 
have to consider whether the lack of perceived strong local links will detract from 
their identity. 

Finally, the more universities' internal operations are driven by an intense 
competition for research funds, the less likely they are to foster a sense of communal 
involvement and cooperation and the more likely they are to promote a competitive 
individualism which pays little regard to a wider notion of community. The most 
positive lesson to be learned from America is that, if properly organized and sup
ported, community involvement can become a vital part of - if not yet central to -
the university's mission. Engaging faculty and students with problems on an 
institution's own doorstep can provide a means of integrating teaching, research, 
and service, as well as a way of revitalizing the education of the next generation and 
socializing them in a spirit of service. In this era of globalization, perhaps we need to 
start by thinking and acting locally, and, to descend into Kennedyesque rhetorical 
antithesis, we might ask not what universities can do for their communities, but what 
community involvement can do to invigorate the universities. 

Note: I should like to acknowledge the support of a Harkness Fellowship of the 
Commonwealth Fund ofNew York in 1992-93. I was based in the Center for Com
munity Partnerships, University of Pennsylvania, where I was generously hosted by 
Ira Harkavy, whose assistance I gratefully acknowledge. 
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Metropolitan Universities: 
Who Are We? 
We are located in or near the urban center of a metropolitan statistical 
area (MSA) with a population of at least 250,000. 

We are universities, public and private, whose mission includes teaching, 
research, and professional service. We offer both graduate and under
graduate education in the liberal arts and two or more professional fields. 
The latter programs are strongly practice-oriented and make extensive use 
of clinical sites in the metropolitan area. 

The majority of our students comes from our metropolitan regions. Our 
students are highly diverse in age, ethnic and racial identity, and socio
economic background, reflecting the demographic characteristics of their 
region. Many come to us by transfer from community colleges and other 
baccalaureate institutions, many are place-bound employees and commut
ers, and many require substantially longer than the traditional time to 
graduate, for financial and other personal reasons. 

We are oriented toward and identify with our regions, proudly and by 
deliberate design. Our programs respond to regional needs while striving 
for national excellence. 

We are strongly interactive. We are dedicated to serve as intellectual and 
creative resources to our metropolitan regions in order to contribute to 
their economic development, social health, and cultural vitality, through 
education, research, and professional outreach. We are committed to 
collaborate and cooperate with the many communities and clienteles in our 
metropolitan regions and to help bridge the socio-economic, cultural, and 
political barriers among them. 

We are shaping and adapting our own structures, policies, and practices to 
enhance our effectiveness as key institutions in the lives of our metropoli
tan regions and their citizens. 


