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In Fall 2013, I took a Sociology class offered at The College of New Jersey (TCNJ) 

called Community-Based Research and Evaluation. The course featured a collaboration with the 

Bonner Center for Civic and Community Engagement (BCCE) at TCNJ to research and evaluate 

a variety of educational enrichment programs offered at a nearby elementary school. The 

programs were evaluated based on the academic outcomes for the elementary school students 

involved as well as in terms of providing learning opportunities for participating college 

students. This research project focused specifically on the academic outcomes for the elementary 

school students based on their participation in enrichment activities. 

The educational enrichment programs are offered to the students through a partnership 

between the elementary school, the BCCE, and a local foundation that runs the after-school 

program, ASA. It is essential that these educational enrichment programs have an impact on the 

students. According to the State of New Jersey School Performance Report (2012), the 

elementary school is one of the lowest performing elementary schools in the state of New Jersey 

and significantly lags in comparison to its peers in categories of academic achievement, college 

and career readiness, and student growth performance. 

Literature shows the immense value of school-community partnerships in improving 

student academic achievement. According to Bryan, “schools alone lack the necessary resources 

to address the large number of obstacles to learning that many minority and poor students in 

urban schools confront on a daily basis” (2005, 220). She articulates the importance of school-

community partnerships by explaining that they are essential to developing “educational 

resilience” in students, or “the ability of children to succeed academically despite risk factors 

that make it difficult for them to succeed” (220). School-community partnerships can increase 

protective factors that foster resiliency in students, and extracurricular enrichment partnership 

programs have been successful in fostering resiliency and improving academic achievement 

(Bryan 2005). Sheldon (2003) found that school-family-community partnerships in low-income, 

urban schools contributed to improved scores among students on state tests. 

Epstein (1996) discusses how the job of educating and socializing children is a shared 

responsibility of schools, families, and communities. Therefore, family-school-community 

partnerships are necessary to best educate and socialize children. She theorizes that for families, 

communities, and schools to be most effective, they need to have some shared goals and 

missions, and work collaboratively.  

Bouillion and Gomez (2001) discuss how a disconnect between schools and communities 

can lead students to disengage in their education. They highlight the value of school-community 

partnerships in providing students the opportunity to see how their education in the classroom 

can provide them opportunities in the future. Additionally, they found school-community 

partnerships to have mutual benefits by bringing together a diverse range of people and 

knowledge.  

Although valuable, these partnerships are not without many challenges. Bryan argues that 

the social, cultural, and political factors faced by students in urban schools can often present 

“seemingly insurmountable barriers” to partnerships between schools, families, and the 

community (2005, 219). Epstein (1996) refers to some of the challenges in developing school-
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community partnerships, such as collaborative planning, and “sharing of time, space, staff 

responsibilities and budgets” (231). Sheldon (2003) discusses how teachers and families can be 

obstacles to school-family-community partnerships. According to him, higher quality teachers 

help schools better face the challenges of partnerships. Families can be obstacles to school-

family-community partnerships when parents are unable to speak English, come to the school, or 

help their children at home. Bryan and Henry (2012) claim that one of the biggest challenges of 

partnerships is maintaining and sustaining the partnerships. Some of their suggestions to sustain 

partnerships include good planning and celebration of accomplishments. Evaluation of a 

partnership’s programs can indicate these accomplishments and can help stakeholders to plan 

better based on what aspects of a partnership are working well and what aspects can use 

improvement.  

When comparing the benefits and challenges of school-community partnerships, the 

positive impacts on students clearly outweigh the negative. In the elementary school, the existing 

educational enrichment programs have the potential to greatly impact student achievement. 

However, without an evaluation of the existing programs, determining whether they are making 

the impact on the students that they were intended to is difficult. Furthermore, an evaluation of 

the programs helps to identify more successful and less successful aspects of the enrichment 

programs to inform the BCCE what areas could use improvement (Bryan and Henry 2012). The 

educational enrichment programs offered to the students have existed for almost ten years. In this 

time, there had been no evaluation of the programs. 

In the semester-long course, our class identified existing data sources to assess the 

participation of students in enrichment activities and their academic outcomes. We obtained 

records of participation in enrichment activities from the BCCE and grade reports provided by 

the elementary school’s administration. Some of the challenges we encountered were incomplete 

record keeping about students’ participation and difficulty obtaining grade reports from the 

school’s administration. The incomplete records seemed to be due to a lack of focus on 

evaluation and a lack of resources. The BCCE and the after-school program both struggle to 

balance their many responsibilities due to a lack of staff, time, and funding. Due to the high 

demands that these organizations face, evaluation was not a high priority. The school’s 

administration, particularly, did not seem to prioritize the evaluation. We had to adjust the time 

frame of our research due to the delay in the receipt of the grade reports from the school’s 

administration. 

A community-based research approach seemed to be the most adequate method of 

evaluation because the community partner had asked us to carry out the evaluation. In order to 

best understand what the BCCE wanted out of the evaluation, including the organization in the 

research process made the most sense. Using a community-based research approach enabled us 

to have a deeper understanding of the history and mission of the educational enrichment 

programs and their relationship with the elementary school. The BCCE staff members were able 

to share their goals for the program and the challenges they had faced.  

Prior to this experience, I had taken a course on quantitative research methods. This 

project with the community broadened my understanding of the material I learned in my research 

methods course. I learned how to apply traditional research methods in less traditional settings. 

The project taught me the value of research in settings where the findings can be directly applied 

to make changes.  In comparison to a traditional research approach, where the researcher decides 

the research question, our class collaborated with the BCCE to find out what issues were 

important to it. Based on its program goals, we decided what outcomes would be most important 
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and relevant to evaluate (Hacker 2013). Another difference between traditional and community-

based research is that researchers in a community-based research project have to have more 

flexible timelines, research designs, and research questions. Additionally, community-based 

researchers have to compromise some of their own goals to align with the goals of the 

community partners.  

Some of the benefits I found working with community partners were that we had greater 

access to data sources that the community partner could share with us, including the records of 

participation in enrichment activities. Additionally, we were able to gain a deeper understanding 

of the elementary school and the enrichment programs by talking with representatives from the 

BCCE. We were able to share our findings directly with the BCCE and the after-school program, 

ASA, which provides many of the enrichment activities, so that they were able to make use of 

the findings. We also were able to provide suggestions to the BCCE about improving record 

keeping to make future evaluations much easier (Hacker 2013).  

Some of the disadvantages I found working with community partners were conflicting 

views on the importance of evaluation between the BCCE, the elementary school, and the goals 

of our class. Particularly, the school’s administration did not give high priority to the evaluation. 

Due to this, we were unable to stick to our original time frame for the research because we did 

not receive the grade reports when we thought we would (Hacker 2013). Another disadvantage 

was the incompleteness of data we received from the community partners. Many of the 

attendance records of the afterschool program and of the day programs did not list all students in 

attendance or listed incomplete names. In some cases, we were able to match an incomplete 

name with a student. At times we also used projects from the after-school program or day 

programs to identify students who had participated when there was not an attendance list. Due to 

the incompleteness of the data, we were only able to include students in the evaluation we were 

certain had participated. Therefore, there were probably many more students that had 

participated in the enrichment programs but could not be included. This lack of data can be 

attributed to lack of staffing, time, resources, and priority. 

I was able to witness firsthand the challenges faced by the community partners to 

evaluate their own programs. With limited time and resources, they already struggled to carry out 

the existing programs. Finding extra time and resources to undergo an evaluation of these 

programs was even more difficult. I hope through our suggestions to the community partners 

they are able to understand small and quick changes they can make, such as record-keeping, that 

will significantly reduce the time and resources needed to carry out future evaluations. I also 

hope they will learn to give greater priority to evaluation because otherwise they are using time 

and resources without evidence that their programs are effective.  

I have learned the importance of flexibility, adaptability, and open communication in 

carrying out research with community partners. Flexibility was a key component to this research 

project because we had to be willing to compromise on a research question, methods, and use of 

the findings that the community partners agreed upon. We had to adapt our time frame for 

research and research methods when things did not happen as planned. Finally, open 

communication was essential to the success of the project. Open communication allowed us to 

inform the community partners of our needs and time frame. It also allowed for our community 

partners to share their needs for the research project and their insider knowledge pertaining to the 

project. We communicated with the BCCE by having a meeting with the members of our class 

and staff of the BCCE. In the meeting, we were able to ask questions of them and they were able 

to ask questions of us. This was the best form of communication because it involved the most 
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participants in the project and it was the most direct. The biggest difficulty we had 

communicating with the community partners was time delays in the responses of the community 

partners. Since our class met twice a week, my classmates, professor, and I were very easily able 

to communicate about our progress on the project. 

There is no specific emphasis on science in the enrichment programs so it is surprising to 

find that scores in science showed improvement. It is possible that if we had more complete 

records, the students’ scores would have showed improvement in language arts and math.  For 

example, there was a significant relationship between average language arts grades and the 

number of times students participated in enrichment activities, when students we suspect 

participated were included. I would suggest to the afterschool program that they incorporate 

science as a focus of their afterschool program. Since the afterschool program is already 

positively impacting students’ performance in science, they could capitalize on this finding to 

have even greater impacts on students’ performance in science. If these improvements were 

reflected in a future evaluation, it would put them in a better position to gain more funding to be 

able to build on and expand their programs. 

Since the evaluation, ASA and the BCCE have responded to the need for better record 

keeping. Although they have already faced many challenges at the start of the school year due to 

a reorganization of the school district, they plan to implement a system to keep better attendance 

records in a spreadsheet. Additionally, they were very surprised that the findings showed 

improvement in science scores. They suggested that this finding is possibly due to the fact that 

there are very good science teachers at the school, and the afterschool program might have 

simply reinforced good study habits and behaviors that were stemming from the science teachers. 

Due to the findings of the evaluation, the afterschool program is rethinking its curriculum to 

incorporate more science to complement its existing curriculum, which is focused on language 

arts.  

I found the experience working with community partners to carry out research to be at 

times frustrating, but very gratifying. Although we were not able to control the research as much 

as in other forms of more traditional research, I think the benefits outweighed the disadvantages. 

We were able to provide findings directly relevant to the community partner and build the 

community partner’s capacity to carry out further evaluation. As researchers, we were able to 

develop a greater understanding through our collaboration with the community partner. I am 

appreciative of my experience in this course for expanding and building upon my abilities as a 

researcher and I hope the community partners are able to benefit by applying the findings of the 

research.  

 

~ 
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