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“[A] troubled universe can no longer afford the luxury of 
pursuits confined to an ivory tower…[S]cholarship has to 
prove its worth not on its own terms, but by service to the 
nation and the world.” Oscar Handlin 1 

Architecture programs have worked with community part-
ners for some time, and the benefits to the students and 
university have been proven by various studies. 2  However, 
the community partner does not always benefit, which cre-
ates a lack of trust, and lack of interest on the part of the 
community partners to working with universities. 3  This 
relates to the typical “Ivory Tower” problem that universi-
ties face generally, and the lack of a reciprocal relationship 
with a community partner just exacerbates the issue. This 
paper posits that both universities, specifically architec-
ture programs, and community partners need to start their 
relationships with managed expectations of what the col-
laboration will create, how long it will take to reach project 
goals, and how the leadership structure will evolve over time. 
This will help to instill a relationship of trust that can create 
egalitarian partnerships to dispel the image of the “Ivory 
Tower.” 4  Once trust is achieved both architecture students 
and architecture educators can lead community partners 
into leadership positions of their own to take charge of the 
public interest design projects that are created together. 

INTRODUCTION
Benefits and Challenges to Community Engagement 

Our university is a land-grant university that embraces com-
munity engagement, which helps to support the research, 
teaching, and service of faculty that would like to utilize com-
munity engagement as a part of their job. Due to this the 
university defines multiple terms in relation to community 
engagement to help faculty, students, and community partners 
begin to speak the same language when it comes to collabo-
ration. Specifically, “community engagement” is defined as 
“…collaboration between Mississippi State University and 
partnering communities for the mutually beneficial exchange 
of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and 
reciprocity.” 5  The university is also only one of only 361 institu-
tions in the U.S. that have received a Community Engagement 
Classification by the Carnegie Foundation. This classification 
signifies “colleges and universities with an institutional focus 
on community engagement…” that elected to apply for clas-
sification to document and reinforce their commitment 
to community engagement. 6  This public information and 

outreach is meant to create openness and trust as to our uni-
versity’s approach to community engagement.

Trust is an important factor in the development of university-
community partnerships, and as De La Garza and Kuri note, 
some community partners do not trust the university from the 
start. They had a community partner who consistently ques-
tioned their motives and wondered why anyone would want 
to work with their organization. 7  This author also had varying 
levels of trust from community partners, but in relation to the 
different faculty, students, and professionals involved in the 
projects. Trust is one of the many benefits and challenges of 
university-community engagement projects that can lead to 
removing the image of the “Ivory Tower” from the minds of 
the community. Additional challenges include barriers such 
as the practical concerns with planning and communication 
during a project, as well as lack of skills on both the part of 
the community partner and university members (faculty and 
students). Most noticeable to the author were the attitudinal 
barriers of the community partners she has worked with.8  
These ranged from disinterest in working equally with the 
university team to outright challenges and undermining of the 
university team. Benefits include improved teaching, better 
university-community relationships, and the empowerment of 
the community. Klein et al. have promoted the development 
of “knowledge co-generation” and “knowledge exchange” as 
important benefits that help both the university and commu-
nity partner. 9  This is also important to what is called the “Third 
Mission” of the university: Service. Yet, service in a university 
setting is rarely seen as service to the community, but instead 
service to the university. Boyer noted in The Scholarship 
of Engagement that service is not as important to tenure as 
research and teaching. Even in universities such as ours with a 
Community Engagement Classification and access to Extension 
services based on the land-grant mission it is not easy to get 
institutional support for service outside of the university. This 
has created the continued deterioration in trust that the public 
has in colleges and universities. More than twenty years ago 
Boyer asserted that the “scholarship of engagement” needed 
to be reaffirmed to gain that trust back from the public, and his 
statement is still valid even today. 10  

The creation of a university-community partnership (UCP) 
is far more complicated than some realize. This tendency to 
see the UCP as a simple drop-in kind of project leads to the 
mistrust that community partners have in university pro-
grams. Strier discusses how building these partnerships “…is a 
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highly complex process which involved multiple tensions and 
conflicts.” These partnerships need a lot of maintenance, as 
with any project or relationship. Yet most faculty and students 
focus on the university side of the project attending mainly to 
student outcomes and faculty research. The development of a 
strong partnership requires excellent organizational and com-
munication skills, but still may need to change and evolve with 
the project. There will be ample opportunities for conflict reso-
lution, but this may require more time and resources than all 
parties can provide. 11 12   This is why managing expectations for 
the project is such an important part of the leadership aspect 
from the point of the university partner (faculty and students). 
The author has approached this challenge with the creation of 
a Community Partner Agreement, which is an informal agree-
ment to be used to outline expectations for all parties involved. 
(Figure 1) The intent was to create a framework, before the 
project even began, as to how to proceed so that both the 
university and the community partner understood their roles 
and responsibilities. Nevertheless, misunderstandings and 
miscommunications still happened.

Additionally, the creation of an egalitarian approach to univer-
sity-community partnerships is an important way to establish 
trust. The idea of “mutual knowledge” asserted by Giddeon 
can be used to dispel the “myth of the ivory tower” and create 
a reciprocal relationship between the partners. 13  The use of 

egalitarianism to abandon hierarchies is necessary to prevent 
an exclusionary environment that discourages the community 
partner from participating. This makes the project more acces-
sible, and therefore more reflective of all partners involved, 
not just the faculty and students. 14 15 16    University faculty 
and students can show leadership by creating this egalitarian 
environment so that community partners not only have more 
faith in their own ability to lead, but in the abilities of others. 
The author experienced this issue with a community partner 
who would not trust the other faculty in the project from other 
departments. Moreover, there was confusion in the com-
munity partner leadership as to who was to make decisions 
involving the project. Empowering the community partner is a 
sign of true leadership and is required to make sure that proj-
ects are sustained once the faculty and students move on. 17

Empowering Through Leadership

“A better definition in relation to spatial agency is that 
the agent is one who effects change through the empow-
erment of others, allowing them to engage in their spatial 
environments in ways previously unknown or unavail-
able to them, opening up new freedoms and potentials 
as a result of reconfigured social space.” Spatial Agency: 
Other Ways of Doing Architecture 18 

Figure 1: Community Partner Agreement (by author).



26 A Question of Leadership: The Citizen Architect and Public Interest Design 

It may seem contradictory to state that leadership is empower-
ing others to take charge of a project, but faculty constantly do 
this through the teaching and mentoring of students. Faculty, 
and the students they are teaching, have the abilities to study 
the organizational culture of a community partner in order to 
propose a project structure that will allow the project to be led 
and maintained by that community partner. These proposals 
can be part of the Community Partner Agreement so that the 
community partner understands what is being expected of 
them so that they can take over the long-term maintenance of 
the project. However, there are barriers to empowerment as 
well that the faculty and students must deal with to make the 
project successful.

The “Partnership Framework” that is created by a Community 
Partner Agreement can help empower, but failure is still not 
inevitable which can be especially frustrating for all partners 
because of all the time and effort involved. Faculty must look 
for three components that might be missing from service-
learning projects that could lead to this failure. First, the course 
itself must have learning objectives that are appropriate to the 
university-community partnership. 19  If this is not the case then 
the faculty and students will not be focused on the “learning” 
aspect of the service-learning project and will lose sight of the 
goals. Second, the planning of the project is an obvious element, 
however, the assessment of the project, whether over time or 
at the end of the project, is often overlooked. Post-occupancy 
evaluations and community partner surveys will help to assess 
the successes and failures of the project. Reflections by the 
students are also an important part of the assessment, as are 
observations and reflections by the faculty over the course of 
the project. Lastly, the establishment of a successful partner-
ship with the community, not just the community partner, is 
paramount. The community should be informed about the col-
laboration and how it is working to improve the community, not 
just the university successes. 20 

Once these three components are established in a university-
community partnership there may still be areas where failure 
can occur. Reflection and assessment of student and faculty 
impressions of the project are discussed above, but reflections 
from the community partner are often neglected and even left 
out completely. The review of the literature shows a very large 
disconnect between data collection from the university per-
spective and from the community perspective. 21  Oftentimes 
the main staff in a community partner will be excluded from 
data collection even though they are the primary contacts on 
a daily basis, while only the administrators are surveyed. 22  
Also, faculty and students are known to have very high hopes 
for university-community partnerships, which can put a strain 
on the community partner due to unrealistic expectations. 
Architecture studios, with their generally high expectations and 
workload, tend to exacerbate this issue and must be addressed. 
Community partners are not always prepared for the workload 
and schedule that an architecture studio typically entails.

Conducting an in-depth study and volunteering with the 
community partner to develop a better understanding of 
the knowledge, strengths, weaknesses, and abilities of the 
community partner can remedy this. 23 24   This will help to 
eliminate the exclusion of diverse experiences and perspec-
tives since many of the staff in the community partners will 
have different experiences and education levels than the stu-
dents and faculty. Something of this depth may be needed 
before a partnership even begins to help with the appropriate 
development of the course objectives, planning, and assess-
ments discussed above. Added threats to the partnership 
include staff turnover, which the author has experienced in 
several university community partnerships, and communica-
tion issues. Due to this faculty and students must be flexible 
and be able to adapt their courses to accommodate staffing 
changes and communication changes on a regular basis. 25 

Student Learning Experiences Develop Future Leaders

While the student learning experience tends to usurp the 
experience of the community partner, it can be maintained, 
and even heightened, by a successful partnership that is 
egalitarian in format. Architecture education tends to focus 
on hypothetical design projects due to the time limitations 
of the academic semester and the complexity of real-world 
architectural design. Collaborations with a community part-
ner allow the students the opportunity to work with a real 
client, and to show the application of the theoretical ideas 
they learn in other classes. 26  The collaborative nature of the 
projects also allow for the inclusion of other departments and 
professions in the university-community partnerships. The 
author has worked with faculty from departments such as 
the Department of Philosophy and Religion, the Department 
of Food Science, Nutrition, and Health Promotion, and the 
Department of Special Education and Curriculum. Professions 
that have collaborated on university-community partner-
ships include structural engineers, landscape architects, 
farmers, contractors, and local politicians.

The students also learn to work with people who come from 
different socio-economic backgrounds, different religious 
backgrounds, and different races. Several projects that the 
author has coordinated exposed students to working with 
children, which is not something that all architecture students 
get the opportunity to do. Exposing students to a large cross-
section of potential clients and partners gives them a unique 
opportunity to better prepare to practice architecture for, and 
with, the public in the future. 27  Discussion of the students’ 
experiences is very important, 28  which is why reflections 
are a key factor in service-learning along with reciprocity. 
29  Students tend to think that they are there to support the 
community partner, to give them something because they 
are in need. However, students must be taught, and faculty 
must remember, that community members are partners, not 
a charity case that has no knowledge, or say in how a project 
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should be created and developed. 30  Volunteering is a great 
start to get students engaged in the community, but since it is 
not a true partnership with egalitarian features the students 
think that all community engagement is them giving to some-
one in need with no reciprocal relationship. 31  By linking the 
courses to student reflections and course readings on theory 
related to community engagement and reciprocity students 
are able to understand the complex and important relation-
ship of university-community partnerships. 32 

PROJECT DETAILS
The author approached the community partner after 
reading about a need they had to expand and create pro-
gramming for their community garden. The project was 
developed without input from the Unit Director because 
he was leaving and no information was given as to who 
the new Unit Director would be. However, the new Unit 
Director was very supportive and enthusiastic when the 
author approached him with a basic project framework. The 
next step was the development of the overall educational 
garden and the aspects related to other departments and 
fields. The author recruited faculty from the Department of 
Plant and Soil Sciences, Department of Art – Graphic Design 
Concentration, Department of Philosophy and Religion, 
the Department of Food Science, Nutrition, and Health 
Promotion, and the Department of Special Education and 
Curriculum. This diverse collection of faculty was intended 
to work together to create programming for the educa-
tional garden once it was designed and constructed by the 
architecture design studio. All faculty and the Unit Director 
were invited to student design presentations to critique the 
work and give feedback not only on the design aspects, but 
also on the durability, usability, and function in regards to 
the garden aspect. (Figure 2). The students respected and 
utilized the information both from the various faculty, and 
from the Unit Director. Once the project was complete the 
faculty from other departments created programming and 
curriculum to integrate with the requirements of the com-
munity partner. However, the current Unit Director left at 
this important juncture and the new Unit Director was not 
as engaged in the project.

Based on this staffing change the programming and curricu-
lum was no longer supported and the collaborative team of 
faculty and students attempted to maintain the project. The 
faculty from Health Promotion interviewed the staff, both 
general staff and administrators, to gauge their interest and 
knowledge about the project. The data gathered showed 
what the collaborative team of faculty had expected based 
on their experiences; the staff wanted nothing to do with 
the project. Three themes were identified by the Health 
Promotion faculty including relevance and value of the 
project, internal resources and barriers to the project, and 
external factors. Comments from the staff are noted below:

Relevance and Value

• “I would like … to see out of this garden project … that 
children get the nutritional aspect, but I would like them 
to … see how it can be cost-effective to them.”

• “I think they are learning and … they are getting exposed 
to something different, something new … ”

Internal Resources and Barriers

• “… we have a junior staff program … and if we had kids … 
that have a particular interest in gardening and outdoor 
life, we could push to those junior staff to … maintain 
the garden.” 

• “But just to say that we can add it on, tack it on to the 
other programs that we are running, that have to be run 
that day, it’s kind of hard to say that we could do that.”

• “So sometimes we are so bound to those schedules that 
doing things that … could really be helpful … we can’t find 
a way to fit it and plug it in; it just can be complicated. So 
I would say time is also a factor there.”

• “… when it comes to gardening to be honest, I really don’t 
know that much about it.”

External Factors

• “… it is curriculum that people who actually know what 
they’re talking about … [are] giving to me; I think it would 
be, the chances of being able to do it are way higher.”

• “I mean the system that seems to be in place, that … 
you’re always going to have students and … they could 
always have a part of their coursework [to] be coming 
and working at the … garden.” 33 

Figure 2: Presenting to the Director of a non-profit for children (photo by 
author)
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Despite the lack of interest from the staff with the community 
partner, the university students involved in the project were 
much more enthusiastic.

Selected Student Comments

• “Great experience this semester. It was good to have an 
actual client and get some construction experience.”

• “Doing a service-learning project was a great idea...”

• “Great enthusiasm and very helpful.”

• “Enjoyed the studio organization that resembled a firm. 
It was fun working directly with the client. I enjoyed my 
role in the studio project.”

• “She did a good job encouraging design...”

• “Professor Gregory has been a fantastic teacher, not only 
caring about what students produce but also the student 
themselves. She is considerate, accommodating, under-
standing and fair. She expects results from her students, 
and we are motivated by her to push ourselves and to do 
our best, better than we thought possible.”

• “This was a good project...”

• “ It was nice to actually have interactions with a client.”

• “It was fun working with client.”

• “...I had fun and learned a lot.”

• “Great class and I loved I got to help finish the project 
from last semester. Construction experience is impor-
tant and Professor Gregory is an honest as well as 
competent teacher. She definitely knows her stuff. I also 
had a blast!”

• “Great professor!!!”

• “Enjoyed the hands on experience.”

Due to the community partner’s resistance to be an equal 
partner in the project several faculty withdrew from the 
project. Many were unable to gather research and data on 
the project, or even get the Unit Director to return phone 
calls and emails. Unfortunately this was an issue that had 
been brought up to the author when she was doing research 
on the project before approaching the community partner. 
Despite these warnings, the author felt that she could over-
come these past issues through the Community Partner 
Agreement, excellent organization, and communication. 
That did not end up being the case. The few faculty that were 
left have been attempting to work with the Director of the 
regional community partner, and the Unit Director. Various 
proposals on how to integrate the educational garden into 
the required programming of the community partner have 
been submitted, with limited success. Currently there is a new 
Unit Director who has been a staff member, volunteer in the 
educational garden, and is much more enthusiastic about the 
project. Furthermore, the local Master Gardener Volunteers 

have approached the community partner to work with the 
children in the garden despite past reluctance to be involved.

RESULTS
Turnover

As noted in both the literature review, and the project details, 
staff turnover with the community partner has been a big 
issue. Not only have there been four Unit Directors over 
the two years of the project, there has also been staff turn-
over of the general staff who ideally would coordinate the 
programming for the educational garden. The turnover of 
university students has also been an issue as the collective 
knowledge about the project over the past two years is not 
always passed on and most often lost. The faculty turnover 
has also been hard because the project was initially designed 
as a collaborative project with six faculty. Currently, only the 
author is participating in the project. Lack of investment by 
the community partner has been a large deterrent to keeping 
the faculty engaged as they are unable to justify their time 
and involvement when they are unable to glean knowledge 
and data from the project to help with their research and 
teaching.

Funding

All faculty are experienced in the struggle to fund research 
and keep projects afloat based on university funding and the 
economic swings. However, this project was built through a 
collection of grants, crowd funding, and material donations. 
But to keep the project going the community partner has been 
very resistant to even provide the staff time and resources to 
the project. The author has been to board meetings where 
the director of the board assured the other board members 
that “they are paying for this all by themselves.” Which is 
concerning to the author and the collaborative faculty as the 
community partner is not seeing any reason to be equally 
engaged in the project. The author had been working with 
one of the collaborative faculty, and her students, to work 
with the community partner to develop a staff-training guide 
to empower the community partner and the staff to take over 
the project. The guide would have included the lessons and 
programming that had already been developed by the faculty 
from the Department of Special Education and Curriculum, 
but the Director and Unit Director did not return phone calls 
or emails with a new Community Partner Agreement to allow 
this collaboration to take place.

Communication

The author has found that there were various approaches 
to communication with various the different Unit Directors, 
despite the Community Partner Agreement outlining the 
requirements for communications. Even the most support-
ive Unit Director was so overwhelmed by his job with the 
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community partner that the author did not find out about the 
Director and Board of the community partner until her class 
and the collaborative team were well into the project design. 
Some Unit Directors were very responsive and interested in 
project, some were not, which put up a lot of barriers. Even 
the Master Gardener Volunteers had communication prob-
lems with the past Unit Director despite her asking them to 
come work with the children in the garden. The Director also 
varies in her levels of communication so the author and other 
collaborative team members are often confused about who 
is making what decisions about the project. The good news is 
that the new Unit Director is excellent at communication and 
seems to be very interested in pursing the project further.

Community Partner Investment

Overall, the community partner has resisted any involvement 
in the development and maintenance of the project over the 
past two years. This has come both from general staff and 
administrative staff. The author and various faculty have 
reached out many times to try to overcome this issue as the 
community partner has admitted that they need the project 
and programming and that they struggle with engaging the 
staff and students in the project. Getting parents involved has 
also been a struggle, but one that the community partner has 
with all issues related to their work. Luckily the current Unit 
Director is using Facebook, which the parents are engaged in, 
to communicate not just about the general programs but also 
about this project specifically. Hopefully this new leadership 
will move past the barriers we have been experiencing and 
embrace the collaborative nature of this partnership.

CONCLUSION
This particular project has been a unique learning experience 
in how to manage expectations when working with a com-
munity partner. Architects tend to design projects and leave 
them for the user to maintain. Community partnerships are 
longer-term relationships that need more effort and long-
term commitment, which is a valuable lesson for students to 
learn. Based on this the author recommends several things 
to establish a successful university-community partnership. 
First, make sure not just to educate students on university-
community partnerships and the responsibilities of all, 
but also the community partner. This is because the com-
munity partner may not understand the commitment they 
will be required to undertake. This leads to the Community 
Partnership Agreement where all roles and expectations 
are clearly defined. Continued work on communication is 
required and all parties must be committed to this or noth-
ing will work. Communication may also need to be adjusted 
and each year a new Community Partnership Agreement can 
address this. Lastly, create short and long-term goals to help 
focus the project and allow for planning from all team mem-
bers from faculty to community partner to other involved 
groups like volunteers. Likewise, make sure to include the 

community partner in project planning to aid in the clarity 
and durability of the project. This will be time intensive, so 
be sure to plan accordingly for the project development, 
from approaching the community partner, establishing trust, 
developing the project, to implementing and maintaining the 
project. Assess the various parts and team members on a 
regular basis, and integrate this into the project. This includes 
yearly assessments of the students, faculty, team members, 
and staff and administrators of the community partner, who 
tend to be forgotten, but are important not to ignore to allow 
for a continued open and successful relationship for the 
future. Leadership is not easy, and comes with many respon-
sibilities, but teaching students how to work with community 
partners and to manage their expectations is an excellent way 
to create future leaders by engaging in important work that 
might not otherwise be done.
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