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INTRODUCTION

Community schools are gaining renewed national momentum as policymakers, districts,
and universities seek more integrated approaches to educational equity, youth
development, and neighborhood well-being. These schools serve not only as sites of
instruction, but as comprehensive neighborhood hubs that educate, engage, and
support students, families, and communities.

University-assisted community schools, or UACS, extend this model by positioning
colleges and universities as sustained partners in community school development.
Through mutually beneficial partnerships, universities can connect teaching, research,
and service to locally identified issues while supporting student learning and community
transformation.

This brief focuses on one promising dimension of UACS partnerships:
undergraduate and graduate student action research in community school
settings. When grounded in democratic engagement, reciprocity, shared decision-
making, and authentic relationship-building, undergraduate and graduate research can
move beyond a course requirement. Students become co-learners who help schools
collaboratively investigate real-world challenges, clarify and uplift community assets,
and develop and implement actionable solutions through partnership. At the same time,
undergraduate and graduate students gain research skills, civic identity, and deeper
academic learning. Done well, this work strengthens both community schools and
universities through transformational partnerships.

“At its heart, community engaged scholarship entails connecting scholarly expertise with the
expertise of community members outside the university in order to resolve issues and
challenges facing that community. A central feature of this work is that it is predicated on
mutually beneficial partnerships—both the university and the community partners benefit.”

- Netter Center
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We offer three examples of community-engaged scholarship, highlighting the voices
and experiences of undergraduate and graduate students as well as their community
partners. The brief closes with reflections on the infrastructure needed to develop and
sustain these partnerships.

EXAMPLE 1: EMPOWERING STEM LEARNERS

The University of Pennsylvania’s Netter Center serves as the university’s primary
vehicle for advancing civic and community engagement. For more than forty years,
Netter has implemented the University-Assisted Community Schools (UACS) model
with school and community partners in West Philadelphia. The Netter Center also
facilitates Penn’s Academically Based Community Service (ABCS) courses, courses
that integrate service with research, teaching, and learning. ABCS courses are mutually
beneficial partnerships that improve community well-being and advance teaching and
learning K-16+. UACS and ABCS are closely integrated.

Netter houses the Provost's Graduate Daniel Fleshbach's robot design software
Academic Engagement Fellowship e ———————————————e m—
(PGAEF), a program for PhD students - —
across disciplines who are involved in
community-engaged scholarship, particularly
with UACS. PGAEF Fellow Daniel
Feshbach, a PhD candidate in Computer
and Information Science, is developing tools
that make it easier for non-experts to design
robots. His work includes a graphical
interface that allows users to visually
arrange key components, export their
designs to 3D printers, and assemble the final robots.

BT

"Through this partnership, students will be exposed to the applications of basic coding and
engineering principles. Penn students and high school students will work side-by-side to
build robots that meet the criteria of a series of design challenges. We think this type of real-
world problem-solving is incredibly exciting, and we look forward to Daniel's research

concerning the impact of this experience on students' enthusiasm for STEM and their
continued STEM identity development.”

- Zac Steele, Moelis Access Science Director, Netter Center
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In fall 2026, Daniel will teach a new ABCS course, “Pre-College Robotics Education,”
where Penn students will help lead hands-on, inquiry-based robotics activities in a
Physics class at a UACS high school and the high school students will design and build
robots using these tools. Before-and-after surveys and semi-structured interviews will
examine how hands-on, customizable robot design shapes students’ ownership of their
robots, and their confidence in engineering.

“Mentoring a high school robotics team for the past few years, I've noticed significant
differences between how teams of different resources use Computer-Aided Design software
and custom fabrication. Depth of custom engagement with design seems to mediate
students’ feelings of personal ownership over their creations and, through that, their
confidence that they can succeed in STEM. Since my research is in computational design

tools, | am excited to see if my software, with the right curricular and mentoring context, can
support the empowering feeling of custom design while having an easier learning curve and
more affordable fabrication.”

- Daniel Fleshbach, PGAEF Fellow

Danial Fleshbach leading workshop at Roxborough Library
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EXAMPLE 2: SUPPORTING COLLEGE ACCESS AND COMPLETION

. ) C ity Fut Int t UCLA
The UCLA Center for Community Schooling Cgﬁﬁﬂ::& szhuggf nterns at UC

is a campus-wide initiative to support
university-assisted community schools,
grounded in the work of two Los Angeles
public schools: UCLA Community School
and Mann UCLA Community School. For
almost 20 years, members of the school
and university communities have partnered
at the intersection of research, policy, and
practice—disrupting historical inequalities
and reimagining schooling as a public good
that prepares all students to succeed in
college, careers, and civic life.

Ariana Dimagiba sharing about the Developing a college-going culture has been a
College Transition Class at UCLA
Community School's Open House

complex learning process, informed by a
longstanding research-practice partnership
(RPP) to understand the supports first-
generation college going students need to
access and complete college (cites). Recently,
Ariana Dimagiba, a PhD student in Education,
completed a dissertation entitled, “Culturally
Sustaining College Readiness: Community
Cultural Wealth, College-Going Facultad, and an
RPP Approach to the Transition to College.” She
studied how educators, researchers, and
university students collaboratively designed a
culturally sustaining college transition curriculum
for high school seniors. Julian Jenkins, a UCLA undergraduate student and RPP
member, co-taught the curriculum while researching how to improve it. Julian now
works for the center and coordinates the following cohort of 20 Community Futures
Interns conducting community-engaged research as part of their coursework in UCLA’s
Education and Social Transformation Major.
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“When | was in high school in the East Bay Area, | was skeptical of the intentions and impact
of universities and researchers wanting to form partnerships. Now, I've been a part of a
genuine partnership that does not seek to extract information for scholarly publications, but
one that is equally governed by members of the school community and grounded in action

that supports the needs of the community. While | don’t know what my exact steps after
graduation are yet, | am certain that | will continue to carry this orientation toward research
and practice wherever | go.”

— Julian Jenkins, Undergraduate Researcher and Community Futures Coordinator

In addition to supporting the transition to college, the  Shreya Sundar and Julian Jenkins
schools have grappled with h0\{v best to prowde. :‘;;‘;‘I’::"L"‘g I_S;“de“t research
access to the rigorous academic content and skills

needed to succeed in higher education. Dr. Beth
Trinchero, a founding lead English teacher at the
UCLA Community School, leads a school-wide effort
to implement and expand the Advanced Placement
Capstone Program—partnering with a team of UCLA
researchers to study instructional scaffolding and how
to connect high school students’ AP Research
projects to critical civic actions in their community.
Shreya Sundar, a UCLA undergraduate student in
Public Health, joined this team as UCLA Keck
Humanistic Inquiry Fellow. She spent two hours every
Friday in the AP Research classroom supporting
instruction and studying how a set of diverse focal
students experienced different scaffolding strategies. She also served as a civic action
research mentor to a group of high school athletes that studied the mental health
challenges of balancing sports and academics in school. Together, they launched a
social media campaign to bring awareness to the issue.

“This opportunity gave me a chance to experience what it’s like to ask and interrogate
questions alongside communities. After this experience working with community schools, |
know more than ever that | have to find a way to embed research, or more broadly, this form
of community empowerment, into my practice. As a public health student | have always been
interested in working with kids and schools and working in school-based settings, but now |
want to address the educational system in my line of work.”

— Shreya Sundar, UCLA Undergraduate Student
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EXAMPLE 3: SUPPORTING LOCAL WORKFORCE NEEDS

Durham University-Assisted Community School Research Collective (DUACS) is
supported by Duke University’s Bass Connections program, a multi-institutional initiative
that engages undergraduate and graduate students from Duke University, North
Carolina Central University (NCCU), and Durham Tech Community College in
interdisciplinary, community-engaged research. Through partnerships with schools and
community organizations across North Carolina, students work at the intersection of
research and practice to address educational challenges and strengthen pathways for
student success.

Expanding health sciences education opportunities in rural communities emerged as a
key focus through DUACS’ partnership with Vance County High School. Sadie Allen
and Aysia Smith, students from NCCU, and Yaretzy Barranco and Elena Suarez from
Duke University examined how early exposure to health sciences could broaden career
pathways for secondary students. Working collaboratively with school and community
partners, the research team designed a year-long Medical Exploration (MedEXx)
curriculum intended to build early interest in frontline clinical and diagnostic careers. A
national site visit to New Mexico State University UACS sites informed a literature
review and stakeholder engagement process with local partners—including City of
Medicine Academy, Durham Early College of Health Sciences, and Vance-Granville
Community College—to better understand existing health sciences education models
and guide curriculum development.

DECHS students participating in a medical exploration activity about
oncology clinical trials
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DUACS student researchers on a site visit to

The resulting curriculum integrates social Community Schools in Las Cruces, NM

and emotional learning competencies with
hands-on learning experiences in laboratory
diagnostics, direct patient care, and
community health administration. Through a
partnership with Vance-Granville Community
College, participating students are also
provided opportunities to continue into post-
secondary pathways, helping strengthen
long-term educational access and cultivate
future healthcare professionals within rural
communities.

“Growing up as a first-generation low income Latina in a predominantly Mexican community,
| did not have an individual whom | looked up to academically, but | had community that
pushed me to be the person that | am today. Living on the West coast, but studying on the
East coast was a shock, but by immersing myself within the community, | have been able to
build connections with students and families who have also found their place in their schools.
| integrated principles from social emotional learning into the framework of our pre-health
curriculum to spark student interest in pre-health careers, and inspire them to pursue positive
multi-generational change. When you see one community school, you have truly only seen

one community school. This curriculum may work differently in different schools, but by
learning from as many schools as possible, | will be able to adapt the curriculum to ensure all
students have the opportunity to be our future doctors.”

—Yaretzy Barranco, Duke undergraduate student

CONCLUSION

The three examples in this brief show that undergraduate and graduate action research
in university-assisted community schools is most powerful when it is supported by
durable institutional infrastructure. These are not one-off volunteer experiences or
isolated course projects. At Penn, UCLA, and Duke/North Carolina Central,
undergraduate and graduate research is embedded in centers, courses, partnerships,
and long-term commitments that make reciprocity possible.

At the University of Pennsylvania, the Netter Center links UACS work to Academically
Based Community Service courses, allowing university students to connect academic
learning with sustained engagement in West Philadelphia schools. The robotics
example shows how course-based research can bring university expertise into
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community school classrooms while also producing new knowledge about STEM
identity, ownership, and student confidence. At UCLA, the Center for Community
Schooling anchors undergraduate and graduate research in long-standing research-
practice partnerships with public schools. Students participate not as assistants, but as
co-teachers, mentors, and researchers working on problems the schools themselves
have identified, such as college transition, AP Research, civic action, and culturally
sustaining college-readiness. At Duke and North Carolina Central, the Durham
University-Assisted Community School Research Collective uses a multi-institutional
partnership model, supported by Bass Connections, to bring students from Duke,
NCCU, and Durham Tech into a year-long applied research collaborative. Together,
these cases demonstrate that reciprocal undergraduate and graduate action research
requires intentional structures, such as credit-bearing courses, compensation, shared
governance, venues for public dissemination, and anchoring in long-term, action-based
partnerships that support collaborative implementation.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Build undergraduate and graduate action research into sustained center
infrastructure. The most sustainable models are supported by centers or organized
partnership structures that can maintain relationships across semesters, coordinate with
schools, prepare students, mobilize financial and other resources, and ensure that
action research efforts respond to community priorities. Penn’s Netter Center, UCLA’s
Center for Community Schooling, and the Durham UACS Research Collective each
provide this kind of backbone infrastructure.

2. Connect action research to credit-bearing coursework. Undergraduate and
graduate participation is more equitable and sustainable when it is integrated into the
curriculum. Penn’s ABCS courses, UCLA’s Community Futures Internships and
Education and Social Transformation coursework, and Durham’s UACS Research
Collective all show how academic credit can support serious, sustained engagement
rather than short-term volunteering.

3. Ensure engagements are ethical, action-oriented, and shaped by community
needs. Research questions and project outputs should emerge from school and
community priorities, not simply from university interests. Ethical partnerships ensure
that undergraduate and graduate action research is not extractive but instead produces
usable and implementable outputs that contribute to community school goals while
deepening students’ academic and civic development. The UCLA examples are
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especially clear on this point: students work within long-standing RPPs focused on
college access, instructional scaffolding, AP Research, and civic action. Similarly, the
Durham collective develops research questions in collaboration with the North Carolina
Community Schools Coalition.

4. Engage undergraduate and graduate students as co-learners and meaningful
contributors. Reciprocal community partnerships thrive on horizontal leadership
structures where undergraduate and graduate students, faculty, staff, and community
school partners are all positioned as meaningful contributors. Rather than simply
placing students in schools, strong partnerships provide mentorship and preparation
that help students ask questions alongside communities, analyze local problems with
community members, produce useful knowledge without extracting from partners, and
translate their ideas, training, lived experience, and evolving expertise into action that
supports community-defined needs.

5. Evaluate benefits in all directions. Assessment should examine not only what
undergraduate and graduate students learn, but also how community school partners
and the higher education institution benefit from the partnership. Strong assessment
should ask: Did the project add capacity? Did it address a partner-defined need? Did it
support students, educators, families, or community priorities? Did undergraduate and
graduate students develop research skills, civic identity, and a more reciprocal
understanding of university-community partnership? It should also examine how
partnerships with community schools strengthen higher education curriculum, program
offerings, scholarship, and long-term commitments to community engagement.

Taken together, these recommendations point to a central lesson: mutually beneficial
undergraduate and graduate action research thrives when it is institutionally supported,
integrated into the curriculum, democratically governed, accountable to community-
defined priorities, and organized around shared learning and action.
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