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Rebuilding  communities is essential work for  the coming decades.   With both industrialization, and de-industrialization and now globalization we have experienced the erosion and destruction of many communities .  


  


  Participatory Action Research  (PAR) is an important tool to help in this process.  Residents undertake a process of education and   research through which they can assess their own situation, define and plan and implement strategies for themselves. �   They analyze their own economic problems and resources, develop solutions themselves to joblessness and poverty, and   gain the tangible skills they need to make rural community-based development.


PAR is a different  type of  social research in which the people being studied,  not the researcher or the agency or the university sponsoring the research,  have substantial control over and participation in the research.  Combining scientific investigation with education and political action, participatory researchers cooperate with community members in a joint process of critically understanding and changing the social situation so as to improve people’s daily lives, empower them and at the same time  demystify research.  Participatory researchers challenge inequality within the research process as well as in the wider society.  It is no longer left up to the “experts”.   It is activist social research,  not value free, objective, disinterested research.  


      Traditional academic research claims to be value-free and objective, unbiased, scientific. The assumption is that the  outside observer can understand the community better than those who live there because the residents are biased, emotionally involved, have friends and family, memories, attitudes.  Local knowledge is  considered inferior. 


PAR is different.  An outside researcher comes to the community as a “hired gun,”  a tool of the community and becomes a biased reporter and advocate who must rely on local knowledge and skills.    Francesca Cancian’s defines PAR: “It is activist research, challenging inequality by empowering the powerless, exposing the inequities of the status quo and promoting social changes that equalize the distribution of resources.”�   There is a need for more of this type research today when the inequalities within our country and the world are so great. 


 . There are problems doing participatory research from colleges and universities.  Although academic organization often need the support of activist community organizations in order to receive resources and legitimacy for their projects, real participatory action research can conflict with academic standards.  Academic research aims at increasing knowledge about questions that are theoretically or socially significant, but it is for the academic community.  It involves faculty and students and emotional detachment from the people being studied.  University researchers who do activist research and want a successful academic career have to bridge two conflicting social worlds.  They face many difficulties in balancing the agendas of academia, policy makers and the public or “the community.”  Their research must have strong ties with both community and policy makers and hold their work accountable to both activist and academic standards.  Participatory researchers who lack the full support of academic organizations need other sources of support: activist and research organizations.  


PAR poses other problems:  It requires long term involvement  which does not fit  with time lines, contracts, academic courses.   The community keeps control and has a very different time line.  Students take courses  and move on  to other projects. They often treat the serious problems and issues of the community as “just another course”  and next semester they deal with another, different problem.    The community needs a stable connection with follow up.    


There are advantages to university involvement,  making university resources available and accessible,  which can be considerable.   


In PAR,  theory evolves from the practice , it is collectively developed.  It starts with a problem,  a condition, a  situation which needs improvement or change.  Academia starts with a theory and finds cases or examples to prove or disprove.  PAR is not just grounded theory but grounded up, up from the community . PAR teaches research skills to people in the community, working  with the community.    Academia tends to send people with skills to work for the community. These are exaggerated comparisons. There are  examples of university and college programs which are working with  communities and doing good PAR.   Some universities have developed  centers or programs responsible to the community.  


  PAR is becoming more accepted and respected in Universities but there is still resistance.  Some academic researchers say PAR is not really serious research but popular education with a few research techniques thrown in  and they do not accept it as valid, legitimate research for dissertations.   


In the not-so-distant past  researchers’ commitments to the community could impede their academic success and create conflicts with academic departments and colleagues.  The universities or colleges and their colleagues and sometimes spouses and family often feel threatened, especially as the researchers become advocates or participate with the community in confronting the government or institutions to remedy the problems or correct the inequalities.   Researchers put the institution  and students at risk.  It is not unusual for activist academics to be fired, rejected for tenure or promotion or exiled as Paulo Freire was. 


          


 	The process of people gaining control over knowledge and skills normally considered to be the monopoly of the experts is empowering and produces much more than information.  One of the lessons from working with communities dealing with environmental hazards such as toxic waste dumps  is that people who must live with toxic chemicals may recognize their effects long before scientists ever get around to studying them, and that they do so through observing changes in phenomena well known to them.  They may see their children’s health or the wildlife and natural phenomena becoming endangered.  Residents may not know these phenomena in the same way as scientists, or use the same concepts and language to describe them, but they do understand them.  Researchers have to  learn to acknowledge and respect their knowledge.  


 	 When people begin to research their own problems they begin to feel that they have some control over the information, a feeling of power vis-à-vis the experts.  They strengthen that feeling when they confront the experts such as the health department or other government officials and discover they knew what the scientists did not.  They recognize their right to speak out on what they know.


 Participatory action research is an effective tool whenever there is a strong personal incentive to get the information.  And people have devised their own creative ways of gaining access to information they need.  They   raided corporate garbage cans, removed labels from chemical containers and researched the contents in the library.  Outside researchers with skills and access to computers, libraries and other resources  have an important role to play in systematizing and giving validity to peoples’ knowledge.    


They can help people gain access to information about problems that affect them and help to interpret and present their results. They can help people carry out their own health surveys, document suspected problems and give validity to common knowledge. Colleges and Universities have  scientists who can join with citizen or worker groups to address their problems.  Physicians can work with communities to develop health surveys which would be accepted as legitimate 


When people learn how to do their own research, they begin to recognize that experts are not the objective, unbiased, disinterested purveyors of truth.  Scientists often use “science” to impress or hide political decisions as “scientific.”   “Science” is not accountable and responsible to the needs of ordinary people, but serve the power holders..  Scientists worked with communities to study water and air pollution.  In these relationships between scientists and people in communities with the problem, these crucial questions have to be asked:


who determines the need for the research?


who controls the process of research and makes decisions along     the way which affect its outcome?


who controls the dissemination of results?


where does accountability lie? �





  


 .  


Using participatory research in community development people learn  about economics  from the bottom up and how to assess community needs and resources to begin community-based development.  Beginning with people’s own experiences, community members use  their own and others oral histories to analyze their past development history as well as their family employment histories and they begin to understand the economic changes which they had experienced .� Asking questions of grandparents, parents, and peers about their work and means of survival and then charting those responses become a way of understanding broad economic changes through peoples’ own experiences.   The people can then begin planning for development that would be more just and democratic or would preserve some of the means of survival that had been part of their community and family history.


 In some communities  members developed surveys and interviewed  several hundred people in each community.  The survey not only gathered data,  but also mobilized local discussions and consideration of their problems.  Collective analysis of survey results helped develop research skills and became a way to state and prioritize problems to be addressed. Visual portrayals, community mapping and drawing were ways of describing current problems and relationships in the community, as well as articulating visions for the future.  Some communities developed elaborate maps of every street, house, business and other structures and young people made photographs throughout the community and then drew their vision of changes for the future.  They developed feasibility studies and simple cost-benefit analyses of local industries.   


After their analysis of community resources and needs community members carried out interviews of powerful decision makers within the community  including bankers, industry heads, county planners.   Having reclaimed the community knowledge about the economy,  grassroots people stood their ground against the diagnosis of the “experts.”   Since the community definitions of needs usually contrasted dramatically with those of the power holders, participants analyzed why the “official” bodies failed to reflect their own needs.  


Cultural components became part of the curriculum and the learning process.  At the community level, economic knowledge cannot be separated from other ways of knowing.  Some communities developed theater from the oral histories to tell the story of changes in the community and hopes for the future.  People wrote poems and songs.  In the community, Ivanhoe, we used  Bible studies to talk about the economy, analyze and understand community experiences to develop values and visions of what should be done. In Ivanhoe, the community also developed a 2 volume history of the community which won an award as best book on Appalachia that year.  They  made giant puppets, had parades, and developed a drama based on the history of the community which helped people understand the economic changes which had occurred, helped them  lose their sense of guilt about plant closure and community decline and develop pride in their community (which was seen as the dumps,  the rural slums).  They developed an education center, literacy, GED and college classes.


Some of these do not sound like your usual research methodologies  and for that reason many academics are quite skeptical about calling such activities “Research.”   But PAR combines research, popular education and action to solve the problem which has been researched, analyzed and now is being acted upon.


The Steel Ceiling


	How successful is this methodology?   The personal development of the community leaders, especially women is enormous.  Unheard voices come forth.  There is lots of learning.  There is an increase in community pride, spirit.  There is improvement in the quality of life.  Recreation is improved.  The bringing forth of local artisans and marketing of their crafts  bring in some income,  increased skills help people find better jobs and the community has a greater voice.   


In seeking to rebuild communities in which the mines have closed, the factories moved, the resources exploited and the environment damaged,  grassroots community groups have succeeded in developing many creative, innovative programs  to improve the quality of life in their communities, but  they  find they cannot become completely self-sufficient or individually  pull themselves up by their bootstraps within the present economic system. It is almost as if they find a steel ceiling above which they cannot move.    At some point  the communities encounter this ceiling which  limits how far they can develop.  For some the ceiling is higher,  dependent upon their resources and ability to manipulate the larger system,  but for some of the poorest communities with the fewest resources the ceiling is very low.   The more capacity,  social capital,  they  have developed the more resources they can access,  the higher their ceiling. �  Here is an example :


 Trammell, Virginia, a coal camp which was owned and operated by a single mine owner family was one of the poorest, most depressed communities in the coalfields.  Recently the family auctioned  off the community and sold all the houses.  An organized group of residents were able to raise funds to buy a group of the houses, begin a community renewal effort which included building  a water system but the poverty of the residents and the low level of community resources was such that many residents could not afford the water bills.  The basic economic situation was not changed.  Community capacity was still very low.





  Rural communities find that they can develop community services, rebuild community spirit, develop educational programs but they still lack access to capital and other resources needed to do substantial economic development. They are alternative to, outside the mainstream economy and not powerful enough to influence their policies. To really solve the problem of rebuilding the community the research and action has to move to another level.  Major changes in development policies, distribution of development money and resources must occur before rural communities can really develop economic security and substantially improve the income and economic well-being of the community. Entering the political-policy development arena becomes essential. Coalitions must be formed and enough power developed to change the conventional development model.  Another example:


Dungannon Development Corporation bought land, developed roads, sewage and water for the  whole community in order to develop a sewing factory. They built the factory and began operation with 60 women workers. They did not have enough capital to make a mistake and they underestimated the cost of a contract which bankrupted the organization.  At that time the county had received a million dollars in development money and used it to buy a piece of land for another industrial park rather than help the community based development operated by a group of women at the back side of the county.  


 





These rural communities are still part of the national and international economy whose agenda does not include preserving or reviving small rural communities. Until the needs and agendas of these communities are included in the national and international development plans, community efforts will be stalled, short circuited and ignored. Communities will continue to be disposable and the creativity and participation which these grassroots movements encourage and develop will be shunted aside. Marginalized communities find themselves further marginalized, isolated as “troublemakers” and fighting for a voice in the development policy makers arena.  


 After working with a number of small, single, marginalized communities in their community development activities I became convinced that we must  develop a coalition of communities within a region, county or political unit who can work together.   The “alone” community did not have the power to enter into policy making.  In McDowell County,  West Virginia, we worked with local community leaders to develop grassroots community development groups throughout the county.  We ended up with 15 community groups from 29 possible communities  and developed a series of workshops over a three-year period, utilizing  and teaching many participatory research techniques.  The groups formed a network of community groups and were able to develop alliances with agencies, social service organizations, other civic groups and  community groups like local volunteer fire departments and began to change the power structure and  to impact policy.  They developed a plan and proposal for county-wide development and  applied for and received   Federal Enterprise Community funds,  winning out in competition with the county commissioners.  A year later as a researcher through the University of Tennessee Community Partnership Center in contract with the Department of Agriculture I went back to McDowell County and helped the group   evaluate the Enterprise Community work. The University of Tennessee had developed a participatory evaluation model and won the contract to evaluate  the rural projects.   We formed learning teams  made up of “recipients,” organizations receiving funds/services  and carrying out the projects.  With a local coordinator and  a regional researcher  the learning teams had to learn research techniques, develop base lines, determine indicators and ways of measurement to evaluate their work.  In McDowell county we  discovered the value of using participatory evaluation for planning.  It is a good way to feed back criticism to the administration of the program and resulted in participatory evaluation being added to all projects in the county.   One research endeavor by the learning team was an attempt to measure “social capital” and the group came up with a very creative methodology, listing  and then  classifying all the organizations, clubs, social groups, businesses, etc. within each community as to their potential for empowerment and their collaboration and  linkages and resources. They found that the communities with strong grassroots community development organizations received more projects, more money, because they  had more resources, skills or “social capital”.  The McDowell county Enterprise program developed many creative projects.  In contrast other places where the county commissioners or traditional development agencies  were in control of the Enterprise funds they built industrial parks or brought in a low-wage factory with lots of  tax incentives.  


Role of Researcher


The role of the researcher-educator in community-based  development   is quite different from their role in the conventional industrial recruitment model of development where they come in with plans, feasibility studies, the questions and the answers for the community.   The researcher-educator  in the community based  model comes to the community  at the invitation of the community to help  them ask the questions and find their own answers.  She becomes part of a process and  may play many different roles, some which seem quite unrelated to  being a “researcher.”   First,  she must listen and discover what skills she has that can be of use.  She may be needed to help facilitate their planning  and development work, working as a resource person, sometimes a teacher, a trainer of skills and participant in the work.. Don’t “go native” and become dis-empowered, ignoring your own skills and resources .  She can assist the group in their analysis and reflection, working to develop critical consciousness  and understanding of the historical background and  root causes of their problems and  pointing to alternative paths they may choose. The term “animator” describes an important part of the work.  It is to encourage and help uncover creative talents and skills, to help people gain confidence in their own knowledge and abilities to solve their own problems.


 	As an outside “stranger” she is often needed to negotiate between conflicting interests; she becomes a buffer and a sounding board. She can help groups become more inclusive, pushing for more diversity and participation from all segments of the community.  She can cross  and sometimes break down barriers of class, race and gender.  She can recommend other resource persons when needed and share stories of other communities and link communities.  She can be a catalyst for bringing about change. The researcher finds their role changing and they need to  help find allies, bring together other communities to form more powerful coalitions. If her home base is a resource center such as the HighlanderCenter she can  serve an important role in bringing groups together to share their experiences and link them together to form a social movement. Such organizations  also remain when the individual staff person is  gone and can continue to provide support, information and resources to community organizations.   If she is from a university setting she can often find other university resources to help with technical problems or make other resources available.  


	There are also difficulties if you are connected with a prestigious university.  Judith Stacy concludes that the collaborative work of scholars with community subjects can give the appearance of respect and equality, but that it actually masks a deeper more dangerous form of exploitation.  Because the relationship also becomes a personal relationship, “engagement and attachment with the subject is at grave risk of manipulation and betrayal by the ethnographer.”�


Participatory research encourages accepting, supportive, friendship, kin-type relationships.  When the researcher begins to document, analyze, evaluate and lead the community group to self-evaluation and self-criticism, it can be resisted and defined by the community as betrayal.   Yet, if there is to be analysis,  the community researcher has the inescapable task of interpretation and evaluation . The difficult but necessary task is to involve the community in the analysis and  the evaluation process. A major goal of popular education and participatory research is to develop critical awareness, a critical consciousness which enables the learners to recover their experience, reflect upon it, understand it and improve it.  This requires the ability to be self critical and to learn from the internal practices and organizational experiences as well as analysis of the outside economic and political system or the specific problem which the group is seeking to change.  Self-criticism, group criticism  of the organizational structure, leadership practices are frequently the most difficult things for both grassroots groups and their leaders to do and similarly very difficult for social activist researchers and educators.     


Participatory Evaluation 


	In many research projects  related to development initiatives the community may be involved  in the planning and collection of data, the assessment of needs and resources and the carrying out of the program which is developed to improve the community but the evaluation of the project is usually turned over to an outside, uninvolved  professional evaluation team either by the request of the helping or sponsoring agency or  funders. 


When community groups begin to do their own evaluation, work it into the development process, they monitor their progress, work from objectives and work plans and use the results to revise and update plans and  make changes.  They learn more sophisticated  methodologies  and  they read and use the evaluation instead of putting it on the shelf.  They are not being graded, their money is not dependent on putting up a front,  they can be honest and use it to improve their practice.   But here the questions we  asked about research also need to be asked again about evaluation: 


		Who need it ? 


		Who determines the need ?


		 Who controls the process and makes decisions ?


		Who controls the dissemination?  


This involves power:  participation may equal power; it certainly threatens power.   We are talking about inequality  of power and the need to equalize power.    


 


�
























�Excerpts from a Paper read at Action Research Symposium,  Fielding Institute, Alexandria Virginia, July 29, 2001.





� Highlander’s Economic Education series includes: Wendy Luttrell,  Claiming What is Ours, An Economics Experience Workbook,  Helen Lewis and John Gaventa, The Jellico Handbook: A Teacher’s Guide to Community-Based Learning, and Sue Ella Kobak and Nina McCormack, Developing Feasibility Studies for Community-Based Ventures.


� Francesca M. Cancian, “Conflicts Between Activist Research and Academic Success: Participatory Research and Alternative Strategies,” The American Sociologist. Spring, 1993. P.92.


� Ibid., p.29.


� H.M Lewis, et. Al. “Picking Up the Pieces”, Working Paper Series, Vol. 4, Highlander Research and Education Center, 1959 Highlander Way, New Market, Tennessee, 37820, 1986. 


H.M. Lewis and J. Gaventa, The Jellico Handbook, A Teacher’s Guide to Community-based Economics, Highlander Research Center, 1959 Highlander Way, New Market, Tennessee, 1988.  


� Anne Lewis of Appalshop Media Center, Whitesburg, Kentucky has developed a  video comparing Ivanhoe and Trammell, Virginia and the community development process.  The Rough Side of the Mountain can be obtained from Appalshop.


� Judith Stacey, "Can There be a Feminist Ethnography?" p.113 in   Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai, eds., Women's Words, The Feminist Practice of Oral History,  (New York:  Routledge, 1991)�





�PAGE  �1�














