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Just Connections is an established group of activists and academics intent on bringing social justice to Central Appalachia.  Our mission is to invigorate grassroots democracy among residents of distressed mountain communities by creating and using models for participatory research and service.  We participate in projects that promote the development of self-sustaining communities that offer equitable access to resources for local citizens.


The idea for Just Connections came from a faculty conference on service learning sponsored by the Appalachian College Association (ACA) in June, 1995 and held at Carson-Newman College.  Several participants expressed strong interest in sustainable development, grassroots democracy, and social justice.  Energized by the conference, they enlisted the help of local citizens and formed a task force to create service learning opportunities and participatory research projects for the mutual benefit of communities, college faculty, and students in the mountain region.


Just Connections defines participatory research as a process that places researchers and students at the service of communities seeking help with the exploration of local assets, needs, and opportunities, as well as with planning, enacting, and evaluating development programs.  This research model admits that the core knowledge about a situation resides in the community itself, and thus community members are the most qualified to bring meaning to the application of research skills.  We believe that participatory research entails an equal partnership between campus and community.


Each summer, Just Connections brings together students, faculty and community residents to pursue various projects in the mountains.  Participating colleges include Emory & Henry College, near Abingdon, Virginia, Ferrum College, near Roanoke, Virginia, Carson-Newman College and Maryville College, both near Knoxville, Tennessee, and Union College in eastern Kentucky.  Local residents who have participated come from several small communities in the Clearfork Valley in Campbell and Claiborne Counties, Tennessee, Lee County, Virginia, McDowell County, West Virginia, and Whitley County, Kentucky.  Some examples of the projects we have pursued together are:

· “Collecting Oral Histories to Document Memories about Race among Older Citizens in Lee County, Virginia

· “People and Rivers:  The Appalachian Environmental Psychology Project”

· “An Investigation of Perceived Institutional Injustice for Victims of Domestic Violence in McDowell County, West Virginia”

· “A History of Several Clearfork Valley Community Organizations in the Context of the Decline of the Coal-Based Economy”

· “An Evaluation of Whitley County Communities for Children”

· “A History of Corporate Ownership of Land in Clearfork Valley”

In addition to these summer projects, Just Connections has hosted two additional conferences on service learning for social justice at Emory & Henry College in 1997 and at Tusculum College, TN in 1998.


During 1999 and 2000 community members and faculty involved in Just Connections have worked to establish the organization both legally and financially.  We are currently (in 2000) seeking to incorporate in West Virginia and plan to work out of the office of a community-based organization, Big Creek People in Action, in Caretta (southern West Virginia.)  In addition, we have been able to obtain financial support from two sources.  


First, the faculty obtained a Teaching and Technology grant from the Appalachia College Association.  The grant is funding our development of course modules that will teach students about alternative, participatory approaches to doing research.  Faculty members teaching in any discipline who want their students to do community-based learning may potentially use the educational resources we develop.  We plan to hold a workshop or conference each summer to teach what we have learned to other faculty.


Just Connections depends on a constant flow of information from communities that identify needs for information, research, and service to college students and faculty.  We have done this on a small scale through the mail and by word-of-mouth, but we are using the ACA grant to explore new technological means as well.  In the near future, we plan to develop a website listing community needs and potential projects as well as resources.  We also will develop links to appropriate on-line data sources, as well as create a collection of hard-copy sources that can be shared on an inter-library loan type of arrangement.


Our second source of funding is a Learn and Serve grant that the Bonner Foundation has obtained.  With this money we plan to hire a person to do outreach and networking in communities and on campuses for Just Connections.  The Bonner Foundation staff members know us partly because of their Bonner Scholars Program located on several of our campuses.  Bonner Scholars are students who receive scholarship support because of their previous experience in serving their communities.  The scholarship reinforces a continuation of such activity by requiring service during the school year as well as in the summer.  Bonner Scholars are among the students interested in using our networking mechanism.


The rewards of developing Just Connections and participatory research resources and experiences have just begun.  We have already learned that creating just connections between academic institutions and community is a process that develops us all.Written in 2000
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