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The aim of this journal is to offer a platform for disseminating research that promotes social change. As an 

editor of the journal, I believe the ultimate purpose of education is to improve quality of life for all, and this 

aim must entail moving towards a more socially just society. Educational research should make important 

epistemological and ontological contributions to social improvement through theories and practices that 

make a real difference in the lives of people. In theory, academics in higher education can influence social 

change by integrating the core academic tasks of teaching, research, and community engagement through 

community-based research and/or service learning. In practice, the process is not so simple. 

 

The aim of this themed edition is to share research that promotes participatory forms of community 

engagement that seek to “break down the distinction between researchers and researched” (Gaventa, 

1991, pp. 121–122) to enable collaborative generation of knowledge and the development of awareness as 

catalyst to mobilise for social change. However, when tertiary researchers decide to descend from their 

“ivory towers” to work with communities, they are often faced with challenges that hinder their attempts 

to engage in a collaborative manner with community partners. This is to be expected, because the life 

experiences of academic researchers and community members living in contexts of poverty and social 

injustice are usually worlds apart. Researchers trained to be objective, uninvolved “truth” seekers often 

find it difficult to partner with people who are used to a less clinical approach to interaction and decision 

making. Engaging authentically with community members requires researchers to invest emotionally in the 

lives of others, to develop a strong sense of empathy, and to genuinely care about those they are 

professing to help. Traditionally, research has been conducted on people, rather than with them. 

Researchers have excluded participants from the research process—what to research, how to do it, and 

what to do with the results. As academics, we have made decisions on behalf of others, justifying this 

violation of democratic values by citing our superior knowledge of theory and methodology.  

 

This reasoning is no longer acceptable; for knowledge to be converted to relevant, sustainable change, we 

have to begin to grapple with the intellectual conundrum of how to distribute more evenly the fruits of 

democracy (Wood, 2014). To do this, we have to be able to develop a trusting relationship with community 

partners so that we can work together to generate knowledge that will lead to improved quality of life and 

a more socially just way of being. As researchers, we are in as much need of epistemological emancipation 

as those we call our community participants. 

 

As Hardman (2014) argued, we need an epistemology of engagement that allows for the voices of the 

different stakeholders in the research to be heard and listened to, so that new knowledge can be 

synergistically created from combined wisdom. For this to happen, I argue that the research paradigm has 

to be emancipatory and transformative, the research design must be participatory, and findings have to be 

disseminated where they will make a difference. We need methodologies that take cognisance of the fact 

that “change unfolds in non-linear ways, paradoxes abound, creative solutions arise out of interaction 

under conditions of uncertainty, diversity and instability (Fullan, 1994, p. 4). Such approaches to research 
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allow for an engagement that “provides a space for generative learning, which is explorative in nature, 

rather than exploitative” (Hardman, 2014, p. 98). 

 

Some twenty years ago, Nash (1993, p. 54) said “the fundamental dilemma is that participatory researchers 

who want to work with marginalised communities must demonstrate how their work is significant for the 

lives, needs and aspirations of . . . communities.” Today, that dilemma still exists, and this themed issue is 

aimed at promoting debate and contributing to the generation of knowledge in this under theorised field.   

 

In the first article, Zuber-Skerritt proposes participatory action learning and action research (PALAR) as a 

theoretical framework and methodological approach to community engagement by university researchers. 

PALAR combines participatory action research with the notion of lifelong action learning, resulting in 

sustainable and meaningful change for all participants. Action research has three main intents—theoretical, 

emancipatory, and practical—and in this article, Zuber-Skerritt explains how PALAR can be applied to guide 

university and community partnerships in research to:  

• generate knowledge that is culturally and contextually relevant;  

• help people to think laterally and holistically to free them from epistemological oppression; 

and  

• make and sustain positive changes in their circumstances.  

 

This conceptual argument is strengthened by the provision of practical guidelines to design a PALAR 

project.  

 

Kearney then presents a case study, based on a PALAR project conducted in Australia, highlighting the 

challenges of community–university research partnerships, which seem to echo the experiences of South 

African researchers. Based on her extensive experience in leading such collaborative partnerships, she 

offers some suggestions as to how challenges can be minimised. Her conclusions help us to think about 

what university policies we might question, and how we should go about structuring community 

engagement to make it a mutually beneficial learning process.   

 

Researchers who undertake community-based research tend to do so because they are committed to 

promoting the well-being of others, and to contributing to the creation of a more just society. Cherrington 

uses participatory visual methods to increase the social agency of children in rural areas, through the 

imagining of hope. This personal reflection on her learning provides helpful lessons about establishing a 

working relationship for engaged research to generate cocreated knowledge. She also raises some 

interesting points about the ethical issues of collaborative research with children. 

 

The next three articles shift the focus to student learning for community engagement. In recent years, 

community-engaged programmes have become a core focus in higher education (Bender, 2013) and 

service learning, a scholarly form of community engagement, is becoming entrenched in many programmes 

(Smith-Tolken & du Plessis, 2013). Service learning to promote social change has to be a critical, justice-

oriented, disruptive pedagogical practice (Butin, 2005) where students partner with community members 

for mutual learning and development. Dippenaar et al. share the lessons learnt from one service learning 

experience spanning several years. Service learning is becoming an integral part of student preparation for 

working in a diverse and fast-changing world, and the learning from this article can help to inspire and 

guide other academics who may be struggling with the integration of a meaningful and reciprocal 

community-based learning experience into existing curricula.  
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Esau then provides insight into two different student experiences of community engagement: one 

concerned with service learning in the undergraduate teacher education curriculum, and one focused on 

the postgraduate experience. He raises some interesting points about the need for academics and students 

to gain an empathic understanding of community members’ lived reality and how it might impact on the 

collaborative relationship. He clearly demonstrates the value of such an experience for student learning.  

 

Finally, Wood et al. address an aspect that is at the core of all participatory, engaged research: that of the 

need to be able to critically reflect on the process and emerging learning, and to be able to facilitate this 

skill in participants who are not normally required to be so self-reflective. This account of postgraduate and 

supervisor learning offers useful insight to other academics struggling to master the art of critical self-

reflection. 

 

The articles in this issue, written by leading international and national scholars in the field, provide 

suggestions to answer some of the key questions that scholars in community engagement grapple with, 

such as: 

• What are suitable conceptions or theoretical frameworks for community engagement to 

promote mutual learning and sustainable change? 

• What are the experiences and needs of community–university partners with regard to 

community engagement? 

• What are the challenges of participatory community engagement, and how could they be 

addressed? 

• What key lessons can be learnt from accounts of successful community engagement?  

• How can we educate students to be able to engage with communities to create knowledge 

partnerships? 

 

Together, the articles thus contribute to the emerging body of scholarship around community-engaged 

practice in higher education. Continuing with the theme, Waddington and Hendricks report on their 

experience of attending the Collaborative Action Research Network (CARN) conference in Gateshead last 

year, with the theme of Connecting Researchers, Connecting Communities. Okafor closes the issue with a 

concise review of Swanepoel and de Beer’s recent book, The Community Development Profession: Issues, 

Concepts and Approaches, which advances the call for participatory and democratic forms of community 

engagement put forward by the articles. 
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