A Seven-Part Test

Seven guiding characteristics seem to define an engaged institution. They
constitute almost a seven-part test of engagement.

1. Responsiveness. We need to ask ourselves periodically if we are listening to the communities,
regions, and states we serve. Are we asking the right questions? Do we offer our services in the right
way at the right time? Are our communications clear? Do we provide space and, if need be, resources
for preliminary community-university discussions of the public problem to be addressed. Above all, do
we really understand that in reaching out, we are also obtaining valuable information for our own
purposes?

2. Respect for partners. Throughout this report we have tried to emphasize that the purpose of
engagement is not to provide the university’s superior expertise to the community but to encourage
joint academic-community definitions of problems, solutions, and definitions of success. Here we need
to ask ourselves if our institutions genuinely respect the skills and capacities of our partners in
collaborative projects. In a sense we are asking that we recognize fully that we have almost as much to
learn in these efforts as we have to offer.

3. Academic neutrality. Of necessity, some of our engagement activities will involve contentious
issues—whether they draw on our science and technology, social science expertise, or strengths in the
visual and performing arts. Do pesticides contribute to fish kills? If so, how? How does access to high
quality public schools relate to economic development in minority communities? Is student “guerrilla
theater” justified in local landlord-tenant disputes? These questions often have profound social,
economic, and political consequences. The question we need to ask ourselves here is whether outreach
maintains the university in the role of neutral facilitator and source of information when public policy
issues, particularly contentious ones, are at stake.

4. Accessibility. Our institutions are confusing to outsiders. We need to find ways to help inexperienced
potential partners negotiate this complex structure so that what we have to offer is more readily
available. Do we properly publicize our activities and resources? Have we made a concentrated effort to
increase community awareness of the resources and programs available from us that might be useful?
Above all, can we honestly say that our expertise is equally accessible to all the constituencies of
concern within our states and communities, including minority constituents?

5. Integration. Our institutions need to find way to integrate their service mission with their
responsibilities for developing intellectual capital and trained intelligence. Engagement offers new
opportunities for integrating institutional scholarship with the service and teaching missions of the
university. Here we need to worry about whether the institutional climate fosters outreach, service, and
engagement. A commitment to interdisciplinary work is probably indispensable to an integrated
approach. In particular we need to examine what kinds of incentives are useful in encouraging faculty



and student commitment to engagement. Will respected faculty and student leaders not only
participate but also serve as advocates for the program?

6. Coordination. A corollary to integration, the coordination issue involves making sure the left hand
knows what the right hand is doing. The task of coordinating service activities—whether through a
senior advisor to the president, faculty councils, or thematic structures such as the Great Cities Project
or “capstone” courses—clearly requires a lot of attention. Are academic units dealing with each other
productively? Do the communications and government relations offices understand the engagement
agenda? Do faculty, staff, and students need help in developing the skills of translating expert
knowledge into something the public can appreciate.

7. Resource partnerships. The final test asks whether the resources committed to the task are sufficient.
Engagement is not free; it costs. The most obvious costs are those associated with the time and effort of
staff, faculty, and students. But they also include curriculum and program costs, and possible limitations
on institutional choices. All of these have to be considered. Where will these funds be found? In special
state allocations? Corporate sponsorship and investment? Alliances and strategic partnerships of various
kinds with government and industry? Or from new fee structures for services delivered? The most
successful engagement efforts appear to be those associated with strong and healthy relationships with
partners in government, business, and the non-profit world.
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