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Creating Change Agents:  Teaching HBCU Undergraduates to Use Community-
Based Research to Resist Racism 

 
The rise of a “colorblind” vernacular among young adults’ limits how they understand 
race and racism in ways that allow white supremacists ideologies to thrive.  In the United 
States, for example, immigration policies, policies and practices regarding criminal 
justice and policing, health and housing are often framed using Black and Brown people 
as a cautionary tale for failing policies or to squelch policies that promote redress from 
historical oppression—conflating issues with race. Additionally, young Black and Latinx 
adults understand race and racism within this conflation—often to their communities’ 
detriment.  Liberatory research methodologies offer opportunities for young adults, 
specifically undergraduates at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) to 
catalyze and expand their efforts for community change and social justice. This 
descriptive study explores the process of using problem-based learning to teach 
undergraduates liberatory methodology and qualitative research methods to affect 
community change and social justice.  Short surveys with student researchers, their 
personal reflections and classroom observations illustrate how student researchers’ use 
qualitative research methods to examine how racism and sexism manifest in 
contemporary social problems.  Additionally, the data describe how student researchers 
perceive their ability to use skills to resist oppression and make social change and 
continue anti-racist work 
 
Since the Civil Rights era, discussions of race 
have become truncated and coded (West, 
2001; Bonilla-Silva 2001, 2017). Specifically, 
Bonilla-Silva (2017) describes this kind of 
language as a mechanism of color-blind 
racism. He argues that a consequence of the 
post-civil rights actions was to stop speaking 
overtly about individuals in terms of their 
racial make-up; for fear of being perceived as 
prejudiced. Thus, racial identity has become 
encoded in languages regarding social 
problems such as crime, poverty, health and 
educational disparities (Bonilla-Silva, 2017). 
The rise of a colorblind vernacular limits how 
individuals (specifically young adults) 
understand race and racism, which allows 
White Supremacy to thrive. Consequently, in 
the United States, for example, immigration 
policies, policies and practices regarding 
criminal justice and policing, health and 
housing are often framed using Black and 
Brown people as a cautionary tale for failing 

policies or to squelch policies that promote 
redress from historical oppression. Because  
 
of colorblind racism, many of the formerly 
mentioned social issues are conflated with 
race. Additionally, young adults, including 
Black and Brown, have learned to understand 
race and racism within this conflation—often 
to their communities’ detriment. Thus, 
antiracist work with young people may 
involve civic engagement or efforts to redress 
conflated social and racial issues. 
 
Social justice and anti-racist scholars criticize 
traditional research because, although 
claiming neutrality and objectivity, such 
research processes and practices are often 
exclusive (expert-driven), privilege 
perspectives of members’ dominant culture 
(White, male, wealthy), and use a deficits-
based approach when considering 
communities of color. This research process’s 
hegemonic ideas regarding how communities 
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of color permeate and inform how they can 
participate in society and limit access to 
societal resources (tangible and intangible). 
Consequently, traditional researchers link 
social ills such as poverty, crime, poor health 
to communities based on race.   
 
Scholars concerned with liberatory research 
and practice offer guidance regarding 
integrating inclusivity, democracy, action, and 
justice as principles for research. For 
example, action research (AR), participatory 
action research (PAR), and community based 
participatory research (CBPR) promote 
including stakeholders to create strategies 
and actions that promote health and positive 
community change. Other participatory-
based methodologies such as critical 
participatory action research, anti-racist 
research, and empowerment praxis 
specifically engage liberatory theories such as 
critical race and feminist theories as well as 
theories regarding power to understand how 
structural forces inform research processes 
and products (McMillan, B., Florin, P., 
Stevenson, J., Kerman, & Mitchell,1995; Cahill, 
2007; Thurber, Collins, Greer, McKnight, & 
Thompson, 2018). Moreover, these 
researchers’ approaches engage in processes 
towards achieving social justice and 
liberation. Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs) are prime 
environments for liberatory research 
methodologies because of their histories of 
fostering civic engagement and social justice 
(Jean-Marie, 2006; Sydnor, Hawkins & 
Edwards, 2010; Lomax, 2015; Bowles, Hopps 
& Clayton, 2016; Mobley, 2017; Nelson & 
Williams, 2017). Teaching liberatory research 
methodologies undergraduates at HBCUs 
offer opportunities them to catalyze and 
expand their efforts for community change 
and social justice (Das Gupta, 2003; 
Commarota, J. & Fine, M., 2008; Zuber-
Skerritt, Wood, L. & Kearney, 2020).   
 
Oppression and liberation happen at multiple 
levels—personal, collective, institutional, 

cultural, and societal (Prilleltensky, 2008). 
Therefore, efforts aimed at ending the former 
and achieving the latter must include 
multileveled, multilayered strategies to 
action, research, teaching and knowledge 
generation (scholarship). Thus, much 
literature has focused on how researchers 
can initiate research methodologies that 
empower marginalized communities to social 
justice and anti-racist efforts; they tend to 
target community members and 
stakeholders. They outline ways to build 
collaborative relationships within historically 
oppressed communities, the benefits, and 
outcomes (i.e., consciousness raising and 
activism) as well as how to engage 
community members’ research design, data 
collection and use of findings. Teaching 
community-based participatory 
methodologies helps students attend to the 
multiple voices and experiences that are often 
excluded or ignored—such as their own. 
Furthermore, when undergraduates learn 
community-based participatory 
methodologies as well as qualitative research 
methods, it can help them build skills to 
attend to excluded voices—such as their own; 
promote student activism and resistance 
efforts; publish research that changes 
narrative about marginalized communities; 
and, disrupt color-blind racist ideologies 
(Bonilla-Silva, 2001, Das Gupta, 2003; Fine & 
Torre, 2004; Cammarota & Fine, 2008; 
Wilson, 2008).   
 
The research regarding how to engage 
community members (especially historically 
marginalized groups) in research for redress 
to social injustice and oppression is 
continually growing. Yet, there is little 
scholarship regarding how to train potential 
researchers and scholars in educational 
institutions. In addition, there is a dearth of 
community-based and qualitative research 
methods course information for 
undergraduates. Yet, teaching students to 
conduct these kinds of research could be a 
way to immerse them in racial justice 
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practice. This descriptive study explores the 
process of using problem-based learning 
(Nilson, 2016) to teach undergraduates 
liberatory methodology and qualitative 
research methods to affect community 
change and social justice (Das Gupta, 2003; 
Fine & Torre, 2004; Wilson, 2008). Short 
surveys with student researchers, their 
personal reflections and classroom 
observations illustrate how student 
researchers use qualitative research methods 
to examine how racism and sexism manifest 
in contemporary social problems. 
Additionally, the data describe how student 
researchers perceive their ability to use skills 
to resist oppression and make social change 
and continue anti-racist work.   
 
Research, Liberation and Social Change 
 
Community based research approaches are 
rooted in the belief that those directly 
affected by social problems play a central role 
in framing, investigation, and intervention 
efforts (Stringer, 1999). For example, 
community-based research methodologies 
such as action research (AR), participatory 
action research (PAR), and community based 
participatory research methods (CBPR), 
empowerment evaluation, and participatory 
practice (in social work) emphasize engaging 
stakeholders (specifically those directly 
affected) in research and planning processes 
to construct more relevant, inclusive 
practices. Specifically, action research and 
community-based research privilege 
marginalized community members’ voices, 
experiences, and knowledge.  
 
However, socio-cultural and political power 
differentials among community members 
such as access to resources and social 
location/identity (i.e., race, class, gender, 
citizenship status, sexual orientation, etc.) can 
manifest as imbalances in who participates 
and how, whose knowledge is validated, and 
who speaks for community (Cahill, 2007; 
Chaskin, Khare, & Joseph, 2012; Thurber, et al 

2018). Thus, participatory based research 
practice without reflection or attention to 
internal and external power differential and 
dynamics can inadvertently yield oppressive 
outcomes. Furthermore, research teams must 
be cognizant of who benefits from research 
efforts and what they gain. Liberatory 
research efforts emphasize using research 
results to benefit community members 
individually and collectively over the 
interests of the academy. 
 
Consequently, research methods and 
educational curricula that attend to systems 
of power and internal power dynamics to 
ensure valuing and privileging all 
contributions have emerged. For example, 
critical participatory action research and anti-
racist research curricula (Das Gupta, 2003; 
Cammarotta & Fine, 2008; Zuber-Skerritt, et 
al, 2020) require attending to how social 
systems of oppression (i.e., race, gender, 
class, nationality, etc.) either overtly or 
covertly privilege certain voices within these 
processes. Specifically, researchers who 
participate in such liberatory research efforts 
must attend to how social forces such as race, 
class gender, nationalism, sexual orientation 
have become interwoven into all research 
processes (Das Gupta, 2003; Cahill, 2007; 
Wilson, 2008;). Wilson (2008) and Tuhiwai-
Smith (2012), argue that researchers do not 
work in a vacuum. Thus, researchers’ critical 
introspection of how their social identities 
inform how they maintain oppressive 
systems and structures (i.e., racism, sexism, 
classism) without intention.  
 
Specifically, researchers’ social identities and 
location can inform our approach 
methodology, research questions, what we 
consider data (vital information), data 
interpretation/analysis, and reporting (the 
story we tell and how we tell it). Thus, 
introspection about our social identities 
become vital to the process of using research 
for social justice. Moreover, because research 
and data inform policy and practices 
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involving those who may have limited access 
can facilitate researcher introspection and 
yield richer more accurate information. When 
we collaborate with members of marginalized 
communities, they may be more inclined to 
participate in research efforts that will 
answer questions and seek solutions for 
social change within their communities. 
 
Qualitative Methods and Social Justice 
 
Community-based research methodologies 
provide opportunities for researchers and/or 
potential researchers to root their work in a 
liberatory philosophy. Scholars such as Fine 
and Torre, 2004; Lyons, Bike, Ojeda, Johnson, 
Rosales, and Flores, 2013 contend that 
qualitative data collection can be used to 
promote equity, access participation and 
social change in communities. They contend 
that qualitative data collection practice and 
social justice principles converge at multiple 
points including: Areas of convergence 
include emphasizing: (a) context, culture, and 
environment (b) true collaborative 
researcher community relationships, (c) 
emergent, inductive understanding of 
experiences, concepts and 
samples/communities. Moreover, and most 
poignant, the data are collected and used to 
implement actions that benefit oppressed 
communities and forward societal change.  
 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs) as Training Sites for Liberatory 
Researchers 
 
HBCU students are uniquely positioned to 
learn and practice liberatory research 
methods in marginalized communities for 
three reasons.  First, HBCUs were developed 
specifically to provide those, who had been 
barred from other educational spaces 
because of race, access to training and 
education for financial and social mobility—
though their target audience were Africans 
enslaved and their descendants. From their 
inceptions, most have had five primary goals:  

1. access to education to freed African 
Americans and their progeny; 2. provide 
supportive environment in which students 
could learn and grow (this environment 
centered on the experiences, values and 
culture of many in the Black community); 3. 
promote racial uplift; 4. provide and promote 
community service and civic engagement; 
and, 5. cultivate community and global 
leaders who will affect societal change and 
social justice (Jean-Marie, 2006; Lomax, 2015; 
Mobley, 2017; Nelson& Williams, 2017). 
Essentially, HBCU’s have been designed 
deliberately or unintentionally for anti-racist 
and social justice practice. They have been 
spaces in which community members, faculty, 
and students wrestle with the plight of the 
Black community and race relations from 
1854, when the first institution was started, 
to the civil rights era to the present as many 
communities marginalized continue to face 
violence and deprivation.   
 
Scholars who study HBCUs chronicle that 
their rich history is working to promote 
holistic wellbeing in the black community by 
producing highly educated persons who have 
led efforts towards racial equity and justice. 
These are settings in which faculty and 
students have and continue to work to secure 
equal rights and opportunities for women as 
well as people of color (Sydnor, Hawkins, & 
Edwards, 2010; Bowles, Hopps & Clayton, 
2016; Mobley, 2017; Nelson& Williams, 
2017). Sydnor, Hawkins, and Edwards (2010) 
contend that HBCUs are positioned to take 
leadership in probably a better choice of 
words. and implementing community based 
and participatory based research in 
communities because the core values of each 
are complementary if not similar—
partnership, community engagement, 
empowerment equity, and social justice. 
Furthermore, they argue some HBCUs 
histories and relationships within community 
spaces provide opportunities for access and 
collaboration in marginalized communities.   
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Specifically, research and work at HBCUs 
have laid the groundwork for academic 
institutions to continue to grow participatory 
based forms of research. However, they 
indicate some challenges that HBCUs may 
face that may impede efforts to take the helm 
in these areas of research. For example, most 
HBCUs have limited financial and human 
resources—faculties have heavy teaching 
loads—to take on such projects.  Yet 
incorporating courses into the curriculum 
may facilitate researchers at HBCUs taking 
the lead in liberatory research efforts. 
Teaching students these research methods at 
the undergraduate level can address human 
resource concerns because they can work as 
research assistants. These applied courses 
could pique their interest in research and 
develop potential community researchers and 
scholars as well as better position them to be 
competitive candidates in graduate programs.    
 
Second, according to the United Negro College 
Fund, of the 300,000 to 500,000 students who 
attend HBCUs, 80% are African American and 
70 to 80 percent of them qualify for federal 
Pell grants and pay for college with student 
loans. Most students are members of 
communities that are most deeply affected by 
oppressive social policies and practices such 
as police misconduct, strained 
community/police relations, health 
disparities, and the constant inflation of 
housing prices pushing them out of their 
neighborhoods. Das Gupta (2003) found that 
most students who participated in their 
certificate program were from communities 
marginalized who endeavored to investigate 
issues and inform practices to redress 
deleterious effects of oppression within them. 
Moreover, undergraduate students tend to 
engage in learning when concepts and 
theories are attached to contemporary social 
issues to which they can be applied. Using 
community-based participatory 
methodologies as well as qualitative research 
methods can help students attend to the 
multiple voices and experiences that are often 

excluded or ignored—such as their own. 
Teaching undergraduates to conduct 
qualitative research using social problems as 
a context fosters theoretical and empirical 
insights and enriches their learning with 
meaningful experiences in and beyond the 
classroom.  
 
Finally, HBCUs educate students from diverse 
racial and ethnic backgrounds. Those who 
attend HBCUs tend to choose them because of 
their history in social racial? justice; thus, 
they often express a desire to promote social 
change and resistance. Therefore, knowing 
and conducting action research in these 
spaces contextualizes patterns around 
policing and community development in 
broader structural conditions. Additionally, 
the class can promote civic engagement and 
social activism among students—around 
issues that they find relevant and significant. 
Conducting and publishing this research 
disrupts white supremacy by producing 
knowledge that is representative of voices 
that have been historically subjugated and 
disentangling race from social policy to 
produce effective policies for just change.   
 
The current exploratory study discusses the 
process of teaching undergraduates 
participatory based research methods, the 
impact on students and how their efforts 
affect community change. The course is 
designed to train students at a historically 
black college/university (HBCU) to use 
qualitative research methods to examine how 
systems of power (e.g.., race, class, and 
gender) materialize in contemporary social 
issues; the potential for student researchers 
to develop skills to make social change; and 
begin to instill anti-racist and critical race 
theory into their practice. The courses 
integrate problem and project-based learning 
(Nilson, 2016; Niehaus, 2017); training 
undergraduate students to use qualitative 
research methods in action research projects 
regarding community policing, police 
accountability, and gentrification. 
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Methods 

 
Context: Qualitative Research Methods and 
Methodologies Course 
 
This course was the first time that the 
University offered The Introduction to 
Qualitative Methods to students in 
psychology. Currently, social science majors 
are required to take a basic research methods 
and statistics course and psychology students 
take an experimental design course. But the 
University does not have any research 
courses focused specifically on qualitative 
methods or participatory research methods.  
Two events informed the development and 
timing of this qualitative research class. First, 
in 2017 a local civil rights organization filed a 
lawsuit against its local southeastern 
metropolitan law enforcement (Southeast 
Sheriff2) for violating established consent 
decrees and community activists’ privacy. 
The court ruled against the Southeast 
Sheriff’s Department. Moreover, the court 
ordered them to make several organizational 
changes and established an oversight 
committee to monitor reforms—including 
conducting focus groups with all community 
stakeholders to assess attitudes about 
community/law enforcement interactions, 
evaluate community members’ 
understanding of local consent decrees; and 
garner recommendations to inform changes 
in policy and practice. The oversight 
committee contacted the University’s 
psychology department to design and 
implement stakeholder focus groups as well 
as analyze data and report to court. The head 
of psychology invited me to collaborate with 
her on the project. As we began to think 
through the planning process, we decided to 
develop a qualitative methods class to offer 
students opportunities to gain knowledge and 

 
2 Pseudonyms are used to ensure anonymity and 
confidentiality.  
3 The course was designed to teach principles of qualitative 
research methodology (specifically action research).  

experiences beyond our introductory courses. 
Second, in 2016 I co-taught a Critical 
Participatory Research and Action Theory in 
Practice (CPARTP) seminar, with a colleague 
from Guilford University, regarding her work 
in justice with students with reference to 
undocumented youth. I designed this course 
to model CPARTP. 
 
The purpose of the course was to teach 
undergraduate students to apply qualitative 
research methods to community-based issues 
(i.e. gentrification and community/police 
relations), which could inform healthy and 
just community change. We designed the 
course using principles of problem-based 
learning; issues of social change and justice 
became the context “problem” for learning.  
The principles include working 
collaboratively to solve a specific problem or 
completing a task instead of centering 
materials, applying course content to real 
world issues, including research and 
information literacy, and facilitating student 
directed learning. Although we used two 
primary texts to teach the course, the primary 
goal was to provide spaces for students to 
apply concepts from readings and lectures for 
the purpose of learning the research process 
through practice.  
 
The instructors constructed a problem-based 
learning setting in which students learned 
about action research and qualitative 
methodologies concepts. Students then 
applied the concepts by first designing a focus 
group process for the “southeast Sheriff's”3 
(Nilson, 2016; Niehaus, 2017) first. Then, 
they designed focus groups for local 
organizations regarding police/community 
engagement and gentrification. The class met 
twice a week on Tuesday and Thursday for 16 
weeks. The class met twice a week (every 
Tuesday and Thursday) for 16 weeks. 

Specifically, this semester's course will use focus groups as a 
context. 
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Tuesdays’ classes tended to focus on 
lecture/discussion for instructors to 
introduce concepts. Thursdays were designed 
in a workshop format in which students 
designed focus groups, constructed data 
collection materials; designed focus group 
processes, constructed and implemented 
recruitment plans, and assisted with “day of” 
logistics for focus groups. For example, in 
initial courses we discussed how to engage 
with community members or clients to 
ensure that everyone was on the same page 
while discussing how data collection and 
analysis in action research projects was 
emergent throughout the project. On 
Thursday, students learned manifest and 
latent coding techniques to analyze sheriff’s 
responses to the initial expectations survey. 
Student researchers used the information to 
clarify purpose and design initial research 
questions that later informed data collection 
materials, sampling, recruiting and analysis. 
Student researchers participated as 
observers, recorders, and greeters in 
approximately 20 southeast sheriff’s focus 
groups.   
 
Their participation in the former project 
provided knowledge for their final class 
project. Two community groups approached 
the class to design and conduct focus groups 
regarding civilian oversight of police and 
gentrification4. After hearing presentations 
from both groups, student researchers 
selected their preferred interests. Student 
researchers used experiences garnered from 
the sheriff’s project to inform their efforts. 
Although students designed the focus group 
plans, data collection materials, and analytic 
plans, the effects of COVID-19—
nationwide/statewide quarantines and the 
University’s switch to strictly virtual 
campus—prohibited them from completing 
their projects. Instructors emphasized 

 
4 The course instructors had done volunteer work and 
developed research regarding these two topics.  Many students 
in the course assisted with these previous projects and 
expressed an interest in taking the class the semester before it 
was developed.  In a future course, the instructors would 

student researcher experiences observing 
and participating in the process to inform 
teaching, and to find teachable moments. 
Additionally, students discussed shared 
experiences at focus groups to inform how 
they would develop their research projects.  
 
Participants:  Student Researchers 
 
Eighteen students participated in the 
course—17 females and 1 male. All students 
identified their race partly or all 
Black/African American and 15 were 
undergraduate, psychology majors. 
Undergraduates attended class twice a week, 
participated in focus group recruitment and 
sampling; group implementation as greeters, 
recorders, and observers; and/or, data 
analysts5. Three graduate students in the 
Clinical Psychology Master’s program 
volunteered to assist with southeast sheriff’s 
focus groups.  During the process they 
functioned as greeters only because 
undergraduates were obligated to set up, 
record and observe as class assignments. 
Thus, their perceptions and observations 
were also captured. All students were 
required to have taken an introductory 
research methods course. Most student 
researchers had taken courses regarding 
race, gender, social psychology, and social 
problems. 
 
Instructors invited specific students, who had 
excelled in research methods courses and 
expressed an interest in research, social 
change, and community work from previous 
courses, to join the class.   Additionally, 
instructors announced the course in their 
classes to recruit potential students. Graduate 
students were invited to work as student 
researchers by their instructor and advisor. 
They volunteered for the focus groups and 
submitted personal observations. 

expand topics to solicit potential topics from students to 
facilitate their agency the kind of data they collect and with 
whom they partner. 
5 Some students were limited in their ability to implement 
focus groups because of travel restrictions. 
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The Data6 
 
The purpose of this study was to understand 
and describe how a problem based learning 
curriculum could enrich students’ class 
experience; gain student researchers 
perspectives regarding racism, structural 
oppression and how it manifest in current 
community issues; and, the potential for 
student researchers to develop skills to make 
social change and engage in anti-racist 
practices.  Thus, data collection included the 
following: 
 
Instructor Observations 
 
Instructors’ field observations during class 
sessions and workgroups.  Classes met twice 
a week and lasted approximately 120 
minutes. Classes were recorded when I taught 
and reviewed, and I took notes when a 
colleague taught. Specific observations were 
made regarding how students were 
understanding and applying concepts from 
the text, as well as how and whether they 
incorporated information regarding social 
oppression into their discussions or planning 
decisions.   

 
Personal Reflections 
 
Students who participated in the Southeast 
Sheriff’s focus group implementation were 
required to write personal reflections each 
night after focus groups were completed. 
Personal reflections included their overall 
reactions to the day’s events, any new 
learnings or perspectives, changes in 
perspectives, challenges (things that they 
would change), affirmations (things that went 
well), surprises (unexpected outcomes) and 
confirmations (expected outcomes).  Seven 
student researchers responded. 

 
6The original data plan included using recordings from student 
led focus groups as well as post course interviews with some 
students. However, because of COVID-19 pandemic the 
University shifted to a virtual platform, residential halls closed, 
and students were sent home which limited access to them for 

 
Student post experience surveys 
 
Undergraduate student researchers were 
emailed 5 open-ended questions to which 
they could respond in a word document or 
email response. Questions included: Why did 
you take the course? What did you learn that 
you can apply to social change and social 
justice efforts?  How so? and, do you plan to 
continue doing research? Why or why not? 
Four student researchers responded. 
 

Findings 
 

Data was entered into ATLAS TI a qualitative 
analytic software used to store, manage and 
code documents, audio and video files. The 
data analysis subgroup7 used content analysis 
to code data and identify a pattern of 
persistent themes from observations and 
personal narratives. The assigned instructor 
removed identifying information and 
assigned personal narratives to ensure 
anonymity. Content analysis was a two-step 
process: 1. coding the data using a manifest 
coding process--identifying the most 
frequently used words within documents to 
detect patterns; and, 2. constructing themes 
in the data—latent coding. To ensure 
consistency in the analytic process, analysis 
team members met regularly to discuss 
process and findings (LeCompte and 
Schensul, 1999). 
 
The following 4 themes emerged: Skill 
building refers to student researchers’ 
discussions regarding developing abilities 
regarding research design, data collection or 
data analysis; Sampling and Power tended 
to relate to skill building and included student 
researchers’ perspectives about how 
recruitment, sampling and group composition 
could compromise some respondents' safety 

interviews.  Additionally, social distancing mandates precluded 
conducting face-to-face focus groups.  
7 The data analysis subgroup comprised instructor/author and 
2 student researchers. 
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and thus create inaccurate narratives; Self-
Reflection (Race/Police) refers to student 
researchers deconstructing their own 
assumptions (positive or negative) regarding 
the following: 1. police/community 
interaction which includes observations 
regarding the monitoring team who 
commissioned the focus groups with the 
university; and, 2. race and racism which 
involves how student researchers challenge 
their own biases regarding race and racism, 
how they regard oppressed persons and how 
systems of oppression manifest.   
Although student researchers were not asked 
directly about race or issues of oppression, 
such themes seemed to be persistent within 
their responses. 
 
Skill Building 
 
Generally, student researchers reported 
feeling confident in the skills that they’ve 
learned by participating in the course. After 
participating in the sheriff’s focus groups, 
student researchers reported feeling 
confident in the amount of information they 
learned and that they are getting “hands on” 
experience.  Josie, a junior psychology major 
observed that she felt more confident 
applying the skills about which she had read. 
Josie wrote “I went in thinking I was just 
observing and ended up learning how to 
recruit participants, greeting participants and 
really understanding how much it takes to do 
research.”  Josie’s observations tended to 
resonate with her classmates. Students 
tended to express more interest and 
confidence in their capabilities. Students also 
tended to learn more when they could engage 
with the concepts and materials in an applied 
setting. (Nilson, 2016).  
 
Moreover, the students applied their newly 
developed skills in designing focus group 
projects and reported their intentions to 
apply their newly developed skills. For 
example, Lisa, a senior psychology major 
wrote in her personal reflections, “We have 

the final project and being here [sheriff’s focus 
groups] has shown me many things that we 
should do in our focus group project.  We have 
a lot to talk about.” The purpose of utilizing a 
problem-based learning format was to 
reinforce student learning.  Reflections 
indicate that the format may have the 
intended effect—student engagement and 
skill application. (Nilson, 2016 & Barrows, 
2013).  
 
Sampling and Power 
 
Beyond learning, honing their research 
method skills and building their confidence, 
student researchers illustrated that they 
understood how external forces such as race, 
sex, social class can inform how their broader 
decisions about the research process (i.e., 
constructing research questions, 
methodology decisions, epistemological 
frameworks, and analysis). However, 
personal reflection notes indicate that 
student researchers also observed how the 
formerly discussed power dynamics tend to 
inform logistical processes as well—
especially when collecting qualitative data.  
 
Group dynamics greatly influence the quality 
of stories researchers receive through focus 
groups. Thus, group composition becomes 
vital (Krueger, & Casey, 2015; Merriam, & 
Tisdale, 2016). To ensure that all participants 
feel safe to share their experiences, 
researchers must consider how societal 
forces inform power and group dynamics and 
adjust accordingly. In their personal 
observations, students noticed how race, 
gender and class dynamics within the focus 
groups can often facilitate diversity in 
narratives or silence them.   
 
Potential participants included multiple 
community stakeholders such as activists, 
community organizers, community 
organizations, residents, and law 
enforcement. The research team recruited 
participants using electronic flyers. 
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Individuals who wanted to participate in 
focus groups could choose the day and time 
to participate. However, individuals were not 
group based on stakeholder affiliation. On day 
two of focus groups, student researchers 
learned how individuals’ affiliations with 
groups and systems of power can impact the 
focus group process. An employee from the 
sheriff’s department was scheduled to 
participate in a group of activists who had 
been targeted. Another group member 
demanded she leave and not participate in 
the session. The police department employee 
agreed to leave the session. We extended our 
apologies; however, she would not continue 
in the process.   
 
Student researchers’ initial responses to the 
incident varied. The responses of participants 
who wanted the sheriff rep to not participate 
in the focus group were negative. Katrina, a 
graduate student volunteer wrote, “I can’t 
believe they were so rude and left her out.” She 
thought that the woman should have been 
allowed to stay and we require the “rude” 
participant to leave. Other student 
researchers questioned why the facilitators 
(class instructors) would allow it. The 
debriefing session which followed became a 
teachable moment regarding sampling, safety, 
and recruitment). Even though only one 
group member spoke up, other members 
expressed concerns about her participation 
and relief that she was asked to leave. Focus 
group participants expressed concerns that 
their stories could be weaponized against 
them, as their social media accounts were. 
They also believed that the sheriff’s employee 
could report their stories and would leave 
them in peril. One respondent reported being 
an immigrant and was concerned about 
possible implications for her immigration 
status because of her activist work. 
 
Wilson (2008) and Lyle, et al (2012) contend 
that engaging participants in qualitative data 
requires that they feel safe to accurately give 
their stories. Because police officers are 

agents of the state, non-law enforcement 
employees may also be perceived as such and 
respondents could be at risk of being 
arrested, fired from their jobs, or deported 
based on what they share in the group. 
Interviewing persons from law enforcement 
and activists who had been violated together 
may create a space where one or more 
members feel endangered. Although the 
approach was inappropriate, his concerns 
were valid, and her presence would have 
affected accuracy. When we debriefed with 
the entire class, student researchers reflected 
on the incident and then began to discuss 
other instances in which they believed power 
imbalances could compromise participants’ 
safety and data accuracy (Lyle, et al, 2012; 
Krueger, & Casey, 2015; Merriam, & Tisdale, 
2016).  
 
After more focus groups student researchers 
heard more about the extent to which the 
Sheriff’s Office had violated activists’ spaces, 
they understood why the Southeast Sheriffs 
may not have been productive to the groups 
and may have been problematic for some 
members. The sampling concerns and power 
dynamics became more glaring when a city 
council member (a White male) attended a 
focus group on day three. He was in a group 
with four women and he tried consistently to 
shift the conversation away from community 
interactions with police to community crime 
and violence specifically black on black 
violence. Student researchers tended to 
question his motives for participating. 
Specifically, Sienna, a junior psychology 
major, reported the following: 
 

“It was interesting to see when 
we had a public figure be a 
participant in one of the 
sessions. When the question 
came about how the 
participants would rate their 
feelings towards their safety as 
it relates to the police, it looked 
like the public figure did not 
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respond. I think he wanted to 
participate in the group 
because he could be more like a 
“fly on the wall” within the 
conversation, but he did 
provide some input into the 
conversation. He presented 
positive interactions from the 
police and dismissed others 
when they talked about their 
experiences—especially 
connections to black 
neighborhoods.  Yet it was only 
to change others’ perspectives 
about policing. He kept talking 
about violent neighborhoods. 
When he left the meeting, the 
group could refocus on the 
questions.” 

 
Similar to other student researchers, she 
observed how the council person attributed 
the constant attempts to shift the 
conversation to his white male privilege. 
There were similar reflections when student 
researchers raised concerns about other 
White males in other groups. Jasmine, a 
senior psychology major observing wrote, “An 
interview conducted by another White man 
was very intriguing because at first I was 
confused why he kept flaunting his whiteness 
during the entire interview.” Several student 
researchers expressed similar observations 
and irritation about how “White privilege” 
permeated some of the focus groups.   
 
Yet, although student researchers could 
identify instances when White men exercised 
their privilege, students ignored instances 
when Black men dominated group 
conversations, which precluded women 
participants from sharing their experiences. 
Ruth, the senior psychologist noticed during 
class that men in some of the focus groups 
tended to dominate the conversations while 
the women were silent. She observed that the 
facilitators often had to invite women back 
into conversations, or “make space for women 

to talk about their experiences”. She noted in 
her reflection notes that the distinctions in 
“their experiences were subtle but there.” As 
student researchers participate in the 
process, they can see how oppressive 
structures such as race and gender can shift 
narratives; thereby, shifting how individuals 
and communities’ efforts toward social 
change and justice.   
 
Additionally, student researchers can observe 
how at times race can mask gender privilege 
for Black and Brown men--as in the formerly 
discussed example. Understanding how men 
of color can intentionally or unintentionally 
silence women can also contribute to 
dismantling racist structure and systems by 
empowering all women to share their stories 
and providing a space to value them 
(McMillan, et al, 1995; Fine and Torre, 2004; 
Dei, alone, Lyons, et al, 2013; Zuber-Skerritt, 
Wood & Kearney, 2020).  
 
Student researchers discussed their 
observations during class discussion and 
instructors encouraged them to problem 
solve how to prevent participants from 
manipulating conversations during 
facilitation.  Student researchers considered 
power dynamics when considering sampling, 
recruitment, and scheduling for their 
individual projects. For example, during a 
working session, gentrification workgroup 
planned meetings and recruitment based on 
their specific targeted participants (business 
owners, old residents, new residents, 
members of the church who requested the 
data) the social demographics of these groups 
are distinctive, and perspectives will be 
diverse. Student/researchers were 
intentional about their attention to providing 
safe environments, and power dynamics 
regarding (race, age, perceived 
socioeconomic status, and even length of 
engagement in the neighborhood). The 
instructor facilitated a conversation about 
this by introducing the questions. Similar 
discussions were had in the civilian oversight 
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research team regarding potential 
participants’ gender, educational attainment. 
For example, participants deliberated 
whether meetings should be co-ed or single 
gender.   
 
Although student researchers have not 
attributed intention to the participants, their 
observations illuminate how they perceive 
social identities and assignments such as race 
and gender can inform how stories are told as 
well as whose stories are told inadvertently. 
They also discussed how this kind of 
limitation can inadvertently silence 
historically marginalized groups and 
perpetuate oppressive structures, systems, 
and practices (Lorde, 1984; hooks, 1984, 
1991; Fine & Torre, 2004; Dei, et al, 2005; 
Collins, 2015). 
 
Self-Reflection 
 
Police/Community Relations 
 
Student researchers observed that there 
tended to be a general mistrust of us as a 
research team. Thus, transparency was more 
important. They noticed that some 
respondents wanted access to the data and 
have followed up with me since the class 
ended to determine resolution.  
 
Student researchers tended to identify as 
members of the Black community. They 
tended to have negative impressions of 
community/law enforcement interactions. 
Moreover, instructors required student 
researchers to do extensive research about 
the activist organization’s lawsuit against 
Southeast Sheriffs to prepare focus groups. 
Thus, students tended to report extremely 
negative attitudes regarding the police, and 
they assumed that members of marginalized 
communities would express hostility towards 
law enforcement and want them gone. 
Students’ previous experiences tended to 
hear only aspects of the stories with which 
they identified.   

 
During one of our earlier debriefs regarding 
previous night’s focus groups, Dr. Paulse 
challenged students to remember all the 
information and think about respondents in 
more complicated ways. Some of the more 
striking interviews happened early in the day 
with activists who had participated in the 
lawsuit.  Thus, these experiences colored the 
other stories for students. Dr. Paulse asked 
them to consider that this may be the case 
and they were not hearing/attending to 
responses from others who want more police 
presence or those who might be conflicted. 
Some of the researchers, some students and 
an instructor (Dr. Collins)’s assumptions were 
initially informed by reports about general 
police misconduct as well as the lawsuit, 
which was the cause of the focus groups. 
Thus, they were assuming that the police 
were unwanted. However, many respondents 
discussed needing and wanting more police 
presence (for protection). Additionally, 
during the debriefing, Tiana, a junior 
psychology major observed that focus group 
respondents’ expressed ambivalence because 
more police in some communities could mean 
more danger. The debriefing sessions as well 
as reflection notes challenged students to 
consider more dimensional understandings of 
the responses so that when that they could 
incorporate nuance into their analysis to 
insure a more complete, accurate narrative.   
 
Communities can be complex, and 
complicated combinations of spaces, people, 
processes, and interactions between the 
three. Thus, doing research with community 
members and within these communities 
require that researchers must be mindful of 
this. Otherwise they risk treating community 
members monolithically. In this course, 
student researchers begin to understand how 
participating in the process can yield a 
multiplicity and complexity of shared stories 
and community narratives. This is important 
when analyzing data and making meaning of 
these stories. Additionally, in the field, 
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student researchers could apply theory and 
principles that they have read about and 
studied. They could also observe how 
theories and practices can possibly 
unintentionally marginalize them which 
require them to adjust as they engage with 
community members. This process allows 
them to think critically about their practices. 
Moreover, student researchers must critically 
reflect because how they understand those 
telling the stories, can influence how one 
hears the stories as well as how accurately 
the stories are told and how they treat 
community members. For example, at times 
in their reflections and research notes, 
student researchers referred to activists who 
participated in focus groups as victims. We 
then processed this as a class: "what does it 
mean to be victimized and how this viewing 
could possibly' inform analysis and 
conclusions”? 
 
Scholars who study community-based 
research methods as well as social justice 
theorists contend that any efforts towards 
resistance, social change or justice require 
self-reflection (Das Gupta, 2003, Wilson, 
2008, Cammarota & Fine, 2008, Lyle, et al 
2012; Morris, Ida, Migliaccio, Tsukada, & 
Baker, 2020).  Individuals must understand 
how their preconceived attitudes, biases, and 
beliefs unconsciously construct the lenses 
through which they make meaning of our 
work and how they decide to act. Therefore, 
critical reflection in which researchers 
examine one’s beliefs, values, identities, social 
identities, experiences (both direct and 
indirect) and how they inform our 
approaches to work (hooks, 1991; Gonzalez-
Sobrino & Goss, 2019; Kendi, 2019). During 
the course, instructors attempted to create 
spaces in which students could/had to 
investigate their assumptions and 
motivations about race relations, police 
interactions and gentrification. Course 
instructors challenged students to observe 
and investigate these assumptions through 
debriefing questions after focus group 

meetings; and by asking questions during 
classes and research team meetings to spark 
conversations. There were times in class 
where instructors very briefly reflected upon 
some decisions and discussed how we may 
have deferred to the monitoring group or the 
majority participants at the expense of others. 
However, we missed the opportunity to 
examine how these decisions were informed 
by bias and our own social assumptions. If 
allowed to teach the course again, the 
instructor would definitely and intentionally 
create that space and use it to model 
behaviors for student researchers. The lack of 
intentional reflection by instructors is a 
limitation of this process. Investigating how 
these assumptions can become a lens through 
which we can analyze data and tell stories is 
vital to accurately telling groups’ that have 
been oppressed, stories and shifting societal 
narratives, thereby furthering efforts for 
antiracist practice.    
 
Systemic and Structural Race and Racism  
 
Participating in focus group data collection 
and analysis also provided opportunities for 
students to be introspective about how they 
understand race and racism. Student 
researchers could identify instances in which 
they believed that focus group. Initially, 
student researchers assumed that the police 
harassment impacted only Black and Brown 
communities. However, as they participated 
in the focus groups by participating in data 
collection or analysis, students realized that 
the Southeast Sheriff implemented practices 
to systematically squelch resistance to 
structural oppression. For example, Patrice, a 
junior psychology major observed in the 
focus groups, “Coming here I knew nothing 
about how far [law enforcement] would go to 
stop people and the horrible effects”. Patrice’s 
observations resonated with student 
researchers’ data analysis team. During the 
analysis team meeting, student researchers 
observed that although   the activists being 
surveilled varied based on race, their efforts 
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concerned issues highly connected with race 
(Black and Brown concerns). For example, 
“oppressive policing can also happen to those 
who actively resist oppression. The police seem 
to be harassing people regardless of their 
race/ethnicity), but they are focusing on 
activist groups that help black and poor 
people. Students researchers observed that 
the activist's connection to efforts for racial, 
immigrant, criminal and economic justice 
made them surveillance targets. Most of these 
efforts have been racialized and concern 
marginalized, disenfranchised persons. 
Hence, race/racism become conflated with 
other social problems (Bonilla- Silva, 2001, 
2017; Gonzalez Sobrino, 2019). 
 
Hearing the stories and lived experiences of 
community members who have been 
marginalized or violated helps student 
researchers to understand the importance of 
the research process. However, it forces them 
to broaden their own understandings of 
oppression and oppressive systems. This 
becomes vitally important for student 
researchers who are members of historically 
marginalized groups (i.e., non-white, working 
poor/poor, women, men) (Das Gupta, T. 
2003; Dei, et al 2005; Collins, 2013; Kendi, 
2019). They must critically engage with all 
their social identities and see how they 
construct the lens through which they view 
oppression for several reasons. First and 
most important, this lens informs how they 
do the work of research, who they include in 
the process, and how they make meaning of 
the data and the story they tell (Palmer, et al 
2019; Fine & Torre, 2004; Tuhiwai Smith, 
2012). Second, they must broaden their ideas 
about who are victims of oppression as well 
as how and why they are victimized.  When 
considering race and racism in the United 
States, tend to be informed by the 
black/white binary racial paradigm (Perea, 
2019, Brooks and Widner, 2019). This 
conceptualization can be problematic for a 
couple of reasons. First, the black/white 
binary understanding of race and racial 

oppression tends to exclude the experiences 
of racial and ethnic groups who do not fit into 
the prescribed binary (i.e., black people are 
oppressed, and white people are the 
oppressors)—rendering them invisible.  
Second, this thinking may leave us continually 
thinking about oppression as an 
individualized process (perpetuates) instead 
of a systemically embedded process that must 
be addressed at multiple levels 
simultaneously.  
 
Liberation and Social Change 
  
Student researchers reported a multitude of 
reasons for enrolling in the course primarily 
to learn “how to do qualitative research”. 
However, they indicated that as the course 
proceeded, their reasons shifted.  After 
participating in the applied course students 
understood that social change is necessary, 
and they acquired skills to make this social 
change. For example, when asked why she 
enrolled Tatiana, a senior psychology major 
stated, 
 

I took this course for the rare 
opportunity as an undergraduate 
student to participate hands-on in the 
planning, conduction, and data 
collection of a qualitative research 
study. I learned through our 
interactions with and first-hand 
accounts of our participants the direct 
impact of injustice and the necessity of 
political and social change in 
government and community relations. 
Through the focus groups, I gained 
profound respect and perspective into 
the lives and experiences of 
underprivileged community members, 
people of color, and grassroots 
activists. This course sparked within 
me a love and appreciation for 
qualitative research methods and the 
potential they have to impact social 
change and policy.  
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Tatiana’s interactions refer to her 
participation in the focus group processes. 
For her, the experience helped her to identify 
systemic oppression within communities. Her 
response is consistent with other students 
and they indicate that although her initial 
purpose was to skill build, they connect 
oppressive systems and practices and how 
they manifest in behavior.  
 
Jonda, a senior psychology major enrolled in 
the course for similar reasons. However, she 
already had an idea that she wanted to 
participate in research regarding law 
enforcement. Yet, once she started the 
process and began analyzing focus group 
data, she began to challenge her assumptions 
about law enforcement—she believed that 
they were unwanted and unnecessary.  “I 
joined the class because I love data!  And I also 
want to do something about policing…. After 
taking the course I see that it is complicated … 
more complicated than I thought. That’s why 
we need to hear and tell all the stories.”   
Although she developed skills by learning to 
analyze data, her participation in the class has 
offered Jonda the ability to reflect and 
critically engage with her personal 
understanding how law enforcement 
practices can be invasive and oppressive.  In 
her observation, she wrote: 
 

Before this course I had never 
heard of the [consent decrees] 
nor did I realize the major role 
it played in social justice. I had 
known that police surveyed 
communities of color more than 
white communities, but I didn’t 
realize the extent they would go 
to. Speaking out against social 
injustice and racism can have 
effects on one's everyday life. 
From their daily routine to their 
mental health. I would love to 
continue to do research. I feel 
there is much more to discover 
regarding the effects of social 

injustice and racism. We have 
only just scratched the surface. 

 
After analyzing focus group data, Jonda now 
understands that communities of color may 
have more nuanced attitudes about police. 
Jonda learned the importance of hearing 
multiple narratives to gaining a fuller 
understanding of the community to make 
effective and efficient change (Wilson, 2008; 
Tuhiwai-Smith, 2012). However, Jonda’s 
reflection reveals a realization for most of the 
students in the course. Furthermore, working 
on the project catalyzed student researchers 
to act. 
 
Wilson, (2008) and Tuhiwai-Smith, (2012) 
argue that sharing stories is vital to research 
specifically with indigenous people. They 
maintain that stories allow tellers as well as 
listeners to gain their own perspectives and 
draw their own conclusions about 
communities and individuals. When 
marginalized groups create and control the 
narratives about their lives, they can become 
aware of how systems of oppression are 
maintained and perpetuated to their harm 
(consciousness). This knowledge can inform 
actions for change (action). Although Jonda 
and Tatiana live in different regions, they are 
both young Black women whose communities 
are deeply impacted by racism and sexism. 
Thus, both believe that qualitative research 
can be a tool for ensuring that stories about 
marginalized communities are accurately 
told; thus, leading to change. 
 

Discussion 
 
Teaching community-based research 
methods at the undergraduate level provides 
students with mechanisms for deconstructing 
the maneuverings of color-blind racism. 
Moreover, the research that they produce can 
enhance academic perspectives with voices 
and experiences that are often excluded, 
which gives oppressed persons the ability to 
promote accurate narratives about 
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themselves as well as inform social policy and 
practice that greatly impact their lives 
(Palmer, G., Ferńandez, J.S., Thomas, D., Lee, 
G., Masud, H., Bernai, I., 2019).  Thus, these 
teachings are inherently liberatory.  

The above findings suggest that 
undergraduate students at Historically Black 
Colleges and Universities could be uniquely 
positioned to become liberatory researchers. 
Consistent with Das Gupta (2003), the 
students from the Qualitative Methods course 
believe that they have a vested interest in 
redressing oppression and working for justice 
in historically oppressed communities 
because these communities are their home. 
Anti-racist researchers and practitioners 
analyze and provide processes to engage in 
ending racism as well as intersecting 
oppression. Researchers are trained to 
research design and methods; prioritize 
building networks and collaboration in their 
work; utilize findings to benefits marginalized 
communities and integrate anti-racist 
theories and/critical race theories. Student 
researchers expressed strong desires to learn 
and utilized skills to change conditions in 
their communities. Additionally, they have 
connections with community members 
because they are “insiders”. Moreover, they 
express a vested interest in actions to 
dismantle societal oppression because 
thereby ending their own oppression.   

Hooks (1991) argues that when generating 
theory about oppression, hearing the lived 
experiences of the oppressed is vital and that 
current theory neglects to account for that. 
She writes, “the definition and critical 
analysis of oppression has left out the 
complexity, voices and lived experiences of 
individuals who have been severely impacted 
by injustice and oppression…” (p.4). 
Liberatory research methodologies and 
qualitative practice can capture voices of 
individuals and offer opportunities to inform 
actions towards sustainable, just change in 
oppressed communities. However, findings 

indicate that even student researchers from 
oppressed communities must be careful. 
Because without critical reflection about their 
burgeoning roles as researchers and their 
shifting class locations, they can inadvertently 
perpetuate the oppressive systems they are 
trying to end–similar to experienced 
researchers who act without reflection. Thus, 
all researchers must attend to how societal 
factors, predisposed understandings and 
attitudes regarding research and practice can 
inform the research team’s internal power 
dynamics (Collins, 2015). Moreover, 
researchers and practitioners must attend to 
skill and education differences that could 
compromise stakeholders’ agency within the 
process (residents, clients, students) to 
ensure that all talents and skills are leveraged 
for change (Fine and Torre, 2004; Tuhiwai 
Smith, 2012).     
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