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Abstract: The focus of this article is to share and reflect on our collaborative
teaching, research, and community engagement experiences in the context of
the Provincial North. We believe the university has a critical role to play in
collaborative participatory research. This is particularly crucial when working
in remote and northern communities in Canada that have been impacted by
colonization and systemic issues such as racism and economic dependency
on natural resource exploitation where prices fluctuate due to international
demand.We will describe our experiences and methods of teaching, learning, and
community engagement through which students, faculty,and community members
engaged in community based participatory research (CBPR). The focus of this
work was on the inclusion of community voices in order to share local knowledge
and make decisions about future development. In this article we first describe the
geographical and socio-economic context of Northern Manitoba, Canada, and
the City of Thompson.We then describe the methods used (appreciative inquiry,
community café consultations, photovoice, participatory mapping) to include the
voices of northern female students, as well as those experiencing homelessness,
in order to be included in decisions about future initiatives and programs. VWe
conclude with reflections on our experiences of the processes of using CBPR and
on its potential contribution to sustainable development (Hall & Tandon, 2017),
the importance of university-community engagement, and the contributions that
can also potentially extend to communities across the Provincial North.
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Introduction

Traditionally, government and service providers have used a community
engagement framework (CEF) as a process to achieve various levels of
community participation in addressing issues affecting people’s well-
being in a specific geographic area (Ministry of Forestry, 2013; Udofia,
Noble, & Poelzer, 2015). This framework often does not incorporate
community-based knowledge generated from the local population. CEF is
often used to gain the approval of communities instead of engaging them
in knowledge generation for transformation and change. An additional
issue is the tendency to separate knowledge generation from knowledge
translation. Knowledge translation is the interchange of knowledge
between its producers and users (Cornelissen, Mitton, & Sheps, 2011,
Powell et al., 2013). Very often, such research is for science and knowledge
production, with results dissemination limited to university-based scholars.
'This presents a challenge for translating research into practice and policy as
researchers, practitioners, service providers, policy makers, and community
groups often have different needs and expectations of research (Powell et
al., 2013; Young & Borland, 2011). Community issues often require all the
players to use research-informed action to address issues from different
perspectives and at different levels.

Our approach to university-community engagement (UCE) is based
on research that is developed in partnership with the university and the
community to contribute to both knowledge generation and knowledge
translation. We believe in the community’s ability to address its own
needs and issues that, in turn, helps researchers to understand community
priorities. There are several UCE discourses and approaches that
encourage community services, service-learning, community engagement,
civil engagement, community-based participatory research (CBPR), and
community—university research partnerships (Ahmed & Palermo, 2010;
Hall & Tandon, 2017; Hall, Tandon, & Tremblay, 2015; Udofia et al.,
2015). The fundamental value of UCE to teaching and learning is that it
integrates the three components of research, community, and teaching/
learning together to help students understand the community’s social reality
and to build skills and abilities that prepare them for their future practice.
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As Collins and collaborators (2007) affirm, “Community engagement is a
cornerstone enabling learning, teaching and research in the post-modern
world” (p. 89).

This article draws from the experience of university professors and
their students, as well as from local government, service providers, and
affected groups working together in the City of Thompson in Northern
Manitoba. We describe the use of CBPR methods that helped engage
universities and communities in addressing local and regional social and
economic sustainability issues. Specific examples come from research
projects with northern female students, as well as with adults and youth
who are experiencing homelessness and housing instability. We document
this process using Freire’s “Praxis” approach (1995), which combines
learning, action, and reflection in all research activities. These research
activities include photovoice (Wang & Burris, 1997), community cafés
(Brown,2001), other types of qualitative methods, community-engagement
approaches, and appreciative inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2000) in
order to promote dialogue, collect data, and influence changes that will
reflect the experiences and needs of research participants.

‘These approaches are very much connected and come into play when
carrying out effective CBPR. Providing opportunities for full participation
of all community members is key here. When engaging in collaborative
research in a northern Canadian resource town, we underscore the
importance of university-community partnerships to work toward
positive and healthy community change. For example, we worked with
northern female students using appreciative perspectives to identify how
they define their own success, as well as the factors that have made their
success possible. As in other Provincial North regions, most of these
students are Indigenous and face many social and economic challenges
in completing a post-secondary education degree. In defining their own
ideas about their “success,” there is a recognition of their own capabilities
as well as their contributions to citizenship and community participation.
This information, in turn, informed our own teaching approaches as well
as future university retention strategies. This research experience helped us
to learn that our teaching role and our university location were important
factors for us to explore possibilities to understand the history of research
in Thompson, the community’s experiences, successes, resources, capacities,
needs, and interests. We then began to learn from the community, to build
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relationships and explore possibilities of working together on issues that
the community saw as a priority, instead of presenting ourselves as research
experts or telling them what needed to be done.

Choosing a methodological approach and designing a process to
capture community perspectives and engage participants in conversations
was a key starting point. We knew that it was very important to take the
time to build relationships with future partners or supporters in a variety
of research projects. Community café consultations helped participants
to voice their experiences, knowledge, perspectives, and priorities. While
many issues were discussed, it was clear that homelessness was a critical
issue and it became our next project, which started by building relationships
with people experiencing homelessness. Through a weekly breakfast
dialogue among ourselves, research assistants, service providers, and
those experiencing homelessness, we had conversations that highlighted
capabilities, skills, how participants felt mistreated by society, and how
they felt that they were not seen as equal citizens. We also used photovoice
as a tool to talk about the life paths that resulted in homelessness (this
is discussed further below). By working with adults living on the street,
we were told that homelessness also affects youth in northern and remote
communities. Housing instability for youth is often an invisible issue, as
youth more often “couch surf” and do not consider themselves homeless
because moving around from a friend’s or relative’s has always been part
of their lives.

We have used different research methods to generate data as well as to
engage students, service providers, and community in community-based
participatory research processes that contribute to strengthening research
capacity, which also contributes to sustainable place-relevant solutions in
the long-term. The focus here is on the principles of CBPR taken to create
an inclusive environment, our experiences of engaging universities and
communities to work together, as well as on our successes and challenges.
CBPR (Israel et al., 2008) follows principles to maximize the engagement
of participants in research, as well as to promote the inclusion of their
voices. CBPR also functions as an empowerment strategy as well as a
vehicle for enhancing the communities in which participants live. Beyond
these benefits, CBPR might further contribute to capacity building and
the sustainability of communities currently aftected by economic downturn
and, consequently, ending poverty, which is Goal 1 of the Sustainable
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Development Goals defined by the United Nations for any community
(United Nations, 2017). Although there are many advantages of CBPR,
there are also challenges. Blumenthal (2011) touches on a few challenges,
such as how community is defined, how community members are identified
to represent community, as well as how to generate a genuine commitment
to the research of the participants and keep that focus.

Our university—community engagement (UCE) approach defines the
term “community” as a geographical area, one that includes its residents,
service providers, representatives of public and private sectors, government,
and academic institutions and their students. We have focused on the City
of Thompson in Northern Manitoba, but many of the social problems there
cannot be defined in isolation. The history and legacy of colonial policies
continue to negatively impact First Nation communities. The traumatic
destruction of traditional lands from hydro development and resource
extraction, the legacy of the residential school system, and the erosion of
First Nation languages and belief systems, all contribute to northern social
problems. Indigenous people may experience traumatic phenomena with
distinct beginnings and endings, but the ability to cope with these events
is compromised by the ongoing hurt and damage that is a daily living
condition (Wesley-Equimaux and Smolewski, 2004).

Northern Manitoba

Conteh (2011) describes Manitoba as “a Western province with
concentrated economic activities in its commercial centre—Winnipeg—
but stagnation in its rural and northern areas” (p. 70). Consequently,
northern economic development has historically been controlled by the
provincial government, with a strong focus on meeting the needs of its
dominant urban population. The City of Thompson is the largest semi-
urban centre in Northern Manitoba and is situated 750 km north of
Winnipeg, located on the territory of the Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation.
Thompson services an area that covers 396,000 km? which includes
thirty-two communities and approximately 72,000 people. The city acts as
an economic and service “hub” for these Northern Manitoba communities,
including commercial, educational, recreational, and medical services.
Employment opportunities, such as the Vale nickel mine or Manitoba
Hydro, also contribute to inward migration into Thompson from outlying

communities (TEDWG, 2012a). Coates et al. (2014) assert,
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Of the northern provincial districts in Canada, Northern
Manitobais perhaps theleastunderstood and leastrecognized
by the majority of Canadians. It is a vast area, covering over
two-thirds of the province, but with a small population;
intense poverty; massive hydroelectric power generating
capacity (which has caused substantial dislocations to the
Aboriginal communities); and substantial mining activity,
with several mines in operation for generations. Indeed,
in the 1950s and 1960s, the combination of Inco’s massive
mine and smelter at Thompson, and the construction of
major hydro dams across the North, gave the region a profile
somewhat close to that of northern Alberta in the twenty-
first century. The excitement and attention have declined
dramatically in recent decades. The North struggles for
recognition within the province, let alone across the country,
and has often attracted negative attention due to socio-
economic difficulties within the Aboriginal communities.

(p-25)

Shrivastava and Kennelly (2013) maintain that “PBEs [place-based
enterprises], whose resources, productive activities, and ownership are
anchored in specific local places, and who themselves possess a sense of
place, may be more likely than conventional enterprises to pursue locally
beneficial economic, social, and environmental outcomes” (p. 83). Zapf

(2009) complements this statement by stating:

... humankind faces global environmental threats to our
continued existence. Individuals, families, and groups face
challenges of living meaningful lives within the resource
realities of diverse locations at the micro-level. Social work
would do well to consider a more dynamic metaphor of
‘people as place’ for our work in the 21* century. (181)

Thompson is an economic hub for Northern Manitoba, a place where
many people converge with different needs and cultural backgrounds.
There are abundant natural resources, and economic development has
been based on resource exploitation. This mix has created multiple layers
of colonial interactions that have led to historic and current social and
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economic issues. As with many northern provincial regions, Thompson’s
economy has historically been based on resource extraction such as
mining and hydroelectric development (Conteh, 2011; Southcott, 2015).
Such development has generally impacted the sustainability of natural
resources such as fishing, hunting, and plant gathering—particularly in the
traditional territories of the region’s Indigenous peoples. The diminished
quality of land and water, due to pollution, flooding, and contamination,
has exacerbated local social issues and has resulted in the displacement of
First Nation communities. This has often led to a rise in violence and a lack
of affordable and healthy housing, which, in turn, has aftected the quality
of life in many of the surrounding communities.

The City of Thompson itself has a relatively young population
compared with other cities in Manitoba and Canada. The median age of
a Thompson resident is twenty-four years compared with the provincial
median of thirty-eight. The Indigenous population in Thompson is also
much younger when compared to the non-Indigenous population. In
2006, over half of the Indigenous population, or 57%, was under the age
of twenty-five, compared to just 35% of the non-Indigenous population
(Statistics Canada, 2010). In addition, 38% of Indigenous residents in
Thompson were youth under the age of fifteen, compared to just 20% of
non-Indigenous residents (TEDWG, 2012b).

Starting in 1956, the City of Thompson was built by Inco in order to
have a stable workforce for their nearby nickel mine. Over the decades
since, the city has experienced wide population fluctuations, with an
all-time population high of over 20,000 in the 1970s (FemNorthNet
Project, 2012). At present, Thompson’s population is estimated at closer
to 13,000 people. Its economy and unique demographic make-up, as well
as its isolated northern location, have presented challenges. A history of
colonization has also resulted in struggles and intergenerational trauma
tor Indigenous people in the city and in the outlying communities and
reserves. As well as Thompson’s geographical location, the transient
tendencies of mine workers, and the lack of accessible housing and other
core social goods and services for the vulnerable segments of the city’s
population, add to the challenges. Thus, all these issues have impacted the
City of Thompson and the surrounding communities by increasing levels
of poverty and homelessness.
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Being homeless in Thompson is often depicted as a phenomenon of
circular mobility, generated by the movement of residents back and forth
between outlying communities and reserves and Thompson, as they are
in need of medical or rehabilitation treatments, work, education, or other
services and supports. Sometimes it is simply a matter of survival that
brings people to the city—for example, fleeing a violent family member or
being kicked out of an overcrowded house on-reserve. A lack of resources
in the First Nations and northern communities often reinforces the need
to move into Thompson. Mental health, domestic violence, and social
issues intersect with continuous housing needs in northern communities;
and in the case of Indigenous people, these issues are associated with
colonization and relocation (M. M. Bonnycastle, Simpkins, & Siddle,
2016; Christensen, 2012; Dean, 2010; Fernandez, MacKinnon, & Silver,
2010; Hart, 2010; Kading & Walmsley, 2018; MacKinnon, 2010; Monk,
2013).

In Northern Manitoba, experiences of social disruption can often
be understood in the context of the residential school experience where
young Indigenous children were taken away from their home community,
often for years, and came back not knowing their language as well as not
being connected with traditional activities and cultural ways of knowing
and understanding (Milloy, 1999). In addition, social disruption can
be attributed to relocations, flooding, and construction due to hydro
development from the 1950s onward (Martin & Hoffman, 2008; Tough,
1996). Not only did road and construction crews contribute to alcohol
abuse and violence, but the flooding and relocation of communities also
displaced hunters and trappers from their traditional territories, changed
economic patterns and family roles, and impacted communities over
several generations.

Due to the systemic nature of social and economic barriers, Indigenous
people experiencing poverty and homelessness within Thompson are
often dismissed as “derelicts” by the general public, and are treated
with particular hostility by a segment of Thompson’s population (Barker,
2013). While there is an increase in efforts to support those experiencing
homelessness, the daily interaction with society is highly affected by
racism and judgments on culture that perpetuate stereotypes and colonial
dynamics (Graham, 2013). In a 2003 study of 100 people who identified as

Indigenous in Thompson, 44% felt that racial discrimination had limited
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their housing options at some point over the previous five years (Corrado
Research and Evaluation Associates, 2003). Additional social and economic
issues are increased alcohol and drug consumption, augmented economic
inequalities, housing shortages and family issues, and concerns regarding
possible environmental impacts and negative cultural impacts (Southcott,
2015). This perspective was often reinforced by the people we interviewed
or by those who have been involved in other CBPR activities.

The two university programs involved in this university community
engagement process are the University of Manitoba Northern Social
Work Program (UM-NSWP) and the University College of the North
Faculty of Arts, Business and Science (UCN). The social work program
offers full- and part-time post-secondary education through different
options that include traditional education, the ACCESS program (Alcorn
& Levin, 1998; Clare, 2013), and cohort modalities. These three options
provide the opportunity for adults who have had social, economic, and
cultural barriers, as well as a lack of formal education, to attain university
entrance. They also enable students to take classes in or near their home
communities and to integrate work-experience activities. Similarly,
University College of the North offers both classroom and distance-
delivery post-secondary education throughout twelve northern regional
centres. In both universities, the student support model encompasses
activities such as the active recruitment of Indigenous faculty and staff,
northern course content, child care, Elders in Residence, peer mentoring,
and scholarship and bursary programs targeting Indigenous and northern
students with financial needs.

Community-Based Participatory Research

Action-oriented research is a methodological approach for doing
collaborative research with practitioners and community partners, which
can inform practice, programs, community development, and policies while
contributing to the scientific knowledge base (Small & Uttal, 2005). We
have used community-based participatory research (CBPR) as an umbrella
approach that has the power to bring people together through research
activities that engage participants in data generation and community
change. There are a variety of definitions of CBPR, as Schulz et al. (1998)

affirm:
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‘There are nearly as many definitions of ‘community-based’
research and interventions as there are definitions of
‘community.” Community may refer to geographical areas,
groups that share a common history or interest, a sense of
collective identity, shared values and norms, mutual influence
among members, common symbols, or some combination
of these dimensions. (p. 11)

Doing CBPR is about getting people together as co-researchers;
it is action oriented; it is collaborative research with academics and
community partners addressing their needs, issues, services, policies; and
it is about building relationships through participatory methods of data
generation, translation, and mobilization. By promoting the inclusion of
diverse voices that contribute to different perspectives, one can formulate
and respond to critical research questions and to the conceptualization of
problems and their solutions informed by the research. As participants
often come with different roles and identities, it is important to engage in
dialogue at the same level in order to minimize power structures. When
working with diverse participants—academics, social service practitioners,
government authorities, youth, women, students, Indigenous people,
people experiencing homelessness, people who are differently abled, and
those who identify as LGBTQ-—an engaging and inclusive conversation
must be promoted.

Such an approach is inclusive of local people and marginalized groups
and creates safe spaces for diverse voices to analyze issues; inquire about
policies, inequalities, and systemic issues; identify participants’ strengths,
community processes, and assets; and includes diverse perspectives to
collectively design strategies and actions. Our approach to university—
community engagement and community-based participatory research
includes local cultural practices to create a safe environment for research
discussions. For example, our photovoice projects, as well as our other
CBPR activities, included Indigenous and local cultural practices such
as having an Indigenous Elder open the event and take an active role in
discussions and workshops. We also provided and shared food at the event
to help to engage people in discussion while sitting around tables. Such
practices have helped us to be inclusive and to build trust in a friendly
natural environment that helps produce data fluidly in an authentic way.
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Next, some practical strategies will be described that can help guide
the CBPR process. These include ideas on how to develop collaborative
research in a way that follows academic standards and community cultural
practices, which can not only achieve academic outcomes but also
contribute to community action and policy development. As part of our
responsibilities to this process we publish in academic journals, as well as
write reports and publish articles in local newspapers, and use the media to
cover community events informed by research.

Appreciative Inquiry
We use an Appreciative Inquiry (AI) philosophy and methodology, which

takes the idea of social construction of reality to its positive extreme with
an emphasis on relational ways of knowing and on language. Al argues
that there is a tendency in our cultures to highlight the deficiencies in those
who are struggling. For example, people affected by social problems are
often portrayed as passive victims. Sadly, little documentation is available
on people experiencing homelessness, or youth or women aftected by
domestic violence, or any other marginalized group as agents of change.

Al builds on generative questions to explore the participants’ best
experiences instead of focusing on their struggles and issues. It is based
on the constructive principles of the Al approach that “the way we know
affects our actions” (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2000, p. 17). Al was used
when we developed questions for interviews or community cafés or when
we used photovoice. For example, in a research project on Indigenous
people’s voices in co-creating the concept of home (M. M. Bonnycastle,
Simpkins, & Siddle, 2016), the research team held weekly breakfast
dialogues with a group experiencing homelessness. Examples of questions
posed were: “What does ‘home’ mean to you?” “Can you tell us about your
most positive association with ‘home™?

As well, when we interviewed northern female post-secondary
students about what “success” means to them, we used an appreciative
approach. Most of these students were Indigenous and faced many social
and economic challenges in completing a post-secondary education
degree. The following are examples of questions posed: Can you describe
a moment or incident when you knew that attending university was the
right path for you? .... A time when you were happy to be at university?
Without being humble, please tell me what you value about yourself? Tell
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us about how you would define “success.” What does success mean to you
personally?

In defining and reflecting on ideas about their own success, students
recognized their own capabilities as well as their contributions to citizenship
and community participation. There is also an acknowledgement that their
success has a ripple effect on their families and their communities. Students
see that their success is intricately connected to family and community as
they are seen as role models (Simpkins & Bonnycastle, 2014).

Community Café Consultations

Over the past eight years we have conducted community café consultations
on homelessness, violence against women, fetal alcohol spectrum disorder,
and youth homelessness in Northern Manitoba. Perhaps one of the most
poignant experiences with community café consultations took place a few
months after the 2015 Point-in-Time Homeless Count in Thompson.
We conducted a community café consultation: 1) to present the findings
of the 2015 homeless count, and 2) to engage with service providers and
those experiencing homelessness about key issues and future strategies.
There were initially some doubts about whether it would be possible to
have a participatory event where service providers, people experiencing
homelessness, students, academics, and townspeople would sit side by side
in group discussion. To make the event both as appealing and accessible
as possible, we provided a lunch of bannock and stew; we also provided
transportation from the homeless shelter and from some of the other
transitional facilities to the Ma-Mow-We-Tak Friendship Centre. After
our presentation of the findings and lunch, we gave everyone numbers and
invited them to participate in discussion tables.

Each table was numbered and had a host and a note taker. Every fifteen
minutes, participants rotated to a new table to discuss the next question.
Some of the group questions were:
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*  What positive changes have you seen in Thompson over the past
one to three years? Describe?

e IfI had a stable home I would

*  What type of cultural and educational activities would you
participate in?

*  What services would you like to see, related to housing in
Thompson?

The discussions were thoughtful, and everyone participated with 95%
of participants staying until the end of the two hours. Everyone was treated
equally at each table, listened to with the purpose of understanding, and
given a chance to talk. By stating at the beginning of the discussion that
everyone would have an opportunity to talk and would not be interrupted,
participants realized and appreciated that everyone would be listened
to. The stories of those experiencing homelessness were often heard for
the first time. This information added greatly to the larger discussion of
a community homelessness strategy. The following is an example of one
of the responses from the community café consultation when racism was
discussed: “Getting kicked out of buildings and off the street ... [we are]
called ‘bums.” There is a lack of education about why people are homeless.
People need to work together to make sure they are safe, due to people
going missing ....”

From the feedback we received after this community consultation, we
learned that simply by the act of bringing people together and providing
a space to be heard and listened to, participants were recognized and
respected for their individual and collective contribution. Their role or their
citizenship within this forum was not questioned but was recognized for
their knowledge contribution. Everyone came away from this experience
enriched and more knowledgeable about what it is like to live within the
margins of a northern Canadian resource town. We used the same format
after the completion of the 2016 Point-in-Time Homeless Count in
Thompson (M. M. Bonnycastle, Simpkins, Bonnycastle, McKay, & Hayter,
2016), with similar success.
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Photovoice

Photovoice is one of many approaches under the umbrella of CBPR that
has been used to empower marginalized community members to work
together to “identify, represent and enhance their community through
a specific photographic technique” (Wang & Burris, 1997, p. 369). The
photovoice approach also offers pedagogical strategies to involve students
to work with marginalized populations as part of course work. It also offers
practical research methods for students to learn CBPR. Bonnycastle &
Bonnycastle (2015) commented on their experience in using photovoice
with students:

Students attended a photovoice methodology workshop in
which they learned about the ethics, the methodology and
the process to use photovoice to capture images of ‘hidden
homelessness’ and students agreed to share the findings of

this research with the agency. (p. 240)

We used photovoice in several projects and this method helped to
engage participants to share their experiences and stories. When working
with a group experiencing homelessness and living in a transitional facility,
they took pictures that often represented how they saw themselves prior to
experiencing homelessness. Their photos and accompanying stories were
exhibited at a local conference (with their permission), which resulted in
some emotional and positive feedback from community members. Many
stated that they now saw those experiencing homelessness differently
after reading their stories. They could now see that those experiencing
homelessness had their own histories, families, hopes, and dreams.

We are also aware of some of the challenges to using photovoice.
For example, Liebenberg comments on concerns about the “rigor in the
method’s application” (2018, p. 1) and possible negative impacts of publicly
sharing the findings. This is one of the reasons that research ethics guidelines
are so important. In our case, participants were given the choice of whether
they wanted to share their information, if they wanted to share it publicly
themselves, or whether they minded if someone else read their story. Most
chose to share their photos and stories but they did not necessarily want to
participate in a public forum.
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Mapping

Consistent with CBPR (Israel et al., 2008), participatory mapping uses
geographical maps to locate different issues. The goal was to maximize
engagement in the research and promote the inclusion of youth voices.
Mapping also functions as an empowerment strategy as well as a vehicle
for enhancing the communities in which they live (Santo, Ferguson, &
Trippel, 2010). It was used in this research to identify barriers and factors
that might contribute to youth homelessness and housing instability, as well
as to include youth voices to identify other needs and gaps from their own
perspective. This spatial data complements other data gathered through
surveys and interviews about physical spaces that are important for youth
in terms of risks or supports. We used a large map of the Thompson area,
along with coloured pins and sticky notes (similar to flags) to locate places
youth feel most at home, where they don't feel safe, where they gather with
friends, where they go for help when needed, and other places they feel are
important for youth. This discussion was enhanced by using this map of
Thompson, which encouraged the youth to share their life stories related to
particular locations. The youth involved in this exercise showed significant
knowledge about the places and stories they are familiar with. Those stories
have been recorded and analyzed by youth participants.

Getting to Praxis: Some Reflections

Being included in the society in which one lives is vital to the
material, psychosocial,and political aspects of empowerment
that underpin social well-being and equitable health (World
Health Organization. (Commission on Social Determinants

of Health, 2008, p. 33)

'The approaches previously outlined reflect ways of “getting to praxis™—
from learning, to action and reflection. They provide ways for participants to
develop new skills and promote equity and inclusion as well as acknowledge
that we all have much to offer. All experiences and perspectives represent
local knowledge that is often the foundation of any discussion or decisions
regarding community change. For example, understanding the perspective
of people experiencing homelessness and how they define the term “home”
provided us with crucial insight into how they exert agency within their
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lives (often as a matter of survival and well-being). Such insight can push
policy makers, service providers, advocates, and others to think beyond the
norm in addressing homelessness. Moore (2007) affirms this by stating:

The social, physical and individual contextualization is
increasing and broadening with a greater research focus
on homeless people themselves, their motivations, daily
activities, choices and desires. To understand the homeless
experience, it is necessary to accept that people find ways of
coping that demand respect. It may be our discomfort rather
than theirs that has led to a focus on the absence in this

experience, rather than the presence. (2007, p. 152)

Moore points out, in the case of people experiencing homelessness,
that it is imperative that their lived experience of homelessness becomes
a key part of the CBPR. Thus, it becomes important to find new ways to
engage with people on their own terms and to take the time necessary to
develop trusting relationships and capabilities that will build self-esteem.

As described earlier in this article, the use of photovoice, community
café consultation, mapping,and an appreciative approach are ways to include
the voices of those experiencing homelessness. When using photovoice, a
group experiencing homelessness decided which pictures to take, what the
accompanying story would be, and how and where the story would be
told, as well as what they wanted service providers and policy makers to
know. Similarly, the use of community cafés on the issue of homelessness
and youth experiencing homelessness and housing instability provided a
forum for everyone to be heard, especially those with a lived experience of
homelessness.

As outlined in the introduction, the partnership between the University
College of the North and the University of Manitoba’s Northern School of
Social Work was a new one in 2011. Part of the mission statements of both
universities is to serve the surrounding communities. Slowly, throughout
the past eight years, these two universities have partnered to educate
northerners on the possibilities for collaborative research. Issues such as
adult and youth homelessness, female student success, and violence against
women have been a focus at the community level.
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Community organizations across the North are often economically
challenged and do not have the people who can take on community
research. Even though Thompson is a small community, typically there are
no opportunities for community groups with overlapping interests to share
knowledge and dialogue about the future. Many participants mentioned
that bringing people together was beneficial in terms of future economic
and community development sustainability. Many groups who had
previously never worked with universities, have now partnered on many
projects producing community action plans, encouraging debates, and the
generation of research data and statistics.

Service providers have developed new relationships, have become
closer to the universities, and have started using and learning community-
based research methods to inform their practice. We saw examples of
this with the agencies that work with those experiencing homelessness in
Thompson. After two years that included several gatherings, community
café consultations, as well as a photovoice project, the City of Thompson
asked us to conduct a Point-in-Time (PiT) Homeless Count that would
provide much-needed statistics to the city. This research added to and
complemented the more qualitative community-based research that we
had carried out (M. M. Bonnycastle, Simpkins, Bonnycastle, & Matiasek,
2015). Both universities coordinated two PiT homelessness counts
and, after the authors of this article left from Thompson, a third PiT
homelessness count was conducted.

This is a clear example of a community-based particiaptory reserach
contribution to the development of northern communities and may be
an example of how our learning can be shared with other communities in
the Provincial North. Across the North small communities often lack the
skill and resources to carry out much-needed research, prepare funding
proposals, or conduct community consultations. For example, using
CBPR to complement the federal government’s efforts in developing PiT
homelessness counts is a way for communities to engage students, agencies,
lived-experience people, and other community members to work together
in a participatory way instead of working in the traditional top-down
research approaches. Thus, CBPR could be used in diverse environments
to engage diverse groups of people working towards the same goal of
“home for all,” which is important to consider within the context of

sustainable development (United Nations, 2017). As affirmed by Saxinger
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(2018) “North American Indigenous communities increasingly demand
a community-based participatory research (CBPR) approach to social
and natural sciences research undertaken on their traditional territories”
(p. 187).

A consequence of the developing relationships between the universities
and community agencies was also the acknowledgement of the importance
of research ethics. Today, local agencies and organizations are familiar with
consent forms and the OCAP (Ownership, Control, Access, and Property)
principles (FNIGC-CGIPN, 2016) are now followed. The partnerships
that were created to work on the issue of homelessness in Thompson
meant that there was a need for community education on ethics protocols
as well as community based participatory research protocols that included
community and cultural practices. Submitting research ethics applications
to both universities took some time at the beginning of the projects, but
agencies soon understood their value and this added to the credibility of the
university researchers. Also, conversely, the universities have opened their
doors further and have seen the value of partnering with the community to
engage in discussion and of conducting research that looks at community-
based sustainable solutions to the many social issues that northerners face.

We have also been able to use funding from institutions to develop
research as well as to supplement these sources with funding from
provincial and federal grants. On each of our projects we received funding
from many sources at national, provincial, and institutional levels. These
grants were often intended for community partnerships. For example,
University College of the North faculty members can apply for small
seed-grants for research that focuses on local issues and involves local
community members on an equal basis. Any money paid out as salary
must go to either student research assistants or local community members.
Our CBPR approach and findings have also been the cornerstone for
attracting new researchers to join our efforts and continue to the next steps
in projects we have initiated. An example is the "Building Futures” study,
which was a community-driven collaboration led by three community-
based organizations on youth transitioning out of Manitoba Child and
Family Services, and homelessness prevention. We have been working
with the lead researcher of this study to use the youth homeless count we
developed in 2016 (M. M. Bonnycastle & Simpkins, 2017), as well as to

use our methodological approaches to community engagement.
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In terms of challenges and limitations, our university—community
engagement has been successful in a variety of ways; however, sometimes
we struggled to move beyond a workshop or event to actual sustainable
changes and commitment for the long-term. For example, while we
gathered valuable information from youth experiencing homelessness and
housing instability, it was not within our power to strengthen or initiate
educational programs (life skills, employment preparation, skills to access
housing or further education or training), particularly for youth who will
soon be aging out of the foster care system—one of the issues identified
by youth but connected to policies and funding that is difficult to change.
When you bring people together from different agencies and programs,
each with their own mandate, it is often difficult to meet consistently
and work towards long-term goals. Typically, everyone is overworked and
dependent on insecure or short-term funding sources. The other challenge
is simply that conducting CBPR takes time (Saxinger, 2018). It takes time
to develop and build trust and relationships, and to work authentically
with groups of people.

To conclude, we want to summarize our article by borrowing Hall,
Tandon, and Tremblay’s (2015) words. They reflect on the importance of

university—community engagement:

Universities have long considered knowledge produced
by universities as the best and most legitimate. But in the
face of global crises that challenge humanity’s capacity to
respond, the value of alternative forms and paradigms of
knowledge is being revisited. As the ability of the technical-
rationalist knowledge long-favoured and reproduced by
universities is questioned for its adequacy for the current
moment, researchers are increasingly moved to work with
organizations and communities outside of the university in
order to co-generate knowledge which draws dynamically
on multiple epistemologies and life worlds. Such co-
creative acts of knowledge production are at the heart of
the university’s contribution to deepening knowledge
democracy and cognitive justice. (p. 6)
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University—community engagement in its many forms, has become a well

acknowledged approach to deepening relationships with the surrounding
community and using university resources to benefit everyone. In the
context of the Provincial North, both universities and communities can
benefit from working together, focused on place-relevant research with
the goal of economic and social sustainability (Shrivastava & Kennelly,
2013; Zapt, 2009). Hopefully some of the small initiatives described in this
article might represent some innovative ways to encourage dialogue and
community input on issues of local significance in a variety of locations.
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