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Unlike corporations that can just leave a dis-
tressed area, most colleges and universities’ 
fixed assets make them unlikely to relocate. 
In fact, colleges and universities are among 
the largest landowners and developers in 
their cities and exert a powerful influence.3 

Consider that at the end of fiscal year 1996, 
the book value for urban institutions’ land 
and buildings was almost $100 billion, 
including $8 billion in purchases from only 
the prior year.4 And the importance of uni-
versities to local economies is well known. 
Among the most significant economic 
impacts are enhancing the industry and 

technology base, employing large numbers 
of people, and generating revenue for local 
governments through expenditures on sala-
ries, goods, and services.

Partnering for 
Common Goals
Active involvement from the community 
is critical to success. To spur economic and 
community development, urban colleges and 
universities have developed ongoing rela-
tionships with municipal governments and 
community-based organizations (CBOs). 
Many universities also have established 

offices of community affairs or community 
engagement. The offices are typically led by 
someone from the community rather than 
someone from academia. They serve as both 
university portal and community liaison. 

Meanwhile, local governments rec-
ognize the importance of colleges and 
universities as anchor institutions in eco-
nomic and community development, and 
are being increasingly proactive. For exam-
ple, the Boston Redevelopment Authority 
now has a person whose role is to be a liai-
son with institutions of higher education. 

As formal partnerships have increased, 
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More than 50 percent of all degree-granting public and private in-
stitutions are in central cities, according to a 2002 report by the 
Initiative for the Competitive Inner City. Until recently, most urban 
colleges and universities remained enclaves of intellectual pursuit, 
seldom collaborating with surrounding neighborhoods and host 
cities to address urban problems.1 Now universities are adopting 
a perspective that puts more focus on surrounding communities. 2 

Both external and internal developments inspired the change. 
Externally, economic and social changes in cities and neighbor-
hoods encouraged universities to enhance the neighborhood and 
promote urban revitalization. Internally, colleges and universities 
realized that improving the quality of life in neighboring commu-
nities promotes a positive image and furthers universities’ ability 
to recruit students, faculty, and staff. 

Cooperation 
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higher-learning institutions have provided 
practical, technical assistance, such as neigh-
borhood planning or capacity-building for 
community-based organizations. For exam-
ple, Pratt Institute’s Center for Community 
and Environmental Design has developed 
long-term relationships with several New 
York City CBOs, facilitating a collaborative 
planning process with community partners, 
and helping to develop joint agendas driven 
by local stakeholders.5 

The University of Pennsylvania’s 
Center for Community Partnerships has 
integrated academic work with the needs 
of the West Philadelphia community 

through academically based community 
service (ABCS). ABCS is rooted in prob-
lem-oriented research and teaching.6 The 
university offers approximately 160 such 
courses in areas including the environment, 
health, education, and the arts. 

Other university initiatives intended to 
support community development include 
skills training (generally in classes for resi-
dents), professional services (such as visiting 
nurses or legal clinics), information technol-
ogy (such as shared databases or training for 
CBO staff ), and technical assistance to small 
businesses. Funding comes from sources 
such as the Office of University Partnerships 

at the U.S. Department of Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD).

In some cases, colleges and universi-
ties are involved in developing retail stores 
and housing, enhancing historic landmarks 
or parks, improving local schools, and even 
providing sanitation and security services. 
Their activities usually have an immediate 
impact on the neighborhood and on the city.

One example is Howard University in 
Washington, DC, which bought and held 
nearby blighted property for decades. In 
1997, it launched a massive revitalization 
initiative. The initial plan was to rehabilitate 
28 vacant houses and build new housing 

Northeastern University’s Davenport Commons project presents a model of community housing. Photograph: Mary Knox Merrill
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on 17 additional vacant lots. Since then, 
Howard has expanded its plans to include 
rehabilitating a former bread factory into 
university offices and a community center, 
renovating a neighborhood hospital, open-
ing a neighborhood security office, adding 
amenities to street and alley resurfacing, 
redeveloping open space, launching a major 
telecommunications infrastructure project, 
and boosting homeownership for Howard 
employees and local residents.

In Boston, Northeastern University’s 
Davenport Commons project presents a 
model of community housing for both local 
residents and students.7 It consists of 125 
units of housing for students and staff, 60 
affordable owner-occupied units, and 2,100 
square feet of retail space. The development 
process was complex, involving commu-
nity members, the university, and the City 
of Boston. Community members were 
concerned about a range of issues includ-
ing the physical design and the threat of 
gentrification. Eventually, the university 
partnered on the project with Madison Park 
Development Corporation, a communi-
ty development corporation, and with two 
local developers. 

In another example, the early 1980s 
saw Worcester’s Clark University estab-
lish a revitalization partnership with local 
residents, businesses, and churches. The 
Main South Community Development 
Corporation partnership (now the Uni-
versity Park Partnership) was formalized 
in 1995. Clark University holds a seat on 
the board of directors. Today there is a 
broad-based strategy emphasizing the devel-
opment of neighborhood amenities and 
the expansion of economic opportunities 
for residents and local businesses. In 2004 
the partnership was awarded the inaugural 

Carter Partnership Award, the nation’s most 
prestigious recognition for collaborations 
between universities and communities.8 

Opportunities
The evolving town-gown partnership pres-
ents new opportunities and challenges. 
Some local governments and nearby resi-
dents may mobilize to counter university 
activities because of social and economic 
concerns, quality of life in the neighbor-
hood, or the planning and design process. 
Understandably, partnerships have the most 
potential for success when they balance 
academic and community needs through 
a participatory and inclusive planning 
process. 

Members enter a partnership with 
interests that are important to them but 
not necessarily to others. Nevertheless, 
institutions, municipalities, and neighbor-
hoods are recognizing that they are part of 
a large, complex system and that their fates 
are intertwined. Universities contribute to 
the economy, civic life, and the built envi-
ronment by attracting human capital and 
technological innovation and by boosting 
the skills of the workforce. The city and 
neighborhood in turn support the uni-
versity’s ability to function by offering the 
public services and social and cultural ame-
nities that help to keep people and jobs in 
the area.

Successful collaboration requires a suffi-
cient investment of time and resources from 
each stakeholder to create lasting change. 
Ongoing communication and long-term 
relationships can generate goodwill in the 
neighborhood, support from the public sec-
tor, and a sense of cohesion and cooperation 
within the university itself. 

Today, many universities and similar 

anchor institutions understand their impor-
tant role in urban economic and community 
development and are demonstrating just 
how well enlisting diverse views can fur-
ther their own goals and those of the world 
around them. 
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