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Introduction 
 

York University’s reputation as a socially responsive and engaged university is well-
established.  The University has been particularly involved, through outreach and 
education access initiatives, with the Jane-Finch community.  Programs and initiatives 
such as Osgoode Hall Law School’s Community Legal Aid Support Program (CLASP), 
the Women’s Studies Bridging Program, York Youth Connection Summer Day Camp, 
the Faculty of Education’s Westview Partnership and the new York University-TD 
Community Engagement Centre continue to strengthen relationships between the 
university and its closest neighbours.  In broad terms, York’s mission statement 
reflects the commitment to accessible education and social justice that have shaped 
our institution and that are reflected in our academic programs and research activities. 
The 2005-2010 University Academic Plan (UAP) reaffirms these institutional values by 
including among its priorities the promotion and expansion of community education 
initiatives both domestically and internationally, and they continue to inform a wide 
range of new strategic partnerships being established in the urban environments of 
York, Peel and Durham Regions. 
 
Most recently, the new Vice-President Academic/Provost has embarked on a 
consultation process to develop a White Paper that will provide a renewed strategic 
vision describing where York University wants to be ten to fifteen years from now.  It 
asks and seeks to answer the most basic of questions: what do we hope York 
University will be, what are our aspirations and hopes for this great institution, in the 
year 2020?  Its purpose is to provide a careful, evidence-based and realistic 
assessment of our future prospects and challenges with the goal of defining how we 
can substantively differentiate ourselves from other post-secondary institutions. The 
University is thus at an important juncture of its own evolution and tasked to redefine 
its role and priorities, to align its community engagement activities with the University’s 
Mission and academic plans (e.g. the new UAP, faculty plans) and to foster an 
institutional culture that supports engagement.  
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Over the past year, the President’s Task Force on Community Engagement (Task 
Force) has been exploring three foundational questions.  What does it mean to be an 
engaged university?  What purpose does community-university engagement serve?  
Moving forward, how might York University distinguish itself, and sustain its future, as 
a leading engaged university?  The Task Force is seeking input from various 
stakeholders and will prepare a Final Report with Recommendations to be presented to 
President Mamdouh Shoukri, President and Vice-Chancellor by January 2010 and will 
also be provided as input for the Provostial White Paper (final report expected in April 
2010).  
 
Consultation Items 
 

1. What does mean to be an engaged university? 
 

2. What purpose does community-university engagement serve?   
 

3. Moving forward, how might York University distinguish itself and 
sustain its future as a leading engaged university? 

____________________________________________________________ 
 
Consultation Item 1 - What does mean to be an engaged university? 
 
The Task Force has proposed the following as a draft statement on engagement for 
the University:  
 
 

York University’s Statement on Engagement (Proposed) 
York University strives to be a recognized and leading engaged university.  York 
University values the diversity of knowledge and expertise within communities, 
locally and internationally, and among its many cross-sectoral partners.  As an 
engaged university, the University is committed to fostering and sustaining 
community-university collaborations that address pertinent community and 
social issues, prepare our students as both scholars and citizens and enhance 
our academic excellence. 
 

Consultation Item 2 - What purpose does community-university 
engagement serve?   
 
Strategic partnerships and engagement supports academic excellence, the student 
experience, innovative research and civic responsibility. Collaboration with community, 
private, public and non-profit partners enriches all aspects of the University.   
Community partners bring valued and a diverse range of knowledge, experience and 
opportunities that support the University’s commitment to excellence in research, 
teaching and innovation.  Students develop critical inquiry, interdisciplinary 
perspectives and emerge as engaged and informed citizens.  The University is also 
situated in a political, social, economic and cultural milieu that calls upon it to be an 
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active and responsive agent of public good.  At present, community engagement 
activities may be clustered under the following areas: 
 

 Improving access to post-secondary education 
 Enhancing student learning/curriculum 
 Supporting outreach to the community locally and internationally 
 Leveraging additional community and/or university resources 
 Supporting community capacity building 
 Enhancing research partnerships and knowledge exchange (that makes us 

more globally competitive) 
 

In addition to the proposed statement on engagement, the Task Force has also 
identified the need to develop six guiding principles for future community-university 
engagement activities as follows: 
 

Focus on community issues.  The University, and community-university 
collaborations including but not limited to research, service learning, 
teaching/training and outreach, should be guided by and responsive to issues 
identified by and within communities.   
 
Mutual benefit.  Activities undertaken should have clear and mutual benefits for 
all parties.  For the University, activities undertaken may support research, 
enrich the student experience, support recruitment of prospective students, 
enhance the profile of the University, etc.  For the community, activities 
undertaken may meet current and emerging community issues, support 
community capacity building among community residents, groups and 
organizations, increase educational attainment, etc. …make efforts to ensure 
that knowledge and expertise gained through such collaboration enhances local 
capacity and supports public good.  

 
Shared knowledge and expertise.  The Task Force emphasized the need to ask 
who was framing the questions of engagement, and the importance of 
recognizing the knowledge and expertise of all partners. Universities contribute 
empirical (i.e., evidence-based) knowledge and make an important contribution 
to building research capacity in the community and testing assumptions. At the 
same, however, the University is not the sole generator or transmitter of 
knowledge.  Community partners bring valuable knowledge and expertise often 
based on years of practical experience.  Community-university collaboration 
should value the distinct strengths that each partner brings and pay special 
attention to ensure that concerns for collaboration are identified and framed by 
all partners.  

 
Study and Evaluation.  The outcomes and processes of collaboration should be 
studied and evaluated for their potential impacts both at the community-level 
and within the university and offer valuable insight for future collaborations.  
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Transparency and accountability.  As a public and democratic institution, the 
University has a responsibility to ensure that community-university partnerships 
are developed and managed in a manner that is open, transparent and 
accountable to the community, University and the broader public.   

 
Transformation.  The process of engagement has the potential to generate 
important lessons and knowledge that encourages and results in a re-
examination of existing or traditional structures within the University, among 
post-secondary institutions and/or within communities.       
 
 

Consultation Item 3 - Moving forward, how might York University 
distinguish itself and sustain its future as a leading engaged university? 
 
The Task Force finds that York University is uniquely well-positioned to become a 
leading engaged university. Community engagement activities at York University are 
broad and diverse in scope, discipline, purpose and geography.  At present, the 
University has over 100 pan-university examples of community-university partnerships 
that include collaborative research, experiential education, community 
outreach/service, community capacity building initiatives, etc.  The University’s Mission 
also recognizes its unique and advantaged position in a dynamic, metropolitan and 
multicultural urban environment.  The University’s founding principles uphold values of 
social justice, accessible education, inter-disciplinary and innovative approaches.  Its 
history and mandate as a socially responsive institution along with its current range of 
engagement activities creates a unique opportunity for York University to emerge as a 
national and international leader in university engagement.  
 
The Task Force also noted that in order to achieve and sustain excellence as an 
engaged university, the University would need to develop better strategies to 
communicate, co-ordinate, evaluate and support both current engagement activities 
while continuing to explore and identify additional strategic opportunities.  The 
following are strategies for consideration:  
 

 
 Develop a comprehensive communications strategy that profiles and positions 

York University as an engaged university.    
 

 Ensure engagement activities achieve a balance that includes and is responsive 
to the Jane-Finch community (York University’s closest geographical neighbour) 
while engaging other communities locally and internationally where strategic 
opportunities exist.   

 
 Strengthen the University’s capacity to coordinate and provide a central “point 

of contact” for referrals, a dedicated website, the establishment of an 
information clearinghouse for projects and partnerships, identification and 
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 Embed meaningful and sustainable engagement into the institutional fabric of 

the University by including engagement as a core feature of the University’s 
Academic Plan, resource planning processes and future strategic directions. 

 
 Enhance collaboration, best practices sharing and connectivity between 

university engagement, community-based learning (e.g. continuing education, 
experiential learning) and community-based research.   
 

 Foster pan-university commitment to community engagement across faculties 
and develop strategies to support faculty development in this area.  

 


