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Abstract

:

The UCLA Labor Center used a combined participatory action research and research justice approach to study the challenges faced by workers and learners. Workers and learners are students who work while studying throughout their college careers. This research project has been carried out with the assistance of undergraduate students and college partners. We outline in detail the process we undertook to involve more than 500 students, beginning with the study design and ending with the dissemination of study results. We discuss the ways in which we, as researchers, were able to intentionally engage participants and honor their knowledge throughout the research process in order to advance policy reforms. This work entails of incorporating tenets of participatory action research (PAR) and Research Justice (RJ) to build the capacity of partners to produce knowledge. To this end, the work involves participants in every step of the knowledge lifecycle so that research across varying disciplines can impact education and employment policies that improve conditions for workers and learners in workplaces and universities and colleges.
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1. Introduction


For decades, more working-class students have gained access to college. Those attending public colleges and universities often do so without the financial security of low college tuition and financial support from which older generations benefitted (Perna and Li 2006). To counteract the divestment in public institutions of higher education, and, consequently, in students, a growing number of college students have sought employment, adding to the growing population of workers and learners on college campuses. As a population who work and study simultaneously throughout the school year, workers and learners face unique challenges in their day-to-day lives, such as lack of access to flexible work schedules (Shadduck-Hernández et al. 2018) or academic support (Blanchard Kyte 2017). Their unique struggles as workers and learners have become an issue of justice. Yet very few studies have examined the experiences of workers and learners (Broton et al. 2016; Riggert et al. 2006), much less how their jobs affect their schooling and vice versa (Allison et al. 2015; Cammarota and Fine 2008; Dwyer 1977). Scholarship that examines the experiences of working students tends to highlight the effects of work on their academic performance and career trajectories, paying little to no attention to how working students navigate both school and work. To address this pressing social problem and empirical gap, the Workers and Learners project, which spanned more than two years, examined the experiences of workers and learners attending three California public college systems in Los Angeles County.



As a community-engaged scholarship, the Workers and Learners research project not only seeks to identify the structural causes that result in a growing number of workers and learners on college campuses, but also engages undergraduate students in the research process, of whom the majority are workers and learners. Our research inquiry is informed by the epistemologies of participatory action research (PAR) and Research Justice (RJ), as indicated in our research and the course design that shaped the Workers and Learners project. To examine workers and learners’ experiences as they manage their work and school responsibilities, our research project reflects the long lineage of research rooted in PAR that examines issues of inequity alongside those most affected (Dick 2015; Torre et al. 2012; Zeller-Berckman 2014). Whereas most recent PAR projects have committed to being participatory by involving K–12 students (Bertrand 2018; Cammarota and Fine 2008; Torre and Fine 2006) or specific industries like domestic workers (Burnham and Theodore 2012) or food workers (The Food Chain Workers Alliance 2012) in the research process, the Workers and Learners project exemplifies the possibilities that emerge when scholars couple PAR with RJ to study issues that lie at the intersection of education and labor.



The larger goal of the Workers and Learners project is to examine the experiences of workers and learners through a labor lens, thus allowing us to see students as workers who are simultaneously navigating the challenges of working and being a student (see Ángeles et al. 2020a, 2020b, for a discussion of findings). However, this article focuses on the mechanisms we created to intentionally include and allow for the full participation of workers and learners throughout the research process, which is consistent with the core components of more critical community-engaged scholarship (e.g., real-life social problems are defined, investigated, and addressed with or by the community; Gordon da Cruz 2017). Additionally, by sharing the Workers and Learners project research process informed by PAR and RJ this article seeks to help other researchers and practitioners more critically engage in community research.




2. Literature Review


Since the 1970s, public higher education institutions have been targets of budget cuts and accountability efforts in order to more efficiently produce college graduates. With ever-shrinking budgets, the state’s investment in public education has been declining, causing state schools to increase their tuition and fees. At the national level, student aid has not kept pace with the ever-increasing cost of a college education in the 21st century. This combination of factors has created the student debt crisis, which affects a range of students, particularly those who have been historically excluded from postsecondary institutions, often first-generation college students. Given the increasing need for individuals to seek postsecondary education and preparation to succeed in a fast-changing, global, and highly technological economy, students have come to rely on more precarious, low-wage, and unsustainable jobs to manage their unmet financial needs (Ángeles et al. 2020a; Carnevale et al. 2015; Carnevale and Smith 2018).



Working to supplement financial aid is not a new strategy. In fact, decades ago, such efforts were common among college students. Many students who worked part-time jobs or summer jobs saved enough money to pay their tuition and living expenses without much distress. Today, though, such arrangements are no longer plausible, especially in urban areas like Los Angeles County, which has a high cost of living index (Manzo et al. 2021). Workers and learners, whom we refer to as people enrolled full-time in school and working at least 16 h a week, are a growing population of students across college campuses. Because a large portion of workers and learners tend to also identify as a first-generation college student, a student of color, and/or a student from a lower socioeconomic background, universities and employers must consider the ways in which they are supporting their academic and professional aspirations. These students not only make up part of our future workforce, but also represent the new traditional college student.



Though our understanding of the role of work in college students’ lives is growing (Ángeles et al. 2020; Blanchard Kyte 2017; Carnevale and Smith 2018), we still know very little about how labor practices impact college students and how these practices intersect with academic ones and thus shape a worker and learner’s day-to-day experience. Scholars from across a number of disciplines have found that people who are both enrolled full-time in school and employed for at least 16 h per week tend to face several challenges, the most concerning of which is delayed graduation times and/or deferral of studies (Carnevale and Smith 2018; Horn and Malizio 1996). Graduation times are also affected by the unstable schedules many workers and learners face (Ben-Ishai et al. 2016), which compel many such students to decide whether to prioritize school over work or vice versa (Ángeles et al. 2020; Shadduck-Hernández et al. 2018). Despite workers and learners’ desire to use their earnings to cover college expenses, many working in low-wage positions in the service industry find themselves unable to meet the rising costs of education (Carnevale and Smith 2018). Lack of accommodations and inflexible managers or faculty members can be another source of concern (Ben-Ishai et al. 2016), in part because most workers and learners are not unionized, especially as student campus workers (Flaherty 2019; Jacobs and Thomason 2018). Despite countless hours and multiple jobs, many individuals in this population remain housing and food insecure and worry about the affordability of future college semesters (Broton and Goldrick-Rab 2018; Crutchfield et al. 2016; Raskind et al. 2019).



The needs and struggles of workers and learners are invisible to many of their peers and colleagues with whom they interact on a daily basis at school and work. Though they are both workers and learners, they are often seen solely as a learner on the college campus, and a worker at their place of employment. In reality, they are both (Sukarieh and Tannock 2015). Policymakers, educators, and employers must offer solutions to the dire situations confronting workers and learners by empowering them in their dual roles.




3. The Specific Study Context


The UCLA Labor Center’s Workers and Learners project builds upon research conducted in 2014–2015 with young workers. This project involved not only collecting survey and interview data but also creating a short film, photo project, and curriculum to engage audiences around the study (for more details, see Sharma et al. 2020). The I am a #Young Worker study focused on the experiences of young adults (ages 18–29) working in the service industry in Los Angeles County, in which we found that over a third of young workers were also attending college (Waheed et al. 2015). Despite working, many young workers in school had accumulated an average of USD 20,000 in debt (Waheed et al. 2015). Such findings led us to examine the experiences and challenges of students who work across Los Angeles County as they navigate multiple public educational institutions and work across several job sectors.



Studying the experiences of workers and learners in Los Angeles is important for a number of reasons. Students—from those in high school to those in graduate programs—are integral to the fabric of Los Angeles County, comprising 2.7 million people and over one-quarter of the total population in 2018. Among all learners, 27% were in undergraduate programs, and the majority (82%) attended public colleges and universities. Among all students in Los Angeles County, 18% were employed, but 52% of undergraduates were working. In 2018, the research team began to work with multiple college partners across Los Angeles County to train students in field surveying for the Workers and Learners research project. In what follows, we outline our use of RJ and PAR as theoretical frameworks and the ways in which we integrated students, many of whom were workers and learners, over the course of the research process.




4. Conceptual Framework: Coupling Participatory Action Research with Research Justice


The history of PAR spans decades and includes various continents around the world. In the United States, scholars like Kurt Lewin and W. E. B. DuBois were among the first to utilize features of PAR to conduct investigations that examine “the policies, institutions, and social arrangements that help to form and deform, enrich and limit, human development” (Torre et al. 2012, p. 179). As a research methodology, PAR focuses on being inclusive of communities as researchers who investigate social problems. Among the first to utilize Action Research in the United States, Lewin saw the process as a “means of systematic enquiry for all participants in the quest for greater effectiveness through democratic participation” (qtd. in Adelman 1993, p. 7). Scholars of PAR also believe that documenting and examining the structures that create social injustices is necessary for informing and transforming policy and practices (Zeller-Berckman 2014).



The “participatory” element of PAR reflects its close consideration of participants’ role in research (Kindon et al. 2007). Scholar Michelle Fine has written about how the addition of the word “participatory” was meant to signal a shift in the ways that researchers were approaching action research and interacting with participants. This new task opened up opportunities for researchers to invite participants who were more intimately aware and directly affected by the issue under investigation. Including them in the research allowed participants to “shape the questions, the research, the knowledge, and the products” (What Kids Can Do n.d.). This method shifted how researchers viewed their participants, transforming them from subjects and even objects into advisors and experts (What Kids Can Do n.d.). With this model, researchers would no longer carry out studies on their own, but in partnership with those directly affected by the issues being studied. In Latin America, scholar Fals Borda has envisioned the researcher as someone who “facilitated the transformation of common knowledge to critical knowledge within a research collective” (qtd. in Zeller-Berckman 2014, p. 6). For Fals Borda, this effort meant working directly with Colombian peasant-farmers organizing to secure agrarian reform (Gutiérrez 2016; Robles Lomeli and Rappaport 2018). In recent years, scholars such as Torre et al. (2012) have discussed critical PAR as an epistemology rooted in “democratic participation” (p. 171). Working alongside study participants, critical PAR scholars tend to “operate on the more participatory end of the spectrum” (Zeller-Berckman 2014, p. 17).



At the UCLA Labor Center, our commitment to including participants throughout the research process is also informed by a research justice framework (DCRJ 2013; Jolivétte 2015). Operating within this framework means that research is utilized as a “vehicle for community to reclaim, own and wield all forms of knowledge and information as political ammunition in their own hands, in ways that are consistent with the community’s unique cultural and spiritual identity, and values and traditions” (Kim Lee 2015, p. xviii). The inclusion of students, many of whom identify as workers and learners, demonstrates our commitment to “expand[ing] traditional views of expertise, recognizing situated knowledge and systemic relationships” (Torre et al. 2012, p. 181). Research Justice scholars importantly describe intentional participant involvement as necessary for researchers to address the “limit[s] of community-based research,” as it “move[s] beyond participation to ‘community driven’ research, which prioritizes self-determination and community power” (Oparah et al. 2015, p. 121). Having students at the research table allows the research team to directly factor in and gain better insight into the subjective experiences they and their peers undergo as well as shape the research design. From the outset of our research design, we saw the students—who represent diverse worker and college experiences and communities across Los Angeles County—as experts who can comment on and contribute to all aspects of the research. Our critical engagement with them and their diverse knowledge sets and resources also collectively shaped the study’s policy and social reform recommendations and action agendas (Jolivétte 2015). Privileging the expertise of workers and learners allows us to move towards attaining not just research justice, but social justice (Gordon da Cruz 2017). How we intentionally carried out this project with students as fellow researchers throughout all aspects of the inquiry process is the focus of our paper.




5. Methodology


The University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) Labor Center and the Dolores Huerta Labor Institute of the Los Angeles Community College District, in partnership with the UCLA Institute for Research and Employment and the UCLA Labor Studies program, launched the Workers and Learners research project to contextualize the realities of this population and build broader engagement among community, educator, employer, and policy stakeholders in 2017. This multi-year project continues as we explore the ramifications of COVID-19 on workers and learners’ academic and work experiences (Ángeles et al. 2020b; Labor Summer Research Program 2020 Team 2020).



To date, we have carried out three different studies: Unseen Costs: The Experiences of Workers and Learners in Los Angeles County (Ángeles et al. 2020b); A Survey of Workers and Learners in Los Angeles County During COVID-19 (Ángeles et al. 2020a); Workers and Learners during a Global Pandemic and Social Uprising (Labor Summer Research Program 2020 Team 2020). We used surveys and interviews across our three studies to better understand the experiences and challenges of students who work. For our larger project, Unseen Costs, we collected 869 surveys and 75 interviews across the public university system in Los Angeles County between August 2018 and May 2019 (Ángeles et al. 2020b). In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, we surveyed 236 workers and learners attending public colleges in Los Angeles County (Ángeles et al. 2020a). Our most recent report is based on 138 surveys and 25 interviews collected from Los Angeles public colleges and universities in August 2020. This most recent study builds on existing knowledge concerning the experiences of workers and learners by documenting how their academic, employment, and life experiences have changed since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in a moment of social uprising (Labor Summer Research Program 2020 Team 2020).



Unique to this project is how our research team has worked with California Community College, California State University, and UCLA professors and students to implement the survey and participate in the data analysis. Since 2018, we have recruited more than 500 students through their college classes to participate in the research process. We trained students to conduct face-to-face surveys with workers and learners within their community and peer networks. The surveys touched upon their education/college experiences, work experiences, the impact of “doing” both education and work, and demographics, as well as the impact of COVID-19 and Black Lives Matter protests. An additional core team of 50 undergraduate students developed interview guides and engaged in data analysis through independent study and the UCLA Labor Summer Research Program (LSRP) over three summers. These smaller groups of undergraduate students delved deeper into issues affecting workers and learners such as the toll that working and learning takes on their mental health and their sense of belonging. Participants received a USD 20 stipend for completing a survey, and a USD 25 e-gift card (LSRP 2018 and LSRIP 2020) or a water bottle (LSRP 2019) for the interview.



We sought to include students in a participatory research process that prioritizes student-worker leadership and centers workers and learners’ perspectives. Our approach included developing survey and interview questions with a group of workers and learners. Collecting and analyzing data was integrated as a class assignment across community college and university courses in the California Community College, California State University, and University of California institutions in Los Angeles County. We utilized a combination of both small and large group activities to review and discuss the implications of the research findings. In addition, a core undergraduate research team led deeper analysis to synthesize the results through a series of UCLA Labor Studies courses (see Table 1). Together with students, we developed data infographics and disseminated the findings to other workers and learners and community stakeholders through a series of in-person workshops and online-webinars.




6. Creating Opportunities for Participation throughout the Knowledge Lifecycle


6.1. Research Design with Workers and Learners


Our commitment to research justice allowed us to reimagine the research design process. One of the primary tenets of RJ entails “traditionally marginalized communities identif[ying] a need for knowledge that can [then] be used as a basis for building power and creating institutional change” (Oparah et al. 2015, p. 121). For the Workers’ and Learners’ project, the research process begins with community members—or workers and learners, in our case—developing research questions and informing the research design process from the very beginning (Fine and Torre 2019; Gordon da Cruz 2017). Our research project began with the inclusion of undergraduate students who worked to shed light on the struggles they were facing as workers in their low-wage jobs, and the pressures to perform well as college students.



Our first step in the research design process took place during the 2016–2017 academic year and involved a group of undergraduate students familiarizing themselves with the literature on student workers, working students, and their experiences of juggling work and school schedules (Blanchard Kyte 2017; Bozick 2007; Carnevale et al. 2015; Ehrenberg and Sherman 1987; Horn and Malizio 1996; Tannock and Flocks 2003). These undergraduate students were formally enrolled in an independent study with Shadduck-Hernández (see Table 1). While earning credits for their labor studies minor, undergraduate students gained research experience. The next step in this process involved undergraduate students with the support of Shadduck-Hernández inviting experts like scholar Sara Blanchard Kyte to speak to students and to the larger education community on her research concerning working learners (Blanchard Kyte 2017). Engaging with experts and community stakeholders occurred during the 2017–2018 academic year—after the undergraduate students completed an extensive literature review on the issues affecting workers and learners. These two activities helped inform the research questions and the framing for the Workers and Learners research project.



We strived to move away from passive participation and create opportunities for undergraduate students, who often identified as workers and learners, to partake in the research study’s decision-making process (Zeller-Berckman 2014). Including undergraduate students as research partners (Asad 2019) allowed the project’s foundation to meaningfully address the most pressing issues facing workers and learners with research and policy recommendations that fit their needs. Integrating undergraduate students into the study afforded them the opportunity to influence the “research questions and outcomes” and, consequently, to “determin[e] what social, legal, economic, cultural, and/or political policies are needed” (Asad 2019, p. 4). By reviewing the literature and allowing them to reflect on their own lived experiences, we created spaces for undergraduate students to begin naming the unsustainable—and often invisible—realities of juggling work and school. Extending such opportunities to our undergraduate students was critical in our effort to showcase how research can inform the goal of activism, which is to “change the conditions of social life which maintain irrationality, injustice and incoherent and unsatisfying forms of existence” (McTaggart 1994, p. 333).




6.2. Data Collection with Workers and Learners


A core focus of PAR is the inclusion and democratic participation of community members in the research process (Torre et al. 2012). While PAR researchers have made strides to increase community participation at all stages of research (Kindon et al. 2007; Fine and Torre 2019), community engagement can still vary throughout the research process (Dick 2015; Gaffney 2008; McTaggart 1994; Wadsworth 1998; Zeller-Berckman 2014). Assumptions about who the research experts are, who wields knowledge, and ultimately who holds power in the data collection process, often determines the degree of community participation. Utilizing the RJ framework, participation from workers and learners at all stages of research remained a core value and priority for our project. Before we began data collection, we partnered with faculty members who taught at various Los Angeles County colleges and universities (see Table 2). They helped broker the relationship between our research team and undergraduate students both at and outside of UCLA by integrating the Workers and Learners research project into their courses. Collaborating with faculty allowed us to center the efforts on more than 500 undergraduate students, many of whom identified as workers and learners, throughout the data collection process (DCRJ 2013).



Partnering with faculty allowed us to expand our involvement with undergraduate students in the Workers and Learners project. We aimed to be cognizant of the unequal power relationships between researchers and participants that tend to exist in social science research, including in the surveying process. Thus, we had UCLA undergraduate students train other undergraduate students across campuses to conduct the survey themselves. The UCLA student trainers had been involved with the Worker and Learners project during the research design process and early piloting of the survey (see Table 1). This arrangement allowed us to share power with undergraduate students, who not only shaped the project but helped expand the scope of data collection in a way that centered their personal experiences as workers and learners.



During this second phase of the research process, undergraduate students collaborated on survey data collection from all the Los Angeles County public colleges and universities. Student trainers traveled to our faculty partners’ college campuses and led survey training in their college classes. Undergraduates, with the assistance of research team members, reviewed the survey instrument, engaged in face-to-face role play, examined Institutional Review Board guidelines, and discussed recruitment strategies. Reading through the survey together afforded students time to reflect on the different sections of the survey and types of survey questions. In addition to covering all the data collection logistics in the 75–to–95-min training session, student trainers introduced the RJ framework to other students. Many participants were hearing about RJ for the first time. Our goal from the beginning was to communicate that our Worker and Learner surveys were “created and conducted by and for those impacted by the issue,” so that we can “use it as a tool for social change” (UCLA Labor Center 2019, slide 5; DCRJ 2013). Overall, these student-led trainings familiarized the workers and learners with the content and structure of the survey, serving to demystify the research process and allowing them to engage further and offer their own insights.



The student-led training enlisted more than 500 workers and learners across Los Angeles County, who were trained to administer surveys and collect the data needed to drive change in their communities. The student-led training sessions were important for a few reasons. The workers and learners not only took on the role as surveyors, but also received training to learn how to create their own knowledge, a key process in keeping with the Research Justice framework (Smith 2015). Conversations about the importance of RJ helped workers and learners see themselves as the experts, situating their knowledge and perspectives as the foundation for the project. To maintain the “rigor” of what is often perceived as “true” scientific research, more traditional PAR methods may involve consulting with community members only after the data have been collected by the researchers (Sandwick et al. 2018). Utilizing an RJ framework through the data collection process guarantees that workers and learners personally document and examine the structures creating inequities in their lives as students and workers (Bay 2019). Workers and learners from different schools and backgrounds critically examined the issues they faced and collectively imagined the solutions that would best meet their needs (Darder 2015). Regular post-training debriefs with the survey training team helped us incorporate the feedback from the students, improve the material, and make it more accessible and comprehensible for the workers and learners participating in our subsequent trainings.




6.3. Data Analysis with Workers and Learners


The third phase of our research process involved discussing the study’s findings with those collecting the data. For the larger study, this process lasted more than a year. For the complementary studies, this process lasted the length of the students’ course term. From the moment data were entered into Qualtrics, the data management software we utilized for this project, we included undergraduate students in our analytical process. The students, who were directly affected by precarious labor conditions and the lack of institutional support from colleges, were able to convey the meaning they attributed to the emerging data. Grounded in RJ, workers and learners brought their “multiple forms of knowledge” to the research table as we analyzed the experiences of workers and learners across Los Angeles County (Oparah et al. 2015, p. 135). Our goal was to move away from traditional PAR projects in which participants have a limited role in the analytical process after having been involved in the study design and/or data collection (Tanabe et al. 2018). They contributed key analytical insights (Sandwick et al. 2018) that informed the findings discussed in our multiple reports.



Working with the same students who helped us collect the data, we adapted our student-led trainings to incorporate new activities that facilitated focused discussions around the survey and interview raw data. Activities differed based on the data being analyzed—quantitative (survey) or qualitative (interview) data. Because the Workers and Learners research project has been both multi-year and spanned the entire county, data analysis took place across the different labor studies classes and independent study courses for which participating students received college credit (see Table 3).



Analyzing quantitative data has involved various key activities, leading to insightful conversations about the various factors impacting a worker and learner’s working, schooling, and personal experiences. Because faculty members taught their courses over a 10- or 16-week period, we were limited on time; thus, to train students in data analysis, our UCLA student trainers returned to the classroom soon after students finished data collection. To guide our conversations with students, our student trainers held data analysis workshops with their undergraduate peers at the Los Angeles County California State Universities and the California Community College classes. In these data analysis workshops, students learned about the data analysis process, engaged in critical discussions about preliminary findings, and provided nuanced perspectives to help elucidate the data. We began reviewing data by compiling the initial frequencies from Qualtrics into a presentation on Google Slides. We created a worksheet that tasked students to reflect on those data points. Because we visited classrooms throughout the year, we were able to present on the most up-to-date frequencies in the analysis workshops. Furthermore, to ensure that all students had an opportunity to speak on the issues confronting workers and learners, students reviewed the findings for each core survey section (e.g., finances, college and work experience connections, work life, school life) in small-group discussions. Together, they reflected on the following questions:




	
What data points confirm or contradict what you know about workers and learners?



	
What data points are powerful? Why?



	
What problem(s) does that data point highlight? What could be some solutions?



	
Any other thoughts/reflections?








This data review ensured that all students across campuses who had collected data firsthand had the opportunity to share their reflections on the data results, and thus be a part of the broader conversation about worker and learner experiences. Like these in-classroom reflections, our UCLA student trainers produced reflection memos, an important step in the RJ approach for enacting change (Darder 2015). Securing opportunities for students to work together to discuss and analyze the data collaboratively has been a major component of working with our faculty partners across Los Angeles.



Having finished these data analysis workshops at the end of the 2018–2019 academic year, we engaged in “deep dives” with undergraduate students in the 2019 Labor Summer Research Program (LRSP) summer program. These focused sessions had students unpack the survey data and findings and decide what areas they would like to learn more about through further research. These “deep dives” were possible only after Ángeles, Wong, and a group of undergraduate students had cleaned the survey data in SPSS, a statistics software package. With the students, we were able to explore what the survey data looked like, how the data were organized in the program, and key statistical concepts that would allow them to guide their own analysis. This process resembles what Torre et al. (2012) has described as “Stats-n-Action,” a way to engage student researchers in quantitative analysis by running analysis in real time with academics and analyzing the statistical output together to generate greater familiarity and understanding of the data (Torre et al. 2012).



Students not only analyzed data with each other in the classroom environment, but also, on several occasions, involved community stakeholders including student peers, faculty, and community organizers. Building on the data analysis workshops, students hosted several data gallery walks. In some participatory research conversations, these data gallery walks are known as data equity walks, a more active mode of exploring “the data individually before collectively discussing implications and identifying solutions to address disparities and improve outcomes” (The Education Trust-West 2016). All data gallery walks took place in community settings and were facilitated entirely by the students. The audience for the first data gallery walk were students. These events also featured music, games, and small group dialogue to discuss data points and worker and learner issues. The second event targeted faculty and other community stakeholders. Students created different stations to reflect emerging themes from the research findings. At each station, students presented four posters that included two to three visual graphics. Each station had one to two notetakers and one to two facilitators to guide the discussion around the data that community stakeholders and faculty highlighted using red stickers to indicate data points that they thought either confirmed or contradicted what they knew about workers and learners and blue stickers to highlight the data points they found powerful. They were also given “Solutions and Strategies” handouts on which participants could take note of the problems that the data highlighted, and provide solutions that were geared toward practice, policy, and cultural transformation. This event was also replicated with more than 100 community college students at Pierce Community College. These were powerful experiences in which undergraduate students from different college systems came together to engage in collective dialogue and make sense of the emergent findings. These community presentations demonstrated what Keer and Bussmann (2019) have underscored as the value of public thinkers and activists—seeing their expertise as being on par with that of scholars and academics. The gallery walks showcased the student’s intellectual authority beyond academic ability, to include “spiritual, communal, cultural and lived experiences as forms of expertise” (Bay 2019, p. 13), thus allowing them to reclaim various forms of knowledge and to use the information to create change that is consistent with their values and needs (Kim Lee 2015).



Workers and learners also informed analysis of qualitative data. Since spring 2019 was spent analyzing quantitative data, LSRP students were invited to enroll in the UCLA Labor Summer Research Program in which they would learn to analyze interview data. The course covered a range of topics including coding, writing analytical memos (Saldaña 2016), crafting policy recommendations (Koonse 20192019), and visualizing qualitative data (Hooper n.d.). Students also received training on how to use Dedoose, an analysis software for coding and conducting more refined code analysis of patterns. Initial discussions centered around whether they felt the codebook captured the varying aspects of the worker and learner experience as it related to labor conditions, academic experiences, and socioemotional needs (Saldaña 2016). After discussing the addition of new codes, students began to craft research questions that the data might help answer. This process led to the composition of a research memo for which students in the class, who again were workers and learners, reflected on the worker and learner experience. Orlando Fals Borda has posited that scholars need such deep, participatory reflections to achieve Research Justice (McTaggart 1994).



While the research memo was an individual activity, it was informed by the prior many discussions among students. This collaborative space of exchange resembles what Fine and Torre (2019) have described as participatory contact zones, spaces where very differently positioned people come together—across power, privilege, and vulnerabilities—to develop theoretical and methodological designs that focus on structural dynamics, engage history and contemporary social movements, and assume lives are simultaneously filled with pain, joy, and resistance (p. 434).



The range of discussions held also allowed students to identify recommendations they would make based on the survey and interview data. They were able to not only “critically examine what is” but also collaboratively “imagine what could be” (Fine and Torre 2019, p. 436). Though making recommendations serves the practical purpose of identifying possible solutions to pressing problems, the recommendations that the workers and learners highlighted in their memos were based upon the “magic wand” question—a question in both the survey and the interview—which queried students about the one thing they would change regarding their current working and academic experiences. “Magic wand” responses informed the discussions workers and learners had regarding policy recommendations, giving us the opportunity to “imagine the world beyond our current social and material conditions” (Darder 2015, p. 23). Our reports’ recommendations were informed by the reimaginings of over 700 workers and learners about “what might be” for workers and learners at their workplaces as well as their colleges (Darder 2015, p. 23).




6.4. Workers and Learners Disseminating Findings


Involving undergraduate students throughout our analysis process was crucial to informing the three reports we have written and published thus far (Ángeles et al. 2020a, 2020b; Labor Summer Research Program 2020 Team 2020). However, their contribution did not stop there. Adopting the tenets outlined by critical scholars like Michelle Fine, Andrew J. Jolivétte, and Cynthia Gordon da Cruz, the UCLA Labor Center has assumed the role of securing and utilizing institutional resources to facilitate opportunities so that our undergraduates can tell their stories about being a worker and learner utilizing the data they helped collect. This type of resource brokering upholds the last principle of RJ, which calls upon researchers to afford community members “control over all stages of the ‘knowledge lifecycle’—from producing, analyzing, interpreting, packaging, and deploying knowledge” (Kim Lee 2015, p. xviii). Utilizing institutional resources allowed workers and learners the opportunity to directly communicate the report findings and share their lived experiences with a larger, more public audience (Lykes and Hershberg 2012). We highlight three different ways that we have involved undergraduate students in research dissemination, the final phase of the research process.



As we concluded the writing process, the research team collectively planned dissemination and media outreach strategies with workers and learners who had been participating in the project since summer 2019. As a research team, we discussed the importance of having workers and learners represent each segment of the three public college systems in Los Angeles County. Each public college system was represented by at least three undergraduate students. Initially our goal had been to do a press release at a local community college, but COVID-19 led us to move the event online. In planning for our press release, we realized that not all of our workers and learners had prior experience speaking as a representative on behalf of a cause and/or with the media as a spokesperson (California Immigrant Policy Center 2019; The Center for Media Justice 2009). We worked with the UCLA Institute for Research and Labor Employment’s communications team to provide spokesperson training sessions and resources to support our workers and learners as they prepared to highlight how the reports’ various findings resonated with their lived experiences. In our training, we highlighted that they were intimately knowledgeable with the research study—having been involved throughout the research process—but, most importantly, having lived the plight of workers and learners. As these workers and learners came together, representing different lived experiences, they embodied the “sacredness [that] comes from putting the pieces of knowledge together collectively; that makes that knowledge sacred is not that a few people know it, but that it is known by many” (Smith 2015, p. 208).



Following the online press release, blog posts were published to reach a more public audience. While Ángeles published a blog post speaking to our studies’ findings and recommendations (Ángeles et al. 2020), a student researcher, Ayala, wrote another blog post highlighting the different ways in which the report findings reflected her lived experiences as a worker and learner (Ayala 2020). She composed this blog with the assistance of Shadduck-Hernández and the communications team, which helped secure a platform for her to publish her piece. Together, the communications and research team supported workers and learners like her in disseminating their accumulated knowledge (Smith 2015) to a larger public audience. Throughout our spokesperson training, we emphasized their individual and collective power as workers and learners in “creating, owning, and wielding information to affect change in their communities and lives” (Keer and Bussmann 2019, p. 15).



Among the most powerful activities the research team has facilitated have been the various Worker and Learner Summits, held since the release of our reports. These summits have centered around workers and learners utilizing the report findings to mobilize for change (Jolivétte 2015; Torre et al. 2012). Torre et al. (2012) suggested that the following actions can emerge from the research process: (a) building theory, (b) contributing to social policy, (c) performing data, and (d) distributing evidence to organizing allies. Similarly, Jolivétte and colleagues (2015) argued that RJ is a “movement-building strategy” encompassing “(1) strategies for knowledge construction and self-determination; (2) strategies for community mobilization; and (3) strategies for social transformation and policy reform” (p. 6). In order to bring the reports’ findings to important stakeholders, workers and learners have organized various summits in which they not only present report findings to college faculty, administrators, and university staff, but then invite them to commit to taking concrete actions to make educational spaces more welcoming and attentive to the needs of workers and learners. This is the ultimate goal of involving participants in the research process—equipping and empowering them to take part in the “process of knowledge production about their lives ... and social conditions” (Salomón 2015, p. 190) as workers and learners—so as to effect change in the larger sociopolitical context (Oparah et al. 2015). This is research justice in action.





7. Conclusions


This article highlights how a university research project about the work and educational experiences of undergraduate students applied the tenets of PAR and RJ to build partner capacity, produce knowledge, involve participants in the knowledge lifecycle, and impact labor and higher education policy. Like other critical community engaged scholarship practitioners (Gordon da Cruz 2017), we were intentional about our research design and prioritized collaborating with and engaging faculty and students across multiple disciplines in all aspects of the research process to collectively improve conditions for workers and learners in their workplaces and postsecondary institutions.



Our goal was to showcase the various ways in which we designed our research activities and classrooms to “empower participants [while] recogniz[ing] their experiences as forms of knowledge making that we need in our research” (Bay 2019, p. 13). Our findings indicate that, with proactive research planning, design, and faculty collaboration, undergraduate students—with appropriate training in their college courses—can successfully become researchers and advocates in examining problems that impact them and their communities. This paper demonstrates how undergraduate students were integrated from the outset in the development of the research design, crafting of inquiry questions, piloting, amending, and applying research instruments, training other college students to become surveyors, analyzing the data, writing memos for the final report, and creating media materials and dissemination strategies and events to share the research results.



While this paper focuses on the strengths and benefits of PAR and RJ approaches in the Workers and Learners Project, a few limitations should be addressed. Given the scale at which this project operated (i.e., the training and inclusion of workers and learners at the UCs, Cal State, and California Community Colleges across LA county), it was a challenge to ensure equal representation at all stages of the project. Because the project was initiated and housed at the UCLA Labor Center with significant UCLA Labor Studies student participation in the development phases as well as throughout the life of the project certain aspects of Cal States and Community Colleges students’ experiences were not highlighted, for example, in the survey instrument (e.g., different reasons for choosing a community college beyond gaining credentials needed to transfer to a 4-year program). Subsequent worker and learner studies should integrate undergraduate students from across the three public higher education systems with adequate access to funding and resources to include students across campuses in all phases of the research, particularly in the survey and interview protocol design. At the time of our study, our partner community college and Cal State systems did not have equal access to resources and research funds which can impact data collection and analysis. While the research team offered comprehensive training in survey data collection and analysis to students through their Cal State and Community Colleges classes, researchers did not have as much control over survey administration and the number of completed surveys. As a result, data collection and analysis could be compromised. Larger institutions (e.g., UCs) with access to resources and infrastructure, should consider expanding research partnerships with Cal States and Community Colleges to support their faculty and workers and learners in the development of sustainable PAR and RJ research agendas.



Despite these limitations, this project contributes to the ongoing conversation about what it means for research participants to “participate” in research studies informed by the epistemology of PAR coupled with RJ. This approach allows us to challenge the power dynamics through which knowledge is often produced (e.g., top down), moving towards “the creation and maintenance of equitable power relationships across researcher and non-researcher” (Asad 2019, p. 3), ultimately producing information that can help workers and learners advocate for their needs. While the current project may have benefited from other qualitative methods, such as structured interviews or case studies, providing a more in-depth understanding of the worker and learner experience, the PAR and RJ approach allowed for broader access to a more diverse sample of workers and learners from LA County. This approach provides an important snapshot of the various needs of workers and learners across different school systems in California to demonstrate the shared challenges they face as workers and learners in managing the demands of school and work. For example, data from this project highlighted pressing financial needs that are often obscured by the narrative of the traditional college student who is viewed as a full-time student with no major life or work responsibilities. However, this is far from the reality of workers and learners, many of whom must work to pay for basic household expenses, followed by their college expenses. Further, the data helped generate key recommendations to inform policies and institutions, such as providing tools for students and families to navigate financial systems, expanding work-study opportunities, and finding ways to make college affordable for all (see Ángeles et al. 2020b for more findings and recommendations). By utilizing RJ to inform our research design and process, we are able to address the shortcomings of PAR-informed inquiry projects that do not address how to intentionally involve participants in the research process, which is necessary to “develop critically conscious knowledge, dismantle structural inequity, and make society more socially and racially just” (Gordon da Cruz 2017, p. 376).



We invite researchers to consider the ways that they are collaborating and leveraging the skills and expertise of the participants with whom they engage in community-engaged scholarship. It is our hope that others will find the Research Justice framework as helpful as we have found it as we strive to not only expand access to research opportunities for students attending postsecondary institutions, but also engage in a research process that actively incorporates the insights of students from the onset (Gordon da Cruz 2017). Without the support of our research partners, revealing the labor violations, scheduling inequities and workplace conditions that workers and learners face in their everyday lives would not have been possible. Only by inviting those most affected by these unjust labor practices (Ben-Ishai et al. 2016; Flaherty 2019; Jacobs and Thomason 2018) and educational structures (Ángeles et al. 2020a; Carnevale et al. 2015; Carnevale and Smith 2018) can we identify and reimagine the “policies, institutions, and social arrangements that help to form and deform, enrich and limit” (Torre et al. 2012, p. 179) workers and learners’ ability to thrive and succeed.
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Table 1. Timeline of Research Process.
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Timeline of Workers and Learners Research Project




	
Duration of Research Phase

	
Research Phase

	
Specific Activities






	
Academic Year

2016–2018

	
Research design with workers and learners

	
UCLA undergraduate students and the research team developed a literature review.




	
UCLA undergraduate students engaged in discussions about the experiences of students who work throughout college with community stakeholders and experts.




	
UCLA undergraduate students and the research team developed research questions for the survey and interview.




	
Academic Year

2018–2019

	
Study 1 Data Collection

	
UCLA undergraduate students in the 2018 Summer LSRP piloted and refined the survey.

UCLA undergraduate students and research team visited community college and university classes to introduce Workers and Learners project and trained them in survey data collection.

California Community College, California State University, and UCLA students collectively engaged in gathering survey and interview data.




	
Data analysis with workers and learners

	
As survey and interview data were collected, UCLA undergraduate students and the research team re-visited community college and university classes to analyze emerging findings together. This was an ongoing process that lasted months.

Once the data collected were cleaned, UCLA undergraduate students in the 2019 Summer LSRP began to analyze 869 surveys.




	
Academic Year

2019–2020

	
Continuation of Study 1 Data Collection

	
UCLA undergraduate students in the 2019 Summer LSRP program collected 30 more interviews to gather more specific data (n = 75).




	
Data analysis with workers and learners

	
A group of UCLA undergraduate students analyzed interview data (n = 75) and engaged in writing memos.




	
Academic Year

2020–2021

	
Study 2 and 3 Data collection in response to COVID-19 and remote learning.

	
In the spring and summer 2020, the research team trained students attending Los Angeles Pierce Community College, California State University, Long Beach, and UCLA to collect survey and interview data. Data were analyzed together.




	
Dissemination with workers and learners

	
During the summer, workers and learners from the California Community College, California State University, and UCLA received training to be spokespeople and presented data to community stakeholders.

Workers and learners have since engaged in disseminating findings via blogs and online webinars.
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Table 2. Research Partners.
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	College System in Los Angeles County
	Institution of Faculty Partners





	California Community College
	Los Angeles Harbor College

Los Angeles Mission College

Los Angeles Pierce College

Los Angeles Southwest College

Los Angeles Trade-Tech



	California State University
	CSU Dominguez Hill

CSU Los Angeles

CSU Long Beach

CSU Northridge



	University of California
	University of California, Los Angeles
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Table 3. Related Courses.
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	Research Opportunities for Undergraduates
	Brief Description and Goals
	Duration
	Number of Students





	UCLA Labor Studies Independent Studies
	Workers and learners helped with various aspects of the research process, including the literature review, data collection, and data analysis as well as data dissemination.
	Fall 2017

Winter 2019

Spring 2019

Fall 2020

Winter 2021
	10



	UCLA Research Seminar
	In this course, students had an opportunity to analyze data, contribute their analysis to the report, and create recommendations and dissemination materials. Students developed an understanding of the critical debates regarding the role of research and policy as it relates to Los Angeles’s working students.
	Fall 2018

Fall 2019

Spring 2020
	22



	UCLA Labor Summer Research Program
	Students immersed themselves in applied research focused on the social, economic, and political context and experiences of “workers and learners,” or those who work and attend college in Los Angeles County. Students learned to conduct surveys, analyze data, and contribute their analysis to a research brief.
	Summer 2018, 2019, 2020
	88



	LA County Colleges and Universities Partnership
	Worker and learner surveyors trained students by attending community college and CSU classes; two separate sessions for each class. The first training session focused on learning about the survey project and practicing how to conduct the survey and how to enter their survey results in a Qualtrics spreadsheet. The second class reviewed survey results in a participatory gallery walk and small group format to discuss and critique their data. These trainings were formally incorporated in the courses of faculty taught across the California Community Colleges and California State Universities.
	Academic Year

2018–2019

Spring 2020
	467
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