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Mike is doing a joint degree in computer science and business administration. He spent the summer working for the Humane Society. His job for most of the summer was boring. He typed information about donors, pet adopters, partners and other stakeholders into a database that the Humane Society had used for years. It was the first job he’d had related to his degree and he was keen to impress the organization and do his best, even though he only made minimum wage.
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Mike had taken some courses on databases and various relationship management tools and had some ideas for improving the system. Toward the end of the summer, he approached his boss about with the idea of adopting a new database and system for managing the Society’s relationship with their users, donors and other stakeholders. His boss was impressed! So much so that his boss - who already had a full plate of projects and other priorities - asked whether Mike would stay on part time during the school year to research the criteria for evaluating several off- the-shelf software packages, help write a request for proposals, and ultimately help select a local consultant to implement the software. He offered him a raise to boot! His boss figured that one day a week would keep the project moving forward. 
The wrinkle was that Mike had failed a course in first year and needed to take an extra credit this fall. He wasn’t sure he’d have the time to do both the extra credit and keep working. 
Mike had an idea. He knew about a community-based course, where students worked with a community organization on a project and this counted toward
a course credit. He knew that he couldn’t be paid if he did it as a credit but wanted to do the work. He figured he could do the work for free and earn the extra credit that he needed so he met with the professor who ran the community-based research course in his department. He explained that he’d found a great project, namely to research and help implement the database, and wanted to register for the course to do it.
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The professor described the typical process for the community-based research course. First, community organisations were invited to propose project ideas to the professor in the spring and summer for students to pursue as research projects in the next academic year. Then students were given a chance to select projects from among these, and both student interest and capability were taken into consideration in matching students to projects. 
Mike explained that his boss hoped he’d continue working on it into the fall. He wasn’t trying to short-change any of the course requirements and was happy to work hard to earn the credit, all the while supporting the Humane Society. This was an interesting project for Mike, and it served a real community need. 
Despite sensing Mike’s keenness and knowing this would be a good project, the professor suggested that there were a few complications. First, it was Mike who was proposing the project rather than the Humane Society. Second, there was already a waiting list of organisations with projects that weren’t likely to get matched this academic year. The community demand was simply higher than the course could handle. Third, the professor wasn’t sure how to differentiate between the work Mike had done in the summer with the work he’d be doing during the academic year. 
But Mike really wanted to do this project. If he couldn’t get academic credit for doing the work, he’d have to drop a course and take the project on as a part-time job, but that meant he’d have another term of school and tuition to graduate. 
1. Is this a community-based research project that Mike should be allowed to pursue for university credit? 
2. Is there any middle ground? 
3. Who gets to decide about these projects? 
4. If it’s the professor who makes the decision, why do they get the power to decide? Who is representing the community in these decisions? 
5. What are some steps that might help find a middle ground for this project, if at all? 

For more information:
Trent Community Research Centre (705) 748-1093
TCRC@trentu.ca
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