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Compensating Community Knowledge-Holders 
 

University Workgroup Members:  Sara Axtell (Office for Public Engagement and Family Social Science), 
MJ Gilbert (School of Social Work), Laurel Hirt (Center for Community-Engaged Learning), Laurie Moberg 
(Institute for Advanced Study), Tex Ostvig (Multicultural Center for Academic Excellence), Amy Shanafelt 
(Family Medicine and Community Health), Monica Siems McKay (Center for Community-Engaged 
Learning), Christine VeLure-Roholt (Leadership Education and Development), Makeda Zulu-Gillespie 
(Robert J. Jones Urban Research and Outreach-Engagement Center) 
 
Community Contributors: Elder Atum Azzahir, Cultural Wellness Center; Susan Gust, Community 
Engagement Consultant; Elder Candis McKelvy, Growing North and Cultural Wellness Center.  Note that 
these ideas were presented to the Cultural Research Ethics Board at the Cultural Wellness Center, and 
the subsequent discussion shaped the report.  The Cultural Wellness Center has worked with university 
partners for decades to increase our capacity for working with community and cultural knowledge 
holders. 
 
 

 Introduction 
  
Instructors across the University partner with community knowledge holders in the teaching/learning 
process.  Community organizations routinely host students for internships and service-learning 
experiences.  Cultural elders and other community knowledge holders teach in our classrooms.   
Community leaders collaborate on the development of learning experiences for our students.   
Community experts review and provide feedback on syllabi or student competencies.  This community 
knowledge is vital to the development and delivery of our educational programs. 
 
Community knowledge holders are also vital to the research and knowledge production process.  
Community partners collaborate at all stages of the research process.  While the initial charge to our 
working group was to examine issues of compensation in the teaching/learning process, community 
partners we consulted  made it clear that we cannot separate teaching/learning collaborations from 
research collaborations in terms of the impacts that they have on communities. 
  

Roles Played by Community Knowledge Holders 

In Teaching/Learning In Research 

Curriculum Planners Contributing to CBPR grant writing 

Graduate Student Committee Members Serving as study leadership and team 
members (CBPR) 
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January 25, 2021 

Guest Lecturers Serving as study consultants (specifically in 
recruitment/outreach; intervention 
design/implementation and dissemination of 
findings) 

Instructors of Record Serving on study advisory boards 

Mentors for instructors Supporting study recruitment through their 
organization 

Mentors for students Hosting study dissemination events at their 
organization 

Preceptors for internships, field experiences, and 
clinical rotations 

Co-Writing and publishing academic papers 
and reports of findings 

Site Supervisors for student community learning Leading community engagement and 
outreach trainings for study staff and 
leadership 

  
While it is easy for us to articulate the benefits to the university, the benefits to the community 
knowledge holder is often much less clear.  In some cases, community knowledge holders make these 
contributions as part of their professional roles, for example, when a practicing professional contributes 
to the training of future colleagues by serving as a preceptor for interns.  Contributing to university 
research may further the organizational or individual work of a community knowledge holder, for 
example, access to data can help strengthen funding applications, or guide strategic direction of an 
organization. But in many other cases, there are no clear benefits to the community knowledge holder, 
and the community partner may even incur risks to themselves and their community because of their 
partnership with us.  Community knowledge holders may be pressured to favor university practices over 
the cultural norms of their community, putting their relationships at risk. Individuals may be chosen by 
the University to represent their particular organization, cultural community, or community at large.  
This act alone can marginalize that individual within their particular community.  These tensions lead 
community knowledge holders to be highly apprehensive about partnering with the university.  
  

The Special Role of Cultural Knowledge 
 

It is important to distinguish between different forms of knowledge that community knowledge holders 
bring to our teaching and research collaborations.  Community partners may share knowledge from 
their own experiences of life in their communities or of navigating education, health, and other systems.  
They may share knowledge they have produced from serving in their professional or community roles.  
But knowledge holders may also share cultural knowledge.  All cultures have systems of knowledge that 
have allowed people to survive and thrive across generations. These knowledge systems are rooted in  
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their own cosmologies and epistemologies that may be quite distinct from the western-centric 
knowledge system that underpins the academic knowledge typically generated and taught at 
universities.  Cultural knowledge is held collectively, rather than by individual knowledge holders.  
Interaction with these knowledge systems is governed by particular cultural protocols, and authority 
over these knowledges is often held by elders on behalf of their cultural community. 

 
Deeper Context 

  
To fully understand these issues, we must examine the history and context of our relationships with 
community partners, and take a hard look at how communities, especially communities that have been 
historically marginalized by the university, experience their interactions with us.  
  
The production of knowledge is a central function of a university.   U.S institutions and western cultures 
have vested universities with a high degree of authority over knowledge.  A whole system of narratives 
and practices maintain this authority, for example, the narrative that universities have knowledge while  
communities have experience.   This has led to painful histories of universities co-opting and claiming 
ownership over community knowledge and cultural knowledge (e.g., Hollenberg & Muzzin, 2010).  In the 
case of cultural knowledges, universities in general, and specific disciplines particularly in the social, 
health, and agricultural sciences, have disturbing, sometimes brutal histories of re-interpreting and re-
naming those cultural knowledges (Tuhiwai Smith, 2013). 
 
This is intensified by the significant wealth disparity between the university and some of the community 
members and community organizations we are partnering with.  People may be in a position of needing 
short term payments that the university offers.  In turn, we take ownership of the knowledge that they 
share. 
  
Any conversation about creating equitable, mutually beneficial partnerships with community knowledge 
holders must be held within this context.  We propose recommendations both for compensating 
community partners and for practices the university can adopt to protect the integrity of community 
knowledge. 
 
 

Support for Community Knowledge Holders 
  
Instructors and researchers are committed to honoring the time and knowledge that community 
members contribute to our students’ learning and to our research programs.  But there is no clear 
mechanism for funding these collaborations. Anecdotal reports from instructors indicate that many may 
use their professional development funds, small pots of departmental funds, or pay for expenses out of 
pocket.  This can also result in inconsistencies across colleges and departments:  a community partner 
may be offered an honorarium in one department, but be asked to teach without compensation in 
another department. 
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 In the research context, compensation for community partners are sometimes, but not always, 
structured into a grant budget. When compensation is budgeted, it may be delivered through a variety 
of mechanisms, for example, by hiring a community member as research staff or utilizing a contract for 
professional services.   The timeline for these payment  mechanisms is often quite long, and in many 
cases community members work for a project without compensation until an arrangement is in place.  
Or, we may miss opportunities to collaborate with highly skilled and knowledgeable partners because 
they cannot work uncompensated while waiting for our compensation systems to catch up. Ultimately, 
this may bias which community partners we are able to collaborate with, i.e., only those who are willing 
and able to tolerate these delays.  The people who possess the knowledge that is vital for a successful 
research project may not be able to afford to work with us. 
 
The table below summarizes the kinds of compensations and thank-yous that are provided to teaching 
and research partners.  We note that some of the items listed below, such as parking, should not be 
considered “compensation,” but are simply reimbursing partners for expenses they incur as a part of 
their work with us.  But we include it here because it is sometimes the only resource that is provided. 
  

Ways that University Partners Honor/Thank Community Knowledge Holders 

Teaching/Learning Research 

Books Paid position on a research grant (rare) 

Contract with community organization Consultative services budgeted on research 
grants (rare) 

Culturally meaningful gifts One time check payments for consultative 
services (not always budgeted) 

Free parking Check payments for service on a community 
advisory board (multiple payments over a 
year, budgeted on most community engaged 
research projects) 

Funds for project expenses Subcontract with community organization 

Gift cards  

Honoraria   

Instructor work on community projects   



January 25, 2021 

Library access   

Lunch   

Paying conference fees  

Student work on community projects   

Training and professional development 
opportunities 

  

  
In addition to a lack of funds for honoraria and other compensations, there are additional challenges in 
sustaining collaborations between university instructors and community knowledge holders. 

● There are barriers to colleagues outside of the university accessing university teaching/learning 
technology.  For example, when a community knowledge holder is serving as an instructor of 
record, they lose access to email and other university platforms if they do not teach both fall 
and spring semester.   This makes it difficult for students to sustain their connections with 
instructors.  A second example relates to access to canvas:  community colleagues who are 
serving as site supervisors for community learning activities are unable to easily access canvas as 
a platform for professional development and other resources.  

● Instructors and units seek out community knowledge holders because the knowledge, skills, and 
expertise they bring is often not available on-campus.  For example, elders are invited to teach 
because they bring cultural knowledge that is sustained outside our academic systems of 
knowledge.  But in some cases, knowledge holders are still judged or evaluated according to 
their status within the academic system.  This is particularly relevant for community knowledge 
holders invited to serve as instructors of record.  What academic degrees are required to serve 
in this role?  Some units act on the assumption that a masters degree is required, but it is 
unclear if that is an actual policy for full or part-time teachers. 

● Logistics of appointments and payments are often difficult, in part because people do not know 
the best practices to use.  For example, if a community knowledge holder working on a 
collaborative research project could be hired by the university as a part of the research team, or 
could serve as a consultant to the team.  The relative benefits and risks of the two mechanisms 
are unclear.  Anecdotal reports indicate that research staff may receive conflicting advice when 
consulting Human Resources and Financial staff.  What are the tax liabilities that the partner 
might incur under each mechanism?  How might this decision impact the knowledge holder’s 
control over their own intellectual property? How will different payment mechanisms impact a 
community partner who is enrolled in a public program like MFIP? 
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 Practices for protecting community knowledge and cultural knowledge 
  

The protection of community intellectual property was a major concern raised both by community 
partners and university colleagues with whom we spoke as we prepared this report.  Through these 
conversations, several “risk points” were identified, that is points at which university faculty and staff 
are at risk of taking control over community knowledge.  In the following section, we identify some of 
these risk points, and propose practices that can help to protect community intellectual property. 
  
1.       Community members bring up ideas and recommendations.  The university acts on the 
recommendations, but does not include community members in the process and the development of 
solutions.  

● Ask and be transparent about how people want to be involved in the process of developing and 
implementing solutions.   

● Retain institutional memory of that process and decision. 
● Track decisions in a more public way. 

 
2.     An instructor learns from community partner and then incorporates their ideas into teaching or 
research, leaving them out of the process. 

●  Acknowledge the origins and developers of the knowledge. 
● Keep people at the table for the long term as their ideas are used.   
● Prioritize relationships with people, rather than using the knowledge. 
● Tell the story of our relationships, how we have learned things, and where knowledge comes 

from.  Develop an oral tradition at the university to preserve these stories. 
 
3.     Researchers claim the knowledge that people share when they are participating in research. 

● Allow people the option of being named when they contribute knowledge by participating in 
research. 

● Collaboratively and iteratively create meaning together during the research process. 
● Providing meaningful access to study data (for example, developing data dashboards to offer 

easy downloadable tables and figures) 
 

4.     Instructors structure teaching so that community speakers are “on display,” or so that the class 
encourages negative stereotypes. 

● As teachers, we have to share more of our own stories and vulnerabilities. 
● Unpack complexities in our discussions with students. 

  
5.   Because of a lack of understanding and acknowledgement of cultural knowledge systems on the part 
of the university, any situation in which university partners are interfacing with cultural knowledge 
holders could be considered a risk point.   

● Work with elders and cultural knowledge holders in particular cultural communities to articulate 
cultural protocols for interfacing with that knowledge system, and appropriate ways to share 
these protocols with university staff and faculty. 



January 25, 2021 

 
Recommendations 

  
1.       Create a central funding pool that units and instructors can draw on to support honoraria and 
other benefits for community knowledge holders. 
2.       Develop a portfolio of benefit and resources that can be made available to community knowledge 
holders who are contributing to our teaching/learning and research programs. 
3.       Resolve barriers to community partners accessing instructional technology through collaboration 
with Office for Instructional Technology. 
4.       Develop FAQs about best practices for hiring and compensating community knowledge holders, 
including the use of debit and gift cards as honoraria/stipends.  An FAQ for financial, human resource, 
and other relevant staff members should outline potential best practices for compensating community 
partners.  An FAQ for community members should outline the risks and benefits of different approaches 
from a community standpoint.  Work with U Finance to create forums for financial staff to share best 
practices.  Note that many units have developed local practices that work in their specific context.  The 
goal is not to limit partnerships to one process, but to share best practices and create transparency 
about their relative merits. 
5.       Work with the Community Campus Liaison Council, the Center for Educational Innovation, and the 
Office for the Vice President for Research to disseminate best practices for protecting community and 
cultural knowledge. 
6.      Work with elders and cultural knowledge holders in particular cultural communities to articulate 
cultural protocols for interfacing with that knowledge system, and appropriate ways to share these 
protocols with university staff and faculty. 
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