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Project Summary 
 
This project examines the urban spatial and political impacts of two related developments in US 
cities: the growing adoption and use of geographic information systems (GIS) by community-
based organizations, and the expanding responsibilities being assumed by these organizations in 
urban planning, revitalization, and service delivery. The primary research objective of the project 
is to carry out a long-term ethnographic study of the production of GIS-based data and maps that 
analyze neighborhood needs, resources, and conditions; and the application of this spatial 
knowledge within local political processes that shape urban space at neighborhood level. The 
educational objective of the project is to implement service learning components into two 
undergraduate geography courses in which students will provide technical assistance for the 
community-based GIS analysis being studied as part of the project’s research component.  These 
objectives are to be accomplished through an annual cycle of integrated research and educational 
activities carried out in collaboration with two community development organizations in a 
distressed inner city neighborhood in Chicago.  Directed by staff and residents from the case 
study organizations, the project will create a spatial data library for use in their neighborhood 
revitalization activities. Students in the geography courses will work in collaboration with the 
organizations to create GIS-based spatial analysis projects using these data.  The central research 
questions of the project will be examined using information gathered through participant 
observation of student-community interaction in educational activities; ethnographic 
interviewing of participating organization staff and neighborhood residents, as well as local 
government officials with whom the organization works; and analysis of maps and reports 
produced for the community-based project. 
 
With respect to its intellectual merits, this project will advance theories in urban geography and 
societal studies of GIS, by fostering a greater understanding of the role that spatial analysis 
technologies play in the construction of space and place, and conceptualizing the changing nature 
of democratic practice within local level political processes through which urban spatial change 
is negotiated.  The project will advance knowledge about how urban spaces are constituted and 
transformed in the contemporary US city, through its examination of the interdependency of 
spatial analysis technologies, GIS-based knowledge construction, and the negotiation of agency 
and authority between civil and state actors in urban governance. The educational component of 
the project advances knowledge about effective pedagogy in urban geography and GIS, 
including ways of structuring experiential and service learning activities so that students are best 
able to connect conceptual and applied geographical knowledge, and critically reflect upon 
educational and societal importance of their active learning efforts.  
 
The ideas to be developed in this project will have an important impact in ongoing debates about 
effective practices for improving quality of life in US inner city neighborhoods. Through detailed 
knowledge about the changing roles and relationships of civil and state institutions, and the 
impact of different forms of knowledge, information and technologies within urban political 
processes, the project findings will inform efforts to create effective strategies and mechanisms 
for fostering urban revitalization.  Finally, the model for integrated service learning and 
participatory research advanced in this project has the potential to reconfigure our understanding 
of the roles that universities play in the production and reproduction of urban spaces. 
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Project Description 
 
a. RESULTS OF PRIOR SUPPORT – not applicable, no prior support 
 
b. PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
Research Project Statement and Key Research Questions 
 
Over the past decade, non-governmental, non-profit, and voluntary citizen organizations have 
take an increasing responsibility for planning, problem solving and service delivery in U.S. 
cities. Simultaneously, a growing number of these organizations have begun utilizing spatial 
analysis technologies such as geographic information systems (GIS) to inform their efforts. Both 
of these developments have captured the attention of geographers, as each involves important 
shift in the processes through which local level urban change is negotiated, planned, and 
implemented (c.f. Brenner and Theodore 2001; Craig, Harris, and Weiner 2002).  Theorization of 
the interdependent nature of these two developments remains under-developed in either urban 
geography or critical GIS research.  The proposed research seeks to better understand the 
mutually constitutive relationship between GIS-based knowledge production by community-
based organizations, and the changing role and power of these institutions within urban political 
processes shaping land use, neighborhood revitalization, and community development efforts.  
“Community-based organizations” refers to organizations whose activities are geographically 
specific within a locality – directed at fostering change within a defined area in a city – with no 
implication that the social community represented is singular, unchanging, or uncontested.  This 
research will develop stronger conceptualizations of how GIS use by such organizations, and 
application of the knowledge produced alters the processes and socio-political relations through 
which urban spaces are constituted and transformed.  The project will advance urban geography 
and social studies of spatial technologies by building a better understanding of changing 
relationships between state and civil society in contemporary urban governance practices shaping 
city spaces, and conceptualizing the significance and impacts of spatial technologies and 
knowledge in these changing relationships and practices. 
 
Key research questions include: How and through what means does GIS-based spatial 
knowledge production by community-based organizations alter urban political processes through 
which neighborhood level change in urban spaces is negotiated, planned and implemented, and 
what are the implications of these changes for the relationship between the state and institutions 
of civil society in urban governance?  How do changing urban governance practices within 
planning, revitalization, and service delivery affect the priorities, strategies, and goals advanced 
through GIS-based spatial knowledge production by community-based organizations?  What 
forms of democratic practice and citizen participation are fostered through these changing 
governance strategies?  More specifically, within GIS-based knowledge production by 
community organizations, what is the relationship between local state agendas, priorities and 
strategies for revitalization, planning, and service delivery, and those of community 
organizations? 
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Career Development Plan 
 
Prior Research and Education Accomplishments and Implications for this Project 
The proposed research and educational activities build on the central themes that have guided my 
career thus far.  My scholarly efforts center on understanding the constitution of space, place, 
identities and power relations through locally inscribed collective action and citizen 
organizations.  In particular, I consider the urban political significance of the knowledge and 
discourses produced by marginalized social groups and institutions based in socially, politically, 
and economically disadvantaged places. My earliest work examined these themes in the context 
of local level environmental justice activism, and negotiations of identity and “community” by 
lesbians occupying inner-city neighborhoods (Elwood 1998, 2000).  Most of my research, 
however, examines these themes through study of the complicated interface between GIS-based 
knowledge production by community-based organizations and the social, political, and spatial 
impacts of that knowledge within urban planning, problem solving, and revitalization. 
 
My work in this area began with analysis of the unique spatial information technology needs and 
applications of community organizations and efforts to conceptualize key local support structures 
for GIS use in this context (Craig and Elwood 1998, Elwood and Leitner 1998; Leitner, Elwood 
et al. 2000).  I continued with extended study of the ways in which GIS use in community-based 
planning alters discourses of decision-making about neighborhood space, with unequal impacts 
upon the kinds of knowledge considered relevant in neighborhood revitalization, and upon the 
participation and authority of social groups within a neighborhood (Elwood 2000). Most 
recently, I have focused upon spatial technologies and knowledge production as inextricably 
related to the changing nature of urban governance and its shifting role for institutions of civil 
society (Elwood 2002a, 2002b, 2002c, Elwood and Leitner 2002).  The proposed project is 
designed to extend this interest through greater understanding of the forms of spatial knowledge 
and democratic practice advanced through community-based GIS use in urban planning and 
problem solving.  As well, the research and educational activities in this project continue my 
focus on qualitative methodologies and participatory research approaches (Elwood and Martin 
2000), and on the significance of university-community collaboration in fostering critically 
informed scholarship and pedagogies (Elwood 1996 and 2000d). 
 
Pragmatically, my research activities to date have developed a strong background in creating and 
sustaining research partnerships with community-based organizations.  To prepare for the 
proposed project, I have been building relationships with Chicago area organizations over the 
past 2 years, and seeking to better understand the local political context of citizen participation 
and urban revitalization in which these groups are embedded. As well, I have recently completed 
several interviews with Chicago community-based organizations concerning the local support 
infrastructure for spatial data and technology provision to citizen institutions. 
 
Goals 
Through this project and beyond, I seek to position myself as an active and innovative 
contributor in geography, through activities that closely interweave research, education, and 
service.  In my scholarly activities, I am working to be a leader in urban geography and critical 
GIS research, through research that further intersections in thought and theory from these sub-
areas of geographic research.  The proposed project would further this goal through its potential 
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research impacts, which include building stronger theorization of 1) the role and impacts of 
geographic information technologies and spatial knowledge in shaping urban spaces through 
processes of planning, revitalization and service delivery; and 2) the changing engagement of 
grassroots groups and other civil institutions in these governance processes through which urban 
change is negotiated.  These contributions are most significant within urban and political 
geography, critical GIS research, and social studies of technology.  The project design will 
advance thinking in geography concerning participatory research methods and experiential 
learning pedagogies. 
 
My goals as an educator are two-fold.  I seek to build creative and effective learning 
environments for undergraduate students with diverse backgrounds and learning styles, and build 
knowledge about effective practices and curricula in urban geography and GIS that foster 
students’ critical understanding of socio-spatial inequality and their own social and political roles 
as citizens.  One of the ways I will pursue these goals is through design of course activities that 
engage students in linking experiential knowledge with conceptual knowledge – to enable critical 
reflection upon the social and political geographies of the places in which their experiential 
learning is occurring.  Specifically, the proposed project will work toward these goals through 
two linked experiential/service learning courses in geography in which students will work 
collaboratively with two community development organizations.  The partner organizations in 
this project work in Chicago’s Humboldt Park neighborhood, an African American and Latino 
community that is one of Chicago’s most distressed neighborhoods. This site and the two 
organizations are selected because of their theoretical significance relative to the research 
questions, but also because they provide an opportunity for the students to examine socio-spatial 
inequities and their causes and implications in U.S. inner-city neighborhoods. The service 
learning activities of these courses, described in more detail in sections below, further my goals 
in student education, but also generate key data supporting the project’s research component. 
 
The service goals of this project are situated within DePaul University’s mission of urban 
service, which includes creating an accessible and effective educational environment for first 
generation college students and lower income households, and taking an active role in promoting 
social justice and addressing critical urban problems (Meister 1998).  The students involved in 
the project will represent DePaul’s diverse student body, in which nearly 40% are racial and 
ethnic minorities, nearly half are first generation college students, and many come from central 
city neighborhoods precisely like the one targeted in this project.  In seeking to foster strong 
interactive relationships between the university, students, and the Humboldt Park community, 
this project will create opportunities for students to connect real-world experiences (their own 
and those of community residents) to theory and concepts learned in the classroom, and to 
critically reflect upon the social and political significance of these experiences and ideas. Finally, 
this project seeks to build capacity for spatial analysis within the collaborating organizations.  
This goal will be met through creation of a community development spatial data library for their 
ongoing use, involvement of organization staff members in GIS education throughout the 
project, and investment in technological infrastructure of the organizations to facilitate 
independent GIS use and further manipulation of projects produced by the students. 
 
Objectives and Significance of the Proposed Research / Education Activities 
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There are three related sets of objectives for this project.  First, I seek to build stronger 
theorization of the urban spatial and political impacts of GIS technologies and GIS-based 
knowledge production by community-based organizations as they seek change in urban 
neighborhoods and involvement in political processes and decisions through which these places 
are transformed.  The project seeks to develop a better understanding of how community-based 
organizations are able to affect change in urban spaces through their involvement in planning, 
revitalization, and service delivery; and how relationships between state and civil society may be 
altered through deployment of GIS-based knowledge in these activities.   The primary 
significance of these objectives lies in their capacity to extend geographers’ understanding of the 
role of spatial analysis technologies in the construction of space and place, the changing nature 
of democratic practice being fostered in urban political processes through which urban spatial 
change is negotiated, and the importance of spatial knowledge in these negotiations.  “Spatial 
knowledge” here refers to representations of the characteristics, conditions, and needs of 
neighborhood spaces and structures.  Given recent theorization of local citizens and civil 
institutions as increasingly marginalized in the face of neoliberal urban governance imperatives, 
and of urban spaces as being produced and reproduced by processes situated outside of localities, 
the proposed project is particularly important because it tries to understand, within this context, 
the remaining (or reconfigured) significance of local citizens, community-based organizations, 
and locally-produced spatial knowledges in shaping urban space. 
 
Second, in undergraduate education, the principal objective of the project is to design and 
implement linked experiential/service learning activities in 2 geography courses - the capstone 
course in my department’s urban geography sequence, and an advanced GIS applications course.  
Students in these courses will work with the two collaborating community-based organizations 
on GIS-based spatial analysis projects for use in the organizations’ neighborhood revitalization 
activities. Groups of students in the urban geography course will work in consultation with 
community organizations to produce plans for the project goals and potential applications within 
organizational activities. The GIS students, using a spatial data library created and maintained 
for the project, will collaborate with the organizations’ staff members to create the maps and 
analysis needed for the project. Both courses will include working sessions attended by students 
and organization staff to ensure community definition and guidance of student activities.  As 
well, each course will conclude with a roundtable discussion of results, implications, and 
potential applications of materials produced, attended by all participants.  The activities of each 
course will further include reflective writing and discussion of the experiential activities, so that 
these can be linked to the students’ conceptual learning.  These educational activities reconstitute 
undergraduate students as active and engaged knowledge producers – a key step in fostering their 
critical thinking skills, and underscore for them the real-world relevance and impact of 
geographic knowledge. Finally, these educational objectives develop a strategy for teaching GIS 
as a socially constructed technology – a goal that has been called for in GIS literature (c.f. 
Warren 1997) but remains unfulfilled by most undergraduate GIS curricula. These educational 
objectives extend existing efforts to consider the benefits of experiential and service learning in 
the context of undergraduate geography education. 
 
The final objective of the project is to develop a sustainable model for university-community 
collaboration in community-based GIS projects, and developing internal capacity for spatial 
analysis in community-based organizations.  Such a model would make a tremendously 
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important contribution to the theory and practice of community-based GIS.  All existing 
empirical research points to the extreme difficulty community-based organizations face in 
sustaining GIS use, with further observation of the challenges of sustaining university-
community collaborations in this arena.  The project design and activities outlined in this 
proposal lay the groundwork to develop a well-tested and robust model of community-GIS use 
and university collaboration that enable community-based organizations to surmount these 
challenges.  The project will accomplish these objectives through tangible skill building of 
organizational staff members, and through involvement of the organizations throughout the 
process of planning for, creating, and applying GIS-based spatial knowledge. Each year of the 
project, one staff member from each organization will enroll in DePaul’s introductory GIS 
course. This multi-year commitment to internal skill building is essential given the relatively 
high staff turnover in community development agencies, and should increase the likelihood of 
retention and sharing of expertise in the organizations. Close collaboration through all aspects 
the GIS process also plays an important role in sustaining community GIS capacity – ensuring 
not just software skills but broader understanding of process of GIS-based knowledge 
production. The long term process of data development and skill building supported under this 
project will additionally lay the groundwork for university-community GIS collaboration beyond 
the duration of this proposed project, through the ongoing collaboration of the Humboldt Park 
community and DePaul’s Egan Urban Center, a participatory urban research institute. 
 
The Relation of the Research to the Current State of Knowledge in the Field 
 
Research activities of this project are informed by and seek to advance existing knowledge in 
geography concerning the social, political, and spatial impacts of GIS use, and of the shifting 
role and significance of citizens and local civic institutions within urban political processes 
shaping urban space and place.  Study of the societal implications of spatial information 
technologies is rooted in the work of a number of scholars who have studied the social 
construction of GIS the kinds of spatial analysis and representation of space, place, and people 
advanced through this technology (Aitken and Michel 1995, Harris et al. 1995, Lake 1993, 
Pickles 1995, Sheppard 1993, Yapa 1991).  These examinations of the epistemological 
assumptions about space and place inherent in GIS technology and types of knowledge and 
decision-making practices likely to be fostered through its application share a common concern 
with the technology’s purported tendency to advance quantitative, rationalist forms of spatial 
data and logic.  One of the crucial contributions of this early work is its identification of 
knowledge construction as a primary process through which the social, political, spatial impacts 
of the technology occur.  This conceptualization underlies the research investigations of this 
project by suggesting the following questions to be explored:  What kinds of spatial data and 
community knowledge do the community-based organizations deem important and legitimate for 
inclusion in GIS analysis? What representations of and knowledge about community space – 
particularly conditions, needs, and resources – are produced under community-directed GIS 
analysis? 
 
Critical GIS research has particularly focused on the use of technology by and its implications 
for socially, politically, and economically marginal communities, organizations, and social 
groups.  Case studies from around the world suggest a rapid expansion in GIS use in community, 
grassroots, and non-governmental organizations, in spite of the financial, time, and expertise 
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limitations they face and profile a wide array of successful strategies for fostering community-
based GIS use.  Responding to such case studies, Craig, Harris, and Weiner (2002) emphasize 
that the impacts of GIS are highly context dependent, shaped by and responding to the particular 
socio-geographic situations in which they are utilized (See also Barndt 1998, Carver 2001, Elmes 
2001, Leitner et al. 2000).  The research questions and goals guiding this project are informed by 
this emphasis on the context-dependency of GIS use and impacts, which imply a need to develop 
situated theoretical frameworks in which the impacts of GIS and GIS-based knowledge are 
conceptualized as inextricably connected to and affected by the context in which they are 
embedded.  For the proposed research, such a framework implies examining precisely how 
knowledge and authority are constructed and negotiated in GIS-based knowledge production and 
its deployment in urban political processes that constitute urban spaces. What priorities, 
activities, and agendas of community-based organizations are informed transformed, or initiated 
using GIS-based knowledge, and how? How and in what interactions and negotiations is this 
knowledge deployed by community-based organizations as they participation in local politics of 
urban revitalization and community participation?  
 
Drawing upon these understandings of the contextual nature of the impacts of GIS, and the 
important role that spatial knowledge production and application play in fostering these impacts, 
the research component of the proposed project is further informed by earlier conceptualizations 
of the mechanisms through which they impacts occur.  In previous research (Elwood 2002a), I 
argued that GIS use by community-based organizations altered the participation and power of 
citizens and community organizations by shifting the language, practices, and underlying logic 
and priorities of community decision-making and neighborhood revitalization.  The design and 
methods of this past project produced data useful in explicating the impacts of GIS within a 
community’s own dialogue and decision-making, but with a much more limited capacity to 
conceptualize how and with what impacts GIS-based knowledge was deployed by these 
organizations in the broader urban political arenas in which they engage – one of the central 
issues explored in the research component of this project.  In this focus, the project directly 
engages ideas being generated in geography and urban studies concerning the implications of 
changing urban governance practices for citizens and community organizations.  
 
For the past decade, scholars have studied the changing involvement of citizens and voluntary 
organizations in urban planning, revitalization and service delivery, situating this development as 
part of a move toward participatory planning (c.f. Healy 1997, McCann 2001), collaborative 
governance (Kearns and Paddison 2000, North 2001), or a neoliberal agenda of downsizing the 
state, with devolution of key local state responsibilities to community organizations and local 
citizens (Brenner and Theodore 2001, Jessop 2001).  Concerns are raised about declining 
resources available to citizen organizations to carry out these responsibilities (Boyte 1989, 
Grieder 1992, Jacobs 1992, Putnam 1995), and about whether these new responsibilities are 
accompanied by a parallel expansion in community voice and power in urban decision-making 
(Fisher 1994, Handler 1996, Hasson and Ley 1994, Lake and Newman 2002).  Others worry that 
the neoliberal policy regimes or purportedly “collaborative” governance strategies under which 
this expansion is occurring have the potential to pre-occupy citizens and voluntary organizations 
in the service of state priorities (Peck and Tickell 1994 and 2002, Taylor 2000), and to limit 
democratic debate in urban politics by situating these organizations within state agendas for 
neighborhood revitalization and other kinds of urban spatial change (Atkinson 1999, Gough 
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2001, Taylor 2000). Within these debates, other scholars argue that the expanding 
responsibilities and activities of community organizations in fact create new spaces of 
engagement that may be advantageous.  These studies are premised upon an understanding that 
citizens and community organizations continue to be active agents in the negotiation of urban 
spatial change.  They emphasize opportunities for community organizations to formulate of new 
alliances with the expanding range of actors/institutions involved in urban governance (Kearns 
and Paddison 2000), to create alternative strategies and priorities for action (Sandercock 1998), 
and to develop new capacities and knowledge that strengthen the basis of their engagement in 
urban political processes affecting their communities (North 2001, Taylor 2000, Maloney et al. 
1994). 
 
Debates within this body of knowledge inform the proposed project in several ways.  First, they 
outline important new developments within the urban political context in which community-
based GIS use is situated – particularly highlighting current shifts in the way that priorities, 
practices and agendas for urban spatial change are mutually constructed and negotiated by state 
and civil actors and institutions. As well, just as GIS research conceptualizes knowledge 
construction and application as critical to understanding the socio-spatial impacts of GIS, some 
scholars with the urban governance debates see construction of knowledge and its application to 
community-level activities and priorities as essential components in ensuring an active and 
influential role for these organizations in the new urban political context in which they operate. 
The research component of this project thus conceives of knowledge and practices developed 
within the changing structures of urban governance as emerging from interaction among state 
and civil actors and institutions.  Under this conceptualization, key questions to be explored in 
this project include what sort of knowledge and authority do community-based organizations 
construct in their activities and interactions with the local state, and what are the relationships 
between this knowledge and that produced by state actors and institutions with whom these 
organizations interact?  My early proposition would be that community-based organizations 
actively modify the priorities and strategies advanced in their GIS-based knowledge production 
with specific attention to particular situation and audience to be engaged. 
 
In sum, the research activities of the proposed project are motivated by the need for stronger 
theorization of the complex interdependencies between spatial analysis technologies, GIS-based 
knowledge construction, and the negotiation of agency and authority by civil and state actors 
within urban governance.  Development of these ideas will foster better understanding of the 
processes through which urban spaces are constituted and transformed in US cities.  The research 
component rests on an assertion of the centrality of knowledge production and application to the 
active engagement of community-based organizations in spatial decision making processes 
affecting their communities, and seeks to understand the mutually constitutive involvement of 
state and community actors in negotiating priorities and practices for urban spatial change. 
 
The ideas developed through the research activities of this project are of course shaped by the 
local context in which they are conducted.  Chicago has a lengthy history of community 
organizing that has been somewhat more focused upon labor politics than explicitly “place-
based” politics.  Place-based politics refers to the local decision-making processes that explicitly 
constitute and transform urban spaces. In Chicago, local state institutions instead have attempted 
to channel citizen involvement in place-based politics through the city’s ward system and 
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aldermanic decision-making processes (Bennett 1997, Ferman 1998).  Thus, I expect the 
processes of GIS-based knowledge construction and application studied in this project to involve 
negotiation of priorities and goals for neighborhood transformation between community-based 
organizations and the individuals and institutions who participate in place-based politics through 
the aldermanic system.  Chicago has a history of limited public information access (Mayfield et 
al. 1999), and my preliminary investigations for this project show a relative absence of local 
government efforts to ensure public availability of information, or support digital data provision 
and GIS access for community-based organizations.  In light of these conditions, I expect that 
GIS-based knowledge production by these organizations to have a groundbreaking impact upon 
the negotiation of place-based politics in Chicago, perhaps enabling clearer insight into these 
impacts than has been possible in case studies that have been conducted in more progressive 
local state contexts of information access and citizen participation. 
 
Relation of Education Activities to Knowledge of Effective Learning in Geography  
 
The educational activities of the project are informed by and contribute to current knowledge 
about effective learning in human geography and GIS in higher education. The close integration 
of research and education activities in this project, in which student learning activities will play 
an essential role in producing knowledge necessary for achieving the research goals, respond to 
Warf’s (1999) argument that geographic research and education can and should be practiced as 
mutually constitutive. The experiential and service learning activities undertaken in the project 
respond to a growing body of knowledge concerning their positive societal and educational 
implications.  Scholars have shown experiential learning to be an effective strategy for helping 
students link abstract and applied knowledge (Kolb 1984), further illustrating how service 
learning can foster active and responsible citizenship (Kahne et al. 2000, Varlotta 1996), and 
critical examination of societal stratification along lines of race, class, gender, and ethnicity 
(Densmore 2000).   
 
A growing body of knowledge about the particular significance of experiential and service 
learning in geography informs the design of the educational activities in this project. Some 
geographers contend that geography education is rooted in the same constructivist theory of 
learning through experience, reflection, experimentation, and evaluation that inform service and 
experiential learning (Dorsey 2001).  Constructivist theories of learning further understand 
knowledge as actively produced and revised by students, teachers and communities (Merrett 
2001).  This emphasis on the production and modification of knowledge through social 
interaction has a particularly important role to play in student learning in this project, because it 
reinforces one of the key learning goals of the course – understanding the production and 
impacts of GIS-based knowledge.  This overlap in student learning goals and assumptions 
guiding the learning process will, I expect, foster stronger analysis and learning by the involved 
students.  Geographers have further emphasized the possibilities of promoting social justice 
through the constructivist pedagogy of service and experiential learning (Flint 2002, Merrett 
2001).  To these ideas about the positive impacts of service and experiential learning for 
geography education, I would add that these approaches make the important contribution of 
helping students understand the relevance of geographic concepts for understanding and 
fostering change in the spaces and places they inhabit. This linkage of conceptual and applied 
knowledge is essential in geography education at university level where, in spite of strong 
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national progress toward ensuring geography education at lower levels, many undergraduate 
students have had little to no prior exposure to geography. 
 
The service learning activities incorporated in the educational component of this project are 
informed by Cone and Harris’ (1996) conceptual model for service learning.  This model draws 
upon Kolb’s (1984) more widely known experiential learning cycle, but more explicitly defines 
instructors, students, and community members all as active agents in the process of knowledge 
production and learning. This conceptualization is essential to fulfilling the research objectives, 
educational objectives, and community capacity building objectives that are woven together in 
this project.  Cone and Harris’ model involves the following steps:  1) definition of the service 
tasks by all participants in pragmatic and conceptual terms, 2) engagement of students in 
experiential tasks and in critical reflection upon the process and knowledge produced, and 3) 
promotion of “mediated learning” forums in which the instructor guides students in developing 
greater understanding of the meaning and significance of the knowledge created, within 
community and scholarly settings.  While Cone and Harris conceive of community members as 
primarily present in the first step, I involve them throughout to strengthen the student and 
community learning that can occur, and to create forums for participant observation that will 
generate data for the research component of the project. 
 
The activities of students enrolled in Geography 333: City Problems and Planning and 
Geography 245: Community-Based GIS in Theory and Practice will be structured around this 
cycle of activities and learning. I will promote the courses to students as linked, because I expect 
the strongest learning to occur for those students involved in the entire process of planning and 
producing the community spatial analysis projects. Each course will include two to three student 
community working sessions, and a capstone roundtable discussion – forums through which 
much of the task definition, experience, reflection and mediated learning will occur.  In 
Geography 333, participants in the working sessions will lay out the goals and potential 
applications of the community spatial analysis projects, and in Geography 245 these sessions will 
provide an opportunity for community members to direct the implementation of these projects 
and provide in-progress assessment and ideas for modification of the maps and analysis.  In each 
case, these working sessions integrate task definition into experiential activities.  Critical 
reflection and mediated learning from these activities will occur in follow-up discussions and in 
written field journals. Students will be asked to reflect upon questions that might include: What 
types of information and data are being prioritized by the community in these projects?  What are 
the “targets” they envision for this project – places to change, problems to solve, people to 
inform, or political processes to influence?  As you reflect on the maps and analysis the 
community wants to produce, what sort of “story” is the organization trying to communicate 
about spaces, places, and people in the community?  What do these stories suggest to you about 
capacity of and strategies through which community-based organizations try to create change?  
Seminar discussions relating course readings to the ideas students produce in these reflections 
will enable further guidance of the mediated learning process.  The roundtable discussion of 
results, implications, and potential applications of materials produced, attended by all 
participants, also encourage such reflection and mediated learning.  My observation of students 
as they participate in the interactive forums built into these two courses, together with review of 
their reflective field journals, will provide a rich source of information through which to assess 
their learning.   



 11 

 
The experiential learning design of Geo245 responds especially to needs within GIS education.  
Institutions such as the National Center for Geographic Information and Analysis and University 
Consortium for Geographic Information Science advocate active learning methods in GIS 
education as well as inclusion of societal implications of GIS within these curricula (Kemp 1997, 
Kemp and Wright 1997).  In spite of these efforts, discussion of GIS pedagogy is noticeably 
absent the literature on experiential and service learning in geography.  Embedding GIS 
education within experiential service learning, as this project seeks to do, has tremendous 
potential to advance understanding of how to integrate conceptual and “practical” learning in 
GIS courses – identified in the GIS education literature as a key challenge.  As well, service 
learning in GIS has potential to encourage students to thoughtfully consider the implications of 
maps and analysis produced reflect upon the possibilities of employing GIS to highlight and 
challenge spatial inequity. 
 
Outline of the Plan of Work 
 
The proposed project is designed as an annual cycle of linked research and education activities. 
While there is some degree of overlap, the bulk of education activities are concentrated in 
DePaul’s Winter and Spring Quarters, and with research activities and analysis concentrated in 
the summer and in a 6-week break between Fall and Winter Quarters.  Evaluation and revision of 
research and educational activities will occur throughout.  Project activities will begin with 
creation of a spatial data library for use by the participant organizations. The data library will 
include demographic, housing, and economic data from national, state and local sources, 
neighborhood knowledge developed by the partner organizations, and digital photos taken by 
project assistants and community residents. These data will be used in the two experiential 
learning courses, as the students, community organizations and I carry out each annual cycle of 
spatial analysis project planning and implementation. Finally, project assistants will create and 
maintain a project website through which the digital data and maps will be accessible to the 
community organizations on an ongoing basis.  My own participant observation of these various 
university-community interactions and analysis of materials produced in these activities, together 
with annual interviewing of participating community members, organizational staff, and local 
government officials will generate a rich data set informing the project’s research goals. 
 

Table 1. Schedule of Research and Education Activities 
 

Research Activities    Education Activities 
 
 

Summer 
2003 

• Meet with community organizations to 
define data needs for data library 

• Preliminary interviewing with 
organization staff and local government 
officials to build understanding of place-
based politics in Chicago.   

 
 
• Develop course plans and materials 

 
Fall 2003 

 
 
 

• Inventory/collect all relevant data held at 
DePaul to be included in data library 

• Gather local government and 
community data for data library  

• Initial spatial analysis project planning 

 
• Finalize new course approval for Geo 245, 

experiential learning approval for Geo333. 
 
• Student recruiting 
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 with community organizations 
• Finalize Human Subject approval for 

Geo333/Geo245 
• Purchase and set up hardware & 

software at community sites 
 

Winter 2004 
• Finish data library development for first 

iteration of courses 
• Observation of student-community 

working sessions, roundtable 
discussions 

• Evaluation of goals and procedures 

• Geo 333 (creation of spatial analysis 
project plans and goals for each group) 

• Student-community working sessions and 
roundtable discussions 

• First 2 community participants enroll in 
DePaul’s Introduction to GIS course 

 
Spring 2004 

• Observation of student-community 
working sessions, roundtable 
discussions 

• Geo 245 (implementation of spatial 
analysis project plans with each group) 

• Student-community working sessions and 
roundtable discussions 

Year 2 Research Activities Education Activities 
Summer 

2004 
• Interviews with organization participants 

and local government officials 
• Compilation / analysis of in-progress 

field notes and student field journals 
• 1st projects/maps added to web site 
• Acquire/learn qualitative data analysis 

software program 
• Update / expand data library for 

upcoming year 

• Revision of course plans / activities based 
on student and community evaluation  

• Produce community report  
• Prepare Human Subject renewal for 

upcoming year’s activities 

Fall 2004 • Analysis of data gathered to date 
• Finish interviews from summer 
• Continue collection / analysis of any 

organizational documentation using 
spatial analysis project results 

• Planning meetings with participating 
organizations to evaluate / revise course 
activities and spatial analysis project 
outcomes 

Winter 2005 • Begin writing journal articles of 
preliminary results. 

• Continue as in Winter 2004 

Spring 2005 • Continued writing and analysis • As in Spring 2004 
Year 3 Research Activities Education Activities 

Summer 
2005 

• As in Summer 2004:  interviewing, 
document collection and analysis, 
update data library and web site 

• Evaluation and revision, as in Summer 
2004.  

Fall 2005 • As in Fall 2004 • As in Fall 2004 
Winter 2006 • As in Winter 2004 • As in Winter 2004 
Spring 2006 • As in Spring 2005 • As in Spring 2005 

Year 4 Research Activities Education Activities 
Summer 

2006 
• As in previous summers – interviewing, 

analysis, data maintenance, evaluation / 
revision of procedures 

• As in Summer 2005 
• Additionally, prepare for Year 4 offerings 

of Geo 245 and Geo 333 
Fall 2006 • Research leave for intensive midpoint 

analysis, continuing activities begun in 
summer 2006: extended interviews, 
compilation and analysis of all data 
gathered to date, continued preparation / 
revision of journal articles 

• (research leave) 
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Winter 2007 • As in Winter 2006 • As in Winter 2006 
Spring 2007 • As in Spring 2006 • As in Spring 2006 

Year 5 Research Activities Education Activities 
Summer 

2007 
• Interviewing 
• Transcription 
• Write book prospectus 

• Compile community report 

Fall 2007 • Circulate book prospectus to potential 
publishers  

• Ongoing analysis and writing 

• Meet with participating organizations, 
geography department, and DePaul Egan 
Urban Center to prepare plans for 
sustaining data library and service learning 
courses 

Winter 2008 • As in Winter 2007 • As in Winter 2007 
Spring 2008 • As in Spring 2007 • As in Spring 2007 

Summer 
2008 

• Interviews and document analysis, as 
before 

• Final evaluation of project 
• Begin preliminary writing for book 

• Develop project report with community 
participants 

• Final evaluation of educational outcomes 

 
Specific Research Issues  
This section outlines elements of research design, theoretical significance of site selection, data 
sources, research methods, and other key implementation issues, to further clarify project goals, 
theoretical contributions and requested resources. 
 
1. Research Design and Field Sites 
One of the key observations in existing research on GIS use and impacts for community-based 
organizations is the high level of local variability in these processes, even for organizations 
operating in the same place (c.f. Elwood and Leitner 1998).  I propose that examining this inter-
organizational variability may provide key insights into how GIS-based knowledge production 
and application are negotiated through and shaped by intersecting organizational and local 
political contexts.  Involving two organizations situated in the same local political environment 
and responding to similar neighborhood conditions and needs should further clarify the nature of 
and reasons for this variability. The West Humboldt Park Family and Community Development 
Council, and the Near Northwest Neighborhood Network are both active in Chicago’s Humboldt 
Park area, and have similar organizational missions of improving quality of life through housing 
improvement, expanded economic activity and job opportunities, crime reduction, and increased 
community cohesion.  Nonetheless, each has its own history, opportunities, and limitations 
within politics of urban revitalization in Chicago, and may thus produce distinctly different kinds 
of GIS-based knowledge and rely upon different strategies for deploying this knowledge in 
place-based politics, with varying impacts upon the production and reproduction of space in 
Humboldt Park. 
 
The selection of Humboldt Park are a field site is motivated by ongoing focus in critical GIS 
research upon the use of GIS technologies by socially, politically, and economically 
disadvantaged communities, and the impacts for these places and people. One-third of 
community residents live below the federal poverty level, and approximately 25% of adults are 
unemployed. 44% of residents are Latino and 49% are African American.  Half of the housing 
stock in the area is seriously dilapidated or vacant. A number of practical considerations also 
guide selection of Humboldt Park as the site for this project. DePaul’s Egan Urban Center has 
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worked extensively with the community for many years, developing a level of institutional and 
personal trust that has already significantly enhanced preparation for the proposed project. In this 
collaboration, the Egan Center has greatly enhanced technology access for neighborhood 
residents – through neighborhood computer centers and computer distribution programs, and to 
enhance digital technology capabilities of Humboldt Park community organizations through 
technical assistance and training programs.  These activities further lay the groundwork for 
implementing the proposed project. 
 
2. Data Sources and Issues of Validity 
Project activities are designed to yield a rich array of ethnographic data addressing key research 
questions, particularly oriented toward developing data that enables multiple perspectives on 
these questions.  The spatial analysis project plans produced through Geo333, and the maps 
produced through Geog 245 will provide insight into the spatial data and community knowledge 
which the participating organizations deem important and legitimate for community development 
applications in their communities, and a source for analyzing the representations of and about 
community space that produced under the community-directed GIS projects.  Further data 
addressing these issues will be drawn from my own field notes prepared from viewing video 
recordings of the student-community working sessions and the capstone roundtable discussion 
for each course.  I intend to video-record these interactions for later analysis because when they 
are occurring I will be occupied in facilitating the gatherings, making simultaneous research 
observation difficult.  
 
Ethnographic interviews targeting two groups of interviewees will generate data about the way in 
which the GIS-based maps and spatial knowledge created in the project are informing and 
transforming organizational community development goals, strategies, and activities; as well as 
how and to what effect these representations and knowledge are being deployed by the 
organizations in these arenas of neighborhood planning, revitalization, and service delivery. I 
expect to interview participating organizational staff members annually, but also local 
government officials with whom these organizations interact in their activities.  These 
individuals will most likely include elected and appointed members from city ward offices in the 
Humboldt Park area, and as well as staff members in Chicago’s Departments of Planning and 
Development, Community Development, Housing, Zoning, and Workforce Development – the 
city institutions with whom these organizations work most frequently. These interviews will 
provide multiple perspectives upon the application and impacts of GIS-based spatial knowledge 
in urban political processes in which the community organizations are engaged.  To further 
address this issues, I will collect and analyze reports, strategic planning documents and proposals 
produced by the organizations in which they draw upon maps and analysis produced as part of 
the project. To ensure thorough and rigorous interpretive analysis of the large volume of 
ethnographic data gathered in the project, I will code and analyze data using a qualitative data 
analysis software.  
 
Given the close linkages between research and educational activities in this project – particularly 
the collection of key data informing the research through activities in which I and the 
participating students will be directly involved – it is important to clarify several issues of 
validity.  Reliance upon data gathered in university-community collaboration to inform research 
questions about GIS use and impacts is evident throughout critical GIS research practice, so the 
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design of the project is situated within bounds of accepted research practice in this sub-area. The 
key variable affecting validity of project findings vis-à-vis the urban political and spatial impacts 
of GIS-based knowledge production and application is the role that the students and I will play in 
these processes.  I have specifically designed the project to engage us in a technical facilitation 
role, and to engage the participating community members as directors of the focus, scope, and 
application of the spatial analysis being carried out.  Additionally, my reliance on multiple 
sources of data and collection techniques enables triangulation of ideas within the analysis and 
interpretation of these data – a key strategy to ensure rigor and validity of research findings in 
ethnographic research (Burawoy 1991, Yin 1994).  
 
3. Human Subjects and Dissemination of Results 
I am presently working with DePaul’s IRB office to prepare necessary documents for human 
subjects approval, including clearance for my own activities and those of the students in each 
class.  In designing these courses, I will include readings and activities to ensure that students 
receive explicit training in human subjects protection and research ethics.  As well, the small size 
of these courses (approximately 20 students) will ensure that I am further able to provide 
individual mentoring throughout these courses.  In Geo245, I will particularly highlight ethical 
issues in GIS, to try to make more transparent the ethical issues inherent in data acquisition, 
analysis, and representation processes in which the students will be engaged.   
 
I will disseminate results of the project in academic forums, the Humboldt Park community, and 
broader Chicago community development forums.  Scholarly dissemination will take several 
forms and target several research areas in geography.  I expect to produce multiple manuscripts 
for dissemination in urban geography, GIS, and geographic education journals.  In the 2 years 
following completion of the project, I plan to produce a book focusing on the research results of 
the project, targeting the book toward an audience in urban geography, urban politics, 
community development.  Throughout, I will make presentations at academic conferences 
focusing upon the project’s research and educational initiatives.  In terms of community 
dissemination, all data developed for the spatial analysis data library and materials produced in 
the spatial analysis projects will be available to the partner organizations, and will be 
disseminated in local community development and neighborhood organizing forums such as the 
Great Cities Conference – an annual gathering of scholars and practitioners to share results of 
research and action throughout Chicago.  Data and results will also be shared with Humboldt 
Park’s many other community organizations in presentations, and through the project website. 
This process will be facilitated by the ongoing partnership between DePaul’s Egan Urban Center 
and the Humboldt Park community.  I am particularly committed to this local dissemination of 
data and results, given the underdeveloped infrastructure of local support resources for 
community-based spatial analysis. 
 
Specific Education Issues 
 
Having previously described the educational goals, activities, and specific strategies to be 
advanced in this project, I focus here on implementation issues and feasibility.  An important 
element in the design of the educational component is the inclusion of two courses, rather than 
simply focusing on a single GIS course. At a philosophical level, incorporating Geo333 into this 
project provides opportunity to engage students in thinking critically about the politicized 
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processes through which urban spaces are created and modified, and to examine the active 
agency of citizens and civil institutions in this process.  At the practical level, the spatial analysis 
projects to be produced cannot be completed from start to finish in a 10-week undergraduate 
course. With an eye toward maintaining a feasible workload in light of my other job 
responsibilities, I have targeted Geo333 because it is an existing course within my department’s 
curriculum, making Geo245 the only new course to develop under the educational activities of 
this project.  Enhancing both the feasibility of the educational plan, and the quality of learning 
that can occur in these courses, both will be included in DePaul’s liberal studies curriculum as 
“experiential learning” – a designation that reduces their enrollment cap to 20, from the usual 
limit of 40 students.  For the purposes of the experiential activities related to this project, I expect 
to have students organize themselves into 4 smaller working groups.  I expect the courses to 
enroll an interdisciplinary group of students. Target groups outside geography include:  public 
policy, sociology and anthropology students in each program’s respective urban studies 
concentrations, undergraduates from DePaul’s computer science school, and participants in 
DePaul’s GIS Certificate Program.  In Fall 2002, the Geography and International Studies 
Departments will launch an additional certificate program in which students will learn 
conceptual and technical skills in spatial analysis technologies, through applications that can be 
broadly understood as analyzing or promoting social justice.  I expect the Spatial Justice 
Certificate Program to play a strong role in developing student interest in Geo245 and preparing 
students to perform well in the course.   
 
Implications of the Proposed Study’s Integrated Research and Education Activities 
 
The interconnection of the research and education components of this project is significant in 
several ways.  By integrating sustained investigation of the urban political and spatial impacts of 
GIS-based knowledge construction and application with development of active pedagogy in GIS 
and urban geography, the project furthers my career development goals of making strong and 
creative contributions in urban geography, critical GIS, and geographic education.  The 5-year 
duration of the project is essential to the interconnected goals of the project, ensuring 
development of an effective and sustainable service learning model for GIS collaboration, as 
well as development of more detailed and robust theorizations of the urban political and spatial 
impacts of GIS-based knowledge. The latter is particularly significant, given the short-term 
nature of many previous research efforts through which current knowledge about societal 
impacts of GIS have been developed.  Interconnection of the research and education components 
shifts the role of participating students from one of passive knowledge consumption in their 
educational activities to one of active knowledge production – a shift that will enhance their 
learning, critical thinking skills, and conceptualization of their own responsibility and efficacy as 
citizens.  Finally, the linking activities and interactive circulation of information and ideas 
through the research and educational portions of the project and among the diverse range of 
participants will enable rich, multi-faceted data development and analysis informing to project’s 
key research questions.  In this manner, the integrated project will foster significant conceptual 
advancement in urban geography and GIS to better understand changing relationships between 
citizens and the state, changing practices of urban governance, and multi-faceted implications of 
these developments for the production and reproduction of urban space. 
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