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The ‘Research Justice’ Training Program (RJTP) 

Background 

DataCenter established the Research Justice Training Program as a primary capacity-building vehicle, in 
response to increasing demand from our community partners to help expand their leadership development 
efforts with community members to become experts of their own issues and self-advocates and spokespersons 
for social justice solutions. According to Anthony Thigpenn, founder of SCOPE (Strategic Concepts in 
Organizing & Policy Education), he “wanted to encourage grassroots community groups to do their own 
research and develop their own programs to solve problems of unemployment and lack of opportunity.” (1998)  

However, the reality remains that community expertise is difficult to establish beyond the realm of their own 
strategizing, especially in policymaking arenas. Community knowledge is often considered anecdotal, 
unreliable, and unsubstantiated. At the same time, institutional data sets on communities of color are open to 
misrepresentation and prejudice on the part of policymakers and academics. This, in turn, has led to policy-
making without the engagement of those most impacted, and therefore disconnected from the needs of the 
community. 

To combat these trends, DataCenter will launch the Research Justice Training Program to train community 
groups to formulate high-quality research and data, and to construct messages that 'package' their expert 
knowledge into formats and language with political legitimacy. Communities, such as youth of color, the 
working poor, and immigrants know that inaccurate data, or misguided interpretation of data by decision-
makers, can contribute to a legacy of failed policies. Therefore, communities today have a critical prerogative, 
as well as the opportunity, to establish their indispensable voice in the civic process that shapes our larger 
society and future.  

Why ‘Research Justice’ Training? 

Research Justice is a strategic concept that enables communities to level the information playing field to gain 
political traction even as their voices are systematically undervalued, vis-à-vis ‘valid’ evidence and ‘legitimacy.’ 

Today, with the proliferation of community-led documentation methodologies across disciplines, from 
Participatory Action Research, to Community-Based Participatory Research, it is abundantly clear that research 
is not merely a tool to discover hidden intelligence in secondary sources, but also a means of rediscovering the 
experiential and cultural knowledge that reside within the communities. DataCenter has designed a unique, 
proven Research Justice curricula that combines popular education approaches to help communities reestablish 
a sense of agency and empowerment.  Communities learn how to draw from and leverage their first-hand 
experience of injustices they seek to address to engage policymakers and other stakeholders from a position of 
power.  

In the Training Program, we develop numerous trainings customized by issue, constituency, and social change 
goals, to strengthen the participants’ overall approach to integrating research more effectively into their work, 
ranging from community needs assessment, campaigns, or crafting a well-informed policy agenda. The Training 
Program will build the capacity of marginalized community members, as well as organizations that serve or are 
led by them, to develop and implement high-impact research strategies to empower their own voices and lead 
change based on the confirmed needs of their community. DataCenter also provides capacity building support 



“Greatly increased our capacity to engage in research…to 
gather and document powerful stories, as well as recruit 
directly affected members to plug into campaigns.”  
 
“Attendees now have some confidence about using PAR 
[participatory action research] as a research method.” 
 
‐‐‐Participants of the national webinar on democratizing 

research and evaluation for constituents of Domestic Violence 

Prevention agencies, organized by TC‐TAT 

Experts in their Own Right: Khmer Girls in Action (KGA) works to empower 

young Southeast Asian women in Long Beach, CA to become relevant social 

justice organizers who can address needs of their communities. DataCenter 

trained KGA in research methods ‐‐ from design to execution ‐‐ as integral 

tools to strengthen their organizing and member development. Because the 

training broke down research methodology into concepts the girls 

understood, research seemed fun and accessible. They no longer felt 

intimidated and had the confidence to lead their own research. This 

motivated them to train other members and to recruit even more Khmer 

girls to the group. KGA conducted the first‐ever studies of racism and other 

issues facing girls in the American Khmer community with an expanded 

base of members. They have presented at numerous conferences as 

experts in their own right and are building and growing their networks of 

allies, including a beneficial partnership with UCLA. 

for organizations interested in developing and strengthening their research capacity and infrastructure to unleash 
the power of the locally-grounded knowledge as a key leverage for change. 

 
The Program consists of the following 
components: 

A learning and leadership development pipeline 
for indigenous peoples, low-income communities 
and communities of color to recognize their 
unique experiences and local knowledge, create 
powerful political tools through strategic research, 
and to amplify their voices for change. 

A learning and training ‘hub’ for marginalized communities and organizations to establish recognized 
expertise to advocate effectively for change -- thereby strengthening overall impact of organizing. 

A research justice learning community through which community organizations and individuals, as well as 
research partners from various institutional sectors, can network, share research strategies, best practices and 
lessons learned, and strengthen community-driven research -- ranging from institutional research partnerships, 
or innovative strategies for documentation, data collection and analysis, and presentation.  This peer learning 
community will serve as a critical vehicle to leverage each other’s expertise and align around a common vision 
for advancing the research justice movement. 

A resource production & clearinghouse. Our tried and tested popular-education curricula, innovative 
technology tools, and community-friendly resources help meet the rising demands for our trainings among 
community organizations, and to aid other social justice researchers in integrating and facilitating community-
engaged research. The clearinghouse function ensures documentation of various case studies, best practices and 
stories of success throughout the country and strategic dissemination. 

Outcomes: 

As a result of the Research Justice 
Training Program, communities would 
acquire the following capacities: 

1) Conduct high-level research using a 
wide array of robust and proven 
methodologies to generate powerful 
evidence; 

2) Forge community-centered 
partnerships with research institutions and 
issue and policy experts around the 
country; 

3) Unleash the power of their community's knowledge and experience to represent the "real experts" of the 
issues they seek to address; they are seen as the authorities of their own experiences, and necessary contributors 
of community-responsive public policy making. 

4) Develop overall  research capacity and infrastructure to demonstrate community needs based on concrete 
data, and therefore seek out funding resources for the long haul.  


