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Introduction
Project Sharing Opinions and Advice about 

Research in the Deep South (SOAR) aims to 
increase the involvement of community members 
to enhance the importance, relevance, and cultural 
appropriateness of disease research and interventions 
offered in the Deep South. SOAR recruits and 
trains community partners to include them in 
conversations about how best to identify and 
address mental and physical health disparities. 
Additionally, SOAR underscores the importance of 
addressing issues faced by ethnically diverse and 
underserved community members.

Project SOAR
To date, SOAR has provided a foundation for 

better patient-centered outcomes by opening up 
new, and broadening preexisting, avenues for 
scientist/community collaboration wherein 
university and community partners share power 
and fulfill the goal of implementing culturally 
competent research within a community context. 
Conversations among community members and 
our academic partners have revealed a significant 
need for research specifically tailored to 
environmental justice/ecological health and 
chronic illness education in rural areas (e.g., 
diabetes and HIV). More specifically, community/
academic partnerships are necessary to facilitate 
change and create the most nurturing 
environments possible for residents within each 
community.

Project SOAR has recruited, trained, and 
maintained community action groups in two 
under-resourced communities in Alabama—Holt 
in Tuscaloosa County and rural Sumter County. 
The community members are primarily African 
American men and women, with one Caucasian 

woman participating. These individuals range in 
age from 33 to 77. Community members have 
been trained to work collaboratively with academic 
research partners both within and outside the 
academy to respond to the communities’ place-
based concerns. For the Holt community, these 
concerns have centered on ecological health and 
environmental justice and limited access to 
healthy and sustainable food and water due to a 
variety of environmental toxins. For the Sumter 
community, concerns have centered on diabetes 
and other chronic health conditions and  
enhancing resources available at a small rural 
hospital. Across both community projects, 
committee members provide useful, directive, and 
relevant feedback on recruitment fliers, survey 
items, and intervention components to be used 
within their contexts. Moreover, they facilitate 
dissemination of important research opportunities 
and findings to community members. They also 
serve as networking bodies, putting research 
partners in contact with potential study 
participants or other partners in the community. 
The voices following reflect the lived experiences 
of students and community partners as they 
actively engage in the project.

Student Perspectives
Kaleb Murry and Deanna Dragan
As graduate research assistants, we have 
worked primarily with the Holt in Action 
Committee. Our experiences with the 
Holt committee have reinforced the  
value of community perspectives on 
community research. With each research 
presentation, community members give 
thoughtful and beneficial feedback to the 
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researchers who have assisted the proj-
ects in various aspects of community  
engagement. We believe that this type of 
feedback is a valuable part of research, 
especially within small communities. It is 
essential that researchers take the time  
to engage with these community mem-
bers. Each of the project partners has  
received helpful feedback from the com-
mittee that has contributed to more easily 
understandable and more engaging 
|project materials.

In addition to the unique research experi-
ence that we receive from being a part of 
the team, we feel we have an increased 
knowledge and understanding of local 
community issues and a deeper under-
standing of community dynamics unique 
to this area. As newcomers to Tuscaloosa, 
we are grateful for this understanding  
because conducting research in a com-
munity that you are unfamiliar with feels 
quite disconnected and it has really high-
lighted the importance of understanding 
the context and environment in which 
you are conducting research. Hearing the 
firsthand accounts of the eco-health  
issues within their community is an expe-
rience that allowed us greater insight into 
the topics that are most important to un-
derserved communities. During our ini-
tial visit to the community meetings, we 
felt welcomed and encouraged to partici-
pate by the SOAR team members as well 
as the community members. As young 
researchers, participating in this project 
has influenced the way we think about  
recruitment in research studies and the 
extent to which psychologists communi-
cate with jargon and terminology that is 
unfamiliar to community members.

The process between the researchers and 
committee members has been interesting 
and valuable to observe and participate 
in. There is a sense of excitement during 
discussions and that passion lingers  
even after the meetings have concluded. 
We have enjoyed watching the group 
dynamics transform from the first  
session to the most recent. We think the 
communication style between committee 
members and the SOAR team has become 

more comfortable and open. Additionally, 
it seems to be one of the most well received 
research presentations about eco-health 
and environmental justice. The members 
seemed significantly more emotionally 
invested in the topic. This is a credit to 
the SOAR team in identifying a major 
interest of the members and bringing in a 
speaker on that topic. The SOAR team 
views reciprocity as vitally important to 
sustaining great relationships with the 
members. It is time that psychologists 
and other professionals were more 
attentive to the reciprocity of working 
with a community rather than treating 
them only as participants to further their 
own careers.

Overall, being on the SOAR team as a 
graduate student has shaped our approach 
to research. The meetings have been 
inspiring, fulfilling, informative, and 
productive. It is our hope that more graduate 
students will have more opportunities to get 
involved in community-based projects 
and that more projects like this will be 
initiated across the country.

Committee Member Perspectives
Jaqueline “Jackie” Maye,  
Holt in Action Committee
I came to know about Dr. Rebecca Allen’s 
project SOAR through another project I 
was working on through Holt in Action. 
These meetings have given the members 
of our community a venue to talk about 
our concerns on health and safety and 
the SOAR team has shared what other 
communities have done in our situation 
in both printed articles and videos. We’ve 
had speakers to come to each meeting on 
subjects we’ve chosen and it’s been a 
wonderful learning experience. 
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During our monthly meetings the 
community members from different 
organizations, locations, generations, 
and backgrounds have the opportunity to 
fellowship and share current events and 
news. I look forward to the positive 
changes and how we as community 
members will be a part of them, and how 
our participation will make a difference 
for Holt through educating not only the 
advisory board [but also how] we can 
now share what we’ve learned with our 
community.

Marcus Campbell,  
Sumter Community Committee
Project SOAR has allowed us to bring a 
diverse team together to discuss what 
works best for our people in Sumter 
County. Exploring different ways to  
get health education messages out, 
maximizing the media and redefining the 
importance of regular visits with your 
health care professional are some of the 
objectives of the committee. Project 
SOAR is right on time for our county—
it’s exactly what we need. Health and 
wellness are essential for a great quality 
of life. Serving on this committee has 
been encouraging and I’m gaining such 
valuable information. As a citizen, I value 
hearing varied perspectives from other 
citizens in other counties, and our 
meetings consistently reinforce the 
notion that health and well-being is a 
priority. There are many challenges in 
Sumter, and I’d venture to say health 
education and advocacy is a top priority. 

Now that it is being reiterated and 
reemphasized regularly in our meetings, 
we, as community action members, are 
reiterating and reemphasizing that 
information within our community, and 
people love it! For example, we had a 

speaker present on the various 
consequences of diabetes and restricted 
or abnormal blood flow. I have a family 
history of diabetes and so do the majority 
of other committee members and we 
didn’t know this information previously 
because the resources for that level of 
education aren’t here. As members gain 
this knowledge, as well as further our 
resources, we can share that with our 
other community members, and I don’t 
think my family or other community 
members would accept that information 
if it wasn’t coming from me—like if it 
were coming from a doctor or a university 
or academic professional. I used to work 
in pharmaceutical sales, and we would 
have to go work in various regions. 

If I learned one thing, it’s that what works 
in Boston doesn’t work in Tuscaloosa, 
and what works in New York may not 
work in York, Alabama. People here only 
trust people they know and can relate to, 
and I think the way information is 
currently delivered serves as a barrier. 
The way people talk to each other is so 
important and we don’t talk the same way 
as folks do in Tuscaloosa or in Boston, so 
we can’t assume that the same issues exist 
in each place or that the solution will be 
the same in all of those places. Sumter  
is an area where there are different 
challenges regarding things like income; 
it’s different here than the living there, 
the industry is different, and there is little 
to no job security. People here don’t have 
the money, the means to travel, or the 
insurance to get to a professional or to  
get a proper diagnosis so they’re going to 
try a home remedy. Project SOAR is 
helping to combat that and is getting the  
word out about clinics and resources we 
have available. 

In today’s society, there is no way, 
especially in a small county like Sumter, 
to operate without a partnership like the 
one we have because of SOAR. Working 
with a university gives Sumter the 
opportunity to discuss and communicate 
that things that work in Boston or even 
Tuscaloosa will not work here. It allows 
us to tell our story, and it helps us identify 

Marcus Campbell



Vol. 10, No. 2—JOURNAL OF COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT AND SCHOLARSHIP—Page 110

and meet the needs of our citizens. It will let 
us take the things that do work in other 
places and adapt them to fit our needs. The 
research team and other partners have 
allowed the committee to lay it out on the 
line—what we need—and so folks in 
Sumter feel respected and they are working 
with them. For example, we have ongoing 
discussions about language. Language is 
something that needs to be addressed and 
discussed early on. You have to know who 
you are trying to identify with. This is great 
research, but you want to make it 
comfortable for whoever you’re working 
with and language is the engine that’s going 
make that vehicle run. In our meetings, 
language barriers were one of our very first 
discussions. Putting the right language out 
there for citizens to identify with. You’re 
not going to use a complex word with a 
98-year-old who’s been hearing something 
different for their entire life. We want to 
make sure when we advertise things that it’s 
accessible to everyone and catches everyone’s 
attention. It’s important for folks to 
understand what you’re trying to say if you 
want them to do things like get their blood 
pressure checked. Some language barriers 
might even be different on the southern part 
of Sumter County and that’s why we have a 
group of citizens from all over.”

Academic/Community Member  
Liaison Perspective 
Christopher Spencer,  
Academic/Community Member Liaison
I work closely with campus units and com-
munity partners in fulfilling the university’s 
mission, which focuses on teaching,  
research, and service. I was approached by 
Dr. Rebecca Allen over a year ago to serve 
on the senior leadership team for SOAR. 
One of my main functions as a member of 
the team was to assist in the recruiting  

of community partners to serve on the 
committee. Therefore, after the team selected 
the areas in which we wanted to form  
action committees, I immediately made 
contacts with residents and community 
leaders in both Holt and in Sumter County. 
We were very successful in recruiting a  
diverse group of members in both areas and 
I’m very excited about what I’m witnessing 
in SOAR.

I have seen community experts pouring 
their hearts and thoughts out to students, 
faculty, and staff members from The 
University of Alabama. They have not been 
shy about sharing their opinions and advice 
about research with the University research 
team and other professors. The members 
have made great suggestions and their 
voices have been heard and valued by 
researchers. I have also witnessed the 
development of our graduate students as 
they have left campus and traveled out in 
the community to participate in these 
committee sessions. I’ve worked with 
several projects in my nine years at The 
University of Alabama, and I can truly say that 
this is true community-based participatory 
research. The students, faculty and staff are 
learning from the community partners and 
the community partners are learning from 
researchers. I think everyone has been 
transformed and now understands that all 
voices matter in conducting research!

Conclusion
Overall, there was agreement among project 

members that SOAR has broadened the scope of 
research questions being asked in the academic 
setting and has provided new avenues by which 
community members can go about addressing their 
community’s needs. This collaboration is an iterative 
process; the community makes their needs known to 
researchers who then formulate questions and a plan 
by which to conduct the research. This plan is 
presented to community members, who give 
innovative and practical feedback. This process 
brings all community voices together bridging the 
campus/community gap, and it increases the 
relevance and efficiency of research to ensure that 
community needs are identified and addressed.
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