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Introduction 

 

In October 2024, scholars, practitioners, institutional leaders, and community partners converged 

in Minneapolis for the 29th annual conference of the Coalition of Urban and Metropolitan 

Universities (CUMU). A diverse and vibrant metropolitan area with a long history of civic 

innovation, collaboration across sectors, and community engagement, the Minneapolis-St. Paul 

area delivered a fitting context for the meeting. The Twin Cities region, like most urban settings, 

is grappling with important issues about racial equity, economic disparity, public safety, and 

other issues relevant to CUMU’s mission and the work of urban and metropolitan universities 

across the nation.  

 

The conference theme, Beyond Boundaries, echoed the complexities of the place in which the 

conference was held: a place where bridges—literal and metaphorical—between communities 

span racial, geographic, and institutional boundaries, while positioned within established 

structural inequities. The conference setting encouraged participants to think critically about the 

ways that place, power, and partnership shape the possibilities of engaged scholarship and 

campus-community collaboration. Marking CUMU’s 35th anniversary, the conference asked 

participants to consider the possibilities of extending the boundaries of higher education beyond 

the borders of the campus in ways that cross disciplines, status, practices, and perspectives, while 

honoring and recognizing place (geographical, cultural, historical, and contextual).  
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Similarly, Metropolitan Universities journal (MUJ) has provided a home for research, praxis, 

and reflection that spans the complexities of higher education within urban settings for 35 years; 

and each year, one issue is devoted to sharing learning presented at the annual CUMU 

conference. In the spirit of collaboration that exemplifies community engagement, this special 

issue was guest edited by representatives from the four local institutions sponsoring the 2024 

conference: Augsburg University, Metro State University, Saint Paul College, and the University 

of Minnesota. Each article offers a lens into higher education’s commitment to the urban 

mission: advancing student success, developing new community relationships, and acting as a 

catalyst for regional transformation. In addition, invited commentaries are included, representing 

keynote presentations, the Holland Scholar award recipient, and pre-conference workshops. 

Collectively, the research and praxis articles provide models for ways that urban and 

metropolitan universities can expand boundaries of traditional institutional practice. Although 

they are based in distinct institutional contexts and/or conference presentations, they collectively 

share a commitment to place, justice, and impact that is representative of urban colleges and 

universities today. 

 

Beyond the invited commentaries offering frameworks for place-based, anchor approaches to 

community engagement and civic professionalism, we begin the issue with an article that shares 

ways in which institutions can advance equity through economic development and regional 

partnerships. Coll et al. explore the civic potential of university supply chains, showing how 

institutional purchasing can advance inclusive economic opportunity when aligned with social 

value goals. Their case study illustrates how an anchor institution can transform procurement 

from a technical process into a strategy for place-based justice. In doing so, they offer a 

framework for shifting organizational mindsets about how economic engagement can be a 

deliberate tool for equity. Subsequently, Jondy and ZumBrunnen describe an alternative 

approach. In their article, a long-standing university center functions as a hub for regional 

innovation through interdisciplinary research, social entrepreneurship, and systems thinking. 

Their work highlights the infrastructure, partnerships, and institutional alignment necessary for 

higher education to play a sustained role in equitable regional transformation. It emphasizes the 

value of flexible institutional models that can evolve alongside community priorities. 

 

Other articles focus on fostering well-being and inclusion by reimagining how mental health 

support is designed and delivered within higher education. Benjamin and colleagues examine a 

peer support program at a Hispanic-Serving Institution, demonstrating how culturally responsive, 

identity-affirming peer models foster belonging and reduce stigma among students who may be 

underserved by traditional counseling services. The initiative is particularly effective because it 

engages students not just as participants but as leaders and change agents. Holmes et al. explore 

how trauma-informed care can be implemented across a campus ecosystem, offering a 

framework for institutional culture change rooted in safety, trust, and empowerment. The authors 

highlight how faculty and staff development initiatives can catalyze broader changes in 
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institutional practice. Together, these studies underscore the importance of student voice, lived 

experience, and institutional responsiveness in building healthier campus environments. 

 

Efforts to improve student success and learning outcomes also feature prominently, with a focus 

on mentorship, pedagogy, and inclusive course design. McCann et al. present a model of 

interprofessional mentorship that helps students build collaborative, reflective, and applied skills 

by working with community partners to address local health issues. Their approach underscores 

the importance of faculty mentorship and cross-sector engagement in preparing students for 

public service careers. They also note the importance of faculty development through structured 

opportunities for interdisciplinary teaching and reflection. Longacre and Neary describe how 

disaggregated institutional data at a large urban university were used to redesign gateway courses 

with high incompletion and failure rates, resulting in improved completion rates and narrowed 

equity gaps. This case illustrates how data-informed pedagogy and policy can reshape classroom 

culture and outcomes, reinforcing the value of aligning academic innovation with institutional 

equity goals. 

 

Finally, two articles demonstrate how co-creation and systems-level collaboration can address 

structural inequities in education and public health. Salinas and colleagues describe a family-

centered STEM engagement initiative that positions Latinx families as co-designers of culturally 

sustaining educational programming. By integrating cultural knowledge and language into 

STEM learning, the initiative deepens students’ connection to both science and community while 

reimagining the role of families in shaping educational pathways. Ziminski and colleagues 

evaluate a medical-legal partnership that embeds legal advocacy within addiction recovery 

services, demonstrating how interdisciplinary collaboration can address the social determinants 

of health. The program’s success rests on its ability to embed legal expertise within clinical care 

teams, making support both accessible and holistic. Together, these contributions offer 

compelling models for how universities can transcend disciplinary and sectoral boundaries to 

promote community well-being. 

 

In sum, the articles in this issue reflect the essence of the 2024 CUMU conference theme, 

Beyond Boundaries, by showcasing how urban and metropolitan universities are adapting their 

roles and practices to address complex societal challenges. Whether modifying internal systems 

or co-creating solutions with communities, each contribution provides an example of ways in 

which higher education can serve and partner with urban regions. These authors remind us that 

innovation, equity, and partnerships must be enacted as a part of our daily practice —shaped 

through relationships, informed by place, and sustained over time. In doing so, they continue to 

carry on the legacy of CUMU and Metropolitan Universities journal as a home for engaged 

scholarship. 
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