[image: 02NV34CP_400x400.jpg][image: ][image: A blue and yellow flag with white text

Description automatically generated][image: ]    




Penn State University and the University of Auckland
Horizon Europe Research Group Profile
Research Group Focus
	
We aim to advance equitable health and wellbeing by connecting education systems, communities, and health promotion through implementation research.
We generate and apply evidence on how schools, families, and communities act as multisectoral settings for reducing risk and preventing the development of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) across the life course.
We work at the intersection of health promotion, education and curriculum design, and adolescent and community engagement. We focus on how young people and communities understand complex health issues, participate in decision-making, and act as change agents.
Our transdisciplinary work bridges the social and behavioural sciences, education, public health, and youth and community development, with a strong emphasis on health equity, Indigenous worldviews, and sustainable community-led change. We work most closely with communities in the United States, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the Pacific Islands, ministries of health and education, and UNESCO and its network of UNESCO Chairs. 



	Key strengths
· Capacity to design and evaluate school- and community-based NCD-prevention interventions in partnership with government agencies (Ministries of Health and Education) across the Pacific, Aotearoa New Zealand, and the United States
· Expertise in implementation research, research-practice partnerships (RPP), and design-based implementation research (DBIR).
· Track record of using co-design methodologies to integrate scientific, community/cultural, and policy perspectives.
· Expertise in community development, community capacity building, civic engagement, and leadership development to support sustainable adoption of NCD-prevention interventions.
· Strong track record in youth voice, youth participation, youth-led approaches to social and health-related change, and participatory and deliberative methodologies, including Photovoice, Q-methodology, World Café, systems mapping, and Youth as Researchers.
· Capacity to co-develop culturally responsive curricula, professional learning, and recognition practices aligned with UNESCO's Global Citizenship Education framework and the OECD Learning Compass 2030.
· Expertise in translating research findings into community programmes, educational initiatives, and policy-relevant resources to maximise societal impact.
· Track record of youth-led research and learning models, including UNESCO Youth as Researchers (co-led with the University of Galway, with Irish training delivered with Foróige since 2014), Akomanga Kaihanga/Learning for Social Innovation (New Zealand), and the Solomon Islands Youth Ambassadors initiative.
· Theoretical grounding in interactional field theory, critical and postcolonial perspectives on Global Citizenship Education, and Indigenous and Pacific understandings of community change.

What we can contribute
· Leadership of work packages focused on community engagement, youth participation, implementation, dissemination, and sustainability.
· Design and evaluation of school-, community-, and family-based NCD-prevention and health-promotion interventions.
· Leadership of a Work Package on youth engagement and the local adaptation and replicability of global education frameworks, designing and testing co-designed approaches in school and community settings in the United States, New Zealand, and the Pacific.
· Capacity to lead co-design, implementation, and evaluation activities across culturally diverse and international contexts.
· Stakeholder engagement methodologies supporting meaningful participation of young people, families, communities, practitioners, and policymakers.
· Expertise in community capacity building, leadership development, civic engagement, and community mobilisation to support intervention uptake and long-term sustainability.
· A validated process model for youth engagement in local action.
· A transferability framework describing how the UNESCO Recommendation travels across cultural contexts.
· Tools for documenting and recognizing youth community contribution, leadership, and civic participation, developed without imposing a single cultural lens on these constructs.
· Capacity building for educators, youth leaders, and community coordinators through co-developed professional learning.
· Development of educational resources, professional learning programmes, dissemination strategies, and knowledge mobilisation activities that support translation into policy and practice.
· Connections to the global network of UNESCO Chairs, the UNESCO Global Human Skills Council and Observatory, and Pacific and Māori communities in New Zealand and the Pacific region.
· Established partnerships with Pacific communities, educational systems, and community organisations across New Zealand and the Pacific.

Special skillsets and experience
· Community-engaged and participatory research methodologies.
· Qualitative and comparative case study expertise, including iterative thematic coding within sites followed by cross-case comparison.
· Cross-national comparative research and mixed-methods evaluation.
· Youth-centered data collection methods, including portfolios, reflective journals, visual methods, and interviews with youth co-researchers.
· Youth voice, youth leadership, and civic-engagement frameworks.
· Leadership-development and stakeholder-engagement programme design.
· Community-capacity assessment and community-readiness evaluation.
· Understanding of Pacific, Māori, and Melanesian perspectives on youth leadership, community contribution, and sustainable development.
· Track record of translating research into policy briefs, curricula, and open-access resources for schools, youth organizations, and UNESCO networks.



Relevant Publications, Products, Services or other Related Achievements
	Key outputs and dissemination channels
· Regular publication in international peer-reviewed journals, including Community Development, Health Education Journal, Health Promotion International, and the Journal of School Health.
· UNESCO policy briefs and practitioner reports, including outputs of the global UNESCO Youth as Researchers study on COVID-19 (e.g., Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World).
· Co-designed curriculum resources, youth research training materials, and professional learning for educators, available through the Penn State UNESCO Chair and the University of Auckland’s LENScience platform.
· Long-standing editorial leadership with the journal Community Development and the Routledge CDS Book Series.

Recent publications evidencing fit

Brennan, M. (ed). 2028. The Handbook for Radical Youth Engagement.  Routledge: New York.  
(in progress).
Trask, S., Dunn, R., Cowie, B., Hall, V., Bay, J., & Pamaka, S. (2026). Implementing learning for social innovation: A school-based case study of programme development. American Educational Research Journal. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312261491319
Trask, S., Barrett-Watson, C., Joseph, D., Taurarii, J., & Bay, J. (2025). Photovoice as pedagogy in a Pacific setting: Exploring complexity and choices in Cook Islands food environments. Journal of School Health. https://doi.org/10.1111/josh.70006
Trask, S., Manuele, P., Borne, L., Galy, O., Potter, B., & Bay, J. (2024). Developing the Tokelau National Health and Physical Education Curriculum: A case study. Health Education Journal, 83(1), 78–94. https://doi.org/10.1177/00178969231219567
Trask, S., D’Souza, E. N., Pi, S., Tu’akoi, S., & Bay, J. L. (2024). Promoting school-based learning about nutrition and physical activity using Photovoice: A systematic review. Health Education Journal. https://doi.org/10.1177/001789692312225
Trask, S., D’Souza, E., Swinburn, B., & Bay, J. (2023). Conversations about complex issues. Set: Research Information for Teachers, 2, 3–9. https://doi.org/10.18296/set.1524
Trask, S., Lockyer, P., Hildreth, J., D’Souza, E., Buklijas, T., Menzies, R., . . . Bay, J. L. (2023). Sustaining youth physical activity in times of challenge and change: Lessons from COVID-19. Health Promotion International, 38(3), daad038. https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/daad038
Brennan, M., Phillips, R., Hales, B., and Walzer, N. (eds).  2022.  Community Development in Times of Crisis: Creating Caring Communities.  Routledge: New York.  
Brennan, M., Dolan, P., and Smith, A. 2022.  “Preparing Youth for Active Citizenship and Social Justice.”  Education, Citizenship and Social Justice. 17(3): 205-209.

Brennan, M., Dolan, P., and Odera, E. 2022.  “From Regiments to Radicals: The critical need for empowering youth as radical agents of change.”  Education, Citizenship and Social Justice. 17(3): 210-223.
Odera, E., Brennan, M., Dolan, P. and Davis, J., 2022.  “Enhancing Research and Practice: 
Understanding Paths and Options for Youth Citizenship and Social Justice.”  Education, Citizenship and Social Justice. 17(3): 224-234.
Malcolm, J., Brennan, M., Webster, N., & Dolan, P. (2020). Beyond participation: A case study of youth as researchers and community development in North Philadelphia. Community Development, 51(5), 703–720. https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330.2020.1826547
Olson, B., & Brennan, M. A. (2017). From community engagement to community emergence: A conceptual framework and model to rethink youth-community interaction. In S. Kenny, B. McGrath, & R. Phillips (Eds.), The Routledge handbook of community development: Perspectives from around the globe (pp. 264–278). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315674100-19
Brennan, M. A., Bridger, J. C., & Alter, T. R. (Eds.). (2013). Theory, practice, and community development. Routledge.
Brennan, M. A., Barnett, R. V., & Baugh, E. (2007). Youth involvement in community development: Implications and possibilities for extension. Journal of Extension, 45(4).

	



Relevant previous projects/activities
	UNESCO Youth as Researchers (YAR): Co-led by the Penn State UNESCO Chair and the UNESCO Chair at the University of Galway, with Irish YAR training delivered in partnership with Foróige since 2014. Young people are trained to design and lead social research on issues affecting their communities. The global YAR study on COVID-19 (2020–2022) engaged more than 10,000 young people across all UNESCO regions and produced a UNESCO policy brief and a collection of youth-led studies. https://agsci.psu.edu/unesco/the-penn-state-unesco-youth-as-researchers-program
Youth as Researchers in North Philadelphia: Youth-led research on youth-police relations and community development, documenting how participation can extend beyond consultation to shared authorship of community change (Malcolm et al., 2020).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DaVtAKQTznc
Caribbean Youth for Peace: Youth peacebuilding and global citizenship work with Caribbean partners. UNESCO, 2021-2023. 
https://agsci.psu.edu/unesco/the-penn-state-unesco-youth-as-researchers-program/youth-as-researchers-on-peace-citizen-security-and-safety-in-the-caribbean
Akomanga Kaihanga/Learning for Social Innovation: A Pacific and Māori-informed model of community-engaged youth learning developed in partnership with Tāmaki College in South Auckland, investigating the wellbeing benefits of students’ contributions to their communities. 
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312261491319
https://www.epit.org.nz/projects/akomanga-kaihanga-well-being-and-achievement-in-learning-for-social-innovation---tamaki-college
Solomon Islands Healthy Living, Youth Ambassadors, and Living Sustainably curriculum: An emerging partnership bringing a Melanesian perspective to youth leadership, community contribution, and sustainable development, linked to development of the new Living Sustainably curriculum area. https://www.adb.org/projects/55050-002/main
https://solomons.gov.sb/mehrd-launches-curriculum-writers-induction-workshop-to-redesign-senior-secondary-education/
Tokelau Health and PE Curriculum Development Project: Health and Physical Education National Curriculum co-design with the Tokelau Ministries of Education and Health, aligning Indigenous knowledge with national curriculum goals. https://doi.org/10.1177/00178969231219567
Global Network of UNESCO Chairs on Children, Youth and Community: A network co-founded by Professor Brennan that links UNESCO Chairs working on youth and community engagement across regions. https://agsci.psu.edu/unesco/global-network-of-unesco-chairs-on-children-youth-and-communities/global-network-factsheet
Travelling Resources, Local Action: A three-year Research-Practice Partnership proposal (in development) examining how young people and educators adapt the UNESCO Recommendation across school contexts in the United States, New Zealand, and the Pacific.



Key infrastructure resources
	Partner sites and networks:
· Established partner school and community sites in the United States, New Zealand (including Tāmaki College), and the Solomon Islands, each able to host year-long cycles with roughly 25 youth co-researchers, 3 educators, and 4 community coordinators.
· Access to the UNESCO Global Human Skills Council and Observatory, the global network of UNESCO Chairs, and the University of Galway and Foróige Youth as Researchers partnership for dissemination and uptake.

Resources and equipment:
· Youth as Researchers training curriculum and facilitator materials, tested across multiple countries.
· The LENScience platform (Liggins Institute) and the Penn State UNESCO Chair website for open-access dissemination of resources, professional learning, and knowledge mobilisation with schools, communities, ministries, and international partners.
· Qualitative and quantitative data generation and analysis software and secure university data storage at both institutions.
· Established access to school, community, youth, and government networks across New Zealand, the Pacific, and the United States to support co-design, implementation, evaluation, and dissemination activities.
· Connections to the global network of UNESCO Chairs, the UNESCO Global Human Skills Council and Observatory, and long-standing international research and community partnerships.
· Existing professional learning, leadership development, and community-engagement resources that can be adapted for project implementation, capacity building, and sustainability.

Datasets:
· Youth-led studies and participant data from the global UNESCO Youth as Researchers study on COVID-19 (2020–2022). [available on request]




Biosketch of Key Research Leads
	Professor Mark A. Brennan
https://agsci.psu.edu/unesco/people/mark-brennan
Professor and UNESCO Chair on Global Citizenship Education for Sustainable Peace through Youth and Community Engagement, The Pennsylvania State University (United States)
Professor Mark Brennan specializes in community and youth development, civic engagement, and global citizenship education. His work examines how young people and communities build the capacity to act together on shared concerns, drawing on interactional field theory and research on social-emotional learning, empathy, and peacebuilding. He brings nearly 30 years of social science research experience, including comparative work across the United States, Europe, Australia, Africa, Asia, and Central America. He co-founded the Global Network of UNESCO Chairs on Children, Youth and Community, holds leadership roles in the UNESCO Global Human Skills Council, and is a founding academic member of the Global Human Skills Observatory. With colleagues at the University of Galway and Foróige, he co-leads the UNESCO Youth as Researchers program. He is a two-time Fulbright Scholar and in 2024 received the UNESCO Janusz Korczak Jubilee Medal for his work promoting empathy, peace, and global citizenship in education.
Professor Brennan’s publications appear in Community Development, the Journal of Extension, and a range of edited volumes, including Theory, Practice, and Community Development (Routledge). He has provided decades of editorial service to the journal Community Development and the Routledge CDS Book Series.

Dr Suzanne Trask
https://profiles.auckland.ac.nz/suzanne-trask
LENScience Senior Research Fellow, Liggins Institute, University of Auckland (New Zealand)
Dr Suzanne Trask specializes in education-based approaches to health and wellbeing, with a focus on how schools and communities can act as multisectoral settings for learning and change. Drawing on sociocultural and implementation-science frameworks, she designs and evaluates curriculum-integrated interventions that foster health literacy, agency, and systems thinking among adolescents. She has led and contributed to national and international research-practice partnerships, including serving as lead writer of the Tokelau National Health and Physical Education curriculum and contributing to Obesity Prevention Using Systems Science (OPUSS), the Pacific Science for Health Literacy Project (PSHLP)/Ora’anga Tūmanava in the Cook Islands, and the Fighting Sugar in Soft Drinks (FIZZ) project. Her work in Akomanga Kaihanga/Learning for Social Innovation in South Auckland investigates the wellbeing benefits of students’ contributions to their communities. Her research has produced open-access, curriculum-aligned resources, teacher professional learning models, and assessment frameworks adopted in both Aotearoa New Zealand and Pacific contexts.
Dr Trask’s publications appear in Health Education Research, Health Promotion International, Health Education Journal, and the Journal of School Health, along with a range of education journals.



Typical sub commentary for Publications
PUBLICATION: Malcolm, J., Brennan, M., Webster, N., & Dolan, P. (2020). Beyond participation: A case study of youth as researchers and community development in North Philadelphia. Community Development, 51(5), 703–720. This study documents the Youth as Researchers model that (PROJECT ACRONYM) will adapt for youth co-researchers at each site.
PUBLICATION: Olson, B., & Brennan, M. A. (2017). From community engagement to community emergence. This chapter sets out the conceptual framework for youth-community interaction, grounded in interactional field theory, that will guide the analysis of youth contribution in (PROJECT ACRONYM).
PUBLICATION: Trask, S., et al. (2025). Photovoice as pedagogy in a Pacific setting. Journal of School Health. This paper demonstrates the visual and participatory methods that youth co-researchers will use to document their experience in (PROJECT ACRONYM).
OTHER: UNESCO Youth as Researchers study on COVID-19 (2020–2022), including the UNESCO policy brief and Lest We Forget: Youth Lenses on Coping in a Post-COVID World. These outputs show the group’s capacity to coordinate youth-led research across regions and translate findings for policy audiences.
OTHER: Tokelau National Health and Physical Education Curriculum. This nationally adopted curriculum, co-designed with government ministries, illustrates how (PROJECT ACRONYM) will produce culturally grounded resources that schools can use.
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