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INTRODUCING CONCEPTS 
 

Community Engagement in Academia 

In recent decades, the need for and added value of active and responsible higher education has 

come to the forefront. Terms such as Community Service Learning, Community Engaged Learning, 

Civic Learning, Place-Based & Responsible Education and Service Learning have appeared more 

frequently in collegesô and universitiesõ policy notes and strategic plans (see for example Benenworth 

et al., 2018). All off these are umbrella terms for educational approaches that bridge academic 

learning and societal engagement, educational strategies in which academia is not only directed 

towards intellectual and vocational training but is also used as an incentive for social engagement, 

responsibility and personal growth.  

 

The diversity in terminology and interpretations reflects the variety of social and institutional contexts 

in which the various approaches took shape. In the US and Latin America, the term ôservice learningõ 

(SL) has been used for 30 years. The educational developments that took place against the 

background of decolonisation and liberation are cited as the cradle of the engaged educational 

practices that have since developed around the world. Today the term ôservice learningõ is also widely 

used in Australia, Africa and Asia (Bedri, 2017).  

 

More recently, engaged teaching and learning approaches have become more common in in 

Western European higher education. Here, terms such as ôCommunity Based Learningõ (CBL), ôPlace-

Based Community Engagementõ (PBCE) and ôCivic Learningõ (CL) came in use (OôConnor et al., 2011). 

At the Flemish level, the term ôCommunity Service Learningõ (CSL) became established as a result of 

the study day ôLearning, Reflecting, Engaging: Student and society connectedõ, which took place in 

2016. The vice-rectors for education in each of the five Flemish universities ð Ghent, Antwerp, Hasselt, 

Leuven and Brussels ðcalled for making existing CSL initiatives more sustainable and promised to 

take targeted action to support the development of engaged curricula (Mottart, 2017).  

 

UNIVER.CITY was established to meet this intention. Opportunities for ôengaged learningõ were being 

explored within the tension fields that characterise the Flemish higher education landscape today: 

the demand for broad personal and civic development (the call for ôengaged academiaõ) versus 

increased attention for entrepreneurship and employability (as required by ôentrepreneurial 

academiaõ), the ambition of local anchoring and valorisation (ôplacemaking universitiesõ) versus 

aspiration for extra efforts towards internationalisation and sustainability (movement towards ôglobal 

universitiesõ). 

 

The terms õcommunityô and ôengagementô have multiple meanings and definitions within the higher 

education context. To quote Laing and Maddison (2007, pp10-11), ôcommunity engagement takes a 

particular form, and is context-dependent ð arising for institutions from their individual histories and 

locations, and from their view about their strategic position.ô  
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As defined by the Carnegie Foundation For the Advancement of Teaching (CFAT), community 

engaged learning can be understood as òthe collaboration between institutions of higher education 

and their larger communities (local, regional/state, national, global) for the mutually beneficial 

exchange of knowledge and resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity (...) to enrich 

scholarship, research and creative activity; enhance curriculum, teaching and learning; prepare 

educated, engaged citizens; strengthen democratic values and civic responsibility; address critical 

societal issues; and contribute to the public good" (CFAT, 2020). Linking the term ôcommunityõ to 

ôengagementõ serves to broaden the scope of knowledge creation, from traditional academic 

research and learning to more creative and participative forms of inquiry and shifts focus from 

individual to collective learning processes and outcomes (Tremblay, 2017). 

 

Most definitions of òcommunityó stress homogeneity or commonality. While it is important to 

remember that community members have some common experiences, communities are still 

composed of diverse individuals and populations. Both commonalities and differences are vital to 

consider when conceptualizing what òcommunityó means in your context. 

 

COMMUNITY   \  k -̌Ảmy¿-n -̌tƊ \  

A unified body of individuals: such as 

a : the people with common characteristics or interests  

b : the people living together in a particular area or within a larger society 

c : a body of persons or nations having a common history or common social, economic, and  

political interests 

d : a group linked by a common policy 

 

Similarly, the verb òto engageó can be used in different contexts and can be attributed very different 

meanings. 

 

ENGAGE   \  in-ẢgƄj , en- \ 

Transitive verb : to provide occupation for : involve 

Intransitive verb 

1 a : to pledge oneself : promise 

1 b : to make a guarantee 

2 a : to begin and carry on an enterprise or activity ñ used with in  

2 b : to do or take part in something ñ used with in 

2 c : to give attention to something 

So òto engageó with a community is to involve, commit to, interact or work actively with, and/or give 

attention to a group of people with a set of common characteristics, interests, or history, and/or 

people living together in a particular area.  
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A common element across definitions of curricular campus ð community engagement strategies is 

the emphasis on experiential learning and the need for students to be able to reflect. This, according 

to Chambers (2005):  òlead(s) naturally to seeing and interpreting things in new ways, to evolving 

personal practice, and to a grounded confidence on which further learning can growó (Chambers, 

2005, p. 214). The emphasis on reflection is stressed by the executive director of the US-based 

Campus Compact, saying that community-based learning, research and service should not 

encompass periodic volunteerism without guided preparation and opportunities for deep, 

collaborative reflectionô (Hollander, 2001, p. xix).  

 

An emphasis on collaboration and mutual benefit for university, student and community is another 

common feature of the many definitions of community engagement within the curriculum. Several 

writers note that community engagement can have adverse effects if relationships are not 

collaborative (El-Askari et al., 1998, p. 147). Using the community as a laboratory rather than working 

with the community on jointly useful projects may stunt the development of partnerships that offer 

continuous benefits to both parties.ô (Eyler and Giles, 1999, p. 179).  

 

Community Engaged Research approaches are relatively new research practices in which the 

research process itself is intended to benefĔt research participants and the communities in which 

they live. Research activities are taking place in the community, as opposed to the laboratory, clinic, 

or hospital. The research team or institution enters into a partnership with the community, and the 

community is to play an equitable role in every phase of the research: identifying the research topic 

and the research question, planning and executing the project, collecting and analyzing the data, 

and disseminating the results. CER has two main pillars. The fĔrst is ethical and responds to a history 

of exploitation of communities - especially minority and low-income communities - in the name of 

research. The second pillar - community empowerment - has roots that are often attributed to the 

writings of the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire.  

 

B-HERT (2006) defined òengagementó as encompassing a range of different kinds of stakeholders, 

ôbusiness ... artistic, religious, educational, sporting, charitable, indigenous, professional associations, 

local councils, familiesõ and being rooted in a mutual benefit in that interaction (p. 3). CERLs often 

focus on interactions with communities that can benefit universities through engagement but 

which have difficulties in realising those benefits. This may encompass businesses, particularly social 

enterprises, or policy-makers not receiving a ôfair hearingõ within their own institutions. The primary 

focus of what we mean here by community are civil society and NGO activities, and typically those 

insufficiently organised to independently configure universities to serve their needs. 

 

At VUB we use ôCommunity Engaged Research & Learningõ (CERL) as an umbrella term for: ôLearning 

processes in which real-life contexts and collaborative learning strategies are applied as building 

blocks for powerful learning environments, socially responsive curricula and transdisciplinary learning 

processes. Academic and non-academic actors are brought together to learn with, for and from 

each other and contribute to science-based transformation and progression.õ This is a wide 
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definition, in which the notion of knowledge development as an interactional process, based on 

dialogue is central, the value-driven and value-promoting character of ôcommunity engaged 

research and learning strategiesõ is highlighted, and learning is brought to the forefront as a crucial 

steppingstone for sustainable social transformation and progress. The definition also reflect the 

various dimensions of CERL. 

 

Having a dual purpose of benefiting both academia and community at large, CERL is advanced as 

a meaningful method for universities to demonstrate their critical importance to todayõs societies 

(Barnet, 2016; Chupp and Joseph, 2010; Jacoby, 2015; Yamamura and Koth, 2018). Not only do they 

hold a promise to be mechanisms through which key missions of higher education can be 

quantitatively improved (better student learning, more meaningful civic research and scholarship, 

more sustainable campus-community partnerships), CERL strategies stimulate qualitative changes 

as well (more inclusive and democratic university policies and procedures, enhanced community and 

social cohesion), providing a means for HEIs to do better things differently, rather than doing what 

they do better (Sterling, 2011). 

 

At the student level, CERL is about active, experiential and collaborative learning, about and in real-

life contexts. Central to an ôengaged learning processõ is a concrete experience or practical 

component. Students take on a task or engagement within a particular organisation or community 

that allows them to apply acquired competences and develop new insights and skills through 

targeted reflection on the experiences they gained. 
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Engaged Teaching and Research strategies 

 

A variety of strategies can be applied. Students can, for example, offer parenting or education-

related support to vulnerable families, administer primary healthcare to undocumented refugees, 

create portraits of neighbourhoods and their inhabitants for local media. Through practice-

orientated research, they can contribute to the improvement policy of an institution, gather 

information to map the extent and/or specifics of a societal problem, identify good practices, design 

a digital learning environment for a museum, analyse a companyõs business plan, etc.  

 

Benneworth, Charles, Conway, Hodgson, and Humphrey (2009) argue that from the university 

perspective, community engagement tends to take place under the aegis of four kinds of 

activity.  Firstly, communities might be engaged with in the course of research projects, whether in 

an advisory, steering or even co-creation role. Secondly, community engagement takes place 

through teaching activities, by taking students outside the classroom or bringing communities into 

student classrooms. Thirdly, activities are implemented which take place in what some universities 

refer to as the service mission, whether in enabling staff and students to undertake volunteering, 

making activities or services provided on campus open to outsiders, or informal knowledge 

exchange activities, contributing to the wider civic life of the community such as speaking to regional 

media. Finally, community engagement activities are delivered through formal knowledge exchange 

work that touches hard-to-reach communities, often in the form of student science shop-type 

activities, specifically funded public engagement activities or even through finding ways to fund 

community-centred consultancy and research activities. 

 

Community engaged pedagogies are deeply rooted in cognitive and developmental psychology, 

pragmatic philosophy, and democratic theory (Petkus, 2000). In ôBuilding partnerships for service-

learningõ Barbara Jacoby writes that Service-learning "is based on the work of researchers and 

theorists on learning, including John Dewey, Jean Piaget, Kurt Lewin, Donald Schon, and David Kolb, 

who believe that we learn through combinations of action and reflection." (Jacoby, 2015). Many 

scholars point at John Deweyõs Democracy and education (1926), How We Think (1933), and 

Experience and Education (1938) for the theoretical roots of CERL. Dewey observed: òThe belief that 

all genuine education comes about through experience does not at all mean that all experiences are 

genuinely or equally educative. Experience and education cannot be directly equated to each-other. 

For some experiences are mis-educativeó (Dewey, 1938, cited in Jacoby, 2015), thereby stressing the 

importance of thoughtfully designed and conducted reflection strategies in experiential education. 

 

Building on the works of John Dewey, Jean Piaget and Kurt Lewin, the American pedagogue David 

Kolb developed a consistent model for experiential education in the early 1970s. According to Kolb, 

sustainable learning is the result of a cyclical process in which 4 core activities are linked: experience, 

clarification, explanation and application. In this learning cycle, active learning (experimenting and 

applying) and passive learning (reflecting and abstracting) alternate. The learning process goes from 

being inductive (from concrete to general) to being deductive (from general to concrete). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inductive_reasoning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inductive_reasoning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deductive_reasoning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deductive_reasoning
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Experience-oriented learning addresses different learning styles and dimensions, according to Kolb, 

and therefore has a positive impact on the learning process. 

 

 

FIG 1: experiential learning cycle according to David Kolb (see: Kolb, 2005) 

 

In recent decades, various forms of community engaged learning have been developed. According 

to the more traditional views, the added value of practical experience is central to the learning 

process of the student. These views emphasise that the interaction between theory and practice 

leads to course content being processed in a more insightful and sustainable way and that 

community engaged education strategies have a positive influence on well-being, social 

involvement, learning performance and student flow.   

 

In ôCommunity-Based Research. Teaching for Community Impactõ, Beckman and Long posit the 

plethora of CERL approaches can be traced to two distinct origins, a pragmatic (northern) tradition 

and an emancipatory (southern) tradition. The northern tradition is firmly anchored in the pragmatic, 

action-oriented bent of applied social research and builds on the efforts of Kurt Lewin (often 

regarded as the grandfather of action-research). Utilitarian in nature, most characteristically, research 

in this vein is about technical problem solving, improving practice, and making processes more 

efficient.  

 

The southern tradition, in contrast, is more explicitly focused on action for transformative social 

change and empowerment. Emphasizing democratic participation, the southern tradition is 

emancipatory in nature and explicitly embraces notions of social justice. It acknowledges that 

research is value laden and deeply embedded in a given social context. Paulo Freire is often cited 

as emblematic of this tradition. With a foundation in critical ad emancipatory theories, the southern 

tradition embraces community research as a vehicle for community transformation by empowering 

disenfranchised groups through social justice advocacy. 
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Far from being static, the field of community engagement in higher education has evolved 

significantly since its early origins. Over the past 20 years approaches have become more nuanced, 

refined and self-critical. The concept of mutuality has emerged, the importance of acknowledging 

diversity and power in relations and the use of asset-based frameworks over more traditional deficit 

or problem-based paradigms were stressed. Scholars and practitioners began to shift from the focus 

on student learning toward greater emphasis on long-term partnerships and more significant 

community impact (Gujardo, 2016 ð Stoeker, 2016).  

Besides the students, the community is also considered to be important. Within this approach, 

community engaged learning is considered a concrete vehicle to increase citizenship competences 

and capacities for change, not only among students, but also among the other actors involved in 

the learning process. The value-driven and value-promoting nature of CERLs is emphasised and 

seen as a lever for contributing to social justice through community-based education. 

 

 

FIG. 2: Community Engaged Learning paradigms adapted from Chupp, M.G. & Joseph, M.L. (2010) 
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In ôCommunity Engagement: a critical guide for practitionersõ, Mae Shaw and Jim Crowther present 

the pedagogical purposes of community engagement in four broad categories: activism, 

participation, liberation and democratization (see table below). Although these models are not in 

any practical sense mutually exclusive, each of them tends to address a distinct constituency of who 

to work with, along with a specific level of focus and content, with particular roles for the educator 

and types of action that follow.  

 

 

FIG. 3: Four pedagogical purposes of community engagement, see Shaw and Crowther (2017) 

 

As Mottart (2017) stresses, pedagogical developments occur in alignment with the societal and 

institutional contexts in which they are embedded. VUB profiles itself as a locally anchored and 

internationally oriented institution. In VUBõs general strategic plan (ASP2030), development of 

targeted and reciprocal interactions with our metropolitan surroundings is a central pillar. A number 

of projects were set up to develop and strengthen campus-community partnerships, connecting the 

university more purposefully and actively to the challenges and opportunities of its hometown 

Brussels. UNIVER.CITY was one of these projects. Under the coordination of the VUBõs Department 

of Education and Student Policies, a university-wide learning community was set up to explore 

innovative practices, metropolitan networks and tools relevant for Community Engaged Research 
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and Learning. This toolkit was one of the outcomes. Its purpose is to allow for more targeted design 

and assessment of CERL strategies taking into account both the pedagogical specificities and points 

of attention typical for CERL as well as VUBõs interpretation and ambition for putting this into practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

Why do I want to get started with / improve my engaged research learning strategies? 

What is my focus: personal, institutional and/or societal impact?  

What are the main characteristics and principles of the CERL strategy I envision?  

What and how do I want the involved stakeholders to learn? 

To what extent do I pursue educational innovation? 

What kind of institutional support and / or transformation do I expect? 
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CERL GOALS & OUTCOMES 
 

CERL can take a variety of forms, but according to Wafa (2017) its most important characteristic is 

that òit envisages integration and cross linking among a variety of disciplines and stakeholders, 

getting impacted in a multitude of waysó. Students get an opportunity to learn experientially; while 

lecturers can take up socially relevant research, as part of the curriculum. Communities benefit by 

way of empowerment and sustainable livelihoods, while universities get a chance to present 

themselves as ôsocially engagedõ institutions (Chupp and Joseph, 2010). Goals can thus be pursued 

on three levels: personal, institutional and societal. 

 

At a minimum, community engaged learning strategies must contribute to the realization of a 

socially relevant and academically advanced learning experience for each of the participants 

(students, lecturers and community partners). This is to say, they have to be ôimpactfulõ at the 

personal level. For students, we can speak of a meaningful CERL experience if they are personally 

enriched by it, if the learning process contributes positively to their academic and vocational training, 

their civic awareness and responsibility.  

 

In the past 20 years, CERL strategies have come to the attention as ôhigh impact pedagogiesõ (Kuh, 

2009). Recent research literature confirms that CERL strategies are important mechanisms for 

producing more civically engaged courses, and better student learning (Bringle, 2017). The link 

between theory and practice through critical reflection based on experience and the collaborative 

characteristics of CERLs ensure that course content is processed in a more meaningful (broader as 

well as more profound) and sustainable manner. Students acquire more knowledge about and 

appreciation for their own discipline, show more motivation and concern, and take more 

responsibility for their own learning process (Prentice, 2010). Besides discipline-specific competences, 

CERL allows students to acquire more generic - transversal - skills: opinion forming, diverse thinking, 

competences that contribute to lifelong learning, self-knowledge and self-regulation, 

transdisciplinary cooperation skills and intercultural communication, active citizenship, the ability to 

analyse complex problems, leadership, and perseverance (Carlisle et al., 2017; Gregorová et al., 2016).  

 

Targeted selection and thoughtful formulation of learning goals is important for shaping appropriate 

learning strategies. Within the context of CERL, cognitive learning involves acquiring knowledge that 

allow learners to understand (often complex) societal problems, enabling them to evaluate proposed 

solutions and / or design innovative ideas and solutions. However, CERL also includes learning within 

the affective domain. Affective capacities are needed to develop a certain degree of empathy, a 

sense of responsibility, and involvement with regard to the societal context and actors to which the 

learning process relates. The physical domain, finally, has to do with the tangible and physical 

expressions of one's cognitive and affective capacities, including the use of appropriate 

communication tools, research and collaboration skills, making use of specific techniques and / or 

technologies, etc. The EnRRICH toolkit contains concrete examples of learning outcomes within 
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various fields of competence. As an example, a number of diverse CERL learning goals are listed in 

Figure 3. 

 

 

FIG. 3: Examples of desired learning outcomes for CERLs, based on Tassone & Eppink (2016) 

 

For lecturers and partners, CERLs can contribute to personal growth, civic participation, continued 

professionalization, professional satisfaction and innovation. CERL allows lecturers to broaden their 

(professional) networks, keep course content up to date and apply their scientific expertise to real-

life contexts. They bring societal knowledge and actors to the curricula and research programs of 

HEIs. The proximity of professional practice and real life contexts keeps programmes up to date and 

increases their attractiveness for students and academic staff (Chupp and Joseph, 2010). CERL 

programmes can increase the universityõs democratic, socially responsive and responsible character 

and can contribute to more transparent policy and decision-making (Bringle, 2017).  

 

In its most advanced form, CERL can play a role in local anchoring and progress. To do so, CERL 

programmes should be embedded in the universityõs valorisation strategies. Partnerships and 

collaboration processes must be strategically chosen and developed, in accordance with institution-

specific research expertise and local policy agendas (Carayannis and Campbell, 2012; Yamamura and 

Koth, 2018). Students, professionals, citizens and policy makers take part in knowledge creation and 

transfer processes, tailored to local socio-ecological challenges specific to the local environment 

(Baccarne et a.l, 2016).  
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FIG. 4: Key outcomes and quality characteristics of CERLs at micro, meso and macro level. 

 

As Tremblay et al. (2017) note, community engaged research and learning are natural partners. 

Pedagogy is enhanced as a result of research activities, drawing on connections and the creation of 

new theory and methodology. Conversely CERL partnerships and outcomes can inspire new 

research methodologies, questions and synergies. Spaapen and Van Drooge (2011) put forward the 

notion of ôproductive interactionsõ as driving forces within this context. They define productive 

interactions as the mechanisms through which research (and other) activities lead to societal relevant 

applications. The concept of ôproductive interactionsõ entails that academic knowledge is not a simple 

package that can be handed over, but that is developed in interaction within a relevant context of 

stakeholders. The impact of productive interactions consists of the result of the various contributions 

of these stakeholders. Its premise is that to achieve societal impact, it is most fruitful if various 
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stakeholders work together, combining different kinds of knowledge and expertise, designing a joint 

research and innovation agenda, in an open, inclusive and flexible way.  

 

Bostrºm et al. (2018) adopt a more critical perspective. Referring to Laclau and Mouffeõs view that 

there is no such thing as a given society, they stress the importance of taking social contexts and 

relations into account when describing and/or adopting CERL strategies and evaluating their 

(possible) impact. According to Bostrºm et al., òsocial transformation creates winners and losers; 

companies have to adapt to new markets simultaneously as old ones are diminishing, political parties 

have to reorient themselves in a changed landscape of values and priorities, and people have to 

change habits and lifestyles. This means that there are actors and sectors that will not necessarily 

welcome change, and there may also be actors that interpret it differently or consider other solutions 

better than those suggestedó. They furthermore state impactful learning processes have the potential 

of generating conflicts on micro, meso and macro levels and point to the need of considering these 

transformative capacities more explicitly in order to move beyond simplistic, win-win understandings 

of a discourse about knowledge centred societal advancements (Boström et al., 2018). A helpful tool 

to overthink and discuss forms of conflict to be taken into account, is Gaventaõs Power Cube, see 

figure below. 

 

 

FIG. 5: The ôpower cubeõ: levels, spaces and forms of power (Gaventa, 2009) 

Strand, Marullo, Cutforth, Stoeker and Donohue (2003) have outlined three generally accepted 

principles to guide CERL strategies. They suggest such initiatives should be collaborative across 

campus and community, value multiple sources of expertise and methods, and have the ultimate 

goal of fostering social justice. Beckman & Long (2016) show that the more fully these elements 

define CBR endeavors, the deeper the engagement and the deeper the engagement, the more likely 
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the project will be associated with helpful community change. Long-term institutional and 

community change is a long and often non-linear process. By intensely focusing on reciprocal and 

transformational campus-community partnerships, campus and community organizations and 

institutions can establish longer-term shared visions, test different approaches, and make necessary 

adjustments. Through these processes trust among stakeholders is likely to increase. Increased trust 

and long-term commitment can also enable partners to stay connected and engaged as they move 

through the pitfalls and challenges that naturally arise within any social change effort.  

For thoughtful design and implementation of CERL, individual (personal), situational (time-

dependent) and systemic context elements that might be of influence need to be considered. The 

chosen strategy (learning activities, resources and participants) must be aligned both with the context 

factors at play and with the goals it wants to achieve. Goals (developed competences, changed 

practices, processes and procedures, delivered products) must be specified and the criteria through 

which they will be evaluated must be in accordance. All aspects must be congruent both vertically 

as well as horizontally (Biggs and Tang, 2009). 

 

 

FIG. 6: Elements to be considered for quality design, implementation and assessment 
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS 

What learning objectives am I pursuing in my CERL course?  

In what way will the community partner benefit from my CERL strategy? 

What institutional and/or societal goals am I aiming at? 

In what way does the engagement component contribute to the realisation of these 

goals?  

What knowledge, skills and values do they include? 

How will power relations, forms of privilege, stereotypes and prejudices be treated? 

What difficulties do I expect during the CERL process? 

How will I tackle those challenges? 

Who can I rely on / do I need to make my CERL activities a success? 
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CERL CONTEXTS, PARTICIPANTS & ACTIVITIES 
 

Community engaged research and learning initiatives bring together academic and non-academic 

actors to learn from and with each other. Students are taken off campus to learn in an authentic 

environment. The community engagement also aims at making scientific knowledge and expertise 

available for societal actors and making a concrete contribution to societal challenges. 

 

In practice, the engagement activities can take many different forms. The chart below, can help you 

think through the differences between types of community engagement and their intended 

beneficiaries. Community engagement activities toward the left tend to benefit the community 

and/or organization more, whereas activities on the right tend to benefit to the individual(s) 

engaging there more. For example, an internship is primarily designed to benefit the intern rather 

than the host organization, while volunteering focuses on service or benefit to the community or 

organization. These distinctions impact how people work together, so theyõre important to keep in 

mind in light of your context and positionality. 

 

 

 

FIG 7: adapted from Furcoõs Service-Learning typology (see: Furco, 1996) 

 

 

CERL partners can be located both inside and outside the university and can be defined in various 

ways. For example, preference can be given to a specific type of organisation (civil society rather 

than private institutions), a specific sector (socio-cultural vs. socio-economic), or partnerships can be 

based on a common target group, which different organisations cooperate with, each on the basis 

of a different vision, mission or strategy (underprivileged youth, elderly, people with a physical 

disability, ethnic-cultural minorities, etc.). Selection of CERL partners can be based on geographical 

considerations - from local (a particular neighbourhood or site) to international. Of course, 

partnerships can also be selected based on a thematic focus, the societal goals and topics around 

which organisations or institutions operate. The global sustainability goals (SDGs, see figure below) 

are an interesting frame of reference for defining the context that you want to cover with your CERL 

course.  
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Our Brussels environment makes it possible to work around many of these global goals at a local 

level: the lack of basic needs such as housing, healthcare, safety; socio-economic challenges such as 

employment, social exclusion, poverty, knowledge inequality; ecological challenges; organisation 

and management of public spaces; participation problems (e.g. due to poverty, old age, mental or 

physical disability), etc. Each of these global challenges has a local equivalent that can be examined 

within the context of your CERL course or project.   

 

FIG 8: The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), see: www.un.org 

 

Defining the community to which CERL relates and the mapping and mobilising of specific societal 

actors or target groups will highly influence the learning process and outcomes of your CERL 

strategy. An interesting framework to look at your CERL partnerships is the 'Asset-Based Community 

Development' approach, or "ABCD" model by P. Kretzman and John McKnight (1996).  

 

Asset mapping begins with a skills or asset inventory of the community. Unlike a typical inventory, 

which takes stock of items or commodities, an asset inventory takes stock of any and all resources, 

from the language proficiencies and gardening equipment of individual community members to the 

vacant lots and bodies of water that make up the physical spaces and natural resources within it.  

 

Two principles are central here. One: community development according to the ABCD model starts 

with what is already present in the community: the capacities of local residents and / or employees. 

Rather than focusing on shortages in the community, or on that which is absent or problematic, the 

ABCD approach focuses on the positive qualities and resources inherent in local governments, non-

profit organisations, voluntary associations, economic players, neighbourhoods or other community 

actors. Two: community development in the context of ABCD always starts from within the 
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community itself. The problem-solving capacities of local residents and institutions, local actions, 

inspiration and ambitions are the driving force. The role of external forces (such as, for example, the 

university) must be complementary and rather supportive or guiding in nature. 

 

While traditional approaches to community engagement often define communities in terms of their 

problems or deficits, there are strategies that instead focus on identifying resources and strengths. 

Community Asset Mapping is one such tool that focuses on the resources, capacities, and assets 

within a community. The graphic below allows you to compare a traditional method of approaching 

a community - where outside òexpertsó identify community problems via a "needs assessment" and 

then provide outside services and resources to address these perceived needs - to an alternative 

approach that assumes the community possess various assets that can be used and leveraged to 

work for desired change. 

 

  

FIG. 9: Assets based vs. traditional community development models, see Moore, 2009 

 

Another collaboration model that is becoming increasingly more prevalent in higher education is 

the Community of Practice (CoP). Generally speaking, CoPs are collaborations between people with 

a common interest or shared passion; a meeting place where people inform and advise each other 

and develop new practices. In Flemish Higher Education, for example, they are applied within teacher 

education programmes in the form of professional learning communities (PLCs). In essence, the PLC 

approach allows students and professionals to conduct practice-oriented research together. The 

research process is aimed at improving the educational practice and, ultimately, the learning of 

students through targeted interventions. Participation in a PLC gives students the opportunity to 

prepare for teaching on the basis of an authentic experience. Educational professionals are provided 

with innovative insights and tools throughout the collaboration.  "A professional learning community 

refers to the permanent sharing, research, and improvement of the practices of teachers and school 

boards, in order to improve student education." Verbiest (2016). As such, it is a reciprocal relation 

and a collective learning process.  
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The Erasmus+ Toolkit ôUCITY ACTION LABõ puts forward a model for designing multistakeholders 

projects, targeted towards urban challenges. The model and outline of the proposed learning 

process are depicted below.  

 

 

 

FIG. 10: UCITYLAB framework and learning process, see www.ucitylab.eu 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
UNIVER.CITY toolkit ς L. Moriau et al. 2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
What are the societal goals of my CERL strategy? 

What societal challenge do I want to contribute to? 

Who needs to be involved in this? 

How exactly do I want to involve them? 

How do I make my learning strategy as authentic as possible? 

What difficulties do I expect for its implementation? 
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CERL DESIGN PRINCIPLES & LEARNING PATHS 
 

CERL aims to introduce authentic contexts and interactions in academic learning processes. The 

community engagement can vary, from direct, indirect to non-direct ways of mapping, mobilising, 

analysing or designing information, resources and/or (change) capacities. When students commit 

themselves to a specific beneficiary or target group with which they interact directly, CERL strategies 

are called ôdirectõ. For example, students can be asked to support children at risk or to provide 

specific forms of care and/or make services more accessible to specific target groups. In indirect 

forms of CERL, students work together with a specific organisation to respond to a societal need 

without coming into direct contact with the beneficiaries. Students can conduct research to improve 

the services of social organisations or institutions, collect and/or disseminate information in order to 

identify, map or analyse the scope and/or specificities of a societal problem, make an inventory of 

good practices to inspire an improvement policy, design a prototype or develop an innovative idea 

to meet certain needs or ambitions, etc. In non-direct CERL activities, the engagement activities do 

not take place within the community or at a specific organisation or institution. Students provide a 

specific service or contribution at distance or online. 

 

 

FIG. 11: Types of Community Engagement, see Kerry, S; et al. (2003) 

 

There are some 'degrees of freedom' that should be considered during the design phase of a CERL 

course or project. For example, students can be given more or less responsibility and autonomy. 

The project can be limited in scope and time or more elaborate. Assignments can vary from more 


