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PREPARING CERL PARTNERSHIPS
Within the context of CERL, the "partner" label is used to designate both individuals as well as social
groups, organisations or institutions. The actors involved from the university can also be quite
diverse: lecturers, teaching assistants, researchers, students, administrative staff, etc.. The term
'partnership' therefore indicates various relationships and interactions between the 'community' on
the one hand, and the 'academia' or university on the other (see SOFAR framework, Clayton, K. et
al. 2010).

FIG. 15: Actors involved in CERL and type of partnerships according to Clayton, K. et al. (2010)
Meaningful partnerships are set up on the basis of equal relationships and aim to achieve at least
some minimal added value for each of the parties. In the TRES model (see Clayton, K. et al. 2010),
the quality of a CERL partnership is plotted on the basis of a number of indicators (see figure above).
Depending on the goal and the impact achieved, a partnership can be transactional or
transformational. Transactional partnerships are short-lived and limited in scope. Exchange is rather
limited and is strongly directed. The goals of the collaboration are aligned and strictly monitored by
the initiator (e.g. the course titular). Transformational partnerships, on the other hand, aim to achieve
a sustainable impact on a specific societal issue. The collaboration is more dynamic and targets
longer-term impact. Goals and processes are questioned and adjusted throughout the collaboration.
Students and partners involved get much more say and decisiveness. In the table on next page a
more elaborative description of the various types of CERL partnerships is presented.

FIG. 16: Description of different types of CERL partnerships

The development of partnerships typically has three important phases: getting started, working
together, and planning for what’s next. There are a lot of roadmaps, practical guidelines and handson materials available online about ways to design high-quality partnerships. The British National
Co-ordination Centre for Public Engagement (www.publicengagement.ac.uk), for example, provides
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user-friendly tools that give you step-by-step guidance throughout the various phases. From
mapping and selecting relevant partners, to making the collaboration more sustainable.
Of course, it is never just about a 'collection of methods' for which a standard recipe is available.
Building partnerships is tailor-made work, and always partly based on intuition. A crucial element and perhaps one of the most intricate ones - is the need for short-term, to-the-point and transparent
communication throughout the entire collaboration process.

FIG. 17: Stages in setting up partnerships, adapted from www.publicengagement.ac.uk
In CERL, academic and non-academic stakeholders are brought together in a process of knowledge
sharing, processing and production. To manage this process, it is often essential to be able to rely
on a good broker. Someone who knows how to coordinate cultural differences, divergent
expectations and needs, who keeps the communication lines warm throughout the entire process.
The Science Shop (www.wetenschapswinkel.be) has a lot of experience in this area.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS
What criteria am I using to map and choose suitable partners for my CERL project?
What principles are central to our relationship?
How will I communicate with my partners beforehand, during and after the project?
What logistical and administrative preparations do I have to make?
How will we define roles and get prepare to take up responsibility?
How are we shaping balanced and realistic expectations?
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PREPARING STUDENTS FOR CERL
Active participation in our complex and disruptive 21st century societies requires strong collaborative,
inclusive, reflective, responsive and proactive capacity (Tassone & Eppink, 2016). Learning processes
that start from personal commitment, stimulate critical (experience-based) reflection and are
challenge-driven, collaborative and society-oriented, including CERLs, are very relevant from this
perspective (Biberhofer, 2017). All too often, the benefits from collaborative learning remain
underused. Instead of real learning teams, pseudo-learning groups are formed. Tasks are divided,
performed independently from each other and only forged into a whole at the end of the ride. In
this way the move from self-efficacy and individual goals to collective activity, shared goals, and real
processes of knowledge co-creation.
The ambition to bring various actors together in a shared learning process requires a wellconsidered design and preparation of both the assignments (the learning tasks) as well as the
protocol (the practical organisation). Guiding questions are situated on 4 levels:
(1) GOALS: What is the purpose of the collaboration, what do you want the students to work
towards?
(2) PRACTICALITIES: How will the collaboration be organised, how large are the teams, how are
they put together, who will be given which role and responsibility?
(3) DYNAMICS: How do you ensure a safe and constructive working environment? Which
intermediate follow-up & support moments do you implement?
(4) ENVIRONMENT: How do you coordinate your objectives, timelines and activities with the needs
and expectations, capacities and availabilities of all involved? Which other environmental
(f)actors need to be taken into account?
Research indicates that the following conditions must be met for a meaningful collaboration: (1) the
collaboration assignment must be sufficiently complex, challenging and relevant, (2) teams must be
limited in size (3 to 6 team members seems the most optimal) and the available expertise must be
used actively, (3) actors involved in the collaboration must really need each other, and (4) highquality process supervision must be provided.
Often collaboration processes go through different phases. Initially, the collaboration happens in a
rather hesitant and careful way. Once team members have been able to relate to the problem and
to each other, they become more willing to profile themselves more and adopt a more active,
sometimes conflicting attitude. If the team manages to get through this difficult phase without too
much trouble, they can slowly move on to a more mature, constructive and efficient form of
collaboration. According to the Tuckman model (see figure below), the process of team
development typically has five phases: forming, storming, norming, performing and adjourning.
Tuckman emphasises the importance of an adjusted attitude of the process supervisor in each of

these phases, from strong guidance and direction at the start of the collaboration, to delegation and
support in the later phases.
It is important to consider, during the preparation phase, how you will enable students and social
partners to collaborate in meaningful ways, to correctly interpret and adjust the elements that
influence their collaboration. Which coaching strategies and support moments do you plan to this
end? What do you expect from the partners involved and from the students themselves in this
regard?
Concrete expectations, division of tasks, organisation of the collaboration assignment and the
collaboration process should be explained thoroughly in the student manual that comes with your
CERL course. The manual should specify which type of community engagement is being used, how
often students should go to the community/organisation, which points of attention are central, who
bears which final responsibility, what should be delivered as a minimum and the way in which the
practical component is supervised and will be included in the final evaluation.

FIG. 18: Phases of team development according to Tuckman, B.W. (1965)

Community engaged assignments have various ‘degrees of freedom’ that should be considered in
the design phase. Choices need to be geared towards the starting situation and the desired final
competences of the students in question, the capacity, context and needs of the social partners, the
concrete organisation of the subject of which the practical component is part, and the availability
and expertise of the education team that assumes ultimate responsibility.
Ideally, students will be able to follow a phased learning process, from a first (preferably simple)
experience with socially engaged learning via more complex and challenging projects, to learning
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strategies that demand strong engagement, responsibility and competence. The table explains in
more detail the characteristics of the three phases.
Meaningful collaboration and learning processes are possible within every field. Of course, the
design and the objectives depend on the capacities of the students, the scope of the course, the
capacity of the educational team and the partner organisation(s) involved. The more autonomy you
wish to grant your students, the stronger the involvement, time investment and self-motivation of
the student group should be. The more sustainable and innovative the intended impact, the greater
the involvement, investment and the capacity of the partner involved.
It is useful to set up an introductory lecture at the start of the CERL course, in which the model of
CERL that will be used is explained, clarification is provided in relation to the social contexts around
which work is being done and relevant background information is provided in connection with
partner organisations. This can be in the form of a classic seminar or lecture, a guest lecture, start
meeting, site visit, role play, debate, start consultation, etc.

FIG. 19: Different stages of Community Engagement / CERL courses.
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS
How will I prepare my students to participate in community activities?
Have they participated in this kind of learning activities before?
How will I ensure a safe and constructive working climate?
What kind of guidance is being expected from the partner(s)?
How are they being prepared to provide this assistance?
What is the estimated workload for students and partners?
Which external (f)actors have an influence and how do I take this into account?

PREPARING THE CERL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
The learning environment of a CERL course comprises various building blocks, consisting both of
face-to-face interactions or physical elements, as well as online or digital support. Based on Waldner
et al. (2012) we distinguish different types of e-CERLs (see figure below), depending on the way in
which online and/or onsite aspects of instruction and community engagement are combined. In
Blended Type I Engaged Learning, the instruction is offered and executed completely online, while
the community engagement takes place in situ. Blended Type II occurs when instruction is provided
on campus and face-to-face, while the community engagement activities take place fully online. In
Blended Type III Engaged Learning, both the instruction and the engagement component take place
partly on location and partly online. In Online Engaged Learning, everything is done online, mediated
by technology.
The advantage of blended forms of Engaged Learning, according to Waldner et al. (2012), is that it
eliminates the limitations of both traditional forms of Engaged Learning as well as those typical for
online learning. The logistical, organisational and geographical limitations of traditional forms of
Engaged Learning on the one hand. The lack of interaction and involvement, which are typical pitfalls
of online learning, on the other hand. Blended learning environments offer possibilities to use the
balance between autonomy and steering in a differentiated manner. In other words, they enable
one to provide customised guidance and flexibility in self-regulation.

FIG 20: blended types of Engaged Learning vs. traditional forms, after Waldner et al. (2012)
Specific technologies used for e-CERLs include both synchronous tools (audio and video
conferences, whiteboards, text-based chat rooms and webinars) and asynchronous tools (e-mail,
forums, Dropbox, video streaming). Community partners can familiarise students with the
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organisation via video streaming and introduce staff and students to each other via video
conference. Webinars and MOOCs can be used to provide background information on the problem
at hand. Chat, forums, e-mail, file sharing systems, meeting software, group pages, e-portfolios and
collaboration functions for word processing ('track changes' for example) facilitate interaction and
information exchange between CERL partners. Various technology-mediated strategies can also be
used for reflection: blog posts, chat boxes, wikis, digital storytelling, etc. In the near future, various
new technologies - Virtual Reality, educational games, holograms, etc. - will increasingly become
part of the CERL learning environment.
Waldner et al. (2012) list a number of 'best practices' with regard to e-CERLs. They point to the
importance of clear communication and targeted support with regard to the utilised e-tools and eplatforms for educational supervisors and coaches, students and community partners. Lecturers
should thoroughly test technological tools before use and ensure that synchronous and
asynchronous communication are bridged (for example, by archiving video conferences or chat
sessions and providing face-to-face support moments). Based on Malvey et al. (2006), they suggest
that students and teaching assistants should have acquired previous experience with Blended
Learning to maximise its added value in CERL contexts.

FIG 21: core principles of the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework (Meyer et al., 2014)
Based on their research into digital user profiles (see figure below) Mariën et al. (2015) also conclude
that not not all learner types benefit equally from technology-mediated (learning) environments.
They call for targeted supply and differentiated support, keeping in mind the complex interactions
between factors that promote and undermine opportunities in terms of "digital self-efficacy", such
as the socio-economic background, soft skills, self-efficacy, autonomy and support networks which
can, if necessary, be utilised by users of digital technology.

More tips and tricks for the Blended learning environment can be found in the 'Blended Learning'
practical guide, the ‘Blended Learning support site’ in CANVAS and the ‘TIPs and TRICKs’ file for
designing and delivering impactful hybrid CERLs.

FIG 22: 8 digital user profiles, image under CC Ilse Mariën & Dorien Baelden (https://mediawijs.be)
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REFLECTION QUESTIONS
How is the learning process being documented and monitored?
How is intermediate support being offered?
What resources will be used and how will they be made available?
Which online elements and strategies will I use?
Could I present my course content in diverse forms or by making use of diverse media?
How will I take into account different learning needs and assets?
Could I provide multiple means engagement and expression?
Do I provide options for differentiation and choice?
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PREPARING A CERL PROJECT
This second (re)design module will help you prepare your CERL partnerships and participants and
will help you design thoughtful assignments and learning environment for your CERL project.

LEARNING GOALS – after this module you will be able to:
•
•
•
•
•

Build sustainable and mutually beneficial CERL partnerships
Prepare the CERL strategy in alignment with the intended outcomes and starting capacities
Prepare the (blended) learning environment for your CERL project
Prepare students for CERL
Recognize factors influencing collaborative learning processes

DELIVERABLES – through the activities of this module you will be able to formulate or
design:
•
•
•

A CERL agreement form
Your CERL syllabus
An online learning environment for your CERL project

On the next pages you will find some background information and exercises.

PART ONE – PREPARING YOUR CERL PARTNERSHIP
In this first part we will put forward some questions that will be useful for preparing your CERL
partnerships. Before you start with the assignments it might be useful to have a look at the
introductory clips designing CERL strategies, CERL partnerships & CERL deliverables or read through
the GUIDELINES FOR PREPARING CERLs.

ASSIGNMENT 1 – draft CERL timeline
Let’s start by making a schematic representation of the CERL process, by distinguishing three phases:
the pre-engagement, the engagement and post-engagement phase (see template at the end of
this worksheet). What are the main goals of each of these phases? Indicate start and end dates. Are
there any important deadlines or milestones that need to be respected? What are you working
towards? What will be produced? Who will be involved in your CERL project? What roles and
responsibilities will they have to meet. What resources will you be using? When and how will they
be delivered?

ASSIGNMENT 2 – building relationships
Now that the outline of the CERL project has been sketched, you can start building relationships with
your CERL partners. You might want to visit them or invite them for a coordinating meeting. Before
contacting partners, review the questions below.
WHY PARTNERSHIPS?
•

Why am I investing in partnerships?

•

In what way can they help meet pedagogical or other institutional goals?

•

In what way can they help achieve our institutional mission/vision?

WHAT IS OUR PARTNERSHIP TRACK RECORD IN THE COMMUNITY?
•

Do I have any current partnerships in the community?

•

What are the strengths of these partnerships?

•

What are the challenges?

WHAT SUPPORTIVE STRUCTURES DO WE HAVE (OR CAN WE BUILD)?
•

Do we have someone that can represent our organization in the process of identifying and
coordinating a partnership?

•

Does this person have the capacity and skills to manage the partnership and will they have
the support of the organization?

•

What other kinds of capacity does our organization bring to partnership (e.g. expertise,
professional development, space, equipment, time, funding, data analysis)?

•

How might we further develop our organization’s capacity to support partnerships?
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HOW DO WE CREATE AN ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE THAT PROMOTES PARTNERSHIPS?
•

What can our organization offer or do to make sure that the partnership is a good one?

•

What are our assumptions about what partners should do / mean for each other?

•

How can we communicate this to schools to ensure we are on the same page?

•

What must we have in this partnership to make it worthwhile for our organization?

•

Are we willing to commit to working on the three elements of a partnership ecosystem:
shared vision and leadership; aligned, responsive implementation; and shared
accountability for success?

While reflecting on these guiding questions, identify the assets that you will bring to the CERL
partnership. Write each one of them in or around one of the building blocks, as they represent the
strong foundations that you are building for fostering fruitful partnerships. When you identify a
building block that is under development or not yet strong enough, record it on or near a block in
the ‘Factory’ stack. Categories include: purpose for investing in partnerships, individual capacity, skills
or resources, level of commitment, institutional support or coordination, shared goals or needs, etc.

During the coordinating meeting you might want to discuss the building blocks at hand. Write
down what seems important to share with interested / interesting partners.

In the templates-section, you will find mail templates to contact your partners. The checklist on the
next page might help you to prepare for your intake meeting. For more inspiration, have a look at
the partner purpose and planning cards (NCCPE, 2019).

PREPARING FOR AN INITIAL MEETING WITH A POTENTIAL PARTNER
SHARED VISION AND LEADERSHIP
“We know where we are going and we share the responsibility through genuine collaboration.”
•

Share with each other the vision and mission for your organization / institution.

•

Do they align / enhance / support each other?

•

What type of partnership are you pursuing? (cooperative, collaborative or integrated)

ALIGNED & RESPONSIVE IMPLEMENTATION
“We row in the same direction and continuously adjust by responding to the waves.”
•

Share with each other the goals and priorities for your organization / program / project.

•

What specific need or service gap will the partnership be meeting?

•

What are the expected outcomes?

SHARED ACCOUNTABILITY FOR SUCCESS
“We manage for impact and sustainability and keep each other accountable.”
•

What are the costs of this partnerships?

•

What staff and resources should be provided?

•

What roles and responsibilities will partners have to meet?

•

How and when will we know if this partnership is successful?

•

How will we measure progress?

Make sure the following items are covered during the meeting:
What’s bringing us together: …………………………………………………………………………………………………………
How we will keep each other informed: ………………………………………………………………….……………………
What resources we will need to bring to partnership: ……………………………….…………………………………
What deliverables are we aiming at: …………………………………….…………………….…………………………………
Quality indicators we will use to evaluate success: …………………………………….…………………………………
Important deadlines & milestones: ……………………..….………………………………………………………………….…..
Next steps: ………………………………………….…………………….………………………………………………………………….…..
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ASSIGNMENT 3 – your CERL action plan
After having coordinated with your CERL partners, you can go back to your CERL timeline to refine
and adapt. In order to prepare for the most important actions, you might want to draft an action
plan. The template below could be useful in this regard.
PLANNING
ACTION 1

INTAKE MEETING WITH INTERESTED COMMUNITY PARTNERS

Aim(s)

Use community input to shape project goals and timeline
Build relationships with community partners
Work towards shared goals

Who

Etc.

Date(s)

Etc.

Approach

Etc.

Resources

Guidelines for CERL partners, agreement forms, catering, meeting room

Review indicators

Meet 4 community partners
Formulated shared goals and values
Exchange contact information
Etc.

ACTION 2

Etc.

Etc.

Etc.

source: communityplanningtoolkit.org
Share the finalized timeline with your CERL partner. Have a look at the CERL guide for partners and
CERL agreement form in the templates section, as they might be helpful to formalize the backbone
of your CERL partnership.

FURTHER READINGS & USEFUL TOOLS:
•

PARTNER MAPPING TEMPLATE

•

MUPI PURPOSE & PLANNING CARDS

•

CERL AGREEMENT FORM & WAIVER OF RIGHTS

•

CERL ASSESSMENTS RUBRICS

•

CERL ASSESSMENT PLANNING TEMPLATE

•

Clayton, P.H. ea (2010). Differentiating and Assessing Relationships in Service-Learning and Civic
Engagement: Exploitative, Transactional, or Transformational. Michigan Journal of Community
Service Learning, 16 (2), 5-22.

PART TWO – PREPARING STUDENTS FOR CERL
In this second part let’s consider how students participating in your CERL strategy will be prepared.
Before you start with the assignments, have a look at the introducing clips CERL dynamics and ethics
and (super)diversity and CERL.

ASSIGNMENT 4 – your subjective CERL map
In order to overthink all issues that need to be addressed for preparing your students, we will make
a subjective map of the CERL project. In order to do so, take a blank page and mark all places that
will be important during your CERL project, both physical as well as online or virtual spaces. Use
different symbols for each one of them.
Now visualize how students will navigate from one place to another. Draw lines to show their
itineraries. Use verbs to describe why there are moving from one place to another. Then think about
the obstacles that they could encounter on their ways. Could they experience threats, fears or
moments of discomfort on their CERL paths? Mark all possible hindrances with a dot and name them
using key words. Are there special transportation requirements, educational needs, costs,
information gaps, conflicting timelines, values or linguistic issues to be considered? Try to take the
diversity of your student body into account for doing so, as not all students might be experiencing
the same needs or challenges.
What could be done to prevent this? Would you need to consider multiple means of communication,
allow different forms of engagement, action or expression? How will you allow for equal learning
opportunities for all of your students? Again, using key words, turn all obstacles in concrete design
considerations to overcome them. For example the risk of not being able to participate in online
lectures because of unstable internet connections, might proactively be tackled by providing records
of all important lectures, the risk of feeling uncomfortable when visiting a certain neighborhood, could
be prevented by organizing virtual visit beforehand, etc.

Turn back to your CERL timeline. Do you need to add activities, resources or tasks in order to prepare
your students in the best possible way to engage in the CERL activities?
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ASSIGNMENT 5 – CERL ethics
Given the risks and obstacles explored in the previous assignment, it is important to consider the
ethical building blocks of your CERL strategy. Have a look at the topics below. What do these
principles mean to you? How could you put them into practice?

As a synthesis write down 3-8 principles that are central to your CERL strategy.

FURTHER READINGS & USEFUL TOOLS:
•

SUBJECTIVE MAPPING WORKSHOPS

•

GUIDELINES FOR INCLUSIVE COLLABORATION

•

Content form Free ebook: Universal Design for Learning Theory and Practice. By Anne Meyer,
David H. Rose, and David Gordon.

•

Rich, B. (2003). Ethical Issues and Questions for Service-Learning Faculty and Administrators in
Urban Universities. Metropolitan Universities journal. Vol 14 No 3 , pp 111-121

•

VUB charter for researchers

PART THREE – PREPARING THE CERL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT
In this last part we will have a look at the environment in which CERLs are shaped. Before starting
with the assignments, have a look at the clip on CERL environments.

ASSIGNMENT 6 – CERL learning resources & tools
Think of all the resources that you will be using during the CERL project. What input will be needed
from academic or extra-academic experts or stakeholders? How will you provide information on the
issues addressed and organizational aspects of your CERL project? How and where will students and
community partners collaborate? What tools will they be using to document their learning and reflect
on their CERL experiences? In the diagram below list all resources and tools that you will need
throughout the CERL project.

RESOURCES & TOOLS NEEDED FOR….
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Now think about the way these resources will be delivered and used. When should they be available?
In what form? What will happen face-to-face, what will be happening online? How will you integrate
diverse networks in your CERL strategy? Will you allow students to mobilize their personal networks?
Could you present your course content in diverse forms or by making use of diverse media? How
will you take into account different learning needs and assets? Could you provide multiple means
engagement and expression? In what way will you bridge different learning spaces and link
synchronous and asynchronous collaborations? How will you provide differentiated support and
learning paths?

Turn back to your CERL timeline. Indicate which resources will be used when and where.

FURTHER READINGS & USEFUL TOOLS:
•

CERL syllabus template

•

Toolkit how to do CEL online (UCL 2020)

•

Online engagement, a guide to creating and running virtual meetings and events (NCCPE 2020)

•

Video interviews: Lecturers reflect on face to face vs online teaching. The Gwenna Moss Centre
for Teaching Effectiveness at the University of Saskatchewa.

•

Article analysing students’ experiences in face-to-face versus online learning and teaching

•

Universal Design for Learning

•

Blended Flow Planner

We hope these preparatory assignments have been helpful to articulate opportunities and
points of attention to (re)design your CERL strategy. We look forward to share aspirations
and reflections in our live session / webinar.

See you then!

PRE-ENAGEMENT PHASE

ENGAGEMENT PHASE

POST-ENAGGEMENT PHASE

-

TIMING GOALS ACTIVITIES

ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES

RESOURCES PLACES DELIVERABLES
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