
Engaged Learning: Different Institutional Approaches

Informal

•Volunteering

•Match-making service between students and community organisations

•E.g. Community Research Hub, Royal Holloway, University of London

Ad-hoc

•Applied Dissertations / research projects

•Students work with an external partner on impactful projects which meet the needs of the 
partner and the requirements of the student’s course

Embedded

•Individual, embedded EL modules

•Credit bearing, ideally including theory underpinning EL pedagogy, and element of 
reflection

Department 
wide

•Formal departmental / discipline support for EL

•Different EL module options  offered as alternative to dissertations

•E.g. Interchange, University of Liverpool

Institutional

•Highly organised, institutional approach

•E.g. Science Shops such as The Science Shop at Queen’s University, Belfast

• Community Engaged Learning Service at UCL, London

City Wide

•Living Labs - Multi-partner, city wide approach

•Students work on “wicked” real-life challenges, often coordinated by city administration

•E.g. 3ID Lab, Artevelde University of Applied Sciences, Ghent, or Turku Urban Research 
Programme (URP), Turku, Finland

Regional

•Multi-partner regional approach

•EL promoted and supported across multiple Higher Education Institutions

•E.g. Campus Engage, Ireland

In its very simplest from, Engaged Learning (EL) can be undertaken on a 
voluntary basis. Some universities facilitate a matching process for 
students to undertake volunteering with a community partner. Students 
provide a pro-bono service, but are not rewarded financially or through 
the credit system for this. 

Embedding EL in a module overcomes the issue of reward and 
incentivisation. These modules can be credit bearing optional or core 
modules, with an engaged component embedded within it. Ideally, it 
would include some of the theory that underpins EL pedagogy, as well as 
an element of reflection, and would allow students  to work with a 
community partner, researching a real world problem, or evaluating a 
service, testing an idea etc 

While many universities have ad hoc examples of modules across the 
curricula of different disciplines, others structure this more formally 
within units or departments. An example of a highly organised, cohesive 
approach to curriculum based EL are Science Shops – again, these provide 
a matching services between organisations and students who provide 
curriculum based participatory research in response to a specific societal 
challenge. Science Shops aim to create equitable and supportive 
partnerships with the community partner and can help further the 
understanding of policymakers and the university of the research needs of 
civil society, while enhancing the transferable skills of the students.

Looking at Engaged Learning on an even bigger scale, sometimes 
universities partner with other universities, and / or their cities and other 
organisations to create an open innovation ecosystem which support co-
creation in order to solve complex societal needs. These Living Labs, or 
Urban Labs often offer a menu of options for EL, ranging from 
volunteering, to undergraduate projects, masters projects and PhD 
dissertations.

https://intranet.royalholloway.ac.uk/students/campus-life/volunteering/community-research-page.aspx
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/interchange/about/
https://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/ScienceShop/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/teaching-learning/teaching-resources/community-engaged-learning-cel
https://www.artevelde-uas.be/programmes/international-semester-programme/3id-labs-english
https://www.turku.fi/en/turku-info/urban-research
https://www.campusengage.ie/

