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Context
The Communities and Students Together (CaST) project is co-funded by 
the Erasmus+ Programme of the European Union and brings together six 
European universities to share and improve our understanding of 
Engaged Learning.  EL provides students with the opportunity to apply 
their learning to a context outside of the classroom, by addressing 
societal concerns, challenges or needs, while producing knowledge in an 
equitable, mutually beneficial partnership.

Following an open call by the University of Exeter’s Education Incubator, 
CaST supported three EL projects across 2020-21. Evaluating the 
experiences of key stakeholders involved has helped us understand what 
worked well and what the challenges were.

In order to help us shape the future of EL at Exeter, a workshop was run  
to bring together three main stakeholder groups from the CaST projects 
and other Exeter EL activities – academics, students, and community 
organisations – to take a design thinking approach to developing future 
recommendations.  This approach encourages reflection, discussion, and 
ideation, and uses a holistic multistakeholder approach to create 
strategies that are based on a robust understanding of the experiences of 
those involved.

This document describes the process undertaken at the University of 
Exeter, and which could be replicated at other institutions.

Workshop Aims
The workshop aimed to:

• Look beyond challenges singularly related to project funding and 
time available

• Celebrate the successes of the programme and ensure success 
factors are maintained

• Develop a set of recommendations that are suitable for:
• Academics looking to develop new project proposals
• Students who may take part in projects in the future
• Community groups who want to be partners of future 

projects
• Managers/Administrators with an ambition to run future 

programmes of work
• Create recommendations with a timescale from 6 months up to 

2 years 
• Identify who should take charge of recommendations and how 

they might be carried out
• Align recommendations with University of Exeter strategy 

themes of Place and Partnership
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Design Thinking

The workshop utilised a design thinking approach which broadly 
encourages an understanding of any given challenge or 
opportunity before the designing of a solution can begin.  

The design thinking process can be visualised using the Double 
Diamond, developed by the UK Design Council.

The first stage is the Discover phase of the process, and the shape is 
divergent to represent the process of capturing as much information as 
possible in order to start understanding the context of any given challenge 
space.

Next, the Define phase is convergent, as this is where one starts to focus 
down on the information captured to identify and prioritise the right 
challenges to address with any new design.  

It is at this mid-point in the process where one can create a problem 
statement that articulates the challenge and gives requirements for any 
new design.

The Develop phase is again divergent, as one is encouraged to have as 
many ideas as possible and consider all the ways that the identified 
challenges can be solved.

Finally, the Deliver phase converges as new ideas are evaluated and 
refined in order to lead to a final design.  At each stage of this process it is 
essential that key stakeholders (such as end users) are being engaged with 
and invited into the process to feedback and help course correct designs.

Whilst this process was initially developed for the product design sector, 
the process can be applied to any form of creative problem solving, and it 
was this approach that was taken when designing
the workshop.

Discover Define Develop Deliver

Each of the four sections represents a stage of the design process 
where the shape is indicative of whether divergent or convergent 
thinking should be applied for problems solving and new idea 
development.
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Multistakeholder Approach

One key aspect of developing a set of innovative and insightful 
recommendations is to ensure that the voices of all key stakeholders are 
included.  In this case these were defined as being:

Each of the stakeholder groups was bringing different perspectives, 
priorities, and experiences, and it was key to ensure that each group was 
able to appreciate those of the others.  

There is a fourth stakeholder group that was not represented at the 
workshop, and this was the community members themselves.  Whilst this 
was discussed early on, it was determined that the experiences of these 
groups may not be as relevant to the design of the overall programme as 
much as they would be to the development of individual projects.  

However, during the workshop it was highlighted that there may have 
been benefit in having community members present, as they are 
ultimately a group on whom much of the focus of EL is placed.

In advance of the workshop individual interviews were conducted 
in order to capture initial insights into areas where stakeholders 
had both positive and challenging experiences.  Following this, it 
was the process of bringing these stakeholders together in order 
to cross pollinate experiences that the workshop was aiming to 
achieve. 

Academics Students Community Groups
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Working Backward

Multistakeholder workshops are a means to an end, and in order to 
determine the right approach it is key to understand what the desired 
outcomes are and work backward from there.  This helps to ensure 
that the workshop activities and method will get you to the right place 
(or as close as possible) upon completion.

In this case the desired outcome was a set of recommendations for 
future EL activities that were based on an understanding of what had 
worked well and what had been challenging for all key stakeholders 
involved. 

Therefore, working backward we could reason that: 

1. By the end of the workshop a set of recommendations need to be 
created 

2. In order to do this the challenges these recommendations were 
based on needed to be understood 

3. Therefore, to begin with challenges themselves need to be 
identified

These activities can also be mapped against the sections of the double 
diamond as an indication of the type of approach that could be taken 
with each.

Discover

Define

Develop

Deliver

• Capture experiences, both positive and challenging

• Define most important experiences that require 
addressing

• Discuss prioritised experiences to ensure broad 
understanding

• Develop set of recommendations based on understanding 

• Delivery in this case will follow the output report being 
written and consideration as to how recommendations 
can be taken forward.
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Workshop Best Practice

Following identification of the activities that would be required during 
the workshop, consideration needed to be given to the way in which 
these would be carried out.  Considerations included whether the 
activity required divergent or convergent thinking, what mix of 
stakeholder groups would be most productive for different sections, 
and how to ensure all participants could have their ideas heard.

There are some general principles of workshop delivery that can be 
applied to activities in order to help shape them.  These include:

❑ Pre-Workshop Materials – A useful means of ensuring that 
participants are clear about the aim and purpose of the day, as well 
as the tools and approach being taken, is to create and deliver 
some materials to be sent out in advance of the workshop.  This 
can save time on the day and ensure people are entering the 
workshop with the right mindset.  

❑ Setting the Scene – Before putting groups of people to work it is 
essential that they are all clear on the purpose of the day and the 
desired outcomes in order to ensure everyone is driving toward the 
same output.

❑ Warm-up Activities – When new groups of people are being put 
together, it is important to give them a chance to introduce 
themselves to each other, and often beneficial to give them a small 
task (time permitting) to get their creative juices flowing and their 
head into the right place.  Where there is not time for such an 
activity, getting participants to state why they have attended the 
workshop and what they would like to get out of it often helps build 
rapport and understanding between participants.

❑ Break-out Groups – Consideration should be given to the size and mix 
of break-out groups.  When a group has too many people, it is often 
difficult for all members to have their voices heard in discussions.  
Best practice dictates ideal group sizes range from 4-8 people.  Break-
out groups should also have, where possible, people from different 
organisations as they will be bringing a broader range of experiences 
which will support a richer set of outputs.
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❑ Group Brainstorming – It can be easy during a group 
brainstorm for the loudest voices to get heard the most, and 
for quieter team members to lose the chance to input.  
Therefore, it is good practice to start group brainstorming 
activities with a couple of minutes of individual brainstorming 
before going round the group to let everyone share their ideas.  
This ensures that every member of the group has a moment to 
collect their own thoughts and a guaranteed time and space to 
share these with the group.

❑ Multi Break-Out Group Scenarios – When multiple break-out 
groups are working in parallel it can be beneficial to build time 
into the agenda for feeding back the outputs of brainstorms 
and discussions to the wider room.  This helps ensure that 
insights captured within specific groups can be shared and 
appreciated by others in order to inspire consideration and 
discussion by others.

❑ Information Input – Often the most productive workshops 
have a mix of input and output.  This means that participants 
are given new information in a digestible format designed to 
spark new insights and ideas that can enrich the discussion 
and ideation process.  Ensure time is also given for a Q&A 
session after any new information input to ensure participants 
have an opportunity to clarify any points they may not have 
understood.

❑ Activity Clarity – Time is often limited in workshops, and as 
such any time that participants spend trying to understand a 
given activity is time taken away from productively completing 
said activity.  As such it is important to try and design activities 
to be simple and intuitive.  This can be supported by clear 
instructions, a simple template that can be filled out, and a 
facilitator who can answer questions and bring clarity where 
required.
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❑ Familiarity with Tools – Where a new tool is being used (such as 
virtual whiteboarding software) it can help to give participants an 
opportunity to trial and test it in a low-pressure environment.  This 
can be done using an activity on the day specifically designed to let 
people explore, or by creating an activity to be completed before the 
workshop takes place in order for people to experiment and make 
contact if they find they are struggling.

❑ Breaks – People generally can focus in blocks of up to 1.5 hours.  Any 
more than this and attention will begin to wane and focus may get 
lost.  A short break can help people retain focus over a longer period 
of time. 

❑ Timing – One of the biggest challenges in any workshop is the time 
available. Where participants are being asked to think creatively it is 
important that they are given appropriate time to do so.  Whilst 
some activities can work well in a short timeframe, eg: brainstorming 
new ideas, where discussion is required between participants (be it 
introductions, feedback, or the sharing of ideas), this should be taken 
into account when determining activity length.  Consideration should 
also be given to whether the workshop is in-person or virtual as 
people are often not comfortable sitting in front of a computer as 
long as they might sit in a physical room.

❑ Facilitation – It is important to have facilitators available to clarify 
activities, support technical challenges, and guide discussion.  
Facilitators should be briefed beforehand in order to ensure they fully 
understand the process.  Where note taking is also required on 
behalf of a break-out group, it is good practice to have a scribe as 
well as facilitator, as it can be challenging for a facilitator to take 
notes and drive discussion at the same time. 
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Workshop Agenda Development

The agenda for the EL workshop was developed by taking into 
consideration the activities identified as necessary to reach the desired 
outputs, and the workshop best practice.  The workshop was carried 
out virtually, which enabled  students who had left Exeter to attend.

Agenda:

❑ Information Input: Context Setting

• Presentation about the EL programme of the University of 
Exeter

• Overview of the aim and approach of the workshop.

❑ Break-out Group Session: Brainstorming Positives and Challenges 

• Break-out groups for this session were based on stakeholder 
groups (students together, academics together, etc) as it was 
felt they were more likely to share priorities and therefore be 
better able to prioritise challenges

• Introduction activity

• Brainstorming Positives and Challenges (individual 
brainstorm followed by group discussion)

• Prioritisation of Positives and Challenges (done by dot voting)

❑ Feedback 
• All groups fed back their ideas and prioritised positives and 

challenges.
❑ Break-out Group Session: Causes and Implications

• Break-out groups for this session were reformed to create mixed 
groups.  This was done so that challenges could be explored 
across different stakeholders in order to identify potential 
causes and implications of said challenges on each other

• Facilitated discussion of prioritised challenges
❑ Information Input:  Other methods of EL

• A presentation was given outlining different approaches of EL 
taken by other institutions.  This was done to give participants a 
view of how programmes could be structured in order for this to 
be taken into account when brainstorming recommendations for 
the future

❑ Break-out Group Session: Brainstorming Recommendations 
• Break-out groups for this session were reformed back into 

stakeholder specific groups as this ensured challenges important 
to this group were able to be the focus of ideation

❑ Feedback
• All groups fed back their recommendations and had an 

opportunity to discuss as a wider group
❑ Wrap-Up

• Next steps outlined and participants thanked
9



Pre-Workshop Materials
For Participants

In order to give participants information about the context and 
purpose of the workshop, they were sent two documents in 
advance of the session.

Briefing Document 1 
This document was sent out two weeks prior to the workshop and 
introduced participants to the concept of EL as well as the 
organisers of the workshop.  It informed participants as to the way 
in which the workshop would run (virtually using Zoom for 
videoconferencing and Miro for whiteboarding), gave an overview 
of the agenda, and contact details in case of any questions.

Briefing Document 2
This document was focused on informing people in more detail 
about the virtual whiteboarding  software that was being used.  If 
gave an overview of the platform as well as simple tools and 
techniques for use.  It then invited participants to a pre-workshop 
activity aimed at helping people get familiar with the tool.

Community Engaged Learning (CEL) 

Feedback & Futures Workshop 
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Pre-Workshop Materials
For Facilitators
In order to ensure that facilitators were well briefed in advance of 
the session, a separate facilitator guide was produced and 
distributed.

This included:

❑ A detailed breakdown of the agenda with responsibilities 
outlined against names for each section

❑ An overview of the timing and method in detail for each 
activity along with the aim of said activity and prompt 
questions to stimulate discussion

❑ A troubleshooting guide covering technical and participant 
related challenges that may have occurred

This guide was given to facilitators in advance of the session along 
with an opportunity for them to feedback with any considerations 
and questions that may not have been covered.

Community Engaged Learning (CEL) 

Feedback & Futures Workshop 
11



Virtual Environment

Community Engaged Learning (CEL) 

Feedback & Futures Workshop

Miro Board Set-Up

The Miro Board was set up in such a way that there were clear sections 
based on the activities being undertaken, with specific sections for each 
breakout group.  This were listed in large font and with different colours 
to support easier navigation to the right place if participants became 
disorientated.

In this case a skeuomorphic approach was taken to the design of the 
board – this means that the design mimicked real life in order to help 
participants feel more comfortable with using a new platform.  In this 
case that took the form actual pictures of whiteboards for areas where 
groups would be brainstorming, virtual post-it notes that looked like 
ones, and dot voting using for prioritisation as might be used in a physical 
workshop with sticky dots.

Each board was pre-populated with post-it notes, headings to help guide 
thinking, and a set of instructions for working in Miro in case participants 
had any challenges.

A parking zone was also created as a place where thoughts or questions 
could be captured from discussions that were starting to veer off topic 
without losing valuable insights.
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Synthesis

Following completion of the workshop, the outputs need to be sorted and 
synthesised.  This requires reviewing all post-it notes and re-clustering 
them into thematic groups across all break-out boards.  Links can then be 
found between themes, as well as patterns and repetitions, where the 
same idea came up multiple times.

Once done, the outputs can be arranged into clearer groups for write up 
into a clear and concise report.  These outputs are not designed to be 
detailed plans of how recommendations can be carried out, but instead a 
high-level overview of key ideas that have emerged from the workshop.

It is important that the output document is accessible and digestible in 
order to enable review by stakeholders with different levels of knowledge 
and support meaningful feedback.  This means unnecessary detail should 
be avoided, and where possible visual stimuli can be used for clarity. 

The output report sections used are:

❑ Introduction & Approach

❑ Feedback (Positives & Negatives)

❑ Recommendations

❑ Summary

❑ Next Steps
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Continuous Improvement
Feedback

A feedback form was created and sent to participants following completion of the workshop.  This covered:

❑ The aim of the day
• How clear was it?
• How well was it achieved?

❑ Rating the process
• The structure of the day
• The usefulness of pre-workshop materials
• The use of technology
• The facilitation 

❑ Participant experience
• How engaging was the day?
• How much was learned about EL

❑ The future
• Any ways in which the process could be improved 
• Willingness to take part in future engagements
• Any additional thoughts on improving EL

Community Engaged Learning (CEL) 

Feedback & Futures Workshop
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Next Steps
Report Review

The report should be reviewed by key stakeholders to ensure that 
it accurately reflects the views expressed during the workshops 
and captures any additional feedback received.

Exploring and Implementing Recommendations

The recommendations outlined should then be assessed  and 
considered in more detail in order to create a plan of action for 
embedding and supporting future EL activities in the Institution.
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