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Abstract  

Universities across the world are becoming increasingly interested and active in contributing 

to fighting social inequality and strengthening social cohesion at a local level. This is known 

as ‘university-community engagement’, ‘local engagement’ or ‘community outreach’ (see e.g. 

Benneworth et al. 2018; Goddard et al. 2016; Grau et al. 2017). Many activities are clustered 

under this heading, such as life-long learning; volunteerism of staff and students; service-

based learning, and participatory research (Humphrey, 2013; Goddard et al. 2016). Despite 

the rise of internet-based communication, actual community engagement in education 

requires face-to-face, reciprocal interactions between stakeholders and community members. 

While the goals of students, instructors and community members may partly overlap, 

community engagement embodies boundary conditions for and possible tensions between 

different interests, knowledge, resources and time frames of these actors. The extent to which 

these tensions and conditions can be addressed, largely affects the level and quality of 

community engagement. Using literature, piloting and experiential knowledge, the aim of the 

paper is to develop a conceptual framework for better understanding the basic conditions for 

and inherent tensions in local university-community engagement in the context of research-

based design and spatial planning education. 

 

mailto:r.j.kleinhans@tudelft.nl
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1. Introduction 

 

Universities across the world are becoming increasingly interested and active in contributing 

to fighting social inequality, creating opportunities and strengthening social cohesion at local 

levels. This phenomenon, in the literature known as ‘university-community engagement’ 

(UCE), ‘community outreach’ or ‘community-university partnerships’, increasingly receives 

attention by stakeholders such as policymakers, academics and local or regional authorities 

(Furco, 2010; Goddard et al. 2016; Grau et al. 2017; Millican & Bourner 2014). There are many 

ways to conceptualise university-community engagement, which has hitherto resulted in a 

wide range of definitions and overlapping terms (e.g. Benneworth et al. 2018; Hart & 

Northmore 2011; Sandmann 2008; Sieh & Frank 2018). Many definitions and theoretical 

models incorporate spatial elements; terms as ‘local’, ‘surroundings’ and ‘regional’ are often 

used, referring to spatial settings in which universities are embedded.  

Despite a rapidly growing interest in UCE, the literature is still characterised by a lack 

of conceptual clarity (Koekkoek et al. 2021). Due to the prevalence of broad definitions, many 

activities are clustered under a heading of UCE, such as life-long learning, volunteering of staff 

and students, service-based learning, participatory research, cultural or educational events, 

and access to universities’ buildings, for example by art groups renting spaces (Humphrey 

2013; Goddard et al. 2016; Sandmann 2008). Such activities partly stem from an increasing 

‘pressure’ on universities to show their relevance and contribution to society. Other motives 

behind a growing popularity of UCE are related to presumed benefits, including strengthening 

the democracy, empowering marginalised groups, combining scientific methodologies with 

‘real-world’ problems, students becoming ‘better citizens’, equity, and solidarity among 

generations (e.g. Cook & Nation 2016; Sie & Frank 2018). Through UCE, students in higher 

education are expected to transcend their ‘bubbles’ and give back knowledge to people who 

are not experts, academics, or policymakers (Bourner & Millican 2011; Brewis et al. 2010). 

While the notion of UCE can be found across a wide range of disciplines, this paper 

focuses on UCE in the context of architecture and spatial planning education on university 

level. These are disciplines with an inherent strong interest in creating new knowledge and 

design for a ‘better world’, including housing, public space, and facilities for work, retail, 

health care and other domains. In the context of their education, students are presented with 

settings that include a mix of research, design and local problem-solving, whether or not with 

an explicit requirement of addressing specific target communities. It is for these reasons that 

architecture and spatial planning are interesting and relevant disciplines for UCE. At TU Delft, 

these disciplines are embedded in the broader TU Delft context of engineering, and the ‘Delft 

approach’ towards design and spatial planning (Nijhuis et al. 2017). The current strategic 

vision of TU Delft1 includes statements that are inspired by the notion of a ‘civic university’ 

(Goddard et al. 2016) and reflect the concept of UCE, for example:  

                                                      
1 TU Delft Strategic Framework 2018-2024, p. 12. 



Working Paper  

3 
 

 We develop and enhance the expertise of tomorrow’s engineering leaders and 

educate professional, high-level and responsible engineers throughout their careers. 

 We help to develop and deliver technology-driven, innovative solutions to societal 

problems through collaborations with leading national and international partners 

whilst being firmly rooted in Delft. 

 

It is precisely the combination of responsibility, innovative solutions to societal problems and 

being rooted in localities that embodies the potential merits of community engagement. In 

this context, many TU Delft instructors develop educational activities that enable students to 

make a positive local impact, in terms of developing a knowledge-based intervention or 

network in a specific locality (street, square, neighbourhood, shopping centre or school area), 

informing urban policy or answering specific knowledge questions that grapple local 

practitioners who often lack time and other resources to do research themselves. 

 While the potential benefits of UCE are significant, the path leading towards it is 

fraught with difficulties, especially when it comes to community engagement in the context 

of ongoing courses. There is a need for university-wide ecosystems and stronger institutional 

embedding of UCE (Benneworth et al. 2018; Farnell, 2020), but this is a very slow process. 

Based on an on-going literature review (not reported here) and experiential knowledge of 

both the author and peers within TU Delft, this working aims paper is to develop a conceptual 

framework of the basic conditions for and inherent tensions in local university-community 

engagement in the context of research-based design and spatial planning education.  

The next section briefly explores the notion of community engagement, and how it is 

related to the longstanding public participation literature. Section 3 briefly dwells upon the 

Education Fellowship in which my work has developed. Section 4 develops the conceptual 

framework (work in progress). The final section presents the conclusions. 

 

 

2. Getting a Grip on the Concept of Community Engagement 

 

In essence, community engagement is a broad concept which features in many different, but 

related disciplines, such as  sociology, human geography, planning, public administration, 

marketing and management sciences. If we split up the term, the elements ‘community’ and 

‘engagement’ remain, the first one being a seminal concept in sociology. Broadly speaking, 

communities are groups of people sharing certain interests, characteristics, and sometimes 

also spaces or places. Apart from sharing and interacting, communities and their members 

may also work together to elaborate, develop or defend their interests against ‘intrusion’ by 

outsiders. A sense of community is vital to such processes (e.g. McMillan & Chavis 1986).  

The term ‘engagement’ generally refers to an active process of an individual or 

multiple people interaction with other persons, institutions or objects. As such, it can be 
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preceded by various specifications such as ‘customer’, ‘stakeholder’, ‘user’, ‘student’ or ‘civic’. 

Moreover, the act of engaging may or may not be preceded by an external stimulus, such as 

an invitation, instruction, policy, purchase or other form of acquisition, or intervention. 

Modes of engagement are generally defined in three ways (Reed et al. 2018, S8-S9): 

1. Engagement may be characterized as bottom-up (initiated and/or led by citizen, 

public or special interest groups with limited formal decision-making power) or 

top-down (initiated/ led by actors) those with formal decision-making power;  

2. Engagement may be distinguished through different pragmatic or normative 

motivations and related outcomes. Pragmatic motives may be linked to the pursuit 

of outcomes regarding the issue in which publics and stakeholders are engaged, 

whereas normative motives seek to build trust or benefits for individuals/groups; 

3. Levels of engagement, ranging from informing or consulting (one-way interaction) 

to exchange, deliberation or even co-production and empowerment. 

 

The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) has developed a Spectrum of 

Public Participation that defines the public's role in any participation or engagement process 

(IAP2, 2018). It is a useful framework for explaining community engagement in educational 

settings and their impact on the public. For example, if residents participate as informants in 

students’ research, the level ‘Consult’ applies, whereas students and local stakeholders jointly 

developing strategies or a design would be reflected by the level ‘Collaborate’. With each step 

(see image 1) the level of engagement by the public increases, as well as the strength of the 

reciprocity between academics, policymakers and ‘the public’.  

 

Image 1 - IAP2’s Spectrum of Public Participation (source: International Association for Public 

Participation www.iap2.org; reproduced here with written permission). 

 

http://www.iap2.org/
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Looking at the spectrum, it becomes easy to understand that consulting the public is 

a useful and quite feasible way of engaging communities in student research, but that more 

intensive or deep levels of engagement are much harder to achieve – not only because of 

increasing demands towards student research but also because of increasing integration with 

a policy and public decision-making. 

 

University-Community Engagement 

We now focus on forms of community engagement in the context of universities and their 

education programs. As mentioned in the Introduction, this is by no means a new topic. While 

there are clear links with the concept of community service learning (CSL) a discussion of CSL 

is beyond the scope of this paper. 

In an effort to tackle the plethora of definitions and meanings, Benneworth and 

colleagues (2018) recently completed a critical synthesis of the state-of-the-art on UCE in 

higher education. Based on their review, they define UCE as “as a process whereby 

universities engage with community stakeholders to undertake joint activities that can be 

mutually beneficial even if each side benefits in a different way.” (ibid., p. 17). These activities 

may relate to teaching and learning, research, service and knowledge exchange, student 

initiatives and university-level engagement, whereby universities open up their facilities or 

venues to the community and provide open access to educational resources (Farnell, 2020). 

This paper focuses on teaching and research activities that are embedded in running courses. 

 

 

3. Fellowship: Piloting Conditions and Tensions in Running Courses 

 

In November 2019, I acquired a TU Delft Education Fellowship (2020-2021) to explore the 

implementation of UCE in the context of education. The Fellowship aimed to improve our 

understanding of the feasibility of and effective approaches to strengthening community 

engagement by enabling architecture and urbanism students to conduct research and design 

which truly connects to and engages (members of) local communities in the context of regular 

bachelor and master courses, which have been further developed for this purpose. The two 

courses used for piloting were: 

 

1. The Minor ‘Cities’, Migration and Socio-Spatial Inequality’ (BK7470/7471/7472) 

2. The master elective ‘Social Inequality in the City, Diversity and Design’ (AR0095).  

 

While both ten-week courses have learning objectives regarding the skills and competences 

that students acquire or extend while doing the course, local community engagement is an 

implicit underlying objective. In terms of the IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation, students 

are expected to consult and involve residents and professional stakeholders (such as civil 

https://www.tudelft.nl/teachingacademy/faces-stories/education-fellows
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servants or the local police officer) in selected target neighbourhoods in their research efforts, 

i.e. as a source of information, but also to give back through proposals for strategies or 

designs. The piloting yielded useful insights for the conceptual framework (see next section). 

 

 

4. A  Conceptual Framework of Conditions and Tensions in UCE 

 

Regardless of its exact definition, UCE is about the exchanges between students, community 

members and other stakeholders. The extent, nature and quality of the exchange is affected 

by a large number of conditions. Even though all involved actors may agree on the relevance 

and desirability of community engagement in the context of design education and research, 

boundary conditions, interests and scopes may not be easily aligned. These synchronous and 

partly contradictory  configurations of conditions can be conceptualised as an interplay 

between centripetal and centrifugal forces centrifugal forces (see image 2), explaining why 

alignment in UCE requires the matching of different interests and scopes – not only as a 

starting point but as a quality that has to be maintained throughout the process. 

While the core of the circle diagram refers to UCE both as a process and an outcome, 

the intermediate circle reflects several dimensions that include boundary conditions, 

interests and scopes in the context of UCE. The outer circle operationalises the specific nature 

or elements of these dimensions, from the perspective of either students and their instructors 

(right part of the diagram), or from the perspective of community members and other 

stakeholders (left part). Each of the six identified dimensions will be discussed below: 

1. Objectives of the interaction 

2. Specific interests and outcomes 

3. Problematisation  

4. Prior knowledge and perspectives 

5. Responsiveness and flexibility 

6. Lead time. 

 

1. Objectives of the interaction 

As mentioned in the Introduction, UCE aims for broader effects than only offering challenging 

education. However, in the context of educational activity that will ultimately be graded, the 

prescribed learning objectives and related instruction will (or even should) be leading for 

students’ learning activities and the operationalisation of engagement of other stakeholders. 

In the context of UCE, proper learning objectives define both the general outcomes in terms 

of acquired knowledge and skills for students, as well as benefits for other involved actors or 

institutions. For the non-academic partners in UCE, their expected or desired ‘return on 

engagement’ with students (and instructors) may be partly similar to the learning objectives, 

but is more likely related to useful input for changes in policy, the built environment, social 



Working Paper  

7 
 

services or economic facilities. In the piloting courses, this often emerged in the form of 

expecting elaboration of an incomplete problem analysis and a ‘fresh’ outsider perspective 

from students regarding such changes. The realisation of actual changes is often in the realm 

of political decision-making and therefore out of the scope of the educational project.  

 

 

Image 2 – A framework of conditions and tensions in UCE in context of design education and 

research (picture courtesy of Jonas Althuis). 
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2. Specific interests and outcomes 

In the piloting courses, local stakeholders (representatives of local governments or program 

offices) offered certain ‘knowledge questions’ in advance, hoping that these could be tackled 

in the course. In many cases, such knowledge questions were not ‘ready’ to be processed 

directly as a research question for (student research in) a course. Further specification is often 

needed to develop an effective research question. This requirement also reflects an at least 

partial difference in aspired types of knowledge and interests between academic and non-

university stakeholders. Students will be ultimately interested in finishing a course with good 

results, increased knowledge and design skills, whereas other stakeholders are predominantly 

looking for certain problems or knowledge deficiencies to be effectively addressed. While 

these differences may be aligned in the context of UCE, they still reveal a fundamental 

tension. Whereas local communities hope to benefit from a (research) result which is as good 

as possible, students benefit from making mistakes and failing during their learning activities 

– a crucial element of learning. Making mistakes is not by definition conducive to an optimal 

knowledge result for the community. Whereas the learning process for students is at least as 

important as the ‘material’ outcome of the UCE, the other stakeholder will likely prioritise the 

‘material’ outcome over the learning process. An exception may occur in situations where the 

joint learning process is an indispensable part of the other stakeholders’ objectives of the 

interaction. 

 

3. Problematisation 

All instructors involved in design and spatial planning education know that a significant share 

of their students are ambitious (and partly naïve) ‘world improvers’ who are keen on solving 

large technical and societal challenges. This is often reflected in how students tackle complex 

assignments. Students tend to focus on problems or deficiencies, community members on 

the improvement of a situation or conditions, without disturbing positive elements in the 

status quo. The imminent danger of a deficiency approach is that it ignores assets and 

opportunities and devaluates community members’ efforts to generate local benefits or 

improvements. In the worst case, students may even (inadvertently) stigmatise the respective 

local community. In asset-based community development (ABCD), the common approach is 

therefore to ‘focus on what is strong, not what is wrong’ (see e.g. Russell, 2020). 

 

4. Prior knowledge and perspectives 

As a consequence of their previous education, experience and active intellectual schemata, 

students and their supervisors bring in a load of domain-specific (expert) knowledge that they 

can apply to a real-life situation (cf. Kirschner & Hendrick, 2020), trying to make sense of their 

observations and actions in a chosen UCE context. Usually, they are ‘outsiders’ to the chosen  

situation, whereas local community members are embedded in it and bring to the partnership 

a large amount of contextual and situational (tacit) knowledge and access to the community, 
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while academic partners often provide greater technical capacity and global/theoretical 

knowledge. During the interactions in the pilot courses, we noticed for example that certain 

interpretations of students (for example regarding the various uses of public space) were 

constructively ‘falsified’ by residents who offered quite different explanations.  

The combination of domain-specific (expert) knowledge contextual and situational 

(tacit) knowledge can result in better data and methods to answer questions of importance 

to both researchers and community members (Cook & Nation 2016). Especially students must 

assure that they effectively take stock of situational knowledge of community members. 

However, the perspectives of both groups are affected by their prior knowledge, and 

combining different types of prior knowledge can be a challenge. During the engagement 

efforts, ‘unarticulated’ questions from the community may develop in a way to fall partly or 

completely outside the expertise and skills of students (and possibly also their instructors). 

 

5. Responsiveness and flexibility 

As no one can predict community responses in the context of UCE, the approaches adopted 

by universities need to be flexible and maintain an open mind and receptiveness towards 

(unexpected) questions, needs, views and requirements of community members and other 

local stakeholders. This aim can be at odds with the a priori course requirements regarding 

clear learning objectives, boundary conditions, planning, fixed deliverables and assessment. 

In other words, any attempt to be flexible and respond to particular community inputs and 

requirements may come at the expense of the aspired constructive alignment (Biggs & Tang, 

2007). Flexibility is also needed in relation to the inherent tension between benefiting a (local) 

community and students’ opportunities to fail in their educational efforts, which is a crucial 

element of learning. Flexibility also contributes to recognising the mutual benefit between 

the university, community members, and student, in terms of a partnership that produces a 

“beautiful messiness” by disrupting who is learning and who is teaching (Porter 2015: 411). 

 

6. Lead time 

The duration of the course may be at odds with community expectations regarding longer-

term ‘availability’ of students and their instructors, and the time span of policymaking. This is 

why many previous attempts of UCE are sometimes perceived as ‘hit and run’ projects in 

which students quickly gather the data they need and withdraw from further engagement 

with the community. It is therefore important to match the length and frequency of the 

engagement strategy to the goals of the process (see also Reid et al. 2018). In the piloting 

courses, this issue was felt very strongly, because these course only take a quarter (i.e. ten 

weeks), and some of the piloting was conducted during national Covid-19 lockdowns. Under 

these circumstances, ten weeks turned out to be just sufficient time to consult community 

members, but too challenging for properly involving them into the elaboration of strategies 

and designs. A possible solution is ‘stacking’ the work of several student cohorts, who build 
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upon each other’s work. A disadvantage is the time gap between ‘episodes’ of the same 

course, which may result in losing momentum. 

 

5. Discussion and Further Steps 

 

The aim of this paper was to develop a conceptual framework of the basic conditions for and 

inherent tensions in university-community engagement (UVE) in the context of research-

based design and spatial planning education. Based on a literature review (not reported here) 

and experiential knowledge, the framework contains six dimensions covering conditions, 

interests and scopes of the crucial actors in the context of UCE (see Image 2). The framework 

enables anyone interested in starting up UCE in an educational setting to have an immediate 

overview of the conditions and tensions that may manifest themselves.  

The dimensions in the framework evoke a clear message: good relationships between 

the university (particularly instructors and students), communities and other stakeholders, 

preceding the actual engagement effort, are of key importance. Without basic levels of trust, 

it is unlikely that UCE moves beyond the level of community consultation. Another conclusion 

concerns the importance of expectation management. On all dimensions, the expectations 

and requirements for the engagement are likely to differ modestly or substantially between 

students on the one hand and community members on the other hand. These differences 

must not only be recognised in advance, but also be matched with the constructive alignment 

of the respective course. 

 

The importance of foregrounding 

Consequently, meaningful collaborative relationships for the purposes of UCE require 

extensive preparation. Preparatory work that goes into scoping, planning and establishing a 

research (and education) relationship between a university and its community partners is 

often critical to the success of the research that ensues. Eisenstadt and McLellan (2020) call 

this preparatory work ‘foregrounding’. According to these authors, the goal of foregrounding 

is, fundamentally, “… a mutual understanding of one another’s positions, rather than an 

agreement on the primacy of one. […] such ‘understanding’ has three dimensions: 

1. the practical, pertaining to the different interests and goals at play; 

2. the epistemological, pertaining to how knowledge is thought to be made and 

which forms and practices of knowledge are valued; and 

3. the affective, pertaining to the ‘gut feeling’ about the other that arises in response 

to perceived similarity, difference, and oppositionality” (ibid. p. 253-254). 

In other words, it is important to “take time to fully understand local context to determine 

the appropriate type of engagement approach and adapt its design to the context” (Reid et 

al. 2018, S15). In reality, however, educational hour norms and high levels of work pressure 

may prevent proper foregrounding. This underlines the necessity of including the notion and 
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implications of foregrounding in university-wide embedding of UCE (see also Benneworth et 

al. 2018; Farnell, 2020).  

 

General Steps towards UCE 

Based on the Fellowship project, it appears that instructors who intend to apply UCE in the 

context of their teaching and student research, need to take several steps: 

1. Define of the theme or societal issue in the course or project; 

2. Build the partnership with the target community; 

3. Define the collaboration, resources and UCE outcomes; 

4. Execution and monitoring of the course and the chosen forms and tactics of UCE; 

5. Evaluation and redesign of the course or (follow-up) project. 

 

To be continued… 

This working paper has reported ‘work in progress’ that does not stop now that the actual 

Fellowship has ended. There are many challenges to be addressed in subsequent educational 

development and the wider institutional embeddedness of UCE at TU Delft. For example, 

ethics, scaling up, continuity and clustering of courses for the purposes of UCE are a few of 

the topics on which we need to develop both our knowledge and institutional agility. Within 

the TU Delft Teaching Academy, I lead a so-called special interest group (SIG) on ‘Community 

Engagement in Design & Engineering Education’ together with Dr Andrea Gammon. The SIG 

has grown into a vibrant learning community which meets regularly and has representatives 

from almost all faculties, OC FOCUS, Teaching Academy,Communication & Outreach, and 

other institutions within the TU Delft. This SIG will be instrumental to address the 

aforementioned challenges, together with other stakeholders.  
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