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PREPARATION 

 

 



 

 

 

OVERVIEW – in this module, we will explore: 

• How to prepare partnerships for CERL 

• What needs to be thought through for quality collaborations 

• How to prepare (blended) learning environments for CERL  

 

LEARNING GOALS  – after completing this module, you should be able to: 

• List criteria for developing quality CERL partnerships  

• Prepare your CERL partnership in a purposeful way  

• List meaningful learning activities and tools useful for CERL 

• Prepare the CERL strategy in alignment with the intended learning outcomes and 

capacities of the participants 

• Prepare a thoughtful (blended) learning environment for CERL 

• List examples of factors that might influence collaborative learning processes  

• Prepare participants in CERL for collaborative learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

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. 3.: 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 social issue. The collaboration is more dynamic and longer-term. Goals and processes are 

questioned and adjusted throughout the collaboration. Here, 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.  

PARTNERSHIPS 



 

FIG. 4: Description of different types of CERL partnerships  

 

 



The development of partnerships typically has three important phases: the start, the cooperation, and 

the review, with a possible continuation. There are a lot of roadmaps, practical guidelines and hands-

on 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 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. 5: Stages in setting up partnerships, taken 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 bridge builder. Someone who knows how to coordinate cultural differences, divergent 

expectations and needs, who keeps the communication line warm throughout the entire process. 

The Science Shop (www.vub.ac.be/onderzoek/wetenschapswinkel) has a lot of experience in this area. 

The Science Shop is often a good starting point for setting up an initial mapping of relevant partners 

and is happy to help with the administrative-legal component of the collaboration. You can appeal to 

it to, for example, organise an intake interview, where partners (partner organisations) are invited to 

provide general information about the structure and concrete organisation of your course, mutual 

expectations, estimated time investment, agreements in relation to interim contact moments and 

communication, the exposure of project realisations/accrued insights, possible financial interventions, 

etc. and to cast them in a cooperation agreement. The Science Shop team has the necessary expertise 

and tools to assist in these matters.  



 

 

 

 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS  

Who are your CERL partners? 

How do you understand your relationship with them?  

On the basis of which criteria do you choose your partnerships?  

What information do the partners need to receive ahead of time?  

How will it be provided?  

Which logistical preparations must be made? 

How exactly do you go about tackling this? 

How do you keep each other informed throughout the process? 

Who does what when things go wrong? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Active participation in our 21st century knowledge society requires a strong collaborative, inclusive, 

reflective, responsive and proactive capacity (Tassone & Eppink, 2016). Learning processes that start 

from personal involvement, stimulate critical (experience-based) reflection and are based on problem-

driven, collaborative and society-oriented design, including CERL, 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. One fails to make 

the move from self-motivation and individual goals to collective activity, shared goals, and real 

processes of knowledge co-creation. Learning about 'life-grabbing' problems, in a process that seeks 

cooperation and, in addition to learning gain, also has a social impact, can therefore be meaningful, 

but it is certainly not obvious.  

The ambition to train various actors together requires high-quality process supervision, but also a well-

considered design and preparation of both the collaboration assignment (the learning task) and the 

collaboration protocol (the concrete course, the practical organisation of the collaboration).  

 

Guiding questions are situated on 4 levels: 

 

(1) RIGHT TO EXIST: What is the purpose of the collaboration, what do you want the students to work 

towards?  

 

(2) ORGANISATION: How will the collaboration be organised, how large are the teams, how are they 

put together, who will be given which role & ultimate responsibility?  

 

(3) DYNAMIC: How do you ensure a safe & constructive working environment? Which intermediate 

follow-up & support moments do you implement?  

 

(4) ENVIRONMENT: How do you coordinate the objective and organisation with the needs, specificities 

and expectations of the social actors / context? Which other environmental (f)actors must be taken 

into account? 

 

Research indicates (among other things) that the following conditions must be met for a learning-rich 

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 in a state where it can be used actively, (3) actors involved in the collaboration must 

really need each other, and (4) high-quality process supervision must be provided.  

 

Often this type of process goes 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, 

COLLABORATION 



they can slowly move on to a more mature, constructive and efficient form of collaboration. According 

to the Tuckman model (see figure above), the process of team development typically has 4 phases: 

forming, storming, norming and performing. 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 in the student manual that comes with your course. This 

manual must, at the very least, 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. 7.: Stages in team development, according to Tuckman, B.W. (1965)  

In CERL, different actors are brought together to learn with and from each other.  It is important to 

carefully prepare this collaboration and think about the way in which it will be organised and guided. 

Community engaged assignments have various ‘degrees of freedom’ that should be considered in the 

design phase. Students may be immersed in the societal situation or be taught about it remotely. In 



some cases it is possible for students to formulate their own learning targets and outcomes; other 

situations require a more prescriptive approach. It is about more than a mere technical question.  

 

Choices influence (implicitly or explicitly) the type of knowledge sharing, acquisition and development 

made possible during the learning process. Possibilities depend on and must 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 (INTRODUCTORY LEVEL) via more complex and challenging 

projects (INTERMEDIATE LEVEL), to learning strategies that demand strong engagement, responsibility 

and competence (ADVANCED LEVEL). 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 (among other things) 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. 6: Different stages of Community Engagement / CERL courses. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS  

What is the goal of the collaboration?  

What actions are taken to prepare the different participants?  

What do you do to 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 guidance?  

Have students participated in this kind of learning activities before?  

How are you making sure expectations are clear?  

How will you be providing the knowledge, skills, and perspectives they need to do what’s expected? 

Are there any intermediate feedback moments?  

Where do these activities take place?  

How is the collaboration organised?  

What is the estimated workload for the students and the societal partners?  

How do you ensure a safe & constructive working environment?  

Which external (f)actors have an influence & how do you take this into account? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The learning guidance and environment of a CERL course comprises various building blocks. 

They can consist both of face-to-face interactions or physical elements, as well as online or 

digital support. Waldner et al. (2012) distinguish different types of e-Service Learning (see figure 

below), depending on the way in which online and/or onsite aspects of instruction and 

community service are combined. With hybrid Type I e-Service Learning, the instruction is 

offered and executed completely online, while the community service takes place in situ. Hybrid 

Type II occurs when instruction is provided on campus and face-to-face, while the community 

service is fully online. With Hybrid Type III e-Service Learning, both the instruction and the 

service component take place partly on location and partly online. With extreme e-Service 

Learning, everything is done online and is mediated by technology.  

The advantage of hybrid e-Service Learning - meaning a Blended Service Learning setup - is, 

according to Waldner et al. (2012), that it eliminates the limitations of both traditional Service 

Learning and online learning. This allows for an elimination of the logistical, organisational and 

geographical limitations of traditional Service Learning subjects on the one hand, and of 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 management in a differentiated manner. In other words, they enable one to provide 

customisation in guidance and flexibility in self-regulation.  

 

 

FIG 4: types of e-Service Learning vs. traditional Service Learning, after Waldner et al. (2012) 

THE (BLENDED) LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 



Specific technologies used for CERL 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 

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 e-platforms for educational guides, students and community partners. Professors should 

thoroughly test technological tools before use and ensure that there is a bridge between 

synchronous and asynchronous communication (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 the CERL context.  

 

Mariën et al. (2015) also conclude, based on their research into digital user profiles (see figure 

below), that not everyone extracts the same value from technology-mediated (learning) 

environments. They call for a targeted supply and differentiated support, keeping in mind the 

complex interactions between factors that promote and undermine opportunities in terms of 

"digital self-efficacy", like the socio-economic background, soft skills, self-sufficiency, 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, which can be found on the OWSB support page or in the ‘Blended 

Learning support site’ in CANVAS. 

 



 

FIG 5: 8 digital user profiles, according to Mariën et al. (2015) 

 

 

 



 

 

 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS  

How is the learning process being documented and monitored?  

How is intermediate support being offered?  

Which online elements/building blocks/strategies do you incorporate for this?  

What are the most important assets and points of attention of these elements/strategies? 

Are there options for differentiation and self-regulation? 

Which forms of resistance could you encounter? 

How do you deal with them?  
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