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Working together on a better world

Utrecht University aspires to contribute to a better world. The university therefore 
stimulates Community Engaged Learning. Community Engaged Learning is experiential 
education in which students, teachers and external partners work together on societal 
challenges. It integrates societal engagement with academic study and reflection to 

enrich and enhance the learning experience and contribute to community needs.

In this inspiration booklet, you’ll find three examples of Community Engaged 
Learning at Utrecht University: Learning Lab Overvecht, Utrecht Data School en 
Community-based research in the Humanities. You will also read more about how 
students, scientists and societal partners experience this. 

Do you want to kow more about Community Engaged Learning? 
Then please visit https://intranet.uu.nl/en/cel

https://intranet.uu.nl/en/cel  
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I believe that Community Engaged Learning is the 
way forward for our education. That is why it is my 
pleasure to chair the programme committee 
Community Engaged Learning since 2018.  
Important about Community Engaged Learning is 
the focus on cooperation with external partners and 
learning from each other. It is crucial that this 
process is reciprocal. That creates the learning 
experiences for both students and our partners, and 
thereby we decrease the gap between the university 
and society. In that way, students make societal 
impact during their studies and are better prepared 
for their future career as an academic in society.” 

As a programme we thankfully did not start with a 
blank slate, there were already tens of projects 
at UU and more and more are added. In this 
inspiration booklet, you will read more about three 
of those courses. Each of them is a gem. It is 
striking to read in the interviews how this type of 
education contributes to a sense of purpose for 
teachers, students and societal partners. I hope that 
these examples and stories inspire you to participate 
in Community Engaged Learning or to incorporate 
this type of education in your own courses. 

It is my ambition that, in ten years’ time, Utrecht 
University is known as the university in which 
students make societal impact during their studies. 
These three examples show that it is possible that 
Community Engaged Learning leads to societal 
impact.

James Kennedy

PREFACE BY 

JAMES KENNEDY, 

CHAIR PROGRAMME 

COMMITTEE COMMUNITY 

ENGAGED LEARNING
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Learning Lab Overvecht 
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Course name LEARNING LAB OVERVECHT I AND II

Faculty UU-wide

Teacher(s) Peter Linde and Danielle Vlaanderen

Course
description

A Learning Lab is, next to a learning and value-driven network organization (not tied 
to a location), also a vision on learning and development in the context of 
community engagement and a research space for first, second and third person 
action research. The core of the Learning Lab are the courses ‘Social 
Entrepreneurship as a Challenge’ and ‘Action, Learning and Impact’. Within these 
courses, students work with teachers and local stakeholders on creating solutions 
for a problem or opportunity that is experienced by a local organization or by 
citizens. This will be translated in a verified prototype for a social business or in a 
concrete change in the shape of a social innovation through action research. Local 
stakeholders and partners in the neighborhood further develop the viable ideas. 
This results in tangible and sustainable impact. The aim is that, by our presence, 
the neighborhood will become a little bit more pretty. The courses take place in 
Overvecht, Lombok and Kanaleneiland. Central concepts are knowing as you go, 
action learning, shared ownership over the learning environment and co-creation. 

See here and here how teachers, students and societal partners experience this course. 

Making the neighbourhood a little bit more pretty. 
That is the aim of Learning Lab Overvecht.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pqc45pBkBaU&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PRQvYR6My5M&feature=youtu.be
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Utrecht Data School
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Course name UTRECHT DATA SCHOOL PRACTICUM I AND II

Faculty UU-wide

Teacher(s) Max Boiten

Course 
description

Data plays a growing role in our society. In the Utrecht Data School, students 
carry out data-driven research in interdisciplinary groups, commissioned by 
companies, governmental organizations and non-profit organizations. During the 
course, students learn different analysis and visualization techniques to carry 
out their assignment, but above all, they need to bring their own perspective in 
terms of technical skills and creativity. Moreover, students work intensively 
together with their client, by which they learn how theory and practice relate to 
each other and what practical and ethnical dilemma’s one encounters when 
working with data. The end result is a professional report for the client and a 
symposium for all clients and other interested parties.

See here how teachers, students and societal partners experience this course. 

Students need to bring their own perspective in terms of 
technical skills and creativity.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EfFPFqQZFGk&feature=youtu.be
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Community-based research 
in the Humanities 
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Read more about this course here.  

How can Humanities scientists use their knowledge to 
contribute to solving societal challenges?

Course name COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH IN THE HUMANITIES

Faculty Humanities

Teacher(s) Jocelyn Ballantyne and Berteke Waaldijk

Course 
description

How can Humanities scientists use their knowledge to contribute to solving 
societal challenges? This question is the focus of this course. During the course, 
students in Humanities programmes work on a proposal for a research project 
that they want to execute. They do so together with stakeholders, employees of 
societal organizations such as  Creative Commons, Taal Doet Meer and de 
Voorkamer, and the people who are the target audience of those organizations. 
Students shadow the stakeholders for a week to gain insights that they can 
incorporate in their proposal. Students learn how to deal with the complexity of 
community-based research and to work in a project-based way. After completion 
of the course, students carry out their research proposal as part of a thesis or 
internship.

https://www.uu.nl/en/organisation/community-based-research-for-the-humanities
https://www.uu.nl/en/organisation/community-based-research-for-the-humanities
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‘Working together with students gives me energy. 
The people who work at Emmaus Domstad are 
generally a little older, and we sometimes get a bit 
stuck in our ways of thinking. So a fresh perspective 
from a group of young people is very welcome. Just 
sitting down to think and brainstorm together is 
enough to set something in motion.’

So says Luuk van Wingerden, thrift store coordinator 
at Emmaus Domstad, a foundation that works to 
combat poverty and support people in difficult 
situations by giving them a chance to make a useful 
contribution. Emmaus Domstad aims to boost its 
importance to the residents of Overvecht, so it’s 
become a cooperation partner in the Learning Lab 
Overvecht course.

Initiating a process
‘Collaborating in this course gave us a great oppor-
tunity to connect with the city district and to involve 
students in our organisation. We asked the students 
to research the possibilities for externally funded 
training programmes for our staff, for instance 
through grants, or to start up something with social 
media.’

‘The students started work full of enthusiasm, but 
they lost their way after a while. This was partly 
because we didn’t give them a clear idea of what we 
wanted. Next time, I would propose a more specific 
project. In the end, the students established contact 
with a bicycle repair shop to arrange internship 
opportunities for our staff so that they can progress 
on to paid jobs. They made agreements about how 
we can arrange our cooperation, but the rest is now 
up to us.’

Inspiration already a great gain
During the course, Luuk participated in an Action 
Learning Set, a brainstorming session in which 
someone poses a question and then simply listens 
to suggestions made by others. 
‘That generated much more than I’d expected. Our 
organisation is set to undergo a few changes, and I’m 
thinking about using this method for discussing one 
or two issues. Who knows what insights we’ll arrive at 
that we otherwise wouldn’t have thought of.’

‘The cooperation with students has turned the 
spotlight on the general possibility of cooperation 
and extending our network. It has inspired me, and 
that’s already a great gain.’

 LUUK VAN WINGERDEN 

IS THRIFT STORE 

COORDINATOR AT 

EMMAUS DOMSTAD

INTERVIEW “A fresh perspective is very welcome”
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“Working together with 
students gives me energy.”



12

 ‘What am I even doing? Why am I learning this 
specific theory?’ Eliza Hobo, Artificial Intelligence 
student, had been thinking these thoughts for a 
while. During the second year of her Bachelor’s, Eliza 
really began to feel dissatisfied that her programme 
of studies was so theoretical. ‘I did find the content 
interesting, but I felt the connection with the real 
world was lacking,’ she recounts. So she went in 
search of courses that were more practically oriented 
and she discovered Utrecht Data School.

Learning from each other
Utrecht Data School combines academic research, 
communicating with a client, developing a product 
and at the same time taking practical problems into 
account. Students learn about the tools they need in 
practice and apply them directly with a project group. 
Together with three fellow students from various 
disciplines, Eliza is working to develop a sustainability 
monitor for the Municipality of Nieuwegein. 
‘Everybody has been doing what they’re good at, 
we’ve involved each other in our activities and we’ve 
learned from each other by doing so.’

The challenge of collaboration 
‘It has been incredibly refreshing to get my nose out 
of the books and to go out into the real world. We 
always enjoyed our visits to the town hall: a cup of 
coffee, a chat and then providing an update. I was 
afraid that they would have a better idea for how to 
solve the problem than we did. But after a few visits, 
it became clear that they were actually totally open to 
our input and critical questions. This has helped them 
think about what sustainability means in concrete 
terms, how you can measure this and what data you 
need to complete the picture. Even if they ultimately 
don’t use our end product, our contribution has 
certainly led to some results.’

ELIZA HOBO

STUDIES ARTIFICIAL 

INTELLIGENCE AT 

UTRECHT UNIVERSITY

INTERVIEW “I felt the connection with the real world was 
lacking”
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“What am I even doing? 
Why am I learning this 

specific theory?” 
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‘Students often start my course believing they won’t be 
able to do much. At the end, they realise that what 
they’ve done is of great value to an organisation ánd 
their own development. It’s great to see that change.’ 
So says Jocelyn Ballantyne. Together with Marijke 
Huisman, she teaches the course Community- based 
research in the Humanities. In this course, students 
work together with organisations they have chosen 
themselves to tackle social issues, and they learn 
about the social relevance of their degree programme. 
There is no doubt whatsoever that students learn a lot 
from this, but how do the course lecturers see things?

New insights and wider perspective
The community-based approach has led to new 
insights for Marijke, a historian. ‘We did a project 
together with Savannah Bay, the first feminist 
bookstore in Utrecht. I was looking for information 
about the opening, but the Utrecht archive had 
nothing about this. Finally, I realised that I could 
simply find it in the back of the store, in unsorted 
boxes. The information did exist! That opened my 
eyes to the issue of bias in the archives.’
Community Engaged Learning also brings a wider 
perspective for academics. ‘It has broadened my 
horizons. New perspectives, a new way of looking at 

my teaching, new inspiration through cooperating with 
the partners,’ recounts Jocelyn. ‘Also, my network has 
grown bigger. A former student is now a board member 
of an organisation with which I hope to cooperate. 
That’s exciting, and also fun. You really feel like you’re 
participating in something bigger than yourself.’

We need to relate to the experience of students
What do Marijke and Jocelyn hope for the future of 
Community Engaged Learning? ‘That our teaching in the 
degree programmes relates more to the experience and 
perceptions that students bring with them. They begin 
their studies precisely because they’re so enthusiastic 
about the community aspects. For example, people 
decide to study history because they’re interested in 
mummies. It’s weird that we let go of all this so quickly.’
‘Of course, the traditional approach shouldn’t disappear 
either, you also need to deal with the core concepts and 
methods,’ adds Jocelyn. ‘But lecturers think that students 
immediately grasp the relationship between theory and 
the community, and that’s not the case. As a university, 
we need to approach this much more explicitly, and a 
good way to do this is through Community Engaged 
Learning. Ideally, this will become something for which 
we no longer need special emphasis, but where the 
community aspect is simply embedded in what we do.’

 JOCELYN BALLANTYNE (L) 

AND MARIJKE HUISMAN (R) 

JOCELYN IS ASSISTANT 

PROFESSOR AT UNIVERSITY 

COLLEGE UTRECHT. MARIJKE 

IS ASSISTANT PROFESSOR AT 

HISTORY AND ART HISTORY.

INTERVIEW “You feel like you’re participating in something 
bigger than yourself”

https://www.uu.nl/en/organisation/community-based-research-for-the-humanities/learning-by-doing-cbr
https://www.uu.nl/en/organisation/community-based-research-for-the-humanities/learning-by-doing-cbr
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“It has broadened my horizons.”


