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SHEFCE PEER LEARNING VISIT: FREE 

UNIVERSITY OF BRUSSELS (9-11 MARCH 2022) 
 

Peer reflection by visiting team 
 

1. Reflection on the national, local and institutional context  
 

● Based on the report and the discussions during the peer learning, the visiting team concluded that 

the complex national context of Belgium is an important factor to consider when understanding the 

community engagement of the Free University of Brussels (VUB). The fact that Belgium is divided 

linguistically and politically (between French-speaking Wallonia and Dutch-speaking Flanders), and 

that VUB operates as a Dutch-speaking university in an overwhelmingly French-speaking capital 

provides clear challenges to how the university can effectively engage with its external communities.   

 

● At the same time, however, the visiting team reflected on the fact that the city of Brussels is a large, 

diverse, multilingual and vibrant city that provides many opportunities for meaningful and mutually-

beneficial engagement between universities and the city.  

 

● The visiting team understood VUB’s position in the landscape of Flemish universities as being a 

relatively young and small university (50 years old; 17.000 students), that prides itself on its open-

minded and non-traditional approach to education and research, led by its motto of ‘thinking must 

never submit itself’. Reflecting on the two previous points, the visiting team were impressed by the 

fact that the VUB leadership (especially its rector) had a strong and specific mission and 

commitment to be an ‘urban engaged university’, irrespective of the challenges of its specific 

geographic/linguistic position. The large number and range of community-engaged practices carried 

out by the university, and the range of different university structures supporting this agenda, 

confirm a genuine commitment and confirm that the university is advanced in its level of community 

engagement.  

 

 

2. Reflection on the concept of ‘community engagement’ in the VUB context  
 

● The visiting team noted that the context-specific approach to community engagement in the VUB 

context (referred to as Community Engaged Research and Learning - CERL) involved a primary focus 

on communities with fewer resources, and thus making a stronger differentiation between these 

types of activities and other ‘third-mission’ activities that involve cooperation with other types of 

communities (e.g. businesses, national/local authorities). In other universities visited through the 

TEFCE      and SHEFCE projects, there is usually a less strict division between these areas of activity.  
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● The visiting team concluded that each university will always have a context-specific definition of 

community engagement. The open question that remained was: is there a tension at VUB between 

community engagement and other types of engagement (e.g. innovation, entrepreneurship), and is 

there competition for resources between these two stands? While it was clear that the 

CERL/Science outreach teams did have some cooperation with offices such as the technology 

transfer office, an overarching question was whether there should be more cooperation, or whether 

the division between these two types of activities was a good development.  

 

3. Reflection on the level of community engagement and on good practices  
 

● VUB’s commitment to engaging with external partners in their urban region is evident in virtually all 

seven dimensions of community engagement defined in the TEFCE Toolbox, with the mapping 

report (and particularly live presentations and constructive critical discussions) providing a wealth of 

inspiring, creative and interactive good practices. While their normative framework - dominantly 

related  to their funding policy - is setting up certain limitations (as focused on Dutch communities), 

VUB’s commitment to engaging with a plethora of external partners is still unquestionable.       

 

● There seems to be quite a high level of the VUB’s authentic engagement, following their motto as 

well (“Thinking must never submit itself”), critically tackling and addressing issues related with 

underprivileged groups and various controversial issues in general. 

● Some of the examples of community engagement that most struck the visiting team are highlighted 

below – noting that these are only for illustrative purposes, rather than as an assessment of being 

the ‘best practices’ of the  VUB  

 

o Teaching & learning; students: VUB has integrated community-engaged learning (service-

learning) and other forms of (inter)active and non-formal methods in many study 

programmes and has yet to develop a well-developed system to evaluate the outcomes of 

such learning that is currently undergoing. Reason & Engage and Interdisciplinary 

sustainability are set up as great examples, as those courses are offered to all students, 

regardless of their disciplinary backgrounds, and organised in a way that secure students 

being embedded in close relationships with relevant community issues and organisations 

working in those areas of research interests. CERL team and learning circles are seen as 

highly positive, particularly in the context of organically spreading and contributing to 

engaging new people/teachers, and serving as a certain bottom-up peer-support structure 

in this area. Another positive example is formal recognition for PhDs’ societal engagement 

as part of the PhD programme, that could be replicated within undergraduate and graduate 

levels of study programmes as well. VUB also has a quite engaged student body as there is 

evidence of many student-led initiatives. 
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o Research; Service and Knowledge Exchange: VUB has a proven track record of engaging in 

(participatory) research that addresses societal needs with a range of community partners 

bringing issues of relevance to the agenda as research questions, which is greatly 

supported by the engagement of Science Shop. The experiences in action-research for the 

co-construction of knowledge between researchers, students and a variety of communities 

in their urban region, highlights the VUB’s efforts at promoting co-creation in participatory 

research models among its external communities.  Science Outreach Office/Team is seen 

as an amazing asset continuously contributing to building and/or bridging gaps between 

academic and non-academic communities. There are other recognisable 

examples/practices (e.g. Green Team), but as for the current and in particular the future 

moment of the VUB’s further community engagement, The OpenLab seems to be an 

amazing inventory, facility and creative platform in general for co-creation (particularly in the 

context of future collaborations with the ULB) and promotion of science and community 

engagement in its full performance.   

 

o University management: partnerships and policies: The fact that VUB had a visionary rector 

who openly promoted the concept of VUB becoming an engaged urban university, and in 

parallel has developed many supporting structures (offices/teams) dedicated to the 

development of community engagement that are (partially) funded by the university, 

provides a strong institutional framework to support the CE agenda in the future. The 

current framework of changing university leadership might be challenging; however, there is 

a strong strategic orientation towards community engagement embedded in many 

normative/strategic/policy papers that still represents a quite stable environment for further 

community engagement development.  

 

● In short, as accurately assessed in VUB’s mapping report and the institutional heatmap levels in the 

report, VUB is a university that has a high level of authentic community engagement in many 

dimensions, that engages with a broad range of external partners (ranging from business and local 

authorities to community groups and citizens) on a range of relevant and usually controversial 

community issues. At the same time, the VUB team that engaged in the TEFCE mapping and writing 

the mapping report employed a highly self-critical perspective. While the visiting team shares the 

view that there was/is a plethora of examples of good practices that prove their accomplishments, 

possibilities exist to grade higher than some of the initial grades put in the report by the team. At the 

same time, the visiting team welcomes such a critical and honest approach in the self-reflective 

process as the VUB team was committed not to create yet another report, but to critically identify 

challenges and areas of concerns and for further improvement. Such an approach enabled them to 

construct a great mapping report as a starting point in analysing the VUB’s engagement ecosystem 

and proposing new actions for further community engagement development.   
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4. Reflection on identified challenges and potential opportunities 
 

While the visiting team was very complimentary about the mapping and evidence of community 

engagement by VUB, there are       challenges       identified by the visiting team, which      require future 

attention:      

 

● Target Audience - given that VUB is a Dutch-speaking university, one of the issues that consistently 

arose related to the potential target audiences for community engagement activity. Are the 

audiences only Dutch-speaking communities or does the work also reach communities who speak 

French? Within the local community surrounding the university, there are various marginalised 

communities who could benefit from the support and expertise of the university, but reaching these 

non-Dutch-speaking communities may not be a priority for VUB. The visiting team did not have the 

opportunity to meet with people from such communities and interacting with local marginalised 

communities would have been beneficial. It was noted that diversity was not visible during the peer 

review visit. 

 

● Sustainability - the support of the existing Rector was clearly evident, but given that a new Rector 

shall be appointed in the near future, concern was raised about the long-term sustainability of 

community engagement in VUB. Policy and strategy documents may state their support for 

community engagement, but that is quite different to living its values and providing financial 

resourcing for its sustainability. Much of the budget for this work is currently generated by the CERL 

team through fundraised      projects which limits the team’s activities to project-based initiatives 

and target groups. Additionally, there is a need to get greater levels of support from academic staff, 

but that may only happen in meaningful numbers if community engagement is recognised within 

mechanisms for staff rewards. 

 

It was also suggested that an overarching structure at the central level was required to bring 

together the various strands of community engagement activity within VUB (e.g. vice-rector for 

community outreach or one of the vice-rectors whose portfolio includes coordination of community 

engagement activities; (steering) committee for community engagement that consists of the VUB 

vice-deans, etc.). It seems there are several parallel and mutually competing community engaged 

activities at the VUB that are not interconnected - it leads to inefficient spending of the VUB’s 

resources and weakens the results and impact of some community engaged activities. Also, it could 

demotivate some VUB employees and prevent them to perceive the VUB as their long-term 

employer.  

 

Since there is prevalence of project-led community engagement activities within different 

departments  at the VUB, there is a need to foster strategic management for community 

engagement at the macro and micro level, which should establish a balance between short-term 

project-led approach to community engagement and long-term strategic and goals-led approach.  
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● The 'strategic management' vs 'authenticity' dilemma: While the point above clearly identifies the 

benefit of fostering a strategic, institutionalised approach to community engagement at VUB, the 

visiting team wondered whether moving towards such an approach would also represent a dilemma 

for the VUB team(s) working on community engagement in higher education. On the one hand, 

structure and management wouldbring more stability and sustainability. On the other hand, 

strategic management brings in a concern for prioritising, efficiency and the need for connections to 

other strategic priorities of the university. The question of the visiting team is whether such a shift 

would be fully welcomed by the team, or whether some may view this as a threat to the identity of 

the community engagement team and the authenticity of the community engagement that they are 

striving for?  

 

● Communication - it was frequently remarked in a positive manner that the number of community 

engagement activities within VUB was quite substantial. However, it was also noted that there is  no 

central curation of these activities and people across the university were generally unaware of their 

existence. There is a requirement to centrally catalogue the initiatives so that any person in the 

university can learn about them, plus there is a need to connect the different stakeholders who 

currently or could potentially support the work of community engagement in VUB. This will require 

considerable effort and the current model of surviving through funded projects will not provide the 

financial or personnel resources to complete such a task. This is where university support is 

required if highly effective communication is to be achieved. 

 

● Understanding of Community Engagement - the peer review team noted that the definition or 

understanding of community engagement by VUB appeared to be narrower than the one found in 

other universities. According to the TEFCE project, “community engagement refers to the 

development of relationships by higher education institutions with stakeholders in their local or 

regional communities in order to address societal needs, in a way that is mutually beneficial”. In 

VUB, a greater emphasis appeared to be placed on activities relating to the ‘soft sciences’ and the 

visiting team wondered if VUB should broaden its understanding of community engagement? 

 

● The SLIPDOT analysis by the VUB team also highlighted a number of potential areas for 

improvement, particularly with regards to involving more students in community engagement 

activities. The team also identified opportunities for development within ‘Service and Knowledge 

Exchange’. However, the peer review team does not believe that the geographical location of the 

university away from the centre of Brussels has any negative impact on its ability to be highly 

proactive with regards to community engagement. 
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5. Reflection on value of the TEFCE Toolbox  
 

● The TEFCE Toolbox was implemented independently by VUB, with little need for support advice and 

mentoring by SHEFCE project partners. VUB developed its own institutional approach to 

implementing the Toolbox, by carrying out a detailed mapping of practices by the 7 Toolbox 

dimensions, resulting in a highly detailed Excel table featuring their practices. The SLIPDOT analysis 

was also carried out in a context-specific way, by using innovative online tools (Mural) and by slightly 

adapting the methodology (applying a classic SWOT analysis and later adapting it to the SLIPDOT 

framework).  

  

● One difficulty of the VUB team was how to fit certain practices into specific dimensions of the 

Toolbox, since many practices cross boundaries and are relevant to several dimensions in parallel. 

The visiting team reflected that practices do not need to be limited to one dimension only but can 

be ‘coded’ into several dimensions in parallel. Additional clarifications to this effect should be 

provided in the Toolbox to make this clear to users.  

 

● The overall feedback of the VUB team indicates that the TEFCE Toolbox process was seen as a 

positive experience and a beneficial process for the institution, with a specific value of providing a 

clear structure in an otherwise highly complex field, providing useful guiding questions and of 

encouraging critical discussions between university teams and providing conclusions on areas of 

strength as well as areas in need of improvement. 

 

6. Reflection on value of the peer-learning visit  
 

● The peer-learning visit confirmed that, compared to the learning experience of reviewing the 

mapping report, the level of learning increases significantly through an on-site visit, by allowing 

space for more context-specific information (national, local, institutional) and for more in-depth 

understanding of both practices and broader issues through interactive discussions with local 

teams. 

 

● The visiting team was especially appreciative of the creative and innovative approach adopted by 

VUB in organising the visit – especially in involving interactive workshops in a new university space 

for community engagement, a walking tour of the neighbourhood, and visiting a local community-

engaged organisation. At the same time, as a lesson learnt for future similar visits, the peer-learning 

team should be provided with the opportunity through specific sessions to speak to engaged staff, 

students and communities and to ask questions about specific dimensions and practices. Apart 

from discussion with the leader of the local comuna and CERL employees, the visiting team didn’t 

have an opportunity to speak with actors (internal and external to the VUB) who actively work on the 

community engagement activities.  



 

 

    
  
  
 7 

 

● The host team at VUB confirmed that having an international peer-learning visit was a highly 

valuable learning experience for them too, leading to increased awareness about positive aspects 

of their work (that they may have taken for granted), to a confirmation of challenges that they had 

themselves identified, as well as to the discovery of new perspectives and ideas that they had not 

previously considered.  

 

Members of peer-reflection team 
 

1. Alicia Betts, University of Girona, Spain 

2. Marta Cayetano i Giralt, Association of Catalan Public Universities, Spain  

3. Thomas Cooney,  Technological University Dublin, Ireland 

4. Bojana Culum Ilic, University of Rijeka, Croatia 

5. Davide Dusi, Ghent University, Belgium  

6. Thomas Farnell,  Institute for the Development of Education, Croatia 

7. Magdalena Fellner, University for Continuing Education Krems, Austria 

8. Cristina Garcia, Association of Catalan Public Universities, Spain 

9. Edgar Iglesias Vidal, University of Girona, Spain 

10. Sandra Nuždić, University of Rijeka, Croatia 

11. Ana Skledar Matijević, Institute for the Development of Education, Croatia 

12. Ninoslav Šćukanec Schmidt, Institute for the Development of Education, Croatia 
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Members of VUB hosting team 

 
1. Julie Bertone - Community Engaged Research and Learning officer (UNIVER.CITY) 

2. Mieke Gijsemans – Head of Department Research & Data Management 

3. Floor Keersmaekers – Community Engaged Research and Learning officer (Science Shop, EUTOPIA, 

Citizen Science / Science Outreach Office) 

4. Eline Livémont – Coordinator Science Outreach Office VUB 

5. Linde Moriau – Coordinator UNIVER.CITY   

6. Lien Mostmans – Community Engaged Research and Learning officer (UNIVER.CITY) 

7. Hana Taherazar –Community Engaged Research and Learning intern (UNIVER.CITY) 

8. Karin Vanderkerke – Vice-Rector Research 

9. Brecht Van der Schueren – Community Engaged Research and Learning officer (CIRCLET, 

UNIVER.CITY) 

10. Karel Verbrugge – Community Engaged Research and Learning officer (SHEFCE, Science Shop, 

EUTOPIA, Citizen Science / Science Outreach Office) 


