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Abstract
This paper discusses how universities could 
explore and exploit the city as learning environ-
ment, a place full of interesting research questions, 
real-life problems waiting to be solved and chal-
lenges to be addressed. We argue how academic 
research and education programmes can be 
systematically linked to real-life problems and 
challenges in the city, with benefits for students, 
researchers, and city stakeholders. The paper 
provides some examples of universities that have 
managed to do so, and ends with a set of condi-
tions and dilemmas.

1. Introduction
In this paper, we will make the point that universi-
ties would be wise to link up more with the city in 
which they are located through their research and 
education programmes. Universities might engage 
with real-life urban problems and challenges, with 
significant benefits for students, researchers, the 
university, and city stakeholders. “The city” has 
potential as a learning environment, a place full of 
interesting research questions, real-life problems to 
be solved and challenges to be addressed.  But 
strategic action and city-university co-orientation is 
needed to make that happen. to do so, and ends 
with a set of conditions and dilemmas.

This paper is written as part of the EUniverCities 
project  , in which ten European cities learn from 
each other how to strengthen city-university 
collaboration.  This paper is organised as follows: in 
the next section, we argue that over the last half 
century, research and education have largely 
become disconnected from the city in many 
respects. Section 3 sketches two more recent 
trends that seem to re-orient universities to their 
home city and region (albeit to a limited extent): the 
“engaged” university movement, and emerging 
forms of problem-based and project-based learning, 
in which education connects systematically to 
real-life problems (often in the host city).  

In section 4, we raise the basic question why “the city” 
would be interesting for scientists and students, and 
argue for the relevance of exploiting the city as class-
room and research lab. Section 5 provides two promi-
nent examples of universities that effectively and 
strategically exploit the potential of their host cities: 
Tampere’s universities (Finland), and the Amsterdam 
University of Applied Sciences (The Netherlands). Also, 
we present the case of Delft, where the city is facilitat-
ing “Living labs”, real-life experimentation settings in 
the city where innovators can develop and test new 
solutions. Section 6 concludes, and derives a number 
of conditions, dilemmas, and recommendations.
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Universities think national and international, 
not local

Many universities started as institutions very much 
embedded in their local economy and society, set 
up by urban elites to educate technicians, civil 
servants and professionals that would serve the 
local society and economy. Since, as an overall 
trend, the local orientation of universities has 
steadily decreased. In most countries, national 
governments took control over the university 
system in the course of the 20th century, and 
consequently, universities become more oriented to 
that level. 

Nowadays, universities tend to develop their 
research and education programmes without much 
regard of the local/urban context; national and 
international arenas matter much more. Important 
drivers are research funding opportunities, national 
research frameworks, and international university 
rankings. In most disciplines, the careers of 
academics largely depend on their publication track 
record in peer-reviewed international journals. 
Some claim that this publication drift has caused a 
large gap between the academy and the conditions 
of everyday life.
 
As Thomas Bender   complains: 
”It is astonishing how few social scientists at New 
York’s two great research universities, NYU and 
Columbia, are studying the issues on everyone’s 
minds – the delivery of health care, poverty and 
inequality, race relations, education, urban politics, 
the parties and the electoral system, and others 
one could name”.

It is important to note that the degree and type of local 
orientation varies between types of universities, and 
between scientific disciplines, and also depends on 
specific university strategies. Former polytechnical and 
vocational schools (many of them were turned into 
universities only quite recently) have always been more 
practically oriented, with deeper local relations 
(internships, project work, on-the-job learning) than 
research universities. Another type of universities with 
typical strong engagement are new universities, 
founded since the 1970s as part of regional policy, in 
peripheral regions or in regions suffering industrial 
decline. Many of them, from their inception, have been 
strongly oriented towards the local industry (some were 
even founded with the explicit purpose to support the 
upgrading of local industries). And finally, some top 
universities (Oxford, Cambridge, MIT, Stanford, 
Leuven) rather than engaging with existing regional 
partners, have catalysed the development of high-tech 
regions around them: they have become an anchor in a 
strong local knowledge economy, full of science-based 
companies, R&D departments of multinationals, 
(attracted by the quality of university research), and 
spin-offs from the university.  
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Is the tide turning? 
Two trends towards a stronger local orientation 
In the last decades, two trends have reinforced, to 
some extent, the local and regional engagement of 
universities. The first is a broad societal pressure 
on universities to become more “engaged” with 
society, associated with new incentive schemes that 
encouraged universities to develop more links with 
partners in their home city and region. Second, a 
growing number of universities have adopted 
project-based and/or problem-based learning 
methods, in which students learn by working on 
real-life problems.

The engaged university
Since the 1990s, broadly speaking, there has been 
a renewed local/regional orientation of universities 
in a number of countries. Etzkowitz   describes the 
emergence of the “entrepreneurial university” that 
actively engages in joint research projects with 
companies and other partners, often local ones. 
Other commentators use the less economically 
oriented term “civic university” or “engaged univer-
sity”   to describe the changing attitude of universi-
ties towards society, and stress the role of univer-
sity as key player in addressing all sorts of prob-
lems and challenges in society. A growing number 
of universities have even explicitly adopted engage-
ment with society and industry as a third mission 
(besides education and research). 

The changing orientation of universities can be 
interpreted as the result of increasing pressure from 
society and politics: governments increasingly 
demand returns on public investment in higher 
education and research, and exert pressure on 
universities to “deliver” in terms of economic and 
societal results. Institutional leadership among 
some United States’ universities has in some 
instances be a relevant factor in establishing 
connections between universities and the local or 
regional communities  . But also, policymakers 

discovered the potential of universities as drivers of 
regional and urban growth. Since the 1990s, in the UK 
and other countries, a number of public funding 
schemes were set up to encourage universities to 
collaborate at the regional level: to promote innovation, 
to enhance regional well-being and to meet regional 
needs  . Or, as Scott   (2014) puts it, “the growing 
emphasis on applied research, consultancy, technology 
transfer and ‘enterprise’ in general had tended to 
accentuate the local”. Moreover, from the late 1990s 
on, EU funding became available to develop regional 
innovation strategies, with an important role assigned 
to universities as drivers of the local knowledge 
economy. In a number of regions, cluster policies of all 
sorts – very much in vogue since Michael Porters 
influential work on clusters) – have helped significantly 
to make a strategic alignment between universities’ 
education and research programmes and local compa-
nies. And, finally, it has become common for universi-
ties to bring science closer to citizens, through science 
museums, public debates, demonstrations, open lab 
days, etc.

There are signs that the unfolding financial and 
economic crisis has had a negative impact on local and 
regional engagement of universities. In many countries, 
austerity measures have reduced the availability of 
funding for universities in the areas of knowledge 
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exchange and external engagement, at the 
expense of local engagement  . Moreover, cuts in 
corporate R&D budgets decreased the funding for 
industry-university projects. 

A second factor that positively influences the local 
orientation of universities is the adoption of 
problem-based educational methods. In the tradi-
tional “theoretical” academic model, typically, 
students learn their subject by listening to profes-
sors, reading prescribed books, and reproduce 
knowledge during exams. A limited but growing 
number of universities have adopted new forms of 
education in which the learning process is more 
organised around projects or problems. In these 
newer approaches, students have to apply knowl-
edge and skills, often in teams, to solve real-life 
problems. The learning is organised around prob-
lems, and also personal competencies are devel-
oped in group processes. Universities that adopt 
problem-based learning methods are constantly in 
search of real-life projects and problems for their 
students to work on; the city or region is the natural 
locus for that.    

So, has the tide turned? Overall, and despite these two 
factors described above, one may conclude that, with 
important exceptions, the local engagement of most 
universities is still very low (especially in terms of 
budgets allocated) and perhaps even decreasing. In 
most cities, the connection between city and university 
is weakly structured, collaborations happen but 
typically on an ad-hoc basis, dependent on incidental 
projects and occasional contacts of university staff. 
Funding opportunities have been a key driver of 
engagement, but they are drying up (at least in many 
places). And after all, very few universities have 
adopted problem-based learning methods. Moreover, 
engagement has often been framed as something that 
benefits the region or the city rather than the university 
itself. In the next section we will contest the latter point, 
arguing that local engagement can contribute to the 
core missions of universities: Education and research  .
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Why and how would “the city” be interesting or 
relevant for students and researchers?  Several 
reasons can be put forward. For a start, social 
scientists could conceive the city as a fertile envi-
ronment for learning and innovation. The city is a 
nearby “box” full of companies and institutions with 
potentially interesting research questions and 
innovation challenges. A key question is how to 
unlock this box, extract the relevant questions and 
challenges, and find ways (and means) to incorpo-
rate them into research and education programmes 
(as part of specific projects, internships, or thesis 
work). 

Second, the city and city life itself are an important 
and growing field of study for universities to explore 
and exploit. The urbanisation trend is continuing 
worldwide, and urban development evokes a 
countless number of theoretical and practical 
research questions and challenges. A number of 
sub-disciplines have the city as their central object 
of study: urban sociology, urban/regional studies, 
urban planning, architecture, transport technology 
& planning, to list the most important ones. For 
these disciplines and schools, engaging with the 
real problems of the host city would be very natu-
ral. But many other disciplines have a relevant 
urban dimension, too: immigration studies, history, 
archaeology, water management, information 
systems, to name just a few. Scholars and students 
in all these fields could benefit directly from a 
closer alignment between city and research 
agendas/educational programmes. 

Cities all over the world have to deal with a wide 
variety of complex problems that are multi-
dimensional and do not fit into a single discipline. 
Think of social exclusion, school dropouts, crime, 
urban poverty, transport congestion, a shift to 
renewable energies, how to develop and deploy 
smart city technology, etc. Cities need a lot of 
knowledge and analysis to address these issues, 

The city as classroom and research lab

and universities could be their natural partners. 

An “engaged university” looks for ways, in close 
collaboration with urban stakeholders, to connect 
educational and research programmes with the urban 
agenda of the host city. Engagement depends critically 
on individual professors and teachers who deliberately 
make the connection. In many universities, we see 
academics setting up interesting research or study 
projects with urban stakeholders, and a large number 
of students do internships and thesis work in compa-
nies in their home city. Here, however, we want to 
make the point that the engagement can be rendered 
much deeper and more effective through creating 
strategic frameworks for co-operation. This can be 
done in a number of ways, and in this paper, we will 
provide some examples. 



Universities that manage to exploit the city as classroom or real-life research environment generate a large 
contribution to the urban society, both directly (by addressing specific problems of companies and organisa-
tions) and indirectly, as real-life work helps students to acquire important and useful competences that prepare 
them for a future career. A deeper and more strategic connection between academic research & education and 
urban issues can be beneficial for all. City management would gain from capitalising on the wealth of knowl-
edge and competences that universities offer; students develop new competences while working on real life 
urban issues; they sharpen their analytical and communicative qualities, develop advisory skills, and gain 
insight into the complexity of urban problems, and researchers may discover the city as a nearby and intrinsi-
cally rich research environment.  The benefits may seem obvious, but in practice it is far from easy to grasp 
them. New models of engagement have to be invented. 

Or, as Thomas Bender (1998) put it,
“What is needed is not the old university expert model, but a newer approach that facilitates continuing two-
way conversations between the various academic groupings on the campus and the appropriate constituen-
cies in the metropolis”. 
(p. 22) 10

5. Three cases: 
Tampere, Amsterdam, Delft
In this section, we present some recent examples 
of universities that have designed a strategic 
approach to turn the city into a classroom and 
research/innovation lab. First we will present the 
case of Demola, a programme set up in the Finn-
ish City of Tampere to let student teams find 
solutions for a variety of local organisations. The 
second case is the Amsterdam University of 
Applied Sciences, that created local “field labs” in 
which university students and researchers address 
local issues. In our third case, we describe how the 
City of Delft is facilitating “Living labs”, real-life test 
and development sites in the city where research-
ers develop solutions that are relevant for every-
day life. 

5.1 Tampere, Finland: 
Demola as switching board
The city of Tampere    has about 210,000 inhabit-
ants and is located at 180 km from the capital 
Helsinki. In the last decades, it made the transition 
from industrial powerhouse to a knowledge-based 
city with an ongoing strong presence of high tech 
manufacturing industries. The city has three 
universities, the University of Tampere (1960), the 
Tampere University of technology (1965) and the 
University of Applied Sciences (1996). From their 
start, the universities have been strongly oriented 
to the local and regional economy.

In 2008, the engagement was institutionalised, and 
obtained a strategic form. The universities and a 
large number of stakeholders developed an inno-
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vative way to let mixed student teams work, as part 
of their curriculum, on real-life projects in the city 
where they live. An intermediary organisation called 
Demola/new factory    was set up, to define assign-
ments round actual problems and challenges 
defined by local organisations. Demola is a collabo-
ration between the city, its universities, and a 
number of other local stakeholders. The Demola 
organisation collects research questions and chal-
lenges from a variety of organisations in Tampere 
(companies, hospitals, government agencies, 
NGOs, etc). It publishes the assignments on a 
website, including the type of skills that are asked 
for. Students are invited to subscribe to a project. 
Demola then assembles student teams to address 
the projects, and offers a range of support and 
training activities for the student teams. Demola is 
an internationally recognized best practice 
programme that has been copied in various other 
cities. 

'There are about 38,000 students in universities 
around Tampere', says Ville Kairamo, co-founder of 
Demola. 'But there was no organizational structure 
to mobilize that young talent and help students work 
together. With Demola we wanted to offer concrete 
projects where students learn by doing.'

A typical Demola project runs for 6 months (see 
box). Students can gain 5 up to 10 ECTS by partici-
pating. A Demola-trajectory not only consists of 
project work in the team, but also includes manda-
tory training courses on teamwork and project 
management. In the spring season 2014, Demola 
gathered nearly 120 students to work on 27 
projects. Demola is fully embedded in the educa-
tional system. In a large number of academic 
curricula of Tampere’s universities, Demola is 
accepted as an “elective”, and thus it is open to a 
variety of students.
The Demola organisation runs on a small budget 
(€300,000), and is considered very successful and 
dynamic. 

Box 1. Timeline of a Demola-semester
(spring 2014)

4 Feb    Demola Tampere Spring 

   Kickoff

5-21 Feb   Initial meetings

17-21 Feb  Value creation workshops

23 Feb   Playbook deadline

24 Feb – 3 March  Playbook review meetings

1 March   Demola Tampere Jam

4 March   No-Slide Pitching

8 April   Mid-Pitch event

22 May   Final pitching event

27 May   New Factory Open - Show

   room and Graduation Party

Value Creation Workshop (mandatory): Students learn 
the basics of value propositions, demos, innovation 
and defining their project. 

Demola Jam: A one-day camp with a creative twist. It 
helps the students to get their your projects moving 
smooth and speedy, and find the “wow effect” to show 
to the project partner! Most of the day will be dedicated 
to the project work, offering students the chance share 
ideas with fellow Demola members and get real feed-
back.

The Demola Pitching Events: The main check points 
for the teams to present the phase of the projects and 
get valuable feedback.
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Box 2. Example of a Demola project: 
City Scanner, for Intel

Here is one example from the Spring 2014 Demola run: 

Intel invites a student team to turn vehicles (or people) into a 

“city scanner” and produce an up-to-date street view of the 

living city. 

The students are asked the following: 
To create a method to easily crowd-source street view images 

from camera images and video, either mobile or device 

attached to vehicle.

Solve the problem, how to identify changes in the views and 

update the changed views?

What data mining could you do from the images and video? 

Shop logos? Bus stops? Traffic signs? Free parking slots? 

What kind of business models could data mining enable?

Remember to respect people’s privacy, mask out faces and 

register plates.

How to involve the crowd for crowd-sourcing? Start of a new 

open data community?

In the project call, the following skills were identified as needed 

in solving the problem: Business & concepts, Coding (mobile 

and back-end), UI design, Video and imaging technology, and 

3D modelling.

More project examples can be found here: 
http://tampere.demola.fi/project/list/all

The results of any project are owned by the 
students. If the company wants to use the results, 
students can sell licenses (worth €3,000- €7,000) 
or develop the idea further into a start-up. From 
2008-2011, about 95% of completed projects were 
licensed, students earned €700,000 through 
licensing fees. Also, Demola boosts labour market 
opportunities and encourages entrepreneurship. 
15% of students were head-hunted after the 
projects. Before the courses only 30% of students 
indicate to become entrepreneurs while at the end 
of the course that figure grows to 75%   .

Demola Summer 2014 
The Demola Summer project is a side-project of 
Demola. It intends to  offer summer jobs for 
students who want to work in challenging projects 
with project partners in Tampere. Students are 
invited to subscribe to real-life projects – set by 
companies and organisations - and work on them 
at the New Factory, a facility right in the heart of 
Tampere. Students get 3½ months to create a 
demo, concept or even a prototype with a team 
consisting of the brightest minds from the Demola 
Network. Projects vary from IT to public health, 
from environment to construction and lots more. 
The Demola team will gather the projects during 
spring, and compile the teams after that. Participat-
ing students get a monthly salary and the best 
team will get a €2000 bonus at the end of the 
Summer.

5.2 Amsterdam, The Netherlands: 
Field labs in disadvantaged neighbourhoods
The Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences (AUAS) is a university with 
about 50,000 students, in a wide range of disciplines. It offers mainly Bach-
elors’ courses, and increasingly invests in research capacity. The university 
management considers the city of Amsterdam as a real-life environment for 
training and talent development, and a source of promising research 
projects. From this perspective, the university developed a strategy to open 
small branches in deprived neighbourhoods. In October 2008, the AUAS 
opened its first “local shop for education, research and talent development”, 
(abbreviated as BOOT in Dutch), in the Western part of the city. In the shop, 
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Annually, BOOT organises a matchmaking market 
in which local organisations, teachers and supervi-
sors  are invited to share their ideas for new 
projects to be implemented in the next semester. 

The numbers of this scheme are impressive: Each 
year, 500 students are active in BOOT, and com-
bined they earn a total of 7,000 ECTS credit points. 
Students devote between 5 and 10 months of 
work, offering services to over 1,000 inhabitants 
and 110 organisations. Each week, about 5,000 
inhabitants visit one of the establishments in the 
city.

A key added value of BOOT is that students 
become aware of worlds beyond their well-known 
comfort zone. As a supervising teacher puts it: 
“Many of our students come from outside Amster-
dam, and they only know the city centre where they 
go out. By participating in BOOT, students experi-
ence another side of Amsterdam”. 

Law student Ebru Cliskan (22) appreciates the 
social aspect: 
“I could have taken an internship at a regular law 
firm as well. But here, you experience the daily 
problems of people. I learn a lot, and at the same 
time I can help people.”

15

located in an open and accessible location in the 
city, students (from several disciplines) offer a 
variety of services to the local community. Since, 3 
more local shops were opened, each in partnership 
between university, the local city borough, and a 
social housing corporation.

Each BOOT-shop offers a fixed menu of products 
and services, and also runs specific projects. The 
fixed list includes:

 Counselling. Inhabitants of the area can 
 apply for free support by students in three  
 fields: legal advice, social support, and f 
 inancial management. 

 Homework support. Students help kids from  
 the age group 6-8, in maths language, and  
 social skills.

 Lab Sustainable Urban Area Development.  
 In this lab, students analyse problematic  
 areas and develop solutions to improve the  
 physical environment. 

 Healthy Neighbourhood. In co-operation  
 with welfare agencies, students design and  
 implement programmes on diets and  
 healthy living for local communities.

Next to this menu, a large number of specific projects are carried out in the BOOT-establishments, depending 
on specific issues or questions that open up in the neighbourhood. 

The students are supervised by teachers from the AUAS and by local project managers. The service offer is 
designed in collaboration with partners in the city borough (companies, NGOs, housing corporations, govern-
ment agencies, etc): at current, over 50 partners are involved. Students who work in the shops do so as part of 
their curriculum: the activities are part and parcel of over 20 courses or educational modules, from several 
disciplines. 



So far, the BOOT concept has been developed 
around student work, embedded in existing 
curricula. More recently, the concept is being 
upgraded, and becomes more research-driven and 
long-term oriented. In three city boroughs, the 
university is developing area-based research 
programmes that address the longer-term needs of 
each urban area. In each borough, a taskforce has 
been set up, consisting of a university professor, 
professionals from the borough council and other 
local stakeholders. 

The team is charged with “digging up” the relevant 
research questions and priorities in that area and to 
co-ordinate the research projects. This is an itera-
tive process, with the involvement of many stake-
holders in the neighbourhood (residents, NGOs, 
local firms, voluntary organisations, housing corpo-
rations, etc.).

As a next step, AUAS university professors are 
invited to submit research proposals that address 
these questions and challenges. The proposals are 
judged from two perspectives: an independent 
scientific committee judges the scientific quality of 
the proposals, and a local committee of stakehold-
ers checks whether each proposal adequately 
addresses the formulated challenges. Projects are 
only granted when they pass both tests.

Research projects are funded by the university 
(50%) and urban stakeholders (50%), and the 
university is providing substantial additional, 
earmarked research funding to make this happen. 
From their side, the city boroughs have committed 
to make a fixed annual contribution of around 
€100,000 to fund research projects.  



5.3 Delft: Living labs
The City of Delft has set up an initiative to facilitate “living labs”, real life settings in which researchers (or other 
innovators) can test and further develop their ideas, involving end-users in the process. The city of Delft 
(100,000 inhabitants) has several strong assets that make it a “city of knowledge”: the largest university of 
technology in The Netherlands (Delft University of Technology), two universities of applied sciences, key 
knowledge institutions (including TNO, Deltares and UNESCO-IHE), and important knowledge-based compa-
nies including DSM. It hosts about one hundred young technology businesses with ambitions to grow (part of 
the YES!Delft incubator). Also, Delft has a substantial chunk of innovative design and technology firms.

Some examples:
 At the campus of Delft Technical University,   
 a new “sensitive” street lighting system was   
 tested; 
 
 In the “Flood Proof Holland” project,    
 research groups can test different types of   
 flood defence structures in the open field; 

 In the “Maatwerk Distributie” project postal   
 services, businesses and the municipality   
 test the delivery of goods and parcels into   
 the city center, covering the ‘Last Mile’ with   
 innovative electric vehicles and smart ICT   
 systems.

Thus, as a first step, the city created a website to 
show those existing living labs.

A full list of projects can be found here: 
http://www.proeftuinendelft.nl/en/about

But also, it actively supports firms and researchers 
that may want to test their idea, invention or innova-
tion in the real life setting in Delft. A case manager 
has been appointed, that can help to realise the 
idea, to find partners, to solve all sorts of practical 
and legal issues etc. Projects eligible for support 
must meet a number of criteria: The idea must be 
innovative, not yet applied elsewhere; it must be 
scalable (i.e. applicable beyond the living lab), and 
there must be commitment of a professional 
organisation/player that is able to run the lab effec-
tively. 

Recently, the city is recognizing the potential of the 
city as a living lab, a place where researchers 
and/or companies can tryout new technologies, 
products and services. The city explicitly wants to 
provide conditions to test innovations in a real-life 
environment. These environments, dubbed “living 
labs”, are test and development settings, set up by 
coalitions of firms, education and research insti-
tutes, governments and users.
Delft does not start from scratch: in recent years, 
number of experiments have already been set up, 
in a variety of fields.



The initiative serves several goals. First, it fits in the 
ambition of the city to make a better connection 
between city life and “ordinary citizens” on the one 
hand, and the world of science & research on the 
other. In these labs, researchers work on solutions 
that are highly practical and relevant for everyday 
life, with the potential to ”make life better”. Second, 
related to this, the city of Delft explicitly positions 
itself as a “city of knowledge”. With these labs, this 
ambition becomes very visible and touchable. The 
city wants to be a good “host” by offering a testing 
platform for its many researchers, scientists and 
entrepreneurs. And finally, successful solutions may 
lead to the creation of new business and employ-
ment in the city. 

The initiative is still young. For the near future, the 
ambition is to spread the word and seduce more 
players (research groups, students, firms, etc.) to set 
up a living lab. Also, the city is considering the 
possibility of creating “low regulation areas” where 
testing can be done more easily. 



6. Conclusions and challenges
How could the university explore and exploit the city as classroom and research lab? In this paper, we 
addressed this question, and presented some (very different) cases in which a strategic approach is taken to 
anchor the university deeper and stronger into the city. In Tampere (Finland), an intermediate organisation 
Demola was created, that systematically connects student teams to challenges of urban stakeholders. In 
Amsterdam, one of the universities opened small branches in deprived neighbourhoods, where students 
engage with the neighbourhood in all sorts of ways; In Delft, the city created an online platform to encourage 
researchers (and other innovators) to develop and expose practical  solutions through living labs.

The cases of Tampere and Amsterdam represent a long-term commitment between city and university, institu-
tionalising the collaboration and thereby making it independent of individuals. In both cases, city and university 
have both made substantial investments. In both cases, all actors benefit, potentially: 

 The city acquires ideas, solutions and knowledge from students, young professionals and researchers,  
 which helps to address important, sometimes crucial urban challenges

 Students gain relevant real-life experiences, their work is more rewarding because it addressed a real  
 need of the costumer, and they increase their “value” on the labour market

 Organisations in the city get cheap advice and/or gain from the knowledge available in the university  
 and the energy of students

 The university adds a highly interesting dimension to the curriculum
 
 Researchers have better access to interesting city data and phenomena

Close collaboration between city authorities and universities can be beneficial in terms of research and social 
return, and likewise contributes to a better embeddedness of the higher education institutions into the city 
where they are located. 



Making the connection between higher education & the city makes sense, but it is a delicate matter. Our cases 
offer good guidance, but there are no blueprints, each university is wise to develop its own trajectory, in close 
co-ordination with the local stakeholders.

A key success condition is to have a good balance in the triangle student-teacher-assigning organisation. The 
assigning organisation wants a solution for its problem or challenges. But the student must gain competences 
that fit in the study programme, must be able to work on an assignment with sufficient analytical depth, and 
gain credit points. It is the role of the teacher to safeguard the academic quality of the work, to offer support to 
students where necessary, and to make sure that the assignment fits in the educational programme (in terms 
of content, workload, timing, level). The management of expectations on each side is crucial and may prevent 
problems and disappointments. Some tensions are inherent and need to be addressed:

 Coordination and timing: Students and academic supervisors are tied to the academic calendar, which  
 imposes restrictions (inflexible starting dates, fixed working periods in semesters etc.), assigning  
 organisations are not. This may lead to tensions.

 There may be diverging expectations (mainly between university supervisors and the assigning organi- 
 sation) about the quality of the students and the work they are expected to deliver. 

 There can be a misfit between the academic goals of the curriculum (competences, level of abstraction/  
 theoretical depth) on the one hand, and the more pragmatic/mundane goals and objectives of the  
 assigning organisation. 

 The teacher/academic supervisor must assume new roles. He/she becomes more of a coach and  
 mediator, requiring a different attitude and skills. 

 Additional investments are needed from the side of the university. An engaged university has many,  
 often complex relationships in the city, and faces more intense co-ordination challenges. That takes  
 extra time, efforts and facilities, and thus requires investments. City councils could help by providing  
 structural funding for this. 

 Assigning organisations in the city must realise that hiring students implies responsibilities. Students  
 work for them, but they are still students, not full professionals; companies must ensure good   
 in-company supervision. In this sense, the company becomes part of the urban education system. 
 
 Involving foreign students is a big challenge. Universities have a growing number of foreign students  
 who naturally do not speak the language of the host country. They can only be linked to internationally  
 oriented companies or organisations. 

 Regulating and facilitating “real life” testing and experimentation is an important challenge. The city of  
 Delft is facilitating living labs, in which researchers test and develop solutions for everyday urban life.  
 But it often turns out that our heavily regulated society is not that fit for trying out new concepts in real  
 life: loads of detailed rules and regulations may frustrate progress. This needs to be dealt with.
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