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Leveraging our location to deliver impactful  
learning experiences

 
By Dr Niall Majury, School of Natural and Built Environment

 At Queen’s, there is much to be gained from leveraging our urban location 
for the mutual benefit of the University and the city region. As evidence 
elsewhere attests to, where partnerships are forged, major institutions such 
as research universities can play important roles in shaping the economies 
of urban regions.1 Partnerships between research-intensive universities 
and their host city-regions can serve as mutually beneficial catalysts for 
innovation and resilience, as illustrated in the partnerships being forged 
through the Belfast Agenda (2017) and Belfast Region City Deal (2019). 
Too often, however, this dynamic is framed solely in terms of our research, 
its impact and the qualities of the graduates we produce. What is often 
over-looked are the ways in which university/city-region partnerships also 
present opportunities to re-imagine the types of learning experiences we 
offer our undergraduates through forms of civic engagement.

1 For further details, including an analysis of Queen’s and its place within the region, see Meric Gertler’s Eaton Lecture (2017) on ‘Universities and Urban Regions:  
A Partnership for Prosperity’ at https://www.qub.ac.uk/Business/Partnership-development/The2017EatonLecture/ 

2 Herrington A & Herrington J (eds) (2006) Authentic Learning Environments in Higher Education, London: Information Science Publishing; Stein S, Isaacs G & 
Andrews T (2004) Incorporating authentic learning experiences within a university course, Studies in Higher Education 29(2): 239-258; Martinez Serrano M, 
O’Brien M, Roberts K & Whyte D (2017) Critical pedagogy and assessment in higher education: the ideal of ‘authenticity’ in learning, Active Learning in Higher 
Education 19(1): 9-21.

The sorts of learning experiences I 
have in mind are often framed within 
the literature as ‘authentic learning 
experiences’2. That is, pedagogic 
strategies designed to connect 
students’ learning with the world at 
large, helping them understand: the 
relevance of what they are learning; 
how to apply their skills and knowledge 
in the world of professional practice; 
and ways in which they can have 
an impact on the world around us. 
Bridging the gap between the learning 
taking place within formal institutions, 
and learning within wider communities 
of practice, can be challenging to 
organise and sustain. Colleagues at 
Queen’s within vocational disciplines, 
such as Architecture and Planning, 
have long forged these types of 
learning experiences in partnership 
with local stakeholders. Successful 
examples within the School of Natural 
and Built Environment include Street 
Space, Public CoLab and a variety of 
urban design projects across the island. 
Within non-vocational disciplines, 
such as Geography, graduates pursue 
a wide range of professional careers 
and links between academic staff 
and local stakeholder organisations 
are often more diffuse. As a result, 

such learning experiences are less 
common. To counter this, three years 
ago Geography at Queen’s redesigned 
an existing module (Geography at 
Work) to offer all of our final year 
undergraduates an opportunity to 
combine disciplinary knowledge and 
independent research skills with forms 
of civic engagement.

To deliver this module we forged 
partnerships with Belfast City Council, 
Belfast Hills Partnership, the Forward 
South Partnership and the Royal 
Geographical Society (our accrediting 
body). Our partners identified pressing 
issues and priorities that they would 
appreciate help with understanding, 
which in turn were pitched to 
our incoming final year cohort of 
students. Issues have ranged across 
elements of Human and Physical 
Geography, such as emergency 
planning and flood modelling, city 
centre retail revitalisation, wildfires 
and carbon sequestration, mapping 
urban regeneration and critiquing 
the connectivity of the city’s (green)
pathways. These projects feed into wider 
organisational priorities and provide 
an opportunity for the stakeholders to 
pilot ideas and generate an evidence 

base for ongoing discussions about their 
direction of travel and new initiatives. 

Places on projects are awarded 
competitively through a letter of 
application, tailored CV and, if 
necessary, an interview. Students 
work within student-led teams, 
mentored jointly by an academic and 
a representative from one of our civic 
partners. Together they work up an 
initial project brief into a fully fledged 
research project, grounded in scholarly 
literature, devising a methodological 
framework, securing ethical approval, 
agreeing a timeline and identifying 
clear milestones, such as presentations 
to stakeholder organisations, draft 
materials to circulate and final outputs. 
The structure of assessment has been 
configured to recognise both individual 
and team effort, however team work 
plays a key role in undertaking the 
project. It has enabled us to scale up 
the module, increasing the module’s 
enrolment despite fixed constraints on 
the time of our mentors. At the same 
time, it has provided a valuable source 
of peer support and peer learning, and 
strengthened the development of key 
transferrable skills.

Common anxieties that students have 
expressed on enrolling in the module 
include the prospect (‘daunting’) of 
working with an external organisation 
(‘employer’), being worried about failure 
(‘doing it wrong’) and concerns about 
how to handle team work (‘people 
not pulling their weight’ or ‘letting my 
teammates down’). However, through 
a range of workshops and attentive 
mentoring, we have structured the 
learning experience to help our students 
learn how to manage the complexity 
of these types of projects, navigate 
uncertainties, and handle the challenges 
of effectively communicating ideas to a 
variety of different types of audiences. 
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Functioning as teams of consultants, 
students put their learning to work, 
gaining an opportunity to develop 
practical understandings of working 
in professional environments, while 
contributing to initiatives that seek to 
make a positive difference to the city. 
Once they have successfully negotiated 
the uncertainties, contingencies and 
new types of challenges that are part 
and parcel of these types of projects 
‘in the wild’, students have highlighted 
a range of gains. These can be best 
characterised as: cognitive (‘putting 

learning into practice’); utilitarian 
(‘using my own initiative’, ‘learning what 
is needed to work in a team’, ‘better 
organisational skills’); and affective 
(‘confidence’, ‘achieving a professional 
standard of work’, ‘working on 
something that will benefit others’).

Integrating forms of civic engagement 
within the types of learning experiences 
we deliver at Queen’s has much 
to commend itself, both for our 
students, the institution and society. 
Leveraging our urban location in 
how we re-imagine elements of our 

undergraduate education can mutually 
benefit both the University and the 
city. At the same time, these sorts of 
learning experiences can support the 
development of our students’ craft as 
graduates with disciplinary expertise 
(in this case Geography), their identity 
as professionals in the making, their 
practical understanding of professional 
environments, and their ambitions 
to play a role in addressing some of 
the challenges wider society faces, 
locally and globally – that is, tackling 
Geography in the wild.

Dr Stephanie Wyse (Professional & Policy Manager, RGS) joined two Chartered Geographers, Lynn Arthurs (WSP Global) and Tom Graham (Mott MacDonald), to 
explore ‘Geography in Professional Life’ with undergraduates enrolled in Geography at Work as they prepare to embark on their projects.


