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INTRODUCTION
• Salient aspect in the educational discourse

• The definitions differ across countries and universities

• First coined by Ernst Boyer, the concept denotes the three C’s of 

curriculum, campus and communities for beneficial and reciprocal gains

• Apparent gap between knowledge and action in these various entities

• Knowledge is theorised than it is practicalised

• A certain degree of alienation among the entities exists

(Stoecker, 2012; Pelletier, Pousette, Ward & Fox, 2020; Lang Center, 2021)
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AIMS

1. Illustrate the missing praxis between the various institutions 

2. Create awareness that will ultimately bridge the gap
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HISTORY OF ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP

• Dominating social issues determine the interaction between society and the 

university

• “Unapplied knowledge is shorn of its meaning. Careful shielding of a 

university from the activities of the world around is the best way to chill 

interest and to defeat progress” – Alfred North Whitehead

• Creation of land grant universities in 19th and 20th centuries

• Increasing prioritisation of research and further isolation between 

knowledge generation and application

(Whitehead, 1947; Delavega, Lennon-Dearing, Neely-Barnes, Soifer, & Crawford, 2017)



HISTORY OF ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP

• “Shift” was challenged by several critics in the 1990s e.g. Ernest Boyer

• National survey to examine university trends found that faculty members in 

institutions were being encouraged to make research their focus area which often 

lacked the integration of other disciplines as well as the community

• Argument: higher education is, in fact, part of the problem rather than the 

solution

• Boyner’s critique and advocacy introduced the concept of engaged scholarship as 

a viable solution to redress the foregoing

(Boyner, 1996; Delavega et al., 2017)



HISTORY OF ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP

• Definition: scholarship of engagement also means creating a special climate 

in which the academic and civic cultures communicate more continuously 

and more creatively with each other...enriching the quality of life for all of us

• 5 elements to the discourse: discovery, teaching, application, integration, 

and engagement

• Emerging and existing collaborative methodologies, knowledge production, 

and experimental practice have broadened the concept’s interpretation

(Boyner, 1996; Holland, Powell, Eng, & Drew, 2010)
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ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

• Engaged scholarship has become essential in South African higher education

• Innovation and public service delivery are implemented through community-

engaged scholarship

• Much focus has been placed on community, as compared to regional 

engagement

• The launch of the Municipal Institute of Learning (MILE) to enhance the 

capacity and knowledge of local government practitioners in Africa to ensure 

effective delivery of core competencies 

(Thumboo, 2011; Preece, 2013; Kitching, 2015; van Schalkwyk & de Lange, 2018)



ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

• 3 University missions: teaching and learning, research, and community

• The concept of service learning has been placed as driving force to advance 

the 3 missions

• A systemic interconnectedness between society and universities has not 

been explored fully

• Several injustices in South Africa continue to characterise the South African 

society e.g. conditions of certain communities post-Apartheid

(Preece, 2013; Johnson, 2020)



ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT

• 2015 & 2016 student protests highlighted: increasing exorbitant fees, the 

lack of transformation and the rigid delivery of curricula which is not 

inclusive of the largely diverse student body

• Main challenge: the failure of institutions to bridge the gap between 

standard teaching and learning processes and the realities of the student 

body and community at large

• Highlight Boyer’s fundamental principles that advocate for redefining the full 

scope of academic work in institutions of higher learning

(Nyamupangedengu, 2017)
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THE APPARENT GAP IN ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP
• Universities do not reciprocate their engagement with communities that give 

life to their work and research

• Increasing gap between students and the community

• Protests by both students and civilians are treated as separate incidents for 

different people who are involved

• Could we then say that full engaged scholarship is wishful thinking given the 

social divide that already exists between these two institutions that need 

each other in addressing social ills? 



THE APPARENT GAP IN ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP
• Explore the relationship between student engagement, students’ learning 

environment and the community to fully comprehend the conceptualisation

of engaged scholarship

• Student engagement must be unpacked and lead to involving students in 

governance and decision-making processes

• The same process must take place in communities

• More inclusive and participatory approach between society and the 

university through creating knowledge and its implementation 

(Kitching, 2016)
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BARRIERS AND DRIVERS OF ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP IN 
SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

• Lack of substantive conceptualisation of engaged scholarship

• Disengagement in the civic role of universities: inward approach

• Challenges to the civic participation of universities: 

i) universities placing limits on the number of external projects that they 

get involved in

ii) the limited understanding of university procedures and policies by 

people who are not in the university space

iii) as well as policies of the organisational structure



BARRIERS AND DRIVERS OF ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP IN 
SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

• Barriers:

i) funding (private & government sectors)

ii) the lack of executive leadership support to understand engaged 

scholarship

iii) the mandate and potential of it; iv) the difficulty to change mindsets

about the nature and purpose of engaged scholarship in relation to 

teaching and learning and research

(Johnson, 2020)



BARRIERS AND DRIVERS OF ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP IN 
SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

• New academic pathways for improving and sustaining life in the 21st century:

• To have bona fide research, universities need to consider everyday life in 

social spaces to conceptualise modern knowledge

• Co-production of knowledge must be the driving force of every research 

output 

• Ensures that all parties feel as equal contributors in advancing the cause

• Assessing alternative perspectives and ideas on the same problem

(McCormack, 2011; Favish, 2015)



BARRIERS AND DRIVERS OF ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP IN 
SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION

• New academic pathways for improving and sustaining life in the 21st century:

• Adoption of participatory research principles with an element of co-creative 

research agendas that focus on the everyday experiences

• Integrity of co-production of knowledge is maintained

• More engaged reliance on internally derived knowledge, as opposed to the 

standard external knowledge, which is often not inclusive or specific to the 

focus body 
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CONCLUSION

Engaged scholarship is one of the “buzzwords” that have been garnering 
attention in several academic spaces as it is a key aspect in the educational 
discourse. This conceptual paper highlighted the existing gap between the 
knowledge created in universities and the application of it in society for 
engaged scholarship to fulfil its purpose in everyday life. Integrating theory 
and practice through the co-production of knowledge will reinforce cohesion, 
reciprocity and mutual benefit between the involved entities, which in turn 
will highlight the importance of engaged scholarship as a tool for movement 
to achieve social change institutionally, in universities and the society at large.
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