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A Three -Stage Model for Reducing Collaboration Risks in the 

Community-Based Learning Engagements in Palestine 

Abstract 

This article presents a three-stage modified model for community based learning 

engagements in Palestine. In order to reduce the collaboration risks, this model 

focuses on accomplishing the partnership initiation phase prior to the start of the 

CBL course. To collect data for this planned intervention, the authors used 

community needs assessment survey, teacher-community partner day long focus 

group, qualitative and quantitative evaluation data on the implementation of this 

model. The evaluation data was collected from teachers who used the traditional 

and the modified CBL processes. The results demonstrate that the courses which 

used the three-stage modified model have shown less collaboration challenges; 

more efficient community partner involvement both on and off campus; better 

balance between the theory-practice in the CBL courses; and higher levels of 

satisfaction with the quality and relevance of the community projects. 

Keywords: Community Based Learning; Community Engagement Challenges; 

Campus – Community Collaboration Risks. 
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Background to the Current Study 

Community Based Learning (CBL) is a pedagogical approach to contextual learning in 

which the university and the community work together in order to fulfil their common 

needs (Bryant & Payne, 2013; Claramita et al., 2019; Ibrahim, 2010). In addition to the 

teacher and the students, the CBL class involves the community partner as a third key 

player in the learning process; the partner's role is invaluable in identifying learners' 

strengths and learning opportunities that cannot be identified otherwise. According to 

Fitzpatrick et al. (2006), these strengths may include work ethic, commitment to civic 

service, organization, and adaptability to and sensitivity towards community diversity. 

In high quality CBL programs, learners' have exhibited a high sense of responsibility 



towards their communities, and they have demonstrated more positive interpersonal 

attitudes to help, trust and collaborate with their colleagues (Abravanel, 2003; 

Daragmeh & Dawwas, 2017). Engaging students in CBL experiences have also 

significantly improved their achievements and learning outcomes (Daragmeh & 

Dawwas, 2017; Melaville et al., 2008).  

On the other hand, the CBL students often address the critical issues and 

concerns that are adversely affecting their society and the place where they live and 

work. "Societal or community needs" and "education for citizenship" are among the 

many synonyms that are overwhelmingly used in the definition of CBL education 

(Bringle& Hatcher, 1995; Daragmeh & Dawwas 2017; Simonova et al., 2019). The 

CBL scholarship emphasizes delivering community services as an essential element in 

any CBL engagement.  

Accordingly, and in response to the high potential of CBL classes for enhancing 

the learning experience and for delivering tangible services to the community 

organizations, the CBL centers and units on campus have become increasingly 

responsible for initiating and sustaining  partnerships between the community (as a 

service recipient) and the university (as a service provider). A successful campus-

community partnership, however, is conditioned by the community client's motivation 

to work in partnership with the university and the ability of the CBL champions among 

academics to design courses that can truly satisfy community needs while 

simultaneously fulfilling the learning requirements.  

In Palestine's context, the CBL is a new and continuously evolving learning 

pedagogy. The rules and dynamics for the campus-community partnership have not 

been clearly charted yet. There are documented challenges and critical gaps in this 

partnership (Daragmeh & Dawwas, 2017). The main challenge comes from the 



complexity of the campus-community partnership. On one side, the community 

organizations neither have the organizational capacity nor do they possess the spare 

resources for collaboration with academic institutions. On the other side, academic 

institutions do not have clear mechanisms in place to lead an effective partnership with 

the community. Other documented challenges include the missing balance between 

theory and application in the CBL courses; the lack of commitment from students’ side; 

the lack of collaboration from community partner's side; and finally, the service delays 

and the low quality services or community projects. In response to such challenges, 

several studies recommend institutionalizing CBL engagements as an essential step 

towards making them sustainable and effective (Bringle& Hatcher, 2002; Creighton, 

2006; Silka  et al., 2008; Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988). Daragmeh and Dawwas 

(2017) have identified four levels of engagement to define community problems in new 

CBL programs or initiatives. These levels range from problem definition by teacher as a 

lower level of engagement, by the community in the next level, by the learners in the 

third level, finally by all three stakeholders as the highest level. The main merit of the 

current study comes from the fact that it focuses on evaluating which of these levels 

yields CBL process with reduced risks.   

Study Context 

The Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching (CELT) at An-Najah National 

University (ANNU), as part of its effort to both improve the learning opportunities for 

ANNU students and to serve the surrounding community, launched its community 

based learning program in 2013. The program included the planning, design and 

implementation of CBL courses from across disciplines. To better institutionalize the 

CBL experience, a Community Based Learning Unit (CBLU) was established to help 

design CBL courses, provide training to new faculty on the CBL class management, and 



monitor the implementation process. Since then, the CBLU has implemented 58 CBL 

courses in collaboration with 189 community partners from various service sectors such 

as education, health, local government, and non-governmental organizations. 

Despite the significant success that has been achieved (Daragmeh et al., 2014; 

Dawwas 2013; Daragmeh and Dawwas, 2017), the evidence, which was collected by 

the CBLU through midterm and end-of-term, two-hour, monitoring evaluations, has 

revealed that one major challenge facing new CBL programs is the great gap in campus-

community partnership between the rhetoric and the reality. Our statistics has shown 

that 70% of the CBL classes have experienced challenges regarding the collaboration 

with the community partner.  The reasons for this faltering university-community 

collaboration are attributed to the miscommunication among partners, the lack of 

commitment from the community partners, and the lack of well-defined expectations 

from the collaboration. In addition, the community, in some cases, reported 

dissatisfaction with the quality of the services they received from the CBL classes.  

This study assesses the current practices and proposes a three-stage modified 

model for approaching the campus-community partnership in order to reduce 

collaboration risks.  The proposed three-stage model has been designed based on the 

three principles for effective partnerships, which emphasize the need to: a) allocate 

enough time for initiating and defining partnership goals; b) put in place a well-

structured framework to guide the CBL partners; and c) conduct ongoing review and 

revision. 

Literature Review and the Alternative Model 

The gap between theory and practice is one major concern for higher education 

administrators, academics and community agencies and representatives. The university 

is isolated from its societal context, the thing that creates a significant challenge for 



effective communication and coordinated actions with the community (Bender, 1997). 

This gap is commonly measured by the extent to which the learning process is secluded 

from the surrounding community (Allsopp et al., 2006; McCollum, 2007). The 

traditional learning models have failed in bridging this gap because they could not find 

a place for the academics in their communities or find a place for the community within 

the university walls. The academics continue to be blamed for overemphasizing 

theoretical learning and for isolating themselves within campus walls (Bringle and 

Hatcher, 2002). The community leaders, on the other hand, are often introduced as 

action-oriented, focused on results rather than the underlying concepts and principles, 

expansive in looking for local resources, and responsible for making daily decisions 

about their communities (Bringle et al., 2001). In order to bridge this gap, each party 

has to give a helping hand to the other by creating an effective, sustainable and mutually 

rewarding relationship.  

A healthy campus-community partnership is defined as a relationship that can 

employ university and community resources to meet local community needs (Dempsey, 

2009; Creighton, 2006; Ronda et al., 2008). This partnership, however, is not as smooth 

as the partners often expect it to be. The complexity of the campus-community 

partnership can be partially attributed to the high number of actors involved in this 

partnership, including university administrators, teaching staff and students from the 

university side, and the public as groups or individuals, community leaders and agency 

personnel from community side (Torres, 2000).  An additional level of complexity 

arises when the partnership involves, as it commonly does, site visits, access to private 

information, and the exchange of knowledge and experience among these diverse 

parties (Buhrmester et al., 1988).  



Furthermore, the partners' expectations from the engagement can either help or 

hurt the relationship. When community problems and needs are defined within the 

university walls, they often end up being perceived as irrelevant. This is due to the 

tendency of the academics to theorize societal issues instead of practically addressing 

real-world problems, a situation which usually results in extraneous solutions (Erturk, 

2007). If the community plays no role in defining their own needs, the partnership will 

face undesired consequences—mistrust, frustration, miscommunication—at the expense 

of trustworthiness, responsiveness and success (Biver, 2000). In some cases, community 

partners overestimate the academics’ capacities to resolve community issues. 

Consequently, community partners might define infeasible projects because they are not 

aware of the university capacity to deal with the community issues, including time and 

financial limitations, the logistical arrangements, and the limited experience of the 

students who will be working on the proposed community projects (Melaville et al 

2006). 

To overcome such challenges and reduce the potential risks, the authors 

designed, implemented, and evaluated a new three-stage model as an alternative to what 

we name as the traditional model. Figure (1) below shows the design concept for the 

three-stage model compared to the traditional model.  

 

Figure (1): Work flow in a. Traditional CBL Model and  b. Three-stage Modified Model 

 



As shown above, both models have more or less similar stages, but these stages 

come in different sequence. In the traditional model, Figure (1- a), the CBL teacher 

designs the course and gives the students orientation to the nature of the CBL 

engagements. There is no community involvement at this initiation stage. With this 

arrangement, and as reported by the teachers in the monitoring sessions, the search for 

community projects consumes between six and eight weeks. This period is spent on 

searching for community partners, defining their needs, and negotiating the project 

scope.  

The teachers we interviewed reported three negative consequences for the 

delayed contact with the community. On the one hand, the long period of initiating 

contacts has negatively affected student motivation. Additionally, the late contact has 

led to compromising the quality of the projects, and thus it has negatively impacted the 

level of trust among partners; finally, important CBL learning objectives were 

compromised, such as  connecting theory to real life practice, boosting students’ 

professional, communication, teamwork and leadership skills. These negative 

consequences, in our opinion, could jeopardize the main benefits coming from student 

engagements with their communities, such as improved student outcomes, connecting 

learning to real life, and instilling citizenship principles in our youth.   

In the revised three-stage model shown in Figure 1-b, the initiation stage 

happens before starting the class. In this case, the teacher will have the course 

curriculum, goals, learning objectives, the community partner, and the community 

project scope ready as early as week 2. This shift between the initiation and the 

curriculum design stages will help the CBL teachers avoid the aforementioned problems 

in the traditional model.  



The early stage of initiating the partnership is used to share goals, work towards 

building trust and openness, improve coordination of service delivery, and, ultimately, 

yield better outcomes in later stages (Onyx, 2008). Secondly, effective partnerships 

need well-structured frameworks, in which each party has well-defined roles and 

responsibilities. Such a framework is usually established around common understanding 

of the organizational arrangements, contextual culture and values, and shared 

understanding of the roles and responsibilities of individual members in community 

organizations (Bernal, 2004; Silka et al., 2008). Finally, successful partnerships include 

mechanisms for ongoing review and evaluation that are used to measure the success and 

failure and their potential causes (Afshar, 2005; Silka et al., 2008). Building a 

partnership model around these principles will help define relevant community needs 

and suggest feasible solutions to satisfy these needs. The model is explained in the next 

section. 

Design Methodology 

Figure (2) below shows the design methodology that consists of three main stages: (1) 

the initiation stage, (2) the development stage and (3) the revision and assessment stage.  



 

Figure (2): The Three-stage Modified Model 



Stage 1: Partnership Initiation 

The early stages of initiating and developing the partnership is often used to examine the 

needs and priorities, available resources, skillful staff and the capacity of each party to 

meet its obligations (Bringle and Hatcher, 2002). The authors designed a community 

need assessment survey to gather information about the community organizations and to 

provide partners with information about the CBL initiative, scope, purposes and 

achievements. This early contact with the partners ensured a two-way process of 

exchanging information about potential rewards and costs, instead of a one-way process 

of information collection. We also collected information on whether adequate human or 

financial resources are in place to ensure that effective partnership can be attained. The 

questions we asked aimed mainly to: 

(1) identify partner's current activities or services;   

(2) define partner's needs and project scope;  

(3) identify potential incentives for motivating learners (such as expenses of field 

visits, travel, and accommodation); 

(4) and determine the engagement level and evaluation for feedback purposes, e.g. 

participate in campus visits as guest speakers, host student teams in their 

premises, participate in assessing the students’ final projects).    



The study sample was selected from three main sectors: (1) local governance; (2) 

education; and (3) women and children empowerment organizations. From these sectors, 

the sample institutions were selected based on the following criteria: 

(1) Location: the North West Bank- for easy access by partner to campus and easy 

access by students to the work site. 

(2) Scope of work: Nonprofit and public organization- Service is non-profit oriented 

but aims to improve service or performance inside the community. 

(3) Resource limitations: the organization needs the service but does not have the 

resources to get it accomplished. A record of collaboration - Organizations with a 

record of collaboration were given priority because they are familiar with the 

campus engagements to reduce any risks of failure. 

(4) Readiness to collaborate- organization is willing to designate contact person to 

follow up with learners and is ready to receive them in its premises.  

Stage 2: Partnership Development  

Once we determined the community needs and identified courses and teachers who will 

address those needs, we organized roundtable table teacher-partner focus group to help 

develop the partnership. The participants were divided into three groups according to the 

target sectors: (1) engineering and services sector, (2) education sector and (3) women 

empowerment sector. As we moderated the roundtable discussions, we used (Ammon et 

al., 2002) main characteristics of high importance for facilitating academic outcomes in 

the service-learning process; these are: 



(1) Clarity of academic goals: the ability of the CBL teacher to deliver the academic 

goals through the community project activities.  

(2) Relevance to course goals and activities: the degree to which course goals match 

with the community project activities. 

(3) Feasible scope: the likelihood that the academic goals can be achieved within the 

available time. 

(4) Support by focused reflection: the extent to which reflection activities relate to the 

concepts to be taught. 

As a direct outcome for this focus group meeting, the community representatives 

and teachers decided the preliminary actions for each community project, outlined the 

community partner involvement, determined the effort, time and logistics each party was 

willing to allocate for the partnership, and defined the strategies which could be followed 

to develop and sustain the partnership. 



At the end of the partner-teacher working day, the community needs were 

integrated into course objectives and outcomes as CBL projects to be completed by 

student teams and the course teachers. The projects included services for the 

community, such as kindergarten databases, software applications, local government 

websites, training and capacity building modules, computer-assisted school materials, 

strategic plans, master plans, and promotion campaigns for non-governmental 

organizations. The services were delivered free of charge as part of students’ and 

teachers’ commitment to help serve their community.  

Stage 3: Revision and Evaluation 

Feedback loops and subsequent corrective measures are essential for sustaining 

university-community engagements. An effective CBL process has the capacity to 

evaluate unanticipated risks, opportunities and challenges; a successful campus-

community partnership is conditioned by a strong mechanism of feedback, monitoring 

and evaluation of performance (Beere et al., 2011; Welch & Saltmarsh, 2013). In 

addition to being the last stage in the whole process, revision and evaluation 

mechanisms were integrated within each previous stage. As shown in Figure 2 above, a 

loop of feedback is an essential part of each stage in order to ensure the clarity of the 

stage outcomes. As the purse of CBL courses was being implemented, revision sessions 

and feedback evaluation were conducted to diagnose the new challenges and to suggest 

the appropriate solutions.  

Evaluation of the three-stage modified model 

The three-stage model was developed in response to the persisting problem of weak 

collaboration and the noticeable lack of commitment between the community partners 

and the CBL teachers, besides other challenges. Campus-community partnership are 



often at risk due to the miscommunication, mistrust, and misunderstanding and 

under/overestimation of each partner's capacity. Accordingly, our three-stage model 

aimed to reduce these risks by involving the community partner in the process at an 

early stage.  

To compare the performance of the two models, the authors collected and 

analyzed qualitative and quantitative evaluation data from the teachers about four main 

themes: (1) the challenges; (2) the efficiency of community partner involvement; (3) the 

theory-practice balance; and (4) the students’ involvement.  

We included questions and statements which required the teacher to give 

percentages and figures such as the number of visits to the community partner 

organization, the number of partner’s visit to the university, the percentage of project 

completion and the percentage of the course completion. On the other hand, the 

qualitative questions targeted the level of satisfaction with the project quality, the ratio 

and balance between theory and practice, and the effectiveness of the communication 

with the community partner during the project implementation.  

The data were collected from 58 courses that have been implemented in 

partnership with one or more community partner from 2013- 2019. 26 of those courses 

were implemented using the old model while 32 courses used the modified three-stage 

model. The qualitative answers were converted into quantities on a scale of 1 to 5 and 

the quantitative answers were standardized using the same scale. Accordingly, all 

measures were scaled from 1 to 5 which allowed us to conduct statistical analysis of the 

values for the new model and to compare them with those of the old model.  

The following section includes the results and the discussion of the statistical 

analysis for the performance of the CBL courses before and after adopting the modified 

three-stage model. We used the Independent-Samples T-Test that compares the means 



of two independent groups (before and after in our case) in order to determine whether 

the before and after means are significantly different.  

Analysis and Discussion 

The main objective for conducting the statistical analysis is to measure and determine 

the improvement levels that resulted from using the modified three-stage model. The 

statistical test was conducted at 95% confidence level while the null hypothesis to be 

tested claims that there is no significant difference between the CBL class performance 

before and after adopting the modified model. The hypotheses are stated as follows: 

The null hypothesis (H0): µ1 = µ2 (the two means are equal);  

The alternative hypothesis (H1): µ1 ≠ µ2 (the two means are not equal) 

1. Challenges  

The results on the CBL commonly encountered challenges are shown in Table (1) 

below. The results show overall significant differences between the old and the new 

three-stage modified model. For example, finding a community partner was 

significantly more challenging for the CBL courses taught using the old model. The 

CBL teachers, according to the poll's results, faced less challenges in finding a 

community partner and they could generally do so in a shorter period. Additionally, the 

teachers expressed less concern about the completion of the project with the community 

partner.   



Table (1): Challenges statistical analysis  

Criteria 
Old 

model 

New 

model 

t-test for equality of means 

t  Sig. (2-tailed)  

a. Finding a community 
partner was a challenge 
for me as a teacher.  

2.6 1.9 
4.036 .000 

b. In which week were you 
able to find a 
community partner to 
work with on the 
project? 

2.2 0.7 
7.107 .000 

c. I was worried about the 
completion of the 
project with the 
community partner.  

2.9 2.3 
3.310 .002 

 

2. Efficiency of community engagements 

Regarding the efficiency of the community partner involvement, the results show more 

efficient involvement in the courses that used the new model. This result is evident from 

the increased average number of visits from/to the community partner as shown in the 

Table below. The results also show that the new model is significantly better than the 

old one on the level of the community partners’ collaboration, the easiness to access the 

community partner, and the community partner’s participation in the class evaluation.   



Table (2): Efficiency statistical analysis  

Criteria 
Old 

Model 

New 

Model 

t-test for equality of means 

t  Sig. (2-tailed)  

a. How many times has the community 
partner visited the university and 
participated in the class activities? 

2.0 

 

2.8 

 
3.906 .000 

b. How many times has the community 
partner received the students in his/her 
organization? 

3.3 

 

4.1 

 
3.723 .000 

c. The community partner was very 
collaborative with students and the teacher 
regarding his/her role in the class and 
project activities. 

3.3 

 

4.0 

 
2.411 .019 

d. Communicating with the community 
partner and reaching him/her was 
difficult.  

2.5 

 

1.9 

 
4.856 .000 

e. The community partner participated in the 
evaluation of the students’ performance in 
the class. 

2.1 3.4 
4.517 .000 

3. Theory-practice balance 

When the teachers were directly asked about whether they could achieve the necessary 

balance between theory and practice, they expressed more significant level of success in 

courses where the new model was used. The teachers were also significantly more 

successful in accomplishing the course according to the action plan they proposed 

before the course started. Although there was no significant evidence on the difference 

between the two approaches regarding the community partner’s satisfaction level with 

the project quality, the new model scored higher on the satisfaction level at 4.0 to 3.7. 

Concerning the ability of the teacher to implement the project according to the 

announced goals and the level of the teacher’s satisfaction with the project quality, the 

new approach showed better results (4.2) when compared to the traditional one (3.6), 

but the difference between the two approaches was not significant at the 95% 

confidence level.  



Table (3): Theory-practice statistical analysis  

Criteria 
Old 

Model 

New 

Model  

t-test for equality of means 

t  Sig. (2-tailed)  

a. The teacher implemented the course 
action plan as it was planned in the 
course outline. 

3.8 

 

4.2 

 
2.277 .027 

b. For the teacher: the task of making a 
balance between the theory and practice 
was difficult. 

2.4 

 

1.8 

 
5.309 .000 

c. The project was completed according to 
the announced goals. 

3.6 

 

4.2 

 
1.823 .074 (n.s) 

d. The final project quality was satisfying 
for me as a teacher.  

3.7 

 

4.0 

 
1.975 .053 (n.s) 

e. The final project quality was satisfying 
for the community partner and he/she 
adopted the project output.  

3.6 

 

4.0 

 
2.931 .005 

4. Students’ involvement 

Finally, the results showed that the students were significantly more involved in 

defining the community need in the old approach. This result was expected because in 

the old approach the problem definition stage was part of the class and was 

implemented by the students, while in the new model the problem is defined by the 

teacher and the community partner in advance as explained above. The students also did 

better in learning how to define a community problem in the old approach, but the 

difference between the two approaches was insignificant.   



Table (4):Students’ involvement statistical analysis  

Criteria 
Old 

Model 

New 

Model 

t-test for equality of means 

t  Sig. (2-tailed)  

1. The students gained the skill of defining a 

community problem related to their field of 

specialization.  

4.2 4.3 

 -0.681 0.499 (n.s) 

2. The students participated in defining the 

problem. (1: Yes; 0: No) 

1.3  0.4 
-4.736 .000 

 

Overall, the three-stage model was evaluated positively by the teachers, 

especially those who teach CBL courses for the first time. The new model helps 

overcome all the challenges related to partnership initiation stage, which have often 

proved detrimental to the partnership and the course learning outcomes. This advantage 

will give the CBL teacher, students and community partners more precious time to 

focus on other aspects of the process and the class activities.  

Conclusions 

The authors designed and tested a three-stage model for managing community based 

learning engagements in Palestine. The new model starts with the initiation phase and 

uses it to reach out to the community partners, define their needs, determine project 

scope, and develop project action plan. This phase was followed by partnership 

development, community engagement, and revision and evaluation.  

We collected qualitative and quantitative evaluation data from fifty-eight CBL 

courses, which were implemented over a six-year period. These courses used both the 

traditional and the modified models to manage their community engagements. The 

three-stage modified model has shown less collaboration challenges; more efficient 



community partner involvement both on and off campus; better balance between the 

theory-practice in the CBL courses; and higher levels of satisfaction with the quality 

and relevance of the community projects. The attention we gave to the initiation phase 

has helped reduce the collaboration risks that encounter CBL novice practitioners, such 

as the missing balance between theory and application, the lack of commitment from 

students’ side, the low levels of collaboration from community partner's side, and 

finally, the service delays and the low quality services or community projects. 

However, the three-stage modified model scored less favorably on students’ 

involvement in defining the community project. In fact, this model allows students to 

play only a limited part in the early stage of the CBL class. Instead of actively 

participating in defining the partner's need, they are informed about it by their teachers. 

Accordingly, the respondents believed that the students gained less skill in defining 

community problems that are related to their own field of study.  

Based on these results, it can be concluded that, in new CBL settings like 

Palestine, it is crucial to carefully consider the pros and cons for the two models of 

Community Based Learning engagements. On one hand, it is important to allow 

students the opportunity to search for a community partner and to define community 

problems. On the other hand, it is crucial to keep an observing eye on achieving the 

course knowledge and application objectives and on delivering quality and relevant 

projects to community organizations. This study has demonstrated that involving the 

students in searching for a community partner and in defining community needs—in 

traditional model—can come at the expense of the interdependency among campus-

community partners. Interdependency, according to Berscheid et al. (1989), is an 

essential element for a successful partnership that reflects the frequency and diversity of 

interaction among the parties of a partnership. The three-stage modified model showed 



more significant success in terms of interdependency by giving more opportunity for a 

higher number exchange visits and more diverse activities conducted in collaboration 

with the partners.  
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