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Executive Summary

The ENGAGE.EU Academic Initiative Incubator is designed to fosterinnovative, collaborative
teaching and learning initiatives across institutions within the ENGAGE.EU alliance. Since
its launch in November 2023, the Incubator has successfully established an infrastructure,
including local contact points, a seed funding scheme, and communication channels, to
support academic staff in developing joint educational offers. The first seed funding call in
2024 resulted in two successful proposals, demonstrating the potential of the Incubator to
catalyse collaborative efforts.

Description of task execution

The task team has met monthly over the course of the last year to develop and set up
the key structures needed to support collaborative teaching initiatives. Since November
2023, we have worked to define the Incubator’s role, created a seed funding scheme, and
facilitated its first funding round, selecting two proposals for support. Local contact points
were established at each partner institution to guide academic staff in developing ideas,
finding collaborators, and managing administrative steps. The team also promoted the
Incubator through alliance channels, organized webinars, and supported the application
and evaluation processes for seed funding.

Conclusion

The development of the ENGAGE.EU Academic Initiative Incubator as a concept for
integrating and developing collaborative learning initiatives is progressing according to
the work plan, with no deviations or delays. The development of a framework for existing
ENGAGE.EU educational offers will be developed and maintained in task 2.1.
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1. Introduction

The ENGAGE.EU Academic Initiative Incubator (the Incubator) aims to foster new collaborations in
teaching and learning across institutions in the ENGAGE.EU alliance. It is premised on the idea that
it is mainly by joining forces across the alliance that a wider and more innovative set of teaching
offers can be made available to learners at ENGAGE.EU institutions.

According to the work plan for ENGAGE.EU 2.0, the purpose of the Incubator is the following:

Developing mechanisms and processes to encourage exploration of strategy-led grassroots
level initiatives across the consortium, including a seed-funding scheme to support these.|...]
This is also the place where partner universities are able to suggest new initiatives within the
learning area, with the participation of a minimum of three partner universities, related to
courses, modules, programmes, etc.

Since the beginning of ENGAGE 2.0 in November 2023, the task team has worked to define the role
of the Incubator, establish an infrastructure across the alliance to ensure that the Incubator can
meet its targets, and developed the first call for seed funding. In order to ensure good
communication flow locally and facilitate the development of new teaching initiatives, the task has
also initiated to have local Incubator contact points at each partner institution. A first seed funding
call has been successfully completed, with two proposals selected for funding through the
Incubator.

Drawing on the experience gathered in the task team and with the contact points and the seed
funding scheme so far, this report presents the concept for initiating, developing and integrating
collaborative learning initiatives through the Academic Initiative Incubator for the remainder of the
ENGAGE 2.0 funding period.

The task description also refers to the development of a framework for all programmes, which will
build on the ENGAGE.EU educational policy framework developed in task 2.1. However, having
liaised with the 2.1. task team, this proposed division of roles bears the risk of leading to a
duplication of work processes. It has therefore been agreed with task 2.1. that the development of a
framework for existing ENGAGE.EU educational offers will be developed and maintained in task 2.1.,
and that task 3.2 will focus primarily on promoting and developing new teaching initiatives or
redesign of existing teaching offers. There will, however, be a constant exchange between the two
task teams, to ensure that new teaching offers fit with the ENGAGE.EU teaching ambitions and
contribute to a versatile yet balanced teaching portfolio.

In structuring the work of the Incubator, the task team took as a starting point the working patterns
of academic staff, with a particular focus on current practices in academic teaching. The key
observations which came to guide the work of the 3.2. task team are as follows:

Collaborative teaching in general

Collaboration in teaching is at present much less common than collaboration in research, and
academic teaching staff are unlikely to have pre-existing teaching collaborators at the ENGAGE.EU
partner institutions. Both information, networking arenas and matchmaking efforts are necessary
to initiate collaborations. Assuming that teaching staff will likely know the teaching needs at their
institutions best, a grassroots approach to developing new teaching offers will likely be productive.
Fostering grassroots initiatives also ensures that staff have more ownership and flexibility, and do
not experience ENGAGE.EU as giving top-down instructions.
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Seed funding may be a good incentive to support joint collaborative teaching initiatives, especially
for more junior academic staff, who are still expanding their CVs on both their teaching portfolio and
competitive funding applications. The seed funding is used for expenses linked to the development
and roll-out of the teaching initiative.

Collaborative teaching has several key advantages both for academic staff and for learners. These
include a more diverse classroom, time savings when the teaching workload is shared, pedagogical
development and the expansion of the academic network. For learners, the Incubator presents
opportunities for both mobility and “international experience at home”, which is particularly
important for learners who may be unable to spend a term abroad.

Challenges in the field of collaborative teaching

The main challenge for the Incubator will likely be reaching academic staff willing to be involved.
They often have busy schedules and already receive a lot of calls for applications and joint projects
and may have only a vague idea of what ENGAGE.EU is. Given the highly different academic
calendars across the ENGAGE.EU alliance, scheduling joint teaching initiatives requires good
planning and running full-semester courses may also present a challenge.

Collaborative teaching will in most scenarios involve digital platforms and a reliance on
technological equipment, which needs to be functioning well and which the teachers need to be
well-acquainted with. Since there was a heavy reliance on digital teaching during the COVID-19
pandemic, many teachers wish to teach in-person, which they argue can make for more engaging
classroom discussions.

These observations allowed the task team to be strategic and focussed, preparing the Incubator to
be a useful resource for academic teaching staff that will ultimately meet its targets.

2. What is an ENGAGE.EU teaching initiative?

Before the structure for developing new ENGAGE.EU initiatives in the area of teaching and learning
can begin, clarification is needed on what constitutes such an initiative, and how it differs from other
collaborative teaching and learning projects/proposals the partners are involved in. This is a larger
question within the alliance, currently being addressed by other tasks.

For the purpose of the Incubator, the task team has agreed on the following principles that will guide
the support and potential funding of new educational initiatives throughout the alliance:

e Initiatives foster cross-institutional collaboration: Academic teaching staff or administrative
staff members from at least three ENGAGE.EU partners will have an active role in the
development and delivery of the initiative.

e |Initiatives are mission-driven: the overall theme of ENGAGE.EU with large societal challenges
will guide the development of initiatives, aligning with the mission of ENGAGE.EU and
emerging societal needs.

e Initiatives contribute to ENGAGE.EU goals: Where possible, initiatives are sustainable over
time and scalable to include more learners or partners, actively contributing to the
ambitious goals of ENGAGE.EU.

Within these parameters, the format and content of initiatives are flexible and up to the partners.
Initiatives may develop entirely new courses, practises or content, or build on existing material to
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develop collaborative offers and initiatives. Supported initiatives include, but are not limited to, the
development and implementation of joint courses, modules or other teaching units (in-person,
blended or virtual), short/intensive and Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) courses,
MOOCs, or similar.

3. What s the Incubator?

At the outset, the task team developed a concept note to define the purposes of the Incubator. This
note served as guidance in further developing the Incubator infrastructure and in communicating to
academic teaching staff about the Incubator. The role of the Incubator can be summarised as
follows:

First and foremost, the Incubator aims to equip teaching staff across the alliance with the
information, tools and knowledge they need in order to connect and jointly develop collaborative,
innovative and mission-led teaching offers. More specifically, the role of the Incubator is threefold:
it provides a framework to enable and support academic teaching staff at partner universities in:

1) Connecting across institutions to initiate collaboration on joint educational offers. The
task team and local contact points facilitate this by sharing information about the Incubator
and related activities, seeking out interested academic staff, sharing pitches for initiatives in
the task team and following up on initiatives that have been shared from other partners.

2) Developing initiatives in a co-creation approach. The task team and local contact points
follows up on initiatives to facilitate the development, ensuring that initiatives meet the
overall guidelines for ENGAGE.EU offers. Seed funding will be an important instrument;
however many initiatives may not need such funding. When a solid foundation has been
established, initiatives will be handed over to either ENGAGE.EU liaisons within the area of
learning or to the institutional support structures for teaching and learning. This process is
being currently being established.

3) Rolling out the offers at select partner institutions or throughout the alliance. The task
team and local contact points follows up to ensure that the initiative is established, that the
right communication channels and other relevant parties are informed, and draws upon the
educational policy framework developed by Task 2.1. to ensure that administrative
procedures within ENGAGE.EU for admission, assessment and recognition are consulted,
and that the initiative becomes part of the ENGAGE.EU quality assurance framework.

Following this, the Incubator will be set up so that it will both be proactive and seek out teaching
staff and partners for initiatives and collaborations; and respond to initiatives coming from teaching
staff or partners. Relevant Incubator information will be made available on the alliance website as
well as institutional websites, with information such as what types of educational offers can be
initiated and what kind of support is provided for faculty interested in developing an initiative (i.e.
administrative support, pedagogical support, IT support for online/hybrid initiatives), as well as
information on past, current and future calls for seed funding.

Through the task team, and local contact points, the Incubator will then help with identifying the
best procedures and resources for bringing new teaching offers to life. It is important to note,
however, that initiatives should have solid backing from the institutions involved, including
sufficient resources to run the initiatives long-term - and that the primary role of the Incubator is as
a connector and catalyst, not permanent structure and support.
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4. Components of the Incubator

Based on the preliminary reflections and the concept developed for the work of the Incubator, the
3.2. task team has developed a structure for the work of the Incubator in three central components:
1) A network of contact points across the alliance; 2) Information resources for academic teaching
and administrative staff; 3) A seed funding scheme.

Contact Point at each institution
At each partner institution, there is now an Incubator contact point in place. This person largely
corresponds to the institution’s task team member.

The contact points serve as a first point of contact for academic teaching staff who wish to engage
in collaborative teaching. The names and contact details for each contact point are listed on the
ENGAGE.EU website and communicated as widely as possible, to ensure that there is a low threshold
for academic teaching staff to reach out to the contact points.

The contact points offer help with a wide range of aspects of planning and developing joint teaching
initiatives. This includes giving advice on potential teaching formats, on course registration and
administration and finding potential teaching partners in the alliance (so called “matchmaking”).
This ensures that academic teaching staff do not need to have a fully formed idea in place but can
reach out to the contact points solely to state a motivation to teach collaboratively, and the contact
point and the academic teaching staff can develop ideas together.

The importance of the local contact points from an ENGAGE.EU perspective lies in the knowledge
they have of their own institutions. The contact points can help identify the best procedures for
course development and assess what steps need to be taken by the local administration and which
steps need to be taken by the ENGAGE.EU team. This ensures that there is no duplication of work
processes.

The contact points as a group regularly communicate with each other to share proposals for
teaching initiatives or to help identify suitable teaching collaborators at each partner institution. In
this way, a dynamic infrastructure has been set in place which allows ENGAGE.EU to help make
collaborative teaching a central element of ENGAGE.EU institutions.

The contact points also collect information on all initiatives which are brought to their attention, in
particular proposals for the seed funding programme. Over time, this list of teaching initiatives will
in itself become a valuable resource to analyse the interest of academic staff across the alliance in
developing new, innovative teaching formats.

Information on teaching opportunities

The 3.2. task team and contact points aim to share relevant information on joint teaching
opportunities with academic staff to raise awareness and engagement. At present, the ENGAGE.EU
task team makes regular use of the Research Community Platform to this end, in addition to
circulating requests forwarded by task team members internally.

In addition, the Incubator is advertised on the ENGAGE.EU website as well as the websites of the
partner institutions. As outlined above, the contact points also circulate by e-mail teaching
opportunities to relevant departments/teaching staff, since e-mail is still the primary means of
communication for teaching staff.

The ambition is to expand the communication work done by the Incubator. Options for this could
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include a more detailed web-presence or a newsletter (discussed below). At the same time, the
Incubator is careful not to overreach its mandate and aims to ensure that communication is always
as relevant and targeted as possible.

Seed funding scheme

The ENGAGE.EU Incubator Seed Funding Scheme offers financial support to collaborative initiatives,
as an incentive to mobilise and enable academic and teaching staff in developing and implementing
educational offers across our university communities. It is central to the Incubator because

e Many collaborative teaching initiatives require funds to kick-start their activities

e The funds available, up to EUR 10.000 per initiative, can serve as an additional incentive
to pursue joint teaching initiatives, especially for younger faculty

e Theseed funding scheme is an excellent way to draw more attention to the possibility of
teaching jointly with ENGAGE.EU partner institutions

The funding also contributes to promoting the visibility of these collaborative efforts and enable
ENGAGE.EU members to grow their initiatives into sustained and scalable educational offerings
and/or leverage the seed funding to raise additional external funds (such as Erasmus+ or other EU
and national sources). The set-up of the Seed Funding scheme will be outlined in the following
section.

5. The Incubator seed funding scheme

The task team has developed a structure for the allocation of seed funds towards the development
of innovative and collaborative teaching initiatives. There is funding for three calls for application in
the period from 2024-2027.

Application process

The call for applications for seed funding is open to all academic teaching staff at all ENGAGE.EU
partner institutions, as well as collaboration with associate university partner University of St.
Gallen. To be eligible for funding under the Incubator Seed Funding Scheme, proposals must qualify
as an ENGAGE.EU offer and be related to the ENGAGE.EU mission.

All applications include a budget for the initiative. Expenses such as personnel costs, travel
expenses, meeting costs, and consumables are eligible, provided they have been incurred in
connection with the development and implementation of a teaching initiative.

The Seed Funding Scheme supports the development of joint educational offers and initiatives
within the alliance. Calls may be open to any collaborative initiative meeting the criteria for an
ENGAGE.EU offer or may be directed towards specific formats or target groups, this may differ from
call to call. Contact points at each institution aid potential applicants in finding suitable partners,
and to guide them through the application process.

The calls are promoted widely at the partner institutions as well as on the ENGAGE.EU website and
the established ENGAGE.EU communication channels. Information webinars are useful for sharing
information on the scheme and for allowing potential applicants to ask questions.

Evaluation and selection process
The Incubator Seed Funding supports initiatives that contribute to the mission and goals of the
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ENGAGE.EU alliance. Initiatives applying for seed funding should, as far as possible, add to the total
number of offers for ENGAGE.EU learners and contribute to the overall mobility numbers of the
alliance. There are three overall evaluation criteria:

e Quality: clarity of goals and objectives, alignment with ENGAGE.EU mission and connection
to SDGs and key societal challenges, and degree of interdisciplinary and innovative
approach.

e Feasibility: quality of work plan including specific milestones, realistic timeline and
budgeting, clear division of roles and responsibilities, complementarity of the team.

e Impact: potential impact on the alliance, number of learners benefitting, feasible plan for
sustainability beyond pilot phase, scalability in future instalments.

Bodies involved in the evaluation and selection process are the Incubator Review Team, composed
of one representative from each ENGAGE.EU partner, and the Incubator Selection Committee,
comprised of select academic leaders from all partners and two representatives from the Board of
Learners.

The selection process for the Seed Funding scheme has three stages: a technical review by the task
coordinator to make sure all proposals are complete and meet formal eligibility requirements; a
qualitative review of the proposals by the Review Team, resulting in a prioritized list of nominated
proposals; and the final decision for funding by the Incubator Selection Committee. The decision is
made based on the prioritized list however consideration may also be given to the composition of
the total portfolio of initiatives.

6. Summary and evaluation of the 2024 Seed Funding

In the Seed Funding call for 2024, the goal was to fund 3-6 initiatives. A total amount of EUR 30.000
had been earmarked for this call, and individual initiatives could apply for funding up to a maximum
of EUR 10.000. The funding period for the 2024 Seed Funding is November 2024 to October 2026.

Applications for the Seed Funding call for 2024 opened on 10 June 2024, with an application deadline
on 25 September 2024. In total, the call was open for around three and a half months (10 June until
25 September), to allow sufficient time for teaching faculty to connect across institutions.

The task team promoted the call widely at the partner institutions, as well as on the ENGAGE.EU
website, other ENGAGE.EU communication channels and two information webinars. The task team
also identified a “contact point” per institution who could help potential applicants find suitable
partners, and to guide them through the application process. Due to the close communication of the
contact points over the summer break, it was possible to help interested faculty find suitable
partners and answer questions surrounding the application process.

The call attracted five applications, involving all nine partner institutions. Out of the five, three
initiatives found partners through Incubator contact points, while the last two connected via
personal connections or other networks. All applications were reviewed by all members of the
Review team, who concluded with unanimous recommendations of support for two applications, a
split vote on two applications, and rejection of one application.

The Selection Committee for the 2024 call was comprised of the ENGAGE.EU Area Board for Learning
plus two students from the Board of Learners. The Committee agreed with the recommendation for
the two supported and one rejected application. For the applications with a split vote, the Selection
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Committee discussed the initiatives and concluded not to support them. The result from the first
seed funding round was two supported and three rejected applications. Unused funds in this seed
funding round will be made available in future rounds, and unsuccessful applicants may be able to
revise proposals and reapply.

The two successful initiatives are similar in that they are both mission-oriented interdisciplinary
courses within the field of communication on the Master level, and both employ a COIL format. Both
courses will launch within the project period and aim for integration it into existing master’s
programmes in the long-term. The three initiatives that are not supported all share that the
applications would benefit from further details related to either the collaborative elements and its
relevance as an ENGAGE.EU offer or to feasibility, timeline and launch date. The formats of these
initiatives were also discussed at length - one was considered too limited (one day of lectures only),
another one overly ambitious for the Incubator to take on at this point (a new joint programme).
Going forward, these discussions must be considered.

The discussions around the applications, in particular the ones not selected for funding, have been
enlightening for the task team, as they have revealed unclear elements in the call and
inconsistencies in the understanding of the function of the Incubator both in the call documents and
among partners and team members. Future rounds of seed funding as well as the development of
the Incubator in general will require further exploration and clarification of the role of the Incubator
itself as well as of the understanding of what the main priority of the Incubator should be: supporting
innovative and creative initiatives that risk failure, or ensuring that the supported initiatives are solid
and will contribute to meeting alliance goals in a substantial way. It has become clear that the
framework of the Incubator contributes to giving select initiatives a “stamp of approval” from
ENGAGE.EU, and that the seed funding emphasises this effect. While partners are welcome to move
ahead with initiatives even if they do not receive seed funding, a rejection for funding will most likely
be interpreted as an overall rejection of the initiative itself. This is something the Incubator task team
will be working on to address and adjust going forward.

The task team is optimistic that future funding rounds will gather significant interest. The first
funding round attracted five applications, but six more teams had begun working on projects as a
direct result of the seed funding call and plan to submit an application to the call in spring 2025. In
addition, the next seed funding calls will again be advertised widely, this time with the supported
initiatives from the first seed funding round serving as “success stories” which can help illustrate
and promote the scheme. For this reason, the task team is confident that the next two rounds will
attract higher numbers of applications, placing the Incubator in an excellent position to promote
the moist high-quality initiatives and to bring at least six - but likely more - new innovative and
collaborative teaching offers to life.

7. Lessons learned and next steps

Experiences of the first year of the Incubator have shown that there is high interest in generalamong
partners to collaborate in the area of teaching and learning - and the Incubator is seen as a visible
and essential instrument to propel this area forward. There is, however, still a challenge related to
identifying academic teaching staff who has both the interest and capacity to develop such
initiatives.

To enhance the effectiveness of the ENGAGE.EU Academic Initiative Incubator, communication can
be improved by adding direct outreach to select academic staff through targeted messages as well
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as sharing success stories to inspire broader participation. Some partners indicate that junior
academic staff, including postdoctoral candidates and early career researchers with teaching
responsibilities, represent a promising target group for the Incubator that should be sought out. The
task will also work on identifying networking opportunities such as matchmaking sessions,
webinars, or informal gatherings to facilitate connections between academic staff from different
institutions.

With regards to the seed funding, the Incubator holds funding for two more funding rounds,
currently scheduled for spring 2025 and autumn 2025/spring 2026. With this timeline, initiatives can
be launch-ready by October 2026. Under the proposed schedule, initiatives securing funding under
the last funding round would still have approximately one year to develop their teaching initiatives,
which is a realistic timeframe. The call documents and requirements for initiatives will be revised to
take into account what we have learned from the first round. In particular the task team found that
adding a more dialogue-based approach where unclear elements are addressed and discussed with
the prospective applicants prior to submission will help in ensuring that initiatives are not only
identified but also guided toward success. Transparent communication and suitable expectation
management will be necessary.

8. Conclusion

Over the last 18 months, the task team in Task 3.2 has developed a concept for integrating and
developing collaborative learning initiatives, known as the ENGAGE.EU Academic Initiative
Incubator. This concept has brought attention to the opportunities for collaborative teaching
initiatives in the alliance, and structures for building a solid foundation are underway. The parallel
development of an Incubator seed funding scheme has been an effective way to test the concept,
and it has helped the task team identify both strengths and weaknesses in the way the Incubator has
been set up. This will inform modifications for both future rounds of seed funding and the Incubator
in general.
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