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Community and Civil Engagement Core Theme - Case Study One 
 

Birkbeck, University of London 
 
Birkbeck’s background to civic engagement  
When Birkbeck opened its doors for the first time in 1823, it provided learning opportunities 
to people previously denied access to education.  This early vision of the power of education 
to transform and improve lives remains at the heart of the College’s mission; a commitment 
to community engagement that has been the College’s core business for 190 years.  Birkbeck 
is committed not only to teaching excellence but to the innovative organisation and flexible 
delivery of our teaching in ways that genuinely respond to the needs, changing 
circumstances and funding realities faced by our community.  

 
Birkbeck’s commitment to community and civic engagement is clearly demonstrated in the 
College’s principal aims, which are to: 
 

1. Provide flexible higher education courses which meet the changing educational, 
cultural, personal and career needs of adults, particularly those who live or work in 
the London region. 

2. Enable adult students from diverse social and educational backgrounds to participate 
in our courses. 

3. Maintain and develop excellence in research and provide the highest quality research 
training in all our subject areas. 

4. Make available the results of research, and the expertise acquired, through teaching, 
publication, partnerships with other organisations and the promotion of civic and 
public debate. 
 

Birkbeck is a global top-200 university and ‘London’s Evening University’, where the majority 
of undergraduate students work during the day and study in the evening.  As London’s only 
specialist provider of flexible evening higher education, the College has a student body as 
diverse as the population of the capital city itself.   
 
Current work to open educational opportunities: 
This case study specifically considers Birkbeck’s commitment to community engagement 
through opening educational opportunities as widely as possible. Some of our current 
streams of work include:  
 
University Square Stratford 
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In 2013 we will open the doors to our most recent major example of community 
engagement, University Square Stratford. Run in partnership with the University of East 
London and located in an area of London with the lowest higher education participation 
rate, this new educational centre will make higher education accessible to people who have 
not previously been able to benefit. In the run up to the opening of University Square 
Stratford, we have launched a range of innovative initiatives in the community, such as the 
development of introductory programmes in Children’s Centres, and the development of 
Learning Cafés which offer the opportunity for people with no previous qualifications to 
experience education.  

 
Pre-entry support and advice 
Over the past few years, Birkbeck has made a commitment to providing prospective 
students with access to free, impartial, high-quality Information Advice and Guidance (IAG).  
Mature students often do not have access to accurate information, and we aim to address 
this need.  A series of weekly workshops ensure that all prospective students are able to 
receive support and guidance within a week of making contact with Birkbeck. 

 
Creating bridges into university 
The College has established a range of ‘getting started’ programmes that reach out to the 
most disadvantaged and non-traditional learners, wherever they are in London, and create 
bridges that enable them to aspire to a university degree.  Since 2007, these courses have 
been successfully delivered on-site in Sure Start Children's Centres.  By offering this provision 
in areas where participation in higher education is low, the College provides the opportunity 
for new learners, who have family responsibilities, to take a step forward into learning in 
their own communities, before they continue their studies on campus.  
 
The Certificates open up access to university in ways consistent with the College’s history 
and mission.  Through this stream of work adults who might otherwise be excluded from 
higher education are finding their way onto degree programmes.   
 
Learning Cafés 
The Widening Access and Retention team have worked with academic colleagues to develop 
a Learning Café model, offering informal and unaccredited sessions in community settings, 
including at Sure Start Children’s Centres and primary schools.  The sessions aim to provide a 
taster of returning to study for people who may not have previous qualifications.  Those who 
wish to progress onto formal learning will be able to enrol onto the accredited Higher 
Education Introductory Studies programmes, also run at the community setting.  Birkbeck 
has set aside £30,000 annually to support students  who progress through this route onto an 
accredited course.   
 
Employability 
 
Birkbeck’s mode of evening study means over 80% of our students are already in full time 
employment.  Their motivations for undertaking higher level qualifications are essentially to 
enhance personal and professional development.  To support them with this aim, students 
have access to The Careers Group London.  This includes pre-entry IAG provision to help 
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prospective students choose the right course for their career aspirations; one to one 
guidance sessions when they are a current student as well as CV and interview skills 
workshops and this continues after graduation with dedicated support targeted at Alumni. 
 
Furthermore, the Widening Access and Retention Team together with the Student Union 
and Development and Alumni, have developed a series of employability seminars in 
partnership with the East London Business Alliance (ELBA).  Each month, external speakers 
from prestigious City firms outline clearly to students what employers want in the various 
sectors to include Banking and Finance, Law, IT, Creative Industries and Professional Services.  
Over 100 students have signed up for each. To complement this provision, ELBA also offer 
corporate mentoring in key subject areas mainly Law and Finance but we have the ambition 
to roll this out further in future years. 


