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Article History Abstract 
Community engagement has become an essential component of 
university partnerships aimed at improving education and 
promoting social development. This paper explores how 
community engagement is implemented in the collaboration 
between the University of Johannesburg (UJ) and Funda 
UJabule Teaching School in Soweto. The Funda Ujabule is a 
unique model in South Africa, as it is both a foundation school 
and a teaching school, located on the university campus in a 
largely working-class area of Soweto, Johannesburg. 
Academics who were part of its conceptualization and 
execution have evaluated the school. However, this article is an 
outsider's examination of the school and its practices, using the 
triple helix framework.  The research draws on qualitative data 
obtained through interviews with 3 Faculty members involved 
in CE initiatives at UJ, two School Management Team (SMT) 
members, two Educators working in the Foundation Phase, two 
community members (1 food handler and 1 School Governing 
Body (SGB) member), and one fourth-year student. The 
findings indicate that the collaboration promotes community 
engagement through service-learning projects, literacy 
initiatives, parental workshops, and outreach programmes that 
foster a reading culture and support community development. 
In addition, the data demonstrates that the university maintains 
active engagement with both the school and the broader 
community. The findings are interpreted through our Triple 
Helix framework, which conceptualizes collaboration among 
universities, government, and community to address complex 
social challenges.  
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        Introduction 
The role of universities in innovation and their partnerships with the state and industry emerged as a 
model in the late 1960s in response to the global economic crisis and stagnation. According to Cooper 
(2011), industries had to turn to universities and the state to support further innovation by using 
knowledge available only in universities to advance production in new spheres, particularly information 
and communications technologies (ICTs), which contributed to the rise of disciplines such as quantum 
physics and computer science and enabled technological developments including artificial intelligence 
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and robotics. In the same vein, Alam (2024), Chowdhury and Alzarrad (2025), and Mbah (2019) 
emphasize that higher education institutions have extended their traditional role in innovation to include 
addressing pressing social and developmental challenges through community engagement initiatives, 
highlighting their growing relevance in both knowledge production and societal transformation. This 
evolution reflects a broader shift in universities' functions, from primarily centers of academic knowledge 
and industrial innovation to active agents in addressing complex societal needs through integrated 
partnerships with schools and communities. 

Similarly, in childhood education (CE), Lewis et al. (2016) and Sanderson (2016) report that universities 
are increasingly partnering with government departments and local communities to enhance teaching 
quality, learner development, and broader community well-being. Such collaborations enable 
universities to extend their teaching, research, and service missions beyond campus boundaries and 
contribute meaningfully to community engagement and development.  Sarah et al. (2023) and Mbah 
(2019) highlight that partnerships between universities, government, and schools strengthen educational 
practices, support teacher training, and create opportunities for community empowerment through 
knowledge exchange and social programmes. Guided by the Triple Helix Model of Innovation, which 
conceptualises collaboration between universities, government and industries as a driver of innovation 
and development (Etzkowitz & Zhou, 2017), in this paper we develop a TRIPLE HELIX Model that has 
university, government, and community explores how stakeholders implemented community 
engagement at the Funda UJabule Teaching School, which is a project of the university, and argues that 
the partnership between the UJ, Funda Ujabule Teaching School (Funda Ujabule) and the Gauteng 
Department of Education  (GDE) enables meaningful 1. university (school)–2. government –3. 
community engagement through programmes such as service-learning projects, literacy initiatives, 
parental workshops, and outreach activities that promote a reading culture and support community 
development. By examining these initiatives, the study contributes to understanding how teaching-
school partnerships can function as sites for collaborative engagement that benefit both educational 
institutions and the communities they serve. 

The Partnership of the Teaching School 
For this article, a partnership between UJ and the GDE established the Funda UJabule in Soweto as a 
collaborative initiative to support teacher education, research, and community engagement (Gravett & 
Petersen, 2020; Gravett & Henning, 2020). The teaching school serves as a training site for pre-service 
teachers and a platform for implementing educational and social initiatives for learners, parents, and the 
surrounding community (Gravett & Petersen, 2022). Although universities use university–school 
partnerships in teacher education, most South African universities rely on traditional school placement 
models rather than formal “teaching school” structures, and not all institutions operate dedicated 
teaching schools. This paper focuses on the unique model of Funda Ujabule Primary School, which 
represents a more integrated approach to partnership. Unlike standard placement systems, this model 
enables deeper collaboration among the university, school, and community, strengthening the links 
among teacher education, community engagement, and social development. 

This is because the Funda Ujabule is the first of its kind in South Africa. However, studies by Gravett et 
al. (2019) and Jiyane and Gravett (2019) have demonstrated that teaching schools in South Africa can 
provide structured opportunities for community engagement, particularly through student-teacher 
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involvement in school-based and outreach programmemes, highlighting the potential of these models to 
contribute to social and educational development. 

Community Engagement in Higher Education 
According to Sibhensana and Maistry (2023), Ćulum (2018), and Yamamura & Koth (2023), researchers 
increasingly conceptualise community engagement in higher education as a collaborative process in 
which universities, government institutions, and local communities interact to address societal 
challenges, reflecting the principles of the Triple Helix model (Leydesdorff, 2020; Cai & Amaral, 2021). 
For this paper, the UJ engages with the community through Funda Ujabule, resulting in university–
government-community engagement within a professional practice school model. This model provides 
structured spaces where student teachers, school educators, faculty members, and community members 
collaboratively implement educational initiatives, outreach programmes, and service-learning projects 
(Erickson & Anderson, 2023; McNaught, 2021; Jiyane & Gravett, 2019), these engagement initiatives 
enable universities to translate theoretical knowledge into practice (Ramsaroop et al., 2024; Ramsaroop 
et al., 2025), fostering learner development, promoting literacy and educational equity, and empowering 
communities through participatory programmes (Fernández-Terol & Domingo-Segovia, 2025; Cook & 
Nation, 2016; Padayachee & Harris, 2023).  

Moreover, Johnson and Hlatshwayo (2025) argue that universities play a powerful role in anchoring 
themselves in society by engaging with communities and the public beyond traditional academic 
missions, suggesting that community engagement must be central rather than an afterthought in 
institutional practice. Their study underscores that meaningful engagement requires conceptual 
frameworks that more deeply integrate universities with community partners and societal actors, 
aligning with Triple Helix perspectives that emphasize collaborative knowledge production and mutual 
development among universities, government, and society (Ranga & Etzkowitz, 2013; Cooper, 2009). 

Therefore, this highlights that teaching schools, when positioned as active sites of university–community 
engagement, can foster meaningful collaboration that benefits both educational outcomes and local 
communities and enhances pre-service teacher competence. In contrast, McLaughlin and Black-Hawkins 
(2007) and Henning et al. (2015) caution that university-driven engagement initiatives can prioritize 
institutional and student-centered objectives over genuine community needs, resulting in top-down 
interventions that may be short-lived or misaligned with local priorities. Nevertheless, partners design 
university–school engagements as collaborative, inclusive, and responsive to community contexts; they 
exemplify a Triple Helix approach in practice, producing mutually beneficial outcomes that advance 
educational quality, social cohesion, and community development. 

Theoretical Framework 
We frame the paper through the lens of the Triple Helix model, originally developed by Etzkowitz and 
Leydesdorff (1998), which conceptualizes innovation and social development as emerging from the 
interactions between universities, industry, and government. In the traditional model, universities are 
knowledge producers, industry drives economic innovation, and government provides policy guidance, 
regulatory oversight, and institutional support, with collaborative interactions fostering hybrid networks 
that promote research, development, and social advancement (Leydesdorff & Etzkowitz, 1998; Etzkowitz 
& Leydesdorff, 2000).  However, this paper adapts the model by replacing the industry sphere with a 
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community, recognizing the role of communities in shaping partnerships with government and 
universities. In this adapted framework, universities, through the school, continue to generate 
knowledge and conduct research; governments provide policy direction and institutional support; and 
schools act as sites for applied practice, teacher development, and community engagement. The 
interactions between these three spheres form collaborative networks that facilitate the co-production of 
knowledge, educational innovation, and community development.  

Scholars, such as Carayannis and Campbell (2009); Nguyen (2022) and Cooper (2009), argue that the 
conventional Triple Helix model does not adequately account for the role of civil society in innovation 
and development processes, a critique that has led to the extension of the framework into the Quadruple 
Helix, which explicitly incorporates civil society and the public as a fourth helix (Cooper, 2009; Roman 
et al., 2020; Borkowska & Osborne, 2018), However, for this paper the adapted frameworks remain 
valuable for analyzing how university–government–community partnerships can drive social, 
educational, and developmental outcomes in a South African context.  We located the school under the 
university, as it is a university project. Figure 1 presents the Traditional Triple Helix model (Etzkowitz & 
Leydesdorff, 2000) and the adapted Triple Helix model applied in the Funda Ujabule Teaching School 
context, in which community replaces industry to reflect the study's focus on education and community 
engagement. 

Figure 1: Traditional and Adapted Triple Helix Models Comparison 
Traditional Triple Helix Model Adapted Triple Helix Model for 

this study 

 
 Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, (2000) 

 

 

 
 Funda Ujabule Teaching 
School 

 

Funda Ujabule Teaching School Model 
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Traditional Triple Helix (1.1): Three overlapping circles labeled University, Industry, and Government. 
Arrows between the circles indicate collaboration and knowledge exchange. Universities generate 
research and innovation, industry applies that knowledge to drive economic growth, and government 
provides policy, funding, and regulatory support. The intersections illustrate hybrid networks that foster 
innovation and social development through collaborations. 

Adapted Triple Helix for this study (1.2): We replace the industry circle with the community, and our 
triple helix has the university, government, and community. The school is subsumed under the 
university, as it is a project aimed at enhancing community-government partnership.   

Research Design 
This study adopted a qualitative research design to examine the university–government–school 
collaborative approach through the lens of Funda Ujabule Primary School, focusing on community 
engagement initiatives. We selected a qualitative approach because it is best suited to exploring complex 
social processes, meanings, and interactions in real-life contexts, which numerical or statistical methods 
typically used in quantitative research cannot adequately capture. Unlike quantitative designs, which 
aim to measure variables and test hypotheses, this study sought to generate rich, in-depth insights into 
how stakeholders experienced, implemented, and understood partnership. The study further employed 
a case study strategy, which allows for an intensive, contextualized examination of a single bounded 
system (Yin, 2014; Gerring, 2017; Yin, 2018; Hancock et al., 2021). The case study approach was 
particularly appropriate because it enabled a detailed exploration of the specific practices and dynamics 
of community engagement within a real-world educational setting. By focusing on Funda Ujabule 
Primary School, the study closely examined how collaborative initiatives among the university, the 
government, and the school are implemented, experienced, and sustained within the local context.  

Location of the study 
Funda Ujabule is an isiNguni phrase that can be translated as 'read so you can be happy'.  Established in 
2010, the school is unique and is one of a kind in South Africa. It is located on the grounds of the 
University of Johannesburg, in the historic Black township of Soweto, an area that was home to many 
struggle icons, such as Nelson Mandela and Robert Sobukwe. Furthermore, students in Soweto initiated 
the historic student uprising for quality education in 1976. Funda Ujabule is the only school in South 
Africa. What makes the school unique in South Africa is that it is a foundation school with direct 
partnerships with the University of Johannesburg and the GDE, representing the government. The school 
is located within UJ's Soweto campus. It serves as a teaching laboratory, a space for developing theories 
and practices for UJ students who are learning to teach in the foundation phase. 

Furthermore, the school is a hub for scholarships on teaching and learning in the context of the 
foundation phase. The existing literature on Funda focuses on its history, its operation as a teaching and 
learning laboratory, teaching in robotics and coding, and its uniqueness in South Africa as a teaching 
school located on campus and with the Black community of Soweto (Gravett et al., 2019; Gravett & 
Petersen, 2020; Gravett & Henning, 2020; Gravett & Petersen, 2022).  While all these accounts on Funda 
are valid and advance the scholarship on teaching and learning, insiders who are intimately involved 
with Funda are part of a successful project. However, this article goes beyond internal dynamics and 
Funda's role in advancing teaching, scholarship, and learning by examining interactions among Funda, 
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the university, the community, and the government, as well as the underlying molecular processes. In 
other words, these contributions advance the scholarship of partnerships among the university, the 
community, and the government. The school was purposively selected because it functions as a Teaching 
School affiliated with the UJ and serves as an established university–government–school, as defined in 
this article. 

Sampling  
This paper employed purposive sampling, a method in which participants are deliberately selected based 
on specific characteristics or criteria relevant to the research objectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; 
Maxwell, 2018; Adeoye, 2023). The 10 participants included 3 Faculty members involved in CE initiatives 
at UJ, 2 SMT members, 2 Educators working in the Foundation Phase, 2 community members (1 food 
handler and 1 SGB member), and 1 fourth-year student. These participants were selected for their direct 
involvement at Funda Ujabule and UJ, providing comprehensive insights into the collaboration's 
dynamic successes. Moreover, the sample size reported in this article represents participants whose data 
were most relevant to the research objectives and is a condensed presentation of the larger dataset 
generated during the master's study. 

Participant selection 
Following ethical approval and institutional permission, eligible participants were identified through the 
school principal, the UJ, and the GDE. Although purposive sampling was the primary sampling strategy, 
additional participants were recruited through referrals from those directly involved in the 
conceptualization and implementation of the Funda Ujabule partnership. This ensured the inclusion of 
key participants with relevant knowledge and experience. Participants whose data did not provide 
information relevant to the themes reported in this article were not included in the final analysis. The 
participant groups and selection criteria were as follows:  

Table 1: Participant groups and rationale for selection 
Participant Group Reason for Selection 
UJ Academic Staff Selected for their involvement in the conceptualization, planning, 

implementation, and evaluation of the Funda Ujabule Teaching School Model. 
School Management 
Team (SMT) 

Selected because of their leadership in managing the school and coordinating 
the university–school partnership. 

Teachers Selected for their role in implementing partnership activities and providing 
classroom-level perspectives on the collaboration. 

Gauteng Department of 
Education (GDE) Official 

Selected to provide insights into policy, governance, departmental support, 
and oversight of the partnership. 

Community Members Selected as beneficiaries and active participants to share their experiences of 
the partnership's impact on the community. 

University Students Selected because of their participation in teaching practice, service-learning, 
research, and community engagement activities, providing perspectives on the 
partnership's contribution to their professional learning. 

 
Data Collection Methods 
Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, on-site visits, and document analysis between 
August and October 2025 to capture participants' experiences and perspectives. Six face-to-face semi-
structured interviews, each lasting approximately 45–60 minutes, were conducted with purposively 
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selected participants and audio-recorded with their consent. Four participants were interviewed online 
through Teams; this was not the initial plan. However, due to the UJ Faculty members' busy schedules, 
Teams was more convenient. Field notes were taken during and after the interviews to capture contextual 
information and researcher reflections. In addition, five on-site visits were undertaken to observe 
partnership activities, stakeholder interactions, and the implementation of community engagement 
programmes, with detailed field notes recorded after each visit. Document analysis was also conducted 
on twelve documents, including partnership agreements, strategic plans, meeting minutes, programme 
reports, and policy documents, to provide contextual information, corroborate interview and observation 
findings, and strengthen the study through data triangulation. 

This combination of methods ensured a comprehensive understanding of the university-schools-
community engagement initiatives. The use of multiple data collection methods enabled triangulation, 
thereby enhancing the credibility, transparency, and depth of the findings by allowing information from 
one source to be compared and corroborated with evidence from others. 

Data Analysis 
This paper employed a thematic synthesis approach to analyze data collected through semi-structured 
interviews, on-site visits, and document reviews. The analysis involved transcribing and reviewing the 
data, generating codes, and identifying recurring themes related to university-community-school 
engagement, in line with Terry et al. (2017). Observational data and document analysis complemented 
interview responses by providing contextual and institutional insights into the collaboration between the 
UJ and Funda Ujabule.  The integration of the three data sources strengthened the credibility and depth 
of the findings through triangulation. The analysis was further guided by our Triple Helix framework, 
which structures collaboration around three interrelated strands: universities, government, and 
community actors. We organized the findings explicitly according to these dimensions.  The university 
strand reflected institutional leadership in designing and implementing community engagement and 
teacher education initiatives. The government strand highlighted the role of policy frameworks, funding 
structures, and regulatory support in enabling collaboration. The community strand has community 
members' participation in implementing and sustaining engagement activities. 

Ethical Considerations 
We obtained ethical clearance for this paper from the UJ Ethics Committee following approval of a 
detailed research proposal that outlined the study's purpose, methodology, and ethical considerations 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Williamson, 2016).  To protect participants, pseudonyms (P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 
P6, P7, P10, P14, P15) were used, and data were securely stored in line with the Protection of Personal 
Information Act (POPIA) (2013). While full anonymity in qualitative research cannot always be 
guaranteed (Surmiak, 2018; Roberts, 2015), we took measures to ensure confidentiality and safeguard 
participants' identities. 

Findings  
This paper aimed to investigate the collaboration between the government and the UJ, specifically 
through the Funda Ujabule school community engagements. The main theme from the data is (1) 
community engagement initiatives, with four sub-themes: (1) community outreach and developments, 
(2) Community capacity building and social support, and (3) School-University engagements. Table 1 
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below presents a synthesis of participant contributions across the four sub-themes, illustrating how 
different forms of engagement, evidence, and meanings collectively inform the interpretation of the 
findings. The table highlights the multi-dimensional nature of the partnership and its impact on 
community development, capacity building, institutional collaboration, and professional learning. 

Table 2: Thematic Analysis of Participant Contributions Across Sub-Themes 
Sub-theme Category of Engagement Participant 

Evidence 
Key Insight  Interpretation 

1. Community 
Outreach and 
Development 
Projects 

Community projects 
(gardening, service 
learning) 

P2, P14 Gardening supports food 
security; student service 
learning 

Practical engagement 
addressing 
immediate needs 

 Social outreach 
programmes 

P4 Father–son programmes, 
soup kitchen, Mandela 
Day 

Strengthens social 
cohesion 

 Literacy promotion 
initiatives 

P2 Reading campaigns and 
events 

Research-informed 
literacy support 

 Parent-focused 
programmes 

P5, P6 Parental involvement 
workshops 

Enhances home–
school relationships 

 Educational impact P1, P2 Quality teaching benefits 
learners 

Long-term 
community 
development 

2. Community 
Capacity Building 
and Social Support 

Parent empowerment P4, P5, P6 Financial literacy and 
workshops 

Builds family 
capacity 

 Family strengthening P4 Father–son initiatives Promotes positive 
parenting 

 Psychosocial support P5 Social workers and 
psychologists are 
involved 

Holistic support 

 Multi-disciplinary 
collaboration 

P5 Different faculties 
involved 

Integrated expertise 

3. School–
University 
Engagements 

Meetings and 
communication 

P5, P7 Regular meetings and 
feedback 

Responsive 
partnership 

 Problem-solving P7 Joint gap identification Adaptive 
collaboration 

 Government 
involvement 

P2 GDE engagement Policy-practice link 

 Workshops P5, P15 Teacher training Capacity building 
 Relationship building P2, P4, P14 Mutual respect Sustainable 

partnership 
 

Sub-theme 1: Community Outreach and Development Projects 
The findings show that the Funda Ujabule partnership engages the community through a range of 
outreach and development initiatives that address both educational and social needs. Participants 
indicated that the university–government collaboration extends beyond the school, involving the broader 
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community, particularly in Soweto and surrounding areas. The data further reveals that community 
engagement occurs through practical initiatives such as gardening projects, service-learning activities, 
and social outreach programmes. P2 reported that the school has initiated a gardening project to grow 
vegetables to support learner nutrition and benefit the community. She further indicated that community 
members became more aware of the school's purpose through engagement meetings. This was supported 
by P14, who noted that student teachers participate in service-learning activities where they teach 
learners about gardening and its benefits in schools and communities. 

Participants also described social outreach initiatives aimed at strengthening relationships between the 
school and the community. P4 reported that the school organized programmes such as father-and-son 
initiatives and community activities, including soup kitchens and improvements to community facilities, 
during Mandela Day. The participants described these activities as efforts to position the school within 
the community. The findings further indicate that community engagement initiatives have expanded 
beyond the immediate school population. P2 explained that initiatives initially focused on parents of 
learners at the school were extended to include the broader community. Research identified a limited 
reading culture in African languages and the need to address reading challenges. As a result, the school 
held reading promotion events at Maponya Mall in Soweto to encourage reading among a broader group 
of children. 

Moreover, the data show that the partnership supports community development through parent-focused 
initiatives. Participants reported that the school organized workshops to support parents' involvement 
in their children's education (P5; P6). Furthermore, participants highlighted the partnership's 
contribution to educational quality. P1 indicated that student-teacher training contributes to the delivery 
of quality education, while P2 noted that learners benefit from being taught by student teachers in this 
collaborative model. 

The findings demonstrate that community outreach and development at Funda Ujabule include a 
combination of community-based projects, literacy initiatives, parental involvement programmes, and 
educational support activities. 

Sub-theme 2: Community Capacity Building and Social Support 
The findings indicate that the Funda Ujabule partnership extends beyond outreach activities to include 
initiatives that focus on community capacity building and social support. Participants described this sub-
theme as reflecting a deeper level of engagement, where the emphasis shifts from addressing immediate 
needs to empowering parents and community members through knowledge sharing, skills development, 
and access to social support resources. 

The data show that the school offers a range of programmes to support and empower parents and 
families. Participants reported that the school organizes workshops to guide parents in supporting their 
children’s education and strengthening parental involvement in schooling. For example, P6 noted that 
there are “workshops which involve parents here in the school,” while P5 explained that the school 
invites parents and teaches them “about parental support and involvement.” In addition, the university 
provides financial literacy training, with P4 stating, “We invite UJ to teach parents how to manage their 
finances.” Participants also reported family-focused initiatives, including a father-and-son programme 
that guides fathers in positive parenting practices; P4 indicated that it aims to show fathers “how to raise 
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their sons.” Furthermore, participants highlighted the provision of psychosocial support through the 
involvement of professionals such as pastors, social workers, and educational psychologists.  P5 noted: 
“They bring pastors, social workers, and educational psychologists.” 

These findings show that the partnership supports not only learners but also the broader family and 
community context by providing structured opportunities for parental engagement, skill development, 
and social support. The results demonstrate that community capacity-building initiatives complement 
outreach activities by strengthening the social and educational resources available to families. 

Sub-theme 3: School-University Engagements 
Regular meetings, workshops, and continuous communication between the school, the university, and 
government stakeholders sustain the Funda Ujabule School partnership. Participants reported that these 
engagements serve as a structured mechanism for collaboration, enabling stakeholders to identify and 
address challenges and fostering a positive, functional working relationship. 

The data show that the university and school meet regularly to address identified gaps in teaching and 
learning. P7 explained that “UJ and Funda Ujabule meet in terms of gaps so that we close those gaps,” 
highlighting the focus on collaborative problem-solving. In addition to formal meetings, participants 
indicated that ongoing communication occurs via email and with the principal to review progress and 
address emerging challenges. P5 noted that “we communicate through emails and through the principal 
to review what is working and what is not.” Participants also identified workshops as an important 
component of the engagement, where stakeholders collaborate to address specific needs within the 
school. Furthermore, participants emphasized the importance of collaborative decision-making, with P4 
stating, “If we went wrong, we would come back to the table and discuss the matter,” reflecting a shared 
approach to reflection and improvement. 

The findings also show that the engagement extends to government participation. Participants reported 
that officials from the GDE visit the school to observe and learn from its practicum approach. P2 indicated 
that “the Department of Education came to the school to see our approach to the practicum,” suggesting 
that the collaboration provides opportunities for broader system learning. In addition, participants 
consistently described the relationship among stakeholders as positive, with mutual respect and shared 
goals guiding the partnership. 

Taken together, these findings show that regular interaction, ongoing communication, and collaborative 
decision-making characterize university–school engagement at Funda Ujabule. The results demonstrate 
that these structured engagements enable stakeholders to address identified needs, maintain a positive 
working relationship, and support the partnership's ongoing functioning. 

Discussion 

Community Outreach and Development Initiatives 
The findings indicate that community outreach and development initiatives at the Funda Ujabule School 
are not isolated activities; rather, they operate within a broader collaborative system that links the 
university, the school, the government, and the community. This suggests that the partnership operates 
as an integrated model of engagement in which educational and social development reinforce each other. 
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The school serves not only as a site of learning but also as a community hub where outreach initiatives 
are conceptualized and implemented. 

This theme emerged as a key aspect of the partnership, illustrating how the university–school 
collaboration extends beyond the classroom to actively address social, educational, and developmental 
needs within the surrounding community (Provinzano et al., 2018; Eccles & Roeser, 2015) through 
activities such as gardening projects, soup kitchens, community facility improvements, and reading 
promotion. This aligns with Horn et al. (2015), Cleveland et al. (2023), and Hands (2023). These initiatives 
illustrate how the university and government jointly engage with local communities to foster 
development and social responsibility. Within our Triple Helix framework, universities no longer limit 
themselves to traditional teaching and research; they increasingly act as key drivers of innovation and 
societal development (Etzkowitz & Zhou, 2017; Supriadi et al., 2025) and participate in societal 
development through community engagement initiatives (Shyiramunda & van den Bersselaar, 2024; 
Cook & Nation, 2016; Mbah, 2019; Chile & Black, 2015). 

The gardening project and reading initiatives, for example, not only support learners’ well-being and 
literacy development but also create opportunities for community participation in educational processes. 
These findings align with Mbah (2019) and Petersen et al. (2022), who suggest that universities play an 
important role in community development by transferring knowledge and resources to address local 
challenges. The results further align with the existing literature on university-affiliated teaching schools, 
as reported by Gravett et al. (2019), who emphasize that teaching schools provide opportunities to 
integrate theory, practice, and community engagement. These findings on educational and social 
outcomes align with the conceptualization of Funda Ujabule as a research-informed teaching school; 
Gravett and Pieterson (2020) describe it as a space where teaching, learning, and community engagement 
intersect. 

As a result, Funda Ujabule serves as a platform through which the university–government partnership 
facilitates community-oriented initiatives that support both educational and social outcomes. In contrast, 
Cleveland (2023) argues that although schools often serve as community hubs, successful 
implementation is complex and constrained by factors such as governance structures, funding 
limitations, institutional priorities, and the need for strong cross-sector partnerships, which explains why 
such models do not replicate easily everywhere. 

This study identifies adaptive and research-informed community engagement as a key contribution. The 
findings show that initiatives evolved from being school-focused to community-wide interventions, 
particularly in response to challenges identified through university research. This highlights a dynamic 
relationship between research and practice, in which evidence generated by the university informs 
interventions implemented by the school. Existing literature does not always emphasize such 
responsiveness; it often presents community engagement as static programmes rather than evolving 
processes. In addition, the findings demonstrate that the partnership produces both immediate and long-
term developmental outcomes. On the one hand, initiatives such as soup kitchens and community events 
address immediate social and material needs within the community. On the other hand, the focus on 
teacher development and quality education contributes to long-term community transformation. This 
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dual impact extends current scholarship by illustrating how educational partnerships can serve as 
mechanisms for both social support and systemic educational improvement. 

Community Capacity Building and Social Support 
Another significant finding is that community engagement initiatives build the capacity of parents and 
community members, as described by Singh (2023) and Stefanski (2016). Workshops on parental 
involvement, financial literacy, and parenting programmes demonstrate how the partnership extends 
learning opportunities beyond learners to include families and community members. The involvement 
of professionals such as social workers, pastors, and educational psychologists further illustrates a 
multidisciplinary approach to supporting the community, as noted by Shiel et al. (2016), Van Rensburg 
et al. (2016), and Cook and Nation (2016). This aligns with broader research on inclusive and community-
based education, which highlights the importance of multi-sectoral collaboration in addressing the 
complex needs of learners and their families (Elder et al., 2021). The integration of such support services 
indicates that the partnership recognizes the interconnected nature of social, emotional, and educational 
factors in learner development. 

Therefore, this finding reflects the evolving role of universities as institutions that contribute to social 
innovation and community empowerment (Etzkowitz, 2016; Mdleleni, 2022; Sibhensana & Maistry, 
2023). Through these initiatives, the partnership between the university and government creates 
opportunities for parents to develop skills that enhance their ability to support children’s education. Such 
initiatives also strengthen the relationship between schools and communities, a factor that many 
researchers recognize as key to improving educational outcomes (Rouse & Ware, 2017; Armstrong, 2015). 

However, some scholars caution that community engagement may be superficial or instrumental. For 
instance, Vally (2023), Bidandi et al (2021), and Dube and Hendricks (2023) criticize approaches that treat 
communities merely as sites for research, student training, or institutional branding rather than as equal 
partners in knowledge production and social transformation. Critics argue that universities sometimes 
drive engagement agendas based on institutional priorities rather than community needs, thereby 
limiting genuine community empowerment (Mbah, 2019; Cook & Nation, 2016). 

Similarly, studies on school–community partnerships suggest that although such collaborations can 
strengthen relationships and support educational outcomes, limited resources, time pressures on 
educators, and inconsistent parental participation may constrain their impact (Armstrong, 2015; Rouse 
& Ware, 2017). Furthermore, Yamamura and Koth (2023) and Hart (2024) highlight that without long-
term commitment and shared decision-making, community engagement initiatives risk becoming short-
term interventions rather than sustainable strategies for community development. Even so, the findings 
suggest that community engagement initiatives at Funda Ujabule contribute to building social capital 
within the community, consistent with the collaborative interactions emphasized by the Triple Helix 
model. 

This study identifies community capacity building as a distinct and intentional component of the 
partnership. While previous research has often focused on outreach or parental involvement, the findings 
demonstrate that the Funda Ujabule model incorporates structured initiatives to empower families and 
strengthen community resilience. This highlights the potential of university–school partnerships to move 
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beyond traditional engagement models toward more sustainable and transformative forms of 
community development. 

Conclusion 
This paper examined community engagement initiatives implemented by the university and the teaching 
school through their collaboration. The findings demonstrate that these initiatives contribute to 
community development through parental workshops, service-learning projects, literacy programmes, 
and outreach activities. Using the adopted Triple Helix framework, the study shows how collaboration 
between universities and government communities supports innovation and social development in 
community engagement activities, with the teaching school serving as a key platform to facilitate these 
interactions and promote community empowerment at Funda Ujabule Primary School. 

However, the findings also revealed important challenges that temper these successes. These include 
limited community awareness of certain engagement initiatives and uneven levels of participation 
among parents and broader community members. The paper further suggests that while institutional 
collaboration is well-structured, the visibility and accessibility of these initiatives at the community level 
may not be fully optimized. Therefore, this paper provides a critical insight that may remain less visible 
to internal stakeholders: strong institutional design does not always translate into equally strong 
community uptake and awareness. Community engagement is an issue that has not been explored by 
the “insiders”; our article addresses this gap, which is merely mentioned on the school's website but not 
examined in a scholarly manner.    

Moreover, to strengthen and sustain these initiatives, we recommend that, as outsiders, we establish 
structured mechanisms for community participation, such as formal community advisory committees to 
co-design and monitor engagement programs. Furthermore, the study recommends institutionalizing 
ongoing capacity-building workshops for parents and community members to enhance participation and 
ownership. The study also recommends strengthening monitoring and evaluation systems to assess the 
impact and responsiveness of engagement initiatives. Finally, future research should explore models that 
position community members not only as beneficiaries but as active co-creators in shaping and leading 
engagement strategies. None of our recommendations or suggestions has been advanced by scholars 
associated with the school or by insiders.  
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