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Introduction 
 
 
This is a summary of a report written for Urban Education Live  project Work Package 3: 1

‘Operating and evaluating University Hubs: the case of Sheffield’.  
 
The report consists of two parts. In Part 1: OPERATING, we outline and illustrate the operation 
of Sheffield School of Architecture (SSoA) Local Hub, Live Works. The City Centre Hub has 
currently been in operation since 2018 in its most recent location in Sheffield, on The Moor 
shopping  street (formerly it was located on Union Street between 2014-2016), accompanied by 
a number of satellite hubs in the area of Pitsmoor/Burngreave - an area North-west of Sheffield 
city centre, which has been identified as the focus area for UEL’s research (October 2018 - 
ongoing).  
 
Part 2: EVALUATING, looks into more depth about how to evaluate the impact of activities done 
by or with community groups and organisations. Identifying the main challenges and limitations 
of current evaluation practices, we then consulted our research network and relevant literature 
to address gaps and highlight potential suggestions on best ways to evaluate the impact of 
university hubs. This part of the report focuses on various ways in which to approach evaluation 
and how to set up an individualised evaluation framework that could capture the full array of 
consequences of collaborations: tangible/quantifiable, intangible/qualitative, the t relationships 
that are formed, and the long-term evolution of mutual knowledge transfer and community 
capacity building. 
 
The report concludes in a practical set of transferable findings based on our research, and with 
reflections on the opportunities and challenges encountered by our working with local hubs 
throughout the research project. 

  

1 Urban Education Live (UEL) is an JPI Urban Europe funded international project, aiming to 
create and test a new model of collaboration between universities and urban communities. In 
this model, universities act as catalysts of urban change through trans-educational urban 
capacity building (see: https://urbedu.live). 
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Part 1: OPERATING 
The key focus of UEL project Work Package 3 is to demonstrate how Hubs operate in practice, 
so we begin by illustrating the ways of operation of the ‘Central Hub’ Live Works located in 
Sheffield City Centre, and the activities related to the operation of ‘Satellite Hubs’ on various 
locations in the Pitsmoor/Burngreave area of Sheffield. The operation is underpinned by various 
activities that explore how to connect with existing community groups and networks in order to 
nurture existing collaborations with the SSoA and foster new ones in future.  

 

Live Works, a local hub in Sheffield City Centre 

 
Sheffield Live Works, or the UEL ‘Central Hub’, has opened and has been operating in its                
current location since March 2018, offering a multipurpose space for research, student work,             
workshops, exhibitions, teaching activities and various civic engagement events. It is the space             
for UEL:Shef’s ongoing research activities beginning with the building of a network, the             
‘Sheffield Network of Practices‘, that mapped community groups and organisations (155 groups            
and organisations listed by 2020). Our research team also contributes experience and critical             
thinking to the Urban Rooms Network, a network of diverse organisations that use physical              
spaces, similar to Live Works to engage local people in the past, present and future of their                 
place. UEL:Shef PI, Carolyn Butterworth, is the founding Chair of the URN from 2015-2018.              
This expanding network shares and exchanges knowledge and best practice in regular            
meetings nationwide (Live Works regularly hosts Urban Rooms Network meetings). 
 
Here are some examples of events held at Live Works in collaboration between SSoA and               
community groups: 
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Base for Live Project AR’ City  
Live Works was a residence for ‘AR' City Live Project 2018 in partnership with social enterprise,                
Aalfy. The outputs were displayed at an exhibition curated by the team at Live Works as part of                  
the Social Arts Summit in Sheffield. This provided a great opportunity for AR’ City to be debuted                 
at its first formal public event showcasing proof of concept working installations. 

   
 

Base for Studio in Residence 
Live Works was a base for MArch Studio in Residence in the academic years 2018/19 and                
currently 2019/20. 

  
 

Studio in Residence project ‘Forge the Future’ with Sheffield Futures 
A 6th year MArch student developed her thesis project via a series of youth-led co-design               
workshops with Sheffield Futures young ambassadors, focusing on play along Sheffield Steel            
Route over the duration of academic year 2018/19. The young people shared the ownership of               
the project and jointly presented their work to the local council. 
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2019 SSoA summer school 
Live Works hosted 12 Chinese students for 2 weeks, introducing them to creative community              
engagement techniques. 

 

Live Works as a shared residence for Live Projects  
Three Live Project groups: ‘Tomorrow’s High Street,’ ‘Play/Ground,’ and ‘Cohousing Futures’           
shared the space of Live Works as their residence in 2019. 
 

 
 

Play/Ground event as part of the Festival of Social Sciences 
An event as part of the Festival of Social Sciences held at Live Works in collaboration with                 
Play/Ground Live Project students, Pitsmoor Adventure Playground and artist Steve Pool. A day             
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of conversations, exhibitions, activities and installations aimed at exploring what the city can             
learn from the adventure playground - a place of community, diversity, experimentation and             
spontaneity (5.11.2019) 
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Satellite Hubs in Burngreave / Pitsmoor areas in Sheffield 
Through the UEL project, we have temporarily established ‘Satellite Hubs’ at various locations in              
the Pitsmoor and Burngreave area of Sheffield. Based on the first stages of research, this area                
was identified as the focus area for satellite hubs to be established in the second and third year                  
of the project. The ‘Deep Dives’ are ongoing through academic years 2018/19 and 2019/20              
beginning with 6-week student Live Projects at the beginning of each year, and continued              
through two Studios in Residence that run throughout each academic year.  
 
UEL:Shef Satellite Hubs as follows: 
 

Abbeyfield Park and House  
2018 Live Project People’s Kitchen Pitsmoor: the use of community space in Abbeyfield House              
for research and teaching, and the outdoor area in the park for an outreach event - cooking                 
locally foraged mushroom risotto and making clay plates at Pitsmoor's Abbeyfield park, where             
more than 20 members of the local community were involved. Through the event, people were               
involved in the design process of the People's Kitchen Pitsmoor new cafe area, ensuring a               
holistic consideration of community requirements and desires for the project. 

  
 

Pakistan Muslim Centre, Darnall 
Outreach event and workshop engaging with the local population - including UEL mapping             
through Live Project 2018 Woodbourn Connection (proposing a future vision for the space to              
become a future university urban room alongside Live Works). 
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Burngreave Library  
'Design your own Sheffield!' was a UEL pop-up satellite hub curated by Studio in Residence in                
2018/19. Local people were invited to engage with the students' interim design proposals and              
share their ideas about their local area. The event triggered discussions and critical thinking              
about Sheffield, and students conducted interviews with local residents on the day. 

  
 

Tesco Extra, Spital Hill/Burngreave  
The second local hub curated by Studio in Residence in 2018/19. A pop-up satellite hub was set                 
up for a week at Tesco superstore with an average footfall of minimum 15000 people per day.                 
Local people were invited to engage with the students' final design proposals and share their               
ideas about their local area - triggering discussions and critical thinking about the potential role               
of the University in the city. Sheffield Students also conducted anonymous surveys with local              
residents on the day. 

 
 

Pitsmoor Adventure Playground 
The Play/Grounds Live Project group ran 5 workshops with children and parents at the              
Playground during a period of six weeks in 2019. The engagement activities included model              
building, drawing, T-shirt design, and 1:1 cardboard den building for Halloween:  

- Dracula’s Gothic Den 31st October,  
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- Empowering Tools 25th October,  
- Small scale, Big scale, Cardboard Box 17th October,  
- To Prescribe or not to Prescribe? 15th October 
- Shoe Box Wonderland 9th October. 

 
 
At the moment, Studio in Residence is continuing the work through establishing connections in              
those areas, and organising temporary satellite hub collaborations to follow later in the             
academic year. All of these activities are strengthening the links with local groups, and providing               
the room for reflection on networks and the impact they are having. And most importantly, they                
are strengthening the personal ties within the area, while demonstrating how the University can              
make an impact. 
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Part 2: EVALUATING 
 
The aim of the ‘evaluating’ part of this Work Package has been to learn more about how to 
evaluate the impact of collaborative projects with local communities, to map the progress of a 
project, to understand its value, to embed sustainability after the project ends and to reveal 
transferable knowledge for future projects. 
 
Evaluation of hubs and their operation opens up many questions: 

- How do we evaluate?  
- What should be evaluated?  
- What is the impact hubs have on their communities, on the students and staff involved in 

working through the hubs?  
- What is the wider impact on local government policy and decision-making?  
- What is the impact of the hub itself, its physical configuration and the spaces 

surrounding it?  
- What is understood as evaluation in the field of work where communities and universities 

come together, and what is the nature of the evaluation most appropriate for the 
specifics of that work?  

- Is evaluation aimed at producing validation of work to contribute to academic knowledge, 
or is it to reveal the more tacit knowledge that community groups can benefit from in their 
daily operation?  

- What methods are appropriate to make sense of the dynamic, complex and messy 
collaborative research (Facer and Pahl, 2017)? 

- What data are the methods ‘measuring’ or ‘capturing’ and for what objectives (i.e. who is 
the audience)? 

- What is the legacy of the process and how is it passed forward? 
 
Also, what is the creative and material value of evaluation? Evaluation is often seen as a burden 
by community organisations, something they are obliged to do by their funders, and our 
research shows that they are often inadequately equipped to do so - lacking skills, manpower 
and time to do meaningful evaluation (this based on our interview and focus group data).  
 
Our research participants pointed out some possible tensions between the requirements for 
academic evaluation and what will be useful for them as community groups to learn from. The 
academic evaluations are not necessarily always done in a way that would benefit community 
groups and organisations.  
 
Another issue is in the fact that there is very little resourcing and capacity to evaluate engaged 
teaching projects. UEL is one of rare examples where capacity to evaluate the external impact 
of live pedagogy is achieved through research funding.  
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Literature shows that even though the amount of collaborative research is rapidly increasing 
across fields, the methods and metrics to deliver its evaluation are not developing at the same 
rate (Facer and Pahl, 2017; Durose, Richardson and Perry, 2018).  
 
The term ‘Evaluation’ covers a wide spectrum of approaches. It can have subtle and different 
interpretations in different contexts - including political, scientific, sociological, economic, 
management, market research, and many others. Initially we chose the theory of developmental 
evaluation to start the discussion with our community and research partners, and explore the 
range of possibilities. This theory seemed appropriate, because, as Patton argues, 
developmental evaluation involves asking questions and gathering information to provide 
support to developmental decision-making and helps to decide on what changes are most 
appropriate to reach goals (Patton, 2010). It allows for flexibility, the way the issue is framed can 
change over the course of time, the concept of the problem evolves and grows, and a number of 
approaches are tested along the way (Gamble and J. W. McConnell Family Foundation, 2008). 
New knowledge and changes in participants, partners and context, influence and co-construct 
the way the evaluation is formed (ibid).  
 
In order to address these questions, we first collated information about the experiences of 
evaluation from our UEL partners, and we looked for relevant literature on evaluation that was 
referred to us by our wider research and community network. In the second stage we consulted 
people who have direct experience of using local hubs as a mechanism for community 
engagement and prior experience in evaluating community projects:  
 

- Diane Dever, the co-founder and Director of Folkestone Fringe, Chair of Urban Rooms 
Network, shared her experience of her work on the Culture Cubed evaluation 
programme 

- Claire Tymon, Director of Placeshakers, creative producer and long-term Live Project 
community collaborator, and SSoA PhD student 

- Tom Moore, MArch graduate and SSoA PhD student, whose action-based research 
focuses on evaluating impact of live education at SSoA 
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Valuing Co-production in research 
 
Evaluation studies have a long history in the field of policy analysis - both on methodological as 
well as theoretical levels (Matthews et al., 2017). A large portion of the literature focuses on 
epistemological questions about the measurement of change and causation (Ibid).  
 
The authors point out that the evaluation approaches depend on the ontological and 
epistemological positionality, how we understand social objects, and how we understand and 
interpret cause and effect (ibid). The outputs of research co-produced with communities, can 
often be in contrast with the way that academic research is traditionally valued - for example 
through the number of journal papers submitted for audit exercises such as the Research 
Excellence Framework in the UK (ibid).  
 
Traditionally, natural sciences have held a monopoly over what is legitimate knowledge - 
privileging abstract and theoretical research over localised and applied research. Co-production 
of research therefore causes issues with the current metrics of evaluation of success of such 
research. How to assess the complexities of research that sits at disciplinary borders, and the 
societal relevance of research, when the current metrics conceptualise research narrowly, omit 
diverse approaches to creating knowledge and does not focus on small-scale, experimental 
local functions of co-production, which usually does not draw out abstract working principles? 
 
Our understanding of evaluation is underpinned by the increasingly acknowledged realisation 
that ‘local, experimental or applied knowledge can enrich the quality and impact of 
investigations’ (Durose, Richardson and Perry, 2018). According to them, such work is more 
responsible, socially relevant and connected to communities, but the ways of evaluating such 
projects are still in the early days of evolving - capturing success ‘meaningfully, consistently, 
rigorously, reproducibly and equitably’ (Durose, Richardson and Perry, 2018). The main way 
they propose doing that is through changing reporting standards - and rigorously exposing the 
research process as it is planned, conducted and applied. Clearly stating the intentions of 
co-produced work, and evaluating it on the basis of how well the intentions have been met - 
documenting the participants’ perception of the quality of their involvement. They suggest a set 
of specific criteria, to help document the intentions and choices made by the researchers, to 
help form ‘context-appropriate’ evaluation practice (ibid).  
 
May and Perry (May and Perry, 2017) find there are not many examples of such a type of 
evaluation, but a case study Mistra Urban Futures is a good example: they organise workshops 
for co-creating knowledge about sustainable urban futures - supporting peer learning for people 
working on co-produced research. They have developed an evaluation methodology for 
co-production that considers the quality of the process and outcomes achieved (see 
mistraurbanfutures.org). The key criteria for high quality co-production set by Mistra Urban 
Futures are: relevance, credibility, and legitimacy (ibid). 
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Reflections on the process of evaluation  
 
Based on our experience gained through our research and teaching activities, we conclude with 
some reflections, opportunities and challenges, grouped into key points that can be taken 
forward. 

Key opportunities and challenges 

Opportunities in the operation of local hubs 
 

- Showcasing the work of the University 
- Levelling out of hierarchies - of space, expertise, learners 
- A more equal space for open conversation – to ask ‘what if?’ 
- Shifting the power dynamic 
- ‘Neutral’ or ‘liminal’ space to bring different communities together 
- A bridge between grass-roots and civic institutions 
- Connecting and bridging community networks 
- Prototyping an alternative high street (adopting empty shops, pop-up spaces) 

 
 
Challenges in evaluation 
 

- Institutional bureaucracy often prevents flow and ease of collaboration 
- Finding effective channels of documenting and retaining co-produced knowledge 
- Lack of central institutional support and recognition of value 
- The disciplinary silos of the University 
- Sustaining activity beyond academic calendar 
- Lack of resourcing for evaluation of social impact of engaged learning 
- Evaluation of complex, long-term engagement is embryonic 
- Finding appropriate research methods  
- Research capacity and skills of student researchers 

Key Takeaways 

Things take time! 
Acknowledging that the process of evaluation requires consistency and effort, and it should be 
embedded from the first steps of the project. The planning stage of the evaluation process 
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begins long before the project starts, and should include setting up an appropriate framework for 
evaluating the impact of activities and mapping the progress of a project (using shared 
resources, models and toolkits). Goals and timetable clearly defined but flexible and open to 
change. As in other aspects of a co-production process, the evaluation framework and its 
parameters should be agreed through dialogue with all partners.  
 

Finding methods that allow giving voice to all involved 
Working on 2018 and 2019 Live Projects surveys in the area of Burngreave, we have found the 
need to rethink and develop more varied and inclusive methods for interviewing/surveying local 
residents. This was highlighted in the research done with Pitsmoor Adventure Playground, an 
organisation working with diverse groups in the neighbourhood, and so the students were 
engaging with people from a variety of ethnic, cultural and religious communities. The majority 
of people were reluctant to fill in a printed survey, although they were very happy to chat with 
the students informally, resulting in a rich body of qualitative data, which could not be recorded 
with the methods used.  
 

Synthetic / multimodal methods are necessary to record process, outputs and outcomes 
Not only is a multimodal approach vital to capture the complexity of a project’s processes, its 
outputs and its outcomes/impact, it is also key to establishing a critical approach to evaluation 
that values the qualitative aspects of the project. Using multimodal methods (eg photos, videos, 
artefacts, audio clips) to evaluate the project recognises the relational, personal and narrative 
aspects of the project and values these as highly as the normative quantitative aspects. 
 

Acknowledging the unspoken assumptions about the university  
We are finding that working through the hubs is affecting and changing people’s perception of 
what universities can do, and it is vital to understand at the start, the assumptions and 
preconceptions that people have of what a university and a school of architecture are and what 
they do.  
 

The existence of a prior relationship 
Sustaining the relationships/collaborations, often built over considerable time, takes care and 
consideration. An existing relationship with an individual or a group, who is linked to existing 
community networks, plays a key role when starting a new collaboration in a community. Using 
existing spaces that are already well used and familiar to local people, can lead to a larger 
group of people learning about and getting involved in the project. It is also helpful to identify 
and collaborate with a key person who is well established in the community, who energises and 
acts as advocate for the project. 
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The value of new energy and ideas 
A valuable part of the research process was the fresh energy that the students brought to the 
external partner, both through adding capacity to the organisation and through the new ideas 
and insights they developed through the collaboration. Although extremely useful in the short 
term, without a longer term strategy to sustain this energy there is a risk that hopes are raised in 
vain. However, students can build strong relationships with members of the organisation and the 
community, leading to continuing collaborations. 
 

Feedback research findings to key stakeholders 
By being open, generous and willing to share networks and findings with the groups is key to 
maintaining trust in what we do. 
 

Continuity 
Challenges regarding ongoing, long-term engagement in a specific area are compounded by 
challenges in achieving continuity between student cohorts from year to year, and between 
different projects with that community. Conducting surveys within the local residents in the area 
of Burngreave, done by two consecutive Live Projects (year 2018 and 2019), have taught us 
that we need to explore new ways in order to bridge that discontinuity of work within a 
community. One effective way to achieve a continuous relationship between the University and 
a community, is to ensure that there is a longer term staff dedication from both academic and 
community partners. A role of a university researcher should be mirrored by a similar role in the 
community, ensuring continuous communication and collaboration between the two.  
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Summary 
 
In order to navigate the balance between maintaining academic rigour, offering short-term 
solutions and imagining longer-term sustainable visions for the future, universities will have to 
work towards better understanding the complexities of impact of co-production with 
communities. Exploring multimodal methods to evaluate such collaborations is key to identifying 
the most effective approach to assessing and documenting impact. 
 
In the context of UEL the majority of such co-production collaborations is taking place in ‘local 
hubs’, i.e. physical spaces in the city and outside the University where students and local people 
can develop knowledge together about the past, present and future of neighbourhoods. The use 
of local hubs is a key research method across all UEL partners, and UEL:SHEF is employing 
both a permanent, city centre-based local hub ‘Live Works’ and temporary local hubs in a 
selected area in Sheffield - Burngreave. Literature and evidence have shown that we need a 
more nuanced understanding of the impacts of such ‘local hubs’, develop an evaluating system 
that can evolve and be flexible, and that can record data in many forms. This report introduces 
the operation and potential ways of evaluating the impact of activities made through the ‘central 
hub’ Live Works and its ‘satellite hubs’ in Burngreave at an adventure playground, a library and 
a supermarket, amongst others. UEL collaborations with communities have enabled us to form 
close connections between teaching and research - two academic activities that are often 
disconnected within the institution. Involvement of students as co-researchers, who bring their 
own capacity and skills of conducting research, has been a valuable learning experience for the 
research team as well as the students. We are revisiting and changing methods as we 
encounter gaps in the process. With the aim of developing urban capacity and new networks, 
the activities related to the operation of these hubs are: students’ work done through Live 
Projects and Studio in Residence, interviews and surveys conducted by students in 
communities, PhD candidate Tom Moore’s research on long-term evaluation of Live Projects, 
and the ongoing research done by the UEL:SHEF team through mapping, interviewing, and 
building connections with Sheffield-based Communities and Organisations.  
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