
   

 

 1 

Overview: Challenge-Based Learning in Higher Education 
In an era marked by rapid technological advancements, global connections and complex societal 

challenges, the landscape of higher education is constantly evolving. Traditional methods of teaching 

and learning focusing on knowledge transfer are being re-examined, and educators are seeking 

innovative teaching approaches to enable students to face today’s and future demands with the 

necessary attitudes, skills and knowledge. Challenge-based learning (CBL) emerges as a pedagogical 

framework that confronts students with complex real-world problems. By engaging, investigating and 

acting around challenges, by phrasing questions, collecting information and constantly reflecting on 

the process, students relate to the challenge, practice critical thinking and collaborative problem-

solving. This paper aims to provide an overview of challenge-based learning and its implementation 

in higher education institutions. 

Understanding Challenge-Based Learning 
Challenge-Based Learning starts with the identification of a complex and open-ended social challenge 

and aims to develop an open-ended contribution towards a (possible) solution. The process is more 

important than the result, the challenge too complex to be completely solved. Usually, students and 

staff from different disciplines work together, often including a collaboration with a societal partner 

with a shared interest and relation towards the challenge.  

ENGAGE:   Students engage with the challenge by understanding it from various 

perspectives and asking relevant questions the specify certain aspects.  

INVESTIGATE:  Teachers guide students through a scientific research process, providing 

access to resources and data and supporting with research expertise. 

ACT:    Students develop solution approaches, test, apply and evaluate them.  

During the whole process, research and data as shared and all involved actors reflect on the process.  

CBL therefore changes the role of teachers from a traditional transfer of knowledge to co-researcher 

and process guide. Beside collaborative work and research methods CBL also requires the acquisition 

of reflection skills, which are also a crucial part of education for sustainable development (UNESCO 

2017) as well as promotion of active learning methods, e.g. Design Thinking.  

Background 
Challenge-Based-Learning as a term was first introduced by Apple in 2008, as a concept for high 

schools that actively involves technology and that resulted from a ten-year research project with 

schools, universities and other research institutions. Apple introduces CBL as follows (Nichols, Cator, 

Torres 2016). 

Since then, Challenge-Based Learning has also entered higher education contexts and discourse, first 

in engineering (Ruijten-Dodoiu 2022; Leijon, Gudmundsson et al. 2022), recently also in other 

disciplines. The increasing implementation of Challenge-Based Learning in higher education is also 

promoted by the European Universities Initiative of the European Commission (Craciun, Kaiser et al. 

2023). Today and in higher education, Challenge-Based Learning still refers to a multidisciplinary 

approach that encourages students "to work actively with peers, teachers and stakeholders in society 

to identify complex challenges, formulate relevant questions and take action for sustainable 

development" (Rådberg, Lundqvist et al. 2020). It marks a student-centered active learning approach 

that focuses on examination and innovation in a real-world setting (Duch, Groh, Allen 2001). 

The following examples give a broad overview of CBL across disciplines within the InclusU network:  

https://www.ed.ac.uk/reflection
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