Reinvigorating the Civic Mission of The University

Iain MacLabhrainn

Centre for Excellence in Learning & Teaching

National University of Ireland, Galway

Abstract

Through their founding charters, vision statements or Strategic Plans, most universities claim a “civic mission”: a contribution to the wider community and participation in debate on the issues of the day. The extent to which these statements are fulfilled in practice is not always evident. In this paper, some examples from Ireland and the US are presented that highlight possible means of reinvigorating this key dimension of public higher education. In particular, we focus on student volunteering, service learning and the provision of a platform for public debate.

1. Introduction

The last several years have seen a renewed interest in the scholarly press in the US, the UK and elsewhere, on the values upon which higher education is based (Barnett, 1994, 2003; Bok, 2003). Fuelled by increasing numbers of government directives, Higher Education Acts and national policy initiatives, there is a widespread perception of a diminution of institutional autonomy and an erosion of the core “values” of higher education. University management has been accused of capitulating to, or indeed of willingly embracing, the neo-liberal economic agenda, where education is seen as a direct instrument of the national economy, preparing graduates for work, delivering professional training, and applied, industry-linked research (Hayes & Wynyard, 2003). The needs of the “knowledge economy” (DTI, 1998; Wolf, 2002) outstrip the less tangible, more idealistic goals with which many academics traditionally align: scholarship, personal development, critical thought and civic virtue. 

Whether or not, any given university actually functioned according to these values is another question, but it is undeniable that there are many strong historical examples of civic engagement, outreach and commitment to community. In the US, extension, outreach and service have long been valued. There is also the concept of the “Democratic Intellect” which has been championed in Scottish higher education for the last two centuries, providing access and opportunity, regardless of wealth to a broad, general programme of study (Davie, 1961, 1986; Paterson, 2003) that aimed to develop a rounded individual, able to participate in and shape civic society. 

Severe state and federal funding cuts in the US have also served to sharpen the debate in recent years, with tuition fees rising steeply and attempts to impose caps leading to the closure of departments, hiring freezes and suspension of programmes. The pressure to deliver a low-cost, mass higher education system has also been a key issue in the UK, Australia and other developed nations. Indeed in some cases, the proclaimed aim of government is to create a two-tier system of cheap degree providers and separate new elitist, premier league institutions which “can compete in the international market,” in which the bulk of state-funded research will be based and which will attempt to follow an idealised vision of the wealthy, endowed US private colleges. The responses from within academe, have however, been a mixture of disenchantment, managerial zeal and “rearguard” actions to resist any form of change.

In all of this, the civic role of the institutions seems to have been under-played. Robert Zemsky (2003) recently asked, “Have we lost the 'public' in higher education?” in which he states:

“In the 1960s and to a lesser extent the 1950s, campuses were public arenas – platforms for political theater, recruiting grounds for social activitists, and often the places public officials turned to for judicious expertise when sorting out vexing issues. While certainly not every idea discussed in collegiate settings really mattered, rare was the social, political, or economic movement that did not consider the college campus as a critical venue for the airing of viewpoints and perspectives.

Today, however, colleges and universities are seen principally as providing tickets to financial security and economic status. Few people worry about higher-education institutions leading young people astray. If anything, the lament is that they have, in their pursuit of market advantage, become dispensers of degrees and certificates rather than vibrant communities of educators who originate, debate, and promulgate important ideas.”

He proceeds to highlight the example of the University of Michigan in rising to the challenge of making the institution more “relevant to public pursuits” and in the discussion that ensued, others have focussed attention also on the rise of civics education, civic engagement, community-focused research, leadership and service learning. 

The Presidents’ Declaration on the Civic Responsibility of Higher Education (1999), the Wingspread Declaration on Renewing the Civic Mission of the American Research University (Boyte & Hollander, 1999), and the conclusions from numerous high-level workshops and colloquia
 all echo this core theme and perhaps signal a renaissance, at least in North America, of the concept of education as a “public good” (London, 2000; 2002a-d).

2. Civic Engagement & Service Learning

For the US, Campus Compact
 acts as a national organisation to support initiatives in all of these areas and its annual surveys
 reveal a growth in such activity in institutions ranging from community colleges to research universities. Whilst it is not clear that such endeavours in all cases actually lead to a more active citizenry with a renewed sense of public commitment, rather than, in the case of many students, simply fulfil either a programme obligation or an assuagement of liberal “guilt” during some rite of passage, this at least represents a confirmation of the potential and, indeed, practicability of developing a stronger public dimension to higher education.

If academe still represents an active intelligentsia ready to challenge preconceptions, 

one would hope that this new area of growth is also subject to debate and contested on academic, political, social and economic grounds. Reassuringly, this is indeed the case. Putnam's (2000) development of the concept of 'social capital,' for example, is frequently evoked in discussion of volunteerism and community building, perhaps partially as a means of “intellectualising” and validating the activity beyond simple altruism and virtue. However, this concept is itself contested and has been challenged on many grounds (e.g. DeFilippis, 2001; O'Connell, 2003), with, for example, critics noting its potential to divert attention away from the case for political change (Franklin, 2004).  

In addition, advocates of service learning programmes find that they must make the case for the academic value of incorporating such programmes into traditional academic disciplines (Howard, 2001). Whilst this can be frustrating to practitioners, the debate is vital. Rather than simply conservative resistance to change, it is possible to view this as an essential process in gaining acceptance and credibility. New subject disciplines and research areas have all had to go through such challenges and, when they succeed, emerge all the stronger (Becher & Trowler, 2001). 

3. NUI, Galway’s Community Knowledge Initiative

Funded by a small number of private donors, the Community Knowledge Initiative (CKI) sets out to promote greater civic engagement at the levels of students, staff, courses, programmes and the institution as a whole. It seeks not just to strengthen existing links to the local and regional community, but also to foster an ethos of civic spirit, active citizenship and social responsibility. The initiative is guided by an International Advisory Group, whose experience encompasses North America, Southern Africa, and Europe. 

Within CKI there are four basic strands:

· Research: in, by and for the community: exploring issues in community and rural development, social participation, student volunteering and the roles of higher education.

· Student Volunteering: promoting both the personal and the civic dimensions of voluntary activity, serving community and giving of time, effort and skills. 

· Service Learning: embedding community focused volunteering and work experience into academic programmes, giving recognition of the academic potential of such service and encouraging deeper engagement and understanding of the context of programmes of study.

· Knowledge Sharing: wider dissemination of results of research and scholarly activity, events with community focus, outreach work, collaboration, etc.

3.1 Research

The research remit covers not only research in community development and the potential of higher education in such work, but also research into the impact of CKI’s other work including student volunteering and service learning. This strand covers a broad range of studies spanning economics, sociology, education and other disciplines; developing cases studies, publications, action research projects, seminars and related events. Academic staff, research assistants and students are all currently engaged in the research programme, which was initiated through a case study on community development and regeneration.

3.2 Student Volunteering

The voluntary sector in Ireland has traditionally played an active role in civil society, although it is only in recent times that government has focussed attention on its position and begun to outline a framework for its development (Dept. of Social, Community and Family Affairs, 2001). 

A successful pilot programme for giving recognition to student voluntary efforts (ALIVE) was run in NUI, Galway in academic year 2003-2004, linking a series of workshops on personal development, social issues and leadership skills with 45 hours of volunteering work in organisations within the local community (Keating, 2004). Some 25 different non-profit and charitable agencies participated in this pilot and the intention is to dramatically “scale up” the numbers of participants on such programmes in the coming years. Support from Student Services and the Students’ Union has been particularly strong and provides a firm basis for the proposed expansion. Indeed, the ethos of volunteering and active participation is strongly supported by the university at the highest levels and underpins the whole CKI project. 

3.3 Service Learning

Service learning encompasses programmes in which students undertake service in a non-profit organisation and perform related academically valued activities, such as writing reflective reports, making presentations and preparing a case study. Linking the experience with their academic discipline, emerging skill set or promoting wider social awareness, are key to ensuring that such service is legitimated in academic terms and assists the student’s personal intellectual development.  


NUI, Galway has a strong tradition of professional experience programmes whereby students are placed in an industrial or commercial organisation for a number of months to gain first hand experience of the professional workplace. Service learning extends this concept further into the non-profit or community sector, but still yielding personal self-development and learner maturation. Service learning will be introduced on a gradual, but progressive basis over the next three years across the university, supported by a full-time academic staff developer who is a specialist in the field. 

3.4 Knowledge Sharing

This strand covers a very broad range of activities including:

· Hosting a major international conference (in summer 2005) on “Civic Engagement”;

· The development of a range of opportunities for wider community-based access to programmes and activities of the university;

· Promotion of research findings and documenting community-campus links throughout and beyond the duration of CKI;

· The development of a “Public Webcasting Service” which will provide access to seminars, interviews and discussions to community outreach centres across the whole BMW region using broadband, videoconferencing and media streaming technologies.

The Public Webcasting Service was launched by An Taoiseach in May 2004 and internal campus infrastructure has been extended throughout the summer, with a programme of scheduled events about to be launched (October 2004). In a sense, this echoes earlier public service television broadcasting initiatives in the US, but with newer, more flexible and accessible technologies.

The webcast service (and associated video-conferencing infrastructure) provides a forum for debate, a public platform in which topical issues can be raised and discussed, to which guest speakers can be invited, no matter where in the world they happen to be located, with all such events available “on demand” from digital archives. Colleagues from South Africa, across the US and the UK have already indicated their enthusiasm to participate.

4. Other Outreach and Community Links

In addition to CKI, NUI, Galway is engaged in a range of community-based initiatives in the area of access to higher education and has a long tradition of work in this area through the efforts of the long-established Department of Adult and Continuing Education. These include membership and support of Líonra (2001): the Regional Higher Education Network, which represents a collaboration between all higher education providers in the BMW region
 and is providing a range of courses for mature, lifelong learners in community outreach centres equipped with the latest information and communications technologies. 

A very recent and major project has been the formation of Acadamh na hOllscolaíochta Gaeilge (Acadamh, 2003) to provide leadership in furthering NUI, Galway’s  central, historical mission to support the Irish language. Acadamh is responsible for running a number of third-level education programmes entirely through the medium of Gaeilge in the Connemara and Donegal Gaeltachts and is anticipated to have a significant impact on those communities and in the support of their language and culture.

5. Conclusion

The pressures under which universities are being placed by economic and political drivers have, in many cases, led to a reawakening of interest in both the purposes of higher education and the social context in which the institutions are operating. Universities have the means at their disposal to not only reach out to their communities, but also to serve as a platform for public debate on the key issues of our time. 

We have briefly illustrated some of the ways in which NUI, Galway is rising to this new challenge, through outreach, service learning & volunteering. Civic engagement acts as a “third dimension,” extending universities beyond teaching and research, and highlights value beyond the purely economic terms which dominate much of the contemporary political debate on higher education.
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