Al-Quds University, Palestine

The call for creating a Palestinian university in Jerusalem was first made at an Islamic conference in Jerusalem in 1931. The university remained just an idea until the early 1970s when discussions started once more to establish a Palestinian university able to absorb the students matriculating from the West Bank and Gaza Strip. Due to circumstances created by the 1967 occupation, these students could not easily seek education in the Arab world. In the late 1970s, several independent colleges were established in Jerusalem and its suburbs in response to this need. These colleges were officially amalgamated in 1995 to form Al-Quds University. 

Civic engagement does not form part of government policy on higher education, and the university is thus not required or encouraged to get involved in civic engagement initiatives at a national level. However, the enormous needs of the Palestinian society under occupation have put a lot of pressure on higher education institutions in particular to help their respective communities. The students at the institution, who regard themselves as natural political agents, are wholly immersed in the Palestinian national struggle for independence. In addition, the various Palestinian political groups also seek to engage the students. 

Approach to civic engagement

The university strives to play a leadership role in the cultural, intellectual, and educational life of the Arab Community in Jerusalem. As part of its contribution to the development of its community, the university seeks to promote a culture of service, which encourages the development of personal and community responsibility. The university also seeks to develop national and international cooperative projects for the improvement of the socioeconomic conditions of the Palestinian community, and to develop programs and centers that respond proactively to the needs of the community and promote an environment free of want and injustice.

The university seeks to fulfill the vital role of providing the means for its local population to develop the knowledge and skills required to contribute toward a well-balanced growth of the Palestinian community. Consequently the university bases its strategy on four strategic guidelines: the development of a creative mindset, the development of a cooperative mindset, the development of a multicultural mindset, and scholarship for the society.

With regard to scholarship for the society, the university balances its teaching and research activities with a strong interactive role in society. It does this through a number of initiatives including: 

· Practically oriented degree programs (such as medicine, nursing, law, dentistry, social work, computer and IT, food-processing technology, etc.); 

· Practical credit-hours students have to invest in the industry; 

· Research activities (such as in public health, social science, environment, agrochemical industry, etc.); and

· Outreach programs and institutes (such as a community service center, a continuing education program, a television station, etc.).

The university states that the principle of civic engagement guides all its operations. It pursues two routes in defining civic engagement: by focusing on its students and on its institutional structure. By focusing on students as the primary target group, the university seeks to develop ways in which students can develop their sense of citizenship as a necessary adjunct to their pursuit of knowledge. By focusing on institutional structure, the university seeks to promote civic engagement by way of developing academic and outreach programs that specifically address the needs of the surrounding society. 

The university operates several outreach programs in the community. These include legal aid, computer teaching, interaction with local schools in science education, educational television programs, and cultural events for the community. The educational TV station constantly stimulates discussions and debates on issues of community concern such as children, psychological trauma, political and legal issues, etc. It is also engaged in a locally produced version of Sesame Street that aims at educating young children on values of tolerance, cooperation, etc. 

Furthermore, the institution has designed several degree programs needed by the community such as dentistry, medicine, nursing, and agricultural development. Much of the research encouraged at the university addresses social needs, for example in the sectors of health, agriculture, environment, and political science. The university has also developed specific programs for unqualified ‘adults’ and civil service employees as part of its efforts to build the skills and capabilities of the nonstudent constituencies. 

The forms of civic engagement that attract the highest level of participation from students are student-organized extracurricular activities and organized institutional support for civic engagement.

Resources

There is no specific organizational or funding modality for civic engagement programs at the institution. Instead, the university has various centers that drive civic engagement, supported through noncore funding. 

The university relies on its own budget to support civic engagement initiatives. It also accesses funding from external agents to finance its civic engagement programs. For example, through the Ministry of Higher Education, the Red Cross funded the development of a course on human rights to be taught at the university.

Challenges

The university believes that its birth was extremely difficult, and its survival under stressful circumstances has also proved to be challenging. Its late creation among already-established Palestinian universities, as well as conditions in the city, made its task an uphill battle, both academically and financially. Its location presented additional difficulties: physically, politically, as well as legally. The university lacked seed money, an endowment fund, and other stable financial resources. According to the university civic engagement was made more difficult by court cases calling for its closure or abidance by Israeli laws, its campuses and sites not being easily accessible to students and faculty from Gaza and the rest of the West Bank, and ‘the occupation authorities constantly seek(ing) to curtail the students’ participation in the political struggle’. Other challenges include the lack of policy incentives for higher education institutions to play an important role in community and national development, the lack of interest and incentives for faculty, and the pressures on students for paid employment. 

Conclusion

The university found itself in jeopardy of collapsing even as it began to take its first tentative steps. However, in spite of the difficulties the university faced, and through the efforts of those working at the institution, one obstacle after another was overcome, and a strong foundation for healthy growth was achieved. The academic strength of the various colleges was consolidated, and the way paved for developing an academically distinguished institution that engages its society. 

The university has defined itself as being driven by civic engagement, and aims to address the issues that its community faces. It has successfully established and maintained civic engagement programs and has taken steps towards integrating civic engagement with research. All of this has resulted in good community partnerships and students that are politically active and engaged. 

At a glance

	Name of institution 
	Al-Quds University

	Country 
	Palestine

	Type of institution 
	Nonprofit, independent university

	Total number of undergraduate students in 2005
	5,000 students

	Total number of graduate students in 2005
	2,000 students

	Extent of students participating in civic engagement activities
	50-75% 

	Extent of faculty participating in civic engagement activities
	50-75%

	National, regional and international affiliations 
	None 


