Metropolitan University at Caracas, Venezuela

Civic engagement at the Metropolitan University at Caracas is a mutual learning process. It aims to build partnerships and promote popular participation in addressing problems affecting the university’s wider community. The university president points out that owing to Venezuela’s democracy being relatively fragile, the institution chose to adopt a systematic and innovative educational approach to addressing poverty and deprivation in the country. 

The institution is located in Caracas, the capital of Venezuela – a country that occupies the far northeastern part of South America. Since gaining independence in 1830, the political climate in the country has been volatile. Despite rich oil reserves, the revenues generated by oil did not trickle down to the majority of the country’s people, who consequently remained poor. The second part of the 1900s, however, witnessed a relatively stable economic and political climate in Venezuela. There are more than 30 institutions of higher learning, of which 23 are universities. Primary education is free and compulsory, but secondary education has registered a drop of more than 50 percent, leading to a smaller intake of students into colleges and universities. 
The university has espoused civic engagement as part of its strategic intent by formulating a broad policy known as Social Capital Initiative. Through the initiative, the institution aims at facilitating collaboration between centers of higher learning in Latin America, with the overall aim of influencing policy changes within the education sector. The ultimate aim is to facilitate community development by adopting an educational model that promotes reciprocity in the way the universities interact with the communities. Currently, civic engagement is not explicitly supported in the government policy on higher education, and responsibility for the initiative thus rests with the institution. The implementation of this program has been backed financially by two external funding agencies, namely Corporacion Andina de Fomento, and the Inter-American Development Bank. 

Approach to civic engagement

The university perceives civic engagement as a two-way process that involves the institution and the wider community on the one hand, and the institution and its immediate community on the other. The institution’s commitment to the promotion of democracy, community development, and social responsibility is manifested in its emphasis on social capital construction that is meant to strengthen cooperation between the university and the community.

Two initiatives have been put in place under the civic engagement program. The first was developed after consultative meetings between the university and the communities in which community needs were identified and prioritized. This program seeks to promote issues such as environmental management, access to higher education, and entrepreneurial development. The second one is aimed at establishing support structures for students from disadvantaged backgrounds through the provision of financial and social means. 

Furthermore there are three main areas of teaching and learning that aim to promote civic engagement. One is targeted at students and is required for the awarding of degrees or diplomas; the other two are designed for members of nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and the civil service respectively. Research also forms part of the program and two significant studies have recently been concluded: one examined the impact of poverty on women, while the other looked at the impact of poverty on the students currently enrolled at the university. 

Three offices have been tasked with running the program at the university. These are the Social Initiative Direction, Social Projects Direction and the Dean of Students Office. Collectively these offices have facilitated the implementation of projects on environmental management, waste disposal, health, and income-generation activities. 

Resources 

Although civic engagement as a concept encapsulates the notion of volunteerism and sacrifice, these values have unfortunately not been sufficient to sustain the program within the university. As a result the program has been constrained by a shortage of human resources which are indispensable to its overall success. There is also limited funding available for the program, and although Corporacion Andina de Fomento and the Inter-American Development Bank are two external agencies that do provide financial support, more is needed to ensure longer-term sustainability. 

Challenges 

Despite the commitment of the university leadership to a dynamic and developmental notion of civic engagement, participation is sometimes viewed negatively by both faculty and students. Some faculty members regard civic engagement as a form of patronage rather than a mutual relationship which can work to the benefit of all parties. Similarly, students have shown relatively little interest in pursuing civic engagement activities, as is evident from the small number of students involved in the program. It is clear that volunteering and the spirit of service to the community is yet to take root within the student body. Another challenge is that the role of the university in a changing world is not fully understood by its key stakeholders – faculty, students, and government. As a result there is a disjuncture between the program’s goals and the perceptions of some of its stakeholders.

As outlined above, the program is also constrained financially. The university has difficulty in funding civic engagement from its operative budget and the running of these activities is thus dependent on external funds. The absence of public policy on civic engagement in higher education shows that this is not regarded as a priority for government or the country’s higher education sector in general, and this makes it difficult for the university to secure sufficient financial support.

 Conclusion

Despite the constraints and challenges, the institution has put civic engagement at the top of its list of strategic goals. Pursuant to this objective, a network has been forged with institutions of higher learning, funding agencies, nongovernmental organizations, and state agencies. Furthermore, the university is at the forefront of a drive for civic engagement within the Inter-American Organization for Higher Education, and President León is actively promoting the concept of a social agreement between universities in the region. Discussions on this matter have taken place at different levels and it is envisaged that during the course of the year it will be presented to two important forums in Latin America.

The Building Bridges Program

Civic engagement at the university has found its form through the promotion of social capital networks intended to build bridges between the university and its wider community in order to alleviate poverty. One of the programs set up by the institution (in 2003) is aptly known as ‘Building Bridges’. The initiative is located in a rural community of some 3,500 people called Tacarigua de la Laguna, which is located off the Caribbean coast. The program facilitates student access to higher education, and is active in environmental and conservation issues while promoting entrepreneurship in the communities concerned.

The country’s volatile political climate meant that the university had to convince the community that its intention was to provide genuine development support. Through day-to-day contact and openness to all political views, the university managed to overcome the suspicion and resistance initially shown by the community, and within two years the university and the community had forged a constructive working partnership based on a relationship of trust. This has been achieved despite political instability and violence, a lack of financial resources, and difficulty in gaining the support of faculty who continue to hold a traditional view of the role of the university. 

The program has managed to win financial support from Corporacion Andina de Fomento and the Inter-American Development Bank, two significant players in the Latin American development sector. Overall, the social capital network draws together a wide range of participants including nongovernmental organizations, community-based organizations, and educational as well as commercial institutions. 

The social capital initiative has strongly influenced the university’s approach to community development. It has demonstrated that higher education institutions seeking to play a role in development need to see themselves as facilitators, not as ‘experts’; that sustainable development requires empowerment (helping the community ‘rescue the power they lost’); and that it is necessary to live and work closely with the members of the community to become sensitive to their ‘socioemotional goals’. 

The mutual learning that has resulted from this project is vividly captured in the way participating students describe their program experience: ‘After putting our feet in the community, there came a process of setting our hearts with the people, then building confidence and acting towards solving the problems of the community.’

At a glance

	Name of institution 
	Metropolitan University at Caracas 

	Country 
	Venezuela

	Total number of undergraduate students in 

2005
	4,256

	Total number of graduate students in 

2005
	1,730

	Type of institution
	Private

	Extent of students participating in civic

engagement activities
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Ibero-America)


