National University of General Sarmiento, Argentina 

Located in one of the poorest areas in the Buenos Aires region, the National University of General Sarmiento focuses its civic engagement programs on increasing the access of young people to higher education, thus improving their opportunities in the job market. The university does this by offering free access at both undergraduate and graduate levels, and contributing to the improvement of secondary schools in the area. 

Public policy in Argentina encourages institutions of higher education to engage with society. This is evident in the emphasis on initiatives and programs undertaken by state-owned universities with the aim of promoting activities that contribute to the development of the educational system, support vulnerable groups of the population, and contribute to local development through the transfer of science and technology to local communities and companies. It is generally a common practice that institutions of higher education in Argentina pursue extension programs as their major civic engagement route. The university, however, perceives civic engagement as a space of creative interaction with society. Therefore community service at this university is regarded as the main driver of its research and teaching activities. 
In addition to the public policy context, the university experiences pressures from its internal community as well as from the broader society to get involved in civic engagement activities. Various units and faculty within the university put forward proposals and initiatives to incorporate new civic engagement programs or consolidate existing ones. The university also regularly receives requests from different organizations and social groups to participate in societal initiatives and programs.

Approach to civic engagement

The mission statement of the university espouses the building of a democratic university that instills in its students liberty, solidarity, ethics, transparency, responsibility, and respect for diversity, in terms of culture, gender, belief, and ideology. Seeking to support vulnerable sectors of the society and help them realize their rights as citizens, the National University of General Sarmiento is actively involved in different programs aimed at contributing to the development of education on all levels. The university is also proposing to contribute systematically to integrated local development

Civic engagement at the university is not seen as an ‘add-on’ to the conventional functions of teaching and research. Service to community rather constitutes the main focus that informs all the institution’s other functions. The implementation and organization of teaching, research, and service activities at the university are driven by the major social issues and challenges that face the community. In considering any community service project, the university assesses the potential for linkages with teaching and research, and designs appropriate ways of incorporating its students in such initiatives.

Civic engagement programs at the university are thus a feature both of the curriculum and extracurricular activities. The university organizes and funds its civic engagement programs through units that exist in the different schools and departments to foster these activities. The university also has formal guidelines that define, document and reward teaching or research in the field of civic engagement. The form of civic engagement that involves most students is that organized as part of the institution’s core activities. 

Resources

Many of the university’s civic engagement programs and activities that provide free services to the community, involve research, or offer scholarships, receive financial support from the government or foreign funders. In addition, the university receives limited funding from companies and philanthropists in Argentina. 

Challenges

Like most other higher education institutions, the university faces a number of challenges in its efforts to promote civic engagement. These include insufficient financial resources, a lack of incentives for faculty to prioritize civic engagement, and the persistence of a culture that does not expect higher education institutions to engage with the community. Besides, initiatives from community organizations and various social groups generate sensitivities among the faculty members as they are perceived as questioning their role. 

Conclusion

Responding to the challenges emanating from a poverty-stricken local context, the National University of General Sarmiento has chosen to focus civic engagement on offering young people better access to higher education. Although as a public institution the university receives financial support from the government as well as other sources, sustaining its civic engagement thrust remains a major challenge.

The PROYART Project 

Since 1995, the National University of General Sarmiento has identified the need for the improvement of the secondary schools in its communities as one of its priorities. An agreement signed with the General Directorate of Education and Culture in Provincia de Buenos Aires set the framework for the PROYART Project, and defined the roles of the different players.

The PROYART Project adopts a collaborative approach that combines the efforts and knowledge of the university, the ISDF, and the local high schools to create more opportunities for the students in these schools to learn and strengthen their access to higher education and the labor market. The project started in July 2002 and is funded by the Ford Foundation until December 2005. 

The overall goal of the project is to enhance the quality of learning in the fields of language and mathematics. These two fields were identified because of their relevance to the ultimate aim of the project. The specific objectives of the project are:

· To develop the quality of learning and the performance in language and mathematics of teenagers and youths in high schools of the university’s area of influence; 

· To support the retention in high schools; 


· To support the possibilities of access of youth to higher education and the labor market; 

· To produce mathematics and language materials;

· To support the development of innovative pedagogical practices both in youth education and teaching; and

· To strengthen collaboration with the local educational system. 
The design, implementation, and evaluation of the project have involved representatives of the university, the ISDF and the participating schools. The project started with the formation of pedagogical pairs (professors of the university and the ISDF in each field), who carried out joint workshops in the identified disciplines. This arrangement was changed in 2003 when a new strategy was adopted, creating groups of three professors of mathematics and three professors of language, who then worked with the students.  

With only a few months remaining in the initial funding period, the university believes that the PROYART Project has already achieved many positive results. These include:

· Impacting positively on the learning process of the youth in the area;

· Creating an alliance among the learning institutions in the area to support education of the youth;

· Building self-confidence among the youth to pursue their future in higher education and/or job market; and

· Producing materials which allow the continuity of interventions aimed at enhancing education levels.

At a glance

	Name of institution 
	National University of General Sarmiento

	Country 
	Argentina

	Type of institution 
	Public 

	Total number of undergraduate students in 2005
	7,528

	Total number of graduate students in 2005
	181

	Extent of students participating in civic engagement activities
	25-50% 

	Extent of faculty participating in civic engagement activities
	25-50% 


	National, regional and international affiliations 
	· The ‘Unidesarrollo’ Inter-university Network

· The Academic Network for Social Dialogue and Decent Work

· Red de Investigadores Latinoamericanos en Economía Social y Solidaria (RILESS)

· Red de Política Social Urbana (URBARED)


