University for Development Studies, Ghana

The government of Ghana founded the University for Development Studies in 1992. Its establishment was motivated largely by public concern about universities not being responsive to the challenges facing Ghanaian society. 

The university’s main goal is to identify itself with the realities of the predominantly rural communities in northern Ghana. Since its inception, the university has sought to achieve a paradigm shift in higher education provision, in order to tackle entrenched socioeconomic problems in the country. In keeping with its innovative approach to higher learning, it has set up campuses across the country’s northern region, and Brong Ahafo which is its operational area. This has been so successful that the institution is now under enormous pressure, particularly from rural communities, to continue with its civic engagement activities. Success has generated a second, even greater, challenge – that of sustaining the program. 

Although the Ghanaian government’s higher education policy presently gives priority to employability in commerce and industry, the university’s educational model has influenced a number of institutions of higher learning in the country to introduce civic engagement activities. Some have embarked on ad hoc initiatives in the areas of HIV, AIDS and malaria, while others now place more emphasis on development studies than was previously the case, and have introduced a practical orientation to the curriculum. 

Approach to civic engagement

The strategic vision of the university is to become ‘the home of world class pro-poor scholarship’. One of its guiding principles is that ‘the most feasible and sustainable way of tackling underdevelopment and poverty is to start from what people know and understand … and “rub in” scientific knowledge’. 

The university’s commitment to poverty alleviation and the empowerment of poor and marginalized communities has resulted in a successful blend of academic programs with intensive, practical and demand-driven training. Civic engagement is mandatory for all students involved in the three-year degree program. 

The Third Trimester Field Practical Program (TTFPP) was initiated in 1993 as the university’s flagship program. It successfully combines indigenous and scientific knowledge in all areas of study. The aim is to create reciprocal learning in an environment that benefits all parties involved. The civic engagement program is characterized by an approach that is oriented toward practice, is community-based, focuses on problem solving, is gender sensitive, and is interactive (between community and university). 

The TTFPP takes the form of field work during which all students are required to live and work periodically in one of the 200 selected rural communities for specific periods over three years. The field work involves close interaction with the community that is assisted to prepare its profile, identify and prioritize its needs (challenges), and formulate interventions to deal with those challenges. The field work reinforces the spirit of solidarity between students and the communities, and exposes students to the complexities of development beyond the classroom. 

Resources

The university implements civic engagement programs using internally generated funds. Rapid growth in student enrollment has brought with it the need to recruit more faculty members and upgrade their mobility in the field so as to provide students with sufficient monitoring and assessment. Unless the serious funding constraints are tackled prudently, however, the resource limitations could dent the enthusiasm of all the partners and impair the gains made over the last decade. 

Challenges

The survival and success of the innovations pursued by the university face opposition from some universities and professional bodies that find it difficult to adopt the new thinking. Internal pressure also comes from faculty who subscribe to traditional thinking that does not expect universities to engage in community service. Financial constraints mean that program implementation may be affected by a variety of logistical and administrative difficulties including transport, limited student-lecturer interaction in the field, and inadequate incentives for supervising faculty members.

Conclusion

The university is uniquely placed as the only university in Ghana to be legally mandated to break with tradition and identify itself with the ‘realities of the predominantly rural societies’. Ironically the program’s huge success, which manifested itself in its demand (marketability), has generated a medley of challenges which center mainly on inadequate resources. Unfortunately these limitations could potentially derail the program. Against this backdrop there is a need to create a stronger and more financially viable environment for civic education in the country’s higher education sector. 

Third Trimester Field Practical Program 

The program started in 1993, a year after the inception of the University for Development Studies. Its area of operation spreads over the northern region of Ghana and the Brong Ahafo region, which is the area served by the university. The primary goals of the program are to: 

· Promote active and constructive interactions between students and faculty on the one hand and the communities on the other, to facilitate socioeconomic change;

· Expose the university community to the realities of development problems of poor communities in Ghana in general, and the country’s northern region in particular;

· Create a favorable environment to make students receptive to working in poor rural areas;

· Support the government’s decentralization and anti-poverty programs by supporting development agents such as district assemblies, NGOs and the communities themselves;

· Promote the university as a catalyst for synergy and sharing of knowledge; and

· Inform ongoing research, learning and research activities of the university with the aim of addressing developmental challenges of the communities.

The program runs during designated periods over three years. During this time all students are required to live and work in one of the 200 selected rural communities. The field work involves close interaction in which a community is assisted to prepare its profile, identify and prioritize its needs (challenges), and formulate interventions to deal with those challenges. 

The themes that the program is concerned with include health, environmental management and community development in its entirety. The participants are drawn from the government, district assemblies, the NGO community and employers. The program has proved indispensable due to its applicability to the government’s decentralization program. This in turn has made graduates from the university more competitive in the job market. Despite the challenges that the program is facing, the institution remains steadfast in its commitment to civic engagement. Furthermore the program will continue to be the core of the university’s curricula.

At a glance

	Name of institution 
	University for Development Studies

	Country 
	Ghana

	Type of institution
	Public

	Total number of undergraduate students in 2005
	3,991

	Total number of graduate students in 2005
	9

	Extent of students participating in civic engagement activities
	75-100 %

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

	National, regional and international affiliations 
	· Association of African Universities


