An Giang University, Vietnam

Two factors have motivated An Giang University in Vietnam to get involved in civic engagement: the need for the recovery of a war-devastated country, and a sense of responsibility as a learning institution in an inadequately educated society. This orientation has provided students and faculty with opportunities to practice their knowledge and skills in real-life settings, and obtain new scientific and empirical results that could be applied to other situations. 

According to the Vietnamese education policy, ‘study must be accompanied by practice; schools must attach to the society’. The policy encourages higher education institutions to be versatile and responsive to their respective regions so as to assist local communities. In practice this is an ambitious goal. Firstly, the university lacks a critical mass of faculty who have the interdisciplinary orientation required to diagnose societal problems and supervise students’ applied research and extension activities. Secondly, there is the ongoing difficulty of finding sufficient resources to make civic engagement a serious reality. Although the university is under pressure from both government and the wider society to launch more civic engagement initiatives, the only support that the university has received so far is a contribution to its poverty reduction program. 

Approach to civic engagement

An Giang University defines civic engagement as the involvement of faculty, researchers and students in solving educational, technical, social and environmental problems at three levels: community, local and national. According to the university’s policy, civic engagement is required as one of the obligations that faculty and students have to fulfill on an annual basis. The university’s motto ‘Instruction–Research–Extension’ clearly highlights its inclination towards playing an active role in society, and its agricultural education programs provide a good example of how the university gives expression to all three components of the motto: Students have opportunities to practice what they have learned in class; faculty can verify the practical application of theoretical issues that they teach; and faculty and students can join forces in identifying a problem out in the field as an issue for research (especially for thesis work) and are able to bring high quality expertise to bear on the problem at minimal expense. It is then the student’s responsibility to produce scientific or technical results that could provide a basis for a future career and, together with the teacher/researcher, make a contribution to world knowledge.

Civic engagement activities at the university form part of the curriculum and are integrated into research, but also take the form of extracurricular or part-time activities. Some of the university’s civic engagement activities also aim to build capabilities of nonstudent constituencies such as the staff of nongovernmental organizations. Civic engagement programs and activities are organized through various centers and units that exist in the university’s different schools and departments. The programs are initiated in response to community needs for food security, poverty reduction, improved quality of livelihood among people in remote areas, literacy and education, awareness of environmental conservation, and the formation of cooperatives. The greatest level of student participation is found in the university’s mainstream civic engagement programs (such as service-learning courses), but students also participate actively in student-organized extracurricular civic engagement activities. 

Resources

Civic engagement activities at the university are mainly funded from the university’s core budget. This is supplemented by funds raised through partnership projects with government institutions at the national and provincial levels, as well as funds sourced from nonprofit organizations and foreign aid agencies.

Challenges

The main barriers to the university’s efforts to expand and intensify its civic engagement initiatives are financial constraints and inadequate capacity. As is often the case within universities, the faculty at An Giang tend to be specialists who focus on their own disciplines and seldom feel at ease teaming up with other disciplines. This undermines the university’s ability to adopt an inter- or multidisciplinary approach to civic engagement. The lack of adequate financial resources makes it difficult for the institution to offer incentives for multidisciplinary projects.

Conclusion

An Giang University believes that it fulfills its mission through the contribution it makes to the communities in the Mekong Delta Region. The university believes it can use its membership of various research networks in Vietnam to share experience and discuss joint strategies that could improve the relevance of higher education in the country and in the region in the twenty-first century. 
The Food Security Program for the Mekong Delta Region 

The Mekong Delta in southern Vietnam has a population of 16 million, but for many years it was served by only one university, the University of Cantho, a public institution supported from the national budget. In 2000 a second university was established, An Giang University, funded from the provincial budget. The rector (president) of An Giang University, Prof. Vo-Tong Xuan, was the vice-rector at the University of Cantho for 27 years, where he led the Food Security Program for the Mekong Delta.

In 1976, the Mekong Delta was a countryside devastated by 30 years of war in which infrastructure, farmland, households, primary schools, and health clinics were all destroyed. Under the threat of famine, many rural people (including those with technical skills) fled abroad and were replaced by ex-guerilla soldiers who had little or no technical knowledge. The Mekong Delta became isolated and was economically embargoed.

Being the only higher education institution in the country, the University of Cantho formed a multidisciplinary team that carried out field surveys to assess the situation throughout the Mekong Delta. The team noted the critical lack of technicians who were needed to assist local authorities to launch programs that could provide food security. Since the Mekong Delta is the most important rice producer in Vietnam, the team concluded that the university must play a key role in helping to rebuild the agricultural sector so as to maintain food security for the entire country, and the Mekong Delta region in particular.

In keeping with its motto ‘Instruction–Research–Extension’, the university designed its Bachelor of Agriculture programs in a way that requires each student to explore a thesis through research undertaken in the field, preferably on a farm. In the beginning, multidisciplinary teams from the university (including selected students) carried out a rapid rural appraisal to identify constraints to the production of various crops in the region, particularly rice. These constraints became the basis of the research and were then presented to the provincial agricultural authorities as the main obstacles to food production. The university then offered the services of its students to help solve the problem, in exchange for funding. 
Fourth-year students in teams of two to three were assigned to work with ordinary farmers. The students implemented their research on a step-by-step basis with the active participation of the farmers. Together they observed, measured and recorded experimental data. This presented the students with a valuable opportunity to practice their knowledge and apply their theoretical skills. Faculty members were on hand to supervise their work and make the necessary corrections and adjustments. 

The program was designed in such a way that the ordinary farmers played a dual role: they became mentors who taught the students the practical experience of farming, and at the same time they were learners who benefited from new knowledge and skills the students had learned. At the end of each piece of research, the outcomes were clear, especially those from rice experiments. The university asked the local agricultural officer to organize a farmers’ field day to demonstrate the results to the community. During the show, each farmer (coached by the students) presented the results, in his own language, to his neighbors and fellow villagers. The villagers made the final assessment of the results and decided whether or not to adopt the recommended technology.

This active engagement was enormously helpful to the poor in remote areas of the Mekong Delta and to other farmers in the region who were able to benefit from the university’s scientific and technological contributions. Farmers increased their production of rice, fish and other crops and this encouraged the participation of various national and provincial government departments who provided infrastructure and facilities to enable farmers to adopt the new technologies on a wider scale. Government policies concerning agricultural and rural development improved drastically, and the media (radio, television, and newspapers) played an important role in disseminating information and relevant content. According to the university president, the students who participated in these programs emerged with practical experience, improved their professional skills, and generated valuable research findings in the process. The university is now applying a similar model to the enhancement of education in rural areas.
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