Cape Peninsula University of Technology, South Africa

The Cape Peninsula University of Technology in the Western Cape province of South Africa came into being after the merger of the Cape and the Peninsula technikons in January 2005. Like other institutions of higher education in South Africa, the university is under immense pressure from the government to be involved in civic engagement. 

Government policy in this regard is outlined in the White Paper on Higher Education of 1997, which unequivocally states that institutions of higher learning must be responsive to the needs of society. Responsiveness is meant to promote interaction between the institutions and the communities through community service programs, in order to develop social responsibility and awareness among students in social and economic development. The policy on higher education is implemented in the broad context of the educational reforms adopted by the government following the first democratic elections in 1994. 

Responding to this pressure, the institution identified service-learning as a strategy to create an educational environment in which students engage with their wider communities, thereby helping marginalized communities in its area – the Western Cape Province – to attain better living standards. Along with other higher education institutions, its civic engagement activities will be assessed by the Higher Education Quality Committee according to criteria set for service-learning as part of the higher education quality assurance process.

Approach to civic engagement

As a new university, the institution is currently in the process of formulating its strategy for civic engagement. However, in 2004 it managed to develop and pilot service-learning programs with the financial support of the Ford Foundation. It has also established an office with the exclusive purpose of coordinating service-learning activities. A full-time officer oversees the streamlining of the program.

The university has also incorporated service-learning into its research work in order to track the planning, implementation, and impact of its service-learning modules. Research that is related to service-learning forms part of an entity known as Work Integrated Learning Research Unit and through this unit, the service-learning coordinator has launched a research project entitled Service-Learning in a University of Technology. This research initiative secured funding from the National Research Foundation, one of the major research institutions in South Africa. 

The funding has made it possible for a number of students pursuing their Master of Technology degrees to focus their research on service-learning. The research focuses on community needs, the role of service-learning in community development and student development and its impact, and ways of establishing sustainable partnerships between higher education, community partners, and service providers. 

The university has also established units that conduct research at national, regional, and local levels. These research activities focus mainly on issues concerning the provision of basic services such as water, housing, and electricity in informal settlements. The activities also look at job creation and skills development, both of which are major priorities for the South African government.

The university plans to promote student participation in civic engagement by formulating credit-bearing service-learning modules within the curriculum. The university will also work toward establishing partnerships with agencies in its immediate community – student organizations involved in voluntary work as well as external agencies working on poverty reduction and other areas of social development. 

Resources

The university received external funding from the Ford Foundation through a South African nongovernmental organization (NGO), the Joint Education Trust, in 2004. The grant was used to carry out service-learning pilot programs in the same year and to create a position for the service-learning coordinator. Civic engagement at the university got a financial boost in 2005 from the strategic funding that is part of the institution’s capital budget. Different departmental units have also generated some funds from development project contracts carried out for different national, provincial, and local research initiatives. To date, the university has not received any government funding specifically for community engagement. 

Challenges

Despite the emphasis on responsiveness and community engagement in the national policy framework, higher education institutions still lack status as development partners in South Africa, and the Cape Peninsula University of Technology is no exception. As a result, faculty members and students working with communities sometimes find that the environment is not supportive of their activities. For example, in some communities there are concerns about the safety of faculty and students undertaking field work, and there is still not sufficient recognition for research and teaching in the field of civic engagement. 

Furthermore, there is a need to streamline the curriculum structure to accommodate more involvement by faculty and students in civic engagement activities, while also ensuring that university faculty have sufficient time for teaching and research. The university’s funds for civic engagement are limited and come mainly from internal sources as mentioned above. Financial constraints could therefore have an impact on the wider implementation of the program.

Conclusion

The university’s focus on service-learning was precipitated largely by the government’s higher education policy, which inextricably identified community service as one of the main requirements for accreditation and quality assurance in the higher education sector. Although the institution is still in the process of devising its long-term strategy for civic engagement, it has already made significant progress and laid the basis for future developments.

Tuberculosis, HIV and AIDS Train the Trainer Project

This project started in 1999, before the merger of the Cape and the Peninsula technikons, and has continued ever since. The primary goal of the project is to help stem the spread of tuberculosis in the Western Cape Province, which has a high rate of infection compared with other parts of the country. The project focuses on the implementation of the directly observed treatment (DOT) system which is used to combat tuberculosis. Since the prevalence of tuberculosis has been compounded by the HIV and AIDS pandemic, a module on HIV and AIDS has been included and there are plans to expand into the provision of antiretroviral treatment, funds permitting. The project is facilitated by the university’s Department of Health Sciences in conjunction with a local NGO called the Cape Women’s Forum, as well as a government agency, the Department of Correctional Services.

The project extends throughout the Western Cape Province, which is the university’s main operational area. Impoverished communities in rural and urban areas, as well as inmates in prisons across the province, are targeted as beneficiaries. Using the ‘train the trainer’ approach, more than 300 community members have been equipped and trained to implement the DOT system so far. Preliminary investigations carried out during the training have yielded feedback from the trainees, and overall, communities have responded positively to the training project. Research is underway to draw out lessons that will be used to strengthen the alignment between community needs and project objectives, and symposia are periodically held with communities.

The extension of the project into prisons has been a significant development, and members of the Department of Correctional Services have been trained to implement the treatment system in prisons in the province. Refresher sessions are held periodically for the trainers. 

With the integration of HIV and AIDS into the project, the aim is to go beyond a training campaign and include the provision of antiretroviral drugs, as well as introducing a comprehensive treatment system for people living with AIDS. The main challenge facing the project is to make it less dependent on donor support. 
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