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HIGHER EDUCATION, COMMUNITY SERVICE AND LOCAL DEVELOPMENT

VICTOR A. ARREDONDO AND MARIO FERNÁNDEZ DE LA GARZA
STATE OF VERACRUZ, MEXICO
Paper presented at the CHE-HEQC/JET-CHESP Conference on Community Engagement in Higher Education 3 to 5 September 2006

In today’s global world, where rapid socio-economical, technological and informational changes take place in modern sectors of society, higher education institutions face new challenges to provide timely and proper responses to an urgent need for distributed learning opportunities to all. Relevant knowledge, considered to be the most effective mean for local empowerment and community self-sustained development, must be accessible to all sectors of population in order to assure better levels of life quality. To improve local capacities at less privileged communities means to promote individual and collective self-managed skills and self-esteem that facilitate the needed conditions to assure accepted standards on health, nutrition, productivity, family and community integration, and sound environmental indicators, as well as on income distribution and assets procurement. 
Another basic criterion for global world functioning is interdependence. All nations and all sectors of a given society are interrelated. Economic growth depends on expanding differentiated markets. Larger and stronger markets depend on increased and better distributed consumption of goods and services. And increased rational consumption depends on higher productivity and awareness, as well as availability of financial resources in a significantly wider array of the world population. Sustained development and quality of life for all nations in the long term depend on the way local communities, across the glove, deal effectively with environmental issues, water supplies, public infrastructure, productivity, nutrition, health, family integration and, as a consequence, decreased migration.  To promote local self-sustained development in less privileged communities is to work for the well-being of all nations in an interdependent world.  What is then the role of Higher Education in the context of a most needed social distribution of relevant knowledge? What universities can do to play a significant role in the promotion of local empowerment for self-sustained development? How these institutions can contribute to certify differential levels of relevant knowledge among members of a given community and evaluate the social impact of their engagement?
Historically, universities have concentrated in the training of the elite workforce around the glove. Most higher education programs have been oriented to prepare the human resources needed to innovate, lead, and manage production processes and services offered by the public, civil and private sector. In many ways, they are taught either to work in modern sectors of societies or to modernize those processes and services that are expected to expand and benefit to an increased number of citizens or customers. Higher education promotes modernization and urban values. In many countries it is seen as a main factor of emigration from rural to urban areas of the best men and women. With the exception of few academic and professional degrees, most university degree graduates find attractive and challenging jobs in large urban settings. 

In that context, how is it possible to turn around the attention of university programs, faculty, students and administrators so that they can engage in the provision of knowledge services in poor communities? What can be done in order to establish a global network of university programs to enhance the use of best practices and technological transfer to strengthen local capacities for self-sustained development?  In other words, how can universities put into practice the principle of global knowledge for local action?
In Mexico, the University of Veracruz has dealt with those issues by delineating an institutional strategy based on the notion that community engagement is the essence of the three main academic functions of a university: teaching, research and extension; and not a fourth function in itself. This new approach was a response to the fact that even when Mexican higher education has traditionally defined Social Service –a diversified version of community service- as a compulsory student activity to apply for graduation, its implementation has not been truly systematic and in many cases has fallen into a sort of bureaucratic procedure for graduates. 
There are several premises underlying this alternative paradigm: 
- Teaching programs should incorporate the latest developments in the academic world on the different scientific, disciplinary and professional fields, but in order to promote relevant knowledge for students and graduates, they must deal with issues pertaining to concrete problems of specific regions and communities located in the own context.

   - Research activities of the academic personnel should provide support to both initiatives, the scientific, disciplinary and professional updating of teaching programs and the micro-regional identification of socio-economic indicators to address relevant issues for development, as well as macro-variables and trends needed for comprehensive and horizontal community action plans.
· Extension programs at the community level should be designed, implemented and evaluated within a button-up strategy that allows for an active participation from the part of the members of the community, of the university (both, students, faculty and extension personnel) and of the various organizations (non-governmental, private and public) interested in carrying out strategic alliances to support self-sustained development. The committed participation of local authorities is essential to assure permanent support and the generalization of this type of services in neighbor localities. Special attention must be given to avoid the traditional paternalistic approach that alienates individual and collective self-esteem. Local empowerment is precisely based on the opposite notion that knowledge, organized community action and impact evaluation is the quintessence of prosperity. The open dialogue amongst students, faculty, practitioners, and community members is not only a must, but a learning object in itself.
· Pre and post evaluations of community services are essential to measure their actual social impact and the results should be used for the recycling of teaching, research and extension programs, as well as for promoting future alliances with potential partners.

· Secured funding is a sine qua non for a reliable presence of the community services. So, Universities must assure the budgetary needs of their extension programs. However, considering that many academic institutions are not in the position to entirely or partially finance these types of activities, strategy alliances with governmental, private and civil organizations are of paramount importance. Just shutting down a previously committed service program in a given community because of financial reasons, brings negative impacts such as the loss of confidence, from the part of the community members, on the academic institution. Restoring afterwards that well gained reliance certainly implies a long term effort. Every service community project is nothing but an open commitment and a responsibility of the university with the community, so, everything must be done in order to assure the compliance of such an obligation.  
· Beyond the profit of the beneficiary communities themselves, of the socially responsive university, and of the entire society that receives the gain of investing in knowledgeable communities, the largest benefits go to the students who participate in this type of social endeavor. Through their valuable experience, they are in the position to develop the proper skills and values to become socially aware citizens with an enhanced perspective to successfully face the local and global challenges of the XXI century.

The Universidad Veracruzana has, since 1997, implemented a social outreach program through the University Social Service Brigades (BUSS in Spanish).

The purpose of the University Brigades is to carry out community work in the most impoverished and marginalized communities, primarily comprised of indigenous population, in the state of Veracruz.

The work of the brigades is founded on a participatory method, which in turn is based on action–reflection–action; the purpose is to elicit the participation of the members of the community so they may work together with the university students in social service activities that will contribute to the sustainable development of the community and encourage processes for self-management in the population.

Community work encompasses diverse areas, including education, health, nutrition, suitable housing, the transfer of technology, support for local productive activities, social organization and recreation. Worth noting is that the University Brigades have provided dental services and basic laboratory analyses in communities that had never before received this type of health support for their populations.

The Brigades are comprised of resident students (undergraduate students who have completed their academic studies and who by law must meet social service requirements). These resident students come from all academic fields of the University. To date, more than 25 academic fields have been represented in the project by resident students who are carrying out multidisciplinary community work.

Though most members of the brigades are resident students, in some cases there are also participants who are still in the final stages of their undergraduate degrees. This helps them gain a broader and more comprehensive perspective and knowledge of their respective fields of study. 

The brigades consist of 5 to 7 resident students who live in the community for a year and receive a scholarship from the University. The very fact that they reside in the communities ensures acceptance on behalf of the latter, for the students share their way of life, their poverty and their material needs as concerns housing, infrastructure and food.

Even when a brigade concludes its stay in a given community, the work continues, given that a new generation of brigade workers arrives and carries on with the work of its predecessors.

Brigade workers receive ongoing support from a group of mentors throughout the community work process. These mentors include professors and researchers representing the academic fields in question. In addition, once a month the University’s regional headquarters offers specific training on community work and problem-focused advice to deal with the needs of each community.

Prior to the start-up of their brigade activities, resident students attend a briefing workshop where they learn the basics of social anthropology, community work and an introduction to regional indigenous languages. During the three-month workshop, brigade workers relate to the purpose and methodology of the program. This is achieved through group integration techniques.

University brigades are supported through federal, state and municipal authorities in the form of strategic partnerships. The relationship with local authorities is of particular importance to the operation of a given project, given that local authorities provide room and board and inter-municipal transportation for brigade workers.

It is also important to underscore that the brigades do not attempt to substitute their work for that of government organizations as refers to education and health issues; they merely offer their services in communities where State services are not yet offered.

Brigade headquarters comprise: housing for brigade workers, medical and dental facilities and a laboratory for basic laboratory tests. They must also have at least one area to be used as multipurpose room. The facilities are provided by the community itself. For this reason, in most cases they are modest places lacking comfort. 

In some cases, the community has joined efforts with the University to build headquarters for the brigades. The facilities are known as University Houses, and are able to offer a broader array of community services by merging teaching, research and expanded community work to be carried out by brigade workers.

The University Brigades experience has served as a guideline for the strategy for linking the tasks of education and community work of the government of the state of Veracruz, as attested to in the case of the Vasconcelos Project.

In 1923, the Secretary of Education for Mexico, philosopher José Vasconcelos, instigated the missions that bore his name, and whose purpose was to meet one of the deepest needs that the people of the country experienced during the Revolution: the need for quality education for all Mexicans.

Books were taken to the poorest and most marginalized communities in the country by pack animals so that all citizens might reap the benefits of learning. Since that time, the Vasconcelos Missions has been a model of equity.

Inspired by this model, the Vasconcelos Project: Autonomous Vehicles to Support Learning and Leadership for Social Organization is an innovative undertaking in the field of education.

The Vasconcelos Project –the idea of the first author of this document– answers to the immense challenge of demographic dispersion in the state of Veracruz, which has more than 22 thousand communities, of which 63.8 percent have fewer than 50 inhabitants and 48.5 percent of the total population lives in rural areas.

The Vasconcelos Project is an instrument for social policy, used by the government of the state of Veracruz in the field of education, and is based on community work and the use of state-of-the-art information and communication technologies. The use of traveling, or itinerant, mobile classrooms, backed by professional social service brigade workers, provides the poor and marginalized communities of the state –particularly indigenous communities– with opportunities for sustainable development that result in a sense of belonging and social equity.

The operational methodology for the Vasconcelos project is based on the principles of social distribution and certification of knowledge, as well as on the community work undertaken by the Vasconcelos Brigades.

The Vasconcelos Project operates in areas of education, culture, social organization and productivity, and seeks to support the curricular programs of the school system, the social distribution of knowledge and its certification, and to train the economically active population in matters of labor competition of regional and local importance. As regards social organization, the purpose is to empower communities so they might become self-managing.

The itinerant Vasconcelos classrooms are equipped with full information services and satellite connectivity, and are installed on buses that are outfitted for all-terrain travel and can reach even the most isolated communities of Veracruz.

The buses are equipped with 15 laptop computers, an Encyclomedia Screen, a data projector, access point, a self-directing satellite antenna, surround sound, remote access camera, DVD and VHS players, educational software, air conditioning, an emergency power plant and a broad conventional and virtual set of reference books based on international standards.

Based on the principle that technology alone does not suffice for the purpose of educating, and that the human and social touch must be included, each traveling classroom is staffed by a Vasconcelos Brigade, comprising one mission leader, three brigade workers, one information facilitator, one education facilitator and one driver. 

Members of the Vasconcelos Brigades come from diverse professional fields, and are either resident students or have recently graduated; brigade workers receive a scholarship and brigade leaders and facilitators receive a basic wage. The work of the Vasconcelos Brigades to fulfill a two-week mission is two-fold: the preparatory stage and the educational and social program for the community itself.

The preparatory stage of work, carried out by the brigade leader and two brigade workers, is to become familiar with the community in question, persuade inhabitants of the benefits of the program, establish alliances with local authorities to guarantee that the logistics of the mission are met –especially as concerns room and board for the Brigade members– and to outline with the teachers a formal work program to be offered during two weeks in the itinerant classroom.

The workday encompasses both mornings and afternoons, and starts at 8 AM when primary and secondary schoolchildren meet; in the afternoons, women, workers and handicraft artists meet. The last group of the day is that of the teachers of the community. Once the bus has finished its stay in the community, follow-up to the work accomplished is provided at a digital Community Center or in a classroom where software for information services is installed. The bus returns two months later.

The communities visited are of high or very high levels of marginalization, with sufficient highway access to accommodate the bus, and with at least a twenty percent indigenous population. A digital community center or media classroom is a bonus as well.

The Vasconcelos Brigades, after strict selection of members, receive training similar to that of the University Brigades. The fundamental purpose of this training (offered through group integration techniques) is to encourage the brigade workers to adopt a high spirit of service, solidarity and teamwork, and to prepare them technologically and academically to help the users in their learning processes. The community work of the Brigades is supervised by a supervisor at the headquarters of the program; this person is also responsible for recording the impact assessments.

Impact assessment of community work is done through the application of the Logic Model proposed by the Kellog Foundation in its community work.

The Vasconcelos Project is an effort entailing gradual implementation, and uses nine new equipped buses in operation every year.

This Project is the result of the creative and innovative efforts of the government of the state of Veracruz and the Secretariat of Education to proffer new opportunities for quality education for all citizens of the state.
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