Methodist University of Piracicaba, Brazil

The Brazilian Educational Law of 1996 establishes that for any higher education institution to be called a university, it has to develop extension activities alongside teaching and research. This approach is based on the notion that there is a principle of interdependence that operates between the fields of teaching, research, and service. Universities in Brazil are also required to develop a policy for extension as well as an institutional framework to facilitate their involvement with communities and authorities.

The government of Brazil recognizes three types of universities. Public universities are state-owned; private universities fall into two categories: privately owned for-profit institutions; and communitarian universities that are aligned with religious or philanthropic values and are generally not-for-profit. The Methodist University of Piracicaba is a communitarian university.

Growing demands are being made on Brazilian universities in general, and communitarian universities in particular, to provide social services to needy communities. The public perception of communitarian universities is that they are socially committed and operate according to higher ethical standards than the other types of universities. The Methodist University of Piracicaba is one such university and is involved in projects in Brazil, in the Latin American region more broadly, and in Africa. 

Most universities in Brazil experience ‘the difficulty and eventual impossibility’ of achieving the required integration of teaching, research, and extension. Historically, federal, state, and municipal public universities have emphasized research. Their budgets are based on a percentage of federal, state, or municipal revenues, and these institutions have thus been able to invest in building laboratories and institutes that serve national scientific programs. Private universities historically have favored teaching because their budgets depend on tuition fees. They invest in popular courses as a priority so as to increase their revenue base and, as a result, fewer resources are available for research. Communitarian universities are privately owned, but publicly oriented. They seek to spread their limited revenues across teaching, research, and community service, but are being pressured by public expectation to make bigger investments in projects that engage communities.

Approach to civic engagement

Three core values drive the university’s civic engagement programs: the teachings of the Methodist tradition of social engagement; a long history of the university’s involvement in the struggle against slavery, the oppression of women, and the military dictatorship in Brazil; and the requirement of national legislation.

Civic engagement activities at the university are regarded as an extension of the charitable or social work of their faith-based community. These programs are considered part of the academic curriculum and research activities, and are viewed as an important means of building the capabilities of nonstudent constituencies, such as staff of nongovernmental organizations. 

The university is explicit about its commitment to civic service and has adopted several policies that articulate this commitment. These include the Academic Policy, the Policy of Extension, the University Catalogue, and the References of the Pastoral.

Civic engagement programs are integrated into the university’s research and the development of new knowledge in various ways. The Academic Policy and Policy for Extension establish that all teaching and research activities must have a positive social impact on the involved communities. 

The university has a central office and a committee for community extension. The office reports to the university’s vice president for academic affairs. The central office develops policies, fosters discussions on civic service, evaluates programs, and provides funding for civic engagement initiatives in the university. In addition, the university has various centers and institutions that drive civic engagement activities. These centers are considered units for teaching or training students in their profession and in civic engagement; they provide themes and material for research that generate new knowledge that could benefit the communities concerned; and they provide free service to people in need of health care, legal support, training, psychological support, political organization, and funding. 

Teaching, research and community extension activities at the institution are clearly integrated in the activities of the following academic units:

· Health Clinics, which include dental medicine, speech and hearing therapy, physical therapy, the Nutricenter, psychology center, and pharmacy;

· Applied Centers, which include a free legal clinic, small claims court, the Center for Regional Economic Development, and others;

· Culture and Sports, which includes the Center for Life Quality, and University Cultural Nucleus (which provides free activities in film club, theatre, cinema in poor neighborhoods), and others; and

· Political Engagement: pastoral (support to the Landless Movement, HIV and AIDS programs, campaigns, voting activities, etc).

Furthermore, the university is developing new civic engagement initiatives that will cover the areas of environmental responsibility, women and gender issues, rights of Afro-Brazilians, and more accessibility of low-income communities to higher education.

Resources

There are several means to facilitate the university’s involvement in community extension programs. The government has an agency called Solidarity Community that pays the travel costs of students working on social projects in other parts of Brazil. Moreover, the Brazilian government uses tax exemption to motivate universities with philanthropic status to play a civic role in society. However, the university argues that tax exemption measures are very demanding and limit the autonomy of these institutions. 
The institution has international partners that contribute to the funding of its projects. For example, the university has developed housing projects that are partially funded by Habitat for Humanity and Misereor. The university also has educational projects funded by the Ford Foundation, and women’s empowerment projects funded by the General Board of Global Ministries and other organizations.

Outside of this funding, most of the engagement initiatives at the university are funded internally through the Program for the Support of Extension Projects. 
Challenges

Like many universities in the developing world, lack of sufficient funding to support community extension projects is the main challenge that faces the university. This is further complicated by the fact that the communities receiving the institution’s professional and volunteer services cannot afford to pay for the costs of the activities, and make minimal contributions as and when they can. Also, corporate social responsibility in Brazil operates according to economic models that have been imposed, and are not conducive to the university’s civic engagement. Another challenge arises from some faculty who view civic engagement as campus committee duty, despite the university taking this work into account for academic reward. 

Conclusion

The university sees its civic engagement as a form of continuous education that stimulates personal rediscovery, the acquisition of new knowledge, and assists students to discover active roles in society. The target communities have not only received the service they need, but have also been empowered to take charge of their own development.

In the future, the university is planning to get involved in promoting civic engagement both at the national and international levels. The university believes that it can share the knowledge and experience developed in Brazil with other universities around the world. It also believes it can be bring knowledge developed in other parts of the world to Brazil, and stimulate and encourage discussion around the meaning of civic engagement among its faculty, staff, students, and its community at large. 

Dental Care and Hygiene Education Program for Prison Inmates and Members of a Native Tribe 

The Dental School in the university has undertaken two extension projects since 1993. The projects target the prison inmates in the City of Lins (state of São Paulo), and members of the native tribe of Kaiowá in the western part of the state of Mato Grosso do Sul, near the Brazilian border with Bolivia. For 12 years the prisoners and individuals from the tribe have been receiving dental care and hygiene education provided by students and faculty from the university. Local communities contribute by providing basic requirements such as food and accommodation for the students and faculty members.

Key participants in the two projects are students and faculty from the University’s Dental School as well as supportive professionals. In the implementation of these projects, the university counts on partnerships with local authorities, the Office of the State Prison System in Lins, the Methodist Church Mission among the tribe of Kaiowá, the National Foundation for Health, as well as the cooperation of the Presbyterian Church. 

After 12 years of operation, the two projects have achieved successes at different levels. The prisoners at Lins and the members of the Kaiowá tribe have learned the importance of dental care and gained a great deal of confidence and self-recognition, respect, and citizenship. The students have an extraordinary opportunity to undergo training, enriching their experience with human contact, and learning about the needs of these communities. The program has also offered the students opportunities to learn about solidarity and civic responsibility. In the process, members of both the Methodist and Presbyterian churches have also found an excellent opportunity to work together. 

At a glance 

	Name of institution 
	Methodist University of Piracicaba

	Country 
	Brazil 

	Type of institution 
	Communitarian / Confessional 

	Total number of undergraduate students in 2005
	13,901

	Total number of graduate students in 2005
	1,737

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

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

	National, regional and international affiliations 
	· Program Solidarity University

· National Brazilian Forum for University Extension (CRUB)

· Association of Communitarian Universities (ABRUC)

· Latin American Association of Methodist Institutions of Education (ALAIME)

· International Association of Methodist-related Schools, Colleges and Universities (IAMSCU)


