University of Havana, Cuba

A solid commitment to socialism and a history that affirms the triumph of the revolutionary movement are the two key factors that have shaped the civic engagement program at the University of Havana. Higher education in Cuba sees its role as integrally linked to the drive for democratization which paves the way for further improvements for the life and wellbeing of the Cuban society. 

Through the government’s National Project of Universalizing the University, university education is provided to the wider population. Civic engagement at the institution is manifested through participation and integration of different sectors of society within the curriculum and operational structures of the university.

The political leadership in Cuba sees higher education as a catalyst for a deep sociocultural and economic transformation, which is part of the country’s national agenda. For this reason, the government is deeply committed to citizen participation in the Cuban higher education sector.

Approach to civic engagement
At the university the maintenance of a close relationship with all parts of the community is seen as a civic duty. Having established a social commitment supporting the struggles of the intellectual, student, and working class sectors since the establishment of the university in 1728, the start of a socialist socioeconomic model in 1959 acted as a springboard for the university to expand its operation to include all segments of the community. 

As part of its civic commitment the university has prioritized scientific investigation, especially at postgraduate level, to formulate and implement necessary solutions for the region. Through its fifteen branches of the university across the country, it extends education of the same standard to a wide population.

The university has adopted a multidisciplinary approach to its civic engagement program which focuses on areas such as health, education, asset-based community development, and the environment. In keeping with the aspirations of the country to integrate the wider population into the national system of higher education, the civic engagement program is a requirement for graduation at the university. 

In addition the university has assumed a leadership role in the country to encourage other institutions of higher learning to promote collaboration and integration actively within the Cuban development arena.

Resources

On account of the political support that civic engagement enjoys in the country, the university receives funding from a structured national fund which exclusively seeks to promote universities’ commitment to citizen involvement.

At departmental level the Ministries of Superior Education and Science, Technology and Environment support scientific investigations which are meant to promote participatory development.

Challenges

One of the greatest challenges currently faced by the university is how to guarantee greater equity so that all citizens can access their right to higher education. This not only implies offering equal opportunities, but also creating conditions that support those people who have not had the opportunity to attend good quality primary and secondary schools with the necessary preparation for tertiary study. It also means providing the material and financial aid that will enable them to complete their studies and obtain adequate jobs once they graduate. 

In order to extend higher education as widely as possible, the university believes that three strategies are important: participation, integration, and international cooperation. In addition, it believes that it is important to create opportunities to reflect on civil engagement and higher education so as to develop more sophisticated conceptual approaches to this issue.

The university identifies the lack of infrastructure to support electronic communication as one of the major hindrances for the promotion of civic engagement. In addition, the university attributes the constraints on its ability to access external funding, to the restrictive policy and blockade of Cuba by the United States. 

Conclusion

The Cuban government recognizes universities as a springboard for the building of a just and equal society. One of its major goals is to establish an environment in the higher education sector that provides greater educational access, especially for the underprivileged members of the society. 

Taking its cue from the government’s policy, the university is at the forefront of establishing regional, national, and international networks among members of the university community, and between societies more widely with the aim of expanding knowledge that fosters further improvements in the quality of life and wellbeing of the Cuban citizenry. In the process, university education has become not only inclusive but also relevant to the needs of the public.

Local Human Development Program

The Local Human Development Program started in 1998 with technical and financial support from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). It was aimed at facilitating social participation in the development process, and promoting economic, social and environmental development with the overall aim of improving the quality of life of the people of Cuba.

The program has set up grants for young students and researchers to carry out program-related activities in their third year, as well as for faculty who support the program through an exchange of expertise and experiences. Multidisciplinary, intersectoral study programs have been formulated to respond to specific development problems in the region. They involve full-time students and civil servants in different government departments at local and central levels. 

Program activities are carried out under the auspices of various units at the university including the Center of World Economic Investigations, the Center of Cuban Economic Investigations, the Center of Cuban Women Studies, the Office of National Statistics, and the Institute of Work Investigations. The University of Havana has developed a national and regional network with other universities in Cuba and other parts of the world, government departments and agencies, and local and international development organizations.

Generally the seven provinces in which the program was piloted have experienced a sizeable degree of development, which is manifested in environmental awareness, agricultural improvement, and the strengthening of local economies. Most importantly the program has helped to build the capacity of local communities to design interventions that address local development challenges. 
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