Ahfad University for Women, Sudan

Like many other universities located in a developing context, the Ahfad University for Women in Sudan sees its civic engagement role as being closely related to development. The university, which was founded in 1966, is a private institution in Sudan dedicated to educating women and strengthening their role in national and rural development. The university integrates civic engagement into research and the development of new knowledge through teaching, research by faculty and students, training programs, and community-oriented curricula, as well as extracurricular and community outreach activities. 

In Sudan, the higher education policy is not particularly oriented towards civic engagement. Universities are free to choose how to approach civic engagement. Recently, however, the Ministry of Higher Education required that universities offer certain subjects with a civic engagement component, such as community development and HIV and AIDS. Other universities, like the University of Khartoum and Juba University, have annual civic engagement projects that target rural areas. Those projects are mainly short term, organized and implemented by student unions. 

Approach to civic engagement

The university’s philosophy is to prepare women to assume greater roles in their families and communities, and in the nation as a whole. To that end, the university enrolls women from all over Sudan and prepares them to be proactive change agents and leaders. Civic engagement has become an integral part of the institution’s academic activities. The university’s policies promote civic engagement as part of its mission. This includes undertaking community development programs to serve the needs of communities; organizing outreach programs to raise awareness and establish networks; and building partnerships with the private sector, government and civil society organizations. 

Civic engagement programs at the university take a number of forms. They are compulsory for degree purposes in all courses offered by the university, and inform extracurricular activities as well as activities directed at building the capacity of nonstudent constituencies. The programs are concerned with issues such as raising awareness in the field of reproductive health, adolescents’ reproductive health, and violence against women; community development; and capacity building. It is the policy of the university that community engagement is acknowledged for faculty promotion.

The university provides community-oriented curricula in line with international standards and national needs and goals. To this end, issues of gender, democracy, poverty, population, and human rights have been integrated in the undergraduate as well as the postgraduate courses. These courses aim to inculcate the values of love, tolerance, and cooperation in students, and to train students to behave in an ethical, integrated, and analytical way. Examples of community-oriented programs include the Rural Extension Program, Family Attachment programs, and field attachments with NGOs and government ministries. 

The university’s community-oriented extracurricular activities include celebrations of events and occasions that relate to its development mission, such as International Women’s Day, Population Day, and World Food Day. The university’s annual Women’s Week coincides with International Women’s Day, and students plan and engage in activities that reflect the themes of the International Conference on Population and Development, gender equality and women’s empowerment, and peace issues. Organized by the students themselves, these activities attract a high level of student participation.

In addition to research carried out in partial fulfillment of the university’s academic degrees, students and faculty members carry out commissioned research for local, regional and international organizations. The university also provides training to youth, women, community leaders, heath personnel, policy-makers, etc. 

The university has formed voluntary organizations to implement its outreach programs in terms of training, awareness-raising, networking, and research. These organizations are hosted within the university campus and include Babiker Badri Scientific Association for Women Studies, Community Animators Friendly Association, and the Sudanese American Foundation for Education. The last-named organization is particularly involved in providing text books to the university and other Sudanese universities. Furthermore, the university organizes conferences on issues of gender, human rights, and reproductive health to advocate for these issues, raise awareness, and formulate policy recommendations. 

Resources 

The university’s curricular civic engagement programs are organized and coordinated solely by the university through its different schools. Other programs, particularly the community development projects, are co-funded with UN agencies such as UNFPA and UNICEF. In addition, the university has relationships with international NGOs and organizations that support universities, such as the British Council, DfID (Department for International Development, UK) and DAAD (the German Academic Exchange Service) which support ‘pure’ academic activities such as research and curriculum development. 

Challenges

Due to its unique approach to civic engagement, the university finds itself under pressure to continue expanding its work in this field. This is clearly reflected in the ever-increasing number of students seeking admission to the university and the determination of parents, especially those from rural areas, to see their daughters enrolled at the university.

However, the absence of a national incentive policy to encourage the involvement of higher education institutions in civic engagement programs, and limited financial resources, remain the main challenges that the university faces. Insufficient human and financial resources make it very difficult for the university to sustain its commitments towards its external target groups. Secondly, faculty members find it a challenge to fulfill their teaching and research responsibilities while continuing their involvement in university outreach programs. The integration of community outreach into the curriculum, and its relevance to rural development make the issue of sustainability particularly challenging.

The Rural Extension Program at the Ahfad University for Women 
The Rural Extension Program started at the university in 1973 in the form of scientific field trips for students to explore the lives of rural people and learn about appropriate forms of intervention to improve their lives. 

In 1976, the ‘rural extension course’ was integrated into the curriculum of the School of Family Science. A year later, in response to the need for a contribution to improve the quality of life of poor people in rural areas, the course became a university requirement for all the schools. 

The Rural Extension Program was initiated to achieve many objectives, but its main focuses are to do the following:

· Expose students to issues of rural life and train them to deal with these issues;

· Contribute to the improvement of the quality of life in rural communities, especially of rural women;

· Practice methods of social research in gathering and analyzing data related to the needs of rural communities; and

· Train students in the field of development and encourage them to act as agents of change.

The participants in this program are the university students and faculty, as well as government officials and NGOs operating in the designated area. The university receives funds for the field trips from UN agencies and NGOs. Other contributors to the program are donors, local communities, local authorities, national and local NGOs, and academic institutions in the area. 

It is the university’s conviction that the program has proved to be very successful. Students have gained valuable experience and training, and have developed a positive attitude towards and respect for human rights, as well as an appreciation of the diversity of rural life. Numerous studies have emanated from this program (many of which are published), and training manuals have been developed. 

One of the direct results of this program was the establishment of the School of Rural Extension Education and Development (REED) in 1987. The school prepares graduates to become agents of change in rural communities. The school also offers a master’s degree in sustainable development, which is unique in Sudan and offered only by the Ahfad University for Women. 

Beneficiary communities have shown great appreciation for the university’s contribution. Many development projects have resulted from the Rural Extension Program, such as the installation of drinking water and sanitation, rehabilitation and renovation of schools and kindergartens, literacy classes, and the improvement of health facilities. 

At a glance 

	Name of institution 
	The Ahfad University for Women 

	Country 
	Sudan

	Type of institution 
	Private 

	Total number of undergraduate students in 2005
	5,281

	Total number of graduate students in 2005
	139

	Extent of students participating in civic engagement activities
	75-100%

	Extent of faculty participating in civic engagement activities
	Teaching activities 75-100%

Research activities 50-75%

	National and regional affiliations 
	National
· HIV and AIDS Network

· Desertification Combating Network

· Sudanese Women Empowerment for Peace Network

· Reproductive Health Network 

· Eradication of Female Genital Mutilation Network 

· Ministry of Higher Education Council of Nongovernment Higher Education Institutions

Regional
· Association of African Universities

· Association of Arab Universities

· African Private Universities Network

· Association for Strengthening Higher Education for Women in Africa

· Center of Arab Women for Training and Research, Tunisia


