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The Campus Engage International Conference 2009 “Higher education and civic engagement partnerships: create, challenge, change” Dublin 4 – 5 June 2009
Higher Education as a Force for Societal Change in the 21st Century
B M Gourley

1. Introduction
1.1. Ladies and gentlemen, may I say how pleased I am to be here today. There are several reasons for that but I’ll share just three:
1.1.1. I spent most of my life in South Africa and like many others developed a deep sense of social justice as well as a thirst for freedom. I was lucky to live long enough to see the birth of a democracy and to have a profound sense of the many forces that made that possible – not the least of which was the engagement in community activity – and we learnt that democracy is not an event but rather a process – and it needs fostering and nurturing and informed citizens – and all social institutions had to be part of that process – including universities.
1.1.2. My second reason is to do with being in Ireland surrounded by the lovely Irish accent. I went to a convent school in South Africa entirely staffed by Irish nuns. They were painfully homesick, many of them, and they taught us Irish songs and stories and customs. I can sing just about any Irish ballad you can name – and some of them in Latin! When I became Vice-Chancellor of my university I had as the Chancellor a great son of Ireland and a great figure in the freedom struggle Archbishop Denis Hurley. He became one of my dearest friends and he would be delighted with this conference here today.

1.1.3. What a pleasure to be with a whole hall full of people who are already engaged. Preaching to the converted…

1.2. Ladies and gentlemen: we do meet here today at a time of enormous change in our society as other speakers have emphasised. At one level, wherever we are, much of our lives is dominated by the same forces: massive forces like the international financial crisis, climate change, pandemics like influenza and AIDS, yawning gulfs between rich and poor, war, shifting demographics, globalisation – and many more besides. The point is that the issues cross the spectrum of politics, economics, technology and ecological affairs – and as Homer-Dixon reminds us (in his book The Ingenuity Gap) they “converge, intertwine and often seem to be largely beyond our ken – incomprehensible even to our leaders and specialists”.
1.3. Daniel Bell once remarked that the issues today are often such that the nation state is too small for the big problems and too big for the small problems. One thing is clear: yesterday’s solutions are not today’s solutions. More and more people are realising that - as this conference so powerfully demonstrates.

1.4. Universities, as institutions, are also powerfully affected by these massive forces for change – probably more so. The Internet and all the social networks it has spawned have created new modes of knowledge production, storage and dissemination – the most fundamental functions attributed to universities.
1.5. As more and more people demand and need HE, it places an even higher burden on the public purse. Universities and what they do are no longer (if they ever were) regarded as automatically “a social good”. Calls for accountability and relevance give clear notice that universities can no longer rely on public opinion being on their side. Still less it is likely to be on their side where it has no understanding of what the university does, much less have any say in its affairs. And that of course is quite apart from its moral and social responsibilities.
1.6. We know that societies, institutions and individuals demonstrate their values most powerfully by their actions rather than their words. Universities metaphorically and philosophically, stand on three fundamental pillars: research, teaching and service to the community. Yet the vast majority of academic institutions lean far more heavily on the first two pillars than on the last. Rodolfo Stavenhagen, writing last year in the European Journal of Education, draws attention to the task of education today. “In today’s globalised and interconnected world,” he says, “living together peacefully has become a moral, social and political imperative on which depends, to a great extent, the survival of humankind. No wonder that education in its widest sense is called upon to play a major role in this worldwide shared task.” (Page 161)

1.7. He is not alone in making this call. The Association of Commonwealth Universities has initiated a programme of research, consultation and debate over the past 7 years to encourage university leaders, civic heads and policymakers to reposition community engagement as a core value for universities in the 21st century. I emphasise the word core because in my experience many excellent activities are undertaken by university staff, but they operate at the margins of the enterprise. Moving them to the core is no trivial task. The ACU have a document entitled Engagement as a Core Value for the University and it makes the point that “21st century academic life is no longer pursued in seclusion (if it ever was) but must rather champion reason and imagination in engagement with the wider society and its concerns”.  (Page i) Engagement, they argue, implies “strenuous, thoughtful, argumentative interaction with the non-university world in at least four spheres:
· Setting universities’ aims, purposes and priorities;
· Relating teaching and learning to the wider world;
· Dialogue between researchers and practitioners;
· And taking on wider responsibilities as neighbours and citizens.” (Page i). 
1.8. It is these four areas that must characterise mutually beneficial, enduring partnerships between universities and the societies in which they are situated, partnerships that will ensure change for all concerned.

1.9. I am going to use these four areas to explore how universities could pursue civic engagement in this very comprehensive way.
2. The first recommendation relates to how we set universities’ aims, purposes and priorities
2.1. This increasingly networked world, frequently underpinned as it is by the gift economy of the Internet’s multiple enterprises in cyberspace, has enormous implications for how a university constitutes itself and how it makes decisions, to say nothing of how it sets its research priorities and decides on teaching and learning agendas.  It means that the institution must conceive of itself in much broader terms, cosmopolitan terms; it means also that it is no longer possible to have all that you need to know within the institution; it means enlarging the number of partners and collaborations, making the borders of the institution as porous as possible and sharing resource; it means embracing diversity in all its shapes and forms and clearly if we are talking about aims, purposes and priorities, it is in the decision-making fora of the university, in the governing structures that these new voices, different voices, need to be heard. It also means that, as the institution and the world beyond today’s boundaries become more permeable, “our own values will be under constant review”. For that indeed is what we seek to achieve if we are to remain relevant and valued. I completely agree with Professor Bringle that such engagement has the potential to be transformatory.
2.2. I think that in today’s complex world many universities find themselves almost paralysed by the multiplicity of issues, cultures, values and religions as we steadily become a more diverse and complex society. As they struggle to be politically correct or avoid the risk of offending any group or persuasion, they end up rather doing nothing at all. This situation or possibility can be ameliorated (perhaps even be avoided) by bringing community representation into some of the decision-making processes. This has the additional benefit of giving outsiders a perspective on the university and its driving forces as well as of course bringing outsiders’ views into the sometimes secluded world of the university.

2.3. I was Vice Chancellor at the University of Kwa Zulu Natal for many years and we tried particularly hard to bring in outside views and those views played a huge role in the university, particularly in the time before freedom in 1994. During the repressive years leading up to 1994 and the new democracy it heralded, the university gave physical shelter to a whole range of NGOs whose work in various social causes was frowned upon by the apartheid government. At one time 84 different NGOs had their headquarters on one or other of our campuses. They played a vital role in the formulation of the agenda on campus not just by virtue of their presence but they also vastly improved the quality of the strategic conversations that took place. Their perspectives were different. They provided marvellous case material and they were living examples of strategic alliances and partnerships. They made it absolutely clear that a transformatory role was required of the university, that we needed to play a role in nation building (after our long and divisive struggle) and modelling a democratic culture was important. From that experience I learnt a lesson I will never forget. While only the extraordinary pressures of the time made their presence on campus necessary, in ordinary times we must make sure we always find other ways of improving the strategic conversation and ensuring in the process that our local concerns are catered for or at least heard, and local, national and even international perspectives about the university and what it does are well informed.

2.4. The ACU document makes the point that ‘engagement’ is less an initiative than an orientation towards the future” (page ii), that our mission statements, strategies, etc must all “reflect an active respect for the concerns and challenges faced by society” (page 6).  I would argue much more than an ‘active respect’. The voices need to be heard right inside the halls of academe and that anything less will represent a serious flaw in the institution’s processes for deciding on its core priorities and it is up to the leaders of institutions to understand this and act appropriately. It is no easy task.
3. The second way in which universities can actively promote societal change is to relate teaching and learning to the wider world
3.1. It is not just the broad strategic goals of the institution that need outside engagement.  The very heart of the curriculum is at stake here.  The engagement agenda must be driven by an understanding that the world is so complex, so fast-changing, and so full of interdependencies that no one person, no one discipline, no one culture, no one community can hope to understand it – and understanding it must be essential to shaping curricula and research agendas that are relevant and important.
3.2. I would also argue at this time that traditional ways of teaching and learning do not constitute sufficient mobilisation for the task at hand. In particular I agree with Professor Bringle that we need to integrate our community service activities into the teaching and learning experience of our students – and scale them up. We should look to initiatives in various university communities that could act on the change agenda. The most important of these in my opinion is what has come to be known as ‘service learning’. This emphasises the importance and even necessity of students becoming involved in making the world a better place. Service learning might be the only way in which many of our young people (often from relatively privileged backgrounds) can acquire a better understanding of what ails our world and what role they, as individuals, can play in making the world a better place. We have many marvellous examples of discipline-based and other community initiatives on our programme.
3.3. I would, however, like to draw your attention to one collective initiative: the Talloires Network, an international collective of individuals and institutions committed to civic engagement and harnessing the power of university students worldwide. The network was initiated in 2005 by university leaders from 25 countries and every continent at a conference in Talloires, France.  These leaders drafted the Talloires Declaration on the Civic Roles and Social Responsibilities of Higher Education, and formed a network to promote action around the principles of the Declaration (http://www.tufts.edu/talloiresnetwork/?pid=35).
3.4. The Network represents an understanding that the issues in the world today require mobilisation at scale. The prospect of a very large network representing thousands of staff and millions of students throughout the world is a really exciting one with huge possibilities not the least of which is sharing curriculum, research results and good practice in the field – a sharing made much easier by the wonders of the Internet. It is also important as a symbol of what is appropriate for these times. And it is a fundamental learning experience for students who will never be able to claim that they don’t know how they, as individuals, can make a difference in this complex world. I invite you to get your university to join us.
3.5. I would like to pause and give you one example of a curriculum influenced by local concerns - it comes from Africa but all of us could give similar examples. It is of an architectural department that, for many years, trained its students for a first world environment with little or no regard for the fact that the main problems of the local community were to do with totally inadequate housing. The department was deemed a ‘good’ department and its students quite well regarded. When however they decided to add on a whole new dimension in alternative housing, low-cost housing, and built environment support they quite quickly became not only a whole lot more helpful to solving local problems but indeed helpful to solving similar problems in many, many populous areas of the world. Suddenly they were in demand for conferences and consultancies and were then regarded not just as ‘good’ but indeed ‘excellent’. The belief that by concentrating on generic first world issues they were somehow making their students more mobile and employable was simply not true. The so called ‘local’ community issues were shared by like communities all over the world – and a reminder that the world of knowledge is universal.
3.6. My second example comes again from South Africa. Our university happened to be located in the epicentre of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. How gross it would have been if our students had left our portals without being informed and knowledgeable about something which is having such a profound affect on them, their families and communities. All faculties were required to demonstrate what it was in the learning experiences of their students that would achieve that. All faculties - economics, engineering, human and social sciences – all faculties. One of the most moving art exhibitions I have ever attended was one that had as its theme the effect of HIV/AIDS.
3.7. Happily we have seen in the last decade a large increase in volunteerism and the NGO movement. While many universities may find that they lack the resources to coordinate social projects they could at least encourage their students to work on such projects and make it part of the life of the university that they do so. I have often wondered if it were possible to organise a permanent kind of Peace Corps was made up of students from universities from all over the world. Maybe in this way we, who are so bounded by conventions, institutions, political, regional and national identities, will achieve the most difficult task and come to truly understand ourselves as part this small planet, earth. I am absolutely thrilled by President Obama’s commitment to Youth Citizenship and hope it will be emulated elsewhere in the world.
4. The third way in which universities can promote societal change is in the research domain and here too we must encourage dialogue between researchers and practitioners
4.1. We live in a world with chronic social problems and yet many of the most seemingly intractable of these problems (like poverty reduction) are not routinely occupying high priority status on the research agenda of universities. Too often university scholars find themselves researching what business, government or other agencies are prepared to pay for rather than for what is most needed. The two are by no means necessarily the same. I was delighted therefore to read of an exemplar in this field: the University College London, in 2007, set itself the ambitious goal of harnessing its collective research expertise to turn research ideas into real - world solutions. The first of its targets – Global Health - is already being addressed through a whole gamut of inter-disciplinary research activities co-ordinated through the UCL Institute for Global Health (http://www.ucl.ac.uk/global-health/gcgh1.pdf). Some of their early work has been focussed around such pressing issues as the effects of climate change on health and the impact on maternal and infant survival of extending knowledge of preventative health measures through community-based interventions at scale. Compelling evidence indeed that research oriented to global societal needs is one of the keys to the places that politicians and economists just cannot, or will not, reach.
4.2. You can be quite sure HIV/AIDS research had the highest priority on the University of Kwa Zulu Natal agenda – research I might add that informed the curriculum in the best tradition.
4.3. It must also be clear that better research should inform public policy debates at local, municipal, national and even international level. Often it is politics rather than hard evidence that dictate one course of action over another. Universities give their academics the freedom to make public the issues and make public the intellectual debate that should inform the politicians and the public at large and play an invaluable role – if they care sufficiently and take their role of intellectual leadership seriously. We have seen a decrease in many countries in the role of the public intellectual and we are the poorer for. We need to try and reverse that trend.
4.4. And then I am fascinated by the opportunities that the internet and all its networked social arrangements have made possible, not the least of which is collaboration on research problems, collaboration on a vast scale and collaboration which often harnesses the gift culture that characterises so many of the new internet ventures. Addressing ourselves to vast and complex questions needs the collective intelligence as well as disparate world views of many, if we are to make progress. It seems we have a tool that makes it possible.     
5. And finally, universities have a critical role to play in societal change by taking on wider responsibilities as neighbours and citizens
5.1. Both Sir Alan and Professor Bringle have highlighted this aspect of engagement. Some may imagine that societal change is not our role, but rather that of the state. Yet we have seen globalization demonstrate just how helpless the state can be. It is one of the great ironies of our time that thanks to the spread of democracy, more people than ever before in human history have a chance to influence their governments while at the same time globalization is eroding government’s ability to act on their behalf.  Universities must involve themselves in this endeavour or forever abandon any pretence they may have to be educating, in the words of the UNESCO Declaration on Higher Education “for citizenship and for active participation in society, with a worldwide vision, for endogenous capacity-building, and for the consolidation of human rights, sustainable development, democracy and peace, in a context of justice”. (Article 1(b)). A conference such as this demonstrates the potential and possibilities. You hardly need more examples from me.
5.2. I would, however, like to point to the power of the internet and all the social networks it has spawned - providing us with opportunities to reach out and create a new kind of society for the 21st century. Kevin Kelly (The New Socialism) calls it ‘digital socialism’. He points to the possibilities of sharing, cooperation, collaboration, openness, free pricing and transparency being applied to problems the free market has not been able to solve.

5.3. Don Tapscott backs this up in his recent book Grown Up Digital: How The Net Generation is Changing Your World and tells us how the young people of today are already using their technological expertise to devise innovative solutions to global challenges and to share ideas and mobilise resources across the world. Take Michael Furdyk as just one example, described by Tapscott as “an entrepreneur who made his first million in high school and then helped to launch TakingItGlobal, a Facebook-style social network for do-gooders” (page 271). TakingITGlobal.org is now a global online community for young people, providing a platform for millions of youth across more than 200 countries to engage with social issues. Along with managing the technology team at TakingITGlobal, Michael was involved in developing the TIGed education program, and has spoken to over 50,000 educators about the importance of engaging students and integrating technology and global perspectives into the classroom. In 2008, he was named by Contribute Magazine as one of 10 Tech Revolutionaries Redefining the Power and Face of Philanthropy. There are many more. Barack Obama’s campaign demonstrates possibilities as well.
6. Conclusion
6.1. I want to conclude by quoting from that great Indian poet and visionary Rabindranath Tagore. He founded a university which thrives still today and where he believed that students, the future intelligentsia, must be made aware of their responsibilities. He said it better than I could: “The soil in which we are born,” he said, “is the soil of our village, the mother-earth in whose lap we receive our nourishment from day to day. Our educated elite, abstracted from this primal basis, wander about in the high heaven of ideas like aimless clouds far removed from home. If this cloud does not dissolve into a shower of loving service, man’s relation with mother-earth will never become truly meaningful.” He conjures up a cry from the depth of all this need, what he called “a thirsty cry” which says: “All your accumulated ideas, your wealth of knowledge arrayed in fine splendour – all this should be mine. Give to me all that is mine. Prepare me so that I may receive it all. Whatever you give will be restored to you a thousandfold.” (Kripalani, page 155)

6.2. All those years ago he encapsulated a fundamental truth more urgent than ever: the young people of today will make a spectacular difference to what happens this century – and “there needs to be an absolute crusading determination” (James Martin, page 398) to bring change about. This generation will collectively determine whether life on our planet (at least as we know it) survives, or not. As educators and people concerned with education we have a critical role in fostering, supporting, encouraging and, above all, equipping our students and our staff with the values and skill set necessary to cope with such a challenge. Our very survival as credible, worthy institutions may also well depend on it. My best wishes to you all in your work.
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