vory

niversilies &re in the knowledge business.
Academics have skils and knowledge
relating lo many discipfings.

But they are now also akpeclad lo engage
directly with communities in developmental roles
of some kind. Is this what they should be daing,
or should fhey rather be doing what they are
meant o do best - researching and teaching? Are
universities really the best organisations o camy
oul social outreach? Or should they leave Il o
those more quikfied in this area? s it o, in fact, 3
wasteiul distraction?

Whatevar doubls there may be about whal
community engagement really s, it is cerlainly
prominent on the South Afncan higher educalion
agenda. Institutions such as the Council on Higher
Education (CHE) dedlare |t an essenfial par of
the higher educafional procezs. Universities are
reacling lo such pressures and il is belng widely
debated al these instiufions throughout the
couniry,

Kruss focused on two résearch universilies with
different instilulional cullures. Her study led her i
identily four critical issues:

» To whal extent does community engagement
have welght within the structures of insfitutional
powsr in universiies] Do sengie and ofher
univarsty commitlees pay much atiention to 17 Are
thare senior posts dedicated to the area?

» Is there g coheren!, generally accepled
Institutional policy framework for  communily
engagemant?

» Is there coordination and alignment batween
university structures thal deal with research,
leaching and innovalion on Ihe one hand and
putreach on the other?

wArt thete mechanisms for disseminating
information  aboul  community  engagement
throughout the university? Are there incentives to
award achievements in Il amongst academics? Is
such achisvamant a critedon for promation?

I is an unfunded mandate. which woalthier
unfversities may be abls 1o cary, bul which is a
burdan gn the poores universiiies
2
7

15 It publicised and reported? Ar resources
dedicated to ¥7 Thera was lvely debale on Kruss's |
paper, Tha mie of higher education in social
developmen i clearly an issus of greal concem lo
govemment and social activists,
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Howaver, aifhough universitles are urged fo
bacome engaged with communities. there is Tite
official clarity as fo what [his might invalve.

The 1997 Higher Education Whila Paper
Introduced the concepl of communily engagemen
but gave no guidance as lo how R might be
implemented. Though there is a lage body of
fterature on soctal responsibility and industry, the
CHE, for axample, has published lite on the issue
in restation lo universifies.

In addition, i ks an unfunded mandaks, which
wealthier universifies may be able o camy, but
which is a burden on the poarer unlversities that are



Resaarch, teaching and community engagement appear in
nearly svary South African university's mission statement.
We feel we know what research and teaching are. But
{tmay be called, seems like a good thing. Should universities
ot be doing more. of |t and fulfilling this mandate? DR
GLENDA KRUSS of the HSRC looked at what they are doing.

pechaps closast o community needs. Communily
engagemant lakes place in a conceplual muddie

Acadamia neods to be implemented practically

The idea in any case imphes (hal the work of
universities s somahow not already engaged with
communities, Clearly academic areas differ, and
some are apparently remole from ordinary life,
though an argument could be made fhal even
the mos! seamingly obscure disciplines serve fhe
commimity in a broad sense.

A‘cake salt outrach model. as one paricpant
termid |, &= abienale academics and
marganaiise tha concepl by tnvialising i

)

Is baining peopls in the numemus skils and
competencies Upon which universities focus not
central to community angagement?

Even mare, is it not already obviouskhy al the haar
of education, social work, agriculture, engineering
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and many olher areas? In this confext, may not
commeinity engagement — sean as separats fo the
nomal work of a university - ba a distraction from
the vital interactions with the wider sociely in which
thay are already involved?

Vagueness about the meaning of commurnity
engagement, atcompanied by insislence thal
I lakes place, opens Ihe way for wasteful and
inappropriale models to take hold,

Where then are so few accepled norms, fhere
| 18 much room for inflated claims represanting vary

itla, fhereby debasing the curmency,

Il people wanl 1o Involve themselves with
chailable or philanthropic work, they are free to do
50 a5 private dtizens, But should academics with
valusble and often scarce shills be- sidetracked
in their professional ives Into such areas? Also,
a ‘cake sale' outreach model, as one participant
termed IL, can alienate academics and marginalics
the concepl by Irivialising I

Though generally given verbal endorsement,
there seams to be & lack of engagement al
operalional level betwaen mainstream academics
and Ihose invelved with community engagement.

Indeed, community engagament professionals
are oflen low in the insfitutional pecking order
Minimal dedicated funding and fack of recogniion
in teems of promotion, pay and allocalion of time
suggest that much apparent focus on the ares is
superficial. As Kruss said, support and incentive
mechanisms, integrated with inslitutional strategies
and siruchunes, are missing.

The growing lendency lowards enforcing
compliance in this area is problematic, some

' particioants believed.

Because community engagemenl remains
vague and its resulls difficull to measure, o
insisl tat It be assessed as parl of the criteria for
aflocation of funding and other forms of support is

| an invitafion to fokenism and avasion, 4«
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