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Introduction 
Higher education has never played a more central role in societal and economical 

development than today. All stakeholders, including government and socioeconomic 

actors look to higher education in order to deliver on important goals. These goals 

include among others socio-economic development, skill levels improvement, social 

inclusion and cultural enhancement. 
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Inherent to its function, higher education has the potential to develop individuals so they 

contribute to society and societal development in meaningful and holistic ways. 

Throughout their learning path within higher education, students develop their critical 

thinking and independent thoughts. Universities shall be keen to develop their students’ 

analytical skills outside of their chosen field of study. This will equip them with necessary 

competency to negotiate the complexities of modern societies. Universities shall also 

work on fostering the skills and mindsets necessary to engage with and contribute to civic 

life while respecting democratic values and human rights. 

Efforts have been allocated in the past decades to anchor higher education in the centre 

of the evolution towards knowledge-based economies. This important role in economical 

development has not shadowed the crucial role of universities in the societal 

development. Policy makers all over the world have been careful about this particular 

mission of higher education. In the Bologna process, the role of the higher education in 

the social development is recognized and has been increasingly supported as shown in 

the following ministerial communiqués. 

“We underline the importance of higher education in further enhancing research and the 

importance of research in underpinning higher education for the economic and cultural 

development of our societies and for social cohesion” Bergen Communique 2005 

“Higher education should play a strong role in fostering social cohesion, reducing 

inequalities and raising the level of knowledge, skills and competences in society. Policy 

should therefore aim to maximise the potential of individuals in terms of their personal 

development and their contribution to a sustainable and democratic knowledge-based 

society” London Communique 2007 

“We, the Ministers, recommit to academic freedom as well as autonomy and 
accountability of higher education institutions as principles of the European Higher 
Education Area and underline the role the higher education institutions play in 
fostering peaceful democratic societies and strengthening social cohesion” Budapest 
Communique 2010 
 
“We will support higher education institutions in enhancing their efforts to promote 

intercultural understanding, critical thinking, political and religious tolerance, gender 

equality, and democratic and civic values, in order to strengthen European and global 

citizenship and lay the foundations for inclusive societies” Yerevan Communique 

2015 

Some European countries has defined a specific charter for civic engagement like the 

charter for civic and community engagement of Ireland (The Campus Engage Charter) 

2015. The European Union has defined specific support programmes in this direction, 

namely the Europe for Citizens programme which deals with democratic engagement 
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and civic participation. Projects have been funded like for example the project entitled 

“Europe Engage” that deals with the development of a culture of civic engagement 

through service-learning within higher education in Europe. 

While developing civic engagement is important globally, it is more crucial in Lebanon 

and the region with the different socio-political challenges we are facing. Recognising the 

role of higher education in developing civic engagement, the Lebanese Higher Education 

Reform Experts organise on 16 February 2017 at Rafic Hariri University a national 

seminar to discuss this topic and the challenges facing the development of civic 

engagement. The present reader is written in this context. Some definitions of civic 

engagement are provided in the next section while its associated benefits and challenges 

are provided in the following sections. Afterwards, the different issues related to the 

development of the habit of civic engagement are detailed. Before concluding, data 

related to civic engagement in the Lebanese Higher Education sector are provided. 

Definitions of Civic Engagement 
Although lately much attention has been focused on “Civic Engagement” yet, at present, 

there is no single, widely agreed-upon meaning for the term. How the term is defined 

depends to a large extent on the standpoint and interests of the definer. Moreover, it 

seems that there are substantial diversity of definitions for the term. Nevertheless, the 

term civic engagement is being used to describe many different philosophies of 

citizenship and many different kinds of activities [1]. 

Following are few examples of how civic engagement is perceived and defined by 

different entities: 

Civic engagement as community service: the definition in this case highlights the 

involvement in voluntary service to one’s local community, either by an independent 

individual act, as part of the responsibilities of citizenship, or as a member in a group [2]. 

Civic engagement as collective action: where the term applies to actions taken 

collectively to improve society [2]. In other words, it is the way in which a person, through 

collective action, affects the larger civil society [3]. 

Civic engagement as political involvement: the definition of the term in this case 

doesn’t only emphasize the collective property of the term but also designate it as 

specifically political (i.e., that involve government action). In [8], it is stated that “it is 

imperative that public liberal arts institutions begin the work of instilling the habit of 

civic engagement in their students before the fabric of our democracy frays beyond 

repair.” 
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It is noteworthy to mention that civic engagement describes citizen contribution in civic 

affairs. Civic is about considerations and public work that target certain public issues or 

challenges. Civic engagement includes active participation and leadership in public life 

[4]. 

Civic engagement as social change: this definition sheds light on the social change 

as an essential element in civic engagement. Where civic engagement is to include the 

dimensions of social change and describes how an active citizen participates in the life of 

the community in order to help outline its future [5].  

Nevertheless, more broad definitions for “Civic Engagement” are found in literature, 

such as that provided by Michael Della Carpini (n.d.), who stated that “Civic engagement 

is individual and collective actions designed to identify and address issues of public 

concern. Civic engagement can take many forms, from individual voluntarism to 

organizational involvement to electoral participation. It can include efforts to directly 

address an issue, work 0with others in a community to solve a problem, or interact with 

the institutions of representative democracy” [6]. 

In treating the “Habit of Civic Engagement” in higher education, Thomas “Les” Pruce 

stated “Civic engagement involves skills that can be taught, but at its best the knowledge 

and commitment it requires grow out of the student’s involvement with their academic 

studies – and very often the reverse, as well” [8]. 

Benefits and Challenges of Civic Engagement 
Civic engagement is reflected in the teaching, research, and community service activities 

in Higher Education Institutions.  However, it is in the interest of the University to 

benefit from promoting civic engagement.  Possible benefits include, but are not limited 

to [7]:   

1. Reinforcing the relations between civic and academic achievement and between 

research and teaching.  Research indicates that learning is enhanced by actual 

experiences that widen a student’s perspective and associate theory with practice.  

Research that is the outcome of community participation may have a distinctive 

impact that is locally visible.   

2. Improving diversity and student retention.  A university that incorporates 

community engagement into its research and teaching activities develops 

stronger ties with various communities and may have more potential to attract a 

diverse student body.   

3. Connecting the university to stakeholders.  When the stakeholders are aware of 

the value that the university provides the public through community-based 
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teaching and research they will recognize the important role that the university 

plays in serving the public good.   

4. Building an interdisciplinary research capacity.   

5. Attracting new resources and funding.  Certain funding bodies may be reluctant 

to contribute to university endeavors but have interest in financing projects with 

clear public purposes and applications. 

6. Fostering social networks among students, faculty, and communities.  Through 

civic engagement not only answers for research questions are reached but also 

the capabilities of students, faculty, and communities to develop enduring 

relationships that yield multiple benefits are boosted. Such networks strengthen 

communities thus making them more robust.   

Civic engagement doesn’t offer benefits only but presents challenges as well. In fact, Civic 

engagement presents a series of challenges that should be addressed, as well as issues 

that must be considered. The challenges include [7]: 

1. Setting criteria for an engagement and the progress of effective partnerships. 

2. Establishing an academic structure and culture that values engaged scholarship 

as a mode of teaching and research and recompenses faculty for their 

participation. 

3. Constructing a strategic plan and a developmental process that are broad enough 

to allow innovation and creativity. 

4. Constructing an engagement infrastructure so that the initiative is sufficiently 

coordinated and well supported without exerting any additional load on faculty. 

5. Erecting a faculty culture which respects the knowledge possessions of the 

community and supports the partaking of power in the projects. 

6. Establishing a faculty development agenda that include a clear understanding of 

the terms related to engagement. 

7. Allowing the engagement to become visible through different events and 

presentations of projects and research findings. 

 

Still the issue of how will civic engagement be supported and sustained and what is 

needed to support faculty embedding these principles in aspects of the curriculum need 

to be addressed. 
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Civic engagement can be a low or a costless step since it could be embedded in existing 

curriculum and courses. However, allocating financial resources and management will 

be necessary. In fact, to keep engagement an ongoing commitment, a space where work 

can take place in addition to funds to support engagement efforts are required.   

Offering incentives or rewards to faculty may motivate and inspire faculty to become 

involved in civic engagement. Nevertheless, there might be obstacles facing the 

participation of faculty in the engagement. Such obstacles include lack of time, unclear 

priorities, lack of confidence in skills or expertise in this kind of engagement and absence 

of resources or infrastructure. That’s why Universities should prepare strategies to 

obliterate these obstacles. These strategies may include faculty development programs, 

partnership events, conferences and publications, exchange visits and other activities. 

Developing Civic Engagement 
Various actions can be undertaken by higher education institutions and programmes as 

well as at the system level to develop civic engagement and active citizenship.  

Undoubtfully the higher education institutions can develop individual capacity for civic 

engagement. This can be achieved through actions at different levels: 

1. Introducing components relative to civic engagement as part of courses and/or 

programmes. This is not straightforward since several obstacles are to be 

overcome. There are several organizational challenges on how to convince units 

at different levels of a higher education institution to introduce civic engagement 

as part of their programmes, and how to manage those parts. In addition, the 

beliefs, values and customs of faculty members are more often discipline oriented 

which raises the question on how to demonstrate the usefulness of the 

introduction of new materials related to civic engagement. Moreover, one has to 

also consider the necessary finance for developing civic engagement courses or 

parts of courses and how to sustain them. It is even not straightforward to 

convince scholars that their role go beyond developing the students’ analytical 

skills. A large majority of university scholars do believe in the freedom of the 

students in making a good use of the acquired analytical skills. 

2. Colleges’ activities related to civic engagement. Those may exist in the form of 

small or medium projects that aim at serving the community in the local context 

of the colleges. They often respond to a need by the community and shall not 

compete with any professional activities that would serve the same need. Several 

questions arise in this type of projects and activities. How to compensate the 

students and their activities and how to recognize those activities at the academic 

level?  



Erasmus+ HEREs 
 

Civic Engagement in HE 
February 16, 2017  P a g e  | 7 

3. Community service projects with strong components related to civic engagement. 

These are often nation-wide projects supported by a governmental agency or a 

regional body. They are limited in duration and cannot be sustainable. Here also, 

there is no straightforward mechanism to recognize the efforts spent at the 

academic level. 

 

While multiple grounds exist to develop civic engagement in higher education, 

challenges are not absent. Issues need to be solved. Universities are often motivated by 

such actions especially in projects related to social needs. Such projects help making 

students work together independently of the differences they might have. This enhances 

the social cohesion and reduces the gaps that may exist between different groups in a 

university. In a system where differences exist among the universities in their social 

representations, national projects involving teams from different universities can help 

bridging them. Therefore, actions and projects have to be planned both at the university 

level and at the system level. 

Civic Engagement in the Lebanese Higher Education 
At the occasion of the present seminar, the Erasmus+ HERE team conducted a survey 

and a study in order to draw a mapping of the measures taken by the Lebanese Higher 

Education institutions to develop civic engagement. 

Survey results 
A questionnaire formed of ten questions has been developed. The questionnaire is 

provided in Appendix B. The questionnaire has been put online and the Lebanese 

universities have been invited to fill it in. At the time of writing this reader, responses 

from representatives of nine universities have been collected. These universities are: 

 American University of Beirut (AUB) 

 Azm University 

 Lebanese American University (LAU) 

 Lebanese International University (LIU) 

 Al Maaref University 

 Al Manar University in Tripoli (MUT) 

 Université Antonine 
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 Université Saint Joseph (USJ) 

 University of Balamand (UOB) 

The major outcomes from this survey are reported hereafter. 

All the respondents stated that the respective missions of their institutions mention civic 

engagement. The evidences provided show that the mission statements vary in this 

regard from alluding to civic engagement through mentioning the service to the society 

till explicitly mentioning it in the texts. This clearly proves the awareness of civic 

engagement throughout the sector. In parallel, the respondents confirmed that the senior 

management supports the civic engagement, a support that goes from direct involvement 

in civic engagement activities till the establishment of a civic engagement centre or unit. 

It seems from the responses that wherever civic engagement is explicitly stated in the 

mission statement, there is a dedicated department or unit that manages this dimension 

at the university. 

All the respondents answered the question dealing with democracy and citizenship. The 

responses point out two approaches: the dedication of major and minor courses on these 

aspects and, the inherent presence of the democratic values within the curricular and 

extra-curricular activities. It seems from the answers that democratic values are strongly 

related to conflict resolution and probably conflict avoidance. One answer relates 

strongly democratic values to ethics! 

The answers confirm the existence of partnership with the community in the field of civic 

engagement. However, it seems that these partnerships need to be further developed and 

organised. Most of the answers mention the use memoranda of understanding with local 

associations. The partnerships in civic learning seem to be limited, when existing, to few 

seminars involving or directed towards external communities or associations. Research 

partnerships are more diverse but examples can be divided mostly between economical 

and social development. At the economical side, leadership, entrepreneurial and 

cooperation with industries are often cited. At the societal development courses on 

service learning are listed. Two institutions cited activities related to Syrian and other 

refugees. Some activities are directed towards religious communities. 

The volunteering work within the institution is mainly recognised in dedicated 

ceremonies and, in some cases, by special certificates. Several institutions confirmed that 

financial support has been also offered for social and civic volunteering activities. 

The answers confirm that all universities facilities (libraries, conference rooms, theatres, 

sports fields and halls, ...), except the academic and research ones are open to the 

community. This often requires an official request/approval and is sometimes subject to 

fees (e.g. when accessing sports facilities). 
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Mapping 
After studying the survey feedback, the Erasmus+ HERE team has noticed that 

important examples and activities have not been mentioned and the situation within the 

higher education in Lebanon is richer than what is reflected in the survey. Some of the 

existing activities have therefore been mapped on several dimensions. The list of 

mentioned activities is far from being exhaustive. However, it provides a hint on what is 

going on in this dimension within the higher education system. 

Civic engagement in courses and curricula 

The introduction of civic engagement in courses and civic learning in curricula is 

spreading across the Lebanese Higher Education sector. The Lebanese University, the 

only public and the largest university in the country, has introduced a course on 

citizenship in all its faculties and campuses. A programme on civic engagement and civic 

learning has been built in AUB and UOB, within a dedicated European Tempus project. 

Education through doing (SEED) programme is one of the credit bearing courses offered 

at UOB. The co-academic programme and the co-curricular programme are distinctive 

features of the Faculty of Health at UOB where the civic engagement and the community 

service are at the centre of the academic activities and curricula. At BAU, the Faculty of 

human rights. The Adnan Kassar School of Business at the Lebanese American 

University has introduced a zero-credit core course on civic engagement with two 

components: one day workshop and 15 hours of documented community service 

experience. The Holy Family University offers several courses dealing with human rights, 

bioethics, sustainable development and intercultural and interreligious dialogue. USJ 

has developed a University diploma in social entrepreneurship. 

Centres and units for civic engagement 

AUB established in 2008 the Center for Civic Engagement and Community Service 

(CCECS) to develop a culture of service and civic leadership within the AUB community, 

and provide opportunities for university students, faculty, and staff from all backgrounds 

to study and respond to social and civic needs. The Human Rights centre at BAU (HRC-

BAU) is a centre established in 2009 that assists students and accordingly their 

communities to a better understanding of their rights through raising awareness in the 

course. The Student Activities Department at BAU also promotes civic engagements 

through its social clubs. To promote civic engagement, LAU established an Outreach and 

Civic Engagement Office (OCE). The implementation of the concept of civic engagement 

at LAU is in the form of involving students and promoting the wellbeing of society 

through student life. At several universities, civic engagement is managed in different 

units and/or under the umbrella of a Vice President. 
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Activities and projects 

The projects and activities listed hereafter do not form an exhaustive list of projects nor 

are they provided here for their relative impact or importance. The list is meant to 

provide an illustrative view of the kind of civic engagement activities taking place within 

the Lebanese Higher Education. 

 Public Health 

o Food Safety and Water safety projects in the region of Batroun (USF) 

o Nutrition students on a community rotation (9 months) to share their 

knowledge with local communities (UOB, Faculty of Health Sciences) 

o Students to serve and accompany elderly persons and to offer support in 

palliative care (USF) 

o Visiting associations dedicated to individuals with special needs and 

entertaining those persons with special activities(BAU) 

o Visiting nursing homes and doing activities to the elderly (BAU) 

o World Diabetes Day (November 5, 2015) free diabetes test (UOB) 

 Environment and Sustainable Development 

o Chair in Education for Eco-Citizenship and Sustainable Development 

(USJ) 

o People for Ecosystem Based Governance in Assessing Sustainable 

Development of Ocean and Coast (PEGASO) (UOB, Institute of 

Environment) 

o Promoting environmental protection and awareness to environmental 

issues. Every volunteer is assigned a certain number of hours per week 

covering an academic semester within which he or she would commit to 

the volunteer work. (MUBS) 

o Training of eco-guides for eco-tourism (UOB, Institute of Environment) 

 Refugees 

o Challenges and Opportunities of Schooling and Reschooling Syrian 

Refugees in Lebanon (USJ) 

o Offering mental health services to Syrian refugees in Lebanon (USJ) 
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o Organizing a forum on Syrian Refugees Crisis in 2017 (AUB CCECS) 

o Studying nutritional status of pre-scholar Iraqi refugees in Lebanon (USJ) 

o Survey on Perceptions of Syrian Refugees in Lebanon (USJ) 

 NGOs 

o Launching a mobile application “LAU-NGO network” to create exposure 

when it comes to the field of NGOs (LAU OCE) 

o Organising annual NGO fairs for students to participate in (BAU) 

 Others 

o Food salvage by picking up donated food from various restaurants and 

dining facilities in order to distribute it to the local community (MUBS) 

o GIS project in the North region (UOB) 

o Land Mines Resources Centre for Lebanon was established in 1997 at 

UOB represents one of the earliest civilian responses to the landmine 

problem in the Middle East. It has received the support of several UN and 

international agencies and worked on different projects in this field. 

o Organising the first “Model ESCWA” where 35 students assumed the roles 

of ministers of member countries and inter-governmental organizations: 

performed research, debated priorities and negotiated a draft resolution 

on the 2030 Agenda implementation in the Arab countries (AUB CCECS) 

o Providing art education in Lebanese schools and community centres 

(MUBS) 

o Selling Apples on campus ground and visiting academic/non-academic 

staff offices in the support of solving the Lebanese Apple Crisis and all 

proceeds will go to Cancer Patients (BAU) 

 

Finally, it is worth noting that several NGOs related to higher education are conducting 

projects in this domain. The Lebanese Association for Education Studies (LAES) has led 

a project entitled “Civic responsibilities of Arab Universities”. The project was directed 

to study the civic role of higher education institutions in the Arab countries. 
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Conclusions 
In any community, the presence of a higher education institution has the potential to 

bring significant benefits in the form of increased civic engagement. When best practice 

is employed, institutions and their students engage with both the local and the broader 

community, and are a pivotal element in the vibrancy of daily life in that community. 

In addition to their teaching and research functions, higher education institutions and 

academics play an integral role in the community by informing and assisting the 

direction of public policy. This dialogue between academic and civic cultures is vital to 

the progress of an advanced and self-aware society, capable of identifying and addressing 

emergent social, cultural and economic challenges. 

In this context Lebanon is not an exception but the societal role of universities would be 

rather crucial to face the socio-economical challenges and sometimes crises in the 

country. The preliminary studies carried out by the Erasmus+ group of higher education 

reform experts, and in particular the illustrative mapping of the actions carried out in the 

country, clearly show the strong awareness of the importance of the social involvement 

of higher education institutions and at all levels. However, better structuring and further 

development of this aspect are required. A first version of a charter of civic engagement 

is thus proposed to form a starting point for a substantive dialogue on this aspect, hoping 

that it will be followed by concrete and documented actions. 
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Appendix A: Proposed Civic Engagement Charter 

 

Lebanese Higher Education 

Civic Engagement Charter 

- A Erasmus+ HERE Proposal - 

We, the Lebanese Higher Education institutions, will take measures and advocate for 

appropriate resources to: 

1. pursue engagement with local communities and society at large for the common 

good and for the respect of Human Rights and the values of dialogue, academic 

freedom, tolerance and impartiality; 

2. instigate civic and community engagement through our missions and strategies 

wherever this is possible; 

3. proceed in developing community-based learning and research, align them with 

our overall teaching and learning, research and community service missions, and 

hub with relevant stakeholders to better serve local development; 

4. nurture the values of inclusion, collaboration, openness, respect of diversity, 

transparency and trust within the campus life and throughout the various 

academic programmes, enroot the sustainable development goals in the vision of 

the institution and its members at large and work towards achieving a green 

campus; 

5. widen participation and develop lifelong learning, combat disadvantage, further 

social inclusion and encourage volunteering activities; 

6. open the campus to local communities and encourage local and community 

participation in social, artistic, cultural, academic, sports, and other activities; 
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Appendix B: Questionnaire 
The questionnaire is formed of ten questions that are: 

 

 

Q1: Please provide your name and institution:  

 

Q2: Is there a reference to civic engagement in the mission statement of your 

institution? Please provide evidence.  

 

Q3: Is the senior management supportive of civic engagement? Please provide 

evidence.  

 

Q4: How building democratic citizens is being considered in the academic programmes 

(courses, seminars, activities, conflict resolution, ...)?  

 

Q5: Is there active collaboration with community partners regarding the civic 

engagement curriculum and courses (design, advise, delivery, placements …)?  

 

Q6: Does your institution have research partnerships that serve the community?  

 

Q7: Cite major community-engaged research. Is this type of research mentioned in the 

university research priorities?  

 

Q8: How volunteering is valued (recognition, funding, certificates, celebrations, …)?  

 

Q9: What is the level of understanding in community-campus partnerships (memoranda 

of understanding, accumulated experience, public dissemination, …)?  

 

Q10: What University facilities are available to public (Libraries, meeting rooms, 

theatres, sports facilities, restaurant, …)?  
 

 

 


