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Inclusion and Excellence in Post-Conflict Colombian Higher Education: 
Views from the Leadership

Universidad Simón Bolívar

Four Colombian Rectors, including Doctors José Consuegra 
of the Universidad Simón Bolívar, Harold Castilla of the Corpo-
ración Universitaria Minuto de Dios - Uniminuto, Maritza 
Rondón of the Universidad Cooperativa de Colombia and Jairo 
Torres of the Universidad de Cordoba, who also chairs the 
Sistema Universitario Estatal del Caribe Colombiano. - SUE 
Caribe, met at the 2018 meeting of the International Socio-
logical Association. Their panel titled: Inclusion and Excel-
lence in Post-Conflict Higher Education in Colombia: Visions 
from the Leadership, was part of the roundtable, Education at 
the Margins: Towards Liberation or Subordination? Coordi-
nated by Doctor Walter R. Allen of the University of California 
at Los Angeles (UCLA) and Patricia Martinez Barrios of the 
Universidad Simón Bolívar (Colombia).

The global concerns of power, violence and justice, themes 
of the XIX International Sociological Association (ISA) World 
Congress of Sociology, are reflected in the Rectoral Panel, 
extrapolating them to the field of Colombian higher education, 
more than a year after the signing of a Peace Agreement 
between the Colombian government and the guerrilla of the 
so-called Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia 
(FARC), which placed the country at the center of world 
attention.

The sector of higher education is called, together with the 
Ministry of National Education of Colombia and each of its 
actors, to play a crucial role in the path of converting Colombia 
into a post-conflict society.

After more than half a century of devastating internal 
conflict, multiple public and private agencies seek to 
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achieve social justice through peace: a sensitive, inclusive, 
sustainable, life-transforming peace centered on the 
marginalized. Achieving educational equity through peace 
requires engaging multiple stakeholders, not only including 
university based, students, administrators, teachers, but 
also community members, different levels of local, state, and 
federal government branches in this journey.

The Panel of Rectors was conceived as a critical dialogue 
about the unique context of Colombian higher education going 
into this new era, in which reflections were shared around 
their perspectives and challenges, as well as their visions and 
future trajectories. 

As leaders of institutions of higher education throughout 
Colombia, the rectors are in a unique position to offer under-
standings on this topic, since all of them carry out relevant 
educational projects that provide opportunities to access 
higher education for thousands of Colombians throughout the 
national territory. Specifically, providing access for mainly 
young people from vulnerable families, poor, displaced, 
victims of violence, women head of households, ethnic minority 
groups, Blacks, Indigenous people, ROM, Border settlers, 
among others.

The rectors have a huge responsibility in actively shaping 
the future of Colombian higher education. The four univer-
sities present today plus the Universidad Nacional Abierta 
y a Distancia –UNAD– included in this editorial effort, due 
to its size and territorial coverage, account for 25% of total 
Colombian higher education enrollment. Their voices and 
actions are crucial to the construction of the new Colombia 
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in peace, in order not to return 100 years of loneliness and to 
have the new generations a new opportunity.

The Table in which the Colombian rectors participated was 
coordinated by Dr. Walter R. Allen, Distinguished Professor 
of Education and Sociology at the University of California 
at Los Angeles (UCLA), United States of America, and Dr. 
Patricia Martínez-Barrios, Director of the Research Group in 
Education, Social and Human Sciences of Universidad Simón 
Bolívar, Colombia. To see the complete information about the 
Conference, access the following link: https://isaconf.confex.
com/isaconf/wc2018/webprogram/Session10333.html

Walter R. Allen 
Patricia Martínez Barrios
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As of August 2016, the Colombian civil conflict, the longest 
running in the Western hemisphere, reached a ceasefire 
agreement. Among the many issues is how to build an 
equitable, inclusive society to ensure sustained harmony and 
prosperity? If Colombia is to become a truly inclusive society, 
the higher education sector must play a leadership role in the 
nation’s post-conflict period and development. To this end, the 
Ministry of National Education -MEN- has announced the 
goal to achieve extensive, inclusive and high-quality education 
at all levels in society. In this new era of peace-building, 
higher education is expected to provide access for the entire 
population, particularly those under-served, under-repre-
sented, and disproportionately affected by the conflict.

It is estimated that more than three million graduates of 
secondary education do not have access to higher education 
(Casanova, Kandri, Khan & Valenzuela, 2015; Izecson de 
Carvalho, Looi, Saad & Sinatra, 2013).

At the center of this effort are the higher education insti-
tutions participating in this Rectoral Panel. The challenge 
accepted by Colombia, Universidad Simón Bolívar, Coorpo-
ración Universitaria Minuto de Dios (Uniminuto), Univer-
sidad Cooperativa de Colombia, Sistema Universitario Estatal 
del Caribe Colombiano –SUE CARIBE– and its Universities 
of Córdoba, Cartagena, Atlántico, Magdalena, La Guajira, 
Popular del Cesar, Sucre and Chocó, the collaborators of 
the University of California at Los Angeles (UCLA), and the 
Universidad Nacional Abierta y a Distancia, is to expand 
social inclusion with excellence in higher education and move 
on to the post-conflict generation.



15

Background

Patricia del Pilar Martínez Barrios - Walter R. Allen - Chantal Jones - Adrian Huerta - Enis Consuegra - Remberto 
De la Hoz - José Eusebio Consuegra Bolívar - Maritza Rondón - Jairo Torres Oviedo - Harold Castilla - Jaime Leal

The Rectors’ Panel asks the critically important question: 
How can Colombia’s public and private universities, faced 
with major financial, political and organizational challenges, 
fulfill the twin missions of education for all (social inclusion) 
and quality assurance (academic excellence) in the post-con-
flict era? 

Our research has great importance given Colombia’s 
commitment to social inclusion of excluded groups into the 
knowledge society and rebuilding civil society during the 
post-conflict era. The lessons learned about best practices in 
the higher education sector could help inform the experiences of 
other nations around the world faced with similar challenges. 
This work also begins to answer the call within literature for 
an empirical examination of educational practices to respond 
to post-conflict societies engaged in the process of recon-
struction for social justice (Keet, Zinn, & Porteus, 2009). We 
are uniquely positioned by the opportunity to center inclusion 
and excellence in higher education through the support and 
partnership among these universities and many collaborators.

2.1.	 Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

Much of the research located at the intersection of higher 
education and post-conflict societies focuses on African and 
European nations. These important works center critical 
pedagogy, emotion, and anti-racism (Zembylas, 2010; Keet, et 
al., 2009). Necessarily critical of the larger society and higher 
education, Zembylas (2017) positions the university as a 
non-neutral agent tasked with renewing the public in post-con-
flict societies; yet, may continue to serve private interests. 
These works serve as a cautionary tale of how despite formal 
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policies, disparities persist resulting in ineffective higher 
education, divisions in income, and availability of employment 
(Costandius & Bitzer, 2014). The word “post” is also challenged 
as a false obscuration of ongoing challenges (van der Linden, 
2015). These works center critical scholarship and articulate 
the imperative to resist continued oppressions. They stress 
the emotional toll of conflict and center the individual and 
communal struggle of engaging with difficult histories.

We honor the tradition established in literature to 
centralize educational practice as a means for reconciliation. 
Keet, et al., (2009) propose a framework of mutual vulnera-
bility as a humanizing pedagogical principle to be utilized in 
such an endeavor as our own. The framework cautions against 
the “power that is somehow provided through a social norm 
of power distribution, based on academic ritual, social biases 
or educational organization and arrangement” (p.115). First, 
mutual vulnerability requires that those who work for justice 
and liberation do not reproduce inequity. Second, all parties 
have agency and there is power in solidarity. All parties must 
actively re-create shared knowledge. Third, education must 
resist the creation of a deficient “other”. The fourth principle 
calls for an examination of collective cultural, economic, and 
political frames as new groups contribute knowledge. Fifth, 
mutual vulnerability of institutions and groups centers the 
marginalized. Sixth, “pedagogy is a political activity” which 
must be calibrated to further social justice (p. 116). This 
framework is deeply committed to challenging oppressive 
structures on the path of educational inclusion and reconcili-
ation in post-conflict societies.
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Colombia has been involved for more than sixty years in 
armed conflict. 

The history of this conflict will be presented in this section, 
the development of the post conflict process and what univer-
sities are intending to do to support peacebuilding in the most 
vulnerable regions of the country.

In 1946 the conservative party reached the political power 
when Mariano Ospina won the elections. 

In order to avoid violence, he gave different political 
positions to his opponents, however, it was not enough and 
there was an increase of disputes in every region of Colombia. 

Little by little the power abuse and the purchase of weapons 
by the Liberals increased and it was the beginning of an early 
confrontation.

This decision did not stop the critics, the protests, the low 
price of the coffee, the bad relationship and conflict of both 
parties and the industrialist carried the dictatorship to an 
end.

But, how to govern the country without the control of 
bureaucracy? The National Front (Frente Nacional) was the 
answer.

Traditional parties divided the political positions and alter-
nated the presidency for 16 years, and although the bipartisan 
violence decreased, the conflicts did not end.
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Between 1964 and 1974 the guerrillas of the Fuerzas 
Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia –FARC, Ejercito de 
Liberación Nacional –ELN (by its initials in Spanish) and 
M-19 (Movimiento 19 de Abril) Movement were formed. They 
fought influenced by socialism, against the injustice, the 
political exclusion and the control of lands.

At the beginning the guerrillas did not have military 
capacity, but all of this changed when drugs such as cocaine 
allowed them to finance terrible armies to intimidate rich and 
poor people as well; anyone who could pay for an extortion 
was already obliged to finance the revolution.

President Betancur began negotiation with the guerrillas 
in 1982, and they started talking about peace.

Meanwhile, the FARC expanded its fronts with extortion 
and cocaine, and the paramilitaries supported by gangsters 
and soldiers assassinated leftist politicians, therefore, the 
government began a war against the gunpowder of the conflict 
and the drug trafficking.

The response of the Medellin Cartel was to intimidate the 
population with bombings, assassinations and kidnappings 
and so the decades of the 80s and 90s were marked by terror 
and fear.

The situation began to change when the State gained ground 
thanks to the Plan Colombia and a determined intention 
to recover the lost ground, the paramilitaries demobilized 
and after the hard blows that the FARC received the peace 
dialogues began.
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Table 1. Historical facts of the Colombian conflict

YEAR EVENT ELECTED 
PRESIDENT 

1946 The Conservative Party comes to 
power Mariano Ospina 

(1946-1950)
1948 Murder of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán

1953 Coup D’état of General Gustavo 
Rojas Pinilla

Gustavo Rojas Pinilla 
(1953-1957)

1958-1974 The National Front
Junta Militar del 
Gobierno (1958-1959)
Alberto Lleras Camargo 
(1958-1962)

1964-1974 Conformation of the guerrillas 
FARC, ELN and M-19

Guillermo León 
Valencia (1962-1966) 
Carlos Lleras Restrepo 
(1966-1970), Misael 
Eduardo Pastrana 
Borrero (1970-1974)

1982

Betancur begins negotiations for 
peace with the guerrillas

Belisario Betancur 
Cuartas (1982-1986)FARC were expanding their 

battle lines with extortion and 
cocaine.

Period 
80´-90´

Violent response from the 
Medellin Cartel

Virgilio Barco Vargas 
(1986-1990)
César Augusto Gaviria 
Trujillo (1990-1994)
Ernesto Samper Pizano 
(1994-1998)

1999 Plan Colombia, demobilization of 
paramilitaries

Andrés Pastrana 
Arango (1998-2002)

2002
Demobilization of paramilitary 
groups that included the Justice 
and Peace Law.

Álvaro Uribe Vélez 
(2002-2010)

2016 Signing of the peace agreement in 
Colombia

Juan Manuel Santos 
Calderón (2010-2018)

2019 Post-peace agreement period Iván Duque Márquez 
(2018-2022)

Source: Authors’ own creation
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What are universities doing for peacebuilding from the 
regions?

In the midst of this conflictive context, the Institu-
tions of Higher Education that are presented below, 
take odds to manage relevant, inclusive and quality 
educational projects that favor the development of 
human talent, research and service to communities in 
different places of the national geography.

3.1.	 Inclusion and Excellence Actions in Education by 
Higher Education Institutions

3.1.1.	 Coorporación Universitaria Minuto de Dios 
- Uniminuto

Date of creation: 01/08/1990 
Number of students: 120.581 

Number of locations: 411

Uniminuto is committed to contribute to a better country 
by serving others, this is why they have been working for 25 
years in a sustainable manner willing to honor the dream of 
its founder the Father Rafael Garcia Herreros by being active 
participants of life changing events through education.

They are in 21 different regions of Colombia; therefore 
123.000 students from institution can be near their families, 
as well as the knowledge.

1	 Statistics of the National Information System of Higher Education - 
SNIES, Colombian Ministry of Education, 2017.
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Uniminuto wants to serve people by being an example of 
life and guide; we want to motivate students to make their 
dreams come true.

Their pursuit of an excellent service inspired them to 
transcend, not only wanting to educate people but also willing 
to improve the quality of life of the most vulnerable regions of 
the country.

Uniminuto will continue contributing in the life project of 
the academic community, in order to be an example of life and 
transformation.
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3.1.2.	 Universidad de Córdoba

Date of creation: 03/08/1966 
Number of students: 15.882 

Number of locations: 62

Counting on the strategic support of its three university 
campuses, the Universidad de Cordoba has been a beacon of 
light that has illuminated entire generations from the region 
and from all around the country, as well.

Since the beginning of this process, they have assumed 
“The Challenge of Peace”, this is how, the University is part 
of the “Cordoba bilingue” Program, which offers free English 
courses to children and young people with limited resources. 

In addition, the Universidad de Cordoba promotes integral 
attention to early childhood in conditions of vulnerability, and 
generates environmental sustainability projects within the 
territory.

It also seeks to expand the offer of higher education 
regionally to continue transferring science, technology and 
innovation, across the agricultural, financial, industrial, 
education and health sectors in order to improve the popula-
tion’s quality of life.

2	 Statistics of the National Information System of Higher Education – 
SNIES, Colombian Ministry of Education, 2017.



24

Inclusion and Excellence in Post-Conflict Colombian Higher Education: 
Views from the Leadership

Universidad Simón Bolívar

3.1.3.	 Universidad Nacional, Abierta y a Distancia 
- UNAD

Date of creation: 07/07/1981 
Number of students: 74.965 

Number of locations: 93

Watching the horizon, being visionary and creating alter-
natives to improve the quality of life, this is what researchers, 
students and graduates of the UNAD, from different regions 
of Colombia do.

It is necessary, and the CAMPOSMART project does so, to 
support small rural producers for entrepreneurial strength-
ening, which prevents young people from going to large and 
intermediate cities to swell the belts of misery.

The information and communication technologies must 
impact a sector that has been historically marginalized, which 
is the agrarian sector. They only had access to this type of 
technology, landowners and people with a lot of money. At 
this moment the technology is coming to our small farmer, 
who has his plot, who has his hectare and is cultivating it.

Never ever thought that the peasants were going to take a 
path through a computer. The UNAD invites, not only young 
people, but older people who have their knowledge, to share 
that knowledge with the new technology, and to strengthen 
the field, to fight for the field, that the field is life.

3	 Statistics of the National Information System of Higher Education – 
SNIES, Colombian Ministry of Education, 2017.



25

Context of the conflict in Colombia

Patricia del Pilar Martínez Barrios - Walter R. Allen - Chantal Jones - Adrian Huerta - Enis Consuegra - Remberto 
De la Hoz - José Eusebio Consuegra Bolívar - Maritza Rondón - Jairo Torres Oviedo - Harold Castilla - Jaime Leal

3.1.4.	 Universidad Simón Bolívar

Date of creation: 15/11/1972 
Number of students: 15.126 

Number of locations: 24

At the Universidad Simón Bolívar we have been working 
for over 45 years for inclusion.

More than 49.000 undergraduate and graduate students 
are our presentation to the world. 

We are men and women working to promote access to higher 
education with the highest quality among young people from 
the Colombian Caribbean (Caribe Colombiano) and Norte de 
Santander, where the socio-economic strata contemplated are 
the following:

Stratum 1-2 low socioeconomic level

Stratum 3: average socioeconomic level

By implementing different actions for promoting inclusion 
and education, we aim at reducing learning barriers for 
student from different populations, so we guarantee not only 
their permanence but also their graduation.

4	 Statistics of the National Information System of Higuer Education – 
SNIES, Colombian Ministry of Education, 2017.
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Table 2. Statistics-University population census, Universidad 
Simón Bolívar

Characteristic Barranquilla Cúcuta

Men 34.46% 30%

Women 65.54% 67%

Stratum 1 36% 17%

Stratum 2 35% 46%

Stratum 3 22% 28%

Indigenous population 4.5% 0.3%

Black population 1.2% 0.3%

Raizal population  0.5% 0.1%

Afro population 10% 0.7%

ROM test 0.1% 0.1%

Without ethnicity 91% 98.5%

LGBTI 1.83 2.24%

Source: Prepared by the authors, Universidad Simón Bolívar, Department of Planning, 2018

Table 3. Statistics on people with disabilities Universidad Simón 
Bolívar 

Tipe of disabilities Characteristic Barranquilla Cúcuta

Physical Disabilities

People of short stature 0.18% 0.1%

Amputation 0.12% 0.1%

Paraplegia: 0.2%

Another type of disability 1.02% 0.1%

Cognitive Disabilities

Intellectual shortfall 0.18% 0.2%

Autism 0.12%

Down syndrome 0.06%

Another type of disability 0.4%

Asperger 0.1%

Source: Prepared by the authors, Universidad Simón Bolívar, Department of Planning, 2018
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3.1.5.	 Universidad Cooperativa de Colombia 

Date of creation: 20/12/1983 
Number of students: 49.023 

Number of locations: 55

Peace and inclusion are institutional purposes for the 
Universidad Cooperativa de Colombia. For more than 60 
years, we have inspired the future of young people with scarce 
economic resources and social services for vulnerable commu-
nities in the country by providing them high quality education.

The presence of the university in 19 different cities around 
the country has permitted the inclusion of youth from 573 
different municipalities.

We have more than 47.800 students, from whom more 
than 12.000 receive financial support to make their dream of 
becoming professional a reality. 

Social projection is a referent that makes possible for the 
university to get involved with the society through tasks like 
brigades, community initiatives and different social activities. 

In the last years, we have provides such services for people 
of limited means.

In the same way, together with the United Nation we have 
served more than 11 thousand displaced people for violence.

5	 Statistics of the National Information System of Higher Education – 
SNIES, Colombian Ministry of Education, 2017.
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These projects and many others are an evidence of our 
cooperative and solidarity DNA and our true commitment to 
regions.

Universities must be peacebuilders within the post conflict 
scenario, we most help youth with systemic barriers, particu-
larly in those regions that have been affected by violence and 
insecurity, providing them social innovation and development 
through pertinent and high quality education.

We all have to be part of the peace process in Colombia!
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Each of the rectors participating in the panel then proceeds 
to answer four structured questions prepared for the occasion.

4.1.	 What are the challenges of higher education in 
post-conflict Colombia and what are the barriers to 
promoting inclusive and quality educational proposals?

Dr. José Consuegra, Rector Universidad Simón Bolívar 

It is a great pleasure for me to introduce the rest of my 
colleagues on this subject and create the discussion space 
for us to conclude by bringing a significant message within 
the scope of the responsibilities of Colombian universities 
regarding the challenges resulting from the peace agreement, 
which we optimistically call the “post-conflict memory” today.

To try and discern what the challenges and barriers are, 
we need to assess this Colombian reality that oppresses us 
every day with regard to key issues such as social inequality, 
and we could make a start even if in a limited way, given the 
lack of time.

The concentration of wealth, high unemployment, informal 
employment, which completely lacks social security both for 
informal workers and their families, deep poverty, social 
violence, drug trafficking, inequality with a marked regional 
bias, etc., are part of the various aspects of the reality of 
Colombia, which has been developing over the past 60 years 
with this violence as the backdrop, allowing us to be classified 
in the category of countries where social violence prevents 
education from developing, as well as giving rise to issues 
concerning general social development.
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In light of the presence of young students, I would like to 
specifically recognize the fact that as a starting point, we are 
acknowledged as a country of regions with major cultural and 
social differences resulting from our geographic character-
istics, being a country located between two oceans, with almost 
half of it situated in the Amazon rainforest (selva tropical del 
Amazonas). Orinoquia is also a region of great importance, 
and the political and historical conditions have led to the 
extremely unequal development of these regions, each with 
its own richness and identity. Ever since we were born as a 
republic, this oppressing centralized state has given rise to 
what we in the Caribbean call the golden triangle formed by 
Medellín, Cali, and Bogotá, where the greatest wealth and 
social development opportunities are focused, and which has 
threatened large comprehensive development opportunities in 
Colombia. As an example of the official sector are issues that 
are considered absurd now, which are evaluated by history in 
terms of how they have been decisive and definitive influences 
on regions lagging behind the central region.

To cite an example, who would think that the headquarters 
of the Grancolombiana fleet or the headquarters of Colombian 
ports has always been in a large building in Bogotá? I think it 
was called 22nd Street, where there is not even a small stream. 
That is, how is it possible that a country with a maritime 
tradition could be built over two seas and have its strategic 
headquarters centralized at the top of the Andes?

These are totally illogical matters that seemed logical and 
as the reality that would promote development at the time. 
Even the private sector has examples like these, when, in the 
sixties, our country implemented the industrial development 
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of the automotive industry through assembly plants. This was 
the reality in all underdeveloped countries –the quest to have 
their own automotive industry– as it all started with assembly 
plants, one located in Bogotá and another in Medellín. 
Assembly involved receiving auto parts from technologically 
advanced countries, putting them together, and returning 
them to be distributed.

Thus, auto parts had to be shipped to Barranquilla, 
Cartagena, and Buenaventura and transported up the Andes 
by truck to be assembled and distributed throughout the 
country. So, where did this lead us? Not only to the limitation 
that no other region bordering the ocean has with regard to 
access to the development of such an industry but also to 
threats to the Colombian industry.

What is the reality of Colmotores and Renault today? They 
are fully closed as they are not competitive in production 
and assembly countries that establish their plants in areas 
bordering the sea. Our country has lost so many development 
opportunities consequent to the illogical centralism that still 
prevails here and has allowed all these big gaps among various 
country regions. This also happens in all sectors not only in 
the examples cited above but also with regard to other oppor-
tunities related to social needs, employment, education, etc.

Here you can see that in the Caribbean region, where we 
are now, the gross domestic product is 15% of the country’s 
gross domestic product, which, when correlated with the 
central region, vastly deteriorated with regard to further 
development in these areas.
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You can see that the Caribbean region has 22% of the 
population, 11.6% of Colombia’s area, and just 15% of the 
gross domestic product, whereas the central region, with 55% 
of population, has 65% of the gross domestic product and just 
30% of the Colombian geographical area.

Thus, just by comparing it with the Caribbean region, we 
can see imbalances.

However, if we compared this with the Pacific region, the 
gap is even greater, where departments such as Chocó and 
Nariño are currently overwhelmed by violence and drug 
trafficking due to this significant lag, which is a result of our 
political organization’s centralized policies.

An examination of the unemployment rate also shows the 
poorest areas that really lag when it comes to wealth and job 
creation opportunities.

The following is a list of the Colombian capitals in terms 
of the ratio of the employed population, and you can also note 
that the outlying departments and capitals in the central area 
of the country also have the highest unemployment indicators 
or have, from a different perspective, the lowest employment 
indicators.

With regard to unmet basic needs, this is also an 
overwhelming reality in the peripheral areas of Colombia with 
the most pressing needs in terms of access to safe drinking 
water, environmental sanitation, etc.
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Monetary poverty is also a highly significant analysis 
indicator that is used by organizations such as the IDB, and 
you can also note the issues of the regions and the fact that a 
great lag exists.

Upon examining the issue in question in a more in-depth 
manner, we can see that the same pattern emerges with regard 
to higher education coverage. It cannot be different than the 
whole context and complexity of both Colombian society and 
the country.

Moreover, the outlying regions have less coverage with 
regard to not only higher education but also primary and 
secondary levels, which means that it is both a past problem 
and a current problem, and these limitations will continue to 
apply in the future in light of our inability to realize all our 
human talent, which is undoubtedly capable of promoting and 
developing the region.

This is a kind of conviction for the future at least if state 
structures remain unchanged with the idea of providing 
regions with more space.

With regard to quality, you can see that, undoubtedly, in 
light of the focus on greater economic resources, the devel-
opment in the central area, which has the largest concen-
tration of accredited high-quality programs, is greatest. In 
addition, in this respect, the difference is even more striking 
in the Caribbean region, where accredited programs total 146, 
with just eight graduate programs and warrants correlation 
with other regions, specifically the Andean region.
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Finally, I would like to continue analyzing this reality; 
however, because of time constraints, I will summarize what 
the main challenges of the Colombian education will be at 
the regional level to promote this post-conflict Colombia and 
end the social violence resulting from inequalities: social 
inequality from the individual perspective and regional 
inequity when the development opportunities are centralized 
in some specific departments.

First, closing the regional gaps is necessary. The new 
Constitution has given rise to greater opportunities for 
increased autonomy and for everyone to promote devel-
opment. Our governor Verano has been tenacious and deter-
mined to achieve this goal although it has been almost impos-
sible in spite of the 20 (almost 25) years that have passed 
since our new Constitution was drawn up to develop this kind 
of space. Likewise, the necessity is felt to organize primary, 
secondary, and higher education levels, strengthen technical 
and technological education, and continue along the path 
opened up by the Servicio Nacional de Aprendizaje (SENA, 
for its Spanish acronym), which is a significant key player, as 
well as obtaining the ability to have an even greater impact on 
opportunities for all Colombian citizens through technical and 
technological programs.

Similarly, I think greater equality in resource distribution 
and more inclusive higher education than what exists today 
will allow Colombia to press forward not only in the center of 
the country but in the regions that most need it.
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Finally, what are the barriers that prevent us from doing 
what we want? The centralized higher education system is 
the most centralized public sector. All deans have to travel 
to Bogotá every time they need to do any kind of paperwork 
and spend lots of money to receive the approvals required. 
Even those who determine the approvals are officials who 
are not familiar with the regions concerned, and in general, 
they only understand the reality of their surroundings, due 
to which they cannot properly judge the relevance of projects 
submitted by different regions.

Yesterday, the Board of Directors met to discuss the low 
coverage of road, educational, and communications infrastruc-
tures in rural sectors, and we found that 90% of Colombian 
municipalities do not have the last mile in ICT and providing 
virtual education in every municipality of the country is 
indeed a tall order. Likewise, the inequitable funding of Public 
Higher Education is a problem that will surely be addressed 
by the President of the Sistema Universitario Estatal (SUE, 
for its Spanish acronym).

The reality is quite illogical. Four universities in this 
country –the Universidad Nacional, Universidad de Antioquia, 
Universidad del Valle, and the Universidad Industrial de 
Santander– receive 49.4% of the national budget for Public 
Higher Education, which makes little sense.

Of the 28 remaining universities, the ones that are not within 
the golden triangle mentioned above receive the remaining 
51.6%, which is absolute inequality that prevents public 
universities from having the leadership required to promote 
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development in their department and region, in addition to 
the high costs involved in continuous improvement to achieve 
high-quality accreditation. Finally, it is worth mentioning 
the segregationist society in our country, with rich schools 
for rich people and poor public schools for the poor, which, 
in the 21st century is a totally illogical reality, just as the 
fact that human society still validates the existence of this 
segregation regarding access to something that is everyone’s 
right and not only the Colombian people’s-access to education 
in the 21st century. Preschool education is the first step that 
determines in part whether someone is condemned to poverty 
or has opportunities to acquire wealth in the future as these 
are the barriers that cause so many problems in our country, 
which is attempting to be democratic and inclusive in peace 
–true peace– as peace is not just the signing of an agreement 
between two groups and two opposing parties but actually 
denotes equal opportunities for all our fellow citizens.

Thank you very much.
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4.2.	 What is the level of cooperation between 
HEI-Universities to face the challenges and 
overcome the barriers? 

Dr. Jairo Torres, Rector Universidad de Córdoba, SUE 
Caribe President.

Good morning everyone,

I would like to thank Dr. Consuegra and the event 
organizers for having invited us to share our experiences and 
views, from the Colombian Caribbean perspective, on what 
role universities play in this post-conflict and post-agreement 
reality, which is Colombian society’s great challenge after the 
signing of these agreements; how this could materialize and 
become a reality; how we proceed in the territories; and what 
we have stopped doing there, particularly in the territories 
described by Dr. Consuegra. This is the peripheral, marginal, 
and invisible Colombia, where the conflict took hold, and where 
state policies are required in order to impact and transform 
these realities.

The Colombian Caribbean is not the exception because it 
is a clear reflection of the centralist vision of a state from the 
very moment the republic was formed. With regard to that, 
the line of argument and the historical systematization that 
statistically proves and demonstrates with data and with 
tangible reality, which are palpable when one travels through 
the Caribbean, we realize precisely how ours and many other 
areas in the country are sailing in the same boat.
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Of course, universities in general and public universities in 
particular stand out. We have a great challenge ahead: public 
universities are dying; the state does not take any action in 
terms of commitment, which might result in public univer-
sities ceasing to exist.

Today, 53% of the budget for public universities is generated 
by them, i.e., a progressive self-financing policy that has 
virtually pushed us to our limits. Today, the State owes public 
universities 1.000 millions of USD in operations, and if we add 
the debt of the state in terms of physical, technical, techno-
logical infrastructure, and teacher training, which is worth 15 
billion pesos, that is the quality gap.

If we add those 5.000 millions of USD billion pesos in 
physical, technical, and technological infrastructure and 
teacher training, as well as the 1.000 millions of USD in opera-
tions from the Colombian State in 1992 after the issuance of 
Law No. 30 governing higher education, we would the amount 
would be of the order of 6.000 millions of USD pesos until 
now, which is a clear signal that Public Higher Education 
in Colombia has been neither a concern nor a commitment 
for the state. Consequently, we face major challenges, such 
as ensuring the survival of public universities, which makes 
it possible for us to build territories and regions from the 
periphery. This is one of our greatest challenges in the SUE, 
the state unit system composed of the 32 public universities, 
as well as the chapters created at the national level, such 
as SUE Caribe, formed by eight public universities from 
the Colombian Caribbean, which turns twenty in October. 
There, we have taxed the Caribbean region on the basis of 
academic and research exercises, and of course, we have made 



42

Inclusion and Excellence in Post-Conflict Colombian Higher Education: 
Views from the Leadership

Universidad Simón Bolívar

great efforts to work on the territories related to Montes de 
María, with regard to the department of Córdoba, with the 
whole complexity of the conflict itself or Bolívar, La Guajira 
el Chocó [sic], i.e., where the conflict became ingrained for 
obvious reasons: these are the country’s most neglected and 
disputed areas as they are the most attractive areas, given 
their wealth and their strategic position, and as a conse-
quence, conditions are rife for the conflict to be deep-rooted 
and permanent. Consequently, they were forced to take on and 
deal with public universities in these regions, and this is how 
we have countered this challenge with the SUE Caribe, which 
is composed of all the public universities from the Colombian 
Caribbean, as stated earlier.

Over the past 20 years, we have been working on the major 
challenges posed by the Caribbean, which has always wanted 
integration. Considering the Caribbean as a single region 
is a dream that has been discussed and that has given rise 
to many possibilities; however, when we analyze the SUE 
Caribe and these eight universities from these eight depart-
ments, it becomes evident that such organization is possible. 
A synergy can be built; efforts can be made together with 
regard to common issues without affecting the autonomy of 
each institution or bringing its identity down but working 
toward common challenges and goals.

For example, we have contributed immensely to everything 
related to forming human capital in the Caribbean region. We 
have trained over 720 high-level undergraduate and graduate 
professionals. The research that we have carried out and the 
international conventions that we have participated in have 
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been a significant contribution and have allowed us to work 
along strategic lines. SUE Caribe is a clear example of that.

This model must be taken to the National SUE of the 32 
public universities because sometimes when public universities 
take action or gain visibility, recognition only seems to occur 
in the financial sphere. It turns out that public universities 
have great strength, and when Law No. 30 was set forth in the 
fourth chapter and Sistema Universitario Estatal –SUE– was 
established, it was stated that its capacities in place had to 
be used from the scientific, research, laboratory, and human 
resources perspectives for the system to be strengthened. We 
believe that one of the trends that we have to strengthen is 
that of the Sistema Universitario Estatal, and SUE Caribe is 
a good example of this.

Therefore, we can look back on the many experiences that 
we have gone through, such as the continuous work conducted 
by the Universidad de Sucre in Montes de María with regard to 
this post-conflict issue; the important work carried out by the 
Universidad de Cartagena; what we have done in Córdoba with 
the Paz Córdoba plan, which is a reliable investment to bring 
back universities to the territory as universities committed 
to proposing alternatives for solving many problems. Dr. 
Consuegra has already mentioned them, and I will discuss 
some of them, including illiteracy. Today, in a department 
such as Córdoba, 37% of the population can neither read nor 
write. Hence, what are the opportunities for improvement 
in a department with 37% illiteracy, with 2.800 hectares of 
cocaine crop? What are the opportunities for farmers to build 
development and progress scenarios that are different from 
the logic of conflict rooted in those contexts?
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With regard to the regionalization of the Universidad de 
Córdoba, I will just say this: each year, 20.000 students apply 
in this university, and only 3.000 students are accepted, with 
17.000 young people left out of the university system, and 
that has been a national tragedy. As Dr. Consuegra rightly 
said, Bogotá, Medellín, and Cali comprise 52% of the demand 
for higher education in Colombia, thereby centralizing and 
absorbing the higher education system. When the budget 
is distributed to the 32 public universities, over 50% of the 
budget is allocated to four or five universities. That is, there is 
no view of national integration or one including and making 
possible the regionalization of universities in these territories.

Although it is true that efforts have been made, virtual 
presence is an essential and key strategy to achieve that. 
However, established capacity is required from the techno-
logical perspective; infrastructure is required to make it 
possible; and we also need to think about relevant, continuous 
academic courses required by the territories. The appropri-
ateness of these academic courses will depend on the productive 
vocation, i.e., universal academic courses that are not in line 
with realities or contexts cannot be introduced. That view 
should not be considered in this case, and we have always 
said within the public university context that if we add all the 
demands of a quality assurance policy, for us, a measurement 
indicator for public universities is a social indicator as what 
a public university really does in these territories is Social 
Mobility –the transformation of social realities.

Thus, when these quality standards are set, we are 
evaluated on the basis of high standards designed for other 
contexts and realities. Without deviating from such high 
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standards, we respond to other challenges, realities, and 
needs. Hence, we are required to serve quality, but quality 
implies conditions, and these conditions involve resources.

For example, in relation to this university funding issue, one 
source of funds that universities implemented in their devel-
opment plans –i.e., everything related to teacher training at 
the doctorate level; investments and physical infrastructure; 
and research and institutional welfare– were the CREE funds, 
which allowed us to plan and project what we were going to do 
in those areas. It turned out that due to the 2016 tax reform, 
the CREE were taken away and the income tax and other 
related taxes were instituted. Hence, these resources did not 
reach the state university system.

What does this mean? It means that today development 
plans that public universities design to achieve these quality 
standards are at risk because we do not have the resources 
required to fund them. In addition, what happened with the 
social VAT resources? VAT increased from 16% to 19%; one 
point was for education, and from that point on, two-fifths 
of a point was for higher education. We expected to receive 
464 billion pesos; however, the system only received 160 
billion pesos. The rest of the funds were directed to finance 
the Instituto Colombiano de Crédito Educativo y Estudios 
Técnicos en el Exterior –ICETEX– scholarships and the “Ser 
Pilo Paga” (Being Smart Pays) program, and you all know how 
that ended. This means that the state’s mission to guarantee 
public education, which is a right, was not actually fulfilled. 
Public education is the obligation of the Colombian State, and 
as such, it must be assumed.
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This is why I today I said: Today, public education is in 
crisis.

Currently, public universities… Well, a couple of weeks ago, 
we went to the Congress building and proposed an additional 
500 billion pesos to the joint senators and representatives 
commissions. If these additional funds are not granted, the 
state unit system will not work next year. So far, we have 
been waiting to see whether or not this political will to grant 
the additional funds will be approved. These resources are not 
free. These are the resources that we should have received for 
the 2016 tax reform, when they decided to fund programs and 
only funded four or five elite universities in this country.

Eighty percent of the resources for the “Ser Pilo Paga” 
program was directed to four or five private universities in 
this country, when that amount of 4 billion, which is what the 
program costs, with 2 billion having been invested and with 
2 billion being required for the next three years, would have 
been destined to the state public university system, approx-
imately 450,000 students would have benefited and not just 
the 40,000 students who have actually benefited.

This means that there is a whole fairly complex reality, and 
this is the reason behind the path, or one of the alternatives, 
that we have been proposing is cooperation between univer-
sities. We must cooperate with each other; SUE Caribe is an 
example of this cooperation, and we can exert joint efforts 
in relation to the capacities established from the scientific 
research, physical, technical, and technological infrastructure 
perspectives to achieve common goals and purposes. Let’s say 
this is the challenge: the organization of these efforts to achieve 
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these goals. However, clearly, as I stated earlier, we have big 
challenges to overcome, and this is how we can survive in an 
adverse scenario, how we can change the scenario, how we can 
plan the development of the country on the basis of education. 
This is everyday discourse.

We all agree that education is a key factor in transforming 
a country, and this sounds really well in discourse. However, 
when you examine the politics, the programs, and the actions 
of the State going different ways, the country cannot move 
forward; the country cannot rethink in these terms; and the 
country cannot plan.

So, today, a great challenge that the government and all 
of us have is to assume a clear, objective position on what 
will happen with education as a whole, and specifically with 
higher education. This is so that it continues to play the 
fundamental role that it has played and the role it has been 
playing in the regions through regional universities, which is 
where the conflict is lived and experienced. Universities have 
lived this conflict because it became deeply embedded in them. 
These institutions have not been unaffected, the Caribbean 
universities are a clear example of what this conflict has been 
throughout history, and this is why we are saying that there 
must be a comprehensive vision of the state: a state vision 
that considers territories and regions.
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4.3.	 What is the level of integration and cooperation 
with marginalized communities?

Father Harold Castilla, Rector Coorporación Universitaria 
Minuto de Dios

The Case of Uniminuto: a commitment to the inclusion 
of marginalized communities

A brief characterization of Uniminuto

Coorporación Univeritaria Minuto de Dios (Uniminuto) is 
a private, non-profit, higher-education institution that for 26 
years has been developing a comprehensive educational model 
that is aimed at the social commitment of its graduates and 
that is based on the 63-year experience of El Minuto de Dios6, 
servicing vulnerable groups with housing, social development, 
education, employment, health and evangelization problems. 
It mainly benefits social strata7 1, 2, and 3 of the population, 
with higher education in the technological, pre-graduate, and 
postgraduate university levels.

6	 Non-profit organization founded by Father Eudista Rafael García 
Herreros, which is part of Uniminuto. It arose in 1955 as an answer to 
the development needs of the poorest communities of Colombia.

	 Since then, El Minuto de Dios has set out on the mission to offer housing, 
education, health, credit to small- and medium-sized companies, agro-in-
dustrial counseling, communications, and spiritual growth opportu-
nities and to be able to elevate the living standards of people to facilitate 
comprehensive human development.

7	 Socioeconomic stratification is the technical instrument that allows 
the classification of populations in the municipalities and districts of 
Colombia, on the basis of housing and environment, into strata and 
different socioeconomic groups.

	 Housing can be classified into six socioeconomic strata, where one is the 
lowest and six is the highest.

	 The classification of any of the six stratums is an approximation of the 
hierarchical socioeconomic difference (that is, poverty-richness), as well 
as physical and social differences, considered by our country under the 
same norms (law: payment capacity).
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Uniminuto was founded in 1990 by Father Rafael García 
Herreros, who set the goal of turning it into a higher education 
system as part of the strategy to provide the community with 
elements that allow self-development and poverty reduction.

Fr. García Herreros conceived the university as

...a different university, with great goals, with philosophical and 
scientific methods; the synthesis of modern thought about the 
future city…. We will educate young dreamers in Colombia, who 
will be able to forge a completely new path for the country, so 
that the republic may be conducted through the roads it needs 
and expects… We want to offer the country a university where 
new Colombian people are raised, who will be prepared to lead 
the country through the path of honor, progress, and work that 
it needs.”

Its mission is to train professionals to be technically 
competitive, ethically guided, and socially committed; to 
promote the comprehensive development of people, commu-
nities, and organizations; and to collaborate in building a 
more fair, democratic, participative, and solidary nation that 
respects the cultural values of others and its own. For the first 
semester of 2018, Uniminuto had 131.000 students comprising 
71% women and 29% men. Seventy-four percent of the student 
population corresponds to strata 1 and 2. The institution has 
105 academic programs in the different methodologies: on 
site, traditional distance, and virtual. Programs respond to 
the needs of the different sectors of the country’s economy and 
to students’ requirements and expectations.
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Where our relationship with communities is born

Uniminuto is part of social work that has been contributing 
for over 63 years to poverty reduction on the basis of fostering 
social and community development. The commitment to the 
country’s social transformation has been part of Uniminuto’s 
history and evolution. With different processes and strategies, 
the concern with regard to forging relationships with commu-
nities in highly complex social situations has been present 
even transversally in the conception, principles, educational 
model, social management model, and academic life at the 
Coorporación Universitaria Minuto de Dios, in general.

Since the beginning of this institution, this has been the 
framework enabling the conception of social responsibility as 
one of the organizational pillars of the educational model as 
part of students’ comprehensive training, which has, as an 
educational area, the purpose of “promoting conscious sensi-
tization and critique in problematic situations, both of the 
communities and of the country, as well as acquiring compe-
tencies aimed at promoting and committing to comprehensive 
social and human development” (PEI, 2014, pp.66-67). To 
this end, in the Minuto de Dios component, there are, among 
others, two courses: 1) Contemporary Social Development and 
2) Social Responsibility Practicum. The first course provides 
students of all professional programs with the conceptual 
elements, from the Educational Approach to Development, for 
the analysis of social reality. The second course, is aimed at 
strengthening the social dimension of students’ life project on 
the basis of the complex and critical reading of a determined 
context, thus promoting the construction of action-transfor-
mation alternatives.
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In that sense, communities and social realities become 
learning spaces, focusing less on the classroom place and 
favoring a situated and contextualized knowledge, as well 
as enabling the configuration of social and solidarity bonds 
among students and communities from the ethics of responsi-
bility, life, and care.

Completing the Social Responsibility Practicum is 
considered to be part of the social responsibilities of Uniminuto 
and its academic program.

As learning spaces but also as part of the institution’s social 
projection, the purpose has been to establish a relationship 
with the communities and with the territories of the 70 points 
where it is present, through social and community organiza-
tions. The essential premise is that this base in Colombia has 
contributed to the recovery of communities from the aftermath 
of the armed conflict, which has affected the country for many 
years. It is from the community action boards, community 
eateries, mothers’ meetings, community play centers, and 
indigenous councils, among others, that the departments and 
municipalities have rebuilt their social fabric and have dealt 
with forced displacement. Uniminuto’s contribution during 
these years has consisted of accompanying the socio-territorial 
strengthening of these organizations as they are the ones that 
remain and experience regional development. Therefore, it is 
the students and teachers who adapt to their dynamics and 
work processes. Social and community organizations provide 
student acknowledgment of social realities, critical reading, 
and the construction of alternative responsible nonviolent 
actions.
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As there are many social and community organizations 
with which Uniminuto is related (currently, 752 have an 
agreement), it has been decided to structure the academic 
work with them on the basis of Social Service Projects. These 
are primarily aimed at having an educational impact but 
also at the possibility of achieving transformations in the 
communities and organizations in which they develop. One 
project can involve several social or community organizations 
and institutions. As has been determined in the institutional 
guidelines,

in social training projects, students complement diverse 
community and institutional processes, from their personal and 
professional knowledge, with the goal of co-building educational, 
cultural, communicative, environmental, and/or socio-territorial 
action proposals that strengthen organizations and have an 
impact on the transformation of local contexts.

Principles that guide our relationship with 
communities

In addition to having an institutional and educational 
framework, there is an ethical outlook that guides the 
conception and the manner in which the institution builds 
its relationship with the communities. This is formulated 
explicitly in the normative guidelines and policies of the insti-
tution. In particular, it is important to highlight the following 
principles:

•	 The starting point is the principle of social responsi-
bility as an ethical and politic position that is appli-
cable to each of the substantive functions, which is 
aimed at the transformation of structures of injustice 
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and inequality and has a clear vocation for social justice, 
human dignity, and therefore, Comprehensive Human 
Development (CHD), proposed in the Social Doctrine of 
the Church. This implies putting teaching, research, 
and social projection at the service of these goals.

•	 A second aspect or principle is the active partici-
pation of communities. For Uniminuto, commu-
nities are fundamental local actors that have built 
their own development, overcome situations of 
extreme poverty, and contributed to restoring peace 
on the basis of potential, experiences, and knowledge. 
Therefore, it starts with the concept of interaction and 
co-creation with communities, which is beyond simple 
“intervention”, where the average is a power between 
knowledge that is valid and knowledge that is not. 
The institution has bet throughout the years on an 
accompanying relationship just as that of an agency 
–being involved in the co-building of diverse processes, 
projects, and actions. This is aimed at strengthening 
the self-diagnostic, self-management, self-sustain-
ability, and self-development capacities of the commu-
nities interacting with the institution; it is also aimed 
at providing the opportunity for their active and 
critical participation in constructing new knowledge.

Uniminuto’s presence in the regions is aimed at becoming 
an engine of development, contributing to the reduction of 
imbalances and to improving the living conditions of the 
territories where its offers higher education. Therefore, social 
projection has strategies aimed at generating opportunities 
for students, graduates, and communities on the basis of 



54

Inclusion and Excellence in Post-Conflict Colombian Higher Education: 
Views from the Leadership

Universidad Simón Bolívar

employability and entrepreneurship, by means of creating an 
adequate environment for innovation, favoring a culture of 
entrepreneurship in students, and when possible, its contin-
uance after graduating. In this sense, two essential goals are 
sought: a) as part of the Minuto de Dios component, cross-
cutting entrepreneurship courses for all programs, which 
consider varied work pedagogies inside and outside of the 
classroom, and for the creation or empowerment of entrepre-
neurship ideas. b) The identification and linking of students 
and graduates to opportunities in the environment fostering 
and consolidating their undertaking. In general terms, the 
goal is to generate awareness and share and accompany 
the individual or collective entrepreneurship processes of 
students, graduates, and communities, with the goal of 
generating income ethically and fostering social innovation 
and responsibility.

Our commitment to the development of communities

It is through the following strategies that Uniminuto has 
made its contribution to the development of communities and 
therefore to the social transformation of the country:

•	 Establishing partnerships with social and 
community organizations present in all headquarters’ 
immediate environments and with those that are part of 
the territories where we are present.

•	 Guiding research toward solving problems 
associated with situations of poverty, inequality, and 
social injustice.

•	 Involving communities as active participants of 
research. For several years, as a continuous challenge 
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for the institution’s research system, our goal has 
been that research be aimed at integrating knowledge 
produced on the basis of solving problems in the different 
contexts of the country, with participation from different 
social actors in developing this knowledge. The foregoing 
implies giving an active voice to research subjects and 
changing the position where “academia” researches for 
them with one where reflections on their experiences 
enable the creation of new knowledge-action made by 
them and for them.

•	 Students and teachers must contribute to this 
community strengthening and to the creation of local 
development capacities on the basis of social training 
or learning-service projects.

•	 Creating social innovations involving all sectors and 
communities as co-creators of these innovations.
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1.4.	 How are universities developing from the 
curriculum an awareness in the new generations 
so that they assume themselves as agents in the 
construction of a new country in peace?

Dra. Maritza Rondón, Rectora Universidad Cooperativa de 
Colombia

UNESCO declares education to be a determinant factor 
in the achievement of sustainable development goals, which 
are focused on eradicating poverty and guaranteeing a society 
with social justice and equity, and in this sense, universities 
must contribute to educating people with the necessary compe-
tencies to face new challenges, with relevant and high-quality 
education, translating into the progress of countries and the 
welfare of inhabitants.

To that end, it is necessary to implement strategies that 
are based on inclusive and gender-equity education; develop 
inclusive academic processes; train and continuously refresh 
inclusive teachers; and develop research actions that allow 
understanding reality and acting accordingly.

I understand that curriculum as the

set of criteria, study plans, programs, methodologies, and 
processes contributing to comprehensive training and the 
construction of national, regional, and local cultural identity, 
also including human, academic, and physical resources to put 
policies into practice and implement the institutional educa-
tional project. (MEN)
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Universities have the great responsibility to generate, 
inside and outside the classroom, reflection and analysis 
spaces, for which it is essential to start from the acknowl-
edgment of individuality and of what is defined and expected 
by the collective, which is the fundamental basis for the 
construction of communities based on common perspectives 
and values, which is clearly what enables the development of 
agreements based on the difference.

Therefore, it is essential to understand that the training 
process consists of all people who are building their own 
identity assuming themselves as active protagonists and 
not only as passive subject of history; understanding that 
the construction of self-identity requires communicative 
encounters with others; and understanding that these 
encounters are only possible in the real context in the operable 
immediate space, as some may call it, or in the world of life, as 
affirmed by critical pedagogy.

This way, an educational model focused on “Educating for 
the world of life,” such as that of the Universidad Cooperativa 
de Colombia, is supported by recognizing and understanding 
diversity on the basis of the assumption that the development 
and evolution of society are the result of acknowledging that 
individuals are defined according to their personal, social, 
political, cultural, and productive histories. Therefore, 
curriculum and pedagogical practices necessarily involve the 
development of individual and group skills that allow people 
to understand and adapt to the reality that they are immersed 
in, without losing their individuality.

Building a peaceful country is everyone’s responsibility; 
therefore, developing agreements that are certainly mediated 
by the recognition of diversity is crucial. In this sense, this 
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is exactly where universities, on the basis of the educational 
model and pedagogical practices, help to consolidate commu-
nities and research and projection actions and allow better 
understanding of reality, the development of possible alter-
natives, and the meeting of the neighboring communities’ 
demands.

Within this context, universities apply the development 
and implementation of public policies, convening young 
researchers to partake in projects directed toward new 
post-agreement scenarios, in which students draw up proposals 
for the purposes of reaching priority areas affected by violence. 
Likewise, these are linked to multilateral organization initia-
tives in accordance with the government, promoting the 
involvement of learners in projects such as “Manos a la paz” 
(Hands for peace), where the various knowledge areas have 
a role to play in a participatory way. This way, it contributes 
to the strengthening of skills and the development of values 
such as: solidarity, social responsibility, participation, respect 
for diversity, and equity. Thus, training and professional 
practicums facilitate access to justice, health, and economic 
development systems for victims of violence in particular 
and for those living in vulnerable conditions in general as 
social services at universities are designed to address the less 
advantaged socioeconomic strata.

Furthermore, participatory environments are developed 
and consolidated for all the parties involved in the conflict, 
which allows for reflection and the recognition of others, 
debate, and the creation of potential settings for the future. 
In parallel, a space for connecting to the training process is 
fostered for people directly involved in the conflict, thereby 
enabling access to education as a means of building peace.
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After the presentations of the rectors and taking into 
account the strategic role of higher education as a factor 
of inclusion and social transformation in all regions of the 
country in order to ensure the foundation of a lasting peace, 
we can conclude the following8:

•	 The higher education sector is called on to play a crucial 
role in the path toward turning Colombia into a post-con-
flict society, together with Colombian government 
authorities.

•	 As higher education institute leaders throughout 
Colombia, deans are in a unique position to provide 
insights on this issue, and to support vigorous action 
for the promotion of social justice to reduce violence and 
help in building lasting peace.

•	 The rectors have the enormous responsibility to actively 
shape the future of Colombian higher education.

•	 The four universities present, together with the Univer-
sidad Cooperativa de Colombia, who are authors of 
the panel, given their size and territory coverage, 
account for 25% of Colombian higher education; hence, 
their opinions and actions are essential for building a 
new peaceful Colombia in order not to have 100 years 
of solitude again and provide new generations with a 
second opportunity on earth.

•	 There are many challenges and barriers to promoting 
inclusion and quality in education, which are related to 
closing gaps between regions and promoting equity in 
resource distribution and social inclusion; changing the 

8	 The following statements are taken from the book of the Nobel Prize 
for Colombian Literature, 1982 Gabriel García Márquez, for whom in 
the region we had lived 100 years of loneliness and distance from devel-
opment opportunities.
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way in which we conceive work with communities; and 
incorporating new awareness associated with the recog-
nition of diversity as a need to construct more fair and 
equitable societies.

•	 Collaborative work models, such as some of the experi-
ences described today, which are worth understanding 
and developing further.

•	 We would like to invite the audience to join these univer-
sities in their efforts to keep on exchanging knowledge 
and identifying new ways of making progress on collab-
orative work toward development.
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