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and the media. For three days, Forum participants gathered to discuss some of the
most pressing issues facing the relationship between the United States and global
Muslim communities.
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Higher Education Reform
in the Arab World
are enrolled in institutions that lack key human and
physical resources for success and suffer from overcrowding and poor quality. Efforts to address these
chronic problems have had only marginal success.
High unemployment among university graduates is
only one measure of the reality of an educational
system that is not producing graduates with the
skills needed to succeed in the modern global economy and economies that are not producing opportunities for massive numbers of new entrants.

Abstract
The youth-led revolutions that rocked the Arab
world earlier this year have refocused attention on
the region’s 100 million-strong youth demographic
and its critical role in the transformation of existing political, economic, and social structures in the
Middle East and North Africa.
Youth under the age of 25 represent an estimated and unprecedented 60 percent of the region’s
population, and in many of the region’s countries,
approximately 30 percent of the population is between the ages of 15 and 29.1 They have heightened
expectations for themselves and their societies, but
are constrained by the economic and political realities in which they live. The current demands of Arab
youth for change are rooted in deep frustrations
with the existing status quo—not least of which is
the failure of the social contract for advancement
that should be offered by higher education.

Higher education has a critical role to play in the
national and regional restructuring of Arab economic and political institutions that is currently
underway. The long term success or failure of today’s reform initiatives will rest, to a large degree,
on the ability of these societies to place higher education where it belongs—as the engine of social and
economic progress. The new pressures for political
change may provide a unique opportunity to break
free from some of the obstacles that have held back
meaningful educational changes in the past.

Despite more than a decade of dramatic expansion—in enrollment, female participation, numbers of institutions, and programs—higher education in the Arab world continues to fall far short
of the needs of students, employers, and society at
large. In most countries, the majority of students

1

This working group, convened at the 2011 U.S.Islamic World Forum in Washington, DC, brought
together educators, specialists, and public sector officials from the United States and the Middle East
to review the current state of higher education in

 nited Nations Development Program, “Challenges to Human Security in the Arab Countries” (Arab Human Development Report, United
U
Nations Development Program, New York, 2009), 3, http://www.arab-hdr.org/publications/other/ahdr/ahdr2009e.pdf; Silatech, “The Silatech
Index: Voices of Young Arabs” (Gallup, June 2009), 13, http://www.silatech.com/media/pdf/20100302_silatech-report-poll.pdf.
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the Arab world and consider the key challenges
facing this critical sector of society. How are different actors in the diverse landscape of Arab higher
education advancing or impeding the goals of improving educational outcomes? To what degree do
regional partnerships and cooperative efforts offer

opportunities to overcome local obstacles in specific areas? Finally, where has important progress
been made and what policy responses and initiatives should be encouraged to improve the ability
of Arab educational institutions to meet the challenges of this transformational period?
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Introduction

H

igher education plays an important role
in society because it creates new knowledge, transfers it to students, and promotes creativity and innovation. Higher
education institutions are key actors in the production and dissemination of knowledge through research and instruction, and therefore bear a unique
social responsibility for fostering values, citizenship, and civic engagement. They are also producers
of human capital, which is demanded by employers in the labor market and critical to social and
economic advancement. When the quality and appropriateness of human capital produced align with
the needs of society, employment opportunities are
expanded and economic actors are better able to
achieve their goals and objectives.2

of workers with the skills sought by employers in
the marketplace.
The 2002 United Nations Development Program’s
Arab Human Development Report highlighted the
key role of education as a force for accelerating the
pace of change, development, and progress and
called for “a radical revision of education systems in
Arab countries.” The report declared poor quality
“the Achilles heel of education in the Arab world”
and called for action in three broad areas: “enhancing human capabilities, creating strong synergy between education and the socio-economic system,
and formulating a programme for education reform
at the pan-Arab level.”3
In the decade since the 2002 UNDP report was
released, the landscape of higher education in the
Arab world has changed significantly, largely in
an attempt to accommodate the high number of
new entrants into the system. Governments have
diversified the programs available, ranging from
university graduate and undergraduate programs to
technical and professional degrees granted by polytechnic institutes, community colleges, and even
on-line programs. There has also been a related expansion in the quantity and types of institutions
and a shift away from near exclusive emphasis on

The challenge facing the higher education sector in
the Arab world is that, even as it has expanded in
recent years to try to accommodate a historically
large youth contingent, it has not kept pace with the
shifting demand for human capital. Governments
have “educated” a growing cohort of students without ensuring that they have the skills needed to succeed and without laying the economic groundwork
to employ them. As a result, many countries in the
region are suffering from a chronic oversupply of
university graduates, while experiencing a shortage

 omas J. Cassidy and Mathew L. Miller, “Higher Education in the Arab States: Responding to the Challenges of Globalization” (Conference
Th
Summary Report of Higher Education in the Arab World: Preparing for the Global Market Place, AMIDEAST, Washington, DC, 2001).
3
United Nations Development Program, “Creating Opportunities for Future Generations” (Arab Human Development Report, United Nations
Development Program, New York, 2002), 55, http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/regional/arabstates/RBAS_ahdr2002_EN.pdf.
2
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public institutions. While wide differences exist
between countries across the region—in particular
in demographic pressures and resource availability—most have experienced rapid growth in nongovernmental/private institutions, foreign universities with local campuses, virtual universities, and
partnerships between local and foreign universities
in the last decade.

free trade educational centers, such as the Knowledge Village in Dubai. This global trend led to the
doubling of branch institutions to 162 in just three
years, between 2006 and 2009—over thirty percent of these in just two Arab countries, the United
Arab Emirates and Qatar.6 Branch institutions are
fully functioning universities which provide degrees
and other educational opportunities for host nation
and international students, and offer courses and
programs which are as internationally recognized as
those offered at their main campuses.

In that time span, the number of universities in
the Middle East and North Africa has more than
doubled from 178 to 398. If community colleges,
teacher-training institutes, and other institutions
not affiliated with universities are considered, the
number rises to 1,139.4 Non-public sector institutions account for about 36 percent of the total and
their share is even greater in some countries. Nonpublic sector universities exceed 80 percent of all
universities in Bahrain, Lebanon, Palestine, Qatar,
and the United Arab Emirates, while they represent less than 20 percent in Algeria, Iraq, Libya,
and Morocco.5 Unlike the early American private
universities established in the region, many of these
new institutions operate under a “for-profit” model.
In addition, there has been a dramatic expansion of
foreign branch campuses and the establishment of

Despite these achievements, most of the non-Gulf
countries have not been able to stay ahead of the
ever-increasing number of students seeking to enter
the tertiary system. In addition, in much of the region, the quality of Arab higher education has not
kept pace with international standards. This dual
challenge of quantity and quality needs cannot
be addressed through stopgap measures. Comprehensive reform of the higher education system is
needed to address the skills gap, fuel economic development, and put the region on better footing for
advancement and competition in a technologically
driven, knowledge-based world.

 nited Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, “Towards an Arab Higher Education Space: International Challenges and
U
Societal Responsibilities” (Proceedings of the Arab Regional Conference on Higher Education May 31–June 2, 2009, Cairo, Egypt, 2010), 17- 18.
5
Ibid., 18.
6
Veronica Lasanowski, “International Branch Campuses: Motivations, Opportunities, and Challenges” (presentation, The Observatory on
Borderless Higher Education, March 26, 2010), http://www.obhe.ac.uk/what_we_do/Going_Global.7e.26_March._Lasanowski.pdf.
4
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The Building Blocks of Reform

S

everal factors influence the quality of higher
education and the capabilities of universities
to set and achieve high standards and
better align educational outputs with the
broader needs of society. The building blocks
of reform include: inputs into the educational
process, systemic factors such as public policy and
governance issues, and external considerations—
such as synergies with the local community, labor
market, and other stakeholders.

Inputs into the educational process

objectives of tertiary institutions. Poor pay, restrictions on conducting research freely, and obstacles
to publication have all contributed, to varying degrees, to difficulties in recruiting and maintaining
quality teachers in many of these countries. Finally,
program quality, pedagogy, and other elements related to program standards represent other important inputs into the quality of higher education. In
recent years, the number and types of programs offered has dramatically increased, but the ability to
monitor the quality of these programs and the skills
of their graduates has not kept pace.

Inputs are the components of teaching and learning, including students, teachers, curriculum, and
pedagogy. The academic preparedness of the graduates of primary and secondary schooling that seek
to matriculate in the higher education system represents an important factor to system success. When
students lack the requisite language, science, math,
and critical thinking skills needed to study effectively at the tertiary level, universities must spend
time and resources to address these deficiencies.
This is an issue in many countries in the Middle
East and North Africa. In addition, the quality of
teachers and the incentives in place to reward, train,
and retain top educational professionals are also
critical to sustaining and advancing the goals and

A lack of financial resources is an often overlooked,
but decisive, issue for higher education. The costs
of higher education are substantial, and tertiary systems across the Middle East and North Africa heavily rely on public resources—despite the expansion
in recent years of private institutions. Few countries
in the world can sustain expansion of state-funded
higher education, particularly in countries which
offer free tuition as a matter of policy.7 The current absence of available alternatives for educational funding has placed enormous pressure on some
countries, and in some cases—such as Egypt, Jordan, and Syria—“parallel” educational opportunities are increasingly offered in public universities on
a fee basis as a means of raising much needed funds.

7

 arjorie Peace Lenn, “Higher Education and the Global Marketplace: A Practical Guide to Sustaining Quality,” On the Horizon 8, no. 5, (2000):
M
7-10.
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improve educational and societal outcomes. Furthermore, enlightened institutional governance
requires transparency and accountability tools to
advance successful reform. This means openness to
data collection, evaluation, and assessment to monitor performance and promote desired outcomes.
An important element of establishing sustainable
oversight and accreditation is to expand the small
cadre of local professionals trained and experienced
in evaluation techniques.

Systemic factors
Systemic factors include public policy and governance issues, including accreditation, regulation,
and assessment, and how these enable both quality and access in higher education. Reform efforts
can be advanced or impeded by how governments
promote policies that ensure quality. Examples of
such policies are the accreditation of institutions
and programs, as well as the establishment of financial incentives and national enrollment criteria that allow individuals of diverse backgrounds
and incomes to enter the higher education system.
Greater autonomy and independence enable institutions to respond more quickly and efficiently
to the changing skill demands of the market and
encourage innovation and strategic thinking that
are critical to high quality institutions. Restrictive
public policies and administrative practices stifle
independent thinking and restrict the important
contributions of higher education to societies and
economies.

External considerations
Higher education does not take place in a vacuum.
It is a critical element of a nation’s socioeconomic
system. Educational outputs are eventually assessed
in the context of their relevance to local, regional,
and international labor markets and their contribution to broader national objectives. Effective institutional governance can provide strategic vision for
strengthening the partnership and cooperation between universities and their economic surroundings
and tightening the interface between market forces
and higher education. Higher education institutions need to engage local stakeholders, including
institutional alumni and firms that hire or would
potentially hire institutional graduates. Instruction
should both advance linkages to the global economy and contribute to strengthening local culture
and achievements. In this context, foreign partnerships and decisions on matters such as languages
of instruction, publication, and knowledge creation
should be considered.

At the institutional level, differentiation and specialization among institutional types (such as vocational and technical institutes, community colleges,
and research universities) and within each type is
crucial to improving the fit between the skills of
graduates and the needs of the labor market.8 Despite strong societal pressures for college degrees, no
one path fits all students. The missions and objectives of individual institutions should align with
overall national goals to ensure their relevance and

8

Cassidy and Miller, “Higher Education in the Arab States: Responding to the Challenges of Globalization.”
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Three Key Challenges

T

he working group focused its discussions
on three key challenges facing higher
education in the Middle East and North
Africa region: quality, governance, and
educational outcomes for development.

governance and accreditation systems are insufficient to guarantee that quality, rather than profit, is
at the core of new for-profit institutions’ missions.
With some exceptions, new private institutions are
viewed as further undermining quality and equity
and producing graduates at high personal cost without the knowledge and skills needed to succeed.

Quality

In large public sector institutions—which continue
to serve the overwhelming majority of the population throughout the region—overcrowding and
resource shortages make it difficult to place more
emphasis on the key ingredients of quality: teaching, pedagogy, curriculum, and faculty. In addition,
the continuing emphasis at the secondary level on
traditional rote memorization methods, rather than
critical thinking techniques, has contributed to a
pool of applicants that are unprepared for higher
level learning—creating a greater burden on the
system and requiring additional resources.

The large number of students who have sought entry into the tertiary system in the last decade has
put incredible pressure on higher education systems
across the region. Efforts to absorb these students
and to widen overall access have strained government resources and led to a focus on expanding
quantity rather than quality. Despite successful
efforts to increase higher education enrollment,
enrollment ratios are still low in many countries,
and the regional average is still low by international
standards.9
Despite the boom of private universities and paid
programs across the Middle East and North Africa
in recent years, these institutions have not dampened the effects of the demographic dilemma facing
the region. The proportion of private institutions is
as high as 40 percent in some countries, yet these
institutions absorb less than 11 percent of the student body for higher education.10 In many cases,

In recent years, a handful of countries in the region
have established national agencies for quality assurance. In 2007, a regional Arab Network for Quality
Assurance in Higher Education (ANQAHE) was
established with World Bank support. However,
these institutions have limited regulatory capacity
and have not focused their efforts on evaluation. In

 e international average is around 22 percent, and most countries in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development have at
Th
least 25 percent of their populations educated at a tertiary level.
10
UNESCO, “Towards an Arab Higher Education Space,” 44.
9
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addition, they are largely governmental bodies and
lack the independence and scope to push for more
fundamental reforms.

encouraging the process, rewarding those who embrace reform, and penalizing those who do not.
Governments must also be willing to step back and
empower institutional leadership and independent
commissions on higher education to take the lead
in reform efforts, recognizing that internal reforms
cannot be dictated—they must be internalized to
succeed.

How can the region and individual institutions
begin to address the problem of advancing educational quality in this difficult environment?
First, there is a need for more and better information on what is happening in the education process.
This requires data collection—information from
institutions on the starting and graduating profiles
of students—to assess their progress, benchmark
results, and inform decisions for change. Improved
information can introduce greater transparency and
provide a valuable resource for students, faculty,
and potential employers.

Finally, it would be a mistake not to recognize that
quality is costly. In the case of public institutions,
governments will need to financially support the
process of internalizing quality assurance. Establishing internal structures for quality and accountability requires building a new evaluations bureaucracy
that includes institutional offices and committees
for assessment, university statistics, program review,
and strategic management. In an environment
where resources are scarce, difficult choices need to
be made. Institutions are being asked to do more
with less. Nevertheless, results cannot be expected
to improve without tackling this difficult task.

Second, institutions need to embrace a culture of
evaluation and, more specifically, self-evaluation,
which are at the core of successful higher education institutions in the developed world. Mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating tertiary education outcomes are scarce across the region. Faculty
should be evaluated by peers and by students on a
regular basis. Educational outcomes, such as success in the job market, should be evaluated through
alumni networks and working together with community stakeholders. At every level, excellence must
be incentivized, recognized, and rewarded. Faculty
accountability requires identification of clear learning outcomes, an accepted measurements system,
and remediation when outcomes fall short.

Governance
Across the region, governance structures for higher
education have not adapted to modern demands
for change. In many countries, higher education
institutions are run as extensions of the high authority of the state. Public policies and laws that
enable and facilitate autonomy and transparency
of educational institutions are largely absent in the
tertiary education system.

Third, issues of teacher training, recruitment, and
reimbursement are at the core of the quality dilemma. Many countries face a shortage of teachers due
partly to poor pay and a lack of prestige associated
with the profession. Improvements in quality must
be built on the backs of strong faculty and greater
attention is needed to address this problem. A new
emphasis on schools of education and teacher training in the region should focus on building partnerships to advance reform.

Governance and regulation of public sector institutions are rigid across the region, with important
implications for the function of the university in
society and its ability to respond to the needs of
students, faculty, and employers. Slow government-run bureaucracies still control the rules of the
game, including curriculum design, the standards
for approval of new degrees, and the regulations
for teacher certification. This system is unable to
nimbly implement the priorities for reform and
respond to the rapidly changing environment of
higher education. In addition, institutional actors
at every level are accountable to state authorities,

Fourth, governments have an important role to
play in raising the bar for educational quality, by
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not to boards of governors or other stakeholders in
society. Higher education cannot fully take its place
as a resource for society until the governance of the
country is not intimately intertwined with the governance of the university.

licensing systems in the region. However, these
structures are still in an embryonic stage. While
national accreditation bodies exist in ten countries,
they are, by and large, not autonomous from government institutions or engaged in the rigorous development and definition of standards—therefore
not positioned to serve as “buffers” to state involvement. New independent structures and associations
have not yet emerged to fill the gap in this area. The
United Arab Emirates is one of the furthest ahead
in developing its accreditation function. An independent accreditation body operates in the country
as a counterbalance to private educational institutions’ owners, viewed by many as hindering academic progress and increased quality.

In most countries in the region, presidents of public universities are nominated by a state authority. There is no system of announcing vacancies or
establishing search committees to interview and
consider candidacies. In many cases, university
deans are also nominated by government authorities. Financing, fee structures, and other returns are
in the purview of the minister of finance. Under
such a system, higher education leaders have little
accountability to society or university faculty, who
play no role in their selection, appointment, or retention.

In the United States, independent accreditation
bodies were first established to serve as a buffer between the state and the university. There is a need
for such institutions in the Middle East and North
Africa. Quasi-independent higher education councils at the national level would serve as those buffers. This step would help ensure that governmental concerns or priorities would not detract from
strategic objectives of educational institutions or
undermine the goals of meritocracy, openness, and
excellence that are critical to reform.

Private universities are not much different, but are
beholden to a different hierarchical system. Presidents are nominated by the owner of the university,
and the funders make critical leadership decisions
for the institution. In the case of private, parochial
schools, the church or similar entity wields nomination power.
Admissions procedures also tend to be centralized
in most countries across the region and managed
by government authorities. Student applications do
not go to universities for consideration, but instead
are sent to central government-run entities tasked
with making decisions about which institution each
applicant can attend. These decisions have broader
societal implications. For example, placing top students into sciences instead of into liberal arts, wittingly or not, has implications for social, political,
and economic development. As do quota systems,
such as the one used in Jordan, which are used for
distributing available seats at university. Decisions
to accept unqualified students also contribute to
low completion rates in public universities, which
represent another financial drag on resource-poor
systems.

Educational outcomes and development
Linkages between higher education institutions
and local and regional labor markets are of paramount importance to sustainable economic development. These linkages are critical to the task of
supporting broader societal goals, fueling the creation of knowledge, advancing research, and educating a new generation of leaders able to engage in
the global knowledge economy but also steeped in
their own cultural and linguistic traditions. In the
Middle East and North Africa, these linkages have
been less developed and have not effectively served
the broader goals of society. There is a growing recognition that Arab higher education systems should
focus more on improving the “relevance” of their
services in terms of knowledge and research and in
linking them to the labor market and economic development.

Over the last decade, there has been progress in the
establishment of independent accreditation and
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demanding, and self-employment is often not seen
as a viable option.11

The university is a major economic actor in society.
In many communities, it is the largest employer of
local labor and enjoys a larger budget than many
cities. It has significant economic impact through
its role in attracting outside “consumers” and as
a consumer itself of local goods and services. The
university also has a critical role to play in society
as a producer of human capital and a creator of
knowledge for broader dissemination into society.
The university’s role in society has become more
crucial as regional economies have moved away
from state-run models, and as the global shift to a
knowledge-based economy has put higher premiums on tertiary education and human capital. In
this environment, closer interactions between the
education sector and the business sector are increasingly important.

Some countries have begun to respond to the need
to strengthen linkages between educational institutions and the private sector, and to take much
needed steps to improve social dialogue around education and employment. One way to do this is to
encourage co-op and internship programs, which
expose students prior to graduation to real world
situations. This is done in many developed countries
but is much less common in the Arab world. An exception in the region is the United Arab Emirates,
where private education institutions are required
to have advisory councils that include business and
industry representation. The objective is to include
private sector input in discussions of curriculum
and degree requirements. National shortages in areas such as engineering, for example, have broader
implications for economic development plans and
need to be factored into educational planning.

High levels of graduate unemployment alone do
not tell the full story of higher education outcomes.
While part of this problem lies in the failure of
educational institutions and curriculum, another
component reflects the lack of demand in certain
sectors of the economy. Greater attention needs to
be paid to the distribution of employment figures
by college major to better understand the economic dynamics at work among and within different
countries. Information should be collected and
published periodically to show graduate employment, broken down by degree, and to inform decision making of students, parents, and educators.

Vocational training stands out as one of the most
difficult challenges facing post-secondary education
in the region. In many countries vocational schools
are dysfunctional and considered dumping grounds
for students that no one else wants. Major efforts
are needed to improve both the quality of teaching
and curriculum in these schools, which will require
financial resources that many countries may not
have. However, improving quality alone will not be
enough. To make vocational schools desirable options for further education and not as a path to a
lower paid job, public perceptions will also need to
change significantly. Given the massive number of
students in the region, vocational education is badly needed as a viable alternative for a portion of the
student population and as a place to train individuals to fill jobs in different sectors of the economy.

Another factor affecting employment among university graduates is the existing disconnect between
what the labor market offers and the expectations
of young people seeking jobs. Traditional government jobs are much scarcer today in the region
than they were in the past. Yet, indications are that
most young people still aspire to work in government. Private sector jobs are often considered too

11

I nternational Labor Organization, “Global Employment Trends 2011: The Challenge of a Jobs Recovery” (International Labor Organization,
Geneva, 2011), 52, http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@dgreports/@dcomm/@publ/documents/publication/wcms_150440.pdf.
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Summary, Recommendations, and
Action Items

T

he working group discussions drew on
the extensive experience and diverse
backgrounds of its participants. The
meetings took place in the context of the
revolutionary climate of change happening in the
Arab world. These events added a greater sense of
urgency and purpose to the deliberations, as well
as hope that systemic obstacles that had blocked
higher education reform efforts in the past might
give way in the current climate.

focused on maintaining quality and a baseline
of standards, while ensuring that public funds
are spent wisely.

Working group discussions focused on the need for
improvements in the quality, delivery, and management of higher education and, in particular, the
linkages between higher education and jobs. This
was not meant to undervalue the critical importance of these institutions to the advancement of
social and political transformation in these countries, but rather to show why reform is sorely needed in the region. The group’s ten recommendations
are as follows:
•

The primary goal of governments’ involvement and intervention in tertiary education
in the region should be to raise the bar for
higher education quality. Namely, this means
ensuring that tough regulations and quality
assurance structures are in place and functioning effectively to guarantee a certain quality
of teaching and learning in all institutions.
Government funding of public institutions
should be linked to results and standards.
Government should play an overseer role

•

Private, for-profit institutions in the region
should be better evaluated to ensure that
their performance is consistent with accepted
standards and that their graduates are receiving the education they were promised. These
institutions need to be better monitored and
regulated, and systems for assessing their outcomes and performance, along with methods
of holding them accountable, need to be improved.

•

Governments should also establish higher
education councils—comprised of serious
educators and other professionals—that are
tasked with establishing quality benchmarks
and enforcing quality assurance standards.
These councils should be independent from
government entities and retain sufficient enforcement and regulation power to effectively perform their role. These quasi-independent bodies, which would serve as a buffer
between government authorities and educational institutions, should also be tasked with
overseeing institutional accreditation bodies
and interacting with university leadership.

•

There is a need to move away from top-down
decision making on education policy, and to
open up university governance structures
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to better respond to social demand, market
forces, and reformers. Governance structures
in higher education institutions should be
democratized; for example, university leadership should be elected, not appointed. Higher education enrollment and admissions
systems should move toward a more studentdriven system, where students can choose
where and what they study, and institutions
can begin to manage their academic and operational affairs, including, but not limited
to, the enrollment process.
•

•

•

•

specialized exams, where appropriate, to assess language, reasoning, and thinking skills
for admissions purposes.

Higher education institutions across the region need to focus on adopting and internalizing a culture of evaluation and accountability at every level among administrators,
faculty, and students. Attention should be
given to assessing teaching, program quality,
and student outcomes. A standards-driven
system is the only way to ensure that educational outcomes achieve individual and societal needs.
Investment in teachers is crucial, both to address the shortage of teachers in the region
and to improve the recruitment, quality, and
training of university faculty. One way to do
this is to improve education departments in
local universities. Another way is to adopt
public policy initiatives to improve the perception of teaching as a profession and attract more qualified individuals to this field.

•

Universities must develop sustainable funding strategies for their activities. While the
promise of free public education is difficult
to retract, the reality is that very few will get
an education if the system is not able to sustain itself. Countries and institutions will have
to experiment with increases in cost sharing,
improvements in needs-based assistance, and
other new approaches to meet public expectations in this area. This must be done in a manner that maximizes higher education goals and
enables those who cannot pay to pursue their
tertiary education within the system.

•

Universities should explore expanded partnerships with the private sector in areas such
as internships and co-op opportunities. More
emphasis should be placed on real world experience as a corollary to education and as a
way to provide high-value career counseling
to students.

Steps following the Forum
The challenges facing higher education reform in
the Arab region are formidable and are linked to demographic, political, and economic developments
that are difficult, if not impossible, to control in the
short term. The working group struggled with the
question of how it could best make a contribution
to this process, but four areas stood out as possible
areas for further action and engagement following
the Forum. They are outlined here and will be considered at a proposed follow-up meeting at the Columbia University Middle East Research Center in
Amman, Jordan.

Alternatives to university education should
be improved and enhanced to address the demographic tsunami facing higher education
in the region. Governments in the region
need to focus on improving the quality and
desirability of higher education alternatives,
such as technical institutes and vocational
schools.

•

More attention should be given to addressing
the preparedness of secondary school graduates and applicants to universities. Efforts in
this area should include the development of

Create advocacy and independent stakeholder organizations at the national level to
engage the public, employers, and others in
pushing for critical reforms and to open up
the higher education reform process to involve all sectors of society.
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•

•

Address prospects for advancing solutions
to the problem of data scarcity. Labor market, institutional, and program data (i.e., the
breakdown of graduates from different degrees who are employed) would be critical to
establishing transparency, competition, and
accountability.

emphasis on student-centered learning and
critical thinking techniques.
•

Support an intensified regional effort to
recruit and train quality teachers with an

Examine opportunities to help advance the
goal of regional Arab cooperation and integration in higher education, an objective
advocated in the first UNDP Arab Human
Development Report in 2002, but which has
seen little progress.
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serve as a bridge between scholarship and public
policy. It seeks to bring new knowledge to the attention of decision-makers and opinion-leaders, as
well as afford scholars, analysts, and the public a
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together key leaders in the fields of politics, business, media, academia, and civil society from
across the Muslim world and the United States,
for much needed discussion and dialogue;
n A
 Visiting Fellows program, for scholars and
journalists from the Muslim world to spend
time researching and writing at Brookings in order to inform U.S. policy makers on key issues
facing Muslim states and communities;

The Project Conveners are Martin Indyk, Vice President and Director of Foreign Policy Studies; Kenneth Pollack, Senior Fellow and Director, Saban
Center; Bruce Riedel, Senior Fellow in the Saban
Center; Stephen R. Grand, Fellow and Director
of the Project on U.S. Relations with the Islamic
World; Shibley Telhami, Nonresident Senior Fellow and Anwar Sadat Chair for Peace and Development at the University of Maryland; and Salman
Shaikh, Director of the Brookings Doha Center.

n A
 series of Brookings Analysis Papers and Monographs that provide needed analysis of the vital
issues of joint concern between the U.S. and the
Muslim world;
n A
 n Arts and Culture Initiative, which seeks to
develop a better understanding of how arts and
cultural leaders and organizations can increase
understanding between the United States and
the global Muslim community;
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of the Brookings Doha Center; and Shibley Telhami, who holds the Sadat Chair at the University
of Maryland. The center is located in the Foreign
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The Saban Center provides Washington policymakers with balanced, objective, in-depth and timely
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knowledgeable scholars who can bring fresh perspectives to bear on the critical problems of the
Middle East. The center upholds the Brookings
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understanding of developments in the Middle East
through policy-relevant scholarship and debate.

The Saban Center is undertaking path breaking
research in five areas: the implications of regime
change in Iraq, including post-war nation-building
and Gulf security; the dynamics of Iranian domestic politics and the threat of nuclear proliferation;
mechanisms and requirements for a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict; policy for
the war against terrorism, including the continuing
challenge of state sponsorship of terrorism; and political and economic change in the Arab world, and
the methods required to promote democratization.

The center’s foundation was made possible by a generous grant from Haim and Cheryl Saban of Los Angeles. Ambassador Martin S. Indyk, Vice President
of Foreign Policy at Brookings, was the founding
Director of the Saban Center. Kenneth M. Pollack
is the center’s Director. Within the Saban Center is
a core group of Middle East experts who conduct
original research and develop innovative programs
to promote a better understanding of the policy
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