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This book derives from the contributions and discussions held at the conference ‘Higher Education in the GCC States: building economies, societies and nations’, which was organised by the London Middle East Institute of the School of Oriental and African Studies in London in November 2007. They are supplemented by additional material considered by the organisers as being relevant to the theme and arising from discussion sessions at the conference.


The rationale for the conference was that it was appropriate to consider at this time the rapid expansion of higher education in the six member countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and to review the ways in which each country was designing and implementing this expansion and the reform programmes that underpin it. Each country is pursuing its own route in developing tertiary education, but there are common trends and themes which the conference sought to identify and share. This introduction seeks to reflect these common considerations and to examine their manifestations in the individual countries of the GCC.


No review of the current higher education systems in the Gulf countries should ignore the definitive World Bank development report, The Road not Traveled, published by the Bank in early 2008. A digest and commentary of the report’s findings by Mari Luomi are therefore part of this volume. Its main conclusion, which covers all levels of education in the Middle East and North Africa, is that the education systems in the region require a new approach to reform, based on an emphasis on public accountability and incentives and on seeking to close the gap between the supply of educated individuals and both internal and external labour demand. These two principal strands appear to a greater or lesser degree in most of the contributions to this book, albeit under different headings. This is perhaps best reflected in the emphasis on the development of independent quality assurance systems in almost all the countries involved and on the awareness of the need for greater relevance of equipping graduates with skills and capabilities more in tune with the requirements of business, industry and the world of employment, both within the region and on an international level.


The main themes in higher education in the region that emerge from this book, generally illustrated from experience and observation in individual countries, are:


•   Expansion from a small historical base,


•   Access to higher education and the issue of gender,


•   Quality and accountability,


•   International links and partnerships,


•   Meeting private and public sector employment needs,


•   Nationalisation of the labour force, especially in the smaller Gulf states.


All these areas are interlinked, with some cross-cutting dimensions which touch upon each. So, for example, most Gulf universities and colleges interact with partner institutions in Europe, North America and Australia or are branches of them, as in the case illustrated by the chapter on the British University in Dubai, and these relationships have assumed profound importance for all aspects of tertiary education. A cross-cutting theme, emphasised by the World Bank and by other contributors, is the impact on the institutions of the region of globalisation in general and of the desire to create knowledge economies in particular. Another cross-cutting theme is the extent to which states should cater for the educational needs of their expatriate communities.



Expansion and History



Christopher Davidson’s chapter provides an important reminder of the origins of educational development in the Gulf and of the remarkable fact that, apart from in Saudi Arabia, the first ministries of education in the region were only established in the early 1970s, following the British withdrawal. He traces the origins of basic and secondary education and the roles played by the merchants of the region and by neighbouring Arab states in setting up the first schools following what he describes as a period of neglect under the British. He notes the transition from religious to secular schools, the establishment of specific schools for girls, the use of overseas scholarships as the initiator for higher education, and the impact of these developments on the traditional societies of the region. His chapter also reminds us that, until as late as the early 1960s, some of the countries of the region had not yet begun significant development of their oil and gas resources and relied heavily on other Arab countries for financial as well as educational support. Thus emerging institutions originally relied on predominantly Egyptian and Palestinian teachers both for teaching and for curriculum development and on Kuwait in particular for financial support. Although the public purses of the Gulf countries might now be said to be more than sufficient for domestic purposes, the tendency to import teaching and education management expertise has remained until today.


Gregory Starrett’s chapter widens the historical view to the origins of modern higher education in the Ottoman Empire, particularly Turkey, Egypt and Iraq. He also introduces the concept that schools and universities need to be seen as engines of change, development and progress in their societies and that this brings with it the risk of instability. Noting that the ministries of education across the region are now adept at using the international language of management, policy and strategy development, he raises the perennial questions of the purposes of higher education and whether universities should be ‘corporate bodies of faculty which decide the nature of the curriculum and of their own research programmes’ or commercial corporations run along modern management lines with their own criteria for success. While his general conclusion is that education can effectively be all things to all people, he cautions that higher education should not be constantly aimed at the ‘whims of the market’. Starrett’s chapter offers insights on the leadership and inspirational and charismatic role he sees both individuals and institutions playing through education. His views challenge those responsible for higher education development in the region to balance carefully their objectives for institutions of higher education.


The expansion from this base forty years ago to the provision of all levels of education within the region in the early twenty-first century has been dramatic. The chapters in this book illustrate the achievements of the region in establishing and developing new universities and tertiary colleges at a remarkable rate. They also describe the population growth rates and the challenges that all the Gulf states face in meeting the needs and aspirations of their very youthful populations.


Access to Higher Education and the Issue of Gender


The principal contributions in this volume on access and gender are by Warren Fox and Jane Bristol-Rhys. Both look in detail at the experience of the United Arab Emirates, but the theme is a general one, with greater detail in terms of facts and figures for the region available in the World Bank report.


Fox describes the achievements of the UAE in tertiary education and highlights the paradox of higher education in a country seeking to build a knowledge economy yet undergoing a funding crisis in investment programmes in this sector, which are currently well below international comparators. His account covers the complexity of a federal strategic planning process that is being initiated against a backdrop of ongoing, individual emirate-level actions, especially in Dubai. He reveals that while the public sector may be facing funding constraints, the private sector is not. The pattern of new developments includes an expanding ‘national university’ at Al-‘Ayn (where 70 per cent of the student body are women), new colleges of higher education and a number of private universities, including many accredited by foreign institutions (for example the Sorbonne and the New York Institute of Technology in Abu Dhabi) and the sixteen branch campuses of foreign universities operating from within the Dubai Knowledge Village. The opportunities for higher education for UAE nationals, both male and female, and for expatriate students have consequently greatly increased, although significant constraints remain evident. Many male UAE nationals, for example, have not completed high school and often seek alternative employment in the public sector or in family businesses.


Bristol-Rhys describes the way in which this expansion has resulted in many more gender-mixed campuses, especially in the private education sector. Gender-integrated public sector institutions conduct separate classes for men and women. She points out that women are now in the majority among students of public sector institutions and that their participation in the labour force is increasing. She tempers these observations, however, by describing the social constraints under which women live in a patriarchal society. The overall picture is of a higher education system which is increasingly developing through public and private sector engagement to meet the demand of its nationals, and, to some extent, its expatriate population, with the qualification that demotivated males continue to seek alternatives to higher education while females take greater advantage of educational opportunities, but face discrimination in the labour market.


Quality and Accountability


A recurrent theme in the following chapters is how to improve and measure the quality of higher education offered by both public and private higher education institutions in the Gulf. The impetus for this desire both to upgrade and to evaluate tertiary education is grounded in the concern that the qualifications and experience of students graduating from Gulf institutions should be of an international standard, for the global competitiveness of the countries concerned depends on the knowledge and competence of their youth. The higher education strategies of the Gulf countries all stress the need for quality assurance systems. The route that most endorse is of emulating those systems that presently operate in Western Europe and North America. International comparison, coupled with a greater accountability in the management and provision of education is, in fact, the basis of the World Bank’s proposals for education reform, which are also reflected in the following chapters. Achieving globally competitive quality is the rationale for many of the partnerships established with international university partners, either as branches or as various forms of joint venture. Public sector higher education institutions in the Gulf are also more open to collaborative ventures with foreign universities than has been the case in the past and the notion of international benchmarks has gained greater acceptance in that sector as well.


The development of a regional solution to quality assurance is a growing concern. Moudi al-Humoud’s chapter reflects this, as it proposes a regional quality assurance agency to monitor standards in each country and to issue academic awards. Her approach is based on methodologies and practices developed by the UK’s Quality Assurance Agency over the past ten years. Her proposal covers both public and private universities, as well as other degree awarding institutions. She reveals that the adoption of the British model was initially opposed in academic circles, but has now gained acceptance as a necessary and helpful system. Some of the Gulf states have preferred to develop their own national agencies and systems. Khalil al-Khalili’s chapter describes the situation in Bahrain, where the education strategy recently adopted through the Economic Development Board provides for the establishment of a home-grown quality assurance authority which will have inspection units for universities, vocational education colleges and schools, and will supervise all examinations. It is intended to be an independent government entity that will cooperate with the Australian Universities Quality Agency until it develops its own capacities. The chapters on quality assurance note in addition that an enhanced quality assurance and accountability system would provide to the public more information on the performance of higher education institutions than is presently the case in most of the Gulf countries. This in turn would improve the quality of individual decision-making about educational choices and provide a basis for macro level assessments of progress within the education system.


International Links and Partnerships


The extent to which higher education in the Gulf countries is increasingly linked to international experience and provision is an essential element in its maturation. The earliest developments in higher education in the region involved overseas scholarships within the Arab world and in the West. Most of the current generation of the Gulf’s higher education managers received all or part of their own higher education at foreign universities, often in Egypt or in the West. International faculty dominated the initial higher education institutions and remain an important component of the teaching faculty across the region. More recent pressures for reform have come from the globalised economy, initially in the oil and gas industry and subsequently in other areas such as finance, so the current drivers for improved quality, access and provision are now the demands to equip graduates to be internationally competitive. This is, of course, not solely a Gulf concern, for all in higher education are aware of international pressures and comparisons.


Projects to establish universities are proliferating throughout the GCC. The nature of these projects varies: some are set up as branches of their overseas institutions, some as partnerships between Gulf institutions and overseas collaborators. Most are in the private sector and at the undergraduate level. Perhaps the best-known example is the cluster of institutions participating in Dubai Knowledge Village, where institutions from Australia, India, Russia, Canada, Pakistan, Belgium and the UK have set up campuses. In addition to specific projects for the development of new institutions, or branches of existing ones, overseas universities are now more active in seeking teaching and research links with Gulf institutions across a wide spectrum of subject areas. In some cases these links provide for Gulf students and faculty to spend part of their studies overseas, for faculty exchanges and joint research programmes. One of the outcomes of establishing quality assurance agencies as described above could be to enhance this process and encourage the development of easier exchange of qualifications and standards, in research as well as in teaching.


David Lock’s chapter describes the origins and development of one specific international institution, the British University in Dubai. This project – to establish a postgraduate university – is also an excellent example of a partnership between industry and educational institutions, with the original initiative coming from British and UAE business concerns. Lock describes the way in which five UK universities were brought together to offer masters programmes in Dubai in a range of subjects relevant to the economic needs of the UAE, and to engage in research in these areas. The emphasis has been on delivering degrees in Dubai that will be equivalent to those offered by the UK universities at their home campuses, and on engendering research activity.


Digby Swift’s chapter outlines what he sees as the potential contribution of Gulf universities to international development, a logical progression of this internationalising agenda. Swift argues that universities, in addition to their roles in support of their students, research and local economies and societies, have a wider duty to the international community in reducing global deprivation and strengthening global understanding and partnership. He takes the view that GCC universities, juxtaposed between East and West, generally well equipped and operating in a region of rapid change and expanding economies with excellent international links and connections, are well placed to open up access to students from poorer countries. They should establish projects and programmes in support of wider engagement with international development. He quotes examples of the kind of collaborations that are already effective in addressing these tasks and suggests more detailed consideration of these roles in current higher education planning in the region.


As a complement to this proposal, Ali al-Shamlan sets out in his chapter the background and activities of the Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Sciences, which invests in projects in support of scientific and other endeavours both nationally and internationally and works closely with higher education institutions. Al-Shamlan describes the KFAS’s investment policies and programmes since its establishment in 1976. The Foundation supports a wide range of projects for scientific infrastructure, institutional research, technical innovation, skills development and international collaboration. Its activities include the funding of chairs, centres of excellence and research grants at Kuwaiti and international universities. In addition to scientific and medical subject areas, the Foundation is also engaged in projects in leadership, public strategy and policy development, Islamic studies, heritage conservation and management and information studies. It has contributed to international development programmes in the developing world and supports a number of libraries and information centres at institutions in Kuwait and overseas. The work of the Foundation can perhaps be seen as the modern extension of earlier Kuwaiti investments in educational development in the region in the 1960s and 1970s, which Christopher Davidson records in his chapter.


Relevance to Employment and the Labour Market


A recurring theme in the World Bank report concerns the perceived mismatch between the labour market and the output of the education systems of the Gulf, as well as those of the wider Middle East and North Africa region. Each of the declared strategies of the Gulf countries for higher education addresses the need for universities and colleges to equip graduates for the labour market and the world of work and to contribute to the economic development of their countries. Several countries have in place policies for the replacement of their expatriate populations by an effective national workforce and most are concerned with the need to develop industries and businesses outside the dominant energy sector. The implicit common strategy is that each country should be able to compete globally on the basis, among other things, of having an effective, efficient and innovative private sector to which indigenous higher educational institutions are linked.


Many of the older, and some of the newer, universities in the region have been slow to initiate curriculum reform or to have considered how best to include programmes and relationships that will help graduates prepare for employment. There are also concerns about student competence in vocationally relevant areas such as mathematics and English, and about the ‘core skills’ (for example communication, presentation, team-working and working disciplines) which many employers now look for from new employees in most skill areas. These deficiencies are found in both male and female students, an issue that is particularly serious in the Gulf. The description of the foundation and development of the British University in Dubai in Lock’s chapter illustrates one aspect of the way in which business and industry in the region have collaborated to try to develop a cadre of graduates with relevant experience of areas attractive to specific businesses. It is, however, a small and necessarily highly selective institution and does not have broad impact. The implications of the evidence presented in this volume and in the World Bank report are that the issue of linkage between universities and the labour market requires much more attention within the region.


Mohammed Alkhozai’s chapter provides an excellent example of the way in which the introduction of new industries in the Gulf, in this case banking and finance, lead to the establishment of specialised institutes to provide education and training. The private sector Bahrain Institute of Banking and Finance offers a range of international qualifications in the field and works with a number of British and American academic and strategic partners in delivering to Bahraini and other GCC students courses and tailored programmes for the industry. It also delivers training in other GCC countries and includes general professional development programmes, such as leadership and management, in its offerings. Other examples of this type of institution include the long-established Petroleum Institute in Abu Dhabi, a collaborative venture with the Abu Dhabi National Oil Company and international oil company partners, and the Saudi British Electronic Institute in Riyadh, an initiative of BAE Systems. Industry relationships with education can be strong, particularly in the energy sector. Saudi Aramco’s work with the King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals is perhaps the longest established example. Nevertheless, many companies, businesses and chambers of commerce continue to complain that the products of schools, colleges and universities in the region require extensive additional education and training by their new employers before they become effective in the workplace.


Mari Luomi’s analysis of the World Bank report reminds us that the UNDP’s Arab Human Development Report of 2003 concentrated on the role of knowledge in development in the Middle East region. Its concept of an Arab knowledge model for the future considered the need for much greater transparency of educational structures, quality of education, science and research and knowledge-based production and services. The aspirations of all the GCC countries to create knowledge economies are repeated in the World Bank report. André Mazawi’s chapter reflects on the way in which large-scale new developments in private sector higher education provision in the region (Dubai Knowledge Village, Qatar’s Education City and many internationally connected new institutions in all countries) are said to be directed at meeting this demand, but run the risk of making the GCC countries consumers, rather than producers, in the knowledge economy.


The relationship between higher education and the human capital needs of economies, now and in future, is a challenge across the world. The contributions to this book illustrate some of the ways in which the GCC countries are seeking to meet it, but it is clear that there is a long way to go and that the GCC countries face particular obstacles, including gender relations, large expatriate populations, attitudes to employment and a predilection amongst graduates for the public sector. These challenges go to the heart of the overall theme of this book – the role of higher education in building economies, societies and nations. Mazawi’s chapter in particular investigates intersections between culture, religion and politics in higher education reform in the region and emphasises the challenge of finding effective solutions where international models are at the core of educational systems. He deals in detail with the way in which post-school education in the region, with the potential exception of Saudi Arabia, is largely conducted through Western international linkages and accreditation systems, reinforced by the recruitment of increasing numbers of nationals of the region as faculty, who are themselves products either of international institutions or of their local partners in the Gulf. He also asks us to consider the political and developmental impact of these relationships on the societies of the region and on the associated economic policies of their governments. In this context Mazawi notes the role being played by the private sector, almost exclusively with Western partners, in almost every new educational initiative in the region, both in the development of institutions and in associated areas, like science parks and enterprise incubators. He sets out the implications of these developments in fairly stark terms, with much concern about the space available for home-grown influences or options within the overall expansion of higher education and the effect this weakness will have on national policies and character. He also argues for greater regional collaborative efforts, despite some disappointing examples so far, and for consideration of a GCC ‘academic region’ to enhance exchange and opportunity amongst both faculty and the graduates of the current national systems, with stronger links with the wider Arab world as well as internationally. He is keen to place the expansion of higher education in its developmental and social context, with particular attention to its potential impact on the political structures and philosophies of the region.


Conclusions, Issues and Challenges


The interconnection between higher education and economic and social development in the countries of the region is well illustrated in the varied contributions to this book that record the extraordinary expansion of higher education in the region since the establishment of the first universities (King Saud University in Riyadh in 1957 and the University of Kuwait in 1966) and which take up directly and indirectly the key issues related to this phenomenal growth. The region may have, or be in the process of creating, the world’s most globalised higher education system, with international partnerships, faculty and qualifications, and with the English language dominating almost all new initiatives. Some of these developments, as we have noted, have been in direct response to economic demand, while others are a more general reaction to population increase and perceived learning needs. This has come at a time when international education, particularly in North America, the UK and other English-speaking countries, has become much more business oriented: foreign providers consider the business needs of their own institutions in developing international links and partnerships. On the one hand, the GCC countries have become a priority area in this market place, which may offer GCC institutions more scope themselves to develop a global reach. Their existing international partnerships can offer a basis for this. On the other hand, the pressures of this market may require education planners to look carefully at the way in which domestic development needs are being met. To what extent will the Gulf always require outside providers in this field, and does this matter?


A further issue to consider is the impact on Gulf societies of a higher education system that is largely built upon standards, systems and faculty imported from Western Europe and North America and which operates almost entirely in English. Will this style of education produce Gulf national graduates whose ideas about political and social development will reinforce rather than challenge the status quo? Should new educational undertakings also cater for the expatriate populations of the region? And is it time to consider reconnecting with some of the Arab countries that originally provided so much of the GCC’s educational needs?


As regards economic relevance, to what extent are education planners, or the higher education institutions themselves, taking into account the way in which the countries of the region are seeking to shift from being ‘rentier’ to knowledge economies? It has been argued that the region’s trajectory of economic development is now following three main paths: energy (with a strong move towards developing downstream industries and greater ownership of the energy value chain), services (especially on the model developing in Dubai) and finance capital (on a model that considers the global influence exerted by the region’s massive sovereign wealth funds and the ongoing focus on finance and banking). Can this shift be made without a truly international, high-quality university system and can that system be developed sufficiently rapidly to meet the requirements of these evolving economies? How much more of the financial resources of the countries involved should be focused on higher education as part of this process?


It should not be surprising that a debate about higher education will always throw up more questions than it answers. Hopefully this volume will encourage a greater focus on the vital role that higher education has to play in the region, will close the gap in information available from the region on current educational provision and development and stimulate an open discussion of the issues and opportunities of the unique international experiment in higher education which the GCC countries are now undertaking.
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At the turn of the twentieth century, most visitors to the Arabian Gulf believed socio-economic development to be non-existent in the region, especially with regard to the advancement of formal education. Certainly, with the hinterland of Arabia remaining isolated from external influences and the forces of modernisation given the powerful yet introverted Saudi–Wahhabi religious alliance,1 and with Britain viewing her collection of protected coastal shaikhdoms as being little more than an informal part of her empire2 and therefore unworthy of receiving imperial resources for the purposes of domestic development, there was much validity to this claim, with most education remaining informal and firmly within the bailiwick of the religious communities. However, even without British support, between the 1920s and the 1960s a large number of new schools were established in many of the coastal towns, with both local and expatriate Arab teachers, Arab funding, imported Arab curricula and modern, secular and vocational subjects being taught to an increasing number of boys and girls. Thus, while most assume that meaningful educational progress did not really take place until after Britain’s departure in 1971, after the simultaneous creation of ministries for education in the newly independent states, and following the massive oil-financed investments in educational infrastructure of subsequent years, there had in effect already been an important, if sporadic, series of indigenous or at least semi-indigenous developments.


To explain better the trajectory of this early educational progress, it is necessary to assess the region’s traditional social, economic and political structures. In particular, I will consider the limitations of the domestic economy and its restraints on education, the pearling boom and the rapid development of local schools fuelled by injections of merchant wealth, the almost equally hurried decline of these schools following the collapse of the pearling industry, the resistance of native merchants to dependency on Britain and their attempts to kick-start self-directed development while concurrently reorganising the local education system and the somewhat problematic era of assistance from the Arab republics and Kuwait to the other Gulf shaikhdoms in the years preceding British withdrawal. Finally, I will turn to the original development plans drawn up by modernising monarchs in late 1971. These aimed to reduce any future reliance on hydrocarbon exports and to lessen the Gulf’s dependency on foreign skills by fostering a more varied economic base supported not only by superior transport, communications and better healthcare provision, but also by implementing a labour nationalisation programme backed by greatly improved secondary education and the introduction of vocational education.


1820s to 1920s – From Traditional Economy to Boom Time: the first formal schools


The Gulf was home to a number of diverse economic activities during the nineteenth century, including fishing, animal husbandry, re-export trading and some limited agriculture. Significantly, these were primarily at the subsistence level with rarely sufficient surplus to allow for any meaningful growth or development.3 As such, without necessary resources for the building of schools or the recruitment of professional teachers, for much of this early era the education system remained somewhat basic. The primary form of tuition was often that provided to young men and boys by the local mutawa’a: ostensibly a religious man who was usually the imam (cleric) of the local mosque. Referred to as al-katatib education, this traditional mutawa’a system relied heavily on the rote learning of large sections of the Qur’an and the Prophet Muhammad’s various utterances or Hadith. Significantly, the mutawa’a was rarely a literate scholar,4
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