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Whatever Happened to the 
Promise of Online Learn-
ing?
Richard Garrett

Richard Garrett is director of the Observatory on Border-
less Higher Education. E-mail: richard.garrett@i-graduate.org. 

The full report and country case studies are available to OBHE mem-
ber institutions and organizations. Please visit www.obhe.org. 

This article offers a perspective on the evolution, signifi-
cance, and future of online higher education globally, 

and is aimed at anyone trying to understand this dynamic 
and complex field—higher education leaders and practi-
tioners, governments and agencies, and online learning 
companies. The article draws on a report and a series of 
national case studies produced by The Observatory on Bor-
derless Higher Education (OBHE) in 2017 and 2018. The 
stimulus for OBHE’s case study series was the tension be-
tween the scope, diversity, and relative maturity of online 
higher education around the world, and the near-absence 
of studies assessing the significance of online higher edu-
cation on a global or cross-border level.  

The report makes a distinction between five high-level 
national categories. The first category is Distance, Not On-
line. This category applies to countries with a large dis-
tance-learning sector and little or no use of online learning 
beyond some MOOC enthusiasm (e.g., Egypt, India). On-
line Learning as Marginal is the second category—strong 
growth in campus enrollment, with some online ele-
ments. Most distance learning is blended with in-person 
study centers, and marginal from a national perspective 
(e.g., Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and sub-Sa-
haran Africa). The third category is Blurred Growth. This 
category is characterized by a poorly defined combination 
of informal, distance, and online learning enrollment that 
consistently exceeds the overall market in terms of growth 
(e.g., Mexico, Spain). The fourth is Clear Online Growth—
a clear online distance-learning sector continues to out-
perform the overall market in terms of enrollment (e.g., 
the United States). Finally, Peaked/Decline, where online 
enrollment has grown at the expense of the national dis-
tance university. Online enrollment appears to be peaking 
or has been relatively flat or uneven in recent years (e.g., 
England, South Korea).
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Bricks-and-Mortar Higher Education Has Kept on 
Growing

One way to judge online higher education is in light of over-
all higher education enrollment and funding trends since 
2000. From the beginning, advocates positioned online 
learning as offering the potential to circumvent convention-
al institutional access, quality, and cost limitations, suggest-
ing that new technology could accomplish what standard 
infrastructure could not. Enrollment trends since 2000 tell 
a different story—according to UNESCO data, the gross en-
rollment ratio at the undergraduate level doubled in much 
of the world over the past two decades. 

The vast majority of this enrollment expansion had 
little to do with online learning. Overall enrollment growth 
dwarfs online student ratios found by OBHE case stud-
ies—which are typically well below 10 percent. In countries 
where online does exhibit enrollment scale, traditional age 
undergraduates—the vast majority of higher education stu-
dents—are rarely the target. Brazil, where a number of very 

large for-profit higher education providers have used online 
learning to rapidly expand enrollment, may be an exception. 
Despite concerns about the expansion potential of conven-
tional bricks-and-mortar higher education, this model has 
proven accommodating and popular with students, parents, 
institutions, and governments.

At What Cost? 
Debate continues about the cost efficiency of online learn-
ing. Many faculty and administrators regard online learn-
ing as more expensive to develop and deliver than con-
ventional arrangements. The what and the how of online 
learning is more important than the “fact” of the delivery 
mode. Details of implementation—the host of variables at 
play—inhibit simple conclusions or generalizable findings. 
Formal assessment requires quantitative data, but the sub-
jective and relational nature of education calls for qualita-
tive inputs. What can be measured is not necessarily what 
needs to be.

The bottom line is that online higher education has 
yet to clearly demonstrate lower development and deliv-
ery costs. Put another way, specific forms of online higher 
education with well-understood cost reduction models and 
quality safeguards have rarely been scaled up. Few nonprof-

it higher education institutions embark on online learning 
with cost savings top-of-mind. No question there are finan-
cially successful, popular, and quality online programs with 
respectable outcomes. The point here is that online pro-
grams tend to emphasize convenience over cost, and price, 
conventionally, as a proxy for quality.

What about Cross-Border Online Learning?
Another strand of early enthusiasm for online learning was 
the notion that the technology would disrupt national high-
er education systems, prompting large virtual student flows 
across country borders. Again, reality proved rather differ-
ent. From a large base, conventional international student 
flows have increased about threefold since 2000 to almost 
five million students, while cross-border online learning 
has remained marginal by comparison.

The OBHE report examines data from Australia, the 
United Kingdom, and the United States, showing that the 
fully online or distance share of total international student 
enrollment—all modalities—is modest and often in de-
cline. Despite the convenience and direct or indirect cost 
savings that online learning affords, some mix of prefer-
ence, habit, regulation, and technology limitation continues 
to render the modality peripheral to international student 
recruitment.

Conclusion 
UNESCO forecasts that global demand for higher educa-
tion will rise from an enrollment of about 200 million to-
day to 414 million by 2030, driven by population growth, a 
burgeoning middle class in emerging economies, and at-
tainment gains in secondary education. Higher education 
enrollment more than doubled between 2000 and 2015, le-
veraging primarily bricks-and-mortar models, and despite 
earlier predictions that distance learning would need to ad-
dress a looming capacity gap. But adding another 200 mil-
lion students may only be practical if online learning plays 
a more strategic role. 

Fixed broadband is reaching a critical mass in much of 
the world, an essential precondition to online learning tak-
ing off. Governments increasingly see online learning as a 
tool that can be used well or poorly, rather than something 
to be blindly championed or stereotyped. But it is hard to 
imagine fully online degrees catering to a large proportion 
of traditional age undergraduates, the bulk of the higher 
education market. By itself, the delivery mode is simply too 
limited pedagogically to engage the typical student through-
out a lengthy degree program. Online learning is no match 
for travel, immersion, and networking, not least for interna-
tional students. For shorter programs, at least at the gradu-
ate level, and for more experienced students who enroll 
later in life and for whom the convenience of online is es-

The vast majority of this enrollment 

expansion had little to do with online 

learning.
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sential, fully online can be a good fit if pedagogically sound.
For many institutions and students, a blend of online 

and in-person study may be the best way forward. Blended 
learning means that online learning complements, rath-
er than competes with, the traditional campus; supports 
learners, faculty, and staff where they live (in urban areas at 
least); and affords creative combinations of individualized 
and group, and online and in-person learning. This vision 
of online higher education aligns online and campus devel-
opment, something that is surely in the long-term interest 
of most institutions. 	  

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2019.97.10935

Maximizing the Civic 	
Mission of Universities
Ellen Hazelkorn

 Ellen Hazelkorn is emerita professor and director, Higher Education Pol-
icy Research Unit, Dublin Institute of Technology, Ireland, and partner, 
BH Associates, Education Consultants. E-mail: ellen.hazelkorn@dit.ie. 

Michelle Obama’s autobiography, Becoming (2018, 
p.147), talks about growing up on the South Side of 

Chicago, Illinois (US), and the chasm between the Univer-
sity of Chicago and its neighborhood. She writes, “To most 
everyone I knew growing up, elite meant not for us. Its gray 
stone buildings almost literally had their backs turned to 
the streets surrounding the campus… Like many South Sid-
ers, my family maintained what was an admittedly dim and 
limited view of the university, even if my mom had passed a 
year happily working there.”

Michelle’s reflections are echoed in a recent United 
Kingdom survey. According to a 2018 survey by the Civic 
University Commission, 58 percent of respondents said 
they were “proud” of their universities. However, 35 percent 
were unable to name a single thing their local university 
had done to engage the local community, and 30 percent of 
lower socioeconomic respondents had never visited a local 
campus. 

Does This Matter? 
Universities have served society well, playing a leading role 
in nation formation, scientific discovery, and intellectual 
and public discourse. But nowadays, in the context of wid-
ening socioeconomic and regional disparities within coun-
tries and competitive economic circumstances globally, 
there are growing concerns about student performance, 

learning outcomes, and employment opportunities. The 
contribution of education and research and their value and 
impact for national and local objectives are also questioned. 
There are concerns that pursuit of global reputation and 
status have come at the expense of social responsibilities—
worries that are reflected by a collapse of trust in public in-
stitutions and elites.

Accordingly, in many countries, there is growing public 
and political demand that universities be more accountable 
and deliver more public benefit to their cities and regions. 
Universities are being asked to stretch beyond the tradi-
tions of teaching, research, and scholarship, and to reach 
out beyond their walls, real or metaphorical, in order to con-
nect with their communities and regions in ways that are 
novel, challenging, and impactful.

These tensions are giving rise to three interrelated is-
sues: public attitudes toward public services, including edu-
cation; degree of public trust between different sectors of 
society; and public interest in effective and efficient use of 
public resources, and the contribution and value to society.

The Engagement Agenda 
“Engagement” now forms a critical part of government and, 
correspondingly, of higher education agendas. Historically, 
academic involvement in activities beyond teaching and re-
search or scholarship was described as “service.” Over the 
years, “service” was interpreted primarily as involvement 
on university committees and/or membership of profes-
sional organizations. Today, engagement between universi-
ties and society and the economy is a major issue. It is a 
key component of national policy making, a tool for institu-
tional profiling, and/or an indicator of performance as part 
of the broader accountability and system steering agendas. 

The OECD led an influential project exploring the rela-
tionship between higher education and 40 regions and cit-
ies, and the drivers and barriers for engagement. The issues 
were summarized in Higher Education and Regions: Globally 
Competitive, Locally Engaged. The European Union produced 
a guide for regional authorities on Connecting Universities 
to Regional Growth, and is now pursuing a place-based re-
gional development strategy, called smart specialization, for 
which university research and the vocational education and 
training system (VET) are key actors. The UNESCO Global 
Universities Network for Innovation (GUNI) picks up on 
the idea of the civic university and the need to respond to 
grand challenges, as set out in the UN’s Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDG), in its report Higher Education in the 
World: Balancing the Global with the Local.

The European Union has also been developing tools for 
institutional profiling and ranking to capture categories of 
knowledge exchange and regional engagement, as well as 
graduate employment. This began with U-MAP (2005), an 
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institutional profiling instrument, and was then applied to 
U-Multirank (2014). E3M: European Indicators and Ranking 
Methodology for University Third Mission (2012) was another 
EU project. These initiatives are similar to the Carnegie Elec-
tive Classification for Communication Engagement (2006). 
Others include Campus Compact Indicators of Engagement 
(2001), Talloires Network/Association of Commonwealth 
Universities Inventory Tool for Higher Education Civic En-
gagement (2004), initiatives by the Australian Universities 
Community Engagement Alliance (AUCEA) (2008), and 
UK National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement. 
Global/commercial rankings have also begun to focus on 
engagement indicators. 

Developments in Wales
Given the significance of higher education for social and 
economic development, ministries of education in many 
countries are seeking to steer universities toward a greater 
degree of civic engagement. Policy instruments employed 
include national frameworks and priority setting, perfor-
mance indicators and/or other funding instruments, entre-
preneurship education and work-based learning, and evalu-
ation criteria aligned with national priorities. 

For example, the Netherlands Strategic Agenda for 
Higher Education and Research, 2015–2025, identifies 
knowledge valorization—the creation of economic and 
social value from knowledge and social benefit—as a key 
priority. Finland’s performance funding model includes in-
dicators related to meeting national and strategic objectives 
and encouraging cooperation. Ireland’s Action Plan for Ed-
ucation, 2016–2019, requires institutions to demonstrate 
how they contribute “to personal development as well as 
sustainable economic development, innovation, identifying 
and addressing societal challenges, social cohesion, civic 
engagement and vibrant cultural activities.” 

Wales is no different. Traditionally, Welsh higher edu-
cation has been characterized by a commitment to the peo-
ple of Wales, with funding from public subscription and 
lifelong learning opportunities for local people. Today, how-
ever, Wales is a net importer of students and net exporter 
of graduates. In the context of Brexit, forecasts suggest that 
Wales could become even poorer economically than the rest 

of the United Kingdom, with a greater gap in educational 
attainment. Thus, in a determination to steer a distinctive 
position for itself, the Welsh government has introduced 
some innovative policy initiatives. Whereas England has 
embraced a marketized approach to higher education, with 
escalating tuition fees and growing institutional and region-
al inequality, the concept of “public good” underpins Welsh 
public policy. In 2015, the Well-Being of Future Generations 
Act made it a statutory requirement for each public body to 
work toward delivery of seven well-being goals to ensure 
Wales is prosperous, resilient, healthier, more equal, and 
composed of cohesive communities with a vibrant culture 
and Welsh language, and a society that is globally responsi-
ble. The new Tertiary Education and Research Commission 
for Wales (TERCW) will create better coordination across 
higher and further education and oversee greater civic en-
gagement between institutions and Welsh society.

Against this background, Maximising Universities’ Civic 
Contribution (2018), authored by John Goddard, Ellen Ha-
zelkorn, Stevie Upton, and Tom Boland, made six recom-
mendations:

•	 Adopting a strategic vision for the postcompulsory 
sector in Wales

•	 Including civic engagement as a formal aspect of 
universities’ performance

•	 Developing regional clusters of institutions as a 
means of strengthening place-based planning and 
decision-making between higher education and 
other parts of Welsh society and economy

•	 Incentivizing collaboration between universities 
and other parts of the postcompulsory education 
sector

•	 Embedding and widening access and lifelong-
learning, including adult education, as intrinsic 
characteristics and responsibilities of civic mission

•	 Providing engagement funding for universities 
contingent on collaboration and alignment with 
Welsh national and regional priorities.

The intention is to ensure a coherent, integrated ap-
proach that does not lead to the siloing of teaching and 
learning, research and innovation, and engagement and 
civic mission into three distinct and parallel sets of activi-
ties, competing for money, time, and status. Rather, the 
ambition is to encourage an embedded approach, whereby 
civic mission is part of the core role and responsibilities of 
universities, as institutional citizens of and for Wales.	  

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2019.97.10936
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The Country Configuration 
of Global Private Higher 	
Education 
Daniel C. Levy

Daniel C. Levy is SUNY Distinguished Professor, Depart-
ment of Educational Policy and Leadership, State University 
of New York at Albany, NY, US. E-mail: dlevy@albany.edu.   

PROPHE (Program for Research on Private Higher Education) has a 
regular column in IHE. 

Given the large and expanding reality of private higher 
education (PHE) globally, it is important to know its 

country configuration. This is now possible from analysis 
of the first-ever comprehensive and reliable worldwide da-
taset on private higher education, which may be found at  
https://prophe.org/en/global-data/global-data-files/global-
enrollment-by-country/. It covers all 192 countries showing 
higher education enrollment data, though 179 is the total al-
lowing us to see or calculate data for both private and public 
sectors. This article uses figures from 2010 (with limited 
longitudinal comparison). 

The article shows that a twin reality captures the key 
country configuration of global private higher education. 
One reality is the dispersion of the private presence to so 
many countries in all regions. The other, however, is the 
heavy, disproportionate concentration of private higher 
education in the largest country systems. Obviously, the im-
pressiveness of each reality qualifies the impressiveness of 
the other reality, but it is by identifying the patterns of dis-
persion and concentration side by side that we can appreci-
ate the overall country configuration of global PHE. 

PHE Is Widely Dispersed
Large expansion is not a necessary condition for widespread 
dispersion of PHE across countries but it certainly facilitates 
it. Until a few decades ago, many countries had no or only 
quite marginal PHE. During these decades, however, PHE 
has grabbed a greater and greater share of total enrollment 
even as the public sector itself has expanded more rapidly 
than ever in raw enrollment. Although the private propor-
tional growth is now finally slowing, its absolute growth 
remains powerful. In the first decade of this century, while 
the global private share increased from 28 percent to 33 per-
cent, private enrollment jumped from roughly 27 million 
to nearly 57 million. We could conservatively estimate PHE 
today as having at least 75 million students.

One clear illustration of country dispersion is the near 
disappearance of public monopoly systems (as already laid 
out in IHE volume #94, “Vanishing Public Monopoly”). 
Among our 179 countries, perhaps only 10 still lack PHE, 
and some of these are either grappling with PHE proposals 
or have some ambiguous private form (e.g., international 
rather than national). We can now add that some 98 per-
cent of the world’s enrollment is in dual-sector systems.

Yet near ubiquity is not the only illustration of country 
dispersion. As late as in the middle of the last century, US 
PHE was the sole towering private enrollment presence. 
Although it still towers in quality, prestige, research, and 
finance, it holds only a tenth and shrinking share of global 
private enrollment. Whereas India is the new giant—its 
over 12 million private enrollments more than doubling any 
other country’s—delete India and global enrollment falls 
only from 33 percent to 29 percent. The global spread of 
PHE has already been such that it will never again be nearly 
as concentrated in any one country as it once was in the 
United States. Further, other than Brazil in Latin America, 
the deletion of the country with the largest PHE lowers no 
region’s private share by more than 2 percent (and the dele-
tion of the largest two country private sectors never by more 
than 3 percent). Region after region has seen dispersion of 
PHE of some significant size to more and more countries.

Much of the increased country dispersion of PHE in-
volves the developing world. While the developing world 
accounts for most of the growth and increased dispersion 
of higher education overall, this is particularly so for the 
private sector. Some developing countries, China foremost, 
build large private sectors even with relatively low private 
shares of total enrollment, but many developing countries 
with large higher education systems (e.g., Brazil, India, 
and Indonesia) have large private shares. Why the special 
growth and dispersion of PHE in the developing world? 
One reason lies in developing countries’ limited public fi-
nance amid great higher education growth. Another is that 
whereas most developed countries experienced formidable 
growth in a world era in which, for most countries, pub-
lic was the nearly unquestioned dominant empirical and 
normative form, most developing countries have greatly 
expanded their systems in an era of greater privatization 
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in social arenas, with dual-sector options quite available in 
higher education.

PHE Concentrates Heavily in the Largest Systems
But for all these realities of PHE country dispersion, the 
country spread is far from uniform. Indeed, global PHE 
concentrates significantly in a set of countries. While PHE 
holds 33 percent of total global higher education taking its 
average as a mean, its median by country is 20 percent. Just 
three countries—India, the United States, and Brazil—hold 
over 40 percent of global PHE. In fact, 17 different combi-
nations of just three countries (always including India) ag-
gregate to a third of global PHE. On the other hand, where-
as one can be struck by just any three countries holding 
such a high share of global PHE, the reality that 17 different 
combinations exist could also be taken as some further evi-
dence of relative dispersion across countries.

The most robust manifestation of the country con-
centration of PHE is how much it clusters in large higher 
education systems. Of course, we might well expect some 
correlation between total and PHE enrollment. The world’s 
largest 10 systems (the only ones with over 3 million en-
rollments) do hold an impressive 58 percent of total global 
enrollment—but they hold 69 percent of global private 
enrollment. Choosing the largest 10 countries by private 
enrollment rather than by total enrollment would raise the 
private share by only 2 percent. Indeed, nine of the top 10 
countries would remain the same, while the Philippines 
would replace Turkey. In descending order, the 10 largest 
private enrollment sectors are in India, the United States, 
Brazil, China, Japan, Indonesia, South Korea, Iran, the Phil-
ippines, and Russia. Six of these have private sectors larger 
than their public sectors. Whereas Asian countries are the 
majority on this top 10 list, Latin American countries are 
the majority in the next 10.

This last observation suggests that alongside the coun-
try concentration of PHE lies regional concentration, a topic 
for another occasion. What the present article shows is that 
global PHE’s country configuration features a combination 
of significant dispersion across systems alongside signifi-
cant concentration in large higher education systems.	  

DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2019.97.10937

Governance of Higher 	
Education in the Arab World 
and the Case of Tunisia
Adnan ElAmine 

Adnan ElAmine is professor of education at the Lebanese Uni-
versity, Lebanon, and is affiliated to the Lebanese Association for 
Educational Studies (LAES) and the Arab Educational Informa-
tion Network (Shamaa). E-mail: elamine.adnan@gmail.com. 

Public universities in the Arab world have suffered from 
what might be called a political model of governance. 

This model involves the subordination of universities to 
political influence, from top to bottom as well as horizon-
tally. It leads to the closing of minds, the undermining of 
knowledge production, and a limited ability of universities 
to bring about social change. The exception to this domi-
nant model in the Arab world is Tunisia, which, not coin-
cidentally, has also been the only exception to the failure 
of the “Arab Spring,” continuing on the path of democracy 
and progressive reform despite some setbacks. 

The Political Model
An edited volume recently published in Beirut recounts the 
historical development of 10 Arab public universities—the 
oldest in each country—from their inception until 2016. It 
shows that the typical Arab public university fell under a 
political model of governance, mostly in the 1970s, moving 
away from the Napoleonic model used previously. This Na-
poleonic model references the French system established 
by Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821), in which higher edu-
cation is centralized (state oriented), secular, and provided 
in distinct professionally and academically oriented schools 
apart from research institutes (which are also centralized).  

For example, in 1977, Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 
issued a law prohibiting political activity at Egyptian uni-
versities. Based on this law, security agents began setting 
up checkpoints at the entrances of university buildings 
and intervening in university decisions. In fact, Sadat re-
vived the strong legacy of control familiar in the Nasser era 
(1953–1970) while, paradoxically, adopting a liberal eco-
nomic policy and new openness to the West and Israel in 
foreign policy. To fight the continuing political influence of 
Nasserism inside universities, Sadat relied on conservative 
Islamic forces, including both faculty and students. The 
same approach continued under the next president, Hosni 
Mubarak, who held power until 2011. Indeed, Egyptian uni-
versities remain the topic of many reports on academic free-
dom violations by Human Rights Watch. During the same 
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period, Egyptian public universities witnessed a decline in 
the international exchange of students and academics. Con-
comitantly, the “borrowing system” of Egyptian professors 
by Gulf countries accelerated after the oil crisis of 1973. To 
increase the number of senior professors sent abroad, the 
provision of local PhD graduates increased, leading to a sort 
of inbreeding in academia. Furthermore, the “borrowed” 
faculty, subjected to the conservative atmosphere of their 
host countries, returned home as nouveaux riches and con-
tented with the status quo.

Damascus University in Syria came under both secu-
rity control and the influence of the political ideology of 
the ruling Ba’ath party. While the security system required 
academics to be “silent”—their academic freedom cur-
tailed—they were also asked to speak the language of the 
Ba’ath Party. This began in the 1970s, when a branch of 
the party was established at Damascus University with of-
fices in various colleges and departments. A decree, issued 
in 1970, transformed the Teachers’ Union (an independent 
body established in 1935) into a “popular organization” that 
included all civil servants in the ministries of education and 

higher education. This organization was affiliated with the 
Ba’ath Party. As for the students, they were affiliated with 
the “Student Union Executive Office,” which was part of the 
“National Union of Syrian Students,” in turn affiliated with 
the Ba’ath Party. All this took place in accordance with the 
Law on the Prevention of Political Activity at the university.   

The situation in Libyan public universities is similar 
to Syria, with a further touch of surrealism. Instead of the 
Ba’ath ideology, it drew on the Third World revolutionary 
ideology professed in the Green Book (1975) of Colonel 
Muammar Gaddafi, who ruled the country between 1969 
and 2011. The process started in 1973 with the country’s 
Cultural Revolution, during which Gaddafi declared the 
“abolition of all the laws in force, clearing the country of 
perverts,” and promising “no freedom to the country’s ene-
mies.” Cooperating with the intelligence services, the coun-
try’s Revolutionary Committees expelled faculty, deans, and 
university presidents. Gaddafi himself went to Benghazi 
University in order to push the process forward, giving 

speeches and leading rallies aimed at eliminating opposi-
tion figures. According to available sources, he attended 
the execution, at the university’s central square, of students 
who were considered enemies of the people, carried out by 
student members of Revolutionary Committees. After Gad-
dafi, universities went through the same process again, but 
in reverse, with the elimination of anyone accused of hav-
ing collaborated with Gaddafi.

Similar observations of politicized university gover-
nance—each with its own peculiarities—could be made at 
the University of Sanaa in Yemen, the Lebanese University, 
Khartoum University in Sudan, Kuwait University, and 
the University of Jordan. Among the Gulf States, the case 
of Sultan Qaboos University in Oman, founded in 1986, 
shows a distinctive version of the political model of gover-
nance: a paternalistic one. The university is under the pro-
tection and care of the sultan and conservative values are 
dominant; from its inception, this has inhibited intellectual 
openness and encouraged self-censorship.

The Tunisian exception
Public universities in Tunisia appear atypical. They remain 
closer to the Napoleonic model. Unlike the Syrian Ba’ath 
Party, the Tunisian ruling political party, the Constitutional 
Liberal Party (Destour) is no ideological party; it is an elite 
party with a popular base. It incorporates members from 
a variety of intellectual backgrounds, including leftists; in-
deed, former President Zine El Abidine Ben Ali appointed a 
member of the left, Mohamed Charfi, as minister of educa-
tion (1989–1994). 

The differences between the Tunisian case and others 
in the region are significant enough to be explanatory re-
garding the varied outcomes of the so-called Arab Spring. 
The first difference concerns intellectual openness. The 
University of Tunis was, and remains, open to the French 
university system in its curricula, organization, and intel-
lectual resources. French books, newspapers, television, 
and other media are part of Tunisian culture and univer-
sity life, even influencing the Islamic Ennahda Party. The 
second difference relates to the selection of university lead-
ership. An election system was introduced by law in 2011 
and consolidated afterwards—unlike in Egypt, where it was 
legislated following the 2011 revolution, but subsequently 
annulled. The third difference is the legacy of syndicalism. 
A union for higher education and scientific research was 
established in 1967 and joined the Tunisian Labor Union, 
which had been in existence since 1946, preceding the 
country’s independence from French rule in 1956. The 
Higher Education Union expanded in the 1980s, as a reac-
tion to the shift toward economic liberalism in the country. 

The political model of governance is likely to transform 
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the university into an agency of socialization, producing 
elites armed with certainties, ready answers, and loyalty. 
Since the region is characterized by social inequality and 
tensions, counter ideologies hide beneath the surface, wait-
ing for the moment to explode.	
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Today’s world is faced with a severe forced migration 
crisis. The recent Annual Global Trends Report by the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UN-
HCR) indicates that a person becomes a forced migrant 
every two seconds. The current number of forced migrants 
worldwide is 68.5 million. These forced migrants include 
established scholars as well as undergraduate and graduate 
students whose education has been interrupted by forces 
outside of their control. They are knocking on the doors of 
universities in different parts of the world. Some are being 
heard, others are being ignored. Universities and govern-
ments should remember how significantly forced immi-
grant scholars and students have contributed to national 
research and development and institutional quality in the 
past, including, for example, Jewish scholars who fled to the 
United States from Nazi Germany. 

A recent report by the UNHCR, Left Behind: Refugee 
Education in Crisis, reveals that the ratio of refugee youth 
studying at a university is 1 percent, which is far lower 
than the global enrollment rate in higher education of 36 
percent. It is extremely disappointing that national gov-
ernments and individual institutions have not acted more 
quickly to assist the large mass of displaced people in ac-
cessing education—in line with Article 26 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights—thereby recognizing this as 

a human right. There have been some promising efforts, 
but these efforts have not been evenly spread across the de-
veloped and the developing world. According to the Annual 
Global Trends Report of the UNHCR, 85 percent of the refu-
gees under the UNHCR’s mandate, who have been forcibly 
displaced as a result of conflict, violence, or persecution, are 
hosted by countries in the developing world. The challenges 
faced by these countries in responding to a global problem 
on their doorstep requires further attention, as the case of 
Turkey illustrates.

Syrian Refugees in Turkish Universities
Currently, Turkey hosts over 3.6 million Syrian refugees, 
the highest number hosted by any country. As the war in 
Syria is ongoing, and assuming therefore that it will host 
Syrian refugees for a long time, the Turkish government 
has repositioned itself by strategically internationalizing 
three functions of Turkish universities. 

In order to help Syrian refugees access universities as 
students, the Turkish government has reformed academic 
and financial admission policies. Universities have been re-
quired to admit Syrian refugees without proof of previous 
academic qualification as “special students,” and those who 
do have proof as “regular students.” In addition, Arabic-
taught programs have been established at eight universi-
ties in southern Turkey, close to the Syrian border. Financial 
policies have been changed to provide Syrian refugees with 
government scholarships and exemption from tuition fees 
paid by other international students. The result has been 
a dramatic increase in the number of Syrian students en-
rolled in Turkish universities, from 608 in 2011 to 20,701 
in 2018, as reported by the Council of Higher Education 
(CoHE).

The strategic internationalization efforts of the Turkish 
government have also targeted potential academics among 
Syrian refugees. In 2016, an online platform, the Database 
for International Academics, was established to collect cur-
ricula vitae. This resulted in increased numbers of Syrian 
academics working in Turkey. According to the CoHE, the 
number of full-time Syrian academics has increased from 
292 to 348 in the last three years. In addition, in the same 
period, masters and doctoral programs admitted 1,492 and 
404 Syrian refugees respectively.

Number 97:  Spring 2019

Currently, Turkey hosts over 3.6 million 

Syrian refugees, the highest number 

hosted by any country.



I N T E R N A T I O N A L  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N10

The Turkish government has also strategically interna-
tionalized the public service function of Turkish universi-
ties to ensure that Syrian refugees who are neither potential 
students nor academics are able to access Turkish universi-
ties. This has resulted in some Turkish universities offering 
a range of free services to Syrian refugees. These services 
include free Turkish language courses, healthcare, psycho-
logical support, and information seminars on crucial topics 
such as childcare, legal rights of refugees, and employabil-
ity.

Forced Internationalization 
The above illustrates an emerging phenomenon, namely 
forced internationalization. The above-mentioned reforms 
in Turkey have simultaneously provided forced migrants 
with access to higher education and internationalized the 
policies and functions of universities. So what are the key 
characteristics of forced internationalization? And what 
does it offer for the future?

Consistent with the existing definition of internation-
alization of higher education, forced internationalization is 
intentional, strategic, and it addresses the three core func-
tions of universities: teaching, research, and service. How-
ever, it is different in several ways. It responds to a crisis on 
the doorstep—in Turkey’s case, the forced migration of mil-
lions of Syrian people, a significant number of whom look 
to higher education as a pathway to a better life as students, 
academics, and/or public service recipients. Whereas in the 
past, internationalization of higher education has primarily 
been voluntary and part of a deliberate institutional (and 
in some cases governmental) policy, this emerging form of 
internationalization is “forced.”

Academically, the diversity and brain gain that refugees 
bring will enhance the quality of learning, teaching, and 
research, as do other forms of internationalization. Eco-
nomically, while forced internationalization is unlikely to 
be a source of income generation in the short term, history 
tells us that, in the longer term, the innovative and entre-
preneurial contributions forced migrants will make to in-
stitutions and countries as skilled migrants are substantial. 
Socially and culturally, forced migrants have the potential 
to enrich and strengthen the host society. Politically, forced 
internationalization is a soft power investment, which may 
lead to improved future diplomatic relations between the 
host country and the forced migrants’ home countries. 

In addition to the traditional four rationales for inter-
nationalization, forced internationalization demonstrates 
a new rationale—a “humanitarian rationale,” suggested by 
Streitwieser and his colleagues in 2018. This rationale rec-
ognizes higher education as a public good on a personal 

level (for the benefit of individuals in need), at the national 
level (for the benefit of societies and communities within a 
country) and internationally (for the benefit of the world). 

Beyond any doubt, however, integrating a disadvan-
taged international group into a higher education system 
creates uncommon challenges. The host society, especially 
where access to university is highly competitive, may re-
sist this type of internationalization, regarding the forced 
migrants as competitors with an unfair advantage. Formu-
lating and passing controversial laws is a legal challenge. 
Forced migrants often need not only exemption from tu-
ition fees, but also direct financial aid, posing an economic 
challenge. Administratively, it can also be difficult to assess 
forced migrants’ previous qualifications. Forced migrants 
need access to information about applying to universities, 
which creates communication challenges. A language-relat-
ed obstacle is that most forced migrants lack proficiency in 
the host country’s official language. Forced international-
ization is in many ways a race against time, requiring a host 
country to act swiftly in order to find and support the best 
talents among the refugee population.  

Despite these challenges, we suggest that forced inter-
nationalization driven by a humanitarian rationale offers 
a positive response to forced migration. Applied globally, 
“forced internationalization” would see governments and 
universities across the world internationalizing in new 
ways, in places far away from those affected by crises in geo-
graphic terms, but close to them in humanitarian terms.
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In a globalized world, higher education systems (i.e., uni-
versities and colleges) integrate international practices 

into teaching and learning processes, research, and admin-
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istrative functions. The latter allows them to respond more 
adequately to international demands such as cooperation, 
mobility, and the development of international networks. 
Internationalization trends arise within decentralized con-
texts; that is to say, they are not anchored in specific cul-
tural or academic sites, but are the result of an accumu-
lation of global higher education circumstances that lead 
to the establishment of mechanisms and priorities within 
broader public policy agendas. As a consequence, the objec-
tives, strategies, power relationships, and individuals con-
tributing to internationalization are scattered throughout 
different higher education systems around the globe. Ulti-
mately, internationalization processes may be conceived as 
“belonging to no one, but affecting everyone.” Yet, denying 
that world-class universities and the educational systems of 
developed nations are key influencers of internationaliza-
tion practices would be specious.

Influence of Internationalization on Internal Pro-
cesses

Four key mechanisms illustrate the spread of internation-
alization practices in higher education systems and insti-
tutions: rankings, cooperation, academic mobility, and 
curricular reforms. Furthermore, as indicated previously, 
world-class universities exert a clear influence on all four 
mechanisms. These institutions set international standards 
for teaching strategies as well as for research and service 
practices. This brings up an important question: what 
happens, internally, to universities that decide to seek and 
adopt internationalization practices? An important part 
of each institution’s unique internal world is reflected in 
its academic culture: its own set of beliefs, norms, habits, 
and values. Institutional and academic priorities, types of 
norms, validating guidelines, as well as what is allowed, ex-
pected, and valued is likewise influenced by ideals of what 
a university “should be” and what “quality” is. What are the 
features of research universities’ academic cultures that 
are influenced by internationalization, itself guided by the 
forms and mechanisms of world class universities?

Teaching processes are affected in several ways. Be-
liefs regarding quality in teaching, teaching strategies, and 
evaluation techniques are modified. International demands 
and notions of what “quality teaching” is may intermingle 
with academics’ own ideas of what a quality teacher is and 
what is important to teach within each discipline—ideas 
that have been validated by academics through personal ex-
perience within their own undergraduate or postgraduate 
programs. As a result, internationalization processes can 
generate new challenges as well as tensions.

Internationalization processes also impact curricular 
decisions. Features such as the learning objectives of un-
dergraduate programs, graduate student profiles, and co-
operation with foreign universities are affected. All these 
aspects are marked by how knowledge is developed and 
validated by research communities, given that internation-
alization processes stipulate which forms of research are 
valid and where valid research must be produced and dis-
seminated. This international influence reroutes the insti-
tutional norms and values that academics associate with 
knowledge production. 

The Influence of Rankings on Research
Within the process of internationalization, rankings are im-
portant. They weigh on decisions made by academic institu-
tions; for example, they control the type of research that is 
prioritized and funded, forms of international cooperation, 
knowledge dissemination (e.g., which academic journals 

are considered relevant), and the way academic output is 
measured (e.g., the number of peer-reviewed articles that 
an academic must publish per year). Therefore, a relevant 
question to ask would be: to what extent do international 
demands determine the what and how of research?.

As for “academic autonomy,” international trends un-
doubtedly reprioritize the areas of knowledge considered 
relevant for academics and schools and institutions to be 
optimally positioned. This rearrangement happens, in part, 
due to the number of indexed journals and specific publi-
cations with more perceived value, and by drawing profes-
sors to become members of editorial groups of esteemed 
journals. As such, higher education institutions may have 
local autonomy, but their interactions with the international 
scene influence how they produce and disseminate knowl-
edge. 

Does the International Overpower the Local?
What happens to local needs and demands during interna-
tionalization processes? Does the international overpower 
the local? When shifting their focus toward international-
ization trends, higher education institutions can lose sight 
of local needs and mission objectives. Some institutions 
give more importance to international accreditation than to 
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national accreditation, and prioritize international rankings 
over local needs and internationally oriented policies over 
social needs. Internationalization should be conceived as a 
medium through which institutional quality and education 
processes are improved in general, and not as an end goal 
in and of itself. 

In conclusion, internationalization processes unques-
tionably affect academic cultures by establishing new chal-
lenges within teaching/learning processes, research, and 
administrative functions. They also have an impact on how 
new knowledge is produced and disseminated. While un-
doubtedly generating tensions and conflict, internation-
alization should stimulate academics to reevaluate their 
teaching and research strategies. Similarly, it should im-
prove the quality of higher education and its relevance to lo-
cal needs—put under pressure by globalization. Instead of 
imposing external clusters of practices and standards, inter-
nationalization should become a support for local decision-
making at higher education institutions.	
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Indonesian higher education is insular in comparison to 
its Southeast Asian neighbors, e.g., Singapore, Malaysia, 

and even Vietnam. Student and staff mobility are low and 
no international branch campus operates in the country. In 
early 2018, two government initiatives—welcoming foreign 
providers and recruiting international academics—sig-
naled that the situation was about to change. However, lack 
of progress in those initiatives raises the question of what 
has blocked the internationalization of Indonesian higher 
education and what can be done to rectify the situation.

Recent Internationalization Initiatives 

The first internationalization initiative, welcoming interna-
tional branch campuses, seeks to bring in quality providers 
to improve the training of Indonesian human resources. 
The introduction of these campuses may also bring com-
petition in the higher education sector and stimulate local 
universities to improve their quality. Nevertheless, state-
ments from different government officials regarding the 
specific regulations for these campuses were ambiguous. 
Some said that these campuses could be wholly owned by 
foreign universities, while others stated that they had to 
be a joint investment. Indonesian media reported that by 
mid-2018, ten campuses would be operational, including 
branches of the University of Cambridge and MIT, which 
would be located in a special economic zone outside Ja-
karta. These campuses, it was stated, would be required to 
teach compulsory Indonesian subjects, such as religious 
instruction and national ideology, and the courses offered 
would be limited, mainly, to science, technology, engineer-
ing, and mathematics.  

The second initiative, World Class Professors, seeks to 
recruit up to 200 academics from the world’s best 100 uni-
versities. This 2018 initiative is the revamped and extended 
version of an earlier program launched in 2017. That first 
program was deemed successful for bringing in interna-
tional academics through a sabbatical placement program, 
lasting for several months, at Indonesian universities. The 
underlying rationale is to improve the research productivity 
of Indonesian universities. It is believed that by bringing 
in highly productive international researchers, Indonesian 
academics will have collaborative partners who can help in-
crease their research quality and international publications. 
For this second iteration, the government has set aside ap-
proximately US$13 million. This means that each interna-
tional academic is to be paid about US$4,000–5,000 per 
month for a maximum period of three years. Importantly, 
the prospects of career improvement are limited as these 
international academics may not take up managerial posi-
tions.

The two initiatives aim to increase the quality of Indo-
nesian higher education through internationalization activ-
ities. There seems to be an awareness among policy-makers 
that knowledge transfer from international universities and 
academics is needed to improve human resources and 
boost research productivity and innovation in Indonesian 
higher education. Hence, internationalization in the Indo-
nesian context is largely synonymous with quality improve-
ment. However, in early 2019, the progress of these initia-
tives seems slow, and no international branch campus is 
operational in the country.
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Inhibiting Factors 
The slow progress of internationalization at Indonesian 
universities can be ascribed to national and organizational 
problems. At the national level, there is no unified policy on 
internationalization. The government has been keen to cre-
ate world-class universities in Indonesia, but the road map 
has never been made clear. Premature planning and con-
tradictory statements by Indonesian officials regarding the 
opening of international branch campuses indicate a lack of 
policy coherence. The rationale for internationalization and 
its role in the quality improvement of Indonesian higher 
education remains largely unknown. 

At the organizational level, the management of many 
Indonesian universities has not undergone adequate trans-
formation and a status quo culture is pervasive. Among aca-
demics, an entrenched patronage system in some univer-
sities may force junior academics to be subservient to the 
will and direction of senior academics. Innovative junior 
academics can wait long before securing the opportunity to 
hold leadership positions and transform the organization. 
Moreover, university leaders may often be chosen because 
of their seniority of service, not necessarily because of or-
ganizational skills and a proven track record in managing 

innovative education programs, let alone internationaliza-
tion efforts. Consequently, the organizational culture in 
some universities may not be conducive to fostering staff 
members who can quickly respond to change. Coupled 
with the absence of a unified policy, these organizational 
ailments seem to have turned higher education institutions 
into sluggish organizations that are reluctant to welcome 
new internationalization initiatives from the government. 
In fact, through the mass media, many Indonesian aca-
demics opposed the two initiatives above and called them 
neocolonialist and an unbridled commodification of higher 
education, without any consideration of the government’s 
goal to improve quality.

 
The Fate of Internationalization in Indonesia
The fate of internationalization of higher education in In-
donesia largely depends on national policy-makers and ac-
tors at the level of universities. Conceptualized as a part of 

quality improvement, internationalization holds potential 
for Indonesian higher education development. If the Indo-
nesian government should be willing to develop a robust in-
ternationalization policy as a means to improve the higher 
education sector, much could be adapted from the policies 
of neighboring countries. How Malaysia incorporates inter-
national branch campuses so that foreign quality providers 
can absorb unmet demand for higher education can serve 
as a model, for instance. 

However, considering the resistance against interna-
tionalization initiatives within Indonesian universities, the 
biggest issue that Indonesia must tackle is transforming 
the organizational culture and management of universities. 
Without major efforts to do so, the future of the Indonesian 
workforce is in jeopardy. A study done by the Boston Con-
sulting Group in 2013 predicted that Indonesian companies 
would trail behind in future years, as they were unable to 
recruit quality talent. By 2020, recruiting entry-level can-
didates will be difficult, as only half of the positions will 
be filled. At the senior management level, the Indonesian 
workforce will not have enough global exposure and leader-
ship skills to keep up with regional and global competition. 
To transform the management and culture of universities, 
Indonesia can learn from the policies of its Asian neigh-
bors. The Chinese 211 and 985 projects have experience 
that can be contextualized to the Indonesian situation, par-
ticularly on how to drive the transformation of key insti-
tutions to help them become world-class universities. The 
willingness to learn from the experiences of its neighbors 
may hold the key to transforming and internationalizing In-
donesian higher education.	
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There is a growing consensus in India among govern-
ment officials and many university leaders that Indian 

universities need to improve significantly on the interna-
tionalization dimension, especially in terms of internation-
al students and faculty. This emerging consensus is in part 
due to the consistently poor performance of Indian uni-
versities in various world university rankings. Only a few 
Indian institutions count among the top 500 universities 
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worldwide. Even fewer, no more than one or two, have occa-
sionally figured among the top 200. The poor performance 
of Indian universities in world rankings is in large part due 
to deficits in terms of research production, both quantita-
tively and qualitatively. In addition, most institutions—
including the various branches of the well-known Indian 
Institutes of Technology (IITs)—fare poorly on the inter-
nationalization dimension. One of the reasons why Indian 
universities do not attract larger numbers of international 
students is because of the poor quality of education at most 
institutions, though other factors—including bureaucratic 
hurdles and the near-complete indifference among public 
universities to the international sphere—play a role as well.

Indian officials now believe that with greater interna-
tionalization, the country’s universities will improve their 
positions in world university rankings. For that reason, over 
the past year or so, the government and the IITs have taken 
several initiatives to attract larger numbers of international 
students and faculty. 

Current Numbers
India has 903 universities and nearly 50,000 colleges and 
other kinds of degree-awarding institutions. At the last 
count, more than 36 million students were enrolled in 
these institutions and their numbers will keep growing in 
the coming years. However, international students make 
up only a small number of the total. In 2010–2011, there 
were 27,531 international students in India. Their numbers 
increased to 46,144 in 2017–18, an increase of 67 percent. 
While this increase may appear to be significant, it is not. 
There are many more Indian students in the United States 
alone—more than 200,000 Indians in 2017–2018. Tens of 
thousands of Indian students study in other Western coun-
tries, including non-English speaking countries. Non-West-
ern countries have become popular destinations as well. 
More than 18,000 Indians study in China, more than in the 
United Kingdom, and their numbers are expected to keep 
growing. Finally, even though the numbers of international 
students in Indian higher education have increased over 
time, they still comprise less than 0.2 percent of the total 
student population.

The number of foreign faculty at Indian universities 
is also small. For example, only 40 foreign nationals teach 
across the 23 IITs. This is less than 1 percent of all faculty 
members. Some private universities have done relatively 
well in recruiting international faculty, but, overall, there 
are far too few foreign faculty teaching at Indian higher 
education institutions.

New Initiatives to Attract International Students
The Indian government has belatedly recognized that 

world-ranked universities bring prestige and are a source of 
soft power. To that end, it launched a new initiative in 2016 
to promote its best universities on the world stage. The so-
called Institutions of Eminence (IoE) initiative—somewhat 
similar to China’s Projects 211 and 985 in the late 1990s—
aimed to identity 20 eminent universities, 10 each in the 
public and private sectors. These eminent institutions are 
to have near-complete autonomy from the government 
which, many believe, is responsible for the current dismal 
state of higher education. Among other things, these uni-
versities are permitted to hire larger numbers of interna-
tional faculty, up to 25 percent of the total. The expectation 
is that eminent universities will improve their world rank-
ings over time and attract larger numbers of international 
students, which in turn will further boost their rankings. 
However, the initiative remains on the slow track with only 
six institutions selected so far. 

Another initiative taken by the government in mid-
2018 was the “Study in India” portal, which aims to make 
it easier for international students to select suitable Indian 
universities. According to Prakash Javadekar, the human re-
source development minister in charge of education, “India 
can become a hub of affordable education for foreign stu-
dents.” The government’s goal is to increase the number of 
international students to 200,000 in five years. In support 
of this goal, officials announced that 55 percent of 15,000 
total places on offer across institutions would be supported 
by merit-based fee-waivers at differential rates for students 
from Asia and Africa.

Apart from the “Study in India” initiative, the IIT 
Council, the highest decision-making body for all IITs, de-
cided that each IIT would be free to independently set fees 
for international students. The idea was that each IIT could 
charge competitive fees in order to attract students from 
low income countries in the region and beyond. IIT–Delhi 
has led the way by reducing tuition fees substantially for 
international students, especially for graduate studies.

Initiatives to Attract International Faculty
In November 2018, in an effort to attract larger numbers 
of international faculty, the Indian government waived all 

The Indian government has belatedly 

recognized that world-ranked universi-

ties bring prestige and are a source of 

soft power.
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relevant security clearance requirements for this popula-
tion. This addressed the slow pace of India’s bureaucracy; 
indeed, both interested institutions and international fac-
ulty have tended to lose interest when the clearance process 
spanned many months. Universities can now hire foreign-
ers directly, without clearance from the ministries of home 
affairs (MHA) and external affairs (MEA).  Mandatory clear-
ance is now limited to foreigners from “Prior Reference 
Category” countries such as Afghanistan and Pakistan. The 
government has also allowed Indians with foreign pass-
ports who are also registered as Overseas Citizens of India 
(similar to a second passport) to be appointed as tenured 
faculty members without clearance from the MHA or MEA.

On their own initiative, the IITs have agreed to look col-
lectively and proactively for foreign faculty. The IIT Coun-
cil decided that each of the older and well-established IITs 
would be responsible for recruiting foreign faculty from 
one or more geographical areas, both for itself and for other 
IITs. For example, the United States was divided into three 
regions and allocated to IIT–Bombay (West Coast), IIT–
Delhi (southern US), and IIT–Madras (East Coast). The 
strategy seems convoluted but does indicate that the IITs 
may be serious about proactively hiring larger numbers of 
international faculty.

Concluding Remarks
These recent initiatives by the Indian government and select 
public institutions—the IITs—are unlikely to be immedi-
ately successful. Even with incentives for foreign students, a 
“Study in India” portal will not be sufficient to attract larger 
numbers to India. Indian universities certainly need to be 
better promoted abroad. Currently, some private universi-
ties actively seek to attract students from African countries 
and elsewhere, but there is no wider strategy in place yet 
to promote “Studying in India.” In addition, overall living 
conditions for foreigners can be challenging even in larger 
cities, due to poor residential facilities at universities, rac-
ism, and crime.

With respect to international faculty, the IITs will strug-
gle to offer competitive salaries to potential faculty. Fur-
thermore, many IITs are located in far-flung places and do 
not offer the comforts of larger cities. They are unlikely to 
be attractive for foreigners. IITs in large cosmopolitan cit-
ies such as Mumbai and New Delhi face different sets of 
problems. New Delhi’s toxic air, for example, makes world 
headlines, and is a major put off for foreigners. Finally, the 
nature of India’s current politics may also deter students 
and teachers from coming to India. 	
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Some may think universities in China lack academic free-
dom, as they are politically controlled by the party–state 

in various ways. For example, 10 percent of the total num-
ber of credits taken by a student must come from political 
education courses; academic staff need to be cautious about 
what they say; and discussing certain historical events in 
class is taboo. However, these and other mechanisms of po-
litical socialization do not necessarily eliminate all efforts of 
academic freedom. In an attempt to improve the global rep-
utation of Chinese higher education, the state encourages 
Chinese universities to be innovative and to promote criti-
cal thinking, as expected of world-class universities. How-
ever, this may significantly counter the effectiveness of the 
political indoctrination that the Communist Party of China 
(CPC) wishes to implement throughout China’s higher ed-
ucation system. Fudan University (FDU) in Shanghai is a 
leading university with a long history of pursuing academic 
excellence and striving for university autonomy. As such, 
it is an ideal case for examining the tensions between the 
political and academic tasks of universities. This article is 
based on fieldwork done in 2014 by the author, using mixed 
data collection methods and including document review, 
questionnaires, observation, and interviews.

Different Expectations
The tension is rooted in the different expectations placed on 
FDU’s academic staff by the state, the university manage-
ment, and the students. 

For its part, the state expects FDU—and all universities 
in China—to be globally recognized as academically out-
standing, while at the same time being politically reliable 
and continuously serving China’s development needs, as a 
state-supervised entity. The state’s expectations of students’ 
education goals are captured by the 1950s slogan, “Red and 
Expert.” In other words, it expects students to aspire to be 
experts in their field, while at the same time being the suc-
cessors to, and builders of, Chinese socialism.  

In response to these state expectations, FDU focuses on 
training teachers not to introduce politically incorrect con-
tent in their classes, to avoid running afoul of the National 
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Security Department (which oversees teaching content 
through indirect external observation) and the university’s 
own security and publicity departments (which perform 
direct internal oversight). At the same time, however, re-
cent speeches by FDU presidents—regarding the univer-
sity’s responsibility to seek the truth, remain academically 
independent, and preserve its staff’s freedom of thought—
show that the university expects to enjoy some degree of 
academic autonomy. This seems to contradict the state’s 
efforts at exerting political control, especially as FDU has 
not dismissed or seriously punished academic staff who did 
talk about politically sensitive topics in class. 

FDU students report having mixed feelings. To some, 
political education is a necessary part of university educa-
tion; others see it as an obstacle to academic freedom. Gen-
erally, students expect their teachers to foster critical think-
ing in class. 

Teachers as Implementers of Political Socialization   
FDU teachers practice self-censorship by recognizing and 
adhering to the CPC’s political bottom line, thus playing the 
role of implementers of political socialization. Their teach-
ing experience at the university informs their understand-
ing of which politically sensitive topics and historical events 
they may and may not discuss in class—which dictates the 
protocol they use when self-censoring.

The core of the political bottom line is the recognition 
of the CPC’s leadership in China; no matter what topic 
teachers discuss, they may not challenge the legitimacy 
of the CPC. The rest of the political bottom line prohibits, 
or at least severely restricts, discussion of specific histori-
cal events and incidents that might cast the CPC in a bad 
light, such as the 1989 Tiananmen Incident. Bearing these 
rules in mind, teachers have come up with self-censorship 
strategies that enable them to quietly exert their academic 
autonomy, while not technically violating the CPC’s politi-
cal orthodoxy.

The first such strategy involves replacing politically sen-
sitive words with metaphors (e.g., saying “incident” instead 
of “uprising”), or using events in other parts of the world as 
subtle allegories for political issues in China. The teachers’ 

second strategy is to avoid editorializing on Chinese politics 
in class; for example, they may outline China’s political sys-
tem, but will not overtly adopt a political position. The third 
strategy involves teachers compromising their personal po-
litical views in their research to avoid offending the party-
state and to ensure getting published—for example, setting 
their critiques in the context of given historical periods, to 
avoid giving offense to the current regime. 

Teachers as Academic Freedom Fighters
Despite their awareness of the political bottom line, FDU 
teachers generally feel free to pursue academic freedom 
by encouraging critical thinking among their students. For 
example, teachers often discuss Western values in class, 
including the advantages of Western political systems 
and social values, although doing so is not encouraged by 
China’s ministry of education. In addition, FDU teachers 
sometimes introduce content challenging the legitimacy of 
the CPC, using various techniques to avoid crossing the po-
litical bottom line—for example, using ironic metaphors, 
or showing their disagreement with CPC policies or ide-
ologies through facial expressions. FDU teachers also exer-
cise academic judgment when selecting teaching materials, 
such as rejecting officially approved textbooks. 

Critical thinking is encouraged, even in political edu-
cation courses (PEC). Some PEC teachers even regard the 
practice as a form of reverse brainwashing, since it helps 
students to learn the importance of balanced views and al-
lows them to contribute divergent ideas. Some FDU teach-
ers encourage students to look for different, unofficial in-
formation sources, to be able to discuss academic issues 
with a more open mind. Teachers also promote discussion 
and debate in class to stimulate critical thinking.

The Phenomenon of Role Splitting  
The phenomenon of role splitting arises as a result of the 
competition between state, university, and student expec-
tations, and as a strategy to preserve academic freedom 
within the political restrictions of the Chinese higher edu-
cation system. In their interactions, teachers take on dif-
ferent roles with different responsibilities, adopt different 
strategies, and exhibit different, even contrasting behaviors 
on different occasions. Sometimes, they obediently observe 
the political bottom line and work within the boundaries 
set by the state, particularly those regarding political affairs. 
Other times, they challenge those norms by trying to ex-
pand the scope of their academic freedom into politically 
sensitive areas. This results in a unique model of higher 
education.

Based on these understandings of Chinese higher edu-
cation, the findings show that the boundary of political con-

Critical thinking is encouraged, even in 

political education courses (PEC).
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trol can be managed by teachers through a strategy of role 
splitting, which is a way to solve the tension between politi-
cal control and academic freedom and allows the inclusion 
of alternative perspectives in higher education programs.	 
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Implementing talent recruitment programs has become a 
widely adopted strategy by numerous countries seeking 

to attract international researchers. Countries that fail to re-
cruit international talent and/or retain domestic talent risk 
facing severe brain drain. Well-designed talent recruitment 
programs, offering exceptionally attractive working condi-
tions and salary packages, help in turning brain drain into 
brain gain.

Until the turn of the millennium, China was a country 
challenged with brain drain. To deal with the problem, the 
Chinese government issued successive policies to attract 
overseas Chinese and foreign talent to China. The “Young 
Thousand Talents” program (Y1000T), established in 2011, 
is arguably the most influential of these programs, recruit-
ing early- and middle-career researchers from overseas. The 
Y1000T program provides attractive terms of employment 
in an effort to recruit young talent (doctoral degree holders  
under the age of 40) from overseas who have the potential 
of becoming leading figures. From 2011 to 2018, around 
4,000 researchers have been supported by Y1000T in 
China. The majority are Chinese returnees. It is common-
ly agreed that returning talent can effectively enhance the 
quality and competitiveness of Chinese higher education, 
yet the research performance of returnees has not been 
compared to that of Chinese scholars remaining in other 
research-intensive countries, especially the United States. It 
is interesting to verify if China really offers better research 
conditions compared to other countries.    

We have compared Y1000Ts selected in the years 2011 
and 2012 (the “treatment group”) and Chinese research-
ers working in American research-intensive universities (a 
control group whose data has been extracted manually from 
institutional websites for the sake of this study). The com-
parison attempts to show whether Y1000Ts are able to pub-
lish at a similar rate and with the same quality as their US-
affiliated counterparts. The treatment group includes 183 
individuals, while the control group includes 363 research-
ers. While Y1000Ts work either in Chinese universities or 
in research institutes, all researchers in the control group 

work in research-intensive universities. Both groups are 
homogenous in terms of age and discipline (life sciences, 
engineering and materials sciences, chemistry, mathemati-
cal and physical sciences, informational sciences, environ-
mental and earth sciences, medicine, and public health 
and preventive medicine). The group of US-based Chinese 
researchers has been split into two cohorts in order to be 
compared with the Y1000T returnees.

Similar Performance in Terms of Rate of Publication 
All selected researchers received their doctoral degrees 
around 2006. In the next five years, both groups made con-
siderable progress in terms of number of publications. In 
2013, the average number of publications among Y1000Ts 
was 27.1, compared to 25.7 among the control group. Af-
ter coming back to China, and until 2018, this number 
increased to 39.0 for Y1000T, while for researchers in the 
control group, it was 39.4. This is not a significant differ-
ence, although the increase in the number of publications 
by Y1000Ts is slightly slower than that of the control group.  

With respect to types of publications, after recruitment, 
84.8 percent of  publications by Y1000Ts were journal arti-
cles (other outputs being proceedings, chapters, or others), 
while for their counterparts the percentage was 76.1. There 
is no clear preference for publishing in an open access 
mode by either group. Both groups’ rates of open access 
publishing increased over the time span in focus here, rep-
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quality of publications (journal impact 

factor).
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resenting an increase of 3.7 percent to 6.9 percent among 
Y1000T, and 4.6 percent to 6.6 percent for researchers in 
the United States.

Slightly Behind in the Quality of Publication
While performance is similar in terms of gross number of 
publications, Y1000Ts are at a slight disadvantage in terms 
of quality of publications (journal impact factor), although 
there is no significant difference between the two groups 
in the number of publications in first quartile journals. 
In terms of impact factor, Y1000Ts tend to publish in less 
prestigious journals. They are more successful in getting 
their publications cited, regardless of how many times. Spe-
cifically, Y1000Ts had 78.29 percent of their publications 
cited after moving back to China. In the same period, their 
counterparts had 73.8 percent of their outputs cited. 

Descriptive statistics also illustrate that, after being 
recruited back to China, the average citation per Y1000T 
publication (12.225) is lower than that of the control group 
(15.931). With respect to publication recognition, measured 
by accumulative citations, Y1000Ts appear to lag behind 
their counterparts. In addition, although Y1000Ts are very 
focused on publishing with international partners, there is 
an evident decrease in international collaboration rate after 
their return to China. Before returning to China, 56 per-
cent of publications by Y1000Ts involved international col-
laborations. This percentage dropped to 44.8 percent after 
their recruitment under the Y1000T program. Meanwhile, 
the control group managed to maintain a rather high level 
of international collaboration rate (66.2 percent before the 
control years 2011 and 2012; 65.6 percent afterwards).

Conclusion
In sum, the Y1000T program has been rather successful in 
terms of attracting some of the best overseas Chinese talent 
back to China, as demonstrated by the highly prestigious 
list of institutions from which they graduated with their 
PhD. After their return, the majority of Y1000Ts worked in 
elite Chinese universities or research institutes, with rather 
abundant research funding and privileged working condi-
tions—in some cases, better than those of the control group 
in terms of financial and hardware support.

Nevertheless, conditions sets by Chinese institutions 
deserve further examination, particularly regarding the as-
sessment devised for Y1000T recipients. According to the 
program, the primary task of Y1000Ts is to publish high-
quality articles in prestigious international journals on 
an annual basis. While Y1000Ts have been successful in 
keeping a publication rate similar to the control group, the 
quality of their publications may have suffered due to the 
intense pressure to publish. 

This sheds light on the overall assessment system of 
Chinese research performance. In China, the urge to catch 
up is pervasive and influences the country’s national and 
institutional strategies of enhancing research capacity. 
Short-term returns, especially the number of research pub-
lications and targeting journals’ impact factors, are stressed 
by both government and institutions. However, while much 
attention is paid to the number of publications and publish-
ing in first quartile journals, the quality of each publication 
ends up being less of a concern. Although the concentra-
tion on short-term returns greatly contributes to the boost 
in research outputs, it may hinder the development of a 
more sustainable academic culture emphasizing  quality. It 
may also hamper the development of academic fields where 
intensive publishing is less likely. Arguably, the next step 
for China is not to deal with financial or talent shortage, but 
to overcome its urge to catch up and to pursue short-term 
returns.	  
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The internationalization of higher education is a main-
stream trend in the development of higher education, 

with international student mobility as an important indi-
cator. In 2018, the Institute of International Education re-
leased a report showing that, in 2017, great changes had 
taken place in the ranks of the top eight host destination 
countries, compared to 2001: the United States still ranked 
no.1, but Belgium, Japan, and Spain had disappeared from 
the list. Germany had gone down, while the ranks of the 
United Kingdom and France remained the same. China 
and Canada ranked no.3 and no.6 respectively and Australia 
went up from fifth to fourth. The report showed that since 
2001, China had significantly improved its performance in 
attracting international students. This article elaborates on 
this last finding, and draws from a report by China’s minis-
try of education. 
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Facts
According to a statistical report on international students 
in China from 2000 to 2015 released by the ministry of 
education, these figures increased from 52,150 in 2000 to 
397,635 in 2015. Asia was the largest sending continent: 
60.40 percent of international students came from Asian 
countries in 2015. The second home continent was Europe, 
with 16.79 percent of all international students coming 
from that region. In turn, African students comprised 12.52 
percent of the total number. The percentages of students 
from America was 8.79 and from Oceania, 1.51. 

As for countries of origin, Korea has been sending the 
most students to China since 2000, and since 2008 the 
United States has been the second country on the list. In 
2015, Korea sent 66,672 students to China (16.77 percent) 
and the United States 21,975 students (5.53 percent). In re-
cent years, the number of international students from In-
dia, Indonesia, Kazakhstan, Pakistan, Thailand, Vietnam, 
and other Asian countries has increased dramatically. 

In terms of academic level, while the percentage of 
nondegree students has been decreasing since 2000, this 
grouping remains the majority. In 2015, the percentage of 
nondegree students was 53.53. The percentage of under-
graduate students had increased to 32.17 in 2015, while the 
percentage of graduate students was 13.47.

The percentage of students receiving a Chinese Gov-
ernment Scholarship decreased very slightly from 2000 to 
2015. In 2000, 10.28 percent received a scholarship, while 
in 2015 the percentage was 10.21. 

The top five fields of study of international students 
were literature, Chinese medicine, engineering, western 
medicine, and economics. The percentage of students tak-
ing literature declined in the past 15 years—but 53.60 per-
cent still study literature. Meanwhile, the share of students 
taking Chinese medicine decreased from 7.09 percent in 
2000 to 3.09 percent in 2015. The percentage of students 
taking engineering, western medicine, and economics in-
creased, with western medicine as the most attractive with 
8.75 percent. The share of students taking engineering and 
economics reached 6.56 percent and 4.70 percent respec-
tively.

Paths
There are several Chinese scholarship programs available 
for international students, such as the Confucius Institute 
Scholarship program and local government scholarships. 
The Chinese Government Scholarship is the most impor-
tant program, covering in particular living expenses and 
health insurance. Notably, the Confucius Institute Scholar-
ship program has become increasingly important in recent 
years. In 2016, there were as many as 8,840 Confucius In-

stitute Scholarship students in China. Further, some prov-
inces of China set up local government scholarships. Jiang-
su Province, for instance, has set up the Jasmine Jiangsu 
Government Scholarship, while the government of Beijing 
launched the Beijing Government Scholarship for Interna-
tional Students (BGS) to support outstanding international 
students studying in Beijing. The Confucius Institute is a 
new form of educational cooperation between China and 
foreign countries. For instance, the “Confucius China Stud-
ies Program” is a study program for foreign students to 
study in China. In 2016, the program recruited 72 students 
from 26 countries to study in joint research PhD programs 
or pursue PhD degrees.  

Chinese universities offer many English-taught cours-
es. According to China’s ministry of education, in 2009, 34 
universities of China offered English-taught graduate pro-
grams in business and management, engineering, social 
science, humanities, and other fields. The China Scholar-
ship Council website shows that more than 100 universities 
offered English-taught courses in 2018. 

Providing work permits is an increasingly important 
strategy for countries that want to attract more interna-
tional students. International students in China can work 
after receiving a permit. Shanghai, Beijing, and Guangzhou 
have published information about how to apply for work 
permits. Recently, the Chinese government decided to set 
up a “New Immigration Bureau” to focus on the immigra-
tion of international students. 

The increase in the number of international students 
is a result of the economic and education cooperation be-
tween China and other countries. China launched the “Belt 
and Road Initiative” in 2013 to stimulate economic and edu-
cation cooperation with Asian and African countries as well 
as with some European countries. According to data about 
international students studying in China in 2017 released 
by the ministry of education, more than 60 percent come 
from “Belt and Road Initiative” regions, upon which China 
will rely heavily in the next few years in terms of incoming 
students. 
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Challenges
As mentioned above, China has taken several measures to 
attract more international students, but is facing a number 
of challenges, in particular the limited number of interna-
tional students receiving a scholarship. China’s ministry of 
education has issued a list of universities allowed to pro-
vide scholarships to international students, but the list is 
extremely limited. This weakens China’s competitiveness 
on the international education market. 

The Chinese language is hard to learn for international 
students. In recent years, Chinese universities have set up 
English courses for international students, but efficiency is 
low. Most faculty still teach in Chinese. Although Chinese 
universities offer Chinese language courses for internation-
al students, their proficiency remains limited.  

Opportunities to immigrate and get a job are also lim-
ited. Most international students are eager to immigrate or 
work in their host country—especially those from develop-
ing countries. Although the Chinese government modified 
the requirements allowing international students to work 
after graduation, only three cities to date have published the 
details on how to apply for a work permit. If the govern-
ment wants to expand interest in studying in China, it must 
focus on addressing these three issues.	  
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Trying to summarize the challenges facing higher educa-
tion in Laos and Cambodia presents several obstacles. 

One is the risk of addressing the topic superficially. Another 
is the risk of not acknowledging sufficiently the distinctive-
ness of each country’s culture, history, and political circum-
stances. These matters aside, this article seeks to identify 
three broad challenges shared by the two countries with 
respect to their higher education systems.

The Setting 
Laos and Cambodia are now experiencing rapid and sus-
tained economic growth, based mainly upon the exploita-

tion of their natural resources, the development of manu-
facturing industries, and the emergence of new services 
sectors. Both countries continue, however, to be poor by 
international standards. Each has high levels of income 
inequality and poverty is extensive in rural areas. Corrup-
tion is ubiquitous in both countries, including within their 
higher education sectors. 

Significant improvements in school retention rates 
over the past 15 years have contributed to a surge in demand 
for higher education. In both countries, the public higher 
education sector has been unable to absorb the surge in de-
mand. Private higher education sectors have therefore been 
permitted to expand rapidly and without too much control. 
In Cambodia, where this policy has been more vigorously 
pursued, the private higher education sector is now larger 
than the public higher education sector. 

In 2015, the most recent year for which reliable data are 
available, Laos, with a population of over six million, had 
five public universities, eight public colleges, and 43 private 
degree-granting colleges. It also had more than 90,000 
higher education students, about one-third of whom at-
tended private-sector institutions, though mostly on a part-
time basis. 

Cambodia, with a population of over 15 million, had 
109 universities and institutes, including 66 private-sector 
universities and colleges. It had about 260,000 higher edu-
cation students, over one-half of whom attended private-
sector institutions.

Institutional Autonomy
The first challenge for higher education in both countries 
concerns the need for more institutional autonomy. In each 
setting, public universities have the necessary governance 
committee structures for the exercise of institutional auton-
omy, but their governing boards and academic committees 
have little or no decision-making authority. In Laos, even 
modest changes to training programs must be approved 
by the ministry of education and sports; in Cambodia, the 
situation is similar, except that public universities are line-
managed by as many as 15 different ministries, as well as 
being coordinated by the ministry of education, youth, and 
sports. Nine public higher education institutions in Cambo-
dia have been granted limited financial autonomy by virtue 
of being designated “public administration institutions,” 
but no such development has been evident in Laos. 

The consequences of a lack of institutional autonomy 
for public higher education institutions are widely felt in 
both countries. Academic managers feel weighed down by 
the burden of state bureaucracy. There is also a culture of 
risk avoidance in decision-making. 
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In contrast, private-sector higher education institutions 
in both countries function more or less independently of 
state controls. These institutions are mostly profit-driven 
and owned by wealthy individuals or families. Their gover-
nance structures are corporate, but it is their owners who 
tend to determine their strategic priorities. 

Resources
The second challenge for higher education in both coun-
tries concerns the need for more resources. Because Laos 
and Cambodia are low-income countries, budgets for 
public higher education are inevitably restricted. Budget 
restrictions are, however, so severe that improvements in 
the quality of classrooms, libraries, information technology 
networks, and research laboratories at public higher edu-
cation institutions occur more by exception than by rule. 
Both countries are committed to spending more on their 
education systems, but each of them has heavy existing 
commitments to the establishment of their early childhood, 
primary, and secondary education sectors. Increasing the 
flow of resources to public higher education institutions is 
considered difficult to achieve.

There is a policy in both countries of keeping a tight 
cap on tuition fees for attendance at public higher educa-
tion institutions. This policy is defended on grounds of not 
wishing to make public higher education unaffordable to 
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds. This argu-
ment is, however, rarely supported with data about the so-
cioeconomic profile of the students who currently attend 
public-sector higher education institutions. Many of these 
students are widely regarded as coming from better-off 
families with a capacity to pay higher student tuition fees, 
but this perspective is routinely rejected by both national 
governments. 

The tuition fees charged by private-sector institutions 
are many times higher than those charged by public-sector 
institutions. This situation frustrates public-sector academ-
ics because they observe that the training programs deliv-
ered by the private sector are often the same as those being 
delivered by the public sector. Furthermore, academics de-
livering the programs in the private sector are often public-

sector academics who are “moonlighting” for the purpose 
of increasing their incomes. Public-sector academics also 
argue that there seems to be no shortage of demand for 
the more expensive programs offered by the private sector, 
in which case tuition fee levels for public-sector programs 
could be increased without causing an adverse social im-
pact, especially if more scholarships were available to sup-
port students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Quality 
The third challenge for higher education in both coun-
tries concerns the need for better quality. In each case, the 
qualification levels of academics are poor by international 
standards. In Laos, for example, fewer than 5 percent of 
all academic staff members have a doctoral qualification. 
Teaching skills are also not well developed, and there is little 
or no professional support available to assist with teaching 
improvements. In both countries, there is an official ex-
pectation that academics at public universities will engage 
in research. Research productivity at these institutions re-
mains, however, negligible, in large part because academics 
have neither the skills nor the resources to engage in sig-
nificant research projects. In addition, many of them prefer 
to supplement their meagre salaries by accepting additional 
teaching duties. 

System-wide quality assurance policies and procedures 
have been introduced in both countries, but they are slow to 
be implemented and there is not much evidence to date re-
garding their impact. Government ministries do, however, 
acknowledge openly the existence of quality-related prob-
lems. Of increasing concern in both countries is a perceived 
mismatch between the needs of the labor market and the 
kinds of training programs being delivered by higher edu-
cation institutions. Also of concern, though sporadically, 
are scandals involving private higher education providers 
who have become excessively greedy.   

Conclusion 
The three major challenges for higher education in Laos 
and Cambodia reported here are, of course, interrelated, 
which means that all three most likely need to be addressed 
simultaneously for the sake of achieving meaningful prog-
ress. In both countries, official rhetoric about the need for 
reform provides the foundation for elaborate plans and 
guidelines. Curiously, though, there is a lack of reform mo-
mentum in the higher education systems in both countries. 
It is difficult to avoid that there does not yet exist, in either 
country, the strength of political will that will be required to 
make the changes necessary for higher education to flour-
ish over coming years.
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Education is perceived as an indispensable solution to 
unemployment. When a nation is confronted with an 

economic downturn or wishes to improve its economic per-
formance, one of the very first possible steps is to increase 
investment in education, particularly higher education and 
R&D. Despite a continuing belief in the “education gospel,” 
higher education institutions (HEIs) worldwide are now 
faced with a strong pressure to empirically prove their abil-
ity to ensure their graduates’ employability. In the case of 
Vietnam, the pressure is top down from the Vietnamese 
government toward HEIs, now required to provide statis-
tics of employment rates to fulfill missions set out in the 
2011–2020 Education Development Strategy. The result 
has so far been ineffective, as HEIs are simply responding 
to government pressure rather than proactively improving 
their reputation based on favorable employment statistics.

Skills Mismatch in the Vietnamese Economy
Since its official participation in the World Trade Organiza-
tion beginning in January 2007, the Vietnamese economy 
has undergone extensive structural reforms to adapt to 
growing integration and global market demands. “Modern-
ization” and “industrialization” have become national mot-
tos and an open market with an expanding private sector 
has gradually replaced the centrally planned model. As a re-
sult, a large share of the labor force has moved from the ag-
riculture sector to manufacturing and highly skilled sectors. 
Moreover, the concept of “knowledge-based economy” was 
incorporated into the 2006–2010 National Development 
Plan and has become a principal guideline for Vietnam’s 
educational reforms, leading to a surge in the demand for 
higher education qualifications. The supply of job seekers 
with higher education qualifications quickly surpassed the 
demand of employers for highly skilled labor, calling into 
question the relevance of higher education. Increasing 
numbers of higher education graduates fail to obtain jobs 
matching their academic qualifications.

Mandatory Publication of Employment Rates
In an effort to encourage competition and quality improve-

ment among HEIs, the ministry of education and train-
ing (MOET) made it mandatory for HEIs to publicize the 
employment rates of their respective graduates within 12 
months after graduation, starting from January 2018. Ac-
cording to Circular 05/2017/TT–BGDDT, universities and 
colleges that fail to publicize the required information will 
be prohibited from recruiting new students. The publica-
tion of employment rates is expected to assist students and 
families in making informed educational choices.

The initiative to publicize employment rates among 
HEIs is not unique to Vietnam. Similar attempts have been 
conducted in many countries, for example Australia, Sin-
gapore, South Korea, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, among others. Among these five examples, Aus-
tralia, Singapore, South Korea, and the United Kingdom 
gather information through a national-scale survey con-
ducted by a third party—a state-monitored agency. The US 
ranking, however, is managed by US News, a profit-sharing 
multiplatform publisher, and relies more on individual 
universities to self-report their statistics. On the global 
scale, the QS graduate employability ranking is considered 
the most elaborate effort to compare employment rates of 
graduates from 500 different higher education institutions 
around the world. However, as indicated in the methodol-
ogy, the statistics are based on a self-reporting mechanism. 
The Times Higher Education also publishes a Global Uni-
versity Employability Ranking, which evaluates graduates 
of 150 universities from 33 different countries. 

Unreliable Employment Statistics
By April 2018, 64 Vietnamese HEIs had published the 
employment rates of alumni as required. According to the 
published statistics, the employment rates of graduates of 
regional universities such as Tay Bac University, Hong Duc 
University, and Hai Phong University are considerably low-
er (ranging from 30 to 70 percent) than those of universi-
ties located in big cities and the capital (over 80 percent). 
The HEIs that complied, however, account for less than 
20 percent of the total number of HEIs (306) in Vietnam. 
Furthermore, the published statistics have been criticized 
for being unreliable. Out of 64 universities, 34 reported 
employment rates that were higher than 90 percent, 10 re-
ported rates between 70 to 90 percent, and the rest reported 
rates between 40 to 70 percent.

Graduate employment statistics are believed to be in-
flated, because the December 2017 report of the ministry of 
labor claimed that a fifth of the total unemployment count 
(237,000 out of 1,07 million) hold a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. The question that arises is why there should be as 
many as 237,000 unemployed, when the employability 
rates published by the 64 universities are that high.
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There is also some suspicion toward the University of 
Finance and Economics (Ho Chi Minh City) and the Uni-
versity of Fire Fighting and Prevention, both asserting 100 
percent employment rates. Critics wonder whether the 
sample sizes used by university self-reports are large and 
representative enough. For example, in a report published 
in September 2017, Saigon University concluded that the 
employment rate of its graduates in the sector of electrical 
engineering technology and electronics was 100 percent, 
based on only one individual response. It is also unclear 
what kind of jobs are being counted as employment. In 
Vietnam, many graduates do not work in fields matching 
their specialization; some graduate with professional teach-
ing degrees but become textile workers after graduation. 

Possible Solutions
Concern about the unreliability of employment statistics is 
common in countries that do not have a specialized and ac-
credited agency to conduct employment surveys. Whenever 
individual reporting of HEIs is involved, there are doubts 
about whether figures are truly reliable. Employment sur-
veys conducted by third parties under the monitoring of 
state agencies are considered more credible and objective. 

Several articles in the Vietnamese media have expressed 
doubts about the effectiveness of the country’s new policy. 
It appears that the public expects state regulations to actu-
ally be implemented. To address concerns about the reli-
ability of employment statistics, it is highly recommended 
that the MOET either conduct the national employability 
survey itself or establish a dependable agency to monitor 
the surveying process—rather than leaving this up to the 
universities. Moreover, to enhance the credibility and qual-
ity of employment information for the benefits of the stu-
dents, the MOET should require universities to report the 
average incomes of their graduates. 

For the moment, most Vietnamese HEIs are perceiv-
ing the regulation to publish employment statistics more 
as a requirement to be met than as a golden opportunity 
to improve their positions in quality rankings. In other 
words, Vietnamese HEIs are not yet accustomed to func-
tion as independent enterprises in a competitive education 
market, where customers (students and parents) review 

employment statistics to make decisions. Therefore, the 
government’s plan to lower unemployment through top-
down pressure will not succeed as long as employment rate 
publication is considered a must rather than a need. This is 
an inevitable result of the status quo in a centrally planned 
education system, as pointed out in a recent article on the 
autonomy of Vietnamese HEIs in International Higher Edu-
cation. It will take a long time before employment data be-
comes an effective tool to motivate Vietnamese HEIs to im-
prove the quality of higher education.	
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Because of its unique geographical position, Panama has 
always been an important regional and global cross-

roads, with the Panama Canal offering perceptible evidence 
of this. Built over a century ago, the waterway is critical to 
global commerce and the national economy. International 
finance, transport and logistics, and tourism and other 
services comprise over three-quarters of the gross domes-
tic product (GDP) and besides their reliance on geogra-
phy, these economic drivers have something else in com-
mon: they require a highly educated workforce. Ironically, 
Panama has one of the weakest education systems in the 
region. Worse still, the country is doing relatively little to 
remedy this situation and lacks a collective sense of how 
central brainpower is for the nation’s future. This compla-
cency may be due to its noteworthy performance over the 
past decade; economic growth has averaged over 7 percent 
annually and infrastructural developments in and around 
Panama City have been impressive. This success is prob-
ably unsustainable, however.

Panama likes to compare itself to Singapore. Both 
countries have small, diverse populations, limited physical 
resources, and privileged global positioning that allows for 
valuable niche economies based on international services. 
But Singapore has successfully focused on education since 
the beginning, for economic growth and sustainable devel-
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opment based in significant part on human resources. Pan-
ama has not. As a result, Panama is more like the United 
Arab Emirates, a country that relied for years on a single 
natural resource, acknowledged late the need to diversify 
its economy, began to do so with overreliance on imported 
talent and product, and only recently recognized the impor-
tance of improving its education system to create a more 
productive national workforce. Panama must take note.

Overview of Panamanian Higher Education
Since the 1990s, Panama has experienced a major growth 
in the number of universities established—beyond the five 
public and one Catholic institutions, mostly in the for-profit 
sector. Over 100 universities are listed in the public registry; 
less than half are recognized by the authorities, and fewer 
than that are accredited by either national or international 
accreditation agencies. Enrollment figures are around 40 
percent, though completion rates are far lower. According 
to UNESCO, 13.5 percent of the Panamanian population 
hold a bachelor’s degree, 2 percent hold a master’s, and 
0.3 percent hold a doctorate. Roughly, two-thirds of the stu-
dents are enrolled in the five public universities, the oldest 
and largest being the University of Panama (UP), with the 
others more recently established from former UP depart-
ments or regional centers. The private sector represents 
only a third of enrollment but is the fastest growing seg-
ment. Most universities are located in and around the capi-
tal, with several others scattered among a few other larger 
cities.

Critical Difficulties
Like many Latin American countries, Panama has under-
funded and neglected its schools at every level and concen-
trated on coverage instead of student learning outcomes. 
Consequently, public schools are typically of low quality and 
unable to provide the skills young people need to succeed in 
postsecondary education or participate directly in a service-
based economy. Those who can afford it send their children 
to private schools to prepare them for better employment 
opportunities. This has contributed to high economic in-
equality and an increasingly polarized social structure.

The university and research sectors have been particu-
larly disadvantaged, badly managed, and resource-starved. 
Despite the overabundance of universities, few are of rea-
sonable quality, none come close to “world-class” standards, 
and most do not compare favorably even with other Latin 
American institutions. This is partly a reflection of resource 
allocation. Panama invests a paltry 0.7 percent of its GDP in 
higher education, less than half the percentage the United 
States and other OECD countries invest. The bulk of this 
goes to the UP, also notorious for its history of corruption, 

inefficient management, and obsolete curricula. Funding 
for research is also scarce. In the past decade, Panama has 
invested only 0.1–0.2 percent of its GDP in research and 
development, about 20 times less than the OECD average. 
This, combined with low levels of graduate and postgradu-
ate training and the traditional teaching orientation of Pan-
amanian higher education, has made it difficult to develop 
much of a research culture. 

Panama also grapples with a highly bureaucratized and 
politicized legal environment that limits innovation and de-
velopment. Its ministry of education is the largest and most 
dysfunctional of the government agencies; the national con-
stitution places all higher education programming autho-
rization under direct control of the dubious UP; and the 
National Higher Education Accreditation and Evaluation 
Council (CONEAUPA), established in 2006, is just begin-
ning to gain a presence in the sector. 

Attractive Resources
Panama also has some assets at its disposal that it could 
better employ to reverse these lackluster trends. It has an 
unparalleled but underused resource in its City of Knowl-
edge, an academic–economic free zone located in the for-
mer Panama Canal Zone. This location is home to the 
United Nations hub for Latin America and the Caribbean 
(and numerous other international organizations), along 
with several research centers, schools, and foreign universi-
ties, including a branch campus of Florida State University. 
Most of these institutions have minimal permanent faculty 
and conduct little research, but they offer an international 
complement to national higher education. By law, the City 
of Knowledge is free from ministry of education and UP 
regulation—an enormous advantage—and it also houses 
the National Science Secretariat (SENACYT), an autono-
mous body responsible for propelling scientific research 
and innovation. SENACYT’s budget and human resources 
are limited but still it has begun to establish protocols and 
processes for promoting research activity. Another autono-
mous public–private entity, INDICASAT, Panama’s first of-
ficial biomedical research center, is located in the City of 
Knowledge as well and has started to achieve significant 
gains in research, doctoral training, and national capacity 

Number 97:  Spring 2019

The university and research sectors 

have been particularly disadvantaged, 

badly managed, and resource-starved. 



I N T E R N A T I O N A L  H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N 25Number 97:  Spring 2019

building, largely in conjunction with international partners. 
Much more could be made of all these City of Knowledge 
assets with additional public and private sector support. 
Close collaboration, as yet lacking among the City of Knowl-
edge institutions, would also help boost productivity.

A Way Forward
Three macroelements and various smaller initiatives are 
key to turning around Panamanian higher education. First 
and foremost is the need for recognition by government and 
society of higher education’s importance to sustainable na-
tional development. Second is the urgency for dismantling 
the stifling political, legal, and bureaucratic hurdles endem-
ic in the country’s systems. The UP must be relieved from 
higher education oversight, and public funding of higher 
education and research must extend far beyond the UP. 
Third, provision of adequate resources is vital and Panama 
can well afford to pay for developing quality higher educa-
tion institutions and R&D that serve national economic and 
social needs. To neglect this, given the country’s economic 
success over the decades, is unforgivable and foolish.

Private higher education can play a major role in Pan-
ama’s higher education development and several institu-
tions are beginning to do so in visible and important ways. 
For all institutions, relevant quality controls and freedom to 
innovate are indispensable, though neither is well governed 
at the moment. Finally, internationalization is as central to 
Panama’s academic future as it has been to its economic 
development and must be advanced accordingly. Potential 
institutional partners for higher education and research are 
readily available worldwide—what is required on the Pana-
manian end is some strategic planning, additional invest-
ment, and promotional selling. The City of Knowledge is a 
fortuitously placed national asset for pushing this agenda 
and should be better leveraged to this end.

Utilizing Panama’s geographic advantage to propel 
its lagging higher education and research base is impera-
tive for maintaining economic growth and social stability. 
As banking, logistics, and tourism have been pushed to-
ward world-standard performance, so must happen with 
Panama’s universities if the country is to stake a significant 
claim to participation in the global economy.	
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It is crunch time for universities in Kenya: for the last three 
years, the sector has been reeling under a financial crisis 

of unprecedented proportions, raising questions about its 
long-term sustainability. So desperate is the situation that 
universities are unable to cover basic operating expenses 
like payment of salaries, utilities, and statutory contribu-
tions including income tax and pension funds. One private 
university has been ordered to close by regulators, owing 
to financial insolvency, while two other private universities 
have two years to clear all their debts or face a similar fate. 
The public university system debt stands at US$110 mil-
lion, with the debt of the premier public university at over 
US$10 million.  

The current crisis echoes the financial catastrophe of 
the mid-1980s to mid-1990s, when the public university 
system almost went under owing to state budgetary cuts 
and the introduction of tuition fees and other market-based 
strategies. It is ironic that a university system that ten years 
ago was well funded with tuition revenues should now be 
on the brink of bankruptcy. The prevailing financial crisis 
is the result of an interplay of two forces: macro-level policy 
reforms with system-wide ramifications, and micro-level 
institutional governance malpractice. The former encapsu-
lates system growth, inequities in enrollment growth, qual-
ity enhancement strategies, the failure of the market model, 
and decreased state support, while the latter includes weak 
institutional systems of financial governance.

System-Wide Policy Challenges
Uncoordinated system-wide growth has shrunk the tuition 
revenue available to most universities. The initial surge oc-
curred in response to an unprecedented demand for higher 
education after its liberalization in the mid-1990s. From 
four public and one private universities in the mid-1990s, 
the number of universities currently stands at 63, of which 
33 are public and 30 private. Around 70 percent of the pub-
lic universities were established during the 2012–2013 aca-
demic year. The rate of university growth, however, has far 
exceeded the rate of demand for higher education, which 
plateaued in recent years. This unchecked growth in the 
number of universities translates into less tuition revenue 
available to each institution. 
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Student enrollment has grown exponentially from 
10,000 students in 1990 to 539,749 today. Of these, 86 per-
cent are enrolled in public universities, particularly in the 
top five. This pattern of enrollment has left most private 
universities operating at only 50–60 percent of their capac-
ity, reducing tuition revenue—given that private universi-
ties charge higher tuition, many students choose to study 
in public institutions. In addition, the newer public uni-
versities established in marginal areas have failed to attract 
sufficient enrollment owing to location and lack of name 
recognition. Thus, while the growth of the system has ab-
sorbed the demand, it has also caused inequities within this 
tuition-dependent educational environment.

Recent moves to stave off quality decline have also led 
to a decrease in tuition-paying students. When the state 
eradicated cheating in national high school exams two years 
ago, the number of candidates who qualified for university 
admission dropped by almost 40 percent. Ever since, the 
number of qualified students is only sufficient for enroll-
ment in state universities (the preferred destination for 
most high school graduates, owing to lower tuition fees). 
Also for this reason, the number of qualified students seek-
ing to join private universities, and associated tuition rev-
enue, has declined significantly. 

Similarly, quality improvement measures have led the 
Commission for University Education (CUE) to restrict 
institutional growth at low-quality branch campuses, es-
pecially at public universities. These campuses, employ-
ing adjunct faculty without terminal degrees and located in 
various urban centers across the country, have been an im-
portant conduit for universities to increase enrollment and 
raise revenues at minimal costs. The enactment of strin-
gent licensing requirements for campus operations caused 
many of them to shut down, depriving universities of an 
important source of revenue. One public university had 10 
of its 15 branch campuses shut down. 

Ominously, the failure of the market model as a strat-
egy to fund universities has cast a dark spell on neoliberal 
policies as an alternative to state financing. No university in 
Kenya has developed a robust market-based revenue gen-
eration system besides tuition fees to support the bulk of 
its operations. Anticipated revenues from research grants, 
consultancy, industrial partnerships, and sale of goods, 
among others, have failed to materialize, as universities 
lack the capacities to tap into these resources. While univer-
sities in advanced nations get income from these alternative 
sources, Kenya, like many African countries, lacks the eco-
nomic capability to support such developments. 

Declining state funding for public universities has also 
contributed to the current crisis. Owing to increased pres-
sure on the state budget, the government has scaled down 

its financial support to public universities. In the current fi-
nancial year, for instance, the public university system bud-
get was cut by nearly US$300 million, as the government 
implements austerity measures to stave off an imminent 
economic meltdown. Public universities received US$1.03 
billion in funding against a request of US$1.301 billion. 
This move will intensify job cuts, hiring freezes, and reduc-
tions in research and travel expenditures.

 
Failures of Institutional Financial Governance
According to published reports, prudent management of 
financial resources is undoubtedly lacking at Kenyan uni-
versities. A key finding of various investigative reports is 
outright theft and misappropriation of funds. For instance, 
a private religious university had a surplus five years ago, 
but is now on the verge of bankruptcy with a debt of around 
US$4 million, owing to theft. Two other religious uni-

versities have experienced student strikes and disruptive 
changes of leadership as a result of irregularities in the 
management of their financial resources. Public universi-
ties have also had their share of financial improprieties. 
They have been cited by the government auditor-general 
for misappropriation of resources and poor investment 
choices. For example, they hired permanent staff based on 
projected growth in the enrollment of self-sponsored stu-
dents—which turned out be unrealistic. One public univer-
sity opened two branch campuses outside the country at the 
cost of nearly US$7 million, but because of regulatory viola-
tions these campuses were shut down by authorities before 
they could operate fully and break even.

The Future
Alleviating the financial stress currently faced by the Ke-
nyan university sector requires an immediate infusion of 
cash, but for a long-term solution, a multipronged, creative 
rethinking of financial strategies to fund higher education 
is needed. This involves a well thought-out and structured 
state support for both public and private universities, trans-
parency in financial decision-making at the institutional 
level, separating ownership from management at private 
universities, tying budget decisions to realistic enrollment 
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trends, and hiring financial managers rather than academ-
ics—as is the case currently—to steer financial decisions.
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Public debates on equity in higher education usually fo-
cus on the impact of admissions and funding policies 

on a system as a whole. First, it is assumed that the more 
selective admission criteria and procedures are, the fewer 
the opportunities will be for lower-income students to ac-
cess higher education. Second, it is assumed that the cost 
sharing of undergraduate studies through tuition fees can 
reduce the chance of less privileged social strata pursuing 
higher education. Although both premises are true, two 
additional factors can significantly affect equity in higher 
education: the capacity of the secondary school and under-
graduate levels to retain and provide high-quality education 
to lower-income and culturally disadvantaged students; and 
institutional differentiation, which results in vertical strati-
fication in terms of status, with lower-income students at-
tending low-quality institutions.

Access and Funding in Argentina and Chile
We can illustrate the complexities of the interaction be-
tween policies and equity outcomes with two cases from 
Latin America, which exhibit polarized access and funding 
policies. Argentina has a nonselective admissions policy for 
most undergraduate programs (e.g., no entrance exam or 
maximum number of vacancies) and these same programs 
are tuition-free in the public sector, which, consequently, 
has the highest proportion of the enrollment (75 percent of 
total enrollment in 2015). The Chilean system, in contrast, 
is based on selective admissions policies and significant tu-
ition fees in the context of a considerably privatized higher 

education market structure (in 2017, 84 percent of enroll-
ment was in the private sector). In principle, we should ex-
pect better equity outcomes in Argentina than in Chile.

However, the evolution of the participation rates of the 
lowest income quintile in these two countries does not re-
flect this assumption. Chile has rapidly improved access to 
higher education for students belonging to the lowest strata, 
surpassing Argentina’s net enrollment rate (NER). Accord-
ing to data based on National Household Surveys compiled 
by the Socio-Economic Database for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (SEDLAC) in 2015, the lowest income quintile’s 
NER was 29 percent in Chile and 19 percent in Argentina. 
Ten years earlier, these same rates were 13 and 16 percent, 
respectively. Moreover, in 2015, the ratio between the top 
quintile’s and the bottom quintile’s participation in higher 
education was 2.2 in Chile and 2.8 in Argentina.

These participation indicators do not necessarily imply 
that Chilean higher education is in all aspects more equi-
table than that of Argentina, but they call attention to the 
complexity of the equity challenge in the context of massifi-
cation and differentiation of higher education. In addition, 
both systems show marked inequalities. In order to under-
stand better the factors that impinge on equality, we need to 
examine the two issues mentioned above: the chances that 
lower-income students have of finishing secondary school 
and persisting in their undergraduate studies, and the types 
of institutions that they can attend.

Secondary School Completion and Undergraduate 
Dropout Rates

The graduation rate at the secondary school level clearly ex-
plains why Argentina lags behind Chile in terms of higher 
education NER of lower-income students. According to 
OECD data, the 2015 upper secondary school graduation 
rate in Chile was 90 percent, while it was 61 percent in 
Argentina. In terms of quality, PISA results show that Chile 
has achieved better marks and improvements over time 
than Argentina, although these are still below the OECD 
average. Therefore, in the context of low graduation rates 
and poor quality achievements at the secondary school lev-
el, Argentina’s open access and tuition free policies cannot 
foster inclusion in undergraduate higher education.

In both countries, the poor academic results of lower-
income students hinder their progress in undergraduate 
programs and result in higher dropout rates during the first 
year of study. According to estimates of the Chilean Higher 
Education Information Service (SIES), the first-year drop-
out rate for the 2008–2012 cohorts were around 30 per-
cent. The data showed greater dropout rates among lower-
income students with less educated parents and students 
who had graduated from subsidized private or municipal/
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public schools. In Argentina, comparable data are not avail-
able, but based on the Household National Survey, we cal-
culated the global dropout rates by socioeconomic status 
among young people (18–30 years old). The data showed 
that lower-income students had a higher global dropout 
rate (55 percent) than those in the middle-income group (40 
percent) or in the high-income group (21 percent).

Hierarchical Differentiation
During the past decade, both in Argentina and Chile, the 
most dynamic institutions in terms of undergraduate en-
rollment expansion have not been top-tier institutions but, 
rather, nonuniversity public or private tertiary institutions 
and private universities.

In Argentina, although most of the undergraduate en-
rollment is at public universities, this sector’s participation 
in the total enrollment has decreased by almost 10 percent 
in one decade (from 63 to 54 percent of the total undergrad-
uate enrollment between 2005 and 2015). The highest in-

crease was registered in the public and, to a lesser extent, in 
the private, nonuniversity tertiary sector that trains primary 
and secondary school level teachers and offers short voca-
tional and technical programs. In addition, some nonselec-
tive, teaching-oriented private universities expanded their 
enrollment faster than elite, private institutions or public 
universities.

In Chile, 61 percent of the 2017 undergraduate enroll-
ment was concentrated in mostly nonselective professional 
institutes and in independent private universities (those 
universities that do not belong to the selective and higher-
quality public and private Council of Rectors of Chilean 
Universities sector). At professional institutes, vocational 
degrees showed the highest growth rates between 2008 and 
2017. Since 2006, and especially after the student move-
ment of 2011, student-funding policies have promoted ac-
cess to these sectors through the expansion of student loan 
and grant programs also covering technical education. The 
new gratuidad (tuition-free) law, enacted in 2016 and target-
ing low- and middle-income students, may also help expand 
the number of low-income students who have access to the 
least selective programs and institutions. This financial aid 

measure does not require students to achieve a minimum 
score on the national college admissions test (PSU), which 
is still a condition for grants and loans programs. 

In sum, massification in both countries has improved 
the access of new generations of lower-income secondary 
school graduates to less selective and lower-quality pro-
grams in the public and private sectors. The vertical strati-
fication among higher education institutions has increased 
as a result of a lack of communication channels and mobil-
ity pathways between them. 

Conclusion
Given the complexities of massification and institutional 
differentiation in higher education, it is not possible to 
analyze the equity of a given system by focusing only on 
general policies regulating access and state or private fund-
ing mechanisms. When focusing on secondary school and 
undergraduate dropout rates and on the programs and in-
stitutions that lower-income students attend, striking in-
equalities may appear. To conduct this type of analysis, it is 
necessary to produce more and better indicators account-
ing for quantitative and qualitative transformations of the 
student body, as well as for the institutional stratification 
occurring as a result of increasingly massified and hetero-
geneous secondary school and higher education sectors—
developments that are occurring throughout Latin America.
	 DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2019.97.10950

Development of the Credit 
System in Kazakhstan
Aray Ilyassova-Schoenfeld

Aray Ilyassova-Schoenfeld is a postdoctoral scholar at the Graduate 
School of Public Policy, Nazarbayev University, Kazakhstan. E-mail: 
ailyassova@nu.edu.kz.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, it became 
essential for Kazakhstan to increase the quality and 

competitiveness of its higher education. Its aim was to be-
come a part of the European or American systems, and/
or an OECD member, in order to enhance the recognition 
of its researchers and faculty, and of their work. It took a 
long journey before Kazakhstan achieved its goals. All edu-
cational reforms in Kazakhstan, including changes in the 
structure or content of education, as well as credit system 
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development, were issued through legislation. For example, 
the Law on Education (2007) specified the basic principles 
of the national educational policy. It also addressed issues 
of transition in the credit system. 

The credit system at Kazakhstani universities is unique. 
It has evolved from a time when graduates of the Soviet ed-
ucational system were required to prove their qualifications 
and degrees by calculating or converting their learning 
hours into international grading systems—the US system 
and later the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation 
System (ECTS). This was a big challenge because the Soviet 
system did not have any credit-based learning.

History Matters
The desire of a developing country to learn from advanced 
countries entails both borrowing and importing new ideas 
and policies. These processes occurred in Kazakhstan in re-
lation to the United States and certain European countries 
such as Sweden and Germany. In the 1990s, as a result of  
US engagement in different projects in Kazakhstan, Ka-
zakhstani higher education institutions (HEIs) started im-
plementing the American credit system. In the 2000s, the 
ministry of education introduced new Kazakhstani credits 
that differed from the US model. The main difference was 
in the number of hours per credit for the bachelor’s, mas-
ter’s, and PhD programs. The current national model of 
credit system consists of a number of scales of evaluation. 
It was created in line with international standards by pre-
serving Kazakhstan’s own political, ideological, economic, 
social, and cultural background.

Learning Lessons
After the introduction of the US credit system, HEIs in Ka-
zakhstan looked toward Europe, exploring and identifying 
similarities between their system and those of European 
universities. By establishing a working group in response to 
a directive from the ministry of education, HEIs studied the 
policies and practices of 50 universities that implemented 
a credit system in the United States, Europe, and Asia. Sev-
eral Kazakhstani HEIs implemented the credit system as a 
pilot. Some of the terminology (such as “office of the regis-
trar”) and pedagogical practices and roles such as advisers, 
tutors, and teachers guiding students on their independent 
work, were unknown to the local educational system at that 
time. Exploring and engaging with foreign universities al-
lowed Kazakhstan to adopt some of their practices.

Influence of the Bologna Process
Integrating into the European educational space became a 
key direction of Kazakhstan’s educational policy. In 2010, 

the country became a member of the Bologna Process (BP). 
In practice, changes had already occurred before formally 
adhering to the Bologna Declaration. For example, in the 
2003–2004 academic year, HEIs in Kazakhstan introduced 
the credit system and the two-level degree system as an ex-
periment. (The adoption of ECTS and the degree system 
does not relate directly to the influence of the BP. It also 
occurred through the implementation, in Central Asia, of 
a number of EU programs such as the Trans-European 
Mobility Program for University Studies [TEMPUS], Eras-
mus Mundus, and Erasmus+). Finally, ratifying the Lisbon 
Convention in 1997 helped Kazakhstan in the process of 
mutual recognition of qualifications with other participat-
ing countries.

ECTS is a component of the BP, which standardizes 
grading systems in order to facilitate student mobility in 
Europe. A major benefit of joining the BP for Kazakhstan 
was the introduction of credit-based learning, resulting in 
mobility and the flexibility of learning elsewhere. Kazakh-
stan attempted to make a correlation between the US credit 
and ECTS, trying to overcome the practical and philosophi-
cal difficulties associated with developing a national model 
of credit system.

National Model of Credit Transfer Based on ECTS
The current Kazakhstani credit system is a combination of 
the American and European systems. It uses certain calcu-
lations including one ratio for the undergraduate level and 
another for the master’s and PhD levels. In Kazakhstan, a 
credit consists of three components: class hours, indepen-
dent work of bachelor’s and master’s degree students under 
the supervision of faculty (tutorials), and a student’s inde-
pendent work. For practical reasons, Kazakhstan moved 
toward a system under which one contact hour would be 
counted as a learning hour, to facilitate the return of stu-
dents who had been on study abroad programs in Europe. 
Although this compromise represents an adjustment of the 
established European system, it did help institutions such 
as KIMEP University—which currently use the American 
modus operandi—to get closer to the ECTS model. Another 
example is Nazarbayev University (NU), which emphasizes 
the American model of higher education. The academic 
framework at NU is a hybrid between the American and the 
British frameworks, although the NU also complies with 
Bologna principles.

Conclusion
Kazakhstan has the ambition of bringing its higher educa-
tion system at par with the developed world. Since 1991, 
the higher education system has been steered through a 
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transition period. The Kazakhstani government has sought 
to align the higher education system with international 
standards through a series of reforms. These reforms es-
tablished academic mobility, a diploma supplement, and 
a three-level degree system. The academic community en-
deavored to implement a new model of education with new 
terms and titles, by copying foreign experience and adapt-
ing Western models of education to the Kazakhstani con-
text. The credit system was adjusted to facilitate mobility 

and the employability of its graduates abroad. Academics 
combined the Soviet, European, and American systems of 
higher education, incorporating and assimilating selected 
practices, while preserving national, cultural, historical, and 
linguistic characteristics in one national credit model cus-
tomized to the national context.
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