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Egypt is the largest country in North Africa and in the
Middle East. Its education system is also the oldest of
all. The higher education system now carries almost
2.3 million students, distributed in 18 State universities which carry the bulk of almost 1.8 millions students
while another 16 private universities accommodate
40,000 students only; there are also 45 State higher education non university institutions, of a lesser quality of
service, that cater for some 150,000 students whereas
109 similar private institutions care for almost 370'000
students. The system is a good example of mass education, with student bodies amounting to 200'000 people
in one of the oldest higher education institutions, Cairo
University, not to speak of the 400'000 students at Al
Azhar University, also in Cairo. Yet, these many students represent
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In any nation, higher education graduates represent
the driving force for social change, the motor for the
fostering of reforms, the future leaders of our communities and a chosen platform for creativity. That is why
we believe that education in Egypt requires nothing less
than a major revolution to meet these diverse roles: we
must move from the rote memorisation of facts to developing personal capacity for problem solving, from
value given to conformity to the support of creativity
and imagination, from the wish for obedience to the
nurturing of doubt to allow for critical questioning. We
must also address prevailing traits of social behaviour
and the dominating public discourse insisting on those
family values that revere seniority while smothering inquiry by the younger generation. Nothing less will do, if
Egypt is to become a dynamic, innovative and learning
nation apt for today's emerging knowledge-based society and technology-driven economy1.
We are heading for a period of major change in education and in working conditions and, like other societies, we are moving to a diversification of courses and
of professional careers, a diversity that calls for lifelong
learning, that has now become a clear obligation for
all. On that basis, there are five main policies that are
urgently needed to induce a serious reform of higher
education in Egypt:
• Redesigning State responsibility for the higher
education system and for academic institutions;
• Preparing higher education to accommodate new
enrolments along structured guidelines;
1

Cf. Ismail Serageldin, Egyptian Competitiveness Report
2005-2006
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• Shaking up institutions to improve quality;
• Setting up a versatile, flexible system of education
that is compatible with the needs for development,
connected and exposed to the international trends
affecting research improvement and teaching upgrading;
• Committing to integrity, an engagement that needs
to be reflected in every institution's mission statement when addressing matters of truth, accountability and responsibility, the essential values that
shape institutional honesty and academic freedom.
A. Redesigning State responsibility for the Higher
Education System and its Institutions
The responsibility of the State towards higher education should continue, but in a different format. Higher
education should be freed from the domination of both
government interests (a situation that
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Such a multiple constituency - that would replace
government-only representation - is needed to turn institutional accountability to society into a reality. A transitional period of five years may be necessary in order to
build the pro-active capacity of such boards: during this
period, an appointment process would have to be agreed
by both academia and the State in order to have balanced and effective representation of all four groups.
In particular, this would mean encouraging private sector involvement in higher education, a fact to
be counter-balanced by strong quality assurance and a
transparent accreditation system; temptations at commercialisation might be avoided by developing and
implementing clear student finance systems. Indeed,
profit motivation in higher education activities should
be regulated to ensure the universities remain institutions of public interest, a clear distinction being made
between State regulation (at macro-level) and State
control (at micro-level). We should not retain the status
quo in shaping new developments, whether they refer
to State owned or privately financed organisations. A
third option would be the creation of non governmental,
non-profit organisations like in the US but the economy
in Egypt is not strong enough yet to feed such a system
of what the British call 'charities': this should not be
excluded, however, since cooperative funding through
endowments could flow from the improving economy
of the country and the growth of institutional wealth.
As part of its responsibility for higher education, the
State should no longer deal with universities as public
sector entities or with university staff as civil servants
and government employees but it should heavily invest
in the system as a whole by:
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• Doubling the national and social funding of public higher education, once every three years for
the coming nine years. Special attention should
be given to those institutions with a potential for
world-class research;
• Increasing the efficiency of institutional use of resources through good governance;
• Maximising the knowledge and societal return
from those institutions;
• Reforming the administration of higher education
institutions.
To bring to fruition such tasks, the institutions of higher
education should be granted increased autonomy and be
encouraged to seek systematically for strengthened ties
with other regional and international institutions or networks. This would imply that all public institutions in
Egypt would be:
• Financially accountable;
• Subjected to strict accreditation systems and to
rigorous quality monitoring; and
• Committed to codes of institutional integrity.
B. Higher Education Expansion
Only 29% of young Egyptians, in the 18 to 22 age cohort, are enrolled in the higher education system of the
nation - a total of already 2.3 million students - as mentioned earlier. To reach what is called 'universal' higher education in Western countries, Egypt will need to
increase the participation rate in the tertiary field, thus
preparing the manpower needed to develop the country
further. As the total population keeps growing, however, targeting 50% of the age cohort for higher education
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means that the number of students should double in the
next ten years and reach some 4.5 million. Such a large
expansion needs to be carefully designed, remembering
that, in the recent past, expansion has led to the deterioration of quality in existing institutions - a trend that
translated into reduced management efficiency, and the
emergence of corruption.
Institutions of higher education, both old and new,
should strive to remain of high quality, i.e., be both diverse and flexible, with a strong focus on the fields and
institutional forms of activities that enhance scientific
and technological progress.
Can the State alone balance the tensions between
quantity and quality, in other words: can it sustain the
needed expansion while ensuring quality education?
The answer is definitely 'No'. But then, who can? To
meet such a challenge, Egypt needs:
• Creative Public and Private Initiatives (going beyond the politically correct, what I call 'out of the
box thinking');
• Private not-for-profit initiatives;
• Private sector investments that are transparently
regulated.
This entails that, at present, no new institution, be it
public or private, should be set up unless it can offer
high quality standards. I believe that public/private initiatives can be the spearhead for such developments for the time being. The State should create the environment allowing for the success of such initiatives, thus
inducing the potential for change.
Along the Nile, nobody would argue against the
private sector's enormous value as far as the global research enterprise is concerned. Imaginative proposals
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must be found, however, to create true partnerships that
benefit both Egypt and the advanced industrial countries in order to advance R & D locally and regionally.
This is a topic that needs urgent attention, not only in
terms of legislation but also to improve the climate that
supports research creativity.
C. A Powerful Shake-up to Improve Quality
A powerful shake-up to improve quality is highly needed
in the present Egyptian institutions of higher education:
this means improving standards and denning indicators
that can clarify and strengthen the quality assurance and
accreditation procedures that are supposed to structure
the system of higher education in the country. As part
of an integrated plan to improve quality, compensations
for higher education faculty and staff members should
be increased to account for performance evaluation.
Accreditation, both academic and institutional, can
only serve its purpose if the accrediting body is totally
independent from government control, particularly as
far as government-owned universities are concerned, a
situation that is being resisted in many places since it
could expose the defects of the current system. In Stateowned institutions, however, decentralisation, which
implies some kind of autonomous budgeting, should
become the rule and be correlated to university ratings,
world-class research activities and to the number of
their students.
Many, in academic and political circles, consider
that the implementation of quality assurance measures
compatible with the international standards for higher
education applied in Europe could represent in Egypt
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a basic policy not be compromised with, under any circumstances, a policy that should lead to a better educational provision and to the restoration of institutional
integrity, where needed.
Teaching and research capacities should be enhanced, and facilities improved, to cater for the growing number of students. This entails effective staff support and development programmes that may improve
the competencies of faculty and administrators through
training, research, and study activities organised in
Egypt and abroad, this amounting to some kind of 'induction work', especially at the time when new faculty
responsibilities are being taken up.
To support integrity, competition for faculty positions should be the only way to enter university service. Tenure should be a reward only for those professors
proving exceptional performance but, to ensure collective understanding of teaching and research duties,
the creation of scientific professional organisations for
academics and researchers should also be encouraged;
university presidents and top administrators should be
chosen via transparent methods, the stakeholders having their say in the nomination process, and they should
be held accountable for their performance as related to
given institutional objectives.
Only freeing the system from repetition and routine while increasing its flexibility and making it more
adaptable to the needs of development will improve the
quality of higher education in Egypt. This also implies
reforming the student input into the system, thus modifying the rules governing enrolment: rather than relying
solely on the score of public examinations, institutions
of higher education should introduce a system of admis-
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sion tests, tailored to the needs and strengths of each
institution - in other words, the system should take account of the growing diversity of the offer coming from
different universities, making effective the kink between
offer and demand. And that link should become an important component of the accreditation system, since its
effectiveness would represent a target standard of quality that need to be strictly enforced.
Quality and integrity are interrelate indeed. If many
would argue that a large part of the challenge consists
in enforcing codes for institutional integrity that would
uproot long standing routines of corruption in the system - a system that suffers from malpractice, fraud,
plagiarism, or result fabrication if not, sometimes, from
violation of student rights -, many would also contend
that the route of quality assurance and the subjection
to accreditation and external independent auditing may
represent the easiest approach to real improvement.
Without institutional integrity, indeed, no true excellence can be expected or achieved, neither in teaching
nor in research. Without integrity and agreement on the
standards needed to tackle conflicts of interest, especially within the institution, quality will be at risk while cost
effectiveness in the management of university budgets
could be easily bypassed, although a fundamental rule
of institutional behaviour.
D. Higher Education and Development Needs:
the Conditions of Integrity
D.l Flexibility and Versatility of the System
Only a versatile and flexible system of higher education
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can be compatible with the needs of development. To
achieve such versatility, basic programmes should not
be replicae of older ones (too often routine is the garb
of supposedly new programmes that simply contribute
to keeping the status quo). At policy level, greater attention should be paid then to higher education institutions
that are no parts of universities but are free and interested to innovate.
Versatility also means an emphasis on the productive
functions of institutions of higher education, a function
that can boost both their financial and research resources; autonomous multidisciplinary R & D centres should
be created in active partnership with the State, the private sector, and civil society. Such approaches, new to
Egypt, carry risks and opportunities - also for people
looking for quick monies: this points once more to the
need to ensure and favour solid institutional integrity in
universities.
Flexibility on the individual level means the freedom
to leave and to return to various institutions of higher
education; flexibility on the institutional level means
that the structure of institutions and the content of their
programmes are continually questioned by governance
boards to offer fitting responses to local and international developments.
Much of the originality and flexibility in the system can be achieved through the use of credit hours,
since such a system allows for the validation of learning acquired either in the initial or continued education
received in different universities; such credits can be accumulated to obtain a degree in due time - i.e., at any
period of life.
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Integrity may also be best ensured if students are able
to enter the academic world at any moment of their professional life - while coming from varied backgrounds.
Undergraduates should have access to a diversity of
programmes, including opportunities for multidisciplinary studies, the development of language proficiency
and the ability to use new information technologies.
Quadripartite representation in the governance of
institutions of higher education, as mentioned earlier,
would greatly support flexibility and offer a platform
for accountability.
D.2 Readability of the System
The international recognition of any higher education
system - and its potential for attractiveness - should be
directly related to its external and internal readability.
A three-cycle degree system should become standard
for the purpose of international comparison and equivalence, very much on the lines of what the Bologna process tries to do for Europe.
In terms of teaching, international recognition of the
first cycle degree as an appropriate level of qualification
is important for the success of this endeavour, if we really want to make our higher education schemes understandable to all. In the graduate cycle there should be a
choice between a shorter master's degree and a longer
doctor's degree, with possibility to transfer from one to
the other, but, in both such graduate courses, appropriate emphasis should be placed on research and autonomous work.
In terms of research, new scientific and technological projects should be decided on the basis of input from
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expert reviewers, each project or programme being assessed both for its technical merit and its potential benefits to society. All existing research programmes and
centres of excellence can similarly benefit from periodic expert review and evaluation. Techniques for such
procedures should include, as appropriate, peer-review
teams, relevance-review panels, or benchmarking studies. Teaching and research in universities must be inseparable, rejecting dogmatism and thus always open
to dialogue.
D.3 Higher Education Institutional Autonomy
'The university is an autonomous institution at the heart
of societies; it produces, examines, appraises and hands
down culture by research and teaching. To meet the
needs of the world around it, its research and teaching
must be morally and intellectually independent of all
political authority and economic power'. So says the
Magna Charta Universitatum, that adds that 'a university is an ideal meeting ground for teachers capable of
imparting their knowledge and well equipped to develop
it by research and innovation, and students entitled, able
and willing to enrich their minds with that knowledge'.
It also points - and Egyptian universities would concur to all such pronouncements - that the 'university's
constant care should be attaining universal knowledge'.
Also important for us, the 1988 charter claims that 'to
fulfil its vocation, university work should cross geographical and political frontiers, thus affirming the vital
need for different cultures to know and influence each
other'.
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D.4 Higher Education Academic Freedom
To attain the goal of integrity in a national and international environment, universities must, with their partners, work for the respect of such principles. Thus, each
higher education institution must not only ensure the
free initiatives of its staff but also - another principle
of the Magna Charta Universitatum -, safeguard its
students' freedoms so that they enjoy the conditions allowing them to acquire the culture and training which is
their purpose to possess.
In other words, academic freedom is the intellectual
and creative foundation of the university. This concept
should be clearly stated as it applies to all members of
the faculty, be they part-time or full-time and this includes graduate assistants.
As a result, in the universities we ambition to develop, also in Egypt, the faculty and administration should
accept jointly the responsibility for maintaining an atmosphere in which scholars may freely teach, conduct
research, publish, and engage in other scholarly activities.
This responsibility includes maintaining the freedom
for the examination of controversial issues throughout
the University, including through classroom discussions
when such issues are relevant to the subject matter of
the course.
University should not attempt to control personal
opinions, nor the public expression of such opinions,
be they those of any member of the faculty or staff of
the institution. But in doing so, employees have an obligation not to commit their institution to intellectual
and social stands that have not been approved by the
institution, as a collective. Individual academic freedom
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for study, inquiry, research, and debate is indeed conditioned and balanced by a commitment to pursue the
institution's stated mission.
Faculty are expected to pursue truth and knowledge
and are conferred the right to research, teach, and discuss any topic without being subject to university or
system discipline or censorship. However, teaching
staff - as well as administrators - are expected to prize
accuracy, to exercise appropriate self control, to show
respect for the opinions of others, and thus ensure the
academic freedom of students and their rights of access
to the University.
E. Education Commitments to Institutional Integrity
To reflect on collective integrity, we may get inspiration from the Northwest Commission on Colleges and
Universities, in the United States, in particular from its
'standard 9'. It points that an institution maintaining its
integrity is an institution, which is not suffering from,
or is successfully fighting against corruption, fraud
and malpractice. The Bucharest Declaration from 2004
states that the key values of an academic community
based on integrity are: honesty, trust, fairness, respect,
responsibility and accountability. It also underlines that
such values are 'not only significant in themselves, but
also crucial for the delivery of effective teaching and
quality research'.
The 2006 Statement of Concern proposed by the Collegium of the Magna Charta Observatory adds that 'The
integrity of university members - teachers, researchers,
students and staff- is not a question of individual ethics
only, since the institution as such can also be susceptible to shortcuts in order to obtain quick rewards, under
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the pretext of necessity; or because society encourages a
system of exchanges - in kind or in repute - that mixes
social positioning with intellectual recognition.
It should also be borne in mind that the questions
of integrity are relevant for every aspect of academic
life. In spite of the fact that administrative malpractice
or departure from values of academic freedom and fundamental principles of scientific research may be more
evident, integrity in the processes of teaching and learning, as well as consideration of ethical and moral standards in research activities are of equal (if not higher)
importance. Furthermore, questions of integrity in the
wider society (e.g. democracy, human rights, rule of
law) are, by definition, essential for a key constitutive
part of that society - higher education.
Every higher education institution should adhere to
the highest ethical standards in its work and presentation to its constituencies and the public; in its teaching,
scholarship, and service; in its treatment of students,
faculty, and staff; and in its relationships with regulatory and accrediting agencies. This means that:
1. the institution, including its governing board
members, administrators, faculty, and staff, should
subscribe to, exemplify, and advocate high ethical standards in the management and operations
and in all of its dealings with students, the public,
organisations, and external agencies;
2. every institution should regularly evaluate - and
revise as necessary - its policies, procedures,
and publications to ensure continuing integrity
throughout the institution;
3. every institution should profile itself accurately
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and consistently to its constituencies, to the public and prospective students through its publications, and official statements;
4. every institutional policy should define and prohibit conflict of interest on the part of governing board members, administrators, faculty, and
staff;
5. every institution should demonstrate, through
its policies and practices, its commitment to the
free pursuit and dissemination of knowledge, in
terms consistent with the institution's mission
and goals.
E. 1 Policy for Institutional Integrity
By academic tradition and philosophical principles, an
institution of higher learning is committed to the pursuit
of truth and to its communication to others. To carry
out such an essential commitment calls for institutional
integrity, a college or university managing its affairs in
ways that specify institutional goals; help select and retain faculty; allow to admit students, establish curricula,
determine programmes of research, and to fix fields of
service.
The maintenance and exercise of such institutional
integrity postulates and requires appropriate autonomy
and freedom, as mentioned above. To say it in other
words, this amounts to the freedom to examine data,
to question assumptions, to be guided by evidence, to
teach what one knows as a learner and a scholar. This
entails freedom from unwarranted harassment - which
hinders or prevents a college or university from getting
on with its essential work.
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In terms of resources, if it must be managed well and
remain solvent, a college or university is certainly not
a business or an industry. If it must be concerned with
the needs of its community and its country, an institution of higher learning is not a political party or a social
service either. It must be morally responsible, certainly,
but, even when religiously affiliated, like Al Azhar University in Egypt, it is not a religion nor a mosque.
A college or university is simply an institution of
higher learning. Those within it have, as a first concern,
to cultivate evidence and truth rather than abide by the
particular judgments of institutional benefactors, the
concerns of religious authorities, the needs of public
opinion, the effects of social pressure, or the dictates of
political proscription.
To follow on that general concern for intellectual
and academic freedom exist specific responsibilities.
Thus, on the part of boards and administrators, there
is the obligation to protect faculty and students from
inappropriate pressures or destructive harassment. As
for the faculty itself, there is the obligation to distinguish personal conviction from proven conclusions and
to present relevant data fairly to students because this
same freedom asserts their right to know the facts. From
the side of students, there is the obligation to sift and
question information, to be actively involved in the life
of the institution, but involved as learners at appropriate
levels. The determination and exercise of the students'
proper responsibilities should be related to their status
as undergraduate, professional, or graduate students.
Intellectual freedom does not rule out commitment,
rather it makes it possible and personal. Freedom does
not require neutrality on the part of the individual or
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the educational institution, certainly not toward the task
of inquiry and learning, nor toward the value systems
which may guide them as persons or as schools.
Hence, institutions may hold to a particular, social,
or religious philosophy, as may individual faculty members or students. But to be true to what they profess
academically, individuals and institutions must remain
intellectually free and allow others the same freedom
to pursue truth and to distinguish the pursuit of it from
a commitment to it. As a result, all concerned with the
good of colleges and universities should seek ways to
support their institutional integrity and the exercise of
their appropriate autonomy and freedom.
The challenge and the great difficulty in assuming
and honouring those policies is the fact that we cannot
separate the higher education institution from the surrounding environment in the country. It is not enough
to have a new legislation or develop a regulatory body,
since we have also to consider possible changes of culture in society. Much of the resistance usually comes
from those who are in charge of those institutions as
well as from those faculty who, over the years, have
practiced corruption up to the level they believe important to keep their social status. The acceptance of such
behaviour - particularly when facing intellectual frauds,
cheating, violation of ethics, benefits drawn from conflict of interests - makes the change more difficult.
Should the challenge be faced with a comprehensive
reform using a surgeon scalpel, or gradually by imposing rules and regulations, thus building societal support
to reform? In developing countries, the challenge is the
poly valence of the problem: indeed, complexity and social intricacies are such that reform cannot be achieved
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piecemeal; we need a holistic vision, if we are to enter
a comprehensive reform including human rights issue,
freedom and democracy, political support and social reform, together with major economic reforms that may
induce job creation. Higher education stands as one of
the most important pillars for that global approach to
reform.
E.2 Conflicts of Interest
Policies regarding conflicts of interest in higher education and research should follow the ethics and law of
society, thus defining the appropriate use of resources
and facilities, as well as determining potential personal
conflicts of interest. In my opinion, 'no full-time employee in a higher education institution .. .should engage
in any outside employment that substantially interferes
with his or her duties, unless clearly stated in the work
contract, or being allowed to do so by management.
Complaint by any person regarding potential conflicts
of interest should be referred for investigation to the appropriate authority within the institution, which has to
investigate the complaint. A Faculty Handbook should
further define conflicts of interest and their relevance
for faculty activities'.
These established policies should identify potential
conflicts of interest, such as engaging in private business during working hours, entering outside consulting, offering
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should make sure that faculty members, in their official
capacity, may cooperate with public agencies on matters of mutual interest or of public benefit as part of the
service they render to the university. However, good
management would make clear that no engagement
shall be accepted that involves a conflict of interest as prohibited by the applicable state law or university
regulations.
Conclusion
Risk of University Decline
University history shows that the slow and inevitable
decline of academic institutions is brought about by the
following:
1. an unconditional submission to the ideological
interest of the State, political parties, organised
minorities or economic organisations;
2. an excessive preoccupation with current local
issues, and faculty self-interest;
3. an acceptance of the status quo, implying
resistance to develop or change;
4. a disregard of the universal mission of the
university as an institution devoted to teaching
and research and in steady search for excellence
in these two areas;
5. a use of the two pillars of universal academic
values, that of academic freedom and of university
autonomy, not for democratic governance or the
protection of students and teachers in their pursuit
of truth and new knowledge, but as a self serving
tool towards undeserved wealth or merit.
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It was Albert Einstein who once said: 'The significant
problems we face cannot be solved at the same level
of thinking we were at when we created them'. Higher
education institutions are expected to be key change
agents in developing societies, leading them to the
future: to take heed on Einstein, they should not be
allowed simply to pick up the fight of past wars - at the
risk of decline, thus missing the priority for reform, in
their own ranks and, at the same time, in and for society
as a whole. To face the future, however, they need to
be imaginative and creative, open to the unexpected,
otherwise they will reinforce current problems through
routine thinking - to their own detriment and that of
their surrounding society.

