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INTRODUCTION
Georgiana Mihut, Lisa Unangst, Liz Reisberg, and  Hans de Wit

The first blog post of The World View was pub-
lished in Inside Higher Education on June 23, 

2010. Liz Reisberg, Research Fellow at the Center 
for International Higher Education (CIHE), has 
been editor of the blog since its inception.  

Since 2010, The World View has published over 
300 articles that offer commentary on the state of 
higher education worldwide. The result is a rather 
eclectic portfolio, addressing issues that range from 
the negative effects of the commercialization of 
higher education globally to reforms and debate tak-
ing place in countries that are generally underrepre-
sented in the media. Blogs appearing on The World 

View have been contributed by scholars from more 
than 30 countries and provide thoughtful reflection 
on the central issues facing higher education 
everywhere. 

This edition of CIHE Perspectives, produced by 
the Boston College Center for International Higher 
Education, presents a selection of articles that have 
been published in The World View since 2010 and is 
designed to celebrate the work done to date. The 
timing of this publication is not coincidental; CIHE 
is in the process of conducting extensive analyses of 
sources of news articles in the field of higher educa-
tion in the context of several different projects. Two 
books currently in progress further this pursuit by 
focusing on articles that have appeared in Interna-

tional Higher Education (IHE) and University World 

News (UWN). The first of these books, titled Under-

standing Global Higher Education: Insights from Key 

Global Publications, will bring together articles fo-
cused on trends in higher education, while the sec-
ond book looks specifically at publications that 
focused on internationalization. This issue of CIHE 

Perspectives complements those two books.

Among news and other media outlets in higher 
education, The World View remains somewhat 
unique. The blog is best situated at the midway point 
between a website that reports news, such as Inside 

Higher Education or University World News, and a 
publication oriented towards analysis, such as Inter-

national Higher Education. The format of 

Inter
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TABLE 1. 

Theme

Number of articles 
published in The  

World View

Number of articles 
selected for this 

publication 

Access and equity 22 3

Diversification, rankings and quality 47 3

Doctoral education 3 -

Financing higher education 17 3

Higher education governance, the state, and the market 43 5

Internationalization and globalization 78 3

Reflections on higher education and its mission 5 -

Regional and national analyses 47 3

Research and higher education 1�EMC k/Span <</MCID 437 >>BDCk/T1_5 1 Tfk920 9 40486.5927 503.0692 Tmk(F. <</MC5k/Spak/Span <0-8. ID 4[</MC0)100(BDC kBTk/T1 Tfk9 01 Tfk9 0 0 9 1 129.8496 485.5bBDC kBTk/T1_5 11 01 Tfk9 fig)]TJk/T1_5 1 Tfk920 9 40486.5 0 0 9 486.5927 538.1151 Tmk(n)T0902<0-8. ID 4</MCID 455 >>BDC kBTk/T1_5 1 Tfk9 0 6s missioH
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Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) are one of 
the most famous Indian higher education brands 

outside the country. They are autonomous public in-
stitutions under the Ministry of Human Resource 
Development and are considered as the best institu-
tions in the country for engineering education and 
research in terms of quality and standards. IITs are 
often compared to China’s Tsinghua University and 
South Korea’s Korea Advanced Institute of Science 
and Technology. Two IITs—IIT Bombay and IIT 
Roorkee—found a place in the 351 to 400 grouping 
of the 2014-15 World University Rankings of the 
Times Higher Education.

IITs are among the centrally-funded institutions 
that receive generous grants. At present, there are 
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pay in tuition. One of the reasons that “free com-
munity college” programs in Tennessee and Ore-
gon have been so cheap to implement is that 
existing federal and state programs already paid 
out as much in grants as students paid in tuition; 
making college look “free” is thus often just a mat-
ter of packaging. One big new initiative in this di-
rection was taken in Ontario late last month, when 
the provincial government announced the amalga-
mation of a particularly clunky set of tax credits, 
loan remission programs and grants into one big 
up-front grant which for low-income students will 

completely offset tuition in most (but not all) univer-
sity and college programs. This is being described as 
a “free tuition” initiative but in fact there is no new 
money here, just some judicious re-allocation and 
re-packaging.

Obviously not everyone would agree that all 
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• Provides a non-discriminatory and competitive 
regime that allows all institutions to compete 
equally

• Creates an opportunity for institutions to estab-
lish new programs based on anticipated needs 
and strength

• Provides dual capacity building possibilities for 
staff and institutions—studying and working at 
same institution

• Raises the profile of institutions on the conti-
nent as they advance more self-driven (contrary 
to externally-enforced) quality enhancement 
efforts

• Responds to national/regional efforts in quality 
assurance

• Expands regional and external scholarship and 
training opportunities for students

• Fosters national and regional mobility of Afri-
can students and academics

• Fosters regionalization and regional integration 
and helps to expand the effort of building cen-
ters of excellence at sub-regional and continen-
tal level.

Furthermore, this scholarship is peculiar in that 
it does not require institutions or students to be in-
volved with German institutions. The scholarship is 
free from the usual restrictions that obligate benefi-
ciaries to find partners in the home country of the 
funding entity. Nevertheless, part of DAAD’s schol-
arship package often includes research opportuni-
ties at German universities, if students indicate 
interest.

Cooperation—reality vs. aspiration

The two-step selection process—first, the selection 
of institutions and second, the selection of stu-
dents—is neither simple nor cheap. It involves cum-
bersome logistics for both the applicants and the 
funders. Successful implementation requires 
heightened engagement and commitment.

The Paris and Dakar Declarations advocate for 
joint deployment of resources of many development 
actors to maximize synergies. If multiple programs 
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reaching. We are however acutely aware of the logis-
tical, administrative and political conundrums that 
occur with the deployment of such scholarships.

Conclusion

The DAAD scholarship uniquely encourages insti-
tutions to compete on their strength, without dis-
criminating by ownership (public/private), faith 
(religious/non religious), or age (established/new). 
Furthermore, it does not demand the beneficiaries 

to partner with German institutions which departs 
from regular patterns where scholarship programs 
are often structured to benefit the funding country. 
This new variant rolled out by DAAD has a number 
of traits that other interested parties might consider 
to help develop and sustain Africa’s human capital. 
It is however naïve to expect others to immediately 
follow suit, in the absence of any quid pro quo in 
such an approach that has been typical of contem-
porary development cooperation.

There was a recent article in Times Higher Edu-
cation “Priced out: housing cost headaches for 

universities and staff” by David Matthews (2016) 
with an amazing but very simple idea to compare the 
purchasing power of academic salaries regarding a 
very important aspect of life—housing. Using the 
data on prices in major university cities across the 
world and data on annual faculty salaries he showed 
that purchasing power varies enormously and that a 

salary that could purchase a 60 meter apartment in 
Philadelphia would acquire only slightly more than 1 
square meter (!) in Shanghai. 

In a recent blog Alex Usher (2016) did the same 
exercise for Canadian cities. He found that even 
within one country academics working in different 
universities can afford housing of substantially dif-
ferent size—with variation from 80 to 14 square me-
ters. Some academics are lucky to be able to buy a 
rather spacious apartment while others, because of 
lower salaries and higher housing prices in the cities 
where their university is located, are not.

We took data for Russia and did the same calcu-
lations using the same methodology—dividing an-
nual faculty salary by the price of one square meter 
of housing in corresponding region. They show that 
the average faculty member in an average Russian 
region can afford only 7 square meters of housing 
(which places Russia close to New York and Paris in 
terms of apartment size). However, there is no such 

Stay Hungry, Stay Foolish, Stay Academic
Maria Yudkevich

Published on April 3, 2016

THE CENTRALITY AND CRISIS OF THE  
ACADEMIC PROFESSION

Faculty at universities located 
in Moscow and St. Petersburg, 
two Russian capitals and major 
university centers, can only 
afford 4 and 5 square meters of 
housing respectively.
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In the current political climate, academic freedom 
is perhaps the most contested aspect of higher 

education. As noted often in Inside Higher Education, 

University World News and other media outlets, the 
situation seems to be getting worse all over the 
world. While academic freedom is respected in 
many countries, there are numerous cases world-
wide where it is limited or even suppressed. It would 
be too simple to assume that this is only the case in 
emerging and developing countries, as there are in-
creasing examples in so-called developed countries 
where academic freedom, free speech and the right 
to an individual opinion are challenged. Finally, the 
assumption that only the extremists on the right and 
left are to be blamed is no longer valid.

There is no universally accepted definition for 
academic freedom. Some definitions are broader 
than others. UNESCO defined academic freedom in 
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advocates free speech when it allow him to indulge in 
anti-Islamic rhetoric, but he was the first to demand 
that a professor at Tilburg University be fired when 
he compared Wilders’s ideology to fascism.

Academic freedom is at the foundation of the 
university. While there is no global agreement on its 
definition, it is globally valued. Legislative and con-
stitutional protections and effectiveness for academ-
ic freedom are an interesting methodology for 
evaluating the health of democracy and freedom in 
individual countries. Yet, these freedoms are in-
creasingly challenged by populist political trends 
with recent examples in Russia, China, Turkey, and 
Egypt. But other countries struggle with the bound-
aries of this unique kind of freedom as well. The re-
ports from the Scholars at Risk Project are illustrative 
of the increasing perils that professors face in too 
many countries.

There are reasons to be concerned in the United 
States. On November 1, Inside Higher Education re-
ported that a NYU professor who used an anony-
mous Twitter account to criticize his university is 
now on paid leave (Flaherty, 2016). The same day 
Inside Higher Education reported a case at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin where, during a football game, 
two fans wore costumes with one as Donald Trump 
and the other as President Obama, with Donald 
Trump holding a noose around President Obama’s 

neck, leaving the University to struggle with the 
limits of free expression (New, 2016). These are 
only two examples of how universities are strug-
gling with whether boundaries on academic free-
dom are needed within its community. The 
sometimes overheated reactions by leftists groups 
risk supplanting free speech by insisting on politi-
cally correct speech and there are serious implica-
tions for academic freedom here as well. Academic 
freedom is a public global good which should be 
one of the goals we should cherish. But at the same 
time it must be protected from political agendas of 
the right and left, where it is increasingly 

threatened.

REFERENCES

Flaherty, C. (2016). ‘Deplorable’ NYU prof on leave. Inside 
Higher Ed. Retrieved from https://www.insidehighered.
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hypocrisy. New York University President Sexton 
suggests that political commentary can be separated 
from academic freedom: “Students and faculty at 
the new campus shouldn’t assume they can criticize 
government leaders or policies without repercus-
sions”, Sexton said [ . . . ] “I have no trouble distin-
guishing between rights of academic freedom and 
rights of political expression,” he said. “These are 
two different things.” In other words, NYU students 
and faculty can refrain from commenting on Chi-
nese politics without compromising academic free-
dom. Is that really possible?   

Israel is a particularly conspicuous example of 
confused international responses. In an obvious 
contradiction John Sexton rejected the American 
Studies Association boycott of Israel in the interest 
of the free exchange of ideas and free association of 
scholars (NYU, 2013), but has built a campus in Abu 
Dhabi where (not only is) collaboration with Israeli 
universities is forbidden, but Israeli citizens, aca-
demic or otherwise, are prohibited from entering 
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should incorporate ample opportunities for mutual 
learning. We should be able to look hopefully to-
wards the growing internationalization of higher 
education for the purpose of bridging cultural differ-
ences and promoting increased tolerance of them, 
but we must also be cognizant of the harm that can 
be done within our own communities and to our 
overseas partners if we don’t proceed thoughtfully.

REFERENCES

NYU (2013). Letter from NYU President John Sexton and Pro-
vost David McLaughlin expressing opposition to ASA 
boycott vote. Retrieved from http://www.nyu.edu/about/
news-publications/news/2013/december/letter-from-nyu-
president-john-sexton-and-provost-david-mclaughl.html
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trieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2013/12/17/educa-
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israel.html?pagewanted=all

Redden, E. (2015). Ethics of engagement. Inside Higher Ed. 
Retrieved from https://www.insidehighered.com/news/ 
2015/02/02/should-western-colleges-do-business- 
saudi-arabia

free expression might be necessary and acceptable. 
Global politics make the challenge just so much 
more problematical. 

How to proceed

Assuming that isolation is not the answer to this di-
lemma, it is imperative to have campus-wide discus-
sions in advance of new international initiatives 
where senior administration makes the objectives of 
engagement clear and elaborates the possible com-
promises likely to be required in (at least) the short 
term. Campuses would be well served by providing 
education (classes, lectures, workshops) about new 
international partners—their culture, values, poli-
tics—as key to avoiding the somewhat hysterical re-
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In Canada, women represent only 21.8% of full 
professors while constituting 36% of associate 

professors, 43% of assistant professors, and 60% of 
university student populations. In contrast, men 
represent 78% of full professors, although compris-
ing 40% of student enrollment. Because of their 
gender alone, women continue to face systemic bar-
riers in academe. Existing literature indicates that 
the following institutional factors: glass ceiling, an 
androcentric academic culture, and a penalty for 
motherhood are at the epicenter of this issue.

Women are less likely to be promoted to full 
professorship than men. Not only that, they encoun-
ter more systemic barriers than their male peers. 
Climbing up the professorial ladder is demanding 
for all, but requires more dew 
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ments and expectations more clearly to students. All 
of these remedies might still be insufficient when 
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Hardly any week goes by without the appearance 
of an article on corruption in higher educa-

tion. The stories cover not only individual students 
or faculty but also whole institutions and even coun-
tries. And corruption in higher education has even 
crossed borders and become global. One cannot 
help asking whether higher education has become 
the hotbed of corruption.

“Competition for resources, fame and notoriety 
place extraordinary pressures on higher education 
institutions…….In some instances, corruption has 
invaded whole systems of higher education and 
threatens the reputation of research products and 
graduates, regardless of their guilt and innocence” 
(Heyneman, 2013). This quote comes from Trans-
parency International’s 2013 Global Corruption Re-
port: Education. It can well be illustrated by what is 
apparently happening in Australia. In April 2015, 
the Four Corners program of the Australian Broad-
casting Corporation revealed examples of how the 
standards of Australian universities are being com-
promised through corrupt practices, mainly as a re-
sult of the pressure on them to recruit foreign 
students and to ensure that they pass the exams in 
order to obtain much-needed funds. The examples 
given included the involvement of fraudulent re-
cruitment agents, universities graduating poorly 
qualified or unqualified nurses, widespread plagia-
rism, cheating and exploitation. The program was 
appropriately labelled ‘Degrees of Deception’. In 
2014, a story appeared relating how fraud and cor-
ruption within and outside Australia’s immigration 
services enabled thousands of foreign students to 
acquire illegal permanent residency visas in Austra-
lia, thereby resulting in unemployment of Austra-
lian graduates.

Corruption appears to be rampant in Russia as 
well. In September 2014, a paper was published in 
the online journal International Education Studies, 

describing the alarming situation of corruption in 
modern Russian higher education that might take 
the form of cheating on entrance exams, paying a 
bribe to facilitate the admissions process, or bribing 
professors for better grades. Corruption is also sus-
pected among faculty and senior administrators 
who may clandestinely negotiate any number of 
benefits for themselves. It mentions that nearly 50% 
of the student intake of 7.5 million in 2008/2009 
academic year had to face corruption and adds that 
“the corruption component of the whole industry 
could be compared with the budget of a small coun-
try”. The paper gives examples of the wide range of 
corrupt practices in higher education, mentioning 
the case of a Dean who accepted a bribe of €30,000 
for a PhD admission, and the feedback from the 
Moscow Police that some 30-40 Professors are 
caught each year for accepting bribes for good 
grades. 

Africa, of course, has its fair share of corruption 
in higher education. It is reported that in May 2015, 
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scale of the admission and recruitment scam, in-
volving politicians, businessmen, senior officials 
and some 2,500 impersonators taking exams in the 
name of weaker students. More than 2,000 people 
have been arrested. Worse, tens of people directly 
involved in the scam have died, some in suspected 
cases of murder and suicide. The matter has now 
been referred to India’s Central Bureau of 
Investigation.

It is high time now to declare war on corruption 
in higher education. Action must be taken at multi-
ple fronts: institutional, national, regional and glob-
al. There are already organizations addressing some 
of the issues, such as UNESCO’s International Insti-
tute for Educational Planning (IIEP) and the US-
based Council for Higher Education Accreditation 
(CHEA). But there is a need to set up, perhaps by 
UNESCO, of a consortium of relevant national, re-
gional and international organizations to devise ap-
propriate strategies, policies and actions for 
combating the scourge. The guiding principle for 
the consortium should be that higher education is 
neither a business nor an industry, but a social good 
impregnated with values. The war on corruption in 
higher education must be vigorously fought and 
won; if not, the national and global consequences 
could be too serious to be even contemplated. 

REFERENCES
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small country like Mauritius has not been immune 
to corruption. A couple of supposedly branch cam-
puses of private Indian universities, set up in Mauri-
tius without the necessary approval of Indian 
authorities and offering degrees that would not be 
recognized in Mauritius or India, are in the process 
of being closed down.

The sale of fake degree certificates of well-estab-
lished universities and the operation of institutions 
that provide degrees with hardly any period of study, 
commonly known as degree mills, are now well-
known. There are reported cases of even politicians, 
religious leaders and other senior officials in various 
countries, developed and developing, who have pur-
chased fake degrees. Most of the degree mills are 
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pands into lucrative new areas. University World News. 
Retrieved from http://www.universityworldnews.com/ar-
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Impartiality in peer review has been a focus of re-
cent debate as a number of studies have shown 

that peer review is not as impartial as it is assumed 
to be (e.g. Lamont, 2009). Studies have shown that 
peer-review in academia is biased against many 
characteristics of the author such as prestige, affilia-
tion, content orientation (such as conservatism), in-
terdisciplinary biases, the social characteristics of 
peer-reviewers, and the composition of the peer-re-
view team. I find it especially interesting that lan-
guage, as well as nationality, are a strong source of 
bias in peer review. If a non-native speaker is sub-
mitting a manuscript in English, the reviewer will 
most probably comment or even reject it based on 
the quality of the writing, even though the article 
would eventually be proofread and edited by a na-
tive-English speaking professional.

When considering bias in peer review one must 
consider the scientific ethos of universalism that 
contributes to research quality following Robert 
Merton’s (1973) the Normative Structure of Science. 
However, my recent research on the composition of 
editorial boards in West and East/Central European 
journals, the composition of the peer review panels 
of research councils in the selected European coun-
tries (Leisyte, 2014), the study of grant applications 
by March, Jayasinghe and Bond (2008), as well as 
peer review committee composition study (Van 
Arensbergen, 2014) have shown that although the 
internationalization of peer review and research 
quality are strongly interconnected in various re-
search evaluation regimes, peer review is rarely im-
partial when it comes to nationality. The 
internationalization of peer review varies from 
country to country and from one scientific discipline 
to another. Larger countries that have a more signifi-
cant critical mass of scientists in different fields tend 
to have ‘native’ editorial boards. Journals and peer 
review committees for research councils that distrib-
ute funding tend to rely on national expertise in 

their research evaluation exercises (if and when they 
conduct such exercises at the national level).

My study also demonstrated differences in the 
extent of the internationalization between selected 
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Leisyte, L. (2014). Mokslo kokybės skatinimas pasitelkiant 
tarptautinį ekspertinį vertinimą (The Internationalisation 
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nian science). Presentation at the conference of the Lithu-
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backgrounds and nationalities. In some disciplines 
and fields it will be more difficult to accomplish than 
in others—probably in scientific disciplines, like 
chemistry for example, international participation 
will be easier to achieve than in history. But aware-
ness of the problem and a commitment to take con-
crete steps to diminish biases in peer review would 
be a positive step forward for the international re-

search community.
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and evaluation of teaching outcome. Both the Princi-
pal Investigator and the Chair Professor are appoint-
ed for a term of three years, and evaluation of their 
performance is tied to their term of appointment, 
rather than conducted annually.

Such autonomy over academic operations also 
finds expression in student recruitment. In the case 
of Tianjin University, new students still have to be 
screened through the national university entrance 
examination (gaokao), but a new path selects stu-
dents partially on their gaokao scores and partially 
on their performance in interviews organized and 
conducted by the College. Now an increasing por-
tion of the students come through such a path, 
whereby their gaokao scores account for 60% and 
interview performance makes the other 40% of their 
application; the interview is entirely controlled by 
the College, evaluated on the content and items 

judged important by a local expert academic panel.

Experimental Colleges Usher in a Quiet 
Revolution

Given the absence and insufficiency of democratic 
governance in Chinese universities for decades, the 
universities often suffer from inertia in exercising 
their autonomy—even if they are provided with such 
an opportunity—let alone pushing for more autono-
my. To facilitate progress, dynamism and initiatives 
need to be brought into play from the bottom up. 
While the 2020 Blueprint expresses the policy de-
sign from the top, the practice of granting university 
charters exhibits a top-down approach as well, 
whereby Chinese universities are required to work 
their charters from a pattern/model pre-set by the 
government. In contrast, the experience of experi-
mental colleges showcases a bottom-up approach, 
whereby grassroots initiatives can be identified and 
implemented. Notably, the whole idea of creating ex-
perimental colleges stemmed from a suggestion 
made by a group of veteran scholars in March 2010.

In many senses, this group of experimental col-
leges has ushered in a quiet revolution in Chinese 
higher education, in comparison with more notable 
moves such as the policy initiative of establishing a 
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National traditions have played a major role 
when it comes to favoring public or private sec-

tor higher education expansion. For example, Ar-
gentina reached “universal” thresholds mainly 
through public sector enrollment, Chile (since the 
1980s) mainly through the private sector. However, 
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includes private higher education. That this strategy 
sometimes holds even for left-leaning governments is 
striking. Yet we’d be kidding ourselves to think we’ve 
entered an era of left-right consensus about private 
higher education or the role of private activity. While 
some stakeholders battle to expand private higher 
education, others battle to roll it back. Only time will 
tell, but the chances are that the private sector still has 
the potential to increase its enrollment share in those 
Latin American countries that have yet to progress 
from mass to universal participation.

center for international higher education  |  perspectives no. 4

ing role in expanding the system, it does so increas-
ingly through new public management strategies, 
such as the promotion of modern managerial prac-
tices and diversification of funding sources; in short, 
such expansion may be considered public-private 
more than simply public in the grand historical tradi31ivateve25.6 4i8023� Tc 0 Tw 10 0 0 10 268.9901 675.5799 Tmg(-)TjgETgEMC g/Span <</MCID 3783 >>BDC gBTg/19>>BDC gBTg/T124ivevific026ivt\033unsink20pw6ion o�(in )4(3)-122(modk5lic )-2696icipati882 
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dent tuition for survival—some do not even have In-
ternet connectivity. Many of these colleges were 
established by politicians or business people, seek-
ing a base for local power and influence. University 
and state authorities are pressed to approve these 
colleges, even when there is little evidence of need or 
quality. Recent efforts by accreditation authorities 
and the UGC to force many substandard colleges to 
close or raise their standards have met with political 
opposition. If there is one particularly volatile issue 
that consumes Indian higher education, it is debate 
over substandard, tiny, and inadequately financed 
undergraduate colleges.

What Can Be Done?

The answer is simple but the implementation per-
haps impossible—remove direct political influence 
over critical higher education decisions. Is another 
women’s university truly needed? Should a new uni-
versity be focused entirely on aviation? Should cen-
tral universities be under the control of ministries 
other than the Ministry of Education, Civil Aviation 
for instance? The answer to all of these questions is 
of course, “no,” but at the least a rational planning 
process could be established that would review ma-

jor project proposals prior to their implementation.
In order to ensure rational planning, several 

changes are needed. Of course, the first one is a 
commitment to end the interference of politics and 
parochial priorities on higher education policies of 
all kinds—a mammoth task given the half-century 
in which political influence has been unrestrained.

The second is perhaps less obvious. India has a 
notable lack of expertise in regard to higher educa-
tion. At the central level, no highly regarded research 
or policy institutes focus on higher education, and 
very few experts work on the topic. Statistics are 
spotty and often unreliable. The key public agencies 
that have responsibility for higher education, such 
as the UGC or the National Assessment and Accred
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the office for over 10 years. It seems that shorter pe-
riods are not sufficient for that level of impact. On 
the other hand, a long tenure can result in damage 
to the institution when, as it is often the case with 
private institutions in Latin America, presidents are 
often (also) owners of their institution and there is 
no independent board to put an end to poor leader-
ship at the top.

Effective governance is not, of course, princi-
pally a matter of the length of presidential man-
dates. But whether presidents are elected by their 
constituents or appointed by a board has an effect 
on the kind of scrutiny given to a president and de-
termines whether a successful administration is al-
lowed to continue or whether ineffectual chiefs will 
be removed from office.

deed, that the fate of the university was decided by 
the administrative staff (Yes, they vote in Campinas, 
as do students), who favored the winning candidate 
by a margin of 4 to 1, while the losing party received 
52% of the faculty vote. Leaving aside the weird im-
pact of the vote of the administrative staff in Campi-
nas, the fact is that when elections are held every 
four years, the presidency is up for grabs quite 
often.

In Chile, the tenure of presidents at public uni-
versities who are elected by the faculty, is limited by 
law to two, 4-year terms. There is no term limit in 
the case of private institutions. My unsystematic, yet 
close, evaluation of university presidencies in Chile 
suggests that the rectors who succeeded in notice-
ably changing their institutions for the better held 

In order to accelerate the transformation process 
towards building “world-class” universities, a few 

governments - China, France, Germany, Japan, Rus-
sia and Spain, for example - have launched so-called 
“excellence initiatives”, consisting of large injections 
of additional funding to boost the performance of 
their university sector. While many of these pro-
grams are fairly young, having started in the past de-
cade or even more recently, they have begun to 
impact the participating universities in a significant 
way. This makes it imperative to assess how effective 
these excellence initiatives have been and draw les-
sons from recent and ongoing experiences. For that 
purpose, the Russian Academic Excellence Project 
5-100 convened an International Conference on Ex-

cellence Initiatives in St. Petersburg at the end of 
June 2016, in collaboration with IREG Observatory 
on Academic Rankings and Excellence.

One of the most innovative features of this In-
ternational Conference on Excellence Initiatives, 
was that it brought together government representa-
tives (Ministry officials and managers of Excellence 
Initiatives implementation offices), university lead-
ers—the “victims” or beneficiaries of these excel-
lence initiatives—and higher education researchers 
focusing on rankings and other measures of aca-
demic excellence. 

While the first excellence initiatives, especially 
in East Asia and the Nordic countries, reflected a 
long-term national commitment to strengthen the 

Are Excellence Initiatives Working?
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are most effective when they participate in collabora-
tive projects, nationally or internationally. During 
the Conference, participants explained how the in-
ternational collaborative research promoted by ex-
cellence initiatives tends to be of higher quality with 
greater influence than traditional research. The Ca-
nadian program of chairs of excellence, for example, 
has brought about unexpected synergies resulting 
from increased collaborations across universities.

One of the other positive outcomes of excellence 
initiatives is that they have allowed a new generation 
of university leaders to emerge. The successful 
transformation and upgrading of universities, which 
is what excellence initiatives pursue, requires a bold 
vision and the capacity to change the mindset of the 
academic community in the pursuit of academic 
excellence.

Conference participants devoted time to the 
need to set up proper monitoring and evaluation 
mechanisms to assess the results of excellence ini-
tiatives. Are the global rankings adequate measures 
to provide a good sense of the effectiveness of the 
programs? Would benchmarking be a more appro-
priate approach to evaluate the impact of excellence 
initiatives?

Measuring the effectiveness and impact of ex-
cellence initiatives on the beneficiary universities is 
not an easy task for at least two reasons: time and 
attribution. First, upgrading a university takes many 
years, eight to ten at the very minimum. Since many 
excellence initiatives are fairly recent, attempts at 
measuring success could be premature. It is indeed 
unlikely that the scientific production of beneficiary 
universities would increase significantly within the 
first few years of an excellence initiative. A thorough 
analysis would therefore require looking at a reason-
ably large sample of institutions for comparison 
purposes, either within a given country or across 
countries, over many years. The second challenge is 
related to attribution. Even if a correlation could be 
established from a large sample of institutions, it 
would be difficult to demonstrate that the excellence 
initiatives actually caused the observed change.

In the absence of impact analyses of the recent 
excellence initiatives, comparing the results of the 
top universities in the Academic Ranking of World 

contribution of tertiary education to economic devel-
opment, the most recent wave seems to be stimu-
lated by the perception of a competitive disadvantage 
relative to the stellar performance of foreign univer-
sities, as measured by the global rankings. This was 
definitely the case with the 2012 French initiative 
that has encouraged mergers and alliances to give 
more visibility to the top universities in the country, 
or the 2013 Academic Excellence Project in Russia, 
which explicitly aims to place 5 universities among 
the top 100 in the rankings by 2020. As a result, 
most of the Excellence Initiatives promote interna-
tionalization as a key strategy for attracting top aca-
demic talent, thus strengthening the research 
capacity of leading universities and reducing the 
limitations that result from “inbreeding.” 

Conference discussions noted that most excel-
lence initiatives put more emphasis on research 
than teaching. Spain is an exception, where careful 
consideration is being given to the balanced develop-
ment of a strong research capacity, modern teaching 
and learning practices, and active collaboration with 

the economic environment. 
Many excellence initiatives mark a significant 

philosophical shift in the funding policies of the par-
ticipating countries, notably in Europe. In France, 
Germany, Russia and Spain, where all public univer-
sities had traditionally been considered to be equally 
good in terms of performance, the excellence initia-
tives have brought a move away from the principle 
of uniform budget entitlements towards a substan-
tial element of competitive, performance-based 
funding.

Indeed, the selection process to choose the ben-
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in June 2016 and a roadmap for the next phase es-
tablished, which will invariably include, initially, ca-
pacity building in benchmarking in universities and 
quality assurance agencies. What is interesting with 
this initiative is that it encourages universities to col-
lect and compile institutional data, vital for strategic 
planning but which not many of them actually do 
effectively. 

These two new initiatives complement each oth-
er and, if successfully implemented, should bring 
about marked quality improvement in African high-
er education.

versities was first undertaken in 2014 with the as-
sistance of Shanghai Jiao Tong University of China, 
the same university that first started global ranking. 
Based on the positive outcome of that pilot study, it 
was decided to extend it to a larger number of uni-
versities. A major workshop was held in November 
2015, co-organized with the AAU, where partici-
pants from a wide range of higher education stake-
holders discussed the appropriate methodology and 
indicators to be used. Subsequently, universities and 
quality assurance agencies from all over Africa have 
been invited to participate in the next phase by sub-
mitting the relevant institutional data. These will be 
analyzed and discussed at a forthcoming workshop 

one “flagship” university, opened a dozen— in some 
cases more—in a short span of time. In some coun-
tries, as in Malawi—arguably a country with the low-
est enrollment rates in the world—the growth 
however has been in enrollments within existing 
institutions. Where hundreds and a few thousands 
were accommodated, now several hundreds of thou-
sands are hosted.

If the expansion of public institutions is re-
markable, the growth of private institutions could be 
described as “phenomenal.” Dozens now adorn the 
higher education landscape although their “market” 
share still remains small despite garnering some 25 
per cent in many countries already.

The expansion of the higher education system 
has provided opportunities for many students—an 
estimated 10 million now in the continent. It has 
also contributed to the development of the region by 
providing knowledge workers, albeit far from suffi-
cient. What is noticeable however is that, the steady 
and enviable growth of the African economy has not 
been credited to the remarkable growth of the high-
er education system. It appears that the issues of 

At a conference this month to honor the work of 
Philip G. Altbach, a number of regional and in-

ternational issues of the field were presented by 
world’s leaders in international higher education. It 
became clear that the issues that confront different 
regions of the world are basically similar from ac-
cess to funding, from quality to unemployment. 
This editorial is prompted by this dialogue and fo-
cuses on the opportunities and ramifications of ex-
panding access to higher education in Africa.

The Growth—and the Gains

The unprecedented expansion of the higher educa-
tion system in Africa is often described as “massive.” 
Still, the enrollment rate hovers around 5-6 percent. 
Martin Trow’s taxonomy of higher education recog-
nizes three stages—elite, massive and universal. Af-
rica, with a single-digit enrollment rate 
uncomfortably sits on the “elite” landscape—far re-
moved from mass access and light years away from 
universal access. Africa has many mountains yet to 
climb to move beyond elite.

At a national level, many countries that had just 
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petitiveness. The time for serious strategic and 
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pear and other European countries like Germany, 
France, Spain and Central and Eastern Europe start-
ed to develop courses in English as well, followed by 
countries like South Korea and China. This trend 
was so powerful that in 2011, I felt compelled to 
point out that teaching in English was not synony-
mous with internationalization. Still, the trend con-
tinues and national and international leaders in 
higher education around the world strive for more 
English-language instruction, justifying this policy 

with the need to compete for international students 
and talent and creating an international classroom 
environment for domestic students. English is be-
coming a key factor at all levels with an increase of 
bilingual and English language programs in prima-
ry and secondary schools.

Opposition tends to come from older professors 
who are not capable of teaching in English and de-
fend their opposition as preserving national lan-
guage and culture against foreign influences. A 
recent article by Ursula Lindsey (2015) in the Chron-
icle of Higher Education illustrates this: “The enthu-
siasm for English isn’t universal. Skeptics note that 
switching to English does not solve all the underly-

One of the more controversial issues in interna-
tionalization is the dominance of English as 

language of instruction and the dissemination of 
scholarship.

Recently, two countries seem to be at the fore-
front of the debate. In Europe, The Netherlands has 
been implementing courses and degree programs 
in English since the mid-1990s. In Asia, South Ko-
rea leads other countries in developing English 
taught courses, a trend provoking considerable de-
bate. In the Netherlands attitudes are shifting from 
rather positive to more critical assessments, result-
ing in a national discussion led by key scholars to 
abandon the unconditional use of English in the 
classroom.

Clearly the use of English dominates research 
and scholarly publications. The ranking of academic 
journals, their impact and their ownership is dictat-
ed by the Anglo-Saxon world. More and more aca-
demic journals, books and articles as well as doctoral 
theses are written in English, as this is perceived to 
be the only way to merit international recognition. 
The use of English in doctoral studies—in particular 
in the sciences—has become accepted as the inter-
national norm.
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lating a course or program from one language 
to the other but must consider implications for 
content, teaching strategy and learning 
outcomes

• Foreign language education should not focus 
exclusively on English and should find a stron-
ger base in primary and secondary education

• Teaching in English should not replace the im-
portance of providing national and interna-
tional students with opportunities to learn and 
use the local language and culture

• These arguments apply to countries where the 
national language has limited global presence 
but also in countries where the primary lan-
guage is Spanish, Mandarin, French, German, 
and even English. The fact that half of the UK 
universities allow foreign students to use dic-

tionaries during exams (Gye, 2015) but not lo-
cal students is an illustration of how absurd 
we are in addressing language issues in high-

er education.
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We recently tackled the question of national 
policies and other issues in a report (Helms, 

Rumbley, Brajkovic, & Mihut, 2015) produced by our 
respective organizations, the American Council on 
Education’s Center for Internationalization and 
Global Engagement and the Boston College Center 
for International Higher Education. We first gathered 
examples of policies from around the world—no 
small task, it turns out—and developed a categoriza-
tion scheme to make sense of the wide variety we en-
countered. In the end, we sorted the policies into five 
main types, based on their primary focus:

• Student mobility. Policies designed to encour-
age and facilitate student mobility truly stand 
out as the most common focal point for policy-
making related to internationalization of higher 

education. A broad array of nationally funded 
student mobility scholarship programs—from 
Saudi Arabia to Chile, Kazakhstan to Brazil, 
among many others—are the prime manifesta-
tions of this policy focus.

• Scholar mobility and research collaboration. 
Policy activity in this area is being undertaken 
by many countries around the world, as well as 
by key regions—notably Europe, where the Eu-
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nationalization Policy included a goal of 200,000 in-
ternational students studying in Malaysia by 2020; 
with 135,502 international students enrolled as of the 
end of 2014—a 16.5% increase over the previous year 
—the country is, according to an education ministry 
official, on track to meet its 2020 goal.

However, when it comes to the more nebulous, 
longer-term outcomes and impact of such policies, 
specific data and clear answers about impact are 
fairly scarce. This may be due to the sheer newness 
of many of the internationalization policies now in 
place around the world. In many other cases, evalu-
ation of impact appears not be built in to policy im-
plementation structures.

Though challenging to measure, our examina-
tion of policies worldwide suggests that policymak-
ers should focus on several key factors in order to 
ensure significant impact:

• Don’t underestimate the importance of govern-
ment funding. As national budgets become 
tighter, governments often seek alternative 
funding sources to support their international-
ization policies. In the U.S., for example, the 
White House and State Department’s “100,000 
Strong” initiatives focusing on China and Latin 
America rely heavily on funding from diverse 
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sored internationalization-related policies. Yet 
ACE’s 2011 Mapping Internationalization on 
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tracks unbeknown to more advanced systems.
Linked to this problem is the obsolescence of 

the governance structures and practices of the pub-
lic higher education sector in the region, that evolved 
in a strongly cooperative atmosphere, which hinders 
the further development of the good public universi-
ties. These universities have, for the most part, done 
hitherto great service to their countries and their so-
cieties. The question is whether they are prepared to 
move to the next step, as demanded from the knowl-
edge society. Politically active faculty, often in alli-
ance with students and administrative staff with 
governance rights, successfully block attempts to 
make universities more accountable to stakeholders 
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in 1966, Mauritius decided to set up its own univer-
sity, building on the existing College of Agriculture. 
Now, nearly half a century later and with a popula-
tion of nearly 1.3 million, one wonders how Mauri-
tius would have developed without a higher 
education sector of its own.

Two other island states—the Seychelles and the 
Maldives—faced the same dilemma, the former be-
ing the smallest country in Africa and the latter the 
smallest in Asia. Both of them, like Mauritius, are 
famous tourist destinations. 

The Seychelles, with a current population of 
about 88,000, is made up of about 115 islands but 
only a few are inhabited. It became independent 

Small island states, because of their small popula-
tion and limited employment opportunities, face 

daunting challenges in setting up a higher educa-
tion sector of their own. They do need qualified per-
sonnel and professionals, but economies of scale 
handicap them in setting up full-fledged training 
programmes. In the 1960s, before becoming inde-
pendent from Britain, the small island of Mauritius 
faced such challenges. It then had a population of 
the order of 700,000, a booming sugar industry and 
good potential for tourism and manufacturing. The 
national debate then was on whether to create a uni-
versity or to continue sending students to overseas 
universities, often resulting in brain drain. Finally, 

Small Island States in the Indian Ocean
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Ethiopian universities. The image and conditions 
generated by the state of emergency are going to af-
fect the attractiveness of the country as a destination 
for mobile students and scholars for years to come.

Further, the aftermath of the state of emergency 
will likely impact the academic calendar and sched-
uling, the assignment of new students to the differ-
ent universities (in line with their ethnic backgrounds 
and the regions they would go to), the nature and 
extent of extracurricular activities, and the space for 
engagement in critical thinking and constructive 
dialog.

This situation allows for abuse of power—emo-
tional and physical harassment are likely to prevail. 
Learning requires a peaceful environment. With the 
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positions at Unity University and Addis Ababa Uni-
versity and was a frequent commentator on issues in 
higher education for The Reporter, a national news-
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