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Higher Education at the Eve of the
21% Century

Dr.Jamil Salmi

August 4, 1999, Bangkok

1. Introduction

I would like to start by stressing that today is a very emotional day for me
because | have come back to Thailand after many years. In August 1976, exactly 23
years ago almost to the day, | was staying in Bangkok with a friend who was a student
at Thammasat University. That friend of mine took me to the university for a visit.
All of a sudden, when we were standing on the big square at the heart of Thammasat
University, gunfire started, and grenades exploded. | was exposed on that day to the
scariest experience in my life as different groups of students fought a ferocious battle
which left two students dead and many wounded. So you can imagine that my first
encounter with Thai higher education was quite remarkable. 1 am glad that today’s
event, which brings together distinguished representatives from the entire higher
education community, has been much more peaceful, and therefore much more
pleasurable.

Very often when | am invited to speak about the future of higher education in
a country where the university community is quite reluctant to consider any
significant reform, | start my presentation with a historic quote, showing how
conservative universities are. | don’t think that it would be appropriate to do that
today in Thailand because your country has had a very vibrant and dynamic higher
education system for many years. It also has world-class universities - to name only
one, the prestigious Chulalongkorn University. As a matter of fact, when | wrote the
higher education policy paper on behalf of the World Bank a few years ago, |
mentioned the positive example of Thailand because | believe that your country
followed a visionary approach to expand enrollment through diversification already
many years ago. It has become a role model for many countries all over the world by
establishing regional universities, a large open university, and then a second open
university focusing on distance education. Therefore, for me, this visit is a great
opportunity to learn first hand about Thai higher education and | would like to thank
you for inviting me to speak in front of this distinguished assembly.

Despite my being a representative of the World Bank, | promise that I will not
look at higher education only from a banker’s point of view, and that | will not speak
only about the financing aspects of higher education. | would rather like to start by
mentioning what is for me one of the most fascinating features of higher education,
the fact that, unlike primary schools which operate pretty much in the same way in
most countries, higher education institutions present a great variety and striking
contrasts across countries. Allow me to mention a few examples to illustrate this
situation. In many countries still, you have only one university in the entire country,
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especially in Africa. But at the other end of the spectrum you have countries with a
very large number of higher education institutions, starting with the US which has
more than 4,000 universities today. In China, there are more than 1,000 universities.

Then you have the factor of size. Many institutions are small with a few
hundred students, 1,000 students at the maximum. Even in China, the most populated
country on the globe, there are only 16,000 students at the University of Beijing, the
country’s premier university. Yet, in other countries, one finds huge universities with
more than 50,000 students. In Argentina, the University of Buenos Aires has 85,000
students. In Mexico City, the Autonomy University has 140,000 students. In Iran,
there is a private university with 350,000 students.

Geographical location is another factor. In many countries, you will find most
universities concentrated in the capital city. But some countries have a much more
widespread network, even deliberately setting up higher education institutions in
remote areas, as Finland has done. A few years back, they established a new,
technology-focused university North of the Arctic Circle, in a small town called Oulu.
It was a conscious decision to create a high-tech university and use it as a pole of
economic development.

In many countries, all universities are public and private education institutions
are looked upon very negatively. But in some countries, when you talk about higher
education, you are talking essentially about private higher education. The Philippines,
one of your close neighbors, has 85 percent of higher education enrollment in private
institutions. Similarly, in some countries in Latin America you find that the majority
of students attend private universities. The Dominican Republic, Brazil, and
Colombia all have almost 70 percent of their enrollment in the private sector.

In terms of financing patterns, many countries still offer free higher education
to all students while some countries have always asked students and their family to
contribute financially. Tuition fees usually represent between 10 and 30 percent of
operating costs, but there are notable exceptions. Mongolia, for example, after it
moved from being a socialist nation to a market economy, requires that its students
pay the full 100 percent of the cost of their higher education. In some universities, it is
most important that students have to stay in the campus while others do have this
logic.

In terms of organization of the studies, some university systems function with
a full-year program sanctioned at the end by a “fail or pass” examination, whereas
other countries rely on the academic credit system such as the one you have in
Thailand. In some countries, first degrees take three years while other countries like
Argentina have long study programs, up to six years for the first degree.
Traditionally, most universities operate still with on-campus programs which require
the students’ physical presence. But distance education institutions have been
multiplying and a growing number of students in the world are studying and earning
degrees without ever setting foot in a university. Finally, it should be noted that there
is a great degree of variety in the way higher education institutions are governed. For
instance, while some universities are under the direct authority and control of the
ministry of education or a sectoral ministry, in many countries universities enjoy a
high level of independence.
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But despite all these important dimensions of difference, there is a common
thread in the world of higher education. We can hear everywhere the winds of
change, innovation and reform as higher education institutions all over the world are
confronted with the need to adjust to new constraints and challenges. Indeed, as
indicated by the following headlines collected in newspapers over the past few
months, we can see rapid transformations taking place.

» Australia: Universities to be more autonomous and manage own budget.

» China: First private university opens in Shanghai.

» Estonia: Loan program is launched for university students.

» Poland: University rectors call for tuition fees

e South Africa: Tertiary institutions have been freed from all racial
restrictions governing the admission of students.

* United Kingdom: Oxford and Cambridge start their own MBA.

* Peru: The rectors group proposes the consolidation and merger of
universities.

The question we need to ask is whether these reforms and initiatives are
sufficient to reverse past trends and overcome what some people have called the
higher education crisis. To answer this question with you today, | have divided my
presentation into three parts, starting with outlining some of the main challenges
confronting higher education leaders on the eve of the twenty-first century. Second, |
will explore some constraints facing higher education institutions in trying to meet
these challenges. Finally, I will mention some promising trends and appealing
strategic options based on the recent experience of countries that have attempted to
introduce significant reforms.

2. The Challenges of the 21% Century

What are some dimensions of change in our environment? The first one is
globalization. The second one is the growing importance of knowledge in our
economies, and the third one is the information and communication revolution. Let
me say a few words about each one of them.

First Dimension of Change: Globalization

Globalization is the phenomenon associated with the disappearance of national
borders in international economic relations. So, we can see the growing integration of
capital, technology, and information across national boundaries, creating a single
world market. That means that all countries, all firms, and all individuals need to
compete in the global markets. | am not saying that this is a good trend or a bad
trend. Some people think it is a very good thing because it gives countries more
economic opportunities. Other people are worried about the risk of spreading crises
from one country to another, which is what we witnessed to some extent last year with
the Asia crisis and the financial crisis in some Latin American countries, namely
Brazil. But whether we like it or not, globalization is with us, and it is here to stay.
To illustrate what is happening, in this graph we see the evolution of world production
and world trade (Fig. 1: world production and international trade), and you will see
that the growth of world trade has been much more rapid than the growth of the world
economic product.
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Second Dimension of Change: Growing Importance of Knowledge

The second dimension of change is the growing importance of knowledge.
Economic development today is increasingly linked to a nation’s ability to acquire
and apply knowledge to solve economic and social problems (Fig. 2:). Comparative
advantage does not come any more from the superiority in national resources or use of
cheap labor, but it comes from the application of knowledge. To illustrate this
evolution, we can look at the comparison of the international trade between 1976 and
1996 (Fig. 3: Goods in international trade - level of technological intensity). The
graph shows the distribution of international trade in terms of technological content of
goods. We see that goods with a medium-high and high level of technology content,
which represented only 33 percent of international trade in 1976, represented more
than half or 54 percent of international trade in 1996.

One implication is that firms have to worry less about economies of scale and
more about economies of scope, which is the ability to produce different products by
applying the same technology. You may remember that a company like Yamaha
started with electronic technology. Today they are the world leaders in musical
instruments. Twenty years ago, these musical instruments had nothing to do with
electronics.

Secondly, knowledge development is accelerating. Fig. 4 (Duration of Intel
domination) illustrates what happened to Intel’s computer chips. First, they came out
with the Intel 386 in the middle of 1980, and dominated the world market for four full
years. With the Intel 486 chip, it was only three years. Pentium Pro lasted only two
years, Pentium Il and Celeron only one year. So you can imagine what it means to
firms in terms of product development. Increasingly, we will see a differentiation
between those who know and those who don’t know, rather than between the “have”
and the “have not”.

Third Dimension of Change: Information and Communication Revolution

The third dimension of change is the information and communication
revolution. If you look back in history 500 years ago, you see a big revolution with
the invention of printing. Today we have the second revolution with the new
information and communication technologies which are transforming in a radical
fashion how we store, transmit and use information. Physical distance does not exist
anymore. Figure 5 (Computers...), shows the speed of reduction of the cost of
information handling per instruction. The cost of long distance calls has followed the
same trend. The cost of a 3-minute long-distance call between London and New York
in 1996 dollars is shown in Fig. 6 (Long distance telephoning), showing a striking
evolution between 1930 and today.

What does it mean? Let me give another piece of data. A Harvard University
professor has developed an index of world competitiveness based on economic and
telecommunication infrastructure (Fig. 7: Country ranking...). You would see that
Thailand is 37 in the ranking. Looking at the telephone lines per 1,000 people in Fig.
8 (Telephone main lines per 1000 people, 1996) to illustrate the situation in Thailand
compared with other countries. We see that Thailand has only 70 lines in 1996 versus
618 in Denmark. We observe the same gap for personal computers (Fig. 9: Personal
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computers per 1000 people, 1996): 362 per 1,000 people in the USA, 304 in
Denmark, and then going down to Korea, Malaysia, and Thailand with much smaller
numbers. Looking at internet users per 1,000 people (Fig. 10: Internet users per 1000
people, 1997), we find: USA almost 450, Denmark 260, France 50, Malaysia 20, and
Thailand only 17. Also, you will have important difference not only across countries,
but also within a country across different groups. Finally, the same pattern of
inequality is found when looking at the number of scientists per 100,000 people (Fig.
11 - Scientists per 100,000 people).

Abolition of Physical Distance

The above three dimensions of change result in the abolition of physical
distance, which means easier access to information across national boundaries and
long-distance competition. What can happen to your universities as a result of this?
It means for example that Harvard and Princeton can open a branch here in Thailand.
| live in the state of Maryland, just in the suburb of Washington, DC. We have a
public university that is well ranked in the USA. A few months ago, there was an
article in which the President of the University was complaining bitterly because the
so-called University of Phoenix had opened a branch in Maryland. What does the
University of Phoenix have to do in Maryland, did he ask? Actually, the University
of Phoenix has nothing to do with Phoenix, as it is located in California, but it is a
very dynamic distance education university with more than 60,000 already. How
many of you have heard about Jones International University? It is the first university
in the world that is online and that has been formally accredited by the same agency
that accredits Michigan University or the University of Chicago. Jones International
University has students in 38 countries.

One of the best universities in Mexico is the Technology Institute of
Monterey, which is the Mexican equivalent of MIT. This Institute has set up a virtual
university which has 26 campuses in Mexico and 20 campuses in other Latin
American countries. A year ago, | was in Lima, Peru, to start a strategic exercise with
the Catholic University. While looking at the newspaper, | saw an ad for an MBA
program at the Catholic University. Then | realized that it was not for the local
university, but for Chile’s Catholic University competing in Lima with the local
Catholic University.

New Challenges for Higher Education Institutions

What does all this mean for higher education institutions? Let us remember
that higher education institutions play an important role in the creation and
transmission knowledge, and in training qualified teachers. Thailand will soon get a
new Education Law that promises the rights of twelve years of basic education, which
means that you will have an explosion of enrollment and increasing needs for
qualified teachers, which will have a big impact on universities. Higher education
institutions also play an important role in training business, civic, and political
leaders.

The new challenges mean a change in training needs and a change in the way
universities are organized, shaped, and operate.
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First Challenge: Change in Education and Training Needs
Higher skill levels

The first dimension of change is the change in training needs towards higher
skill levels. In a knowledge-driven economy, we need to have higher-level skills and
different skills. | do not have recent data for Asia. But in Latin America, we have
seen a reversal of the trend since the mid-80s, using the economics of education
concept of rate of return to different levels of education. In higher education, the rate
of return has grown faster than that of primary education (Fig. 12: Private rates of
return on university education), which is a reversal of prior trends. | believe that we
will see a similar trend in Asian economies.

Continuing education

The second dimension of change in education and training needs is the
importance of continuing education. We are not studying any more just three or four
years in the traditional way to get only a first degree or a master’s degree. We will
have to get updated throughout our working life. This means that we will have to
study, to adapt to new circumstances, and learn more. So we have to learn to learn.

Second Challenge: Institutional Change

Inter- and multi-disciplinary programs

What will be changed in terms of institutions? First, we are changing the
traditional way of organizing academic disciplines. Increasingly, we shall have
multidisciplinary programs that bring together disciplines that were not together
previously. Just to mention a few emerging fields, we can think of molecular biology
and biotechnology, advanced material science, microelectronics, information systems,
robotics, intelligent systems and neuroscience, and environmental science and
technology. Dentists nowadays use computers to examine the X-rays of their
patients’ teeth. In environmental science, some universities in Holland employ priests
to teach about the ethical dimensions of environment programs and political scientists
to study the political dimension.

All these changes will, of course, have serious implications on the way you
organize your students, your professors, and your facilities. There is a university in
Virginia called George Mason University which started a New Century College that
offers not a Bachelor of Arts, but a Bachelor of Individualized Studies. That means
that each student will have his or her curriculum set up of individualized options like
a meal chosen in a restaurant. The University offers also a Bachelor of Arts in
Individual Studies.
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New pedagogical approaches

Then you have new pedagogical approaches, involving active learning, the use
of multi media, and computers, which is now called asynchronous teaching, on-line
classes which can be either scheduled classes or self-paced courses. In Brazil, some
universities are using self-operated computers to teach Mathematics rather than
regular classes. After introducing this change, they observed a 30% decrease in
dropout rates.

The use of modern technology is about to revolutionize the way we teach and
learn. This will have implications for how we organize universities. We will have
universities without libraries because all students will use computers, and wiring will
be an important determinant of a higher education’s degree of attractiveness. In
addition to the classical ranking of institutions as we know them, for example the
rankings published annually by Asia Week (Asia region), US News (USA),
Maclean’s magazine (Canada), there is a magazine in the United States that ranks
universities on the basis of their computer and communication infrastructure and the
use of the Internet for pedagogical and administrative purposes. For example,
Research Western University has become the leader in applying on-line services. In
many US universities, you can apply online nowadays. You can submit your papers
and interact with your professors on-line. Most of the 100 most-wired universities in
the US give their students life-long access to their university email account.

How can university structures be prepared for these changes? | believe that
we have to comprehend how far these will affect us. Fig. 13 (Traditional structure)
shows the traditional structure of universities all over the world. Most of the students
are first degree students, and then you have a smaller group of post-graduate students,
and finally an even smaller share of participants in continuing education programs. |
believe that tomorrow’s universities will look more like this (Fig. 14: Universities of
the future), like an inverted pyramid, where you have a minority of first degree
students, more students doing a second degree, and the majority enjoyed in continuing
education activities. This means that you have young, middle-age, and old students
from different region and countries at the same time.

This trend will change the way we operate. The other day, | visited the
University of Florida in Tampa, one of the newest public universities in the US. They
told me that in Engineering, they give their graduates a warranty just like when you
buy a television and you get a warranty against manufacturing defects. Engineering
students get a five- year warranty when they graduate. If at any time during these five
years they encounter in their work the need for skills they did not receive during their
university training, they can go back to the university to be taught without charge.
There is a university in Massachusetts that permits students not to pay their student
loan back if they cannot find a job within six months of graduating

Flexibility

In this new academic setup, flexibility is very important. The world is
changing fast and our institutions must know how to change in a rapid world. Many
tend to be reluctant. If knowledge is changing so rapidly, we have to know how to
deal with that. For example, a Canadian professor of electronics told me recently that
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a course he used to teach in third year of the electronic engineering program is now
taught during the second semester of the first year. But in many countries,
universities are very rigid when it comes to making curriculum changes or start new
courses. In Venezuela, there is a very dynamic private university called IESA which
offers an MBA together with Harvard. But in the past two years, it has not been able
to get the approval from the council of rectors.

3. The Higher Education Crisis

Now, are universities ready to face these changes? What are the constraints
that we observe that are applicable in many countries? The problems are low student
enrollments, the decreasing public resources, inequalities in access, the lack of quality
and relevance, and finally, the inefficient use of available resources.

Low level of enrollment

The first dimension is the low level of enrollment in many developing
countries. When we look at the world as a whole, we have the group of richest
countries, the OECD countries, including the US and Canada, with an enrollment rate
higher than 60% (Fig. 15: Evolution of enrollment rates, 1980-1995). Then, you have
the countries in transition, the former Soviet Union and the other Eastern European
countries, and you see what happened as a result of the economic crisis in their case.
While they were at par with the OECD countries in the early 80s, nowadays they have
much lower enrollment rates because they were not able to sustain further growth.
We can see how the gap increased. Finally, the poorest countries have been growing
much more slowly than the richest ones.

What has happened here in Asia, and in Thailand specifically (Fig. 16:
Evolution of gross higher education enrollment, 1980-1996 and Fig. 17: Higher
education enrolment 1980, 1996). Countries like Hong Kong, Singapore, and New
Zealand have had a more rapid growth than Thailand which has had an annual
average of 9 percent. So, there is a need to increase an enrollment. This need is
stated in the Education Law, and the higher education institution development plan
has testified to that.

Inequality in access

University access remains elitist in many countries. While in Thailand you
have been able to give access to many young people through two open universities, it
seems that access to the universities is still relatively elitist, as is the case in many
developing countries.

Inefficient use of available resources

Finally, the problem of declining financial resources is compounded by an
inefficient use of available resources. In Brazil, for example, you have high
professor-student ratios. Facilities are not used to their full capacity. This year, in the
United States, for the fist time, some colleges have decided to take on new students all
year around, not only in the fall. Before, a good number of students had to wait
because not enough places were offered in the fall semester.
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4. Promising Trends and Strategic Options

Now, what have countries done to overcome these constraints and respond
positively to the new challenges they face? | would like to mention some interesting
developments, namely the development of strategic visions, institutional
diversification, the development of quality assurance systems, financing reforms, and
the political management of reforms.

Strategic vision

First, a few countries have taken the lead in developing a long term strategic
vision for the future of their higher education system. More than 2000 years ago, the
Roman philosopher Seneca said that there is no favorable wind for those who do not
know where they are headed. This vision can be articulated in the form of a White
Paper or a Green Paper, like in Australia and New Zealand, or a Plan 2020 like in
Malaysia. It is very important to know which way you want to go and apply what
resources you have for the way you want to go.

The requirement to develop a strategic vision does not apply only to a country
as a whole, but also to individual higher education institutions which need to do their
own strategic planning. Each university should have a development plan starting with
defining what path it wants to follow to achieve its qualitative and quantitative
objectives. If you want to be a teaching university or a multi-disciplinary research
university, you need to focus on those aspects which will help you develop your
competitive advantage. And then you need to look at the resource requirements
(financial and human). Finally, it is important to prepare an implementation plan.
Many institutions have great plans, but they cannot transform them into reality for
lack of a good implementation strategy.

Expansion through diversification

A second important dimension is to define a sustainable enrollment expansion
strategy. When you look at countries in Asia and try to do a comparison with the rest
of the world, it is striking to see how countries use different levels of financial
resources to achieve the same outcomes. The difference comes from following
different diversification strategies. You can see some countries like Jamaica, which
has a very low level of development because it has basically only one major
university and very few non-university institutions (Fig. 20: Development of higher
education systems). In the medium range here, the Philippines has a higher level of
enrollment with relatively lower expenditures because of the large share of private
higher education enrollment (85%). Other countries, including Thailand, have relied
on open universities. Graph 23 (Fig. 23: Proportion of students enrolled in private
higher education institutions) shows the proportion of private higher education world-
wide. The challenge is for the State to have an appropriate quality assurance
mechanism to encourage good quality private higher education
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Development of quality assurance systems

What does the development of quality assurance systems entail? Countries
have used different forms and approaches such as accreditation, licensing, self
evaluation, external evaluation, and a combination of self evaluation and external
evaluation. Ranking, which is very popular in some countries and very controversial
in others, is becoming more widespread. Last September, many U.S. Law Schools
decided to boycott the ranking system because some of them were upset with the
results.

Financing and management reforms

Financing and management reforms is another important aspect. Financing
reforms have addressed three dimensions: allocation of public funds, resource
mobilization, and financial aid for students. It is essential to stress that all three
dimensions should preferably be coordinated as part of a coherent higher education
financing policy.

Allocation of public funds

Let me say a few words about the allocation of public funds. Countries have
different manners of allocating resources (Table 1: Allocation mechanism). In most
countries, negotiated budgets reflect historical trends as well as the political influence
of the individual leaders of higher education institutions, and you can very well
imagine the forms of “distortion” which can intervene. Some countries, Thailand
being one, use block grants. Others have introduced formula funding which
corresponds to the use of a mathematical formula to allocate budgetary resources to
public universities. These formula rely on a number of parameters such as the
number of students and full-time professors. In some cases, the formula does not look
only at inputs but at some measures of performance. Holland is an interesting case in
point. The universities get the equivalent of 4.5 times the cost of a student-year for
each new graduate, but only 1.5 student-year for a student who drops out before
graduating. So, the university will have the incentive to be efficient.

Another form of performance-based funding consists of establishing funds for
special purposes. Mexico uses a fund to reward the best teachers through additional
monetary incentives.  In Argentina, the World Bank is supporting quality
improvement investments in the universities through a competitive fund. Universities
submit proposals which are evaluated by a committee of peers. Singapore uses the
principle of matching grants to encourage universities to mobilize resources additional
to the budgetary support they receive from Government.

In addition to these various forms of direct funding approaches, some
countries rely on an indirect form of funding, using scholarships, student loans and
vouchers for that purpose. In Chile, for example, the 30,000 best high school
graduates get a scholarships which they can use to pay for the university of their
choices. Student loans can be used in the same manner. The World Bank supports
efforts in Mexico to set up a loan mechanism for low income students who want to
attend accredited private universities. The special loan scheme is intended to , we
believe that they move much more mobility and choices. New Zealand has a quasi
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voucher system whereby higher education institutions receive their funding on the
basis of the number of students who choose to enroll.

Resource mobilization

The second dimension of financial reform is resource mobilization.
Traditionally, public universities in most countries have received their main resources
through direct budget transfers from the government. But with diminishing public
resources, higher education institutions all over the world have looked at alternative
sources of income to complement the Government resources. The attached matrix
describes the different ways in which alternative resources can be mobilized (Table 2:
Resource diversification matrix). You have basically four main categories of
alternative revenues: tuition fees, resources from productive activities, donations, and
loans. A number of countries have introduced or raised student fees from the nominal
levels charged at present, and moved towards greater cost recovery in the provision of
subsidized housing and meals. In China, for instance, the budget contribution decreased
from 90% to 45% of university resources in the past three years, and fees have been
introduced, representing up to 25% of recurrent expenditures. In Russia, university
facilities are rented for wedding parties. The National University of Costa Rica
generates an income through toll fees for cars driving through the campus.

Student aid and student loans

Clearly, cost-sharing cannot be implemented equitably without targeted
scholarship schemes that guarantee necessary financial support to academically qualified
poor students and a well-functioning student loan program to make funds available to all
students who wish to borrow for their education. Many countries have introduced loan
schemes which are repaid from subsequent earnings after graduation (Table 3: Scope
and ownership of student loan programs). Unfortunately, experience to date with
existing loan schemes in some 50 industrialized and developing countries, over half of
them in Latin America and the Caribbean, has been disappointing. Because of heavily
subsidized interest rates, high default rates, and high administrative costs, the repayment
proportion of loans has not been very significant.

A growing number of countries are adopting income-contingent loans systems,
in which loan repayments are fixed proportions of a graduate's income. Such systems
can be more efficient and equitable than traditional loan schemes, if national income tax
and social security authorities have the administrative capacity to handle loan collection.

Management implications of financing reforms

| want to mention two critical management dimensions of financing reforms:
autonomy and accountability. First of all, higher education institutions need to be
able to manage their resources and expenditures in a flexible way. Many higher
education institutions have to deal with public sector employment conditions which
restrict their freedom to hire good professors or to fire those who are not qualified.
Few public universities enjoy the flexibility to change programs and curricula easily.
| believe that in Thailand professors are civil servants, and that public sector salaries
are not fully competitive with those of the private sector. Professors have to look for
additional work, and the universities lose because they have invested in the further
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education of these professors. Many universities have a line-item budget and cannot
use any savings for additional expenditures. They earn money and have to return it to
the treasury. Some universities have trouble to raise fees. Therefore, autonomy is so
important to be taken into consideration.

But autonomy does not mean full independence. Autonomy should come
together with accountability to the government, to employers, and to society at large.
Higher education institutions which receive public resources should be accountable
for their efficiency, quality, relevance and equity results.

Political management of reforms

Last but not least comes the political management of reforms. You now know
what happened to me 20 years ago when 1 participated in a rally which ended in
blood, at a time when students and professors were having a critical role in promoting
democracy in Thailand. In Mali, a mob of angry students killed the Minister of
Education in 1991. The largest university in the world, the National Autonomous
University of Mexico, has been paralyzed by a strike for the past four months because
the Rector wanted to introduce student fees. We all remember the tragedy of
Tiananmen Square in China ten years ago. Students all over the world are very
politically active and vocal active and it is therefore important to address the political
dimensions of higher education reforms in a systematic way.

Recent experiences show that the successful launching and implementation of
reforms and innovations are conditioned by the ability of decision-makers to build a
consensus among the various constituents of the higher education community. Many
things can go wrong when governments attempt to introduce reforms likely to be
negatively perceived without making deliberate efforts to mobilize support from the
groups involved. It is therefore important to address the political sensitivity of the
proposed reforms, especially financing reforms which inevitably affect the
distribution of education benefits among groups. Reform implementation strategies
must create conditions to make fundamental changes in higher education access,
financing, management and governance politically and socially more acceptable. A
potentially effective approach consists of initiating a national consultation process on
the need for and content of the envisaged higher education reform. We have heard,
for example, about the recent White Paper in Australia, or the Dearing Report in UK.
The purpose of these consensus-building exercises is to ensure that the purpose of the
reform, the operational capacity of those institutions involved in the implementation,
and the political and legal framework are properly aligned (Fig. 27: The political
management framework). While involving potential opposition groups in the policy
discussion process carries risks, ignoring this dimension altogether is a recipe for
failure.

5. Conclusion

To conclude my presentation, | would like to repeat that higher education is
facing great challenges at the eve of the twenty-first century. Our world is changing,
and we cannot ignore the impact of globalization, of the growing importance of
knowledge, of the acceleration of knowledge, and of the technological revolution.
Now, we can see these challenges as terrible threats and decide that we are hopeless.
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Or we can view them as very important and useful opportunities to be seized upon.
But to do that, we cannot afford to be passive, we need to be proactive. The countries
and the higher education institutions themselves need to launch innovations, reforms
and initiatives. Obviously, there is no blueprint for all countries. Each country, each
institution, must find an approach most suited to its context. What is right for
Thailand might not be right for Malaysia or for Australia. The most important thing is
to have a clear vision of the road you want to follow and of the role you want to give
to your various higher education institutions.

The former playwright and presently President of the Czech Republic, Mr.
Vaclav Havel, declared a few weeks ago that ”We live in an era where everything is
possible, and nothing is certain”. Indeed, the only thing that is certain is that change
is with us as a permanent phenomenon, and that we can not just stand back or stand
by without adapting our institutions to this changing environment. One key
dimension of these changes is the ever-growing competition among higher education
institutions, both within country and across national borders. To illustrate again this
phenomenon, | would like to use a humorous parable, taking an image from my part
of the world, from Africa. In the jungles of Africa, the gazelle wakes up every
morning thinking "Today, | must run faster than the fastest lion if | do not want to be
eaten”. Now, what does the lion think when he wakes up every morning? The lion is
thinking, "Today, | must run faster than the slowest gazelle if I do not want to starve".
Now, what is the significance of this story? It does not matter if you are a gazelle or a
lion, you should better start running every morning. It does not matter whether you
are Harvard or Princeton, or a very small university in a small provincial town, you
need to start running and keep running, to make sure that you offer top quality
services. If you fall asleep, interesting things will happen to you as the following
example from Uruguay shows.

Two months ago, when | went to Uruguay, in the Southern part of Latin
America, | learnt that Uruguay has had, for the last 150 years, only one university, the
University of the Republic- a public university. Everybody who is someone in this
country went to that university. When they have an election for the university
president, everybody can vote, the students, the professors, the administrators, and the
alumni. It is almost more important that the election of the President of the Republic.
Because they had the monopoly of higher education delivery in Uruguay, they felt
asleep. In the middle of 1980s, they still had not a single master program. But in
1986, some people wanted to start a catholic university. Because Uruguay is a
catholic country, the public University could not say no and had to accept it, though
reluctantly. But the following year, a group of investors and educators proposed to
establish yet another private university. The University of the Republic leadership got
upset and said “ No way, no way, we are the monopoly. We are the University of the
Republic”. So they sued in court, and went all the way to the Supreme Court to
prevent this private university from opening, but they lost in the end. So this private
university opened its door and established the first master program in Uruguay. Later,
another private university was set up. Nowadays, the University of the Republic is
running the first strategic planning exercise ever. They want to start master degree
and Ph.D. programs. The reason why they have to do that is that the private
universities have started the trend. Therefore, the power of competition is an
important factor to bear in mind.
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I would like to finish by sharing the words of a Cambridge mathematician,
Professor Alfred North Whitehead, who described the noble mission of the university
with the following words.

“The tragedy of the world is that those who are imaginative have but slight
experience. And those who are experienced have feeble imagination. Fools
act on imagination without experience. Pedants act on knowledge without
imagination. The task of the university is to weld together imagination and
experience.”
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