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“Make no little plans;  
they have no magic to stir men's blood... 

Make big plans,  
aim high in hope and work.” 

 
 

Daniel H. Burnham 
 American architect and city planner  
 

  

http://www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Daniel_H._Burnham/
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Executive Summary 
 
Around the world, nations are seeking to build their national economic capacity through the 
development and application of knowledge. They believe that knowledge empowers their 
young people to engage in economic development where processes are created, services 
rendered, products manufactured, and where analysis informs major activity in the public and 
private sector, and increasingly in civil society. Universities are key agents in this development, 
which has become more intense in the last two decades.  
 
The pursuit of knowledge has never been more important or more richly supported. While 
Africa is emerging politically and economically, the continent is not represented in the global 
initiatives to boost the quality and impact of its tertiary sector. While many African institutions 
have made recent strides and are well regarded, only four African universities outside of South 
Africa are among the world’s top 500 universities.  
 
This paper addresses the urgent need for transformation of higher education in Africa. It 
describes the current situation on the continent, examines obstacles to transformation, and 
sets forth a plan and a model for igniting the necessary transformation, with a concert of 
initiatives that will, in a decade, put the continent on a path toward harnessing its talent, 
leveraging its resources, and becoming a player in the global marketplace of ideas and 
innovation.  
 
Although these recommendations do not solve the whole problem, they do provide a model 
and a collaborative process for achievable and scalable excellence within a generation. This is 
ambitious, but it has to be ambitious, because nothing short of a bold stroke will foster 
effective action or engage the energies of stakeholders. The process proposed in this paper 
aims at both substantive and progressive engagement and the creation of opportunities to 
leverage the energies of stakeholders who become more confident about change as the 
process evolves. 
 
Economic development cannot be broad and deep without a huge boost in African talent to 
drive development that relies less on extraction and export of commodities and more on 
economic activities on the continent — from bus iness services to agriculture. This must include 
a massive increase in the number and quality of teachers — who are trained in universities — 
to provide the high-quality primary and secondary education that prepares students for tertiary 
education. Progress must be made all fronts simultaneously — boosting the capacity of existing 
teachers while training new cohorts of teachers who can prepare students for the STEM fields 
that will serve as the foundation for s trong national programs in science, engineering, 
management, and medicine.  
 
Higher education’s power to accelerate national and economic development, innovation, and 
cultural enhancement is widely acknowledged around the world. Education is a powerful tool in 
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very concrete ways that are easy to overlook in the West, where colleges and universities have 
been well integrated into the concept of progress and growth for nearly two centuries. The 
roles that are uniquely played by higher education institutions include: 
 

1. Education of professionals and managers 
2. Research and development, including basic science, to inform technology, policy, 

and professional practice 
3. Framing of local and national issues by contextualizing data, culture, and research 

findings 
4. Research to set standards in various professional areas 
5. Education and training of K-12 teachers  
6. Field extension work to carry research findings to farmers, judges, physicians, and 

other professionals 
7. Transitioning of first-generation-to-college youth into the middle class and 

professions  
8. Continuing education and retraining of professionals and others 
9. Global connections in academia, business, and civil society 
10. Support of, and attraction of support for, civi l society 
11. Incubation of research findings and transfer to commerce and industry 
12. Preservation, creation, and interpretation of culture (e.g., art and design, literature, 

journalism, music, political economy, history, and philosophy) 
 
Every nation needs these functions to be performed. Institutions of higher education in the 
“global North” do not contemplate a society in which universities and colleges do not play the 
roles listed above, even as they debate content, point of view, costs, access, and pedagogy. 
These roles are under-developed in Africa. Even where there are strong institutions, they are 
not s trong enough to contribute significantly in all the ways outlined above. The missing roles 
are absent from African society or they are played by external actors or in very l imited ways by 
under-resourced internal actors. Getting Africa’s tertiary sector to perform these roles is the 
urgent agenda addressed by this paper. 
 
The Opportunity for Transformation 
 
Transformation of African higher education will hinge on the actions of its stakeholders — 
African governments, non-African governments, foundations, African educators, international 
development agencies and donors, higher-education institutions inside and outside Africa, 
corporations active on the continent, and civil society in Africa and beyond. All of these 
s takeholders want to improve African higher education, all understand various aspects of the 
problem, and all have undertaken efforts to bring change, but their attempts have had very 
l imited effect because they have been short-term and uncoordinated with the actions of 
others .  
 
What has been missing — and what this paper proposes — is a framework, a vision, and a set of 
s teps to be taken by the stakeholders, working together, that can reliably kick-start a model for 
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excellence. Africans themselves will have to embrace the change process and be leading 
partners in developing the vision and the plan. The whole process must be conducted carefully 
and in a stepwise manner so that no stakeholder feels exposed and so that newly established 
trust and confidence can be sustained. The model system of pilot institutions proposed in this 
paper, implementable within a decade, would serve as a standard for a new relationship among 
s takeholders, one in which stakeholders act together to bring change. The success of the model 
effort will provide a standard for transforming Africa’s existing higher-education institutions. 
 
What Success Might Look Like  
 
For the model proposed here, the reader should envision a dozen or so new institutions of 
various types, configured in clusters in East, West, and Central Africa. These institutions will 
have a regional character, be led by Africans in strong collaboration with the major 
s takeholders, and be uncompromisingly excellent, independent, and globally partnered. As a 
condition of accepting the schools, which would receive significant external funds, governments 
would promise that students from their country would receive the resources that would 
otherwise be available for the best opportunities in their countries.  
 
The new institutions would collaborate as appropriate with existing institutions and with 
research institutes. They would involve faculty in research, articulate offerings to advance 
s tudents’ ability to use new school resources, explore online resources, and advocate for 
support from government and industry. The new institutions would be on a path to self-
government as private institutions, and no consideration would be given to ethnicity or religion 
in hiring, admissions, or curriculum.  
 
These tertiary institutions would be of several types: traditional colleges of arts and sciences, 
some with engineering programs; a medical school and an affiliated internationally accredited 
hospital, with a temporarily imported academic staff in medicine, public health, nursing, and 
other health professions; an agricultural school to train farmers in the science of developing 
and managing sustainably scaled farms; and technical schools that collaborate with local and 
global corporations to train for areas of critical regional need. School enrollments would be 
s ized to foster excellence, and would be managed to grow toward sustainability. The model 
system would also explore the benefits of online education programs for out-of-school young 
adults, regular college students, and professional students. Overall administration, resource 
development, and infrastructure for online education would be handled through a central 
office for all of the model institutions.  
 
Implementation  
 
To realize the model will require hiring a minimum of 2,500 new full-time equivalent faculty 
over a decade. The paper identifies sources for these faculty, as well as methods for boosting 
the number of Africans who are prepared to meet this ambitious staffing requirement. The 
paper also outlines successful precedents for implementing each institution type and for 
addressing the institutional development challenges inherent in this task. 
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The paper addresses other elements of implementation as well: mission and vision, leadership 
and operations, governance and oversight, faculty and human resource development, online 
education, student life and student development, facilities and siting, fundraising and finance, 
and institutional and corporate engagement.  
 
Successful implementation of the model is possible if a solid collaboration can be forged among 
s takeholders so that previous caution turns to openness, awkward engagement turns to an 
exploration of mutual interests and paths to achieve them, and disjointed small steps become 
locked-arm advances. Implementation of the model will not be possible without the 
involvement of African presidents as first partners. Ideally, one African president in each region 
would step forward to act as an uber-partner, and then take certain steps, with regional 
partners, that demonstrate that the vision for change will be met with ample strategy, 
engagement, and support in Africa. No model can be advanced without this African leadership. 
While the model would ideally envision more than a dozen institutions, a phased start with 
fewer schools would also work. 
 
To initiate this process, a sample of members in each stakeholder group will meet to explore 
and test whether a willingness exists to pursue such an effort, and to find stakeholders who will 
commit to the first steps. The paper lays out a proposal for s takeholder mobilization. When the 
various stakeholder groups conclude that they share common interests that can be advanced 
by the model, they will form the core group that would initiate the model program and govern 
its  development. 
 
This proposal is not designed to transform tertiary education in 54 countries at once. It is, 
however, an ambitious pilot program that is designed to be successful. Its success, 
transparently documented, will change the narrative about what is possible — and this 
changing of the narrative is itself another major and necessary s tep in the transformation of 
African higher education. Although this model will be expensive ($1 billion or more over a 
decade to start), its cost is modest compared to the amounts currently expended on African 
higher education that have failed to show major impacts. It is also cheaper than the costs of 
recent disasters that better education might have prevented (such as Ebola), the cost of hosting 
a couple of weeks of the World Cup, or the cost of comparable transformative efforts , such as 
the modernization of Eastern Europe a generation ago.  
 
What is proposed here aims to be transformative. It aims to bring Africa into line with the rest 
of the world, which now aims to massively leverage knowledge to advance national 
development. At independence in in the 1960s, Ghana, Brazil, and South Korea were in a similar 
economic condition; Ghana was actually slightly ahead of the others. South Korea has now 
leaped into the league of advanced economic powers by closely fitting education with industrial 
development, and by aggressively leveraging global sourcing of knowledge and resources to 
build first-class institutions. Other As ian nations have taken similar s teps with strong results; 
Brazil and other countries in South America have come less far. Ghana and its African peers, 
although they are well ahead of where they were, have yet to create a means by which their 
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universities play the roles described above. This paper outlines a plan to create that means, and 
provide Africa’s young people with the best chance to take their place on the world stage. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 

Around the world, nations are seeking to build capacity through the development of 
knowledge. They believe that knowledge empowers their young people to engage in all aspects 
of national development, wherein processes are created, services are rendered, products are 
manufactured, and analysis informs major activity in the public and private sector and 
increasingly in civil society.  
 
Universities, colleges, technical institutes, and other tertiary institutions are key agents in this 
development, which has become more intense in the last two decades. As  a result, many 
countries have heightened their attention to and investment in tertiary institutions, and the 
pursuit of knowledge has never been more important or more richly supported. Yet the intense 
advancement of knowledge and research that has been seen in other parts of the world — in 
the most advanced countries in the West as well as nations in the East and Global South — has 
not been seen to the same degree in Africa. 
 
This is a time of great optimism about the emergence of Africa economically and politically.1 
This optimism about Africa’s economic and political future ought to give rise to a broad sense of 
urgency across the continent about the importance of educated Africans and institutions of 
higher education leading the way in business, the professions, and administration. Professionals 
and managers are needed for the host of new jobs created by economic growth — to service 
existing institutions and companies, expand the range of companies operating on the continent, 
and support African entrepreneurs and businesspeople — and Africa’s tertiary sector is not 
currently equipped to supply all of these professionals, or the greater numbers of teachers 
necessary to expand the pipeline of future college students.2 But although a sense of urgency 
about African higher education does exist in some countries and among some stakeholders, it is 
s ti ll the exception rather than the rule in the more than 50 countries on the continent.  
 

                                                 
1 For a sense of how far the continent has come, see Association for Public Land Grant Universities, Knowledge 
Center for Higher Education for African Development, African Higher Education: Opportunities for Transformative 
Change for Sustainable Development (report prepared for review by USAID, 2014). Also see Vijay Mahajan, Africa 
Rising: How 900 Million African Consumers Offer More Than You Think, New York: Prentice Hall, 2008. Also see 
Steven Radlet, Emerging Africa: How 17 Countries Are Leading the Way (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution 
Press, 2010). For a more nuanced and skeptical view of changes on the continent, see Punam Chuhan-Pole, 
“Growth and Structural Transformation in Sub-Saharan Africa,” The African Technopolitan, July 2015, 22–25. 
2 There are those who believe that investment in higher education can wait until more progress is made in primary 
and secondary education. This point of view overlooks the fact that high-quality primary and secondary education 
hinges on a massive increase in the number and quality of teachers, who are trained in universities. Untrained 
teachers will not generally be successful in preparing strong students and the pipeline to strong colleges. The 
simple fact is that progress must be made all fronts simultaneously — boosting the capacity of existing teachers 
while training new cohorts of teachers to prepare students in traditional liberal arts and STEM fields that will serve 
as the foundation for strong national programs in science, engineering, management, medicine, and other 
professions. 



 12 

This paper addresses the urgent need for transformation of higher education in Africa.3 4 5 It 
describes the current situation on the continent, examines obstacles to transformation, and 
sets forth a plan and a model for igniting the necessary transformation, with a concert of 
initiatives and actionable steps that will, in a decade, put the continent on a good path toward 
harnessing its talent, leveraging its resources, and becoming a player in the marketplace of 
ideas and innovation in the world. Although these recommendations do not solve the whole 
problem, they do outline a model and a collaborative process for achievable and scalable 
excellence within a generation. The process proposed aims at both substantive and progressive 
engagement and the creation of opportunities to leverage the energies of stakeholders who 
become more confident about change as the process evolves. 
 
This plan is ambitious, but it has to be ambitious, because nothing short of a bold stroke has a 
chance to be effective or engage the energies of stakeholders. All of these stakeholders —
African governments, non-African governments, foundations, African educators, international 
development agencies and donors, higher-education institutions inside and outside Africa, 
corporations active on the continent, and civil society in Africa and beyond — want to improve 
African higher education. All understand various aspects of the problem, and all have 
undertaken efforts to bring change, but these efforts have had very limited effect because they 
have been modest, short-term, and largely uncoordinated with the actions of others. Many are 
now reluctant to step forward based on this painful past experience; they fear that, acting 
alone, or in thin and tentative collaborations, their contribution will not make a difference. And 
they are right.  
 
What has been missing — and what this paper proposes — is a framework, a vision, and a set of 
s teps to be taken by all of the stakeholders, working together, that can reliably kick-start a 
model for excellence. Africans themselves will have to embrace the change process and be 
leading partners in developing the vision and the plan. The whole process must be conducted 
carefully and in a stepwise manner so that no stakeholder feels exposed and so that newly 
established trust and confidence can be sustained. The model system of pilot institutions 

                                                 
3 I gratefully acknowledge the research assistance of Shenhao Wang and Gerard Kato, both former students of 
mine at MIT, and the editorial assistance of Deborah Kreuze. I am also most grateful to dozens of friends, 
colleagues, and others whose conversations, suggestions, and references over the last five years greatly aided my 
learning. This includes colleagues in Africa who patiently led me through a maze of information to help me better 
understand their history, institutions, and aspirations. I am grateful to colleagues at the MasterCard, Kresge, and 
Ford foundations for their support in this inquiry. The opinions reflected here do not reflect their policies or 
beliefs.  
4 The author is a professor of city planning at MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and a former chancellor of MIT. 
He serves as a trustee of the Aga Khan University and serves on an advisory committee for the African Institute of 
Mathematical Sciences. He is a former vice chair and director of the MasterCard Foundation. 
5 As used here, the term “higher education” is interchangeable with “tertiary education,” and encompasses not 
just colleges and universities but also technical institutions, community colleges, and all other postsecondary 
institutions. As used here, “Africa” refers to sub-Saharan Africa, excluding South Africa. (South Africa has a strong 
university network with some excellent schools; the issue for black South Africans is access to the schools and 
success once admitted. The schools in South Africa should be considered potential partners in the transformation 
of institutions in the rest of sub-Saharan Africa.) 
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proposed in this paper, implementable within a decade, will serve as a standard for a new 
relationship among stakeholders, one in which stakeholders act together to bring change. The 
success of the model effort will provide a standard for transforming Africa’s existing higher-
education institutions. 
 

1.1 The Value of Higher Education 
 
Higher education’s power to accelerate national and economic development, innovation, and 
cultural enhancement is widely acknowledged around the world. Education is a powerful tool in 
very concrete ways that are easy to overlook in the West, where colleges and universities have 
been well integrated into the concept of progress and growth for nearly two centuries. The 
roles that are uniquely played by higher-education institutions include: 
 

13. Education of professionals and managers 
14. Research and development, including basic science, to inform technology, policy, 

and professional practice 
15. Framing of local and national issues by contextualizing data, culture, and research 

findings 
16. Research to set standards in various professional areas 
17. Education and training of K-12 teachers  
18. Field extension work to carry research findings to farmers, judges, physicians, and 

other professionals 
19. Transitioning of first-generation-to-college youth into the middle class and 

professions  
20. Continuing education and retraining of professionals and others 
21. Global connections in academia, business, and civil society 
22. Support of, and attraction of support for, civi l society 
23. Incubation of research findings and transfer to commerce and industry 
24. Preservation, creation, and interpretation of culture (e.g., art and design, literature, 

journalism, music, political economy, history, and philosophy) 
 
Institutions of higher education in the Global North do not contemplate a society in which 
universities and colleges do not play the roles listed above. Public and private institutions of 
higher education are both prominent and permanent fixtures at all levels and in all sectors.  
 
These roles are underdeveloped in Africa. The strong institutions that do exist in Africa are not 
s trong enough to contribute significantly in all the ways outlined above. The missing roles are 
either absent from African society entirely, played by external actors, or played in very l imited 
ways  by under-resourced internal actors. Getting Africa’s tertiary sector to perform these roles 
is  the urgent agenda addressed by this paper. 
 
As  higher-education systems evolve, these roles become more finely honed. Different kinds of 
institutions emerge to play different roles: universities educate engineers, while technical 
institutes train operators, for example. In North America and Europe (which together have 
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fewer people than the 55 countries in Africa), there are thousands of colleges and universities 
that reflect different historical origins and purposes for higher education. Schools are highly 
differentiated, ranging from research-intensive universities to small liberal arts  colleges, public 
four-year institutions, community colleges, and technical institutes. Institutions are further 
differentiated by quality, sponsorship, cost, specialized niche, regional and cultural flavors, and 
identities (e.g., Catholic schools, historically black colleges, women’s colleges, military 
academies, and proprietary schools).  
 
Social and legal protections also increase as a higher-education system evolves. In Europe and 
North America, freedom of expression has legal and cultural support and protection. There are 
multiple sources of financial support, public expectations, and regulatory regimes. The schools 
are also part of a market, with publicly available information and rankings. While public debates 
are always ongoing about aspects of higher education (e.g. access, accountability, costs) in the 
West, there is no debate about its value and contribution. Public and private support is 
cons istent and sometimes quite generous. 
 
Higher education in Africa has evolved under conditions quite different from those in Europe 
and North America. The proximate origins of modern African higher education are colonial. 
While colonial powers did not all take the same approach to governance, in general they did 
not support the advancement of higher education beyond a tiny fraction of the population they 
needed for their purposes. Missionaries educated a few more Africans. Some of the best 
s tudents went abroad.  
 
In the 60 or more years since independence, Latin American, Asian, and African countries have 
shown a wide range of commitments to higher education. The relative thinness of the tertiary 
education sector in Africa compared to the other former colonial places means that the human 
resources and other inputs necessary for development and leverage have been either 
nonexistent, unevenly distributed, or inconsistently nourished and updated. The number of 
established African institutions providing tertiary education has been small, although recent 
growth has been faster.6 Many Africans seeking tertiary education have left the continent to get 
it. Very few young Africans benefit from tertiary education: less than 7 percent of African adults 
have completed college, compared to almost 30 percent in Europe and North America. Most of 
the older African higher-education institutions are still modeled on colonial institutions, without 
serious consideration of the changes that should have occurred over the last 60 years to reflect 
Africa’s needs and cultures as well as the evolution of the disciplines and professions. New 
African institutions are often private and very small, and the large ones are public, largely 
undifferentiated, and of very uneven quality.  
 

                                                 
6 It is difficult to fix the number of institutions of higher education on the continent. Estimates range from 700 to 
more than 2,000. Each country approves different types of institutions, and not all of these would be considered 
tertiary institutions in North America or Europe. Whatever the number,  however, it is small for a continent of 1 
billion people. (The US has more than 4,000 tertiary institutions and a population of 320 million.) 
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African higher education lags behind that of other countries that were regarded as 
underdeveloped nations in the 1960s — South Korea, Singapore, India, and some countries in 
Latin America and the Middle East.7 In the 1960s , a generation of young Africans traveled to the 
West to receive advanced degrees, returned to Africa after graduating, and led African 
institutions to higher levels of success. Growth started to decline in the mid-1970s, when career 
opportunities for African scholars improved overseas and dwindled at home, resulting in a 
“brain drain” as these individuals chose to remain in the West. Deprived of top African talent, 
African institutions declined in quality throughout the 1980s  and 1990s, making them even less 
attractive to the diaspora and less of an asset to their home countries.  
 
Other factors  implicated in the decline of African higher education during this period include 
the long tail of colonialism; internal obstacles such as corruption, poor management, weak civil 
society, and lack of vision and planning; and the “structural adjustment” policies imposed upon 
countries receiving funding from the World Bank and the IMF, which restricted African 
countries’ spending on education, health, and other social development programs in favor of 
infrastructure projects that facilitated extraction of minerals and oil. Structural adjustment and 
its  aftermath kept Africa from doing what the “Asian tigers” and, more recently, Latin America 
and the Middle East have done to improve higher education and economic performance. 
 

1.2 Global Developments in Higher Education 
 
Outs ide of Africa, higher education is now viewed as more than a mere service or program (or, 
conversely, a luxury or indulgence). Instead, higher education is viewed as a strategic asset 
critical for local advancement as well as for competition with other nations. In countries that 
have made major s trides in economic and industrial development, higher education has been a 
central element in national development strategies and an increasingly attractive partner to 
government, nonprofit, and corporate stakeholders.  
 
This has made donors ever more rigorous in their decisions about major gifts and grants. Funds 
are no longer given based on need only (charity). Support is increasingly given based on 
whether a potential grantee can be a good partner, whether the grantee’s proposal is for an 
impactful and scalable purpose, and whether the grantee is judged to have the capacity to 
execute.  
 
Global corporations active in the developing world are also approaching higher education as a 
s trategic asset, spending millions in support of technical education, high-end research, 
internship programs, equipment donations, and strategic initiatives with multiple institutions at 
home and in other parts  of the world. They view such expenditures as business, not charity: 

                                                 
7 An excellent series on education in underdeveloped regions was produced for the Institute of International 
Education. See Rajika Bhandari and Alessia Lefébure, eds., Asia: The Next Higher Education Superpower?  (New 
York: IIE, 2015), and Jorge Balán et al., Latin America’s New Knowledge Economy: Higher Education, Government, 
and International Collaboration (New York: IIE, 2013). 



 16 

they are supporting the education of populations from which they may want to hire, and to 
which they will want to sell.  
 
This shift in the global higher-education environment has affected, in multiple ways, the 
environment for support that Africa now faces. 
 

1. There has been a global trend toward differentiation within systems of higher 
education. Some institutions are viewed as research-intensive, others have a more 
modest expectation for research but a high expectation of addressing societal 
workforce needs, and still others are expected to provide technical education in 
trades, technology, and healthcare.  

 
2. There is a greater emphasis on the metrics of academic access and academic 

success. (Access refers to the percentage of young people who attend 
postsecondary schools, and success refers to the percentage of postsecondary 
attendees who graduate.) The West is trying to increase its rates of access and 
success.  
 
To increase these rates in Africa will require greater variety among African 
educational institutions, so that students can pursue degrees that are more closely 
related to their unique talents and interests as well as workforce requirements. It 
will also require that postsecondary training be affordable to students and that 
counseling be available to help students enroll in appropriate programs and 
succeed. Long-term, it will also require a stronger pipeline from secondary schools, 
which will in turn require more and higher-quality tertiary teacher training 
programs, both to increase the pool of teachers and to enhance their expertise.  

 
3. Universities globally are coming under greater scrutiny with respect to independent 

governance and public accountability. There is also an expectation that trustees will 
provide professional and competent oversight and strategic direction, and that 
institutions will be more accountable to the public and to donors for appropriate 
metrics and outcomes.  
 
In African institutions, governance and accountability are evolving slowly. Often 
national ministries oversee schools; boards of trustees are relatively weak; and 
regulations are often absent, corrupted, or too traditional and rigid. Rules are 
written by individuals with little experience in higher education, and other 
ministries, such as health and agriculture, are left out of the process, or are given 
l ittle guidance about how to be helpful. (Because these ministries have workforce 
needs, they should be included in higher-education planning efforts that could 
s trengthen their respective sectors.) Accreditation and chartering protocols are 
uneven, and transparency remains limited. For-profit institutions pose a special 
challenge in both quality and accountability. 
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As  more Africans enter the middle class, they will increasingly expect their local and 
regional institutions to match Western standards for success and transparency. 
Donors will perform more due diligence and expect documentation to reflect 
international standards for accountability. The most serious risk is that the African 
s tandards will become complex and arcane in an effort to prevent corruption, 
account for resources, and enhance credibility to outsiders. Although these are all 
important goals, excessive or awkward rule-making and various external controls on 
institutions will snuff out the creativity and discourage initiative that needs to be 
part of a transformation process.  

 
4. Human resources remain a key issue for universities and other institutions 

worldwide. Because teachers are the front line for education at all levels, to improve 
education requires both more teachers and better teachers.  
 
In Africa, the number of faculty openings at universities may be expanding more 
rapidly than the pool of teachers who have conventional qualifications to teach at 
the university level. It is likely that a greater portion of the teachers whom these 
universities hire will not have a graduate degree. In addition, schools of education 
are not training enough teachers to meet elementary and secondary needs.  
 
One difficulty with recruiting enough teachers, whether in Africa or elsewhere, is the 
often low status of teaching as a profession, reflected in low pay, lack of equipment 
or supplies, and stressful working conditions. Because economic growth brings new 
and more attractive job opportunities, if the teaching profession remains 
unattractive, economic growth can paradoxically reduce the pool of teachers that 
the economy needs, by driving current teachers to other jobs that pay more and by 
discouraging new entrants into the profession. 

 
5. In the last decade, institutions have come to appreciate the potential contribution of 

online education to their educational systems. Neither African institutions nor 
others  in the rest of the world have figured out how best to integrate online 
education into an educational system. Although there is no doubt that online 
education will be important, it is also important to note that success will require not 
only the appropriate physical infrastructure but also pedagogy that is appropriate to 
the material, the target students, and the educational program. Investment in both 
the infrastructure and the pedagogy is expensive, and best practices have yet to be 
confirmed even in the most advanced countries.  
 
The potential benefits of online education, however, are especially important for 
Africa: it can help institutions reach geographically remote areas, enroll students 
part-time, and deliver premium graduate education in locations where faculty will 
not l ive. Successful online education that is not separately accredited or anchored to 
an accredited bricks-and-mortar institution runs the risk of producing students 
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whose degrees are not accepted in the marketplace. 
 

6. Financial aid to poor students remains a major challenge in all countries. Nations 
that in the past provided free or low-cost education are now under fiscal stress and 
are seeking ways to share the cost burden that will be imposed by greater quality 
and access.8 Other countries are facing a growing concern, even among the middle 
class, about affordability.  
 
In Africa, there will be no expansion of higher education without considerable 
financial aid, whether it comes in the form of government bursaries or other forms 
of assistance. Sharing the responsibility (among government, students, and families) 
has not been effectively addressed even in advanced countries, and it remains a 
challenge in Africa.  

 
7. In Africa and in other parts of the developing world, the proportion of inadequately 

prepared students has risen as college enrollments have grown faster than the 
quality of secondary education. This has made it very difficult for tertiary institutions 
to elevate their academic game. Colleges are forced to choose between rejecting 
many applicants and not meeting enrollment requirements, or, as is more often 
done, admitting them without providing resources to help them catch up 
academically. 

 
8. Academic collaborations have greatly increased over the past two decades. 

International peer-reviewed academic journals are more numerous, faculty and 
researchers are more mobile, and global teaming is more common in major research 
projects . One result of this trend has been the forging of an international consensus 
on best practices: standards of academic quality, s tandards for research and 
professional practice, and the general structure of an advanced academic program.  
 
This development is good news for Africa and the rest of the developing world: the 
West no longer has a monopoly on scholarly excellence. The world will accept 
knowledge from any source, as long as it conforms to best practices. And 
information about those best practices and how to conform to them is better 
documented and easier to access than ever before.  
 
This means that African research on matters of global interest (e.g., climate change) 
will be accepted for publication if it conforms with academic and research best 
practices, and Africans who want to conform with best practices can access the 
information they need to do so. However, this also means that any claim of special 
“African” knowledge and approaches that do not match standard protocols will have 
less cachet and will be viewed with considerable skepticism that reinforces current 
academic isolation. 

                                                 
8 World Bank, Financing Higher Education in Africa (Washington: World Bank, 2010). 
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Although some of these factors may seem daunting, there are mitigating circumstances that 
offer genuine hope that tertiary education in Africa can be transformed. 
 

1. Africa has become more stable politically in recent years, with emergent strong 
democratic regimes, somewhat greater (though still not strong) regional cooperation, 
and leaders who make decisions more strategically. 
 

2. While efforts have been uneven, there is a growing recognition that higher education 
deserves strategic management and oversight to advance quality and relevance.9 

 
3. There has been a shift away from policies such as structural adjustment, which 

discouraged investment in education. This means that African countries are now free to 
pursue development of the higher-education sector as a strategic move to l ift 
healthcare, local enterprise, business services, agriculture, advanced manufacturing 
technology, and other sectors. The World Bank is now a source of support for this shift.  

 
4. Economic growth in Africa encourages foreign investment and invites philanthropists to 

take a new look at what might be required to advance their development goals on the 
continent. Africa is an attractive place for investment. Although economies have 
recently come under s tress because of declining commodity prices, this global 
s lowdown will eventually reverse, and the value of natural resources and land could 
support more aggressive bargaining by African states and better deals to advance 
opportunities to include African companies in value chains associated with their 
resources.  

 
5. The growing number of young adults represents an opportunity for education to have 

widespread positive impact on development and economic growth. This “demographic 
dividend” would follow these young people through their adult lives and transfer new 
s trength to their children and generations to come.10  

 

                                                 
9 For example, Kenya has stepped up its regulatory efforts and enforcement. The activities undertaken reflect both 
needed new standards of accountability and new constraints that might well deny schools the flexibility necessary 
for creativity and change management. See Gilbert Nganga, “Ten campuses closed, dozens face ban, in quality 
drive,” University World News 29 January 2016, 
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20160128172503841. 
10 Conversely, failure to embrace this dividend now means more dependence and economic difficulty in the 
future, as this currently young population ages without the capacity to earn or contribute to economic 
development, or to extend the benefits of education to their children. This larger and more dependent adult 
population will become a drag on economic growth, as the demographic dividend becomes a demographic drain.  
For a discussion of the demographic dividend and its implications, see James Gribble and Jason Bremner, 
“Achieving a Demographic Dividend,” Population Reference Bureau 67:2, December 2012. 
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6. The emerging African middle class, while still small in scale by global standards, will 
catalyze new business ventures as it increases demand for quality services, including 
education, healthcare, political accountability, and leadership to design and manage 
social change. (The emergence of the middle class and a modest reduction in inequality 
in Latin America in recent years is an existence proof that a middle class can emerge in 
poor nations and that this emergence is a new source of strength for development of 
civi l society, whose institutions — social, political, professional, labor — are powerful 
resources for national development.) 

  
7. While philanthropy and formal-sector entrepreneurship have not characterized Africa 

for much of its postcolonial history, there is evidence that philanthropists are now 
looking for new approaches, collaborating on efforts that focus on building capacity, 
empowering indigenous communities, advancing civil society and good governance, 
us ing digital technology, and partnering with the corporate sector. African billionaires 
Tony Elumelu and Mo Ibrahim are two leaders in this new wave.11  

  
 

1.3 Transforming African Higher Education: The Road Ahead 
 
This paper proposes a model system of higher-education institutions clustered in three African 
regions, one cluster per region, that will in a decade’s time become self-governing and 
demonstrate success that will “move the needle” and shift the narrative for African higher 
education. The model will take a generation to implement fully, but after the first decade, it will 
have much encouraging progress to show. This progress will foster enthusiasm that will propel 
subsequent progress.  
 
A central assumption is that, to transform Africa’s higher education sector, all stakeholders that 
have contributed to the problems facing African higher education will need to be part of the 
solution. All will have to do some heavy lifting, change some attitudes, learn to work together in 
new ways, commit to and follow through on some new actions, and endure some stress.  
 
The remainder of this paper explores the various stakeholders and their interests in more 
depth; outlines structural elements that are necessary for transforming the higher-education 
sector; proposes a model system of higher-education institutions; and outlines how 
stakeholders might work together to plan and implement the model system. Numerous 
precedents are provided for each element proposed and for the interrelationships that will 
need to be developed to empower the model system to create and sustain change. 
 

                                                 
11 The Tony Elumelu Foundation Entrepreneurship Programme identifies and empowers African entrepreneurs 
and startups; the Mo Ibrahim Foundation focuses on defining, assessing, and enhancing governance and leadership 
in Africa by awarding prizes and fellowships and by publishing the Ibrahim Index of African Governance, an annual 
assessment of the quality of governance in every African country. 
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We believe that stakeholders will be open to this plan because they all have much to gain from 
transforming African higher education.  
 
A s trong higher-education sector will benefit Africans by providing them with a means to design 
and implement solutions to the most pressing problems they face. These solutions include: 
 

x A robust public sector capable of defining, framing, and advancing the public interest 
x Culturally grounded and community-oriented protocols for treating and preventing 

infectious diseases 
x An enabling environment for existing corporate entities and new enterprises that rely 

on African talent 
x Agricultural products and enterprises to adapt to cl imate change and promote 

agriculture as a sector that boosts GDP, reduces inequality, and gives Africans new ways 
to participate in the world economy 

x Ways  to embed themselves in the value chain of their commodities 
x A civi l society to work with the government and others to advance social good 

 
A s trong African higher-education sector will also benefit the world as a whole, because the 
world’s interests and Africa’s interests are more aligned than ever. These interests include 
infectious disease, climate change, productive and expanded agriculture, political and economic 
s tability, and security. By giving Africans the power to solve their own problems, a strong 
higher-education sector in Africa will also make Africa much less dependent on outside aid and 
relief, freeing up those funds for other purposes.  
 
There is ample evidence that enthusiasm and energy exist inside and outside Africa to support 
this  effort. In recent years, African educators and others have generated a wealth of ideas, 
energy, and actions aimed at s trengthening the sector and using its power to advance the 
fortunes of African countries and citizens. The Appendix lists examples of these initiatives.  
 
The global economy is slow at present (summer 2016), but s low times are ideal times to plan 
for change. This paper seeks to commence a dialogue among stakeholders to explore mutual 
interests in depth, and create the collaborative environment necessary to enact and realize 
lasting change in African higher education. When the economy picks up, the transformation 
plan that the stakeholders have agreed upon can be put into action.  
 
 

2.0 Stakeholders in African Higher Education 
 
This chapter is about the various parties that have an interest in the outcomes associated with 
African higher education.12 All of these stakeholders are well acquainted with the problems 

                                                 
12 African students are not listed among these stakeholders, because they have no power to change the system.  
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facing African higher education; all bear some responsibility for these problems; all would 
benefit greatly from a transformation of the African higher education system; and none of 
them, acting alone, has been able to “move the needle” toward making African higher 
education competitive in the 21st century, or even toward achieving parity with higher-
education progress in other parts of the developing world.  
 
In this chapter, we describe these stakeholders in more detail, and we explore the ways in 
which each of them can contribute to a transformation of African higher education, and to the 
model system that we propose.  
 
Higher education has been successfully transformed in other parts of the world. We believe 
that the s trategies that brought about these transformations can achieve similar results in 
Africa. But to implement these strategies will require all stakeholders to commit to taking new 
actions, to learn new ways of working together, and to see other stakeholders, themselves, and 
African higher education in a new light. This chapter seeks to illuminate the power that 
s takeholders have, working together, to change the narrative about higher education in Africa, 
and, in so doing, greatly advance their own interests on the continent.  

 
2.1  African Governments 

 
In most African countries, higher education is largely public: universities are administered, 
regulated, and funded by national governments. University leaders report to the ministry of 
higher education, not the university’s board, as is typical in the West. The higher-education 
ministry is involved in decisions about faculty and staff appointments, and it can make decisions 
about matters such as class size unilaterally, without university input.  
 
Under the World Bank’s structural adjustment policy, from the 1970s  to the 1990s , African 
nations were restricted in what they could spend on education, health, and human services. As 
a result, national governments’ support of higher education was inconsistent and modest, 
fai ling to preserve existing strengths and in some cases disinvesting dramatically.13 In recent 
years , African national governments have increased higher-education spending, in response to 
pressure to increase educational opportunities and expand financial support for s tudents.  
 
Many new universities have been built, but often without regard for economic and human-
resource strategy. Schools have emerged in remote areas without infrastructure or human 
resources to support them. Employers have found graduates of these schools ill prepared for 
the workforce.  
 

                                                 
13 For a discussion of legacy and history as it relates to universities and governments, including the fragility of an 
enabling environment and the special issues in Francophone Africa, see Kate Ashcroft and Philip Rayner, Higher 
Education in Development: Lessons from Sub-Saharan Africa (Charlotte: Information Age Publishing, 2011), pp. 
100–118. 
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In the rush to create new schools and increase enrollments, existing institutions have been 
neglected: they have not received enough funding to pay faculty adequately, relieve 
overcrowding, fix infrastructure, or adapt their programs to increase excellence and meet new 
economic needs. When students, professors, and administrators have publicly protested these 
conditions, some governments have responded with repression and even violence, and 
institutions have been closed, sometimes for extended periods.  
 
To create excellence in higher education requires a specialized knowledge of higher education 
— knowledge that national governments cannot reasonably be expected to possess. One key to 
creating excellence in African higher education is to relieve African governments of some of 
their responsibility to micromanage universities.  
 
We propose to do this by creating private, well-funded institutions in which decisions are made 
by the school’s own educators and administrators, not by government officials with limited 
firs thand knowledge of the school. This frees up government to tackle other challenges and 
creates a safe space in which excellence and relevance can bloom.  
 
The countries that host the model institutions will receive the many economic and social 
benefits that excellent universities confer in nations around the world: increased opportunity, 
wealth, and health for citizens; a strong middle class and civil society; inclusion in the 
international marketplace of ideas and talent; and fruitful partnerships with all of the 
s takeholders described in this chapter.  
 
The participating governments will be able to allocate resources to universities more 
effectively, and the universities themselves will emerge as resources that can help government, 
rather than mere appendages of government. Graduates of excellent African universities will be 
the best equipped to solve their countries’ most pressing problems and create a great future.  
 
Ideally, six African countries will host the model institutions — two countries from each of three 
regions. However, a smaller rollout would work as well: a strong model system is the goal, not a 
speedy process, or a specified number of institutions. The governments of these countries will 
be Partner #1 in the planning process. No change can occur without them.  
 
For reform to be effective, all of the stakeholders, especially African governments, will have to 
change some behavior and be more forthcoming with resources and influence. To enable the 
model institutions, governments will need to support necessary regulatory changes, provide the 
same financial aid for s tudents attending the model institutions that they would provide at 
public universities, support the taking on of new responsibilities by faculty and institutions, 
incentivize partnerships between business and academia, support charters that bless new 
efforts  to create successful institutions, and crack down on fraudulent programs while 
s imultaneously allowing experimentation — both of which are delicate tasks even in mature 
regulatory environments.  
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Governments should also consider insisting that global corporations doing business in Africa 
contribute to higher education in Africa as they do in their home countries or in overseas 
operations elsewhere. Such a requirement could be made a condition of licenses or other 
extractive accommodation. (The benefits to the corporations of investing in African higher 
education are detailed later in this chapter.)  
 
Governments will also need to engage Africans in new ways and improve communication with 
them. Protests should be peacefully accommodated, not violently suppressed. Government 
should seek out and listen to the voices of the people and engage them in decisionmaking. The 
benefit of this approach goes far beyond increased public trust and buy-in: external 
s takeholders committed to transformation will want to see evidence of a commitment to 
change how higher education is perceived in Africa. They will be suspicious of any effort in 
which authentic, indigenous African voices are not heard.  
 
Related to this, transparency will be a crucial quality in any new initiative to transform African 
higher education. Transparency is a requirement for partnerships with global corporations and 
non-African universities, who need assurance that their reputations will not be damaged by 
scandal and that they will be able to comply with regulations back home. Because of concerns 
about corruption, no reform initiative will be able to gain traction without transparency; all 
operations must be transparent, with investments, resources, admissions, hiring, expectations, 
and responsible individuals made public upfront and in detail, and internal auditing done on an 
ongoing basis for all parties. The public must be informed of corruption when it is discovered, 
and, when necessary, the public must also be taught that not all mistakes are evidence of 
corruption, and that some efforts  fail despite competent implementation.14  
 
Another way to address concerns about transparency and corruption is to aim for and 
communicate “win-win” components of the reforms — the successes that engender 
subsequent successes. All stakeholders should gain, and gains should compound. In these 
communications, it will be important to manage expectations — to communicate that, for 
example, not every s tudent who desires to enroll in the model schools proposed in this paper 
can be enrolled — while facilitating public discussion of how benefits can be extended beyond 
the model schools to existing institutions.  
 

2.2 International Development Agencies and Foundations 
 
International development agencies and foundations play a significant role in African higher 
education, and they will need to play an enhanced role if transformation is to occur. At present, 
the World Bank and the African Development Bank (ADB) are the largest sources of outside 

                                                 
14 This is not an easy concept to convey, even to professionals, but failure to convey it risks creating a situation 
where administration is so rigid and controlling that ordinary flexibility, to say nothing of needed creativity, is 
blocked. New organizations often experience some failures and miscues, and they may need to change course, but 
this is not corruption, and it should not be treated as such. Educational management will need to grow: a college 
cannot be run the way the military or an urban infrastructure department is run.  
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capital support for education facilities on the continent.15 They have moved significantly in 
recent years to reverse earlier policies that did not support higher education.  
 
During the late 1990s, a number of US foundations joined together to commit to supporting 
institutional development in Africa.16 Up to that point, mainly Europeans (governments and 
foundations in the UK, France, Germany, Sweden, and other northern European countries, and 
very recently Portugal) had been willing to work on institutional development. In undertaking 
the effort, the US foundations acknowledged the problem and its scope. While some modest 
benefits were documented, the foundations came away from the effort with the sense that 
their efforts at institutional development had not been entirely successful, because, although 
some of the schools supported might have seen some incidental benefits, no major shifts 
occurred in the sector. However, the fact that some institutions have shown great 
improvement in recent years, and that new ones have been established to be first-class, holds 
out hope that transformation actually can occur. Several of the foundations remain active in 
Africa, but in more modest and very focused grant-making that, regardless of whatever else it 
accomplishes, does little to transform the receiving institutions. 
 
The World Bank, in collaboration with the ADB, has launched an effort to create “centers of 
excellence” in West Africa by providing financial support to educational and research programs 
at universities, rather than the universities themselves.17 The ADB’s role in implementing this 
program means that for the first time, Africans are playing a key role in formally linking African 
tertiary education with African economic development. This is a positive shift, and it represents 
the best promise for a heretofore elusive regional effort at enhancing African education. The 
question now is whether early lessons that could be learned will be used to shape later stages 
of the program and stimulate other initiatives, and perhaps inform the model system proposed 
in this paper.  
 

                                                 
15 For post–structural adjustment perspectives of the World Bank on tertiary education in Africa, see World Bank, 
Accelerating Catch-Up: Tertiary Education for Growth in Sub-Saharan Africa (Washington: World Bank, 2002) and 
World Bank, 2010, Financing Higher Education in Africa, 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/2448 License: CC BY 3.0 IGO. While 80% of the World Bank’s 
education funding goes to primary education, the shift to tertiary education is growing. The World Bank is the 
largest external source of support for African higher education ($600 million in 2012). 
16 The Partnership for Higher Education in Africa (PHEA) was a joint project of seven American foundations 
between 2000 and 2010. Total grants were $440 million to dozens of institutions in nine African countries. See 
Susan Lewis et al., Accomplishments of the Partnership for Higher Education in Africa, 2000–2010: Report on a 
Decade of Collaborative Foundation Investment (New York: Carnegie Corporation of New York, 2010). 
17 In 2014, the World Bank launched the Africa Centers of Excellence program in 19 university programs in seven 
countries in West Africa to boost human resources and institutional capacity in health, STEM, and agriculture. The 
program has been allocated $150 million and is administered in collaboration with the Association of African 
Universities. It is too early to estimate the program’s impact; questions include whether these islands of 
excellence, if achieved, survive as anomalies in their institutions, or stimulate broader upgrading; and whether the 
program is too modest in terms of resources, too thin in terms of the number of areas being covered, insufficiently 
directive to ensure reform, or too unfocused to generate excellence in the relatively short period of its funding. 
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International development agencies would benefit from the model system because it would 
create partners in Africa committed to excellence in higher education. Because the World Bank 
is  not in the education business, it has chosen to lend money to governments to help existing 
higher-education institutions do incrementally better than before. As  funders of the model 
system we propose, international development agencies would support the planning and 
creation of new educational institutions that would model excellence and achieve much more 
than incremental change.  
 
The power of international development agencies to effect this change goes far beyond the 
capital they can provide. One major way they can exert influence is to convey to national 
governments the importance of higher education in national development. If a government is 
tentative or unclear about what is expected, these agencies can provide that government with 
guidance and technical assistance in planning. A second major way development agencies can 
aid the model system is by proactively brokering the relationship-building that will be so critical 
in implementing the model.  
 

2.3 African Institutions of Higher Education 
 
In 2015, for the first time, four sub-Saharan African universities outside of South Africa were 
added to the QS World University Rankings: the University of Ghana; the University of Nairobi, 
in Kenya; Makerere University, in Uganda; and the University of Dar es Salaam, in Tanzania.  
 
This is a milestone that reflects both the quality of these four schools and a high regard for 
quality scholarship in Africa.18 These institutions should be viewed as part of the transformation 
called for in this paper. 
 
However, we would not be calling for transformation if this level of excellence were not rare in 
Africa. The vast majority of African universities, by international standards, are under-resourced 
on a variety of dimensions, including infrastructural quality, class size, faculty salaries, research 
funding, and resources to support students. Professors may be paid so poorly or required to 
work such long hours teaching that they are unable to conduct research and must take part-
time jobs to make ends meet.19 Schemes to differentiate institutions are weak, and technical 
schools that are well regarded by employers are few. 
 

                                                 
18 Other well-regarded universities in sub-Saharan Africa outside of South Africa include Kwame Nkrumah 
University of Science and Technology (KNUST), in Ghana; Aga Khan University and Kenyatta University, in Kenya; 
the University of Rwanda (Rwanda); the University of Lagos (Nigeria); the University of Khartoum (Sudan); and the 
University of Botswana (Botswana). The reader will note that this list is reputational, illustrative, and not intended 
to be inclusive; there are 54 countries in Africa, and no standard has been established for assessing quality. 
Nevertheless, reputation is important. 
19 This is anecdotal but uncontested. Credible, contextualized, and standardized information about salaries is not 
available for African countries, with the partial exception of South Africa.  
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As  mentioned in the section on African governments above, African higher-education 
institutions have had limited power to improve themselves, because education ministries 
regulate, administer, and fund public universities. Decisions to overcrowd classrooms and 
underpay faculty are made by education ministries, not university administrators. A school 
wishing to add an academic department has to make its case to a government official, who 
may, through lack of knowledge, be unable to discern the benefit. 
 
Students seeking an alternative to overcrowded classes at public universities have found it in 
private, for-profit institutions. In recent years, these for-profit schools have increased 
s ignificantly both in Africa and globally. Unfortunately, most of these schools are selling an 
inferior product. Although they now represent less than a quarter of all African tertiary s tudent 
enrollments, their impact is more significant than this statistic would seem to suggest, because 
they are more costly, they consume public student financial aid, and they raise false hopes 
through clever marketing. While there are some exceptions, in general graduates of these 
institutions have not been well regarded by employers, and their credentials have been widely 
panned by traditional academics.  
 
In addition, many African higher-education institutions suffer from a variety of internal 
problems, including corruption. This makes it difficult for institutions to present themselves in 
international circles where corruption is not tolerated and partnership accountability is more 
formal and consistent. These features make African universities less attractive for foundation 
grants  and institutional collaborations, and for African faculty who identify as scholars.20  
 
African universities’ relative inability to forge international research partnerships, win research 
grants , and support academic research in general is uniquely debilitating to African universities 
and scholars. Collaborations beyond an institution’s campus are becoming the standard in 
academic research globally; institutions seek out scholars and settings that in combination with 
their own assets make the best case for increasingly large competitive awards. While African 
institutions have picked up the pace in recent years with respect to research and publications, 
they s ti ll lag far behind, and they lag especially in equal-partner relationships.21 Although Africa 
has much of interest to researchers worldwide in agriculture, geology, infectious disease, and 
many other fields, because it has limited research leadership and infrastructure of its own, it 
“brings little to the table” when reaching out to potential partners. The gap is not closing, 
despite efforts such as those listed in the Appendix. 

                                                 
20 The research that governments or outside funders support in Africa is often performed in institutes that are 
separate from universities. These institutes are often founded by fed-up academics. It is important to note that 
there is separation in American and European universities as well: basic research, translational research, and 
applied research are still mainly done in research universities, while other kinds of research are done mainly by 
outside institutes and companies as well as universities. One additional wrinkle in Africa is that for African scholars, 
the outside institutions represent an additional source of income as well as relief from academic bureaucracy.  
21 Because of the lack of metrics and data across countries,  progress can be difficult to quantify, but researchers 
conclude that some African universities are making great progress. See Ian Bunting and Nico Cloete, “Cross-
National Performance Indicators: A Case Study of Eight African Universities,” Center for Higher Education 
Transformation, 2012. http://chet.org.za/books/cross-national-performance-indicators. 
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African scholars complain bitterly that they are excluded in the construction of these research 
collaborations, and that foreign universities tend to ask them to take on minor research tasks or 
data-gathering without including them in other aspects of the research, such as authorship on 
principal papers. They feel that their graduate students do not receive support, that they 
receive none of the equipment or other investments commonly associated with major research 
projects , that they are not extended the common courtesy of visiting privileges at collaborating 
universities, and that they do not receive from their own universities release time, extra 
compensation, or technical support and infrastructure. They cannot afford to attend the 
international conferences that would help them network and form the relationships that might 
produce the next grant. Their scholarship languishes, and they may have to seek outside work 
to earn extra income. They feel excluded by outsiders and unsupported at home.  
 
Access to the global research marketplace is one of the biggest benefits that existing African 
universities would derive from the model system we are proposing. The model system of 
private institutions, situated in clusters in three African regions, will prioritize research 
infrastructure and scholarship from the start and embed research in the academic culture. They 
will include advanced research settings that represent higher education’s highest goal: 
developing and applying knowledge to solve real-world problems and training the next 
generation of scientists and leaders. Research collaborations conducted jointly in a university 
and a teaching hospital, for example, will provide the real-world benefit of delivering cutting-
edge healthcare to Africans while allowing advanced students (graduate students, interns, 
fel lows, and residents) to conduct laboratory-based research in medicine and the life sciences.  
 
Lessons learned from the success of these model institutions will be shared with existing 
institutions in Africa and will create new standards of excellence that the growing African 
middle class will demand for the education of their own children. Research scholars at all 
African universities will benefit from the “changing of the narrative” in African university 
research.  
 
Although it is not expected that many existing African higher-education institutions will 
participate in the planning and implementation of the model system, those that express an 
interest will certainly be encouraged to participate in aspects of the model system. If a strong 
institution already exists in the vicinity of one of the model system clusters — i f, say, a nursing 
school already exists in an area where a medical school is planned — the model system will 
reach out to that school rather than duplicate the effort.  
 
Once implemented, the model institutions will engage existing local institutions in other ways. 
This engagement could include creating internships in excess of what the model school needs 
and inviting a local institution to participate; inviting faculty at existing institutions to 
participate in research projects at the model institution; or creating a joint training program in 
which a model institution partners with a local vocational or technical school to provide 
technical workers, engineers, and scientists to meet an emerging industry need.  
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2.4  Non-African Institutions of Higher Education 
 
Non-African higher-education institutions play modest roles in African higher education at 
present. They enter into research activities with African researchers, host African scholars and 
exchange students, and contract with African scholars and research centers at African 
universities.  
 
The research partnerships are mainly colleague-to-colleague, they are often short-term, and 
they rarely benefit anyone but the individuals involved. Both in Africa and at the non-African 
institutions, these efforts are simply considered “international activities” and remain separate 
from the institutions’ principal research and mission-central activities.  
 
As  described in the previous section on African higher-education institutions, African 
researchers often find themselves in the junior-partner role in these collaborations; the 
principal research grant typically goes to the non-African partner,22 and African researchers’ 
names are often not featured in papers to which they contributed, however modestly. Scholars 
who work at research institutes sometimes do a bit better. They may be asked to perform 
research tasks in Africa, but with rare exceptions, they do not play a key role in major global 
scholarship related to their work.23  
 
Collaborations between African institutions and US and European institutions have increased in 
recent years24 but are still quite modest compared with the collaborations that those same 
Western institutions have with Asian universities. The degree programs that some Western 
institutions have recently set up in collaboration with African institutions have also been 
modest (a few dozen students), and it is too soon to assess their impact. These are important 
adjunct activities: they neither create institutions or programs nor fundamentally change 
existing ones.  
 
The institutions in the model system we propose will seek much more substantial partnerships 
with non-African higher-education institutions. These arrangements will be asymmetric 
exchanges, in which each partner gets what it needs by contributing what it has. One thing the 
African institutions would contribute is an official academic venue in Africa through which 
American or European partner institutions could pursue institutionally based research, create 
global health collaborations, or consult on institutional capacity-building and faculty 

                                                 
22 If the grant is internal to Africa, an institute and not a university is often the recipient.  
23 In contrast, Asian universities, and other universities in formerly “developing areas,” stepped onto the global 
scholarship stage more than a decade ago. While they lag behind North American and European colleagues, they 
are gaining a share of citations, often in collaboration with colleagues in the West. Asian countries sponsor 
research at their universities and encourage East-West collaboration. Singapore, South Korea, and China are 
especially aggressive on this point. These activities, in contrast with African ones, are institutional and involve 
significant contributions by all partners. 
24 See, for example, USAID, African Higher Education: Opportunities for Transformative Change for Sustainable 
Development, prepared by Association for Public and Land-Grant Universities, Knowledge Center on Higher 
Education for African Development, February 2014, p. 28.  
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development. Currently, global health students in the West who wish to study Ebola, for 
example, must s tudy it remotely from their home countries, because few standard lab facilities 
have been set up in Africa for their research engagement. In exchange, the American or 
European institutions would provide the African institutions with access to faculty, resources, 
and more substantial research roles and credits.  
 
Major international universities are interested in these kinds of collaborations with Africa, but 
to make them happen will require outside funding, from government, foundations, 
corporations, or individual donors.25 Creating and enabling African partners who have resources 
and capacity will facilitate investment in African-based research. 
 
Collaboration with Western universities has been an indispensable strategy for As ian 
institutions in building their strong research capacity. As ian governments aggressively focused 
on placing Asian scholars, students, and faculty members at Western universities in various 
roles while investing in infrastructure and research support programs to support those scholars 
when they returned. These Asian scholars, trained in the best universities in the world, built 
and maintained relationships with their Western teachers, non-Asian peers, and research 
mentors  after they returned home to Asian universities, pursuing their own research and 
inviting their Western colleagues to join them. Asian governments and companies linked these 
actions to their economic and industrial plans with depth and consistency. 
 
Such a strategy could work in Africa if African governments made a similar commitment to 
support African scholars and institutions. The model system offers this solid foundation upon 
which international research bridges could be built. African governments have limited 
resources. Their willingness to support this kind of activity will attract donors to provide the 
funds. 
 
Non-African universities should be involved in planning the model system. Representatives of 
global universities, international professional organizations in the sciences, African science and 
academic associations, and research agencies such as the World Health Organization should all 
be invited to participate in planning the model system.  
 

2.5  Global Corporations 
 
Global corporations maximize growth not just by intensifying operations in existing strongholds 
but also by expanding into entirely new markets. Africa, with one-seventh of the world’s 
population, has represented a very promising new market for the many global corporations, 

                                                 
25 Independent African laboratories could also partner with institutions outside Africa. Although these 
collaborations would not directly benefit African universities, they would indirectly benefit them by making these 
facilities attractive options for scientists and staff, shifting outsider perceptions of African research capability, and 
helping outsiders view African researchers as potential collaborators and not just contributors. US and European 
universities with centers that conduct research on issues in Africa could easily create research centers in Africa or 
affiliate with existing African research centers. 
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mostly North American and European companies, that already have extensive operations in 
Africa. Chinese companies are also emerging as prominent corporate and government players; 
although it is unclear how much of the Chinese activity is governmental and how much is 
corporate, there is no doubt that this presence is large, growing, and impactful.26 
 
Global corporations rely minimally on African human resources on the continent, especially for 
professional positions. For middle-level and senior professional and administrative staff, firms 
typically bring in expatriate talent to meet their human-resource needs in Africa, and they have 
located the non-extractive aspects of their operations (e.g., processing, refining, manufacturing, 
corporate services) outside of Africa when possible.  
 
In their home countries, these corporations contribute a great deal to higher education, both 
through the taxes they pay and through a variety of voluntary and mission-driven philanthropic 
arrangements. Via corporate matching programs and research, they offer additional support to 
higher education. They draw significant benefit from these contributions: higher education 
generates the highly qualified workers they need and professors with whom they consult, and if 
a corporation partners with a higher-education institution to train future workers in specific 
skills and provide internship opportunities, it can create a pipeline that can greatly s treamline 
or focus the corporation’s recruitment and training efforts. Corporations also derive a public-
relations benefit from such partnerships.  
 
These corporations could similarly benefit from investing in higher education in Africa. For one 
thing, importing talent from Europe or North America is expensive. Although companies (and 
African governments) presently go abroad to retain architects, accountants, engineers, and IT 
professionals, they indicate that they would prefer to employ more local talent in Africa, as they 
are increasingly able to do in other parts of the developing world. But unlike the corporate-
academic philanthropy that has become more prominent in North America, Europe, and Asia, 
the contributions that global corporations make in Africa have more the character of charity 
and a “light touch.” Why?  
 
One reason is that African governments have not insisted, as a condition of licenses or other 
extractive accommodation, that these companies contribute to higher education in Africa as 
they do in their home countries or in overseas operations elsewhere. (This represents a missed 
opportunity for these governments to boost higher education, expand economic opportunity, 
spur emergence of new enterprises to meet new demand, and save money hiring more locals 
and fewer foreign professionals.) Another reason global corporations have held back is that, like 
universities with global relationships, they are cautious about publicly associating with some 
African governments because of the possible taint of corruption and scandal, which has serious 
consequences for corporate reputation as well as for regulatory compliance back home. From a 
risk-management point of view, the fewer relationships one has to manage in a country, the 
better. They are also watchful of what other companies do.  
 
                                                 
26 See, generally, Deborah Brautigam, The Dragon’s Gift: The Real Story of China in Africa. London, 2011. 
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Bus inesses are in a bind: in their desire to thrive and grow, they want both to avoid pitfalls and 
to make mission-relevant human-resource moves. Corporations that are not presented with 
academic-collaboration propositions that capture either their business interests or their 
philanthropic impulse see no need to initiate or campaign for them. In the absence of 
investable propositions, inaction is the safest option. 
 
Spending $40,000 a year to employ an African engineer rather than $200,000 to import an 
American engineer, however, is of clear benefit, and so is donating equipment to teach 
s tudents who will, five years out of school, be purchasers of that equipment. If a global 
corporation is presented with a respected African school with whom to partner, support from 
government, the fellowship of peers, and other enabling support that minimizes their risk, such 
a proposition will be eminently investable.  
 
The model system provides that investable proposition. The first s tep in making this happen 
would be for a set of companies in a nation or region to consult among themselves and become 
open to investable propositions with other s takeholders.  
 
While what we suggest carries some costs and risks, when pursued strategically, it offers the 
promise of strong returns that help to boost foreign investment and create a climate for local 
investment by Africans who can meet corporations’ needs for professional, commercial, and 
bus iness services.  
 

2.6  The African Business and Professional Sector 
 
The African business sector is rapidly emerging, with major players that include some of the 
world’s newest billionaires. Individuals in this sector also carry out the ordinary professional 
work of economic development, e.g., as accountants, analysts, engineers, and health 
professionals. Some of this new activity is spurred by Africans who see opportunities adjacent 
to the growing global corporate activity that is occurring on the continent, for example in IT and 
communications. Some of it is emerging to deliver services to the growing middle class, or to 
improve services for the masses, such as banking and professional services. Some of the growth 
in this sector is being catalyzed by Africans who are returning from the US, Europe, or South 
Africa, bringing with them experience and, in some cases, capital and partners. Some are 
leaving global companies and starting their own homegrown versions of Western professional 
enterprises. 
 
African businesspeople have the same interest in a well-trained workforce that global 
corporations do: they need to hire accountants and other professional help to achieve their 
goals. If their business sells a service, they want large companies as customers, and large 
companies are more likely to come to Africa if the local talent pool and business service pool 
are s trong.  
 
But a s trong higher education sector holds some extra appeal for the African corporate and 
bus iness sectors. African businesspeople feel themselves alone in the middle class, without the 
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support of a civil society. Often educated abroad, many do not trust African higher education, 
or consider themselves part of the educational establishment (although some of these 
professionals may teach a course here or there). They lack a mechanism to contribute to the 
development of their country through education. And they lack a robust community of 
entrepreneurs and investors to help them efficiently realize their ideas for new businesses.  
 
The model system would provide individuals in the African business and professional sector 
with these supports that they now lack, and a way to engage with an educational system they 
now do not value.  
 
It might be difficult to involve the African business and professional community in the planning 
of the model system, as they may not yet be organized enough as a community to engage. 
However, once the model system is established and its success is evident, this community is 
sure to mobilize. If nothing else, they will be enthusiastic that their children can receive a 
quality education at a local institution, and not have to go abroad. But the model schools will 
also be consumers of the services they provide. Some professionals may enjoy serving as faculty 
at a school designed to foster excellence. Family members and the diaspora can be part of the 
school’s staff. And these individuals will be much more motivated to form advocacy groups to 
urge government to cooperate with the model system and to adapt elements of the model 
system into existing public institutions.  
 
Young people receiving high-quality higher education in Africa will be more likely to stay and 
apply their talents and training toward advancing African civil society and making Africa 
competitive in the global marketplace. They will produce African idioms and design for both the 
local market and international clients.  
 
As  professional groups become more advanced and specialized, they will better understand the 
power of higher education to shape national identity and the civic sector. Emerging associations 
of accountants, artists, engineers, lawyers, and public-health and other professionals will see 
that their advancement is dependent on a new generation of Africans who have both excellent 
preparation and African roots. They will embrace the scholars in those fields and the teachers 
who prepare young people for college. The young middle class will want to avoid their parents’ 
experience, in which early efforts at social development were blocked externally (by s tructural 
adjustment) and starved internally (by poor governance or corruption). They will want to build 
and shape their own society, and they will want services that support this work. The model that 
is  proposed in this paper will be the standard of education that this group will see as both 
achievable and necessary. 

  
2.7  African Civil Society 

 
While the cultural richness of African communities is well known, African civil society is not 
richly developed. But a civil society, with institutions that transcend traditional cultural or 
ethnic divisions or l imitations, will be crucial in the development of higher education in Africa. 
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Civi l  society provides social infrastructure to set national norms, develop leadership, and 
provide nongovernmental services. Organizations such as churches, political organizations, the 
press, labor unions, fraternal and professional organizations, youth development organizations, 
community welfare organizations, and advocates are critical to all types of development and 
support of higher education.27 Higher education in turn supports civil society. The 
underdevelopment of these in Africa makes other national goals more difficult to advance. 
 
In the absence of national norms and institutions, residents rely on ethnic, regional, or tribal 
norms  and institutions, or they rely on political organizations. This complicates efforts  at 
building a nation or a university. This difficulty is not merely symbolic. The absence of national 
norms  transmitted through civil society to collegiate institutions makes typical academic 
functions (e.g., admissions and hiring), teaching of professional norms, student development 
and teaching of habits (e.g., soft skills, gender relations, academic integrity, risk-taking), and 
university development more difficult. Without national norms, universities become contested 
grounds rather than zones for cultural development and national integration. Ethnic minorities, 
women, and those with certain academic values or religious beliefs are at risk. Without civil 
society, there is a risk that there will be no “voice of the people,” except for that of the 
politicians currently in power. 
 
But civi l society will not initially be a major resource for higher-education transformation, and 
in the short term it will not be easy to dramatically transform the current weak civil society into 
a s tronger one. There are some institutions to be strengthened and leaders to be empowered, 
but much needs to be built.28 Advancing education and a larger middle class will help develop 
civi l society, as will Africa’s own communal instincts and economic progress.  

 
2.8 Non-African Governments 

 
Governments of countries outside Africa have been deeply involved in Africa for more than 
three centuries. The extraction of resources from Africa has always been and continues to be a 
central driver, but these governments also conduct other kinds of business in Africa, provide 
development assistance, and conduct social development activities. Former colonial powers as 
well as the US, Canada, and China are deeply embedded in African economies. European 
countries that did not colonize Africa also have economic ties there and an interest in the 
continent’s social and economic development. Many foreign governments also have an active 
and ongoing humanitarian interest in Africa directly or through various conduits. Northern 

                                                 
27 In the US prior to desegregation, and to a significant degree since, the black community created and nourished 
its own colleges and universities, labor unions, and service and professional organizations. This provided venues 
for black culture and expression as well as political and civic action. Catholics and Jews had a similar response to 
their initial exclusion and isolation. 
28 It would be desirable, for example, for workers to create trade unions to partner in technical education or 
apprenticeship programs. Board members or advisors to colleges should include civil society leaders. Churches in 
other times and places have been great partners in creating and supporting educational institutions.  
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European countries, notably Norway, Sweden, the Netherlands, and Denmark, have been 
cons istent donors, despite their relatively small size and lack of an extensive colonial 
connection.29 The Cuban government has been a significant medical resource. 
 
Foreign governments provide Africa with considerable financial support.30 Aid is dispersed 
across a variety of sectors. Governments, including most recently China, have made 
contributions in the domains of infrastructure, agriculture, technology, and health. They have 
also provided humanitarian relief and support for defense and security.  
 
Although this financial support is essential and helpful, it is seldom applied toward 
development of the continent’s institutions and infrastructure. Capacity-building is not a 
principal outcome of this engagement. For example, the US government is a major donor in 
health and in disaster relief, but the health funds support delivery of health services rather than 
development of a public health system that might prevent or minimize disease, or engage 
Africans in the health research that might make them more direct stewards of health. Likewise, 
US disaster relief funds are principally aimed at amelioration of destruction rather than at 
environmental reclamation, resiliency, or other interventions that could reduce the frequency 
or intensity of future disasters. A review of aid and the quality and leverage of aid to the 
continent shows little attention to preventing problems or to building educational capacity to 
address deficits in education.31 This represents a missed opportunity: Africa could in fact be the 
world’s best laboratory for development of tools to address climate change or boost food 
security — both of which would also reduce the need for relief. 
 
Earmarking a larger portion of aid to support educational transformation is essential if African 
development is to become ever larger and more sustainable. This means that aid to higher 
education (and all education) should be viewed as an investment, rather than as spending 
(philanthropy rather than charity). One regularly faces cuts in spending, but investments 
demand protection. 
 
The pattern of assistance described here should not be taken as an indication that these 
s takeholders are passive or oblivious to their interests in Africa, which include strengthening 

                                                 
29 China and some Middle Eastern countries have been active as well, but the dimensions and character of their 
involvement, in higher education and agriculture in particular, are not well understood.  
30 In terms of total assistance, the US provided more than $7 billion in aid to Africa in 2012. Aid commitments to 
Africa from all sources totaled $65 billion in 2012. Africa receives about 37% of all aid given to the developing 
world. Other major donors beyond former colonists include Denmark, Luxembourg, Norway, and Sweden. Aid 
from Western countries grew steadily between 1997 and 2000 and fell briefly in 2011 and 2012. The important 
news is that in recent years the balance between grants and other forms of aid has shifted: grants have increased 
less than 5%, while other forms of assistance such as loans have increased significantly. See 
http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/documentupload/2%20Africa%20-
%20Development%20Aid%20at%20a%20Glance%202015.pdf. 
31 It is difficult to determine precisely how much of this assistance goes to higher education, since the data do not 
consistently identify the end use. Some of the research in these areas does occur in research institutes, but there is 
no extensive evidence of diffusion and actuation of the knowledge. 
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African governments, businesses, and institution partners and, over time, making them less 
dependent on aid. In fact, these foreign governments are often well aware of their interests 
and active in pursuit of them. But without a plan that takes account of their interests and their 
potential contribution to an effort that advances true transformation in education, the 
generous efforts  they make will be suboptimal in terms of their strategic focus and impact.  
 

2.9 Summary 
 
The model system of institutions that we propose in the chapters that follow is based on a 
collaborative approach in higher education that has achieved great success in many parts  of the 
developing world. The first major example of the power of this strategy in developing countries 
is  the Indian Institutes of Technology, conceived in India starting in the 1960s, after that 
country gained independence.  
 
Seeking to establish engineering as a major tool in India’s development, the Indian government 
obtained support from the Ford Foundation and various national governments to create a set 
of engineering institutions. The IITs were created to be first-class institutions, despite the 
context of pervasive poverty in which they were built. Eight IITs were developed over the 
course of a generation. Each foreign government funder tapped its country’s top technical 
universities to serve as educational partners to individual IITs as they grew.  
 
This collaboration has been a great success. For more than 40 years, large cohorts  of well-
trained graduates of the IITs have been a rich resource for India. One of the three R&D labs of 
the US corporation General Electric is located in India and employs hundreds of very well 
trained Indian engineers. 
 
The object lesson of the IITs has since been repeated in other parts of Asia and more recently in 
the Middle East — but not in Africa. African governments have not been able to bankroll 
projects  like this, as Asian and Middle Eastern countries have in recent years,32 or to attract a 
comparable level of support from other sources. Blame for these missed opportunities is shared 
by African governments and their foreign friends: Africans often have not presented themselves 
as  partners, and international institutions have avoided relationships with African governments 
that they viewed as poor partners, both to avoid the reputational risk of being associated with 
fai lure or scandal, and because they doubted much good could be done under existing 
circumstances.33    

                                                 
32 For example, King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia, wishing to create a university that was first-rate and STEM-focused, 
created and endowed the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology to the tune of US $20 billion. Abu 
Dhabi created the Masdar Institute as a first-rate graduate school focused on STEM. 
33 Additionally, strict anti-corruption and other laws in the US and Europe make the cost of due diligence and close 
accounting very high, and imposing these rules carries some risk of conveying prejudice and mistrust — a risk that 
institutions would simply rather avoid. 
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But the fact is that this model could work in Africa. This chapter has sought to i lluminate the 
immense benefit all stakeholders would derive from a successful implementation, and the 
attitudinal and behavioral changes that each would need to enact to make it happen. In all 
cases, the long-term benefits far outweigh the short-term discomfort of change, or the financial 
sacrifice required.  
 
The expectation that “Africa Rising” will lift higher education is false. There is no evidence that 
the current uneven and commodity-driven economic activity contains much yeast for higher-
education institutions. It has not, for example, caused global corporations to increase their 
social investment in African higher education, despite the fact that they cannot seriously 
expand without a richer and deeper pool of local talent. It has also not made African higher-
education institutions any more receptive to change and accountability, or reduced the 
corruption that holds them back from achieving excellence. And as recent drops in commodity 
prices show, some of the recent progress is fragile, as limited fiscal flexibility is lost. What 
“Africa Rising” has done, however, is increase public dissatisfaction with higher education, as 
the African middle class grows and demands still more from these institutions.  
 
Outs ide funders seek strong partners who can deliver short-term success for their boards. This 
has been their default position in Africa so far. But these same donors, elsewhere in the world, 
have shown great interest in achieving real change and more equitable development based on 
s tronger and more strategic knowledge-driven projects and calculated risks. They will be 
receptive to funding a system of private institutions designed to achieve excellence from 
inception, if there is evidence that all stakeholders will cooperate. They will support this model 
not only because they have seen it bear fruit elsewhere in the developing world, but also 
because they will directly benefit from a strong, independent Africa.  
 
In 2016, it appears that slowing global growth and volatility in the commodity markets will bring 
pain and some clarity about where the continent stands in terms of core economic strength. 
This may cause some retrenchment and caution, but it ought also to encourage a close look and 
a reexamination of what produces real change. Slow times are the perfect times to plan. 
Planning should commence now so that, when the economy picks up and resources are more 
abundant, Africa will be ready to transform its higher-education sector and claim its seat in the 
global marketplace of ideas and talent.  
 
 

3.0 A Model System: A Bold Beginning for Tertiary Transformation 
 
The proposal offered here34 is for a system of 12 to 15 private nonprofit higher-education 
institutions, to be created in Africa within a decade, to serve as a working model for the 

                                                 
34 What is presented here is one model; the collaboration process called for at the end of this paper might 
conclude that a different first step is appropriate. Whatever model is eventually chosen, however, it should 
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transformation that African nations will need to embrace. The institutions will cover the broad 
range of institutional types and missions that are critical to Africa’s future, and each of them 
will be created specifically to achieve excellence from inception.35 
 
Situated in clusters in East, West, and South/Central Africa, these new institutions would have a 
regional character initiated by Africans in a strong collaboration with the major stakeholders. 
They would be uncompromisingly excellent, independent, and globally partnered. The 
institutions would be on a path to self-government, and no consideration would be given to 
ethnicity or religion in hiring, admission, or curriculum. School enrollments and facilities would 
be s ized to ensure excellence, and would be managed to grow toward sustainability. As  a 
condition of accepting the schools, governments would promise that s tudents would receive 
the aid resources that would otherwise be available for the best opportunities in their 
countries. 
 
These model institutions would be of several types: traditional colleges of arts and sciences, 
some with engineering programs; a medical school and an affiliated internationally accredited 
primary hospital, with some temporarily imported academic staff; an agricultural school to train 
farmers  in the science of developing and managing sustainably scaled farms, to make African 
agriculture a cornerstone of growth and opportunity on the continent; several professional 
schools in areas such as business, public health, and other professions, established based on 
regional needs; and technical schools that collaborate with local and global corporations to 
train for areas of critical need in the region.  
 
A central office, supporting all of the model institutions, would explore ways that online 
education can benefit out-of-school young adults, regular college students, and professional 
s tudents. The model institutions would undertake initiatives and pilot programs in online 
education, sometimes in collaboration with existing African institutions, and the central office 
for the model schools would handle all administration, resource development, and 
infrastructure for online education.  
 
Implementing the model will require hiring a minimum of 2,500 new faculty (FTEs) over the 
decade in which the model is implemented. We discuss potential sources for these new faculty 
members in this paper (section 4.4, Faculty and Human Resources), as well as methods for 
boosting the numbers who are prepared to meet future requirements. Successful precedents 
for al l of these ideas are outlined. 
 
Although modestly scaled, the model system proposed here is designed to grow, and to foster 
the kind of collaboration that is now common in global circles — collaboration that links efforts 

                                                 
exemplify the features of excellence, integrity, and sustainable management that this model does. The first step is 
to create a high-quality, sustainable institution. Growth can occur once sustainable existence has been achieved. 
35 Although the model proposed here contemplates new institutions, not the reform of existing ones, a robust 
offer of engagement with existing institutions is part of the model; this is detailed later in this chapter (section 3.3, 
Engagement with Existing Institutions).  



 39 

in Africa to larger global trends such as STEM education, collaboration with industry and 
employers in workforce development, opportunity for out-of-school young adults, and 
technical and professional talent to fulfill national economic ambitions and support the growth 
of civi l society.  
 

3.1 Three Regional Clusters  
  
Below, we outline three regional clusters to show what might be included.36 Each of the 
clusters would be located in one of three African regions. The key objective of clustering is to 
create in a region a critical mass of higher-education institutions. All of the institutions in a 
region need not be in a single country, though this possibility should not be ruled out.37 The 
initiative of countries in the region will be key. In one of the clusters, yet to be determined, all 
of the institutions (except the agricultural school) should be co-located in an “education city” to 
test the benefit of proximity and density of educational investment.38  
 

East Africa Cluster 
 

x Liberal arts college with two freestanding graduate schools* 
x Technical institute linked to area industries and/or economic sectors 
x Teachers’ college39 
x Agricultural and mechanical college 
x Health professions college with hospital40 

                                                 
36 While some of the institution types in the different clusters may be listed identically here, the institutions that 
are actually created will be unique, varying considerably in educational mission, academic focus, and local context. 
For example, although all of the health professions programs will include medicine, nursing, pharmacy, and public 
health, one site might additionally encompass dentistry, while another might focus on particular therapies, or 
environmental health. The liberal arts schools might vary in their levels of focus on STEM or pre-professional 
programs. The technical and agricultural schools will tailor their offerings to their region’s current needs and future 
economic plans. One agricultural school might have a secondary focus on food processing and farm management, 
while another might focus on mechanical engineering, fishing, or forestry.  
37 Regional integration is a continuing challenge in Africa. Assigning responsibility for a set of institutions in a 
region may require some regional negotiation or even modest competition, in which cities commit to provide 
critical assets that would make locating the school in their city particularly attractive. Having the institutions 
spread among several countries is ideal but not essential in the early stages of implementing the model.  
38 US cities now recognize the development benefits (and limitations) of “eds and meds” in driving development in 
this knowledge-driven era. There is little evidence of a recognition of this in Africa, though efforts in this direction 
can be seen in Senegal and Rwanda. For a US perspective on this, see Timothy J. Bartik and George Erickcek, “The 
Local Economic Impact of ‘Eds & Meds’: How Policies to Expand Universities and Hospitals Affect Metropolitan 
Economies,” report in Metro Economy Series, 2008, Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings.  
39 It is important to emphasize the centrality of teacher education to the future of the continent. While the model 
system aims to jump-start a demonstration of quality tertiary education, to feed the pipeline to tertiary education 
of all types will require that the size and quality of Africa’s elementary and secondary teacher corps be greatly 
strengthened. No progress can be made without considerably more teachers and better-trained teachers and 
educational administrators. 
40 Health professions include medicine, public health, pharmacy, and nursing at a minimum, plus other areas such 
as dentistry and nutrition. A medical school must be affiliated with an accredited hospital (or with one that can be 
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West Africa Cluster 
 

x Liberal arts college with two freestanding graduate schools* 
x Teachers’ college 
x STEM-centered/engineering college 
x Technical institute linked to area industries and economic sectors 
x Health professions college with hospital 

 
Southern and Central Africa Cluster41 

  
x Liberal arts college with freestanding graduate schools* 
x Technical institute linked to area industries and economic sectors 
x Teachers’ college 
x Agricultural and mechanical college 
x Health professions college with hospital 

  
*Graduate schools may include, for example, business management, public administration, law, 
health professions, engineering, architecture/planning, medicine, and public health, as well as 
locally relevant schools such as petroleum engineering or tourism. Together, the liberal arts 
school and a few graduate schools could form the nucleus of a university centered on arts and 
sciences and professional schools. Engineering might also form the nucleus of a new university. 

 
 
The items offered are for i llustrative purposes only, to help the reader envision the kinds of 
issues that will need to be addressed in the planning process. Specific academic programs are 
subject to availability of resources, including, especially, human resources, but in general, the 
selection of academic programs will be determined by what s takeholders collectively think 
would be most helpful in each region.  
 

3.2 Features of the Model System  
 

1. A headquarters to manage the development of this model will be located in an African city. 
This headquarters will house three general administrative and system-wide resources: one 
related to planning, institutional development, innovation, and experimentation; another 
related to fundraising and resource development; and a third related to online education 
and technology.42 These units will serve all campuses, ensuring significant, non-duplicative 

                                                 
upgraded to become accredited); hospitals affiliated with medical schools in the model system could be either 
preexisting or newly created. Schools of agriculture would also include food science and nutrition. Technical 
schools could train technicians and medical paraprofessionals.  
41 Does not include the Republic of South Africa 
42 The headquarters will house the online-education facility serving all of the schools. Each school will develop 
curricula for online courses, but the technical backbone as well as assessment and resource dev elopment for all 
online offerings will be located at the headquarters. 
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investment and support in critical functions. The headquarters will also frame the terms of 
reference for engagement with African governments and with existing tertiary institutions. 
Each school will reach out to other partners, in the region and beyond.  

 
2. Each institution will have independent governance. The model system will have central 

governance that will cede control to local institutional governance after 10 years of 
operation. In the interim, and to seed the governance function, each institution will have an 
advisory committee composed mainly of local and regional stakeholders that will play a 
critical role initially in building local support and engagement. 

 
3. Each institution will be paired with appropriate international partners. Partners will include 

universities and professional schools from other parts of Africa, North America, Europe, and 
As ia as well as corporations, hospitals, and technical institutes. Some European countries 
(Germany, for example) and Asian countries possess considerable excellence in technical 
education. The pairing strategy represents a deliberate intention to leverage the power 
gained from collaboration. Collaboration is best practice in education; even the strongest 
and most highly resourced institutions seek partners to leverage their s trength and expand 
their impact and reach.43 

 
4. Each institution will help students, irrespective of institution or program, to develop 

personal and professional habits for successful leadership and enterprise. Institutions will 
sponsor similar initiatives for faculty and staff that foster a sense of ownership of their 
school and development of a voice and a sense of mission about the role of higher 
education in society and the role of educators as civic leaders. 

 
5. The institutions will be private, not-for-profit, and nonsectarian. Religious institutions may 

be included, but no institution may apply religious tests or restrictions on faculty, staff, or 
s tudents, or require students to take any religion-related courses.  

 
6. Development of an institution in a particular country will require appropriate certification 

from the national government, and consultation with major and minor political parties, so 
that support for the institution is protected from political change. Certain commitments 
from government will be required in advance of major commitments from the initiative. All 
commitments and processes will be public and transparent.  

 
7. For each institution, the host country will be responsible for providing an appropriate site in 

a major city, except when another location is appropriate, such as for agricultural colleges. 
Sites must be accessible and convenient to prospective students, faculty, and staff.44  

                                                 
43 African scholars and institutions have felt discriminated against or marginalized in such arrangements in the 
past. The effort here will have to be designed and managed to avoid this. 
44 A secondary city may be considered when it is far enough along in its development as a population and 
economic center and already plays an established anchor role, hosting several educational institutions, a major 
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8. Most s tudents will need substantial financial assistance to attend, and significant funding 

will come from the students’ government or other sources as direct aid or operational 
support to offset tuition. At least 20% of s tudents, but no more than 30%, may be self-pay.45 

 
9. Ins titutions will be established with minimal capital debt.  
 
10. Although enrollment for each institution will depend on a variety of factors, the minimum 

enrollment for a college of arts and sciences will be 1,000 s tudents by the end of five years, 
and 2,000 by the end of 10 years. Other schools will have enrollment projected to a 
sustainable level in 10 years.46 Level of sustainability will vary by type of institution. Growth 
will need to be managed to remain consistent with resources, including human resources. 
Each professional school will establish an appropriate target enrollment and a plan and 
timetable for meeting the target. 

 
11. All  schools and all academic programs will be designed and implemented to comply with 

requirements for full accreditation/certification by appropriate international, national, and 
regional bodies.47 Faculty credentials will be consistent with high standards.  

 
12. Where appropriate, academic programs may be affiliated with private companies or 

nonprofit institutions to ensure collaboration for field training or education. Such affiliations 
will also apply to graduate professional programs as appropriate. 

 
13. Enrollment in each institution will reflect a regional allocation, with a modest preference for 

the host country. For at least 10 years, for example, 20 percent of an institution’s students 
could be from the host country, 40 percent from the rest of the region (to be defined), 30 
percent from any country in Africa outside the region, and the remaining 10 percent from 
anywhere, including outside of Africa, at the discretion of each institution.48 

 
14. Students will be admitted and staff hired strictly on merit, except to meet student residency 

requirements. Educational and employment opportunities will be available without regard 

                                                 
hospital, or other concentrated nonprofit activity. A good example would be Arusha, in Tanzania, which hosts the 
offices of the East Africa Community and many nonprofits and is also close to a major tourist area.  
45 This should be considered an average for each country. As a practical matter, the fraction will reflect the type of 
school and whether it is a graduate or undergraduate program. The principal goal is to emphasize that talent, not 
wealth, guides admissions decisions. 
46 As used here, “sustainable” assumes that fractions of the operating cost come from government, philanthropy, 
grants, in-kind support, and tuition. Student self-help may also be part of the equation. What is sustainable in 
terms of fractions of the above will vary by institution type.  
47 International standards will ensure that alumni are able to practice outside the country. 
48 Enrollment ratios and other aspects of allocating institutions within a region will need to be given considerable 
thought. Different levels of regional cooperation might trigger different ratios. A different approach might be 
necessary in each region, as well as some allowance for different national languages, especially in West Africa, 
where French and Portuguese are part of the mix. 
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to race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, gender, or political affiliation. This applies 
even to institutions located in “ethnic areas.”  

 
3.3 Engagement with Existing Institutions  

 
There are two questions that need to be addressed about existing institutions with respect to 
the model system. The first is whether a model institution could be created from an existing 
institution in Africa, rather than built from scratch. The answer is yes, it could, under certain 
conditions. In general, it is easier to create something with intention than it is to transform an 
existing institution with all of the visible and embedded features that are present or attributed 
to it; however, there are some strong African institutions that want to become even better, and 
it would be reasonable to consider one of these existing institutions if it were willing to agree to 
a covenant of transformation.  
 
It is  possible that other stakeholders who are planning to create tertiary institutions — or who, 
upon hearing of the model program described here, will want to take the initiative to create 
institutions — might want their institutions to be a part of the model program. Such 
possibilities should be considered if the goals of the model program can be advanced reliably 
with these partners. This would include new public institutions and schools sponsored by 
religious groups, but it would exclude for-profit institutions, unless there were a durable 
contract to advance public benefit and disclose private benefit. This might be especially 
appropriate in technical education and in some online programs. In all cases, durable 
governance arrangements or shared governance will be critical to the decision to include these 
other schools in the model system. 
 
The second question to be addressed regarding existing institutions is, what kind of relationship 
should the newly created model schools pursue with neighboring existing local institutions? In 
general, the model schools should aim to enhance and complement the local education 
ecosystem, and avoid duplicating or competing with it. Existing institutions should not see the 
new schools as competition, or have reason to fear that resources will be diverted from them to 
the new schools. A robust offer of engagement with existing institutions should be part of the 
model. 
 
The following principles should guide the model institutions’ interactions with existing 
institutions: 
 

1. In the process of creating the new institutions, outreach should be conducted to existing 
institutions, industry, and other s takeholders in the area, to make sure that the new 
model schools enhance the local environment for higher education. The new institutions 
should seek ways to contribute to the higher-education ecology.  
 

2. Direct competition should be avoided. For example, a medical school in the model 
system should not be developed where a viable one already exists. Indeed, where a 
viable medical school exists, the model system might focus on a school of dentistry or 
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public health, or a  technical school to train the host of paraprofessionals that a health 
system requires, including technicians, lab staff, hygienists, medical administrative staff, 
and medical IT.  
 

3. The new institutions should look for ways of supporting complementary educational 
opportunities in existing institutions that advance their mission. For example, a new 
medical school should collaborate with colleges and technical institutes that train health 
professionals and technicians, all of whom will be needed for the area’s healthcare 
system to operate at a high level.  

 
4. The model institutions should engage with existing institutions for mutual benefit. New 

professional schools could collaborate with existing universities in pre-professional 
programs and with industry to accelerate the development of advanced professionals 
for the region; the new institution could collaborate with faculty at existing universities 
on research and continuing education; programs developed at the new institutions to 
supplement classroom education, such as collaborations with industry, could include 
internship slots for students at existing universities.  
 

5. New universities and existing schools nearby should share academic plans and, to the 
extent possible, avoid duplicating high-quality programs. Indeed, some coordination of 
complementary programs is desirable. 

 
6. When the new institutions conduct outreach to industry, they should include 

collaborations with appropriate faculty at existing institutions, especially where their 
involvement is complementary and adds impact.  

 
7. The model institutions should participate in local advocacy for resources to support 

higher education for all institutions, especially advocacy aimed at funding student 
financial aid, compensation and support for faculty, and regulation to support quality 
higher education. 

 
8. The new institutions should collaborate with their peers in efforts  to inform secondary-

school students about college opportunities and prepare them for higher education.  
 

9. Model institutions should not poach existing institutions’ faculty members to meet 
s taffing needs. Individuals have the right to move if they like, however, and to avoid 
causing a problem with new academic opportunities, there should be a one-to-two-year 
waiting period for any full-time faculty member at an existing institution to be 
cons idered for employment at one of the new institutions. Sharing of part-time faculty 
should be encouraged where appropriate. 

 
10. The model system may consider contracting or buying existing facilities that could serve 

the goals of the model, e.g., acquiring a hospital to support medical and health 
education, via either an outright purchase or a collaboration or joint venture. The model 
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will also need farms and industrial or commercial facilities to support education. To the 
extent possible, these should all be developed on an enterprise model that allows for 
both service to the community and support for education.  

 
Exis ting research institutes, established as freestanding entities unaffiliated with universities, 
deserve special attention as potential partners. For a variety of reasons, these institutes exist in 
Africa as a parallel scholarly and research domain.49 Some are legacies from colonial traditions; 
some were created to bypass difficulty in doing research in local universities; some have ties to 
industrial, government, or international sponsors; some focus on particular disciplines, while 
others  are interdisciplinary or applied; some have strong reputations with international 
colleagues.  
 
These institutes employ some of Africa’s best minds and produce many scholarly papers. The 
model system should embrace this resource, presenting researchers with opportunities to take 
faculty positions and to have direct institutional collaboration where appropriate. The global 
trend is for institutes of research to have university affiliation; the current African pattern 
represents an exception to this trend. Indeed, if excellent universities and professional schools 
are created and the best labs on the continent remain outside the academy, this would 
represent a missed opportunity for intellectual leverage and for having the best minds on the 
continent working side-by-side with the students who are the future leaders. 
 

4.0 Elements of Institutional Development and Transformation 

 
Universities are traditionally very visible and highly respected institutions. In many places, the 
university is a critical part of the local civil society, a stronghold of employment and training 
opportunity, and a model of a society’s best values. Unlike businesses that come and go, 
tertiary institutions are anchors for these benefits. The positions of professor, trustee, and 
pres ident are held in high regard, and university faculty and administrators are a source of 
community leadership. Professors are officers of the university: the faculty, the trustees, and 
the president share governance. Universities are ideally managed by academic leaders and 
trustees, not civil servants. 
 
For some African universities, this has been the case for many years. More often, however, 
African institutions are not viewed as possessing these traits or playing all of these roles. In 
some countries and regimes, each new crisis lowers public regard and heightens the impression 
of those in power that these institutions need to be controlled externally. Sometimes 

                                                 
49 See Mwangi S. Kimenyi and Ajoy Datta, “Think tanks in sub-Saharan Africa: How the political landscape has 
influenced their origins,” Overseas Development Institute, 2011. Also see Darlison Kaija, “Think Tank-University 
Relations in Sub-Saharan Africa: A Synthesis Report on 10 Country Studies,” Partnership for African Social and 
Governance Research, 2015.  

Commented [DK1]: Should we point the reader to the 
later discussion of these institutes in section 5.5, 
Independent Research Institutes? 
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institutional resources and flexibility are reduced or degraded in response to crises. Tenure and 
freedom of speech are lost. 
 
To advance the model proposed here, this pattern has to be reversed. The whole effort will fail 
i f the public does not come to view higher education favorably and have high expectations for 
the institutions, based on performance. It will also fail if donors and investors are not convinced 
that the model system will deploy resources effectively and sustainably based on academic 
leadership.  
 
To foster these high expectations, stakeholders will need to draft a formal plan for the model 
system that everyone will believe in — donors, investors, teachers, and the public. For this plan 
to be credible, it will need to contain certain time-tested, globally proven elements of 
institution building — identifiable features that convey that resources will be well deployed and 
that the resulting transformation will be authentic, stable, and sustainable.  
 
This chapter outlines these elements.50 Much of what is offered here is standard practice in 
Europe and North America, and increasingly in Asia. One size does not fit all, and there are 
different ways to address these elements. But the elements discussed here must, in one way or 
another, all be addressed in any plan to develop an institution or to effect fundamental change 
in a country’s existing higher-education sector.  
 
To transform African higher education will require an initial infusion of resources and talent 
from outs ide, and the potential donors, investors, faculty, and staff who could contribute the 
necessary talent and resources will look for these identifiable features when they are deciding 
whether to help. If they do not see sufficient evidence of these features, they will hold off, 
fearing that any investment on their part would be wasted or ineffective. A plan that addresses 
these features, however, will give stakeholders and prospective donors confidence and convey 
a seriousness and focus that will be critical in encouraging personal shifts in expectations and 
behavior and fostering a willingness to invest.  
 
Below, we discuss critical elements that each model institution will need to create, manage, 
and nurture if it is to possess and convey strength and promise to s tudents, would-be partners, 
donors , investors, leaders, and the African public, who, like others, seek paths to a better future 
for their children:  
 

x Mission and Vision  
x Governance and Oversight 
x Leadership and Operations  
x Faculty and Human Resources  

                                                 
50 Stakeholders who are deeply embedded in academia may be well acquainted with the principles articulated in 
this section, but other stakeholders may possess little insight into how to build or transform an educational 
institution. This section frames common points of reference for institution-building, to provide this background 
knowledge to all readers.  
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x Research  
x Online Education  
x Student Life and Student Development 
x Facilities, Infrastructure, and Siting  
x Resource Development and Advancement 
x Financial Sustainability 

 
4.1 Mission and Vision  

 
Every educational institution has to address the question of why it exists. It has to identify its 
mission, values, and brand, as well as the impact it wants to have on society and the unique 
services it wants to provide. And when an institution’s strategy or circumstances change, it 
needs to revisit these questions.  
 
Unlike corporations, which exist solely to maximize profit to shareholders, educational 
institutions have a variety of constituencies (beyond stakeholders, students, and the public) and 
many different goals, including educational delivery, research and evaluation, documenting 
best practices in the professions, and defining academic and professional standards to prepare 
skilled practitioners and other professionals for employment. Mission informs institutional 
processes, differentiates institutions from one another, and conveys intention and ambition. 
 
The institutions in our proposed model will need to address the following in their foundational 
documents: 
 

x Core values (e.g., integrity, ethics, fairness) 
x Educational goals and approaches 
x Qualities and contributions that differentiate the institution from others  
x Access and outreach (to target population) 
x Freedom of expression 
x The role of research and service (beyond the educational mission) 
x Diversity and inclusion 
x Value proposition to students and the public 
x Relationship to the professions (if applicable) 
x Relationship to national and regional goals 

 
In addition, these foundational documents should invite the development of student voice and 
initiative, to help some young Africans outgrow the colonial mindset, break the psychology of 
passivity and dependency, and uncover and develop African ideas and ways of adding value by 
initiating, designing, creating, leading, and taking action for Africa. At leading institutions in 
North America and Europe, this hidden curriculum — based on the tenet that educated people 
take action — is embedded and implicit. New African institutions will need to be aggressively 
explicit about these values to break from the patterns of the past. 
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Foundational documents are all the more important for African institutions because most 
African countries are multiethnic, and struggle to achieve unity.51 The Asian institutions that 
have made so much progress in recent decades benefited from a common cultural and 
ideological framework, sometimes grounded in Confucianism, by which they could develop and 
frame values that supported their educational transformation and their politics. In the absence 
of such a unifying culture or ideology in many African countries, strong and clearly articulated 
foundational documents will be critical to building campus culture and traditions and to the 
survival and success of the model institutions as common, not contested, ground, dedicated to 
learning. 
 

4.2 Governance and Oversight 
 
African countries have struggled to set up regimes for overseeing higher education. A number 
of countries have made progress in developing regulatory schemes, but governance needs to 
be a separate and different function from regulation. If governance and regulation are mixed, 
both roles end up compromised, if not degraded.52 
 
Governance and regulation are often mixed in Africa. National governments both regulate and 
fund the public colleges and universities that enroll about three-quarters of Africa’s college 
s tudents. They often make critical academic and administrative appointments that in other 
places would be made by senior academic officers in consultation with boards of trustees. Staff 
members seeking guidance, protection, and direction often look to government rather than to 
their academic leader. 
 
The model system will change this in three ways:  
 

1. Merit will be the basis for hiring, and a “need aware” student admission policy will tie 
financial aid to need, and admission to talent. Discrimination on the basis of gender, 
race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, or political affiliation will be prohibited. 

 
2. Every model institution of higher education will be required to have a board of trustees 

to s teward the institution’s mission, select its leaders, and oversee its strategic choices. 
During the first decade, the board for the model system will play this role, and an 

                                                 
51 In some African countries, universities have been associated with particular regions and their ethnic groups, 
excluding other groups or regions. While some progress has been made in removing these associations, memories 
remain in the minds of some. It will be important for the new institutions to include in their mission the integration 
of society through the training of leaders based strictly on merit. Other foundational features may reflect national 
goals. 
52 For a discussion of governance in general and in Africa, see N. V. Varghese, “Government and governance 
reforms in higher education in Africa,” International Higher Education 73, Fall 2013, 13–14 
(http://ejournals.bc.edu/ojs/index.php/ihe/article/view/6109/5352). Also see Task Force on Higher Education and 
Society, Higher Education in Developing Countries: Peril and Promise  (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2000), 59–65 
(http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EDUCATION/Resources/278200-1099079877269/547664-
1099079956815/peril_promise_en.pdf). 

http://ejournals.bc.edu/ojs/index.php/ihe/article/view/6109/5352
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advisory board will be appointed at the outset that will morph into formal board status 
at the end of 10 years.53  
 
While some members of the advisory group might have experience in nonprofit 
governance, most will not, and the group members will therefore have to grow into 
their roles. Advisory committees will need to learn how to support school leaders and 
hold them accountable, address strategic questions, oversee financials, and evaluate 
management. They also will have to develop a sense of agency, responsibility, and 
partnership with the institutional leader to innovate, take calculated risks, problem-
solve, and explore new ways to advance the school’s mission in their nation and the 
region. They will need to learn to maintain a supportive environment for the school, 
bring in friends, and keep distracting or hostile forces from interfering with the school, 
while engaging and promoting public support. Successful embrace of the governance 
role will ensure that the institution can thrive and generate the support critical for long-
term sustainability.  

 
3. National governments, and in some cases local governments, will have roles in 

regulating, supporting, and coordinating the higher-education institutions in their areas. 
In most African countries, the ministry of education is the key agency for issues of 
institutional development and support, but the involvement of the ministries of finance, 
economic development, workforce development, health, and communications, among 
others , will also be critical. For campuses that have agriculture as a focus, the ministries 
of agriculture and commerce/trade will play an important role.  
 
The reason non-education ministries need to be involved in higher education is that 
universities will prepare the workforce that will accomplish and advance the goals of 
these ministries. The ministries also have connections to the issues in key industries, and 
they sponsor the service and scholarly work that universities do. To chart a nation’s 
economic future, ministries of education, economic development, and workforce 
development should ideally plan in concert: to advance health, for example, requires 
attention to the development of the health workforce. Overall, government has to 
develop a robust approach that supports  tertiary education, frames its national role, 
confirms its quality and accountability, and, if necessary, holds it responsible for 
meeting expectations. 

 

                                                 
53 Strategic planning is critical to transforming the higher education sector; there is no reason to expect 
advancement without a strategy, resources, and consistent implementation. Due to cycles and shifts in support 
and emphasis, from sources both external and internal, there is little tradition of consistent strategic planning in 
most African countries. A recent, significant, and encouraging exception is seen in Rwandan president Paul 
Kigame’s Vision 2020, which calls for the kind of engagement and focus described here; an independent 
assessment of this effort notes some encouraging progress. See An Ansoms and Donatella Rostagno, “Rwanda’s 
Vision 2020 halfway through: What the eye does not see,” Review of African Political Economy 39 (133): 427–450. 
 

http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/routledg/crea/2012/00000039/00000133/art00003
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/routledg/crea/2012/00000039/00000133/art00003
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4.3 Leadership and Operations  
 
An early challenge for each of the model institutions will be to identify a leader (i.e., a president 
or vice chancellor) who can establish and lead the institution. These first leaders will have to be 
vis ionaries and institution-builders as well as educators and managers. Strong candidates will 
appear for these roles if they see evidence that their jobs will be doable and that they will have 
the support of engaged stakeholders. Absence of this evidence will result in a weak pool of 
candidates and a weak leader.  
 
The challenges of managing existing African higher-education institutions are well known. They 
are typically under-resourced. Enrollment grows more quickly than staffing or support. Facilities 
and infrastructure are inadequate. Institutional leaders also sometimes feel under siege by 
some political leaders or competing sources of influence such as students or s taff. All of these 
challenges must be addressed in the planning process so that the leaders can focus on building 
a quality institution.  
 
It will therefore be critical to build a support infrastructure that will make it possible for these 
educational leaders to succeed. Donors who have typically been willing to be hands-off must be 
willing to support networks and organizations that will help leaders transform existing 
institutions and start new ones. Building public support of and confidence in the tertiary sector 
will be important for the model system and for support of the sector in general. 
 

4.4 Faculty and Human Resources 
 
Educational institutions have to do two basic things well: hire faculty to advance and deliver on 
their institutional mission, and attract and educate students appropriate for that mission. 
Everything else is secondary, though far from unimportant. The preceding sections outlined 
issues of mission and governance that will be essential to creating an environment in which 
faculty and students can succeed. In this section and those that follow, we outline other 
requirements. 
 
Transforming tertiary education in Africa will require a massive increase in the numbers of 
available, qualified, and committed faculty. Even to maintain the status quo or achieve marginal 
improvement in existing institutions will require an influx of teachers. To implement the 
proposed model and to expand on it will require even more faculty. We estimate that perhaps 
2,500 new FTE faculty will be needed to implement the proposed model.54  
  
To make this happen will require significant improvement of the teaching environment and 
experience for faculty. University faculty in Africa today are underpaid and under-supported in 
terms  of resources and infrastructure. Some take second jobs because they are unable to make 
                                                 
54 This number represents expected full-time employees. The total number of people will be higher, perhaps 
4,000, because some faculty will work part-time, and some will work in clinical or technical settings where they will 
spend only a fraction of their time teaching. 
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a l iving as full-time faculty. They face crowded classrooms and poor conditions. They feel 
unappreciated and put upon by students, politicians, and the public. When they are able, they 
often depart for other countries or continents. New opportunities emerging in Africa for highly 
educated people may draw away still more. Additional investment in improved compensation 
will be required to hold on to current faculty and make their jobs more attractive so that others 
can be recruited. And yet we are proposing here to bring at least 2,500 new faculty into the mix 
in a limited set of places on the continent. 
 
While the focus of this paper is on making the case for the model system with new institutions 
and new faculty, actually building a faculty will be one area in which there will be a sharp 
contrast between what exists now and what is possible and necessary. Our aim here is only to 
acknowledge the contrast, and affirm that the challenge of obtaining faculty need not block 
implementation of the model. In fact, the contrast will be a learning experience that should 
help existing institutions.55 The contrast may also be a source of tension in places where new 
and old institutions exist side by side. 
 
Three things have to be done to attract the new faculty necessary to advance the model and 
meet the needs of current schools:  
 

1. Redefine and reposition the faculty role so that faculty feel engaged and respected, as 
their colleagues in other parts of the world do.  

2. Initiate a transitional process between the present time, when qualified African faculty 
will be in short supply, and the future, when there will be more. This initial transition 
will last at least 10 years, and the transition process will extend over an even longer 
time period.  

3. Develop strategies that give Africans responsibility for creating the new pool of African 
academics to meet both medium and long-term needs.  

 
To redefine faculty roles and support teaching in ways that will attract new recruits, institutions 
will need to place the faculty — not s taff or civil servants — at the center of management and 
resource allocation. Framing curricula, setting standards, student development, and academic 
leadership must all be at the center of the faculty role. Boosting salaries, support, and 
environment for faculty is the first s tep.  
 
To navigate the transitional period will require at least a 10-year plan and an answer to the 
question of where the 2,500 faculty needed for the model will come from. In this immediate 
future, talent will come from five major sources:  
 

                                                 
55 It is possible that the model institutions will place the plight of faculty in existing institutions in such bold relief 
that it will create pressure to improve conditions. Salary is a big issue: the model institutions will have to set 
salaries based on the market for talented faculty who are expected to make full-time commitments, and in most 
cases this will mean much higher salaries than what area faculty earn at existing institutions. More will be 
expected. 
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1. The diaspora. Africa is a much more attractive place to l ive and work than it was when 
many of the diaspora left Africa. The political environment has improved. Not all 
overseas Africans will be interested in returning, but some may be, especially if they 
believe that they can simultaneously make a living, occupy a respected place in the 
development of a nation, and have a satisfying life.56 Addressing this will not be easy. 
Many of these people would be asked to teach at institutions that are not up to their 
expectations or experience in terms of compensation, working conditions, or s tandards 
of s tudent performance. They will need to see and believe that they are a part of the 
change for the better.  
 

2. International faculty and retirees. Faculty from Africa, Western Europe, and North 
America can be encouraged to come out of retirement temporarily or move from 
current positions to fill critical gaps or spend a sabbatical teaching and conducting 
research in Africa. Although few would have a long-term interest in teaching or 
administration, they would have a wealth of experience and contacts with which they 
could assist young African scholars in making critical connections with global 
institutions, perhaps at their home institutions. In the health area, some of these 
individuals might have some experience as part of relief work. Some of the faculty and 
administrators making these priceless contributions will be veterans of similar duty in 
As ia, the Middle East, and Latin America.57 The African subset of this group will have 
experience in Africa. In the West, hosting visiting faculty is very common, both as a 
courtesy and as an avenue for cross-fertilization.  
 
The African Institute for Mathematical Sciences (AIMS), a graduate STEM institution 
with a network of five centers in Africa,58 provides a powerful example of how this 
process can work for international faculty. While AIMS employs a core of young 
academic staff who provide a continuing academic presence and who support and 

                                                 
56 The Carnegie Foundation sponsors a diaspora program that aims to attract overseas Africans back to the 
continent, including those who are descendants of Africans and live in North America and Europe. Lessons from 
this program will help shape future efforts. Diaspora attraction programs will have to consider what factors may be 
critical in these teachers’ decisions to take the big step. Because an international salary will not be sustainable in 
the model system, other things will be needed to make the proposition attractive. For example, older academics 
without school-age children will find the opportunity to teach in Africa more attractive than will young academics 
with children. For these older academics, access to healthcare will be more important than access to primary and 
secondary schools, and housing may be more important than salary. See http://www.iie.org/Programs/Carnegie-
African-Diaspora-Fellows-Program. 
57 The author appreciates that a combination of pride and negative past experiences might create some resistance 
to this idea. It will be important to address the legitimate concerns from the past and reassure skeptics that this is 
an interim faculty and staff development initiative, not neocolonialism. Although there are some African 
academics who can play this role and should, there are not nearly enough to meet this need. Additional non-
African resources include Academics Without Borders; see http://www.awb-usf.org/. 
58 AIMS focuses on graduate education in mathematics and its applications, delivered at centers consisting of small 
residential communities of fewer than 100 students each. These centers provide excellent education while 
bypassing the expensive and time-consuming work of creating the institutional shell and the associated capital 
plant and infrastructure of a campus. AIMS aspires to expand to 15 centers across the continent.  

http://www.awb-usf.org/
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evaluate students, much of the instruction comes from faculty from Europe, North 
America, and South Africa who come to AIMS for time periods as short as a few weeks 
or as  long as a year. They provide outstanding instruction, set a high standard, engage 
enthusiastically with students, and deliver a first-class education in settings where it 
might not otherwise be possible.  

 
3. African graduates of African and non-African institutions. While the number of such 

graduates with advanced training is growing, the level of growth is unlikely to be 
sufficient to meet the needs of the model we propose in this paper.59 This group is 
particularly important because they will maximize African ownership and future 
leadership of the transformation, and they will be the most likely of any of the groups 
discussed here to stay on as permanent core faculty. Their development should be 
cultivated and supported aggressively, and this support should include being paid to 
spend part of their time in research activities. Losses in this group will be costly, and 
s ignificant losses will have to be regarded as a failure in the demonstration goal of the 
model system.  

 
4. Advanced PhD students. These young people, who already play a critical instructional 

role in North America or Europe, would, for defined periods, be an ideal resource to 
meet the temporary need at African universities, teaching part-time for a year or two. 
One special target in this group would be African students studying outside Africa who 
may want to conduct thesis research on the continent or test a new environment in 
which they might work. This could be an important talent pool. These students should 
be treated as the precious resource they are. 

 
5. Professionals in Africa. Architects, engineers, medical and public health staff, 

accountants, project managers, service professionals, and others working in Africa 
either temporarily or permanently could teach part-time, especially in professional 
programs. As their lengths-of-stay in Africa vary, their teaching roles might reflect this 
variety. They would not typically be considered for full-time academic positions, but 
some of them do teach part-time in their home communities. They can provide part-
time teaching in critical areas where recruiting full-time people for teaching positions is 
difficult and will be a challenge for the foreseeable future.  
 

In addition to these five pools of teachers, online education can also play a role. With the 
appropriate infrastructure and pedagogy, online education could allow African students to 
benefit from the expertise of gifted teachers in other parts of the world who are unable to 
come to Africa. It is important to note, however, that online education in Africa will still require 

                                                 
59 South Africa is the largest source of new African PhDs. In 2012, 821 Africans received PhD degrees from South 
African universities; 325 of these were from South Africa, and 496 were from the rest of Africa. This gives an 
annual dimension to the potential continental source of African faculty. For more on the demographics of PhD 
students at South African universities, see Nico Cloete, “The PhD and the ideology of ‘no transformation,’” 
University World News 379 (August 2015), http://www.universityworldnews.com/index.php?page=UW_Main.  
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s taff on the ground to help students succeed in their courses of study, and not every subject or 
program can be taught well online. Since many international institutions have online programs, 
this  could be a featured element of collaboration.  
 
Bringing in teachers from other parts of the world will require additional support beyond 
compensation. It will not be sustainable in the long term to base the compensation scheme on 
what such faculty are paid at home, but if housing, health insurance, and travel costs are 
covered, cash compensation need not be high. Such costs are a reasonable price to pay for the 
instant quality, credibility, and access that these teachers would provide to African institutions 
— as  well as the direct l inks they would provide to faculty and academic resources at global 
universities. In various parts of this paper, we discuss the important benefits of these global 
connections. They are indispensable for creating the quality standard and reputation that is 
urgently needed to sustain future African academics.  
 
These interim measures, no matter how successful they are, must proceed in parallel with 
other intensive faculty development initiatives. The simplest approach to developing the 
permanent cadre of faculty that Africa needs is to educate a larger number of African PhDs and 
graduate professionals. This will require education of young Africans in existing universities in 
Africa and abroad, and a limited commitment to service on their part, to ensure that in 
exchange for what will need to be generous support, they will return to Africa and teach. 
Success is increased when these efforts are part of a serious faculty development program and 
not s imply a matter of sending young people to get degrees abroad, a practice that currently 
results in considerable “brain drain.” 
 
A second component of faculty development would be to upgrade the skills of faculty members 
at existing institutions through part-time and summer programs and through visiting 
arrangements at other universities. Through these channels, the best of the existing teachers, 
who might otherwise find remaining in academia unpromising, have opportunities to upgrade 
their preparation, skills, and standing. This extra training might also include some preparation 
for academic leadership, where appropriate, as well as research experience. The priority for this 
support should complement the foci of the local model school. This will facilitate real 
collaboration among the new and existing institutions and their faculties and speed reform of 
existing institutions while also addressing the potential resentment on the part of these faculty 
toward faculty at the model school. 
 
These steps will need to be enabled by foresighted governments and funders who understand 
the urgency of this process and who will provide resources to set it up in a way that takes full 
advantage of the interests of all parties. 
 

4.5 Research 
 
Research fuels national development. Countries increasingly seek ways to advance their 
knowledge industries so that they can take advantage of global and local opportunities in areas 
as  diverse as IT, manufacturing, medical technology, agriculture, public health, and business. 
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Research helps countries create new options, technologies, processes, and enterprises, find 
solutions to urgent problems, uncover cultural artifacts, and gain insight into old diseases and 
new threats.60 It leads to new products, processes, and enterprises large and small. 
 
Young people are excited about research and its power, but their excitement is not always 
shared across society. In some parts of the world, not just in Africa, research is seen as a luxury 
or an indulgence of the rich and idle. Research is also feared for its power to undo orthodoxy 
and challenge existing monopolies. For the tertiary education sector to thrive, it must both 
engage the public about research and demonstrate public benefit from the investments in 
education and research. This is necessary and difficult. Even in the West, it is a work in 
progress.  
 
It will be important to develop in the model system a research capability in a way that 
s timulates its embrace broadly on the continent and enables a generation of new scientists and 
PhDs  to participate in a globally competitive way. It would make no sense to train a new 
generation of academics and PhDs without subsequently supporting them in the research they 
are trained to do. Failure to support them creates the risk of a new brain drain, when a “brain 
gain” is what is necessary to bring the needed talent and opportunity to more than a few large 
cities in a region. Building research into the model is cri tical, for the following reasons: 
 

x Exis ting research universities in Africa, though few in number, have been making a 
s trong effort to boost their power and influence. The new model schools should 
embrace and enhance that effort, as well as create infrastructure to support more 
research, including research collaborations among Africans in African institutions.61 This 
will require the engagement and support of global universities and companies whose 
investment in research in North America and Europe is legendary, but whose research 
activities in Africa are either largely absent or performed by foreign nationals.  
 

x Research helps Africa in many ways: by speeding the development of solutions to 
African problems, by assessing the effectiveness of various policy and climate 
interventions, and by increasing global awareness of and engagement with Africa’s 
financial markets, agriculture, public health, and civil society.62 If modalities, drugs, and 

                                                 
60 With luck, the regional nature of this endeavor will not be undermined by intraregional conflict. For example, 
Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda have been regional competitors for many years. In colonial times, the British favored 
Kenya, and the key investments there have had long-term consequences for the development of the other two, as 
well as other countries in the region. The establishment of the model system in the East Africa region should avoid 
exacerbating dysfunctional aspects of this regional history.  
61 For an example of an existing effort among Africans, see http://iucea.org. 
62 It will be important to seek out both symmetrical and asymmetrical relationships in exchanges, and for donors to 
understand and support these relationships in support of the broader goal of enhancing tertiary education in 
Africa. For example, Western graduate (or undergraduate) students studying abroad might be more excited about 
serving as research assistants to African faculty than about taking classes; it would be a new experience and a 
refreshing change from their experience at their home schools in the West. African graduate students who travel 
to the West to take classes that are not available in Africa should be encouraged, as Asian students have been, to 
build relationships with their Western professors that will help them when they return to Africa . In faculty 
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diagnostic tools are to be developed to address African issues, clinical and basic 
research will need to be conducted in Africa in medicine, business, behavioral and social 
science, public policy, and other fields. African questions need to be researched by 
people on the ground who are qualified to do the work and take part in global 
conversations about these issues. 

 
x Research will help Africa become a full participant in the well-established and robust 

global network of universities that collaborate across nations and continents. 
Membership in this network carries with it many privileges, including access to funding 
opportunities, student exchanges, sharing of other universities’ research assets, and 
ability to initiate research projects with researchers from other parts of the world. Africa 
can only join this global network if it has its own scientists and research infrastructure. 
The recent Ebola crisis illustrated the importance of these research connections among 
experts in public health, clinical medicine, public policy, and basic science. Africans have 
not been principal investigators in most of these research efforts, because health 
systems and public health traditions are weak in affected areas.  

 
While research-intensive institutions will initially be very rare except with existing institutes 
folded in, research should be fully integrated into all of the institutions in the model system 
proposed here, in one or more of the following ways.  
 

x Research methods should be incorporated into the curricula of the liberal arts and 
science colleges. 
 

x The professional schools should support faculty research in areas where their faculty 
can make strong contributions. 
 

x Agricultural colleges should conduct agricultural research as well as teach and conduct 
outreach activities. 

 
x All  of the model institutions should encourage and support innovation and research in 

teaching methods, especially those related to technology and learning. 
 

x Any engagement with global institutions and corporations should include a research or 
field-learning component that aims to build capacity for Africans to conduct research 
appropriate for the professional role and with international partners. 

 

                                                 
exchanges, the African faculty member might participate in a Western faculty development program, while the 
Western faculty member might teach and perform research in Africa. Some European countries, such as Sweden, 
and more recently Portugal, have set up programs for this. Increasingly, this is best practice for research-oriented 
graduate programs, and essential in areas important for Africa such as healthcare, food and nutrition, infectious 
disease, and sustainability.  
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x The model institutions should provide their faculty with opportunities for research 
collaboration and training. This will help retain the most capable faculty and keep them 
from decamping to industry or teaching opportunities abroad. 

 
4.6 Online Education 

 
Online education is a promising dimension of tertiary education. While it is not yet clear what 
the full dimensions of this promise are, experience has already demonstrated that online 
education has benefits, shortcomings, conditionalities, and limitations.63 The number of online 
tertiary programs in Africa is expanding rapidly,64 but a number of questions remain to be 
answered before we can get a sense of what is possible with online education in Africa: 
 

x What pedagogy would be most appropriate for different kinds of students and 
programs? One size does not fit all, and studies have shown that s tudents whose 
traditional-classroom experiences have been unsuccessful often are no more successful 
with online education, and that blended education is often a better option than all-
online delivery. 
 

x What are the target populations for online education, and what accommodations are 
appropriate for each to ensure learning and student success?  

 
x What delivery devices would be appropriate for African students, in terms of device 

capacity, software, and price? 
 

x How soon might all regions get full internet access and adequate bandwidth to take 
advantage of existing robust programs? These have improved significantly in Africa, but 
in more remote areas, both internet access and electrical power delivery remain 
unreliable. 

 
x What kinds of support are most helpful to students in completing online courses and 

degrees? Studies show that retention and completion are serious challenges for online 
s tudents. Many enroll, but few — typically less than a quarter — complete an online 
degree program.  
 

x What is the best way to make classroom and online education complementary? 

                                                 
63 I am grateful to William Moses of the Kresge Foundation for sharing his insight on this issue. For a summary of 
research in this area, see Di Xu and Shanna Smith Jaggars, “Examining the effectiveness of online learning within a 
community college system: An instrumental variable approach,” Community College Research Center working 
paper no. 56, Teachers College, Columbia University, April 2013. 
64 For examples, see African Leadership University (http://www.alueducation.com/en/), U2 University (www. 
http://2u.com), Open University of Africa (www. http://ouwa.org), African Virtual University 
(http://www.avu.org), University of South Africa (http://www.unisa.ac.za/default.html), and the 
African Management Initiative (http://www.africanmanagers.org/).  
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x What kinds of accreditation systems and accountability protocols need to be developed 

and implemented in Africa, and what is the most efficient and effective way to bring 
these about? Acceptance by employers and upstream tertiary institutions will be of 
critical importance for any online education program delivered to African students. 
Online programs that are attached to brick-and-mortar institutions have an advantage, 
because they carry the reputation of the institutions to which they are attached, and 
they receive vetted instruction and review from these institutions as well as academic 
accreditation.  

 
For the model system detailed in this paper, we propose that online education infrastructure be 
developed and managed centrally, and that local faculty work on pedagogy for their online 
offerings and provide local support to s tudents. Following the example of some American public 
higher-education systems, in which one online portal is used by all of a state’s public 
institutions, the model system would provide centralized support for the online offerings of all 
of the institutions in the model, and at each institution, technical and support s taff would 
maintain local access to the system and assist faculty in accessing and using the online 
resources. This approach would do the following: 
 

x Efficiently utilize the limited human technical resources that are available to create and 
manage the system 

 
x Free institutions to focus on educational content and student-teacher interaction 

 
x Facilitate experimentation and identification of best practice 

 
x Spur development of online materials for Africa, including appropriate cases and other 

documentation required to ground programs in the African experience 
 
x Foster partnerships and collaborations among African and non-African institutions  

 
x Strengthen advocacy for resources and support from government, industry, and 

international donors 
 

x Enable evaluation and assessment of online learning 
 

x Generate mechanisms to spur and support African entrepreneurship in educational 
technology  

 
While this centralized online education component would not save money initially, it does offer 
the potential to accomplish four things that online education has promised but not yet 
achieved as best practice:  
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1. It could extend education services to s tudents in areas with low population density. The 
combination of online education with local educational centers in remote locations 
could have significant impact.  

 
2. It could streamline delivery of developmental education to adult learners whose work 

and family commitments prevent them from returning to school full time, and to young 
people who need to remedy gaps in their education before they undertake full-time 
s tudy. This will be especially important for technical and vocational education, which 
requires certain academic competencies that are unevenly available in the target 
s tudent population. 

 
3. Certain parts of the African educational need could be met by online educational 

programs that already exist, if a system were set up to counsel students academically 
and help them connect to programs that meet their needs.  

 
4. Because online education works very well for continuing education and for professional 

education, some full professional programs, tethered to established institutions, may 
operate fully online. This could be a way to upgrade the workforce, in terms of both 
degree programs and non-degree offerings. 

 
Some advocates of online education claim that it is less expensive. In steady state, there may 
well be significant savings, but new online education will not necessarily cost less than class-
based education, when all expenses are considered and when it is part of an accredited 
collegiate program. Online education does not do away with or even substantially reduce the 
need for classroom-based learning for certain courses. It does not reduce colleges’ parallel roles 
of conducting research and providing service. It does not help students navigate the maze that 
is  higher education, or counsel them on addressing the challenges they face, or help them 
develop the critical “soft skills” that employers now complain are missing in graduates.  
 
To get online education up and running requires considerable investment in infrastructure, 
technical staffing, and operations. It also requires support to faculty to help them make the 
trans ition from analog to digital materials, and to assess the relevance of online resources that 
are available from the outside. These costs can easily exceed the cost of continuing to deliver 
lectures to students face-to-face, especially if technologies or teaching methods have to be 
replaced or upgraded every three to five years. Moreover, little consensus now exists on what 
best practice is, so if one pedagogy is implemented and then evidence emerges later that some 
other pedagogy is more effective, new investment in training and hardware will be required to 
make the change.  
 

4.7 Student Life and Student Development  
 
Because most African students will be the first in their family to attend college, institutions 
have an outsized influence, and an additional responsibility: to help young people make the 
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long journey from humble, isolated beginnings into professional life, providing them with both 
“hard” and “soft” skills.  
 
For some students, college may be the first chance to see the world outside their ethnic group 
or geography. It may be the first place they get to be empowered and share space with other 
categories of people; it may be the only uncontested ground other than home, and the first 
community they get to shape. The aim of the student-life function is to make good use of these 
opportunities and make sure they are not barriers to success. This task is far easier in a 
res idential campus, and it requires more effort in a commuting campus. 
 
The personal and psychological journey from a rural, indigenous life of poverty to the 
professional and business middle class is long, and one crucial stop on the journey is the college 
campus. At college, students gain not only skills and knowledge but also the customs and habits 
of mind that will make them confident and effective. They share this journey with their peers as 
they prepare to lead the next generation.65 (Some of their faculty are also on that journey and 
are therefore imperfect counselors.) 
 
At college, a student encounters the learning environment, which is a function of institutional 
features (e.g., culture, curriculum, faculty, faculty engagement with students, emphasis on 
professionalism, integrity) and the characteristics of the students. Sorting this out is important.  
 
Ins titutions in Europe and North America may be indifferent or casual about this function, 
because more of their students come from homes where one or both parents have a college 
education, and because there are multiple sources of socialization. African institutions cannot 
afford this luxury. They will need to collaborate with existing professionals, industry, and others 
to identify those habits of mind, soft skills, and other features that are expected of educated 
people, and then build those into the college experience. Opportunities for mentoring would 
also advance the transition to the work world. 
 
One of the limitations of online education, regardless of its quality, is that it can’t perform this 
s tudent-development function well, because it is delivered outside of a campus-life context. 
While some companies can create their own programs for new graduates to address soft skills 
as  well as knowledge, there is not much African experience with this at scale. In this respect, 
African online-education graduates will be at a disadvantage compared to their peers educated 
abroad and to foreign nationals. There is no single formula for student development; 
institutions have to frame their culture and their approach to this challenge. There are lots of 
ways  to do it, but there is no choice about whether to do it. 
 
When s tudents fail to complete programs they start, or fai l to impress prospective employers 
after they graduate, it is often because they did not get the guidance and support they needed 
to learn to make good choices and seize the right opportunities while in college. To help African 
s tudents and countries make the passage from poverty to empowerment, the model system 
                                                 
65 Instruction at the model schools will occur in English, French, or Portuguese.  
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will need to provide two things that are not now regularly or adequately provided to African 
youth.  
 
The first is an assessment to determine the starting point for teaching at the institution they 
select. With assessment comes counseling to assist s tudents in dealing with the inevitable 
personal choices that are so important to their future success. Even the best s tudents need 
advice, and their families or residential communities may not be well equipped to provide it. 
Students need assistance in coping with the ordinary challenges of succeeding in college as well 
as  the common and extraordinary ways that life can sometimes intrude upon education.  
 
Second, students need help learning the soft skills and life skills that will help them finish 
college and make them attractive to employers. These life skills include timeliness, confidence, 
teamwork, integrity, initiative, and organizational habits. Like many Western students, they also 
need to learn about budgeting and time management. And, of course, students need the range 
of other services that colleges typically provide, including medical services, assistance with 
financial aid, career counseling, disability support, and opportunities for expressive activities 
and physical fitness. College is also where these skills are practiced in student government and 
campus activities.  
 
Globally, there is considerable variation in the degree to which campus residential life is central 
to higher education. Many schools in North America and Europe boast about the learning 
environments they create outside the classroom and among students in campus life. There are 
also many institutions that offer little in the way of campus life, where most students are 
commuters. For Africa initially, both models will be in evidence, and both should be part of the 
model. Schools will need to explore how to extend the reach of the campus community beyond 
the classroom in ways that do not require living on campus.66 
 
Finally, the arts  are a powerful component to education, and they should not be viewed as an 
extravagance. No liberal-arts education is complete without them. The arts  help all students — 
not just those who are preparing for arts careers — develop creativity, design and 
communication skills, motivation, and confidence. The arts connect culture to aspects of 
learning, and they help round out the emerging adult.  
  

4.8 Facilities, Infrastructure, and Siting  
 
Except for agricultural colleges, the institutions in the model system should be located in large 
or medium-sized cities. (Institutions focused on agriculture should be sited in areas that are 
rural, but not remote.) Cities provide a wealth of transportation, housing, and communications 
infrastructure, including robust internet and transportation connections. New faculty members 

                                                 
66 One option for providing campus housing is to engage a private developer to build and manage the housing on 
university land. The developer owns the building and provides housing to students at a discount. This keeps the 
cost of the housing off the college’s balance sheet while providing students with more affordable room and board. 
Even at a discount, room and board is a real expense that must be addressed in student aid calculations.  
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prefer city locations because they offer more educational and work opportunities for their 
spouses and children and proximity to professional colleagues.67 
  
Educational institutions are anchor institutions in cities. They tend to grow rather than shrink, 
and they remain part of the community indefinitely. It is rare for them to relocate. They attract 
complementary activities. Campuses should therefore be planned as though they are 
permanent. Buildings should be designed for indefinite use, and early buildings in the plan 
should ideally have some iconic value, conveying an institutional presence and creating an 
attractive and memorable environment. Iconic buildings need not cost more than nondescript 
ones.  
 
The model campuses need not be composed only of new buildings: existing buildings, including 
office buildings, certain industrial and commercial buildings, shopping malls, and even larger 
res idential buildings such as hotels or mansions can be converted for institutional use. 
Convers ions offer both monetary savings and faster s tartup.  
 
Ins truction can also take place in spaces that corporate partners or employers set aside for 
instruction. Hospitals, for example, can set aside space for teaching.  
 
A model campus can also be designed as a mixed system, with a main campus for core 
instructional programs, and satellite locations for particular schools or professional degree 
programs, sited near key populations of prospective students.  
 
Location, transportation, infrastructure, nearby housing, and parking are essential concerns 
when selecting any building or site. Of central importance to campus design is infrastructure, 
which encompasses buildings and physical features such as communications, power, internet 
service, laboratories, and machines to support the educational mission.  
 
Some infrastructure, such as that associated with online education, must be replaced or 
upgraded periodically, maintained and supported with software, and staffed with specialists. 
Centralizing the online education portal for all of the model institutions takes advantage of 
scale, but local campuses will still need some staff to facilitate local and specialized use.  
 

4.9 Resource Development and Advancement  
  
Three types of funding will need to be raised for the model advocated here: the resources 
needed to establish the model institutions (e.g., construction, equipment); funding to support 

                                                 
67 The author acknowledges that one difficulty of acquiring land for urban campuses can be the potential for 
disruption of existing settlements or commerce. Planners will need to create a win-win process for redevelopment 
that improves human settlement, housing for those at risk of displacement, local infrastructure, and commerce 
while also accommodating educational institutions. There is a long history of such processes being unfair and ev en 
oppressive, resulting in mass displacement and financial windfalls, but good planning can prevent these outcomes. 
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s tartup and development of the model; and sustained philanthropic and operating support for 
the institutions going forward. 
 
Systematic and sustained fundraising will be critical to this process, because large amounts of 
money will be needed to develop and operate institutions and to supplement tuition on an 
ongoing basis. The fundraising infrastructure that is put in place to establish the model, and 
eventually to expand it, can be efficiently transformed into a resource to support sustainability. 
The capacity to raise financial support in each of the schools would be developed over time. 68 
The development function would then be decentralized, along with governance, as described 
earl ier. 
 
The development team that is assembled to raise support will have to be on par with the teams 
formed for s imilar efforts  in North America and Europe, where billion-dollar campaigns for 
individual schools are increasingly routine. Ambition and commitment to excellence from the 
s tart are crucial for making the case for support. Potential donors know well the inability of 
small plans and weak ideas to stir sustained support for the creation of excellence and impact. 
Small plans, modest proposals, phased increments, and concessions in quality will yield 
s ignificantly less support (perhaps subcritical support), force compromise in implementation, 
erode potential results and impacts, and undermine initial or continued support.  
 
Beyond preparing a strong case, the key is to identify lead donors and develop extended 
relationships with key stakeholders who have the resources or the access to make fast work of 
the actual fundraising. Teams will need to include members who have experience working with 
foundations, companies, governments, and international agencies, so that they can design and 
present compelling cases that speak to the potential donors’ core interests, and so that 
contributions reflect a collaborative impulse. This development team will also need to train 
African fundraisers so that, at the end of the first decade, Africans can make their own case — 
both to African stakeholders and to funders and partners outside Africa. 
 
Working with African governments will be particularly important, because the confidence of the 
donors  and the speed and volume of their support will depend critically on the attitude and 
support of African governments. Donors will expect this support, looking beyond platitudes, 
beyond the ruling party, and beyond symbolic commitment to find evidence of “stretching” and 
details on specifics that are critical to success. Failure on the part of African governments will 
greatly erode and even terminate donor interest.69  
                                                 
68 The infrastructure for fundraising is underdeveloped in Africa. The success reported by the Partnership for 
Higher Education in Africa in helping African institutions develop their fundraising capacity stands as evidence that 
the model institutions could create a tradition of local giving to support education. See Suzanne Grant Lewis, 
Jonathan Friedman, and John Schoneboom, Accomplishments of the Partnership for Higher Education in Africa, 
2000–2010: Report on a decade of collaborative foundation investment (New York: Partnership for Higher 
Education in Africa, 2010), 49–56. 
69 Note, however, that the success of the model does not require that all countries cooperate in the first phase. An 
aggressive implementation of the proposed model can proceed with as few as a dozen of the 54 countries on the 
continent, and the start can be even smaller, involving one country and its willing neighbors. Government support 
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The first task for development is to prepare the philanthropic case, because foundations have 
the most money to give and the strongest giving history. Some of the potential funding sources 
for this effort, such as the World Bank, already support higher education in Africa. While 
additional sources from public funds in the respective countries, for example bursaries, will be 
expected, other costs, including many of the capital costs and some operating support, will 
have to come from funds that are raised separately. 
 
The main argument to philanthropic donors will be that this model is the only way to create an 
inflection point for tertiary education on the continent that will transform the sector, and that 
the success of the model is a foundation stone in every model of successful economic 
development (except the extraction model, which has meant success only for foreigners). 
Transformation of higher education will enable and stimulate improvements in many areas, 
including social and economic development, governance, civil society, entrepreneurship, 
cl imate adaptation, health, agriculture, and technology. African self-help in these areas is not 
possible without higher education. 
 
The argument is also that success of the model is eminently achievable, and that if the model is 
implemented properly and pursued consistently over a decade, it will create a basis for an 
expanded set of resources (beyond the original donors) and impacts.70 The model schools will 
set a standard that existing institutions might come to follow. 
 
The major challenge for resource development is to identify potential donors and convince 
them that s tretch investments are justified. For many of the investors, this will not be an 
entirely new case: major foundations in the US and Europe have invested hundreds of millions 
of dollars over the years in similar efforts,71 and governments in Europe, North America, and 
Africa have also invested. While American foundations and government donors have been slow 
to look at African institutions in this way, some European donors have been more creative and 
expansive over the years with respect to institution-centered support. These investments in 
Africa continue, sometimes with great expectation that the new grants will be more successful 
than the previous ones, and sometimes out of a sense of obligation to sustain what exists, even 
if it is not of high quality or significant impact.  
                                                 
is measured not only in cash contributions but also in a willingness to create and support the enabling 
environment that reinforces the confidence of other stakeholders.  
70 Recent experience suggests that the tertiary institutions can expect about 25% of students to be able to pay the 
full cost of their education when talent is the main basis for admission. This percentage will vary by type of 
institution, among other variables, and it will grow as the African middle class expands. Since ability exists in 
students from all economic backgrounds, students should be admitted regardless of ability to pay, and they should 
be provided with financial aid packages to meet their need. One lesson of the report Accomplishments of the 
Partnership for Higher Education in Africa, 2000–2010: Report on a decade of collaborative foundation investment 
referenced above is that African universities can create fundraising capacity. The enhanced stakeholder 
engagement expected in the model would build on that funding. 
71 For insight on the 10-year, $440 million effort by 10 US foundations to assist 65 African institutions, see Megan 
Lindow, Weaving Success: Voices of Change in African Higher Education, Institute of International Education, 2011,  
http://kresge.org/library/weaving-success-voices-change-african-education. 

http://kresge.org/library/weaving-success-voices-change-african-education
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The case should thus strive to credibly shift the narrative, the basis for support, and the level of 
support. To implement the model will require that legacy donors and governments expand and 
s trategically target their grants, and commit to support over an extended period, with 
milestones and targets for continued support. The same should be asked of new donors, 
including China and countries in the Middle East that have not been part of institutional 
development efforts  in the past. 
 
One important new fundraising target is global corporations active in Africa that have been very 
active in support of higher education and research in North America, Europe, and increasingly 
in As ia, but in Africa have limited their support for higher education to relatively modest 
charitable donations. 
 
The case to be made to these corporations is that, if they operate in Africa or that rely heavily 
on Africa for minerals and other commodities, they should make significant donations to 
African universities in support of education, research, and training, just as they routinely do in 
their home countries. These contributions should be driven by business interest and not simply 
charity, and this support should be extended over time. Increasingly, African countries are also 
major consumers, and that trend will continue. For companies that want to expand, to partner, 
to install new technologies, to build market share for their products or services, or to introduce 
themselves to the African market, their long-term interests and African support should be tied 
to being responsible corporate citizens. 
 
African governments will need to be the lead partners in making this case to corporations. They 
will also need to be creative in finding ways to incentivize ongoing participation by the 
corporate sector so that the dependable ongoing support can form the basis for planning and 
for sustainability.72 73 No ambitious plan is likely to be successful without significant 
participation from the corporate and business sectors.  
 
But this  engagement with business is not all about money. Some important educational assets 
are uniquely in corporate hands. Corporate and business contributions can come from 
bus inesses of any size, and they can take many forms. Typical corporate and business 
contributions include: 
 

x Revenue targeted to education 
x Unrestricted grants for institutional operations 

                                                 
72 Companies that do contribute will welcome reasonable pressure on their reluctant peers to avoid the 
“freeloader problem” (whereby a few companies contribute, but all benefit). Since the production of talent helps 
everyone, African governments will need to find ways to make the participation in its development a broader 
responsibility. Companies will understand this, because this is the pattern in the US and Europe. 
73 This research did not explore public finance in African countries in detail, or look at financial arrangements to 
see what companies contribute. However, there is little evidence that companies or their employees contribute in 
the African context the corporate taxes, real estate, fees, social insurance, or other contributions that they 
routinely make when investing in Europe or the US. 
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x Grants to support research 
x Grants of equipment and supplies 
x Contribution of company facilities for training, and of company employees for 

instruction and supervision 
x Capital contributions for laboratories or other specialized educational facilities 
x Internships and cooperative education arrangements for s tudents  
x Tuition support for employees 
x Matching programs for employees’ charitable contributions, or scholarships for 

employees’ children 
x Contributions of land or surplus buildings  
x Contributions to endowments, professorships, or namings 
x Contributions to K-12 education, preschool, or daycare 
x Membership on university boards and advisory committees 
x Cross -subsidy in educational programs (e.g., paying 125% of tuition for corporate 

employees so the 25% can support scholarships)  
x Time off for staff to receive training 
x Advocacy for government support and partnerships with government for 

complementary activity, such as providing government workers with technical 
education  

x Support for basic education and adult literacy 
 
Major companies typically have corporate units that design and manage these efforts  with 
higher education and research organizations. These units are present both in the companies’ 
bus iness units and in their philanthropic units. It will be important for corporate contributions 
to be part of a regular, transparent support scheme so that funds can be relied upon and 
efficiently utilized.  
 
In some cases, a pledge of support is more important than cash. For example, if African 
governments agree to engage leading companies to support the model and commit to enabling 
activities in their governments, the fact that their ongoing cash commitment is modest need 
not be an impediment. Creativity and foresight are important here: a gift of land, for example, 
in an emerging location, in excess of what is needed for an institution, could, if properly 
developed, represent a modest endowment from mixed-use real estate development and an 
enhanced environment for the school. 
 
Beyond the usual bursaries they provide students, African governments can make two crucial 
contributions to support the model system. The first is to engage the business sector to support 
higher education in the ways outlined here. The second crucial contribution governments can 
make to support the model system is to reform their regulatory and administrative 
environment for higher education. In some countries, rules are rigid and unrelated to outcomes 
such as quality or performance. For example, one country s tipulates a minimum acreage (more 
than 40 acres) for a university, but acreage has no relationship to academic quality, student 
services, or sustainability; many outstanding and mature universities have very small footprints.  



 67 

 
4.10 Financial Sustainability  

 
After the model institutions are established, they will need to be sustained. They will need 
resources to balance their institutional budgets year to year, to maintain excellence, and to 
work with neighboring local institutions in their own transformation process. And their s tudents 
will need resources to pay for their education. 
 
The enterprise model for the schools in the model system will vary considerably across schools 
and regions. Some institutions will have clearer paths to resources than others: business 
s tudents or co-op students may be sponsored by employers, for example, while teacher 
education may need near total financial support from government. Some types of education 
will be more expensive to provide, such as laboratory-based science and engineering. Tuition 
should not reflect these differences. 
 
In the long term, the cost of education has to be divided among three sources: national 
governments, private philanthropy including industry, and the student or family. The mix 
among these will vary by institution and by country. There is no best practice to be copied: even 
in North America and Europe, old patterns have been disrupted.74 But getting the mix right (the 
firs t time) will be critical: African institutions will need a dependable source of revenue so that 
they can create and sustain excellence and access without over-relying on public coffers or 
forcing choices among competing needs for financial resources. The new resources generated 
should support not only the model schools but also collaborative initiatives between the model 
schools and existing institutions, and efforts of other schools that reflect a transformation 
agenda focused on excellence.  
 
Lis ted below are some sources of support beyond what is required for the establishment of the 
model institutions. This list should be viewed as a menu — some items will be created or 
enabled by the national government, others by the schools in their fundraising and operating 
s trategies, and others as options for s tudents to help themselves. The options include: 
 

1. Self-pay. Some students and families will be able to pay most or all of tuition and fees. In 
each country there is a growing middle class who can afford to pay for their child’s 
education. By some informal estimates, the percentage of self-pay tuition for an 
excellent African school could be substantial — one-third or more. In major cities in 
large countries, the majority of seats could be filled with self-pay students whose 
families would otherwise have sent them abroad to seek quality education. It will be an 

                                                 
74 Free or near-free higher education is less available in the West now than it was a generation ago. Schools that 
had no tuition have added it, and public support for student aid is less generous. When combined with stagnant 
real incomes of parents and rising costs for schools, the result is increased student borrowing and less progress in 
making education available based on talent alone, rather than on family income.  
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important matter of policy what fraction of self-paying students institutions will allow;75 
talent, and not family income, ideally should shape the composition of the student 
body. It will also be true that in some programs, such as agriculture, very few families 
will be able to pay a significant fraction of the cost. 
 

2. Taxes, fees, and licenses from imports. A fraction of these funds could be made 
available to support education of Africans in fields associated with the imported 
products  or services. For example, permission to sell tractors or other farm equipment 
could be associated with a fee that goes to support agricultural education; permission to 
sell medical equipment or open a foreign-owned hospital could come with a fee to 
support medical education for Africans in Africa. These fees may appropriately be levied 
at the regional level, since the schools have a regional mission, and one goal of the 
model system is to avoid contributing to regional economic imbalance or dysfunctional 
competition. 

 
3. Jobs  and cooperative arrangements in which an employer pays students and part of 

their pay goes to tuition. This would be attractive to those already working or to entry-
level students whose job assignment with a major employer is linked to progress in 
education. Co-op programs that allow students to work while they pursue their s tudies 
have been successful in the US and Europe. Not all types of educational programs would 
be amenable to this, but as a higher-education system grows, there are many more 
opportunities for the co-op approach, and it can be an effective way for employers to 
develop their workforce in technical fields and some entry-level management or 
professional positions. 

 
4. Government incentives for industry to make payments or provide services as part of 

corporate responsibility programs. Although these arrangements can be informal, it is 
more appropriate for them to be formal, reasonable, and mandatory, perhaps through 
tax credits, so that a revenue stream is predictable.  

 
5. Employer-supported education programs that provide payment or reimbursement to 

employees for completing educational courses. This may be especially relevant for 
professional and continuing education and, in some cases, workforce development 
initiatives. Importing professional services is expensive; for employers to pay for training 
would represent a modest extra current expense and real potential savings in the longer 
term, especially if imported labor were taxed or subjected to a fee.  

  
6. Student loans forgivable upon service. This would be especially helpful in meeting 

Africa’s huge need for teachers, because students interested in teaching are less likely 
to come from families who can pay. This could also help meet the need for retraining of 
existing faculty and preparing administrators for educational management. No model 

                                                 
75 A high fraction of self-pay would also mean that tuition could be set relatively high to allow for internal cross-
subsidy, wherein wealthy families subsidize financial aid for poorer students. 
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exists for doing this privately; training teachers will require a public subsidy, which could 
be tied to a period of service.  

 
7. Research grants. In addition to providing financial aid to support graduate and 

professional students, research support provides the human resources to support a 
research enterprise. Research grants also cover some of the costs to maintain the 
academic infrastructure that serves both teaching and research. 

 
8. Training grants in an operating hospital. These grants can support interns and residents, 

subsidize a training period for nurses, and assist with public health and health outreach. 
Support for a training-grant program can be raised both from philanthropic sources and 
from hospitals, since advanced students in training provide clinical services.  

 
9. International aid from governments and from foundations. Educational institutions 

already receive aid from these sources, but they could receive more if they make a 
compelling case for additional and more strategic allocations to build programs that 
enhance future sustainability.  
 

10. Endowment income. As private institutions, the model schools should aim to raise an 
endowment as well as annual funds and targeted campaigns. This will not happen 
immediately, but planning and first steps in development should be embedded in the 
inauguration of each school, as well as at the regional level. Private fundraising to 
support s tudent financial aid is a time-tested approach. Student support from 
endowment income would be a compelling sell. Gifts can also support faculty chairs and 
buildings. Ideally gifts should be cash, but real estate and major pieces of equipment 
also fill important needs. 

 
11. Ins titution-generated revenue enterprises or activities, ranging from leasing land to 

providing services to those outside of the university. The most conventional way of 
providing services is to conduct research; part of the research revenue supports  the 
institution’s infrastructure, faculty salaries, and graduate student research assistants. 
Another way would be through hospitals: Africa will need new hospitals in the coming 
years , and private companies will provide some of these, including companies from 
outs ide Africa. Permission to establish these institutions should come with a 
requirement that they provide some level of uncompensated care as well as training 
opportunities for health-related education in Africa. The hospitals would benefit from 
developing African human resources and importing fewer foreign workers, and 
healthcare services (prevention and treatment) and education would both improve. 
Well-run hospitals also provide clinical services that are covered by health insurance, 
and a hospital rising to a high (international) standard could attract medical tourists, 
yielding net income that could support education. Medical amenities such as private 
rooms and luxury suites could yield additional benefits. 
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These measures, creatively and efficiently managed, could raise substantial sums of money to 
support higher education in general and to support s tudents and institutions in the model 
system. The greatest benefit from these revenues will come if the funding is targeted both to 
the model system and to existing colleges and universities to enhance quality and to support 
s tudent access and success.  
 
If funds are scattered indiscriminately and untargeted, the opportunity for major impact — for 
the model schools and existing ones — will be lost. Competition for the funds would reduce this 
risk. Fully exploited, the potential resources in the list above (and perhaps others) can make the 
model system sustainable and support enhancement of many existing institutions. The 
challenge will be to establish leadership and vision to enable this possibility.  
 
Devising a sustainable model to support African higher education will not be easy. The items 
above have to be adapted to the African context. Countries that do not have a mature public 
finance system will need to work toward building a system that is sustainable. Public finance 
systems need to effectively manage tradeoffs to achieve fairness and efficiency. Competing 
goods will need to be balanced: setting up a model system, meeting the needs of existing 
institutions, providing funding for students in many circumstances, addressing the many 
societal challenges beyond education, and providing a sustainable pool of resources to support 
excellence in the initiatives taken.  
 
The path is long — but excellence will trigger generosity and a sense of ownership among all 
s takeholders that will in turn bring a new, irreversible rise for Africa. 
 
 

5.0 Proof of Concept 
 
For the firs t decade of the transformation effort, we have proposed creating nodes of 
excellence in three regions, with multiple institutions in each node. In this chapter, we discuss 
the kinds of institutions and academic strategies that might be included in these nodes. We 
present real-life examples, some of which are occurring in Africa or other developing countries, 
of institutions that we believe could spur transformation on the continent, if pursued with the 
goal of excellence and relevance. The examples discussed here can be scaled,76 can be modest 

                                                 
76 Institutions can start small and grow as resources become available. To achieve excellence and relevance, it is 
generally not advisable to start by developing something mediocre and hoping that quality will improve over time; 
instead, excellence and relevance are much more likely to be achieved through the managed growth of an 
institution that is already of high quality. One example of this is Ashesi University, in Ghana. Started barely a 
decade ago, this institution was intended for excellence from the beginning, and over the past decade, it has 
slowly expanded in size and scope, most recently adding an engineering school. 



 71 

but powerful,77 and can be strategic78 — and they are all designed to inspire credibility and 
attract commitments for even more in Africa and beyond. We do not discuss the traditional 
small-colleges model, which is already well known in Africa; instead, we focus on other 
compelling models that address unique challenges or opportunities.  
 

5.1 Education City 
 
One powerful way to foster educational excellence in Africa would be to develop one or more 
“education cities,” in which research, education, and related activities are co-located.  
 
A successful example of this is Education City, created by the Qatar Foundation in 2001 on the 
outskirts  of Qatar’s capital city, Doha. Education City hosts more than a dozen international 
institutions and one local institution in 14 square kilometers, ranging from pre-tertiary and 
tertiary institutions to advanced research laboratories. These institutions offer a variety of 
programs that advance education, science, community development, and business and 
institutional development in the Emirates, and each institution gains the benefits of 
agglomeration and the largesse of the government-funded Qatar Foundation.  
 
Education cities work because they enable economies of scale and sharing of academic 
infrastructure. The education-city model anchors education as an engine of opportunity for a 
variety of s tudents and supports  research and development in a way that is related to 
education and not separated from it. When research and education are located together in the 
same zone, high-quality educational programs can be created rapidly; these programs can 
include technical education and professional education as well as research-based programs.  
 
Education cities are urban anchors and magnets, attracting activities and players that benefit 
from one another and synthesize economic development that benefits the city and surrounding 
region. Space can be reserved in the zone to incubate small businesses, or to develop health 
facilities that also partner with education and research for the health field. Housing can be 
privately developed for staff and students. A university can even create a separate real estate 
company to develop a fraction of its property as an income-producing enterprise, 
accommodating entities that want to be located near universities or housing for workers and 
professionals. 
 

                                                 
77 While a new and iconic collegiate building may be desirable, it is not necessary. Education can occur in existing 
buildings that are converted for educational use. Adaptive reuse offers the benefit of working in an established 
place as well as a lower startup cost, because conversion costs much less than new construction. In the model we 
propose, the initial institutions will be located in cities, except when this is not feasible (e.g., for a school of 
agriculture). 
78 An educational program can be designed to be embedded in a non-educational entity when the benefits of 
collaboration are compelling. For example, a nursing or health professions education program can be embedded at 
an accredited hospital, or a technical school can partner with, and be co-located with, a company that employs 
people skilled in the sector. The educational institution and the host both benefit. These arrangements can be 
transitional or permanent. 
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Clearly defined African ownership will be essential to the success of this model. Although 
international institutions would be engaged in the creation of the education city, the initiative 
would need to be African-initiated. A time- or scope-limited role could be specified for the 
international institutions. The international institutions or companies could take a collaborative 
role, especially in research and development. They would be midwives to the creation of a very 
special and high-quality place, including new African enterprises, without obligation or 
responsibility to own or sustain the zone.  
 
The education-city model would be useful in both large and moderately sized cities in Africa, 
but it would not work as a freestanding place separate from a city, or as a component of the 
development of a remote rural area. While such educational parks ideally would be sited in a 
s ingle location, they could also be distributed within a modest-sized district if easy 
transportation were provided among the sites. This would accommodate opportunities to 
acquire existing buildings and expand as needed, and to collaborate with companies or 
institutions such as hospitals.  
 

5.2 Research Universities 
 
Research universities occupy the top of the education value chain. In addition to offering 
undergraduate and graduate degrees in many disciplines, including the doctoral degree, 
research universities develop and disseminate knowledge, inform policy, and frame and 
execute key research projects. Research universities also play a leading role in civil society, by 
training teachers and other professionals, recruiting and employing highly educated workers, 
paying taxes, and improving local infrastructure, the built environment, and community vitality. 
This model contrasts with the typical African university, which is more inward-looking or 
narrowly academic. 
 
What distinguishes these institutions is the intensity with which they focus on research and 
teaching at international standards.79 Modern research universities succeed because they are 
part of a network of such places — the de facto international marketplace of ideas and talent.  
 
While some research can and should occur at all tertiary institutions (even if this research 
cons ists only of an institution’s assessment of its own teaching and impact), research 
institutions have research budgets that rival their instructional budgets, and ever-expanding 
aspirations for impact in such realms as healthcare, economic development, and agricultural 
productivity.  
 

                                                 
79 The emphasis on research should not be understood as a narrow focus on science. Research universities also 
conduct research in the humanities, engineering, social sciences, and applied science, history, and culture. 
Interdisciplinary research is an increasingly common component of professional degree programs as well, as are 
entrepreneurship, leadership, and other topics that aim to solve social problems or empower students in their 
professional careers. 
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Research universities also host professional schools in areas as diverse as medicine, law, 
bus iness, public administration, and pharmacy, and they train teachers and engineers. These 
professional programs also feature research, especially applied research, as part of their 
training of professionals, and their documentation of professional practice or corporate 
s trategies.  
 
In countries around the world, tertiary-education excellence expands outward from these 
institutions to various other institutional types. It is difficult to imagine a modern country that 
does not possess this link to the global discourse and market for talent. Graduates of these 
schools are the traditional leaders in their respective countries. 
 
The model system proposed here does not call for creation of a research university, because 
this  type of institution takes much longer to come into being. Typically, a research university 
evolves, over many decades, from a small yet strong college with visionary leadership and 
adequate funding. The institution adds research faculty and infrastructure gradually and 
cons istently, as resources and opportunity permit. As societal demand grows for preparation of 
professional, business, and institutional leaders, the institution adds professional programs to 
meet this demand. In the model system, schools of arts and sciences should include faculty who 
are supported in seeding the research enterprise. Without such support, the research university 
is  less likely to emerge. 
 
With some intention, a strong arts-and-sciences or l iberal arts college that adds one or two 
outstanding professional schools and applied science aligned with strength in the disciplines 
can grow to be an outstanding research university. A research university can also evolve from 
an institution with a focus in engineering or some other strong professional orientation, such as 
medicine, health, and life sciences. In the US, Johns Hopkins University is an example of a 
research university that built its excellence on medicine and the health sciences; Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology built its broad excellence on an engineering and technology foundation 
of “mind and hand.”80  
 
An emerging African example is the Aga Khan University, with hospitals and campuses in East 
Africa. In less than a generation, the institution has built a reputation for training doctors and 
health professionals, and its teaching hospitals in Kenya and Tanzania are the only facilities in 
East Africa that are accredited by the Joint Commission International.81 Now the university is 
setting its sights on an arts-and-sciences college and graduate professional schools, as well as 
depth in health-related research.82 
 

                                                 
80 A key characteristic of these outstanding research universities is that their deep excellence in specific areas is 
accompanied by a broader excellence across the board. This is one reason why investing in excellence from the 
outset is so important. 
81 The Joint Commission International is the leading accreditor of hospitals globally; see 
http://www.jointcommission.org/standards_information/standards.aspx. 
82 http://www.aku.edu/Pages/home.aspx. The author is a member of the Aga Khan University’s board of trustees. 
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Although a research university cannot be created all at once, some of the universities created in 
the model might evolve over time to be research-intensive. To facilitate this, applied and 
cl inical research should be a component of professional and pre-professional education at the 
model schools. Research activities engage students with the current research in various fields, 
and instill in them the capability and excitement to take on research projects in the future, even 
if as students they do not foresee ever needing to do so. Research frames best practice and 
launches leaders. Some students may, through this exposure to research, be enticed to pursue 
graduate studies as the next s tep. 
 
Research also ought to be embedded in the culture of the model schools. Faculty members 
should be encouraged to undertake research projects. Leadership should pursue strong 
collaborations aimed at greatly enhancing and then leveraging faculty members’ research 
capabilities, research connections with colleagues at other universities, and a steady stream of 
support for the infrastructure that supports research.  
 

5.3 Innovative Educational Initiatives 
 
Freestanding educational initiatives sometimes arise outside of universities to meet specific 
educational needs for which formal institutions do not yet exist. The specificity of goals and 
s inglemindedness of purpose that bring these initiatives into being, and their relative freedom 
and nimbleness, may predispose them to excellence. There is no reason that this “startup” 
model could not serve as the armature for one or more of the institutions in the model system.  
 
One shining African example of this kind of initiative is the African Institute of Mathematical 
Sciences (AIMS), which currently provides graduate STEM education, mainly in mathematics 
and its applications, through a network of five centers, with aspirations to expand to 15 centers 
across the continent. The AIMS centers are small residential communities of fewer than 100 
s tudents each. While each center employs an academic staff and tutors, a principal feature of 
the centers is a rotating faculty of distinguished academics who commit to teaching in the 
centers for defined time periods. These often highly acclaimed mathematicians and scientists 
bring the best of their disciplines to eager African students. Cooperating universities in Africa 
and Europe award degrees to AIMS s tudents who complete master’s degree requirements. The 
centers provide excellent education while bypassing the expensive and time-consuming work of 
creating the institutional shell and the associated capital plant and infrastructure of a campus.83 
 
An early example of this model from the US is the Boston Architectural Club, founded in 1889 
by a group of Boston architects to foster community and allow experienced architects to help 
aspiring young draftsmen in evening classes. This was the only way working-class students 
could enter the profession, since strong architecture programs then only existed in expensive 

                                                 
83 AIMS plans to launch a major program to train STEM teachers in Africa, starting in the Cameroons. This 
highlights how tertiary institutions can create self-reinforcing pipelines: tertiary schools train better teachers, who 
produce more college-ready students. Increasing the numbers of well-prepared college applicants is essential to 
the transformation that the model is designed to bring about. 
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private colleges. The club grew and evolved over the years, and today it is known as the Boston 
Architectural College, a freestanding and accredited institution that is still renowned for its 
s trength in providing architectural education to working adults.  
 
This kind of high-end instruction could work well today for architecture and computer science 
in Africa, with the requisite space, computational equipment, and infrastructure.84 85 Capital-
intensive disciplines such as science and engineering would be more difficult; a corporate 
research partner might be necessary to make the model work for engineering. For architecture, 
a cadre of architects would need to be identified. The low-hanging fruit for this opportunity 
would be the many international architects who now practice in Africa. Architects with offices 
in Africa could devote a fraction of their time to teaching architecture, if an appropriate setting 
were created, with a standard, accreditable curriculum.  
 
The basic requirements for this model, regardless of field, would be a curriculum, a resident 
academic staff, outstanding local or visiting practitioners who double as faculty, and, critically, a 
partnership with an existing university. One other critical requirement would be to encourage 
or incentivize practitioners to contribute teaching in the way we have described. Such teaching 
would not be an unusual request, because many of them come from cities where architects 
routinely teach part-time in local programs.  
 
While suasion would be the preferable approach for stimulating such efforts, African 
governments might need to take the step of contractually requiring professionals who operate 
in their country to provide some community or national benefit. Education would be one such 
benefit the firms could provide.  
 

5.4 Agricultural Education Programs 
 
Agriculture should figure prominently in any plan for higher education in Africa, because a very 
large fraction of African workers live in rural areas and farm for a living. Africa has more 
untapped arable land than any other continent, and the potential for sustainable economic 
development in agriculture is huge, particularly in synergy with the sectors of health and 
nutrition, technology, and management.  
 
Much of the farming that occurs now on the continent is at the subsistence level. Providing 
agricultural education to subsistence farmers would help develop underperforming farms and 
underdeveloped arable land to feed parts of the world that import food, as well as Africa’s 
expanding urban population and middle class.86 It would also enhance quality of l ife, increase 

                                                 
84 Carnegie Mellon University, in the US, offers a small graduate-level computer engineering program in Rwanda.  
85 Given the large increases in teaching personnel that will be necessary in the coming years, this approach — 
recruitment of local professionals to teach their craft — will likely be essential.  
86 For a discussion of the agriculture context and its promise, see Calestous Juma, The New Harvest: Agricultural 
Innovation in Africa (New York: Oxford Press, 2011). 
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l ivelihoods and wealth, and improve education and healthcare in rural settlements, which could 
s low the migration of opportunity-seeking rural people to Africa’s overcrowded cities. 
 
In addition to moving large numbers of people from subsistence farming to productive farming, 
agricultural education could also move others from the agribusiness sidelines to leadership in 
an expanding sector, by boosting productivity, preparing new cohorts of African agricultural 
entrepreneurs, helping existing farmers better connect to markets, opening arable but not yet 
cultivated land, supporting the uptake of technology, and enhancing the position of the small 
farmer in an era of expansion of large farms.87  
 
Enhanced agriculture should also involve Africans more in the processing of commodities 
produced in Africa, such as coffee and cocoa. Much of the value from these commodities and 
others  currently goes to foreign companies that take commodities out of Africa. Advances in 
other areas, from agricultural science to fisheries and enterprise management, would also help 
make the continent’s largest economic and labor sector a powerful economic growth engine for 
Africans. 
 
The transitioning of African agriculture involves a range of issues that are too complex to 
address in this paper, but critical components will include the training of individuals in a variety 
of agriculture-related vocations and roles, development and implementation of science and 
technology to improve yield and efficiency, and land reform. These will not be achieved without 
a boost in agricultural education, outreach, and research. This education will take place at 
universities and at other tertiary institutions that provide technical training and outreach to 
farmers  who will never attend college.88 
 
Agricultural education encompasses many subfields, including: 
 

x Basic agricultural science 
x Farm operations and management 
x Agricultural field extension and education 
x Biological and mechanical engineering 
x Climate adaptation and resilience 
x Food science 
x Food processing 
x Veterinary medicine 
x Animal husbandry 
x Forestry and natural resources 
x Water resources management  
x Fisheries and aquaculture 

                                                 
87 The author is aware of the land tenure issues embedded in any agricultural initiative. These are not addressed 
here.  
88 The best example of a school that reflects this approach of bringing science and professionalism to agricultural 
education is EARTH University, in Costa Rica (https://www.earth.ac.cr).  
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x Small business and enterprise management 
x Rural settlements 

 
In addition to formal academic research, university-level teaching, and vocational training 
programs in agriculture, transitioning African agriculture will require basic adult literacy and 
public education/outreach to teach farmers and small-business owners how to make their 
operations more efficient and profitable, to express and advocate for their needs and 
aspirations (e.g., education for their children, healthcare, infrastructure), and to use 
technology.  
 
This is the one school type in the model system for which we recommend a rural rather than an 
urban location. But it is important that these locations, although rural, possess good 
transportation and communications linkages, and access to appropriate resources for field 
work. While such schools may utilize remote stations for teaching, research, and outreach, such 
places would not be appropriate for a main campus. For a new college to thrive, basic 
infrastructure (water, sewer, telecommunications, roads) must already be in place; faculty will 
not commit to l ive in a remote location that cannot support family life, education for their 
children, and perhaps employment for spouses.  
 
This model for education in agricultural and related mechanical programs is based on the model 
for the US’s federal land-grant program. Legislation in 1862 granted public land to each US state 
for the purpose of establishing at least one college to teach agriculture and the mechanical arts, 
and states established the schools in the four decades that followed. From the land-grant 
program grew the US’s system of public universities.  
 
There is no area presently where the case for enhancement of advanced education and 
technology in Africa is clearer than in agriculture. Science and technology can help Africa play a 
leading role not only in feeding its own expanding and increasingly prosperous population but 
also in exporting food to the rest of the world.89 The principal mission of African governments 
should be to prepare their people and their institutions to take advantage of this opportunity, 
lest the use of Africa’s farmland become the next extracted resource. 
  

5.5 Independent Research Institutes  
 
The persistent dearth of strong research universities in Africa has placed African researchers in 
a frustrating bind. In most parts of the world, researchers benefit greatly from university 
affi liations, because they provide researchers with credibility, collegiality, funding, and up-to-
date facilities. But in Africa, university support for research has been so thin that many of the 
continent’s best research minds instead choose to work in freestanding research institutes that 
are unaffiliated with universities.  

                                                 
89 A major player in this space in Africa is RUFORUM (Regional Universities Forum for Capacity Building in 
Agriculture), a collaboration of 46 rural institutions from 22 countries that focus on agricultural education and 
research. RUFORUM was created in 2004 by the vice chancellors of the participating institutions.  
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These institutes produce many scholarly papers. Some have ties to industrial, government, or 
international sponsors, and strong reputations with international colleagues. But researchers at 
even the best of these independent African research institutes are unable to achieve equal 
s tatus in the global, multi-institution partnerships that have become commonplace and vital in 
21st-century academic research. Global institutions now seek out scholars and settings that in 
combination with their own assets make the best case for increasingly large and competitive 
awards. African researchers play only l imited roles in these collaborations, and usually as 
individuals, because they lack the facilities and equipment required to do cutting-edge work 
and to gain the confidence of research funders. And their lack of university affiliation — which 
is  expected of researchers in the West — further compromises their perceived credibility to 
potential partners.  
 
To i l lustrate, here is a simple example of how this dynamic can play out: An infectious-disease 
researcher from a Western research university wants to study a Nigerian mosquito implicated 
in disease transmission. He knows of a Nigerian researcher who conducts research on 
mosquitoes but whose lab doesn’t have the necessary equipment to conduct the experiments. 
He asks the Nigerian researcher to collect the mosquitoes or disease samples but conducts the 
actual research on them in his laboratory at the Western university. The Western researcher 
publishes the findings under his name and mentions the Nigerian researcher in the 
acknowledgements section of the paper. The Western researcher and his university gain stature 
that helps win the next grant; the African colleague is barely mentioned and remains invisible to 
the world. 
 
Now imagine the following alternate scenario: The Western researcher wishing to s tudy the 
Nigerian mosquito learns of a researcher in a well-equipped laboratory in Africa who can do the 
work of a real partner and not just a specimen gatherer. He forms a research partnership with 
the Nigerian researcher and her institution. They meet in person, conduct the research 
together, and publish their findings jointly, putting that African laboratory and researcher on 
the map globally.  
 
The model system of institutions that we are proposing in this paper will create the conditions 
in which that second scenario can occur. The newly created, private arts -and-sciences colleges 
will include well-equipped laboratory facilities and leadership that is supportive of researchers 
and research. Faculty will be needed to teach students in the new facilities, and researchers 
from Africa’s independent research institutes are ideal candidates for these positions. 
 
The model schools should therefore embrace existing African research institutes to forge 
relationships of benefit to all. There are numerous forms such a relationship could take. It could 
be a formal embrace, in which a research institute becomes an official part of one of the model 
schools. It could be a collegial embrace, in which faculty at the model institutions and 
researchers in the institute work together. It could also be a simple offer of employment, in 
which a model school with state-of-the-art laboratory facilities offers faculty positions to an 



 79 

institute’s researchers. The form of these relationships will depend on the unique 
characteristics of the school, the research institute, and the researchers.  
 
In this way, African researchers currently working in independent research institutes will be 
empowered to do all of the things that researchers do in other parts  of the world, and will 
receive benefits, including salary, befitting their status and expertise. The model schools will 
have African faculty members well informed on the most pressing scientific questions the 
continent now faces. And African students will have opportunities to learn to conduct scientific 
research and eventually lead research efforts  that will benefit Africa and the rest of the world. 
Every success will beget more success, and researchers from other parts of the world will 
regard Africans as potential collaborators and equal research partners rather than doers of 
small tasks. These new African institutions will become part of the global network of 
scholarship. 
 
Another way the model system could engage independent research institutes is to encourage 
Western universities, research organizations, donors, and agencies to create new facilities in 
Africa in partnership with the model schools and perhaps existing African research institutes. 
There is much in Africa of interest to researchers in infectious disease, agriculture, climate 
change, geology, and many other fields. Creating African research bases to support existing 
research activity would take advantage of the new facilities represented by model institutions 
and support the research careers of faculty whose research profiles will be important for model 
schools.  
 

5.6 Health Education Ecosystem 
 
The model system calls for a medical school in each of the three nodes. At a minimum, a 
medical school must be established with an affiliated, internationally accredited (or 
accreditable) hospital; international accreditation is necessary to ensure that scholars from 
other countries will want to teach and study there and that the degrees that students receive 
there have value internationally.90  
 
But a larger network of institutions will be necessary to maximize impact and benefit to African 
healthcare. Each node should ideally include not just a medical school and accredited hospital, 

                                                 
90 Tertiary education for healthcare professionals requires both an educational setting and a clinical setting, but 
this combination exists only in a few locations in Africa. Outside of South Africa, there are only two internationally 
accredited hospitals on the continent, and no children’s hospitals so ranked. Academic physicians will not want to 
teach students at any medical school that does not meet the requirements of medical education, or that is not 
affiliated with a solid teaching hospital. (The same doctors might eagerly work in these settings for a short time as 
part of disaster relief efforts, but getting them to accept a teaching post in such a setting is a different 
proposition.) Strong university graduates seeking medical internships, fellowships, and residencies will only 
consider pursuing their medical education in places that are accredited and respected. This is a difficult situation 
indeed: it would seem that, to expand or transform Africa’s health education system, a creditable healthcare 
system needs to already be in place or under development. One aim of the model proposed in this paper is to 
firmly install this kind of system.  
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but a health education ecosystem: a group of institutions that together train all of the 
professionals needed by a health system, including doctors and nurses, dentists, public health 
professionals, technicians, medical researchers, and paraprofessionals. Improving African 
healthcare will require a significant increase in the numbers of all of these professionals.  
 
It will also require a strong public health effort. Public health, although less often raised in 
discussions of health systems and medicine, should be at the center of any initiative toward 
tertiary education and medical practice in Africa. Environmental health and sanitary system 
inadequacies are to blame for some of the sickness and disease on the continent. Public health 
measures and public education about health are critical to disease prevention and to the 
efficient deployment of other health and clinical resources. An effective combination of public 
health and medical education will greatly enhance and preserve community health, providing 
insights and modalities to prevent diseases and address them effectively when they occur. 
 
Creation of a medical center is a common way to bring the system together.91 A center is 
capable of attracting the health professionals necessary for training and treating locals. 
Creation of a medical center in turn requires that ministries of education, workforce 
development, and health work together to ensure that training opportunities are provided for 
the full range of professionals and paraprofessionals that a health center requires, not just 
doctors , and that resources are sufficient to address the health needs of people who dwell far 
from the hospital. The medical center can be virtual, with locations across geography. 
 
It is  possible to grow a health education ecosystem from either a hospital or an educational 
institution. In the US, Massachusetts General Hospital founded a graduate school called the 
MGH Institute of Health Professions to provide both in-classroom education and clinical 
experience for a host of medical and health-related professions and occupations.92 It provides 
the hospital with a steady stream of well-trained medical professionals, as well as a test bed for 
best practices in clinical education.  
 
The Aga Khan University campus in Nairobi, home of one of the two internationally accredited 
medical centers in Africa outside of South Africa, took the other route, growing a health 
education ecosystem from a university. Together, Aga Khan University and Aga Khan University 
Hospital provide medical education in connection with a network of health centers. The 
university trains physicians, midwives, and nurses, providing both classroom and clinical 
education as well as fellowships in select medical specialties. The hospital is well regarded and 
internationally accredited. The university supports satellite health centers and telemedicine. On 
the foundation of an outstanding hospital, the university has built an educational and outreach 
program.  

                                                 
91 “Medical center” is used here to signal that what is being referenced is more than a primary hospital, 
encompassing associated clinic and specialty activities, laboratories, and satellite feeder and outreach facilities.   
92 For a description of programs, see http://www.mghihp.edu. The author is grateful to Dr. Robert Buchanan, 
former president of Massachusetts General Hospital, for sharing his insight on the origins and benefits of this 
approach, which was initiated and nourished during his tenure. 

http://www.mghihp.edu/


 81 

 
Regardless of whether the health education ecosystem grows from a hospital or from an 
educational institution, it represents a “virtuous circle” in which each component plays an 
essential role in success of other components. Strengthening any part improves the whole 
system. 
 
A health education ecosystem can’t exist without staff, and during the timespan (a generation) 
that will be required to launch a new initiative to train young Africans, it will be necessary to 
recruit a significant fraction of staff from abroad. This will in turn require a first-class facility in 
which clinical research and educational services can be developed in tandem. But a facility of 
this  quality can only be established by those who have advanced experience, teaching ability, 
and willingness. Where will the staff come from? 
 
The diaspora and foreign nationals will be critical in transitioning African healthcare to 
excellence. Some of the same pool of physicians and nurses and other health professionals who 
have come forward during various crises could be called upon to serve as medical educators. 
This might include a core group of physicians and faculty who would provide continuity and 
academic structure. This group could include existing African physicians, others who are willing 
to make a commitment of up to two years, and a cadre of individuals who are willing to spend a 
few months as staff, to provide the hospital and university with educational and clinical 
capacity.  
 
Collaboration with an international academic medical center outside of Africa would greatly 
facilitate the process of international accreditation. Such a collaboration could greatly benefit 
the non-African medical center as well as the emerging African institution. Benefits to the non-
African medical center could include meeting formal obligations with its government and 
funders to provide “service”; admitting students from Africa and eventually hosting African 
medical graduates as interns and residents93; offering broader learning and teaching 
experiences to the nurses, medical scientists, healthcare administrators, public health 
specialists, and physical therapists whom it trains; and engaging as a partner in curriculum 
development and research projects. Small-scale but important research collaboration projects 
that today are hard to sustain could be strengthened by clinical or research placements of the 
medical center’s students; this could justify involvement of faculty who might otherwise be on a 
very short leash and have little chance to collaborate.  
 
Benefits to the African center would include access to the non-African center’s academic staff, 
including professors, fellows, and residents. The African institution’s research projects and 
clinical interests could form the basis for formal research collaborations rather than one-off 
projects ; this would reduce the isolation and marginalization of African academics in the 
research sphere, described in the previous section. Moreover, the health industry in the non-

                                                 
93 This will be important for training Africans in medical specialties (e.g., heart or brain surgery, or women’s or 
children’s medicine), which requires advanced facilities and teaching by senior specialists. With a few exceptions, 
sub-Saharan countries cannot mount this training. 
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African country might also provide the emerging African institution with free or significantly 
discounted medical equipment and drugs, and other resources that are commonly provided in 
the West but less commonly in Africa, except in the context of humanitarian relief.94 In 
corporate terms, this is not charity: it is introducing a product to a new market at a discount 
with the expectation of establishing a market presence.  
 
A large medical center outside of Africa is more likely to possess academic and clinical resources 
in sufficient abundance to share — i f it perceives benefits for its mission — and sufficient 
research and clinical projects at scale in areas of mutual interest. These institutions also have 
fundraising capacity, large numbers of clinicians in training, and programs to support them. 
They are experienced in playing this role with programs in other parts of the world.  
 
To address public health, the US Centers for Disease Control and the World Health Organization 
should be encouraged to expand their research presence. These organizations are conducting 
large and ongoing health research projects in South Africa, ranging from basic science in 
infectious diseases to public-health protocols, and treatments for degenerative diseases that 
are on the rise on the continent. Creating additional satellites outside of South Africa would 
boost collaboration with local partners closer to the work, help Africans play an active 
collaborator role with increasing comfort and parity, ease recruiting of international medical 
and scientific professionals to Africa, and enlarge the African academic community. If co-
located with universities and industrial research, these research satellites could anchor a 
knowledge community.95 
 
Resources made available for education should be shared with clinical service and public health. 
Medical professors should be available for some clinical work, and medical students should be 
integrated into clinical activities as soon as they develop appropriate skills.96  
 
To improve healthcare to all Africans, tertiary-level medical education in Africa will need to 
include other kinds of medical training in addition to the training of doctors, nurses, and other 
specialists. Even after a more modern and professionally staffed medical system comes to 
                                                 
94 In the West, a variety of companies provide for free, or at a deep discount, a variety of expensive equipment 
and supplies for educational institutions. Part of the motivation is social responsibility , but an even larger part is 
the building of brand loyalty, both among the institutions receiving the equipment and supplies and among the 
future professionals who train at these institutions. With credible progress, Africa will likely benefit from this. (It is 
also the case that companies are less eager to have their brand or their best and newest products associated with 
institutions that will not make good use of them, have no real prospects for influence, or may burden service and 
maintenance resources.) 
95 Concentrations of research- and knowledge-based activities by universities, hospitals, and industries are 
increasingly the basis for urban economic development in the West. They are often buttressed by “innovation 
hubs” that work alongside to solve problems and create products and processes not tied to a particular industry. 
They are the source of good jobs and job creation, and they are magnets for young people. The IBM lab in Nairobi 
is an example of this kind of hub.  
96 While some international support will be available, national governments in Africa will need to be the biggest 
players, because for those who cannot afford healthcare, clinical treatment is a function of national government. 
As the middle-class population grows, some of this cost may be borne by medical insurance companies. 
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African cities, most Africans will not live in primary or secondary cities, and medical assets that 
are community-based and less formal will be sorely needed in rural Africa.  
 
For this , the medical experience of Cuba may prove very helpful. Every time a major health 
disaster occurs in the developing world, the Cubans are among the first to arrive with critical 
and capable medical care and protocols.97 Their model of effective indigenous care is admired 
for doing a lot with a little, using available (and limited) resources to enhance community 
health. Applying Cuban lessons in Africa will be an important task simultaneous with advancing 
progress on the premium end of the medical education and clinical care continuum.  
 
For example, “informal” yet clinically effective protocols could be documented by medical and 
public health educators and connected to formal systems. Vocational-education institutions 
could deliver education in this area, with medical and nursing schools providing teaching and 
research support. Young people trained in such programs could help implement disease 
prevention strategies and provide critical primary care far from urban medical centers. 
 
In addition to improving the health of Africans, transformation of African tertiary medical 
education holds potential for vast benefit in other areas. It would reduce Africa’s reliance on 
medical charity, making it more attractive to potential partners. Transforming tertiary medical 
education is the best way Africa can position itself to take advantage of this increased 
interest.98  
 
It is  also likely to yield hefty economic benefits. African cities will have a chance to recognize 
early what it has taken American cities decades to discover: that hospitals and universities play 
critical roles in a city’s economy and in creating places that are magnets to a host of uses that 
add value. Hospitals and universities spur economic development. They spend as much as 
three-quarters of their budgets on goods and services purchased locally. They have payrolls, 
and they pay better-than-average wages. They tend to grow, they hardly ever shrink, and they 
attract new people to the area. People traveling to cities to receive care at major medical 
centers spend money on other things during their stay. Hospital and university employees 
occupy a critical place in the middle class, and, along with businesspeople and NGO leaders, 
they can form the core of civil society, which is now in its infancy in African cities and is 
currently dominated by the church, military officers, and civil servants. Rather than viewing 
hospitals and universities as cost centers, African governments should view these institutions as 
pos itive economic and social drivers. 
 

                                                 
97 See Edward Campion and Stephen Morrissey, “Perspective: A Different Model — Medical Care in Cuba,” New 
England Journal of Medicine, 2013, vol. 368, pp. 297–299. 
98 Transforming education for agriculture and related industry sectors will be just as important in fostering these 
global connections, and just as uncontroversial. It is hard for anyone to object to feeding the poor and healing the 
sick. One area of past controversy to be avoided is drug and food experiments that violate international human 
subject standards and human rights. 



 84 

Some readers may wonder if the advanced and complex educational initiative emphasized in 
this  section is appropriate in Africa at this time. Although not all places will be ready for these 
advanced initiatives, many places are eager and ready for an aggressive leapfrogging. Nairobi, 
Addis Ababa, Dakar, Lagos, and Accra, among others, have much in place. Two major hospitals 
have already been established in East Africa, and more are on the way. There is no reason to 
delay creation of a specialty hospital for children or academic and clinical centers for medical 
specialties. The world is ready to partner in making this happen. The model system is perfect 
for this developmental and entrepreneurial purpose.  
 

5.7 Vocational and Technical Education  
 
Transforming higher education on the continent is not just about creating PhDs and 
professionals. Africa is starved for trained people spanning the full continuum of service, 
technical, administrative, and commercial roles — people such as facilities managers, CAD 
operators, equipment repairpersons, accounting clerks, IT maintenance personnel, medical 
technicians, and practical nurses. Without individuals prepared to fi ll these and similar jobs, it 
will be difficult for existing companies to grow or for new companies to be developed. It will 
also be difficult for advanced professionals to find appropriate support.  
 
It is  therefore crucial that the African tertiary system include vocational and technical (“vo-
tech”) institutions99 that provide education and training for these critical tasks. These 
institutions should be geographically dispersed rather than concentrated in one or two cities in 
each region, to prevent brain drain from non-urban areas.100  
 
Bus iness communities concerned about the shortage of skilled people can benefit from 
partnering with educational institutions to create training programs once labor needs are 
adequately estimated. Training spaces need to be closely tailored to the supply of human 
resources needed or expected and the jobs students might seek, since this population less likely 
to relocate for training.  
 
These students will include young people who are not on a path toward a traditional college 
degree; adults who previously lacked educational opportunities who wish to upgrade their 
chances for a sustainable livelihood in the formal sector; and the thousands of young graduates 
of poor-quality or fraudulent academic programs at for-profit institutions.  

                                                 
99 This category of non-baccalaureate institutions includes community colleges, technical institutes, and vocational 
schools. Some nations in the West have failed to fully define a mission and develop institutions in these areas. 
Germany is regarded as best-in-class for vocational education. 
100 The tendency of young people to migrate to cities to pursue jobs and education has made it hard for rural and 
semirural communities to get an economic foothold. Although it will be a stretch, training programs for agriculture, 
tourism, natural resources, health, or primary education will need to be located in places where these local sectors 
need support. This strategy, deployed along with other policies in these fields, could increase opportunities in rural 
areas and reduce young people’s migration to cities. With so many Africans liv ing outside big cities, this is a stretch 
worth making. This reinforces the point, made earlier, that planning for tertiary agencies should involve more than 
the education ministry. 
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These students will need certain supports and allowances in order to succeed. Many of them 
will have limited literacy and numeracy skills, so basic educational opportunities will need to be 
provided as precursors to training. Older adults who possess some skills and work experience 
will need convenient hours so that they can continue to work to meet family obligations. 
Mentoring will also be crucial to equip these new workers with the personal and soft skills and 
the confidence they need to succeed in formal systems and in roles that have requirements 
that are unfamiliar to them. As the adult version of basic education, these services will need to 
be free of charge, or near free. For s tudents who have experienced frequent failures and 
disappointments in school and received inadequate support from the adults in their l ives, the 
efforts  described here will need to be carefully designed and consistently and sensitively 
implemented. Any effort that appears to be a half measure or is insensitive to students’ life 
experiences will be viewed by them as another failed program, and high dropout rates and 
painful disappointment will follow. 
 
Investment in these workers will provide an immediate and significant return that will far 
exceed the “burden” they will pose to society if they are not given this connection to the formal 
sector and to a sustainable livelihood. Beyond earnings, they will gain confidence that will make 
them empowered parents who want even more education for their children. Their enhanced 
income will make them greater consumers and savers.  
 
At the local level, government, industry, local businesses, and key institutions will need to join 
together to design and support these non-baccalaureate programs. All parties in the 
collaboration will need to take very active roles, engaging with the appropriate tertiary 
institutions, designing and continually revising programs, supplying instructors and mentors, 
providing internships and other hands-on training settings, supporting students as they wrestle 
with l ife events, and taking responsibility for the results. Every successful case represents 
payout on the demographic dividend.  
 
A school might offer many educational or vocational specializations. But a school could also be 
established to offer an educational program that benefits a limited number of corporate 
partners or even a single corporate partner. There is a long tradition in both North America and 
Europe, and especially in Germany, of local communities working directly and in real time with 
bus iness to prepare workers and help them meet specific workforce needs and embrace 
opportunities for growth. 
 
An example of a successful educational program designed with a single corporate partner is 
ASSET, a two-year work-study program established jointly by the Ford Motor Company and 
Central Maine Community College to train technicians to maintain Ford vehicles for the 
Northeast region of the United States. Each year, the program trains dozens of young people on 
the latest equipment to repair the products Ford sells in the region. African institutions might 
implement this kind of specialized program for maintenance and repair of vehicles, farm 
equipment, business equipment, medical devices, and other capital-intensive products or 
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processes that require service and periodic upgrades.101 This model could also be applied in the 
preparation of medical and office equipment technicians, who need to be trained on the 
newest equipment by professionals who know the machines, and for nurses and IT staff.102  
 

5.8 Summary 
 
To legitimately call for the transformation of under-resourced systems serving more than a 
billion people in 54 countries requires some evidence that the task is doable. In this chapter, we 
presented real-world examples to contextualize and illustrate the many options for developing 
the model system we are calling for in this paper.  
 
Transformation will need to occur in stages. The first stage we propose is to develop nodes of 
excellence in each of three regions over the course of a decade, modeled upon the types of 
tertiary institutions presented here. In subsequent phases, these nodes can be replicated across 
the continent. The example of excellence resulting from successful implementation of the 
model will inspire replication. It will shine a bright l ight on initiatives that fall short and will 
encourage, for the first time, planning for the development of tertiary education in Africa. 
Resources to support the development of a strong system will follow. Existing institutions 
committed to transformation can be beneficiaries of these investments. 
 
Implementation of the three nodes will cost in excess of $1 billion in new funds over a decade. 
Although this is a large sum, in context it is not. The payoff will be priceless, and the cost 
represents a heavy but not impossible lift. It is cheaper than hosting the World Cup,103 and it 
represents a small fraction of the aid that comes to Africa yearly. It is less expensive than the 
cost (in aid and lost investment) of the recent Ebola crisis, the funds lost each year to 
corruption, the cost of importing foreign talent, or the legitimate and existing taxes that are not 
collected. It will be more valuable to the continent than a few mega-infrastructure projects 
occurring over the same period. This investment in the continent’s human resources will 
pos ition it to take control of its own development, led by its own talented people. 

                                                 
101 It is important to avoid inhibiting free competition when implementing such a program. It would be 
unfortunate both for education and for an African nation’s economy if a license for educational collaboration were 
exclusively granted to just one manufacturer. African interests are best served by environments and schemes that 
encourage competition and provide opportunities for new players to enter. Governments should not stand in the 
way of new players whose products or services might be “disruptive.” Because some workers who might benefit 
from such programs will possess limited literacy and numeracy, appropriate assessments should be performed and 
basic education should be provided to maximize the programs’ reach and effectiveness. Adult students will be 
highly motivated to be successful. Younger students’ program needs may differ slightly.  
102 Raising the resources needed for this type of training can be easier if there are companies that want to market 
to the area. If a company knows that certain products are sold and serviced in an area, there is a business case for 
investing in educating people in that area to sell, repair, and maintain the products. Excellent service can trump 
marginal differences in products. The African country, however, would be better off bringing in multiple purveyors 
and stimulating competition, which would likely bring about major discounts and subsidies for training. 
103 It is difficult to be precise about all-in costs, but South Africa’s and Brazil’s World Cup costs are estimated in the 
$3 billion to $5 billion range. 
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Some argue that investment in African higher education should take a back seat to investment 
in boosting economic development and infrastructure. But this was the argument behind the 
s tructural adjustment policies imposed 30 years ago, which delayed the advancement of 
African higher education during a critical time of global higher-education expansion and helped 
produce the situation we face today. Enhanced human resources have been the most reliable 
resource for national development in recent history.  
 
We should make no small plans, spreading modest sums to schools that cannot transform 
themselves with modest increases in resources. Small plans are unlikely to “move the needle,” 
inspire confidence, stimulate broad engagement or investment from donors, or produce 
scalable or excellent results. Failure to implement a promising and replicable model that does 
move the needle will doom tertiary enhancement initiatives for a generation or more. We 
already know that roads built or power plants erected do not reduce poverty if the people are 
not able to benefit from or contribute to growth. Yes, it is possible for growth to occur in an 
extractive environment without reducing inequality among Africans or increasing their 
economic inclusion and empowerment, but this approach would represent a rapidly 
compounding loss for the continent and a missed opportunity. 
 
While it is important to acknowledge that the proposals embedded in this paper are expensive 
and call for a massive resource mobilization and shift in policy, these proposals are not 
unprecedented. Other big plans to address tough problems have been successfully executed. 
Examples include the Marshall Plan in Europe, the emergence and ascendancy of “Asian tigers,” 
and the reconstruction of Eastern Europe after the fall of the Soviet Union. In all of these cases, 
major and costly transformations have been achieved successfully within a generation or less.  
 
We should hope for no less transformational change for Africa. What is at stake is the ability of 
one-seventh of the world’s population to prepare itself to be part of the global talent 
community and generate prosperity and advancement. Africa needs this for itself, and the 
world needs Africa to be a proud and resourceful partner. Small plans will not work; they will 
not inspire excitement or confidence, or attract necessary resources. After so much failure and 
disappointment, efforts that are isolated, ephemeral, or nonstrategic will not compel attention. 
Each such effort will appear insufficient. Something different is called for. 
 
 

6.0 Toward a Grand Collaboration 
 
Because higher education is moving forward faster in the rest of the world than it is in Africa, 
the gap between the continent and the rest of the world is widening daily. To make significant 
progress in African tertiary education, it will not be enough for various stakeholders to take 
actions independently of one another, regardless of how generous any initiative is. Even an 
investment of several hundred million dollars by several American foundations failed to “move 
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the needle.” The great strides being made by some African higher-education institutions today 
are also not of sufficient magnitude to advance African tertiary education as a whole.  
 
Advancement of tertiary education in Africa is a “wicked problem” — long-term, complex, 
costly, multifaceted, and difficult to solve. The problem manifests in different ways in different 
countries, institution types, and target populations. Many stakeholders are deeply rooted in 
views that immobilize higher education. Although daily news stories chronicle positive steps 
forward in particular African countries, these advances are sadly offset by fiscal and political 
difficulties in these same countries and others. Often education is not protected from these 
disruptions, because it is not viewed as an essential activity to be protected.  
 
Notwithstanding these challenges, a wicked problem can give way to solution. In the foregoing 
pages we have tried to outline the nature of the problem, the precedents for solving similar 
problems in other places, the barriers that exist in Africa, and ways around the barriers. We 
have pointed to Asia as a place where the same kind of wicked problem has been addressed 
with great success in our time.  
 
What remains to be done is to call for a grand convening of key stakeholders to outline the 
commitments that are needed to enact the strategy detailed here. Each of the stakeholder 
groups  — African governments, international agencies, universities in Africa, universities 
outs ide Africa, the corporate community, and others — in turn will commit to a series of 
actions that, when taken together, will realize the model proposed here, or another model that 
grows  out of that process.  
 
This convening may be challenging on a number of levels. The problems facing African higher 
education are a direct result of a historic inability of s takeholders to collaborate to solve them. 
No tradition or “soft technology” has existed in Africa to facilitate collaboration among 
s takeholders.  
 
Most of the necessary collaborations to advance the model proposed here will thus have to be 
created, renegotiated, or resurrected. But by whom? Who should convene the stakeholders?  
 
Convening will be a multiphase activity. In the first phase, stakeholder groups will meet 
individually. Each stakeholder group — international donors and governments, African 
governments,104 global industries operating in the region, African educators, foundations, 
Africans outside of government — will have to convene separately to share views and identify 
their interests, goals, and tolerance for different types of engagement.  
 
                                                 
104 Engaging African governments is complicated. Beyond reputation and interest, there are other issues such as 
tenure and willingness to take enabling action that only a national government can take. Ideally, regional 
presidents would convene, but a more likely scenario is that one or more presidents in a region emerge, and work 
begins; a key leader in each region then works with colleagues or takes a lead that others follow later. Another 
scenario is that a competition is announced for an opportunity to implement a part of the model, and a president 
or a group responds. 
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Within each of these groups, one stakeholder, or a small group of stakeholders, will need to 
s tep forward to convene the others. It is less important who convenes each group than that the 
s takeholder groups meet and go through a consultative process to identify their mutual 
interests, special concerns, and requirements. What does the desired future look like, and how 
do they s ituate themselves relative to one another and to the challenge? Each group’s 
s takeholders have to determine if they are willing to act on the basis of shared interests and 
perspectives, to invest time and resources with their fellow stakeholders over a limited period 
to plan, and to invest over an extended period to implement.  
 
The second phase will be to convene leaders from the various stakeholder groups to compare 
and test their visions, interests, requirements, and expectations. This convening is likely to 
evoke a significant degree of concern by each stakeholder group about the commitments and 
credibility of others with whom they may have had no prior connection or trust. This is also the 
phase in which a multi-stakeholder vision is framed and its scope and dimensions are given 
fuller form. The stakeholders are simultaneously working on ideas, “feeling each other out,” 
and confronting limitations previously imposed on them by others or themselves. 
 
In the third phase, a “thinking group” is created and convened to consolidate all of the input up 
to this  point, synthesize a vision of what the model would include operationally, and define 
what is required of each stakeholder group in terms of commitments, resources, and other 
enabling actions.105 The thinking group will also conceive a process of governance, frame the 
s teps toward implementation, detail the stages of implementation, gather the resources to 
support development, and determine the number and type of institutions and the central office 
to implement building.106 Original stakeholder groups will be consulted as necessary during this 
phase.  
 
In the fourth phase, resources are committed to the initiative, and an implementing staff 
engaged or created by the stakeholders is hired to oversee the institution’s development and 
operations. Governance is via a council of the stakeholders.  
 
There is no obvious and existing entity to shepherd the creation of the model system. In all 
l ikelihood, a new entity will have to be created.107 The organization given responsibility for 
implementing the model system should possess certain features and qualifications: 

                                                 
105 The “thinking group” would include representatives from each of the stakeholder groups and may include 
experts and specialists to assist and advise on what is now a vision seeking form.  
106 Commitments are made on location and academic development. A first stage may be single institutions, one 
cluster, or something more. 
107 Why create a new entity to implement the model system? Might an organization already exist in Africa that 
could take this on? Two prime candidates would be the Association of African Universities (AAU) and the Pan 
African University (PAU), both of which clearly possess a commitment to higher education, broad respect, and 
credibility; the AAU now manages a major World Bank initiative for higher education, and the PAU has a charge to 
create centers of excellence in existing universities across the continent. However, these organizations are 
committed to strengthening existing organizations, not creating a new system. Taking on the implementation of 
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1. They should be capable of selecting and engaging the African president(s) who would be 

willing to commit to the implementation of the model in their country, preferably in a 
manner that engages their neighbors in a regional plan, with the support of their 
country’s  leading political parties and legislative bodies. 
 

2. They should be capable of implementing a large-scale initiative over an extended period 
of time: conceiving it in operational terms, designing it, building it, and operating it 
during the first decade, before each school establishes its own governance. 
 

3. They should possess ready access to the advice of those who are experienced in African 
higher education, including universities, industry, and the professions, both in Africa and 
outs ide, as well as African organizations and governments. 
 

4. Leadership must be visionary and engaging, but also flexible, able to learn quickly and 
manage complexity. In the course of implementation, many unforeseen issues will 
emerge, requiring delicate and iterative consultations with stakeholders, planning 
prowess, and ability to tolerate ambiguity and complexity. 
 

5. They should be experienced collaborators who know how to assess the credibility of 
those with whom they collaborate and those who will be called upon to contribute to 
and support the initiative. They should be able to engage with patience, since all parties 
will be learning and may need help understanding what is required to achieve mutual 
goals.  
 

                                                 
the model system would require them to add institutional development infrastructure and create tension with 
their core mission.  

Another possibility would be regional initiatives aimed at leveraging regional interests and resources to 
advance development: the South African Development Community (SADC), the East African Federation (EAF), and 
the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS). But these organizations are really geared toward 
security, economic development, and trade; education, to say nothing of higher education, would not be high on 
the list of urgent matters for regional cooperation. (The East African community did attempt a regional tertiary 
charter initiative, but the objection of one nation killed the effort.) Moreover, these regional organizations are 
relatively new and inexperienced in engineering the kind of discipline that the model system will require. While 
they might be useful for convening regional governments and consultation, they are not good candidates for 
implementing the model system.  

A final possibility would be a collection of stakeholders loosely modeled after the Partnership for Higher 
Education in Africa (PHEA), a joint project of seven American foundations between 2000 and 2010 that made 
grants totaling $440 million over 10 years to dozens of institutions in nine African countries. A closer look at that 
effort, however, suggests that it was more cooperative grant-making than philanthropic collaboration. There was 
no central implementing organization; while they shared interests in institutional development, each foundation 
made its own grants based on its strategic vision, priorities, and leadership. While African educators proposed 
activities, they were not principal partners, and neither were industry or African governments.  

Creating a new entity to implement the model system is the best option.  
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6. They should be comfortable being governed by a council of the stakeholders, 
continuously consulting with them to make changes as necessary, and adhering to 
contractual relationships and standards of accountability and transparency. 
 

7. They should include veterans of large-scale multi-stakeholder collaborations such as 
those that commonly occur between science and medicine, between universities and 
industry, and in government. 

 
The right team can establish a strong foundation on which implementation can occur. It is a lack 
of this  kind of foundation that has been the principal barrier to transforming African higher 
education. Only with this robust foundation is it possible to enable the vision, management, 
and accountability necessary for success. 
 
We do not assume that these will be easy tasks, or that they will happen quickly. The run-up to 
implementation may take 24 to 36 months of careful engagement. It should not be rushed, and 
each step should be done well and with transparency and careful communication along the 
way.  
 

6.1 What successful implementation of the proposed model will look like, after a 
decade and after 25 years 

 
1. The features of the model will gradually diffuse across other tertiary institutions, 

creating pressure to improve all educational institutions, including elementary and 
secondary schools, and to eliminate fraud; and creating incentives for quality private 
offerings. 

2. Quality and access, rather than massive enrollment, will dominate the public agenda for 
higher education.  

3. Students, their families, and other Africans not directly involved in education will all take 
pride in African higher education.  

4. African brands or models of excellence, and an African voice in academic disciplines and 
professions, will be forged.  

5. Government will feel a new respect and support for the value of excellence, the 
importance of strategic investment, and efficiency and integrity. 

6. Industry will have more confidence in workforce development and advocate more for 
workforce education for both young people and older workers, which will boost 
investment from internal sources and outside. 

7. Teacher training will expand, which will improve the quality of secondary education and 
expand the pipeline of well-prepared students for tertiary education. 

8. Scholars in the rest of the world will reach out to engage colleagues in Africa, both 
because of shared interests and because of greater potential for mutual gain and impact 
on the world’s pressing problems. 
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9. The success of the model will stimulate initiatives in other sectors in Africa that benefit 
from higher education, including civil society, health, governance, the arts , journalism, 
agriculture, and entrepreneurship. 

10. New private institutions will emerge and be supported by civil society and government, 
and African philanthropy will thrive, with new opportunities to make a difference. 

11. The tertiary sector will include a broader range of institutions serving a greater diversity 
of purposes and target populations. 

12. The role for online education will be clearer, and pedagogy and student support will be 
available to tailor opportunity to meet challenges. 

13. Universities will be secure zones of national and regional integration, rather than 
contested ground. 

14. Regulation of the tertiary sector will be more nuanced to reduce corruption and 
inefficiency without suppressing creativity and innovation. 

 
6.2 What if this proposal is too much? An alternative, scaled-down plan 

 
If the model proposed in this paper is not feasible, a smaller plan could be devised to serve just 
one African country, rather than the six to 12 anticipated in the full model. This would still be a 
notable achievement, and it would stand as a powerful proof of concept for future larger-scale 
implementations.  
 
This modest but credible startup might be achieved via the following steps: 
 

1. One president in one country commits to the initiative. 
2. A set of high-quality schools is established in that country: a technical Institute, a liberal-

arts  college with a professional focus, a professional school, and an agricultural college. 
3. An initial leadership group is formed that includes government, nongovernment leaders, 

industry s takeholders, donors, and international collaborators. 
4. As  appropriate, existing local universities are included in the collaboration. 
5. The experience is fully documented along the way so that lessons learned can be shared 

to inform future expansions. 
 
This kind of smaller-scale implementation is not inconsistent with early experiences in the UK 
and US, and in former colonies post-independence, where a small number of institutions or 
even a single institution set the standard for a long time. Much would be learned from such an 
implementation, and the proof of concept would allay doubts and shore up interest and even 
competition for fuller implementations in the future. The downside would be that the startup 
costs would represent a greater proportion of the total cost, and future implementations would 
incur additional startup costs.  
 

7.0 Concluding thoughts 
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Higher education is inseparable from economic development and infrastructure; it is as 
essential to Africa’s progress as any system of roads or bridges, and in the longer term, it is 
even more essential. Prosperity in the newest rich countries — Singapore and South Korea — 
has come from deep and transformative investment in education and mobilization of 
infrastructure, knowledge, and technology.  
 
Taking it one step further: Higher education is a road — a road to achieving all of Africa’s most 
pressing goals. Africa needs to fortify tertiary education so that it can produce its own talent to 
address problems such as infrastructure, health, and elementary and secondary education, 
rather than relying on infusions from outside. It needs its own excellent universities and 
scholars so that it can join, contribute to, and benefit from the global network of knowledge. 
Development of the system of tertiary institutions simply must be undertaken in parallel with 
other urgent priorities of the continent. Africa will not become self-reliant without it.  
 
A credible proposal to implement the model proposed here, or something like it, will produce 
benefits even before the first class graduates. It will release a flood of pent-up energy: the pent-
up goodwill that exists around the world for helping Africa pursue a promising path, the pent-
up demand among students for education, and the pent-up desire in the hearts of African 
parents for their children to have better opportunities than they had.  
 
In closing, I ask that you ponder two concepts: intention and ambition. These concepts have 
been at the heart of all of the examples of huge leaps in educational opportunity and impact 
that we have discussed in this paper: in the founding of the US’s land-grant college system in 
the 19th century, which blossomed into the US’s current public higher education system; in the 
creation of India’s first-class institutes of technology in the 1960s; and in Singapore and South 
Korea’s harnessing of education to bring about economic transformation. Despite an absence of 
precedents, despite poverty, and despite deep skepticism on the part of some, the champions 
of these initiatives transformed their countries. All of these successful efforts  started with 
intention and ambition.  
 
A journey can be undertaken with intention, or without. When you take a road trip without 
intention, you just get in the car and drive, not knowing where you are going or what you will 
encounter. This kind of trip can be exhilarating if you are young, resilient, and in good health; if 
the car is in good condition and road-ready; if you have money to buy whatever you might 
need; if you have the good fortune not to be robbed, or worse, along the way; and if no one is 
depending on you to take care of them. 
 
African higher education cannot afford to take this kind of road trip. Its health is not good, its 
faci lities are in disrepair, its funding is inadequate and unreliable, and it has been repeatedly 
robbed by larger forces within and without. And there are many, many young people who are 
passengers on this road trip — young people who need attention, stability, and nurturance, not 
an aimless drive to nowhere.  
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A trip taken with intention, however, is a different kind of experience. You start planning in 
advance, with a destination clearly in mind, and you prepare a map of how to get there. You 
plan your stops and make hotel reservations ahead of time. You take the car for a tune-up. You 
help the children pack their bags, and you prepare them for what they will encounter. You 
engage all passengers in the planning process, and when the day comes, everyone is excited 
and ready to do their part to make the road trip come out well. If things go wrong along the 
way, refocusing on the original intention behind the trip can help right the course.  
 
For African higher education to move to a new status — an entirely different and much better 
place — will require clear intention. This intention on the part of key stakeholders has not been 
present up to now. Although resources available for higher education in Africa have been 
increasing in many countries in recent years, these resources have been spent in ways that 
reflect only an intention to patch or expand what already exists. As a result, opportunities have 
been missed to advance excellence in African higher education. The blame for these missed 
opportunities rests with all stakeholders, not just African governments and educational 
institutions, who, as we have seen, have been constrained by external forces as well as the long 
tail of colonialism, and whose actions in recent years have often been embraced, and 
sometimes even designed and funded, by entities outside of the continent.  
 
Regarding the second concept, ambition, the words of American urban designer and architect 
Daniel Burnham seem appropriate: “Make no little plans; they have no magic to stir men's 
blood and probably themselves will not be realized.” Before the emergence of city planning as a 
major field in the 20th century, American cities struggled to find their role in the face of 
industrialization, immigration, and dense and tight habitation. Cultural clashes were occurring 
that were similar to what Africa faces today: modernity versus traditional values, forces of 
community and commonwealth versus capitalism, nation-building versus ethnic loyalty. A 
pressing question that urban leaders faced across the US was how to create the future city to 
honor the aspirations of the growing masses, including waves of immigrants and eventually 
black migrants from the South. Burnham’s plan for the city of Chicago, drafted just a century 
ago, was no little plan, but a grand scheme that, according to critic Paul Goldberger, “remains 
the most effective example of large-scale urban planning America has ever seen.” It positioned 
Chicago as an anchor for the American Midwest and created a majestic built environment that 
honors  and serves all of its citizens.  
 
It was Burnham’s refusal to make “little plans,” and his drive to “stir men’s blood,” that 
transformed chaotic, squalid Chicago into a magnificent, modern metropolis. His plan for 
Chicago didn’t just make incremental changes to what already existed; it completely re -visioned 
what a city could be. Of course, not all of his ideals were followed, and new issues emerged; 
Chicago is far from perfect. But the skeleton is there. Each generation makes improvements, 
seeds new problems, and strengthens the physical core, if not the social fabric.  
 
New York City also “made no little plans.” Like Chicago, New York received large numbers of 
immigrants in the 1800s; in the first half of that century, its population increased fivefold. The 
city did two big things in response. To create spaciousness and beauty in the face of 
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overcrowding, it created Central Park, a public commons that instilled considerable pride 
among city residents and continues to do so today. And, with support from a wealthy local 
bus inessman, it created the Free Academy of the City of New York, the first free college in the 
US, to provide higher education to immigrants and the poor. From this institution grew New 
York’s  renowned near-free public tertiary education system, which created a large middle class 
that drove sound advancement, and whose alumni have ranked among the country’s most 
distinguished men and women.  
 
To move the needle for African higher education and to create a strong skeleton on which to 
build out a great system, we need to adopt Burnham’s attitude. Nothing less will do. 
 
Too much of what we have seen in tertiary education initiatives on the continent represents 
“little plans.” Short-term funding has been provided for centers of excellence inside weak 
institutions; support has been given for human resource development without a commitment 
to the education required to produce the resource; and governance improvements have been 
attempted without consideration to what governance involves or how it relates to typically 
awkward and evolving government regulatory schemes. Campuses and enrollments have been 
expanded without resources to enhance quality and impact. Elaborate efforts have been made 
to boost partnerships that have involved only exchanges of students and short-term 
engagements with foreign faculty.  
 
This paper proposes plans that are not little. While the model is modest in the number of 
countries and institutions it encompasses, it is big in what it aims for: institutional outcomes 
and impacts that will be visible and inspirational within a decade. The worst possible outcome 
of the successful implementation of the model proposed here is the creation of a dozen or so 
institutions that s tand out as first-class in a sea of modest institutions. That is not a bad 
outcome. But the hope is that the spirit of this effort will inspire stakeholders across the 
continent to s tep up their game. The 15 percent of the global population that lives in Africa 
deserves no less. 
 

7.1  Postscript 
 
The writing of this paper concludes in summer 2016. Over the past two decades, major 
developments have occurred in Africa. Political stability has expanded; oil, gas, and other 
natural resources have filled national coffers; and, while there has been no significant reduction 
in inequality, a small emerging middle class has offered hope that an African economic base 
was developing. Even though disease and famine are still periodic and costly problems, lessons 
learned have increasingly been shaping policy, and there has been a growing appreciation for 
education, sustainability, and public health as critical development domains. There has been 
much confidence that these rising tides would continue to lift Africa.108  

                                                 
108 See, for example, Greg Mills, Why States Recover: Changing Walking Societies into Winning Nations, from 
Afghanistan to Zimbabwe (New York: Oxford Press, 2015), and Victor Kgomoeswana, Africa Is Open for Business: 
Ten Years of Game-Changing Headlines (Johannesburg: MacMillan, 2016). 
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In summer 2016, however, global clouds are reshaping and threatening African initiatives. 
Growth is slow globally, and it is slowing in Africa. Slower growth produces few resources to 
invest in positive change. The rising cost of social services, natural disasters, the cost of caring 
for millions of immigrants and refugees, and security concerns are stressing Western countries’ 
budgets. In light of these concerns, it might at first seem an inopportune time to imagine a 
major and costly effort to transform African higher education.  
 
But this  slow period is, in fact, an ideal time to plan. The collaborative model proposed in this 
paper would take some time to develop — two to three years at least for planning alone. When 
the recovery comes, as it surely will, the pathway enabled by collaboration and planning will 
give stakeholders confidence and certainty that transformation of higher education can occur, 
and that these plans, when fully elaborated, can be embraced and implemented. We need not 
wait until the next rising tide to do the basic work of preparing Africa to take advantage of 
knowledge-enabled growth — the only kind of growth Africans can wholly own and exploit. 
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8.0 Appendix 
 
Illustrative Examples of African Initiatives to Advance Tertiary Education109 
 

  
The Kampala Declaration on Intellectual Freedom and Social Responsibility (1990) 
 
Authored by participants in the Symposium on Academic Freedom and Social Responsibility of 
Intellectuals and members of the African intellectual community, this document acknowledged 
intellectual freedom as one of many human rights denied to Africans by structural adjustment and 
other historic factors, and it exhorted the African intellectual community to fight for this right.  
 
The document outlines fundamental intellectual rights and freedoms for individuals and institutions, 
the state’s obligations to protect the intellectual community against infringements of these rights, 
and the social responsibility of members of the intellectual community to fight for their emancipation 
and cultivate these rights for all. It concludes with a list of recommendations and resolutions 
condemning state violations of institutions’ academic autonomy, and detainment, harassment, and 
persecution of intellectuals and their families; calling for creation of an organization to monitor these 
violations on the continent; and calling for structural changes in academia and action by the 
intellectual community to support intellectual freedom.  
 
https://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/africa/KAMDOK.htm 
 
 
Agenda 2063  
 
In 2013, the African Union, in its 50th Anniversary Solemn Declaration, laid down eight ideals to guide 
the continent’s development and technological progress for the next half-century. Agenda 2063 is the 
African Union’s plan specifying concrete objectives, milestones, targets, and actions to achieve the 
eight ideals and “ensure positive socioeconomic transformation within the next 50 years.”  
 
With respect to tertiary education, the document commits to “[catalyze an] Education and Skills 
revolution and actively promote science, technology, research and innovation, to build knowledge, 
human resources, capabilities and skills for the African century.” The agenda’s Call to Action includes 
commitments to “[b]uild and expand an African knowledge society through transformation and 
investments in universities, science, technology, research and innovation; and through the 
harmonization of education standards and mutual recognition of academic and professional 
qualifications”; to “[e]stablish an African Accreditation Agency to develop and monitor educational 
quality standards across the continent”; and to “[s]trengthen the Pan African University, build the Pan 
African Virtual University, and elevate Africa’s role in global research, technology development and 
transfer, innovation and knowledge production.” 
 
http://agenda2063.au.int/en/sites/default/files/agenda2063_popular_version_05092014_EN.pdf 
 

                                                 
109 This is a sample of activities that reflect the variety, creativity, and quality of effort and leadership. They are 
offered as examples of the many more such activities that exist. 
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African Leadership University  
 
The African Leadership University (ALU) is a new private educational initiative led by Fred Swaniker, 
founder of the African Leadership Academy, which has an excellent reputation for secondary 
education. ALU aims to be a network of world-class tertiary education institutions to develop Africa’s 
future leaders, leveraging peer-to-peer learning, skills development, project-based learning, and 
linkages to employers to prepare young people in large numbers to solve Africa’s human-resource 
problems. The first campus, the African Leadership College (ALC) Mauritius, opened in 2015 with a 
student body of 180; Glasgow Caledonian University, in Scotland, is the ALC’s founding academic and 
accreditation partner. ALU aspires to establish 25 campuses across the continent.  
 
http://www.alueducation.com/ 
 
 
Pan African University  
 
The Pan African University (PAU), an African Union–driven initiative launched in 2011, is composed of 
five regional centers of excellence, associated with major universities in Kenya, Nigeria, Cameroon, 
Algeria, and South Africa, established to conduct research and train professionals at the master’s and 
PhD levels. Each center specializes in one of five areas: basic sciences, technology, and innovation; life 
and earth sciences, including health and agriculture governance; humanities and social science; water 
and energy sciences, including climate change; and space science. The Association of African 
Universities and the African Academy of Sciences provide academic oversight and governance. 
 
http://pauwes.univ-tlemcen.dz/about/pan-african-university-pau/ 
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20111217193353605 
 
 
Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA)  
 
CODESRIA was established in 1973 by African academics as an independent organization supporting 
social science research in Africa. The organization is a full-service resource for social science 
researchers and for advocates of academic expression and reform, providing research funding, 
training, fellowships, conferences, and support for publication. It partners with universities, academic 
organizations, and individual scholars to promote academic freedom, encourage dialogue, support 
independent research, and promote scholarship. CODESRIA has benefited from project-based support 
as well as general support from European and African governments, international foundations, and 
NGO donors. 
 
http://www.codesria.org/ 
 
 
African Higher Education Summit: Revitalizing Higher Education for Africa's Future  
 
The African Higher Education Summit on Revitalizing Higher Education for Africa’s Future, held in 
March 2015 in Dakar, Senegal, was organized by pan-African organizations TrustAfrica, African Union 
Commission, Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa, United Nations Africa 

http://www.alueducation.com/
http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20111217193353605
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Institute for Development and Economic Planning, Association for the Development of Education in 
Africa, Association of African Universities, and the African Development Bank, in partnership with the 
government of Senegal, the National Research Foundation of South Africa, the Carnegie Corporation 
of New York, the MasterCard Foundation, and the World Bank. 
 
More than 500 delegates representing a broad range of stakeholders convened to create a shared 
vision for the future of higher education in Africa. Papers and panels detailed a variety of issues and 
noted the many disparate efforts at reform and new interventions currently under way. Attendees 
expressed both an appreciation of the level of innovation present in Africa and a concern that ideas 
would not prompt implementation without government support for reform of the tertiary sector. The 
summit’s summary document specified the areas that require attention if transformation strategies 
are to be credible, and it laid out in unusual detail the key steps each stakeholder should take.  
 
http://summit.trustafrica.org 
 
 
Makerere University and the Swedish Government (Swedish International Development 
Cooperation Agency) 
 
Sweden, recognizing the key role of knowledge generation in its post–World War II rise to industrial 
prominence, has become a world leader in promoting the development of institutional research 
capacity in developing countries. From 2000 to 2013, SAREC, a department of the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), helped Makerere University, Uganda’s largest 
university, revive its School of Medicine after a combination of financial and political difficulties had 
rendered it unable to support graduate study.  
 
SAREC’s effort with Makerere aimed at engaging fully with the department to create a supportive 
environment for graduate study, especially the PhD. In the program’s first decade, 48 African students 
completed advanced degrees. The advanced education and scholarly output reflects the power of 
investment and strong teamwork between the university’s faculty and colleagues from Sweden and 
elsewhere. This program was one of several collaborations that supported Makerere University’s 
successful renaissance. 
 
Hannah Akuffo et al., “Doctoral education and institutional research capacity strengthening: An 
example at Makerere University in Uganda (2000–2013),” Higher Education Policy, 2014, 27, 195–217. 
 
 
Life Sciences Building at the University of the Western Cape 
 
“Embedding science” means giving advanced African students a setting for learning to conduct 
research and for becoming part of, and then leaders of, a new research culture on the continent. An 
example of this kind of contribution is the new (2010) Life Sciences Building at the University of the 
Western Cape, a formerly Colored university. Supported by the Kresge Foundation in the US, the 
center is both an instructional resource and home to dozens of advanced graduate students and 
postdoctoral students from more than a dozen African countries. The center’s research is supported 
by facility and faculty development funds. 
 
https://www.uwc.ac.za/Faculties/NS/Pages/Research.aspx 

http://summit.trustafrica.org/
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Massachusetts Institute of Technology (Legatum Center for Entrepreneurship and Development; 
African Information Technology Initiative) and Stanford University (Design for Liberation) 
 
MIT and Stanford, US institutions known for their strong support for entrepreneurship and generating 
businesses from among their alumni, have established programs to support their students (African 
and non-African) in incubating ideas for entrepreneurial ventures in Africa.  
 
MIT’s  Legatum Center provides seed grants to MIT students, many from Africa, to start for-profit 
enterprises in African countries; in 2014 these projects included development of drought-resistant 
seed fertilizer, healthcare diagnostic tools, and a process to convert waste to energy.  
 
MIT’s student-led African Information Technology Initiative (AITI), conceived in the late 1990s by 
three African MIT students, piloted its first program at Kenya’s Strathmore University in 2000 and has 
been holding workshops there annually ever since. AITI focuses on teaching Africans programming 
skills for the technologies that are currently available to them, and entrepreneurship skills that they 
can employ to create new businesses with their newly acquired programming capabilities. Leading 
executives from Kenya’s computer industry deliver guest lectures and judge a competition of business 
ideas created by student teams. Winning teams have developed their AITI projects into registered 
Kenyan companies. (In 2013, MIT AITI changed its name to MIT Global Startup Labs, and it now leads 
programming workshops in 14 developing countries.) 
 
In “Designing Liberation Technologies,” a course taught every spring at Stanford's Hasso Plattner 
Institute of Design, graduate students in computer science, engineering, and the social sciences work 
in interdisciplinary teams to design technological solutions to issues confronting residents in the 
urban slums of Nairobi. Instructors partner with academics at the University of Nairobi's School of 
Computing and Informatics and local community organizations. Select student projects have scaled up 
into tangible projects through the support of small grants and instructor support; these have included 
Nishauri, a text-message-based counseling service developed in collaboration with Nairobi’s Mathare 
Youth Sports Association to provide information about sexual health to youth and adults who need it, 
and projects on women’s safety, finding clean water, and helping people recover documents 
destroyed by fire and other hazards. 
 
http://legatum.mit.edu/ 
http://cddrl.fsi.stanford.edu/libtech/docs/about_libtech 
http://gsl.mit.edu/media/programs/reports/kenya-summer-2009/2009_kenya_summary.pdf 
 
 
The Regional Universities Forum for Capacity Building in Agriculture (RUFORUM) 
 
Established in 2004 as a consortium of 46 leading universities in eastern, central, western, and 
southern Africa, RUFORUM is an NGO developed by Africans to advance agriculture education and 
research. It has developed a number of cooperative programs to support research, enhancements in 
educational offerings, upgrading of human resources, advocacy for support for agriculture, and grants 
and financial assistance to students (courtesy of the German government). RUFORUM aims to boost 
smallholder farmers as well as advanced research and enterprise development. It benefits from the 
support of African ministers and other stakeholders.  

http://legatum.mit.edu/
http://cddrl.fsi.stanford.edu/libtech/docs/about_libtech
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http://blog.ruforum.org/backgroun/ 
 
 
The African Institute of Mathematical Sciences (AIMS) 
 
AIMS offers an intensive one-year master’s degree program in mathematical sciences in five African 
centers, in Cameroon, Ghana, Senegal, South Africa, and Tanzania. Students are university graduates 
recruited from across the continent who come to live at the centers; the residential program gives 
students more contact with teachers than is typical in the university setting. Training, study materials, 
and housing are fully funded by donors. Distinguished faculty and leading mathematicians teach in 
the program on a rotational basis. The master’s degree is offered by cooperating universities in South 
Africa, Europe, and Canada. Ten additional centers are planned. 
 
AIMS has expanded its program in several ways. An 18-month version of the program is offered as 
cooperative education; in addition to academic training at AIMS, these students receive professional 
work experience that helps them transition to progressive careers in industry. AIMS has also 
developed student support programs to address soft skills, networking skills, and entrepreneurship. 
AIMS is now developing a teacher training program to address the shortage of math teachers in 
secondary schools. In 2016, AIMS will launch Leap Africa, the continent’s first quantum research 
center, in Rwanda, based on the AIMS model and the convening power of distinguished 
mathematicians.  
 
http://www.nexteinstein.org/index.php 
 
 
Migration for Development in Africa (MIDA) 

MIDA aims to mobilize the resources of Africans in the diaspora to assist African institutions and 
governments in building a human capacity to advance their goals. Working in collaboration with the 
OAU, the African Development Bank, and regional economic bodies, the program has been especially 
active in Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Morocco, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Somalia. It now aims 
to focus on a more strategic approach to attract talent back to the continent and foster returnees’ 
integration and success. This organization had its origins in the Return of Qualified African Nationals 
(RQAN) in the 1960s. 

https://www.iom.int/mida 
 
 
Prizes for Africa 
 
The awarding of prizes is an accepted way of incentivizing, highlighting, and rewarding desirable 
behavior. In many countries, universities take the lead in promoting prizes and embed them in public 
information, alumni, and professional development activities. 
 

http://blog.ruforum.org/backgroun/
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The Innovation Prize for Africa, an initiative begun by the African Innovation Foundation in 2011, 
honors and encourages innovative achievements that contribute toward developing new products, 
increasing efficiency, or reducing costs in Africa. The award targets technological breakthroughs in 
five areas: manufacturing and service industry; health and well-being; agriculture and agribusiness; 
environment, energy, and water; and ICTs.  
 
The Mo Ibrahim Prize is given to highlight the importance of good governance and ethical leadership 
in advancing Africa. The award goes to a former head of state who reflects fidelity to these goals. The 
Ibrahim Foundation sponsors other activities to support these goals, including an index that rates 
countries on the quality of their governance. 
 
http://www.moibrahimfoundation.org/ 
http://innovationprizeforafrica.org/ 
 
 
African Laser Centre; African Light Source 
 
The African Laser Centre (ALC) is  a virtual center of excellence aimed at encouraging laser 
science and optics-related research collaboration among African researchers and research 
institutes actively involved in laser and optics-related science and technology through R&D, 
education, or training. The ALC currently comprises more than 25 members from South 
Africa, Algeria, Cameroon, Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Morocco, Namibia, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Tunisia, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. Since the ALC’s  launch in 2003 by the South 
Africa Council for Scientific and Industrial Research’s National Laser Centre, ALC scientists and 
engineers have engaged in 87 projects, published 151 refereed journal articles, and guided 
more than 100 African students to advanced degrees.  
 
The African Light Source aims to construct an advanced light source somewhere on the 
African continent in collaboration with Pan African University. This group of African and other 
scientists, in collaboration with the European Synchrotron Radiation Facility and R&D entities 
in South Africa, aims to replicate in Africa the CERN model of collaborative research in physics 
that is so prominent in Europe. 
 
While these are separate entities with distinct missions, they both bring together African 
scholar s takeholders and others to bring advanced science to Africa to benefit science as well 
as  various industrial sectors and applied research on the continent. These two efforts reflect 
attempts of African scientists to create facilities on the continent to make them international 
scientific collaborators and part of an advanced-technology-oriented industry. They also 
reflect the disposition of Western colleagues to collaborate. Neither effort has been 
embedded in a university, though that is the desire of the African Light Source group. 
 
http://www.csir.co.za/lasers/African_laser_centre.html 
http://10times.com/african-light-source 
 
 

http://www.moibrahimfoundation.org/
http://www.csir.co.za/lasers/African_laser_centre.html
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IBM Research Nairobi  
 
Unlike the other items in this appendix, IBM Research’s Nairobi lab is not an initiative of an African 
person or organization, but of an American company that for more than two decades has created 
laboratories in various parts of the world to do research and create products or processes to support 
business. The Nairobi lab is IBM’s 12th such global lab and the first of its kind in Africa for any major 
global entity — a commercial technology research facility conducting both applied and far-reaching 
exploratory research. Begun four years ago with 20 PhDs, the lab tackles a host of issues, including 
development of cognitive computing technologies that can be applied to public health, education, 
and agriculture. IBM selected Nairobi to take advantage of what it perceives as a culture that is 
supportive of research. In major Western cities, such initiatives tend to be self-fulfilling; if this is the 
case here, Nairobi’s business and knowledge-based sector will prosper and require more highly 
trained professionals than now exist. To meet the long-term need will require top-flight regional 
universities. 
 
There are other former hardware and durable-goods companies that might make a similar shift to 
locate labs in African cities. Companies such as General Electric, Hewlett-Packard, and Ford Motor 
Company have made recent plans like this in the developing world, though not in Africa. Google 
(already working in Africa to boost connectivity) and Microsoft (business services) might be 
candidates for knowledge-based enterprise development.  
 
This development activity can benefit African-originated initiatives in a number of ways. The global 
companies have both philanthropic and business interests, and they love to collaborate and support 
universities, especially programs that are high-quality and entrepreneurial. They provide research 
funds for faculty and attract smaller companies and spinoffs. They also support related services and 
businesses, creating opportunities for African companies and entrepreneurs. They often have 
agreements with government to address workforce, infrastructure, and other needs. Finally, 
commercial research centers tend to grow into “places” that offer urban and economic development 
opportunities and serve as residential magnets, especially for the young and well-educated.  
 

 
 
 
 
 


