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Introduction 

Higher education  today serves as a catalyst 
for improving economic competitiveness,2 

especially among youth.  Research indicates 
that the more a country invests in higher 
education and the quality of  its outcomes, the 
greater progress it achieves in developing 

seek both to increase the capacity of  the higher 
education sector and to enhance the quality 

stimulating development,  and improving the 
 This may 

development-oriented programs,  offering more 
specialized training and promoting lifelong 
learning.7

Despite broad agreement on the vital role of 
higher education, only a very limited body 

assessment of  this sector in the Arab region, 

outdated or missing. Hence, there is a need for 
reliable evidence to inform decision making on 

its structures and processes. This requires 
additional, updated, and reliable information 
on higher education. 

A culture of  self-evaluation plays a central role 
in the success of  higher education institutions 
in developed countries. This culture is not only 

and evaluate the outputs of  higher education 
institutions. 

Inspite of the establishment of  national 
accreditation bodies in several Arab countries, 

Assurance in Higher Education8, there is no 
periodical publication or database that provides 
information and analysis of  the state of 
higher education in the region. Consequently, 
Arab countries have no alternative but to 
adopt the tools and analyses of  international 
organizations. 

International organizations such as the United 

Organization (UNESCO) and the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) recommend monitoring and evaluation 
of  higher education institutions as a means of 
improving the quality of  the sector.9 

Several countries have established initiatives 
to monitor the quality of  higher education 
institutions. These programs are either country-

de Evaluación de la Calidad y Acreditación 
(ANECA) in Spain

providing an annual ranking of  national higher 

  

In the United States, the Voluntary System 
of  Accountability (VSA) is a similar program 

of  State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) and 
the National Association of  State Universities 
and Land-Grant Colleges (NASULGC).  The 
VSA seeks to evaluate learning outcomes, and 

universities in terms of  student performance, 
life on campus, faculty-to-student ratio and 
other criteria.  

of  the importance of  monitoring higher 
education, but existing university rankings have 

UNESCO they tend to use leading universities 
as a benchmark for evaluating others.  

provide information on leading universities 

challenges.  This applies to some of  the 

such as the Shanghai Jiao Tong University’s 
Academic Ranking of  World Universities 
(Shanghai Ranking), Quacquarelli Symonds’ QS 
World University Rankings,  the Times Higher 
Education World University Rankings and the 
Webometrics Ranking of  World Universities. 
As a result, policymakers tend to overlook 



A
ra

b 
K

no
w

le
dg

e 
In

de
x 

20
16

the performance of  national universities in 
international rankings.

In response to this, UNESCO's Position Paper 
on Education Post-2015
education institutions can adapt to emerging 
challenges by developing a scorecard that 
balances the achievement of  global goals and 
individual countries’ ambitions.   The paper adds 
that this approach necessitates an assessment of 

of  educational processes, policies and reforms at 
the system level.   

In this context, the OECD published 
a feasibility study on developing international 

abilities of  undergraduate students (The 
OECD Initiative for an Assessment of  Higher 
Education Learning Outcomes [AHELO]). The 
study focuses on the development of  indicators 

on the university’s reputation and performance 

factors such as quality of  teaching and learning, 

 

The Higher Education Index takes all these into 

both local contexts and global standards. 

The index does not benchmark Arab countries 
against each other, nor against other countries 
that have already developed more advanced 
higher education sectors. Instead, it provides

in each Arab country individually, stressing their 

Creating an Arab index for higher education 
contributes to describing the current status of 
higher education and it serves as a reference tool 
for researchers and decision makers to make 
more informed decisions and develop relevant 

needs and priorities.

Formulation process and initial 
structure of the index

To develop the main pillars for the Higher 

conceptual foundations of  currently available 

the World Bank, the Global Competitiveness 
Index (GCI)   and the Global Innovation Index 
(GII) , in addition to the above-mentioned 
UNESCO and OECD reports. 

Each organization, institution or researcher may 
have a different perspective on building an index. 
For example, the GII includes tertiary education 
as a sub-pillar under the human capital and 

innovation.  

three complimentary pillars of  higher education 
indices: education, research and management 

that should be considered under these pillars, 

professionalization of  higher education, capacity 
for research and innovation, equity, costs and 
expenditures, and strategic and operational 
management capacity.22 This division is similar 

by UNESCO, on key indicators for tertiary 

participation indicators, output indicators and 
other indicators.

The approach adopted by the AKI Higher 

both an output of  higher education institutions, 
and a tool for economic and human development. 
The index also takes into consideration systems 
theory, as it approaches the higher education 
sector by examining its inputs, processes, outputs 

The index considers effectiveness as the extent 
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values required to positively integrate in society 
and contribute to its development. Effectiveness 
is also measured through the number and quality 
of  research and publications produced, and 

development and dissemination. 

The AKI Higher Education Index also 

themes such as gender equity, private sector 

 

methodologies. After an extensive literature 

comprising three pillars and nine sub-pillars, 
consisting of  indicators based on international 

research team considered important in the 

 higher 
education inputs, processes and outputs. 

The higher education inputs pillar is comprised of 
enabling environment, expenditure, 

enrolment, human resources and student exchange. 

The higher education outputs pillar is comprised 
of  four sub-pillars: graduation, employment after 
graduation, knowledge capital among graduates, and 
knowledge production by higher education institutions.  
A third pillar called higher education processes

the inputs and outputs.

Revisions

through a revision by the core team based on 

sub-pillars, and the corresponding variables 

computational methods. 

As detailed later in this chapter, this revision has 
not affected the selection of  pillars and sub-
pillars but has rather entailed some secondary 

Figure 11: 

The structure of the 2015 Higher Education Index

Higher Education Index

Local context 

Enabling environment

Expenditure

Enrolment

Human resources

Student exchange 

Higher education inputs 

* The names have been updated to include changes resulting from the 2016 revisions.

Higher education
processes

Graduation

Employment after 
graduation

Knowledge capital 
among graduates

Knowledge production by
higher education institutions

Higher education outputs

*
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three pillars, nine sub-pillars and constituent 
variables. 

2) Addressing some challenges that emerged 

enabling environment 
and knowledge production by higher education 
institutions. The knowledge capital among graduates 
sub-pillar also lacked data, as information 

 

sub-pillar and variable. 

Revisions applied to the main structure 

index, neither at the level of  the three pillars 
(higher education inputs, processes and outputs) nor 
for the corresponding sub-pillars. 

Furthermore, despite lack of  data on knowledge 
capital among graduates and knowledge production by 
higher education institutions across the Arab region, 

years. 

made to the three pillars. The higher education 
inputs
the total value of  the index, the higher education 
processes higher 
education outputs
given its direct relation to development. This 

and research conducted on indicators related 

rankings.  

expenditure and student exchange 
under the higher education inputs
revised. The expenditure sub-pillar’s relative 

student 
exchange

in light of  the limited evidence available on the 
nature of  its impact on higher education. 

under the higher education inputs pillar remained 

higher education 
outputs pillar, it had been previously divided 
among only three of  the four sub-pillars in last 
year’s AKI, as no data had been available for the 
sub-pillar knowledge production by higher education 
institutions
among all four, as the sub-pillar has been 

graduation 

employment after graduation, amounting to one 

the sub-pillars knowledge capital among graduates 
and knowledge production by higher education 
institutions

a detailed description of  the overall distribution 

Revisions applied to the variables

the enabling environment sub-pillar included six 

political stability and absence of  violence/terrorism 
and government effectiveness. The remaining four, 
namely 
academic freedom and academic integrity, had no 
corresponding data. The variable administrative 
stability of  higher education institutions

regulatory quality 
and rule of  law
overall organizational stability and commitment 

also added: foundations of  wellbeing and percentage 
of  adults that have at least completed upper secondary 
education. Both variables are important given 
their connection to the social and economic 
environments of  students in higher education 
institutions. The enabling environment sub-pillar is 

The expenditure sub-pillar originally comprised 

expenditure on tertiary 
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education as a percentage of  government expenditure on 
education. 

The enrolment sub-pillar also comprised seven 

this year – percentage of  female students in tertiary 
education and gross enrolment ratio of  females in tertiary 
education compared to males (gender parity index) – to 

Table 3:
Changes applied to variables in the 2015 Higher Education Index

Variable

Higher education inputs pillar
Regulatory quality Added

Added
Added
Added

Added
Replaced *

Gross enrolment ratio, tertiary, gender parity index (GPI) Added
Added

Extent of  staff  training Added
Added

Researchers FTE higher education ICSED 8/ Researchers FTE higher education Added
Added

Added

Proportion of  students studying in Arab countries from the total number of  students 
studying abroad

Replaced *

Higher education processes pillar

Quality of  the education system Added
Quality of  math and science education Added

Added
QS w   orld ranking of  the country’s leading university Added
School life expectancy, tertiary, both sexes (years) Added
Internet access in schools Added
Availability of  specialized training services Added

Higher education outputs pillar

Replaced*
Added

Replaced*
Replaced*

Added
Availability of  scientists and engineers Added
University-industry collaboration in R&D Added
H Index Added
Citable documents Added
PCT patents, applications/million population Added
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The human resources sub-pillar covered six 

research team added three variables related 
to the quality of  human resources in higher 
education institutions: extent of  staff  training, 
percentage of  researchers among full-time employees in the 
higher education sector and percentage of  PhD holders 
among full-time researchers in the higher education sector. 
As such, the human resources 

higher education and the quality of  teaching 
and learning, the higher education processes pillar 
originally contained data for only one out of 

year for a better assessment: quality of  the education 
system, quality of  math and science education, quality 

of  the country’s leading university, school life expectancy 
for tertiary education for both sexes, Internet access in 
schools, and availability of  specialized training services. 
Therefore, eight variables currently contain data 
under the higher education processes pillar.

The graduation sub-pillar this year maintains the 

changes. 

The employment after graduation sub-pillar previously 

The variable labor force with tertiary education for 
males as a percentage of  the male labor force 

unemployment with tertiary education for males as 
a percentage of  the male labor force and unemployment 
with tertiary education for females as a percentage of  the 
female labor force. 

The knowledge capital among graduates sub-pillar 

still includes data for ten variables in addition to 
acceptance of  the 

values of  social peace, respect of  difference and coexistence 
among students. 

As for the knowledge production by higher education 
institutions

added this year: PCT patents applications per million 
population, citable documents, H Index (author-level 
citation impact), university–industry collaboration in 
R&D, availability of  scientists and engineers, and 

country. Although some of  these variables are 
not limited to research in higher education 
institutions, they can still be used as alternatives 
in light of  the limited availability of  recent and 
reliable data. 

its updated number of  variables in this year’s 
revised version.

Higher Education Index at the level of 
variables. 

Revised Structure (2016 version)  

no changes made to its pillars and sub-pillars. 

Results

The results of  the AKI Higher Education Index 

(United Arab Emirates). This disparity does 

sector, but it rather suggests that efforts in this 
sector must be better coordinated and properly 

achieving development.

In fact, only one country (United Arab Emirates) 

education in Arab countries in comparison 

The student exchange sub-pillar included three 
variables in 2015, with data available for two. 

change of  undergraduate and graduate students 
in the United States. 
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to other advanced educational systems, given 
higher education 

outputs

percent of  the index. Secondly, irrespective of 
the disparity in scores, all countries in the Arab 

to do more to develop their educational systems 

With regard to the results of  the main pillars of 

inputs and outputs
processes

recorded under the inputs pillar. Countries 

on the inputs processes 

Figure 13: 

Results of Arab countries on the main pillars of the Higher Education Index

Higher education inputs Higher education processes Higher education outputs
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Figure 12: 

Results of Arab countries on the Higher Education Index
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pillar. Even though they do not indicate 

level of  inputs is required for an educational 
system to function; the availability of  human 
resources and processes that are capable of 
acting on those inputs is vital for determining 
the performance level of  such a system, both 
quantitatively and qualitatively.

The results of  the inputs

for the enabling environment sub-pillar in some 
countries – mostly the Gulf  states – resulted 
in higher scores on the inputs pillar. Conversely, 

enabling environment sub-pillar 
in countries such as Libya, Somalia, Syria, and 

inputs pillar. 
It should be noted that data on expenditure

in Comoros).

The constituting sub-pillars of  the processes 
pillar had high values in general. Most Arab 

of  the higher education sector. This is very 
important but is not enough to explain the 
disparity in results. Some Arab countries have 

variables. The values of  the variables for science 

research institutions and access to Internet 
at universities ranged from medium to upper 
medium in most countries. 

In terms of  the outputs pillar, only nine countries 

knowledge capital among graduates

outputs pillar. In addition, results of  the knowledge 
production by higher education institutions sub-pillar 

six variables in many Arab countries. 

The results of  the Higher Education Index 
highlight the important role of  enabling 
environments in developing this sector. Second, 

outputs of  this sector, including students’ 

that this area requires more attention from 
higher education authorities, as data related 
to internationally registered patents, quotable 

countries. 

Finally, the index provides researchers and 

evaluate the higher education system and identify 

of  data and analysis about the status of  this 
sector in the Arab region, the index also aims to 
build a reliable database for public use. Through 
this information, researchers, and decision-

their respective countries and design plans and 

that could contribute meaningfully to human 
development. 

As such, the index focuses on the important role 
of  this sector not from the perspective of  human 

it approaches the sector from a much deeper 
perspective that is based on providing graduates 

so that they contribute to the development of 
their communities. 
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Endnotes

and private tertiary institutions in every country – colleges, technical training institutes, 
community colleges, nursing schools, research laboratories, centres of  excellence, distance 

public and private higher education institutions offering BA/BS stage programmes and 

and Level 8 for the Doctoral degree, according to UNESCO’s International Standard 

2

7 Ibid.
8

9

 Ibid.

 Ibid.
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