
1

The Challenge of Establishing 

Centers of Excellence in Africa

Jamil Salmi

Tertiary Education Coordinator

Ouagadougou

21 March 2011

the search for excellence

my university isé

more world-class than yours
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natural lab experiment: 

U. of Malaya vs. NUS

Åearly 1960s: 2 branches of 

University of Malaya

Åtoday, stark difference:

ÅTHES: NUS # 34, UoM not in top 200

ÅSJTU: NUS 101- 151, UoM not in top 500
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outline of the presentation

Åimportance of knowledge

Ådefining the world-class university

Åthe challenge for Africa
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creative work in the economy
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evolution of Nokia sales
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windmills

application of knowledge

to agriculture
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Ar gent i na Indi a

Wheat Yields in Argentina and India 1885 - 1995
Adapted from:  Pardey, Chang - Kang and Alston

http://i1.trekearth.com/photos/2720/windmills_at_sea.jpg
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knowledge for safety

Âseismology

Âvulcanology

Âclimatology (floods, tsunamis, 

droughts, etc.)

deadly floods in Mozambique
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Haiti, 12 January 2010
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Japan (11 March 2011)
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acceleration of speed of creation 

of new knowledge
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outline of the presentation

Åimportance of knowledge

Ådefining the world-class university
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how do you recognize

a world-class university?

Åeveryone wants one

Åno one knows what it is

Åno one knows how to get one

Philip G. Altbach
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concentration of talent

Åteachers and researchers

Åincoming students

Åundergraduate / graduate students 

balance

29

weight of graduate students

 

University 
Undergraduate 

Students 

Graduate 

Students 

Share of 

Graduate 

Students (%) 

Harvard  7,002 10,094 59 

Stanford  6,442 11,325 64 

MIT  4,066 6,140 60 

Oxford  11,106 6,601 37 

Cambridge  12,284 6,649 35 

LSE  4,254 4,386 51 

Beijing  14,662 16,666 53 

Tokyo  15,466 12,676 45 
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concentration of talent

Åteachers and researchers

Åincoming students

Åundergraduate / graduate students 

balance

ïbut involving undergraduate students in 

research

Åinternational dimensions
31

international dimensions

Åforeign students

ïHarvard (19%), Cambridge (18%)

Åforeign faculty

ïCaltech (37%), Harvard (30%), Oxford (36%)

Åincoming faculty

32
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abundant resources

Ådependence on government funding

ïUS able to spend 3.3% of GDP ($54,000 per 

student) ï1/3 public 2/3 private

ïEurope (E25) only 1.3% ($13,500 per student)

Åendowments

33
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Comparison of US and UK Endowment Levels

35

US Institutions

Endowments

Assets

(2009 million $)

UK Institutions

Endowment 

Assets

(2009 million $)

Harvard University 25,662 Cambridge 6,327

Yale University 16,327 Oxford 5,767

Stanford University 12,619 Edinburgh 264

Princeton University 12.614 Manchester 204

University of Texas 12,163 Glasgow 164

abundant resources

Ågovernment funding

Åendowments

Åfees

Åresearch funding

36
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favorable governance

Åfreedom from civil service rules (human 

resources, procurement, financial 

management)

Åmanagement autonomy

ïflexibility and responsiveness with power to act

Åselection of leadership team

Åindependent Board with outside 

representation

38
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the path to glory

Åupgrading existing institutions

Åmergers

Åcreating a new institution

39

U. Of Malaya vs. NUS

ï talent

ÅUM: selection bias in favor of Bumiputras, 

less than 5% foreign students, few foreign 

professors

ÅNUS: highly selective, 43% of graduates 

students are foreign, many foreign professors

40
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U. Of Malaya vs. NUS (II)

ï finance

ÅUM: $385 million, $14,000 per student

ÅNUS: $1 billion endowment, $1,200 million, $39,000 
per student

41

U. Of Malaya vs. NUS 

ïgovernance

Åappointment of VC: more political in Malaysia (10 
VCs) until 2008, more professional in Singapore (5 
VCs)

ÅUM: restricted by government regulations and control, 
unable to hire top foreign professors

ÅNUS: status of a private corporation, able to attract 
world-class foreign researchers

ï52%  of professors (9% from Malaysia)

ï79% of researchers (11% from Malaysia) 42
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outline of the presentation

Åimportance of knowledge

Ådefining the world-class university

Åthe challenge for Africa

43

the road to excellence

Å9 case studies from 4 continents

Å8 ñsuccessesò and 1 ñfailureò

Ålessons from the University of Ibadan

44
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political & economic 
stability, rule of law, 

basic freedoms

resources & 
incentives

quality 
assurance & 
enhancement 

telecommunications & 
digital infrastructure

governance & 
regulatory 
framework

diversification, 
articulation  & 

information 
mechanisms

vision,  leadership & 
reform capacity

location
ecosystem
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appropriate governance

Åindependent Board with external 

representation

Åcompetitive selection of leadership team

Åfreedom from public service rules

Åé and from government interference

o interferences (if regional institution)
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flexibility

Ågood feedback mechanisms

Åstrategic planning to orient change

Åability to react and adapt rapidly
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financial sustainability

Åfrom capital investment to balanced 

business model

Åresource diversification

o public budget contribution

o tuition fees

o endowment

o competitive research funding

o external assistance

Arab States
17%

Central and Eastern Europe
10%

Central Asia
3%

East Asia and the Pacific
27%

Latin America and the 
Carribbean

7%

South and West Asia
7%

Sub-Saharan Africa
16%

Unallocated by region or 
country

13%

aid to higher education is scanty

- Sub- Saharan Africa received about US$ 640 million per 
year

- the volume of aid remained constant during the last five 
years

- the share of SubïSaharan fell  from 18% to 16% in 2008 
while East Asia and the Pacific and Central and Eastern 
Europe are growing
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aid to higher education = 

23% of total aid to education

983

283

640

772

Direct aid to basic education

Direct aid to secondary education

Direct aid post-secondary education

Education, level unspecified

Aid to Sub-Saharan Africa, by level of Education, 2008 (disbursements, US$ 
million 2008)

Bilateral
91%

Multilateral
9%

Aid to post-secondary education (disbursements), 2008

concentrated among few donors, 

fragmented across numerous projects

- multilaterals represent only 9% (WB and EU)

- largest donors: France, Germany, US, Portugal, 
Belgium, The Netherlands, UK and Norway

- growing role of foundations (Partnership for higher 
education in Africa)

- more than 2,000 projects over past five years
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aid fairly evenly distributed 

across African countries
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63

92

Direct and indirect Aid to post-secondary education to Sub-Saharan Countries (disbursements, US$ million 2008), 2008

small share contributes to 

capacity building

Åonly 25% of aid goes directly to African 

HEIS

Å75% finance scholarships or compensate 

institutions for the cost of African 

students in donors countries

Åonly 30% of African students abroad 

return 
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