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Abstract

Abstract

From merely three primary schools with 900 boys in 1970 to more than half a million
students of both sexes studying in 1,046 state schools, the general education (primary,
preparatory, secondary) sector in the Sultanate of Oman has taken an active role in
achieving this level of education for all.

This active and rapid expansion of Oman's general education system outstripped
the capacity of the public (state) higher education system, resulting in a huge number of
secondary education leavers denied opportunities to enrol in higher education. This
dilemma created a serious challenge to the government and has become a national concern.
Moreover, the rising demand of labour market for qualified workers created a social and
economic demand for higher education.

To address these issues, the Government of Oman has invited the private sector to
participate in higher education through establishing private colleges and universities. The
government legalised private higher education and endorsed its development through a
generous set of incentives to those willing to operate or invest in this field. It provided the
land on which to build private universities and colleges, exempted private institutions from
taxes for five years, provided them with scholarships for students from low-income
families, and awarded each of the private universities a capital grant of up RO 20 million
($52 million).

In order to ensure the quality of the programmes delivered by these institutions, it
was required that Oman's private institutions be affiliated with recognised foreign
universities. Moreover, the private sector was also required to get the permission and
approval of the government for opening private higher education institutions. Furthermore,
the Oman Accreditation Council was established in 2001 to evaluate and accredit higher
education institutions and the programmes offered.

Since their beginning in 1995/1996, private higher education institutions have
grown quickly. During the academic year 2008/2009, twenty-four private higher education
institutions (five universities and nineteen colleges) were established. Student enrolment in
these institutions rose from 150 students in 1995/1996 to 33,521 in 2008/2009.

The main aim of this study is to examine the rationales and objectives of
establishment of private higher education in Oman, its development, and the challenges

facing this sector. The research questions relate to the rationales and objectives of private
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higher education, whether this sector contributes positively in achieving these rationales
and objectives, and what challenges this sector faces.

To generate the required information, semi-structured interviews were carried out
with 18 university vice-chancellors and college deans, along with 7 decision-makers in the
Ministry of Higher Education. Government and non-government documents and statistics
on higher education, particularly private higher education system and labour market
demand were utilised and analysed.

The findings indicate the relatively high cost of enrolment in these institutions
particularly for the large number of nationals who are not in a position to afford such cost.
The academic and administrative structure of some of these institutions is fragile as they
are still new and are not yet completely established. Most of these institutions are heavily
dependent on tuition fees and government subsidies. The results also confirm that many
private institutions seek profit maximisation and this is linked to a relatively high cost and
no proven higher quality of provision.

Regarding quality aspects, the findings show that few private institutions attempted
to diversify the mechanisms of quality assurance to show that they provide relatively high-
quality study programmes, while many of them considered academic affiliation with
recognised international universities, whose programmes are already accredited, as an
essential factor for ensuring quality.

The present study also reveals that the more systematic scheme of quality assurance
currently adopted by the Oman Accreditation Council is so-called quality audit, as the first
stage in institutional accreditation. The emphasis of this approach is to assess the
effectiveness of an institution's quality enhancement process against the vision and mission
stated by the institution, besides the requirements and regulations set by the government
and affiliate institutions.

A number of recommendations are put forward to enhance the contribution of
private higher education in the country. Moreover, suggestions are made for further
research for the benefit of this sector, together with the promotion of a policy of human

resource development in the Sultanate.
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Chapter One

Chapter One

Introduction

“We devote great care and attention to the development and reform of
education in Oman. Our aims include the raising of standards and
updating the curriculum to make it richer and more relevant to the
needs of an ever changing world. These efforts recognise the
importance the Sultanate assigns to the development of its human
resources, to the fostering of scientific and technological
understanding and the creation of an educated population who can
make a positive contribution to the development process by dealing

confidently with change and new development.”
(From the speech of His Majesty Sultan Qaboos to the 33™ Session of the
UNESCO, Paris, October 4, 2005, Ministry of Education, 2009: 3)

1.1 Introduction

Formal education began in earnest in Oman in 1970, when His Majesty Sultan Qaboos
assumed power. In 1970, there were only three primary schools for boys, with a total of
909 students and not more than thirty teachers. There was neither an Omani curriculum nor
text books (Al-Nabhani, 1996). Therefore, all resources available were exploited by the
Ministry of Education in order to implement the policy of spreading education as widely as
possible. Since 1970, His Majesty’s speeches have repeatedly touched on this topic in one
way or another. Educating Omanis, “even under the shadow of a tree” was his main
concern.

This strategy was successful in spreading modern education to most parts of Oman.
Education in Oman has continued to grow. In the first Five-Year Plan of 1970-1975,
education started growing very fast in all parts of the Sultanate, by the year 1975, the
number of schools had reached 207, and in 1983 the curriculum for all three stages,
primary, intermediate and secondary was Omanised (Al-Hammami, 1999).

By the academic year 2008/2009, there were 1,047 state schools providing
education at primary, intermediate and secondary levels, with a total number of 540,332
students, half of whom were female, as shown in Table 1.1 below. The number of teachers

reached 43,149, of whom 38,398 were Omani nationals (Ministry of Education, 2009).
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Table 1.1: The number of schools, students and teachers in 2008/2009

Male Female Coed. Total
Schools
354 221 462 1,047
Male Female
Students 540,332
275,229 265,103
Male Female
Teachers 43,149
17,023 26,126

Source: Ministry of Education (2009), Oman.

At the beginning of the seventies, the Sultanate of Oman witnessed several changes
that affected social, economic and cultural life. In the 1980s it began to direct public
policies towards the development of higher education to meet the needs created by rapid
social development.

Oman, like many countries in the world, guarantees that every citizen has the right
to education. This has been well documented in Omani Law. Article 13 of the Basic
Statute of State (Official Gazette, 1996: 8), which deals with matters relating to education,
states that:

» “Education is a cornerstone for the progress of society, which the state
fosters and endeavours to spread and make accessible to all.”

* “Education aims to raise and develop the general cultural standard,
promote scientific thought, kindle the spirit of research, respond to the
requirements of economic and social plans, build a generation that is
physically and morally strong, that takes pride in its nation, country, and
preserves its achievements.”

* “The state provides public education, works to combat illiteracy and
encourages the establishment of private schools and institutes under its
supervision and according to the provisions of the Law.”

Furthermore, Oman’s successive Five-Year Development Plans have concentrated
on upgrading national human resources with education and training. The objective has
been to prepare Omanis with skills and knowledge to enable them to participate effectively
in national comprehensive development and serve their society. In line with the
government’s concern regarding its human resources, the public expenditure on education
has increased from one million Omani Rials to 866.7 million in 2008 (Ministry of National
Economy, 2009).

However, in the 1990s the Sultanate concentrated on the aims and policies of
private higher education, with the aim that it should contribute in comprehensive

development. Both the government and private sector have exerted efforts to expand the
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base of higher education in order to accommodate the increasing number of secondary
school leavers who cannot be admitted into state higher education institutions due to their
limited capacity and lack of financial and human resources. The policy of private higher
education in Oman aims to provide additional opportunities for higher education and at the
same time to alleviate the financial burden on the government. This trend has been focused
on in the Five-Year Plans and in the long-term strategy, known as the ‘Vision for Oman’s
Economy 2020’ (Ministry of National Economy, 2001). The Vision Conference for
Oman’s Economy 2020 was convened in July 1995. The resulting conference report
recognised that the world we are living in today is changing at a faster rate and in more
fundamental ways than ever before. The gaining of global knowledge, information and
technology and the development of advanced human skills are becoming essential
prerequisites for progress. In view of the current situation, and the challenges at local and

international levels, the broad focus of the vision of human resource development is to:

“develop human resources and the capabilities of the Omani people to
generate and manage technological changes efficiently, in addition to
facing the continuously changing local and international conditions, in a
way that ensures maintaining the Omani traditions and customs.”
(Ministry of National Economy, 2009: 71)

The vision also suggested that the Sultanate should achieve numerous targets by the
year 2020. Among these targets are: a) an efficient and competitive private sector, b) a
diversified dynamic globalised economy, c) well developed human resources, and d)
sustainable development within a stable macro-economic framework (Ministry of National
Economy, 2008).

To keep pace with targets set in the ‘Vision for Oman’s Economy 2020°, the Sixth
Five-Year Development Plan (2001-2005), for example, concentrated on numerous targets
in human resource development as well as economic dimensions. Among its objectives
was to increase the rate of enrolments in higher education to 52% with government support
and the allocation of scholarships to students joining private higher education. Besides,
promoting the Omanisation policy in the private sector, education quality assurance, and
supporting and encouraging the private sector to establish universities and colleges to meet
the needs of the labour market were also amongst the plan’s aims (Ministry of National
Economy, 2004).

Investigating the outcomes of the above mentioned Five-Year Plan reveals that a

number of the aims reviewed above have been achieved. For instance, the first private
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university, Sohar University, has been opened, and many private colleges have been
established. Moreover, more attention has been given to the quality of education with the
establishment of the Oman Accreditation Council.

However, the current Five-Year Development Plan (2006-2010) is the third phase
of the long-term development strategy for the period 1996-2020. Therefore, the
formulation of its main objectives was based on the long-term objectives and the main
dimensions approved for this strategy. The Seventh Five-Year Development Plan (2006-
2010) contains several components, among which are: improving the standard of living;
upgrading education and expanding higher education opportunities; providing employment
opportunities for nationals; developing the tourism and industry sectors; and encouraging
local and foreign private sector investments.

With the application of the privatisation policy, the Sultanate endeavours to
encourage individual initiatives for establishing institutions and investing money in
development, especially in the education sector. The private sector has responded by
establishing a number of private universities and colleges, which amounted to twenty-four
institutions in the academic year 2008/2009.

As the main objective of this study is to understand the rationales and objectives
behind the emergence of the private higher education sector in Oman, in addition to the
obstacles and challenges facing this sector, the following section offers the reader brief
background on the Sultanate of Oman. This is important as aspects of this context will help

create as full a picture as possible.

1.2 The Sultanate of Oman: An Overview
Throughout history, the Sultanate of Oman has been known by various names. The best
known are Majan, Mezoun and Oman. Sumerian tablets refer to a country called Majan,
thought to allude to Oman’s ancient copper mines. Mezoun is derived from the word muzn,
which means clouds and plentiful water, an indication that historically, water was abundant
in Oman in comparison with neighbouring Arab countries. The name Oman is said to
originate from Arab tribes who migrated to its territory from the Uman region of Yemen
(Al-Taie, Pickersgill, & Al-Taie, 1999; Ministry of Information, 2009).

Oman occupies the south-eastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula and shares
borders with the Republic of Yemen to the south-west, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia to the
west, the United Arab Emirates to the North, and the Arabian Sea in the east (see Figure

1.1). Oman is the third largest country in the Arabian Peninsula after the Kingdom of Saudi
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Arabia and the Republic of Yemen, with a total land area of 309,500 sq km (Ministry of

Information, 2009).

Figure 1.1: Map of the Sultanate of Oman
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As shown in Figure 1.1, Oman has four governorates: Muscat (the capital area),
Dhofar, Musandum and Al Buraimi. There are also five regions: Al Batinah, Adh
Dhahirah, Ad Dakhilyah, Ash Sharqiyah, and Al Wusta.

The population of Oman according to the 2003 census is 2,331,391, of whom
1,781,558 (76%) are Omani citizens and 549,833 (24%) non-Omani citizens (Ministry of
National Economy, 2004).

1.3 The Problem of the Study

As noted earlier, due to the fact that most efforts were placed on expanding general
education (pre-tertiary education) in order to accommodate the growing population of
young Omanis, the government, in 1990s, started to face a serious problem, namely, the
high increase in the number of secondary school graduates and the limited capacity of
public higher education institutions, which are unable to absorb them. This has led to the
fact that the growing number of Omani secondary school graduates had no chance but to
look for higher education abroad, after the public higher education institutions failed to
enrol most of them, as will be noted in Chapter Three.

Moreover, Oman's long-term economic strategy ' Vision 2020', which aims to
reduce dependence on oil and diversify the economy in the Sultanate, requires highly
educated nationals to participate in this field, and to replace many skilled non-Omani
citizens who now occupy higher positions in Oman's labour market, particularly in the
private sector. To achieve this goal efficiently, higher education institutions must be
expanded in terms of both quantity and quality. Quantitatively, the capacity of higher
education must be developed to a level sufficient to meet the socio-economic demands.
Qualitatively, the types of programmes and fields of study demanded by the society and
the labour market need to be focused on. With only one public university in the country,
Sultan Qaboos University, offering a comprehensive study programmes, and the remaining
public institutions focused on specialisations such as Nursing, Islamic studies, and banking
and financial studies, it would be not easy for the existing public institutions to meet the
needs of the 'Vision 2020' for Oman's economy.

To sum up, owing to the sharp increase in the number of secondary school
graduates and the rising demand of the labour market for qualified manpower, as well as
other economic and social reasons, together with financial austerity measures as a result of
competing demands from other public needs, the government encouraged, from 1996

onwards, the promotion and development of private higher education in Oman. The Omani
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government believes that the private sector should also work alongside public sector in the
development of human resources. Therefore, private higher education in Oman is expected
to play a crucial role, first, in recruiting those who do not have opportunity to enter public
higher education institutions; second, to contribute actively in the policy of Omanisation,
particularly in the private sector corporations and, third, to participate in Oman's
comprehensive development, which requires qualified human resources in different fields
and specialisations. The significant question that might be asked is to what degree Oman's
private higher education can achieve these rationales and objectives.

Moreover, in recent years, the private higher education system has started to face
certain challenges which it needs to address. Some of the major challenges facing this
sector include funding, access and equity, and quality aspects. The issue which this study

will investigate, therefore, is:

"Private Higher Education in the Sultanate of Oman: Rationales,

Development and Challenges''.

1.4 Objectives of the Study
The main purpose of this research is divided into the following specific objectives which

are to:

1. Investigate the rationales and objectives behind establishing private higher
education institutions in Oman, especially under the influence of current social and
economic demand;

2. Survey and analyse the development of private higher education in the country
together with the current status of this sector;

3. Examine the current challenges facing private universities and colleges in the
Sultanate;

4. Provide some recommendations to enable this sector to contribute effectively in

promoting the role of higher education in Oman.
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Figure 1.2 illustrates the main elements this study focuses on.

Figure 1.2: Key elements of the study’s objectives

Private Higher
Education (PHE) in
Oman

Rationales & Development Challenges
Objectives

1.5 Research Questions
To accomplish the above mentioned objectives, the research will attempt to answer the

following questions:

1. What are the rationales and objectives behind allowing the private sector to establish
private higher education institutions in Oman? And does this sector positively contribute
in achieving these objectives?

2. What are the challenges and issues that Oman's private higher education faces?

3. What procedures are recommended or suggested to improve private higher education
and increase the effectiveness of its contribution to comprehensive development in the
Sultanate?

1.6 The Significance of the Study

Research on private higher education is a relatively new phenomenon in the main sphere of
higher education research in the Arab region. As Levy (2005) emphasises, although there
has been a remarkable increase in research and publications about private higher education
in the West, this issue remains peripheral on the higher education research agenda in the

Arab world.
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The situation of private higher education in Oman and the role it could play in
Omani development, together with the challenges it faces, have not received adequate
attention as a topic of research. A perusal of previous academic studies reveals no specific
research dealing with private higher education in Oman, and the challenges that arose in
this sector. This might be due to its being a new phenomenon in the country, since the first
private college was established in 1996. There are, however, a few studies that deal with
basic education and higher education in Oman in general, such as Al-Hammami (1999),
“Education for the 21* Century: General education Reform in the Sultanate of Oman:
Motives, Nature and Strategies of Implementation”, which examines the nature of this
reform and the strategies of the ‘General Education’ reform in Oman. His study analyses
general education in Oman between 1970 and 1998. He concludes that reform is an
important endeavour in the educational system in the country, particularly as Oman is
moving to a new phase of the long-term strategy, 1996-2020, since educational syllabuses
must keep pace with that strategy.

Al-Manthri (2001a) has carried out a study entitled “Education Reform in Oman
1970-2001: The Changing Roles of Teachers and Principals in Secondary Schools”, in
which he examines the development of education, including higher education, in Oman.
He also points out that in 1971 around 700 students were selected by the Ministry of
Education to continue higher education studies outside Oman, as well as a thousand
students who had already sent abroad to pursue their university education. Al-Manthri
concludes that both school teachers and principals should be well prepared and
rehabilitated in order to acclimatise to the new education reform.

Another study looks at higher education and its role in human resource
development in Oman. Al-Lamki (1992), “Higher Education and Underemployment in
Oman”, describes the role of the government with regards to human resource development.
The study discusses the degree of relevance of post-secondary education level, particularly
vocational education, to the local labour market. Al-Lamki also lists some obstacles, which
she believes hinder Omanisation programmes, particularly in the private sector. These
include:

* The majority of employees in the private sector labour market are non-Omani citizens.
* The training environment in the private sector is comparatively neglected. This situation
has led to many nationals lagging behind non-national employees, who have longer work-

life experience.
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» Lack of a coherent link between vocational institutions and the skills required by the
labour market.

At the end of her study, Al-Lamki recommends that the government should initiate
a comprehensive strategic human resource plan by taking into account the national
economy and labour market demands.

The higher education system in the Sultanate has also received attention from other
researchers. For example, Al-Hajri (2002) describes in his study, “Human Capital Theory
and the Financing of Higher Education in Oman” a few authorities in charge of higher
education and the establishment of Higher Education Council. The study examines the
financial system of higher education in the country, arguing that funding of public higher
educations needs to be improved. Al-Hajri concludes by suggesting that the capacity of
higher education institutions in Oman should be increased to meet socio-economic
demand.

In another study, by Al-Ramadhani (2003), “Higher Education Development in
Oman 1970-2002: Challenges and Achievements”, the researcher traces the development
of higher education since the 1970s. The study also discusses the efforts made by the
government during the 1990s to achieve stability in the higher education system. The
author recommends that the role of the Council of Higher Education should be activated in
drawing up general policies of higher education in Oman, and that concrete links should be
established among all institutions to achieve maximum collaboration.

Al-Bulushi (2003) has conducted a study that examines the accreditation system in
Oman and the importance of this mechanism to enhance quality in the local higher
education institutions. In his study, “Accreditation in an International Context: Prospects
for Implementation in the Omani Higher Education System”, Al-Bulushi suggests that
since the subject of accreditation is new in the country, workshops about the accreditation
process need to be designed for higher education institutions.

Al-Hashmi (2005) discusses the main factors influencing secondary school
students’ decisions to enter higher education in his study, “Factors Influencing Secondary
School Students’ Decisions to Enter Higher Education: Implications for Higher Education
Capacity in the Sultanate of Oman”. The study examines the capacity of higher education
in the country to meet the high demand for higher education in the country. He suggests
that part-time study courses should be offered at Sultan Qaboos University and other
public institutions of higher education to meet the increasing need for higher education,

and that more scholarships should be allocated. He also proposes that public expenditure to
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higher education should be increased to keep pace with the growing number of secondary
school graduates.

Based on the foregoing, it can be noted that the above-listed studies do not discuss
the private higher education system in Oman, nor the challenges facing this sector. By
investigating the rationale for the recent moves to develop higher education, the current
role of the sector, and the issues affecting the ability of these institutions to contribute in
Omani development, this study makes an original contribution to knowledge.

Furthermore, this research can support higher education policy makers in their
decision making process and in mapping a constructive strategy for private higher
education in the country. This study is also important in practical terms because, based on
examination of the current state of private higher education in Oman and the challenges it
faces, it will present some recommendations for promoting the role of this sector in the

Sultanate.

1.7 The Study Approach

This study is based on the analysis of numerous texts and official documents, which are
rarely made available to anyone apart from decision-makers in education. Examples of
these documents include official reports and correspondence, governmental statistics and
unpublished papers, which have to do with education, the economy and human resources
development.

Moreover, the writer has obtained supporting materials and documents concerning
conferences, seminars and meetings on higher education at national and international level,
besides academic studies, selected references and books on the subject of this research,
collected from libraries in Oman and Germany, particularly from the library of the
International Centre for Higher Education Research (INCHER-Kassel), University of
Kassel.

In addition, semi-structured interviews were conducted to survey the current state
of private higher education in Oman and the challenges it faces (the seventh chapter

explains the research method in greater details).

1.8 Structure of the Thesis
This study has ten chapters, including this chapter. Chapter One includes background
information about the research problem. It highlights the research questions and objectives

and sets out its significance, approach with reference to previous studies, approaches, as
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well as structure of the thesis. In addition, it provides an overview about the Sultanate of
Oman. In Chapter Two, empirical evidence is reviewed on rationales for the emergence of
private higher education together with its functions from the international perspective.
Chapter Three focuses on the motivations and rationales behind establishment of private
higher education institutions in Oman. It analyses governmental and non—-governmental
documents and reports related to this subject. Chapter Four examines the stages of
development of the private sector in Oman. Moreover, the certificates and programmes that
private higher education offers, and its link to the demands for labour market are
highlighted. In Chapter Five, funding mechanisms of private sector higher education
together with the challenges facing this system are discussed. In addition, mechanisms for
providing students with aid to make their study possible are presented. Chapter Six
focuses on the regulatory regimes of private higher education, with special reference to the
regulations in place related to the Oman’s private institutions. The system of supervision of
these institutions is highlighted, and some observations are made on the Omani private
higher education institutions. Moreover, the role of the government in promoting quality
assurance in this sector is discussed. Chapter Seven describes the research methodology
selected and then goes on to explain in detail the application of the methodology in the
field and the limitations faced. Chapter Eight analyses the semi-structured interviews. It
uses a descriptive approach to describe the rationales, motivations, and the challenges and
issues faced by private higher education in the country to answer the questions of the
study. In Chapter Nine, the findings from both the documentary data and the semi-
structured interviews are discussed and construed. In Chapter Ten, conclusions, policy
implications and recommendations are presented. In addition, suggestions for further
research are offered.

In the next chapter, Chapter Two, the relevant literature and empirical evidence

regarding the rationales of private higher education and its functions are reviewed.
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Chapter Two

Rationales and Types of Private Higher Education:
International Perspective

2.1 Introduction
Higher education has always been a priority on the state agenda. It is an engine for national
growth, a repository for and creator of knowledge, a catalyst for innovation, and the
principal instrument for the conservation of national heritage and culture. Higher
education, undoubtedly, is an investment in a nation’s most crucial resource, human
resource, whose return on investment is pivotal in a country’s drive for social and
economic development. It can be argued that higher education is one of the building blocks
for national development driven by the demands of a growing, upwardly mobile
population.

The former president of the United States of America, Bill Clinton (1992),
emphasised that:

“The key to our economic strength in America today is productivity of
growth...in the 1990s and beyond, the universal spread of education,
computers, and high-speed communications means that what we earn will
depend on what we can learn and how well we can apply what we learn to
the workplaces of America.” (Bill Clinton, 1992, cited in Nafi, 2005: 19)
Thus, the nucleus for development will be knowledge and skills, if the nation
wishes to take its place in international competition.
In the case of Oman, His Majesty Sultan Qaboos, Sultan of Oman, in his speech on
the occasion of the graduation of the first group of students from Sultan Qaboos University
in 1990, emphasised the importance of education in general, and higher education in

particular, in developing the country. He asserted that:

“Forming and training man is a laborious process. Yet it is a necessary
process. We shall, for our part, spare no effort to provide opportunities for
the training of Omanis at all levels of education, particularly higher
education.” (Ministry of Information, 1992: 20)

Therefore, nations which seek to develop and command respect regard education as
an essential passport to individual and social progress, as well as economic growth.
Moreover, in the changing world, education must not be seen merely as a fundamental
right but as a vital tool for the development process and for shaping the globalisation
phenomenon.

UNESCO (1996: 79) pointed out that:
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“Education should fit humanity to take control of its own development. It
must enable all people without exception to take their destiny into their own
hands so that they can contribute to the progress of the society in which they
live, founding developments upon the responsible participation of individuals
and communities.”

In the 21* century, global wealth is greatly concentrated in the knowledge, skills
and resourcefulness of people, which are increasingly critical to the world economy. In an
increasingly knowledge-driven society, more and more people are seeking education for a
better future, as they believe that education is the key to good jobs and a higher standard of
living.

Malcolm Gillis (1999) strongly asserts this point, emphasising that:

“Today, more than ever before in human history, the wealth- or poverty- of

nations depends on the quality of higher education. Those with a larger

repertoire of skills and a greater capacity of learning can look forward to

lifetimes of unprecedented economic fulfilment. But in the coming decades

the poorly educated face little better than the dreary prospect of lives of quiet

desperation.” (Malcolm Gillis, President of Rice University, 12 February
1999, cited in World Bank, 2000: 15)

The above statement implies that states, as well as individuals, have an interest in
the availability of high quality higher education as a means of developing citizens and
contributing to their welfare.

However, the recent economic development, especially after the collapse of the
Soviet Union, has led to the reconsideration of many principles, including those of
education (Tilak, 1991). One major characteristic of this change is a reconsideration of the
responsibility of the state for education, and recognition of the need to allow the private
sector to participate in this process. As Geiger (2004: 1) states:

“The global picture of changed with the collapse of the Soviet Union Empire.
The higher education vacuum created by dysfunctional and deteriorating
communist systems was gradually filled by private ventures. Suddenly, a
large part of the globe was transformed from having no private higher
education to relying on a large and differentiated private sector for a
substantial part of their needs.”

However, the call to establish private higher education institutions (Tilak, 1991) is
not ascribed to economic factors, but rather to the difficulties that governments face in
financing the advancement of state higher education, while at the same time demands for
access and skilled personnel remain high. Thus, privatisation is suggested. Altbach
(1999a: 68) maintains that the prominence of private higher education is linked to the
ideology of privatisation that is so influential at present, and with the trend, worldwide, to

cut public spending:
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“Private higher education is one of the most dynamic and fast-growing
segments of post-secondary education at the turn of 21st century. A
combination of unprecedented demand for access to higher education and
the inability or unwillingness of governments to provide the necessity support
has brought private higher education to the forefront.”

Oman is no exception to this international trend. In Oman, the existing higher
education system does not fully meet the needs of the private sector, in terms of the
required mix of specializations and necessary competencies. For this reason, and owing to
the difference between basic and post-secondary education, coupled with the financial
austerity as a result of competing demands from other public needs, a Royal Decree was
issued in 1996 to promote the development of private higher education in the Sultanate
(Ministry of Higher Education, 2005).

With this in mind, for the purposes of this study, in order to build a wider
understanding of the phenomenon of private higher education, the rationale for and roles of
private higher education need to be considered. To achieve the above objectives, this
chapter will attempt, by reviewing the relevant literature, to examine key priorities,
motivations and rationales for the appearance of private higher education worldwide and
with special reference to Oman. The aim in so doing is to establish a background for the
next chapter, which will discuss in greater details certain elements related to rationales and
motivations for the emergence of private higher education in the Sultanate. These themes
will be discussed through the analysis of numerous texts and official documents in this
domain. This will provide a broad view of this field, enabling discussion of the topic of

private higher education in Oman to be contextualised.

2.2 Privatisation versus Private Higher Education

The concept of 'privatisation' is well developed and elaborated in the economic and
industrial sectors but not so in the educational field (Tilak, 1991). It is not easy to define
the concept because it comes in many forms. According to Walford (1990), it does not
have a clear-cut definition because, contrary to what is thought by many writers (Altbach,
1999b; Al-Mulais, 2001) it does not relate only to ownership, finance and control.
Privatisation in its holistic framework should be reviewed as an integrated process within
the parameters of a free market place and economic structure, including flexibility,
profitability, competition and quality. Given the challenges of funding, indeed, it is
necessary to rethink the traditional concepts of private and public education by providing a

framework that can include quality and profitability, as well as innovation and flexibility.
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Thus, privatisation is a concept that needs to be more closely examined. Perhaps it
signifies the taking over of ailing, unmanaged public sector enterprises by the private
sector. But can a university be put up for sale? As a matter of fact, privatisation is an
economics-related term which is hardly applicable in this context. Education experts (see
for example, Geiger, 1986; Altbach, 1999a) claim that privatisation in higher education
does not entail the selling of government universities to the private sector, which is the
general understanding of privatisation in economic institutions, or floating shares in the
security markets to be exchanged by businessmen. As Fahmi (2000) indicates, it simply
means allowing higher education institutions to be established by individuals or companies
or non-government authorities which do not primarily intend to make profits; yet this
should not prevent those who establish and invest in these institutions from acquiring
economic returns. From the researcher’s point of view, the concept of privatisation
proposed by Fahmi cannot be generalised worldwide. This is due to the fact that many of
the private institutions of higher education operating in developing countries are for-profit
institutions, which rely mainly on student fees as a major source of financing, offer courses
in market-friendly subject areas, and at times are affiliated to universities based abroad.
Further explanation on this point will be provided later in this chapter. Starr (1988: 5)
argues that privatisation has come primarily to mean two things: (1) any shift of activities
or functions from the state to the private sector; and, more specifically, (2) any shift of the
production of goods and services from public to private.

Translating the meaning of privatisation to the higher education field, it is very
difficult to find a unified approach, as privatisation meanings vary from the emergence of a
considerable number of higher education institutions in Central and South Eastern Europe
to the definition of privatisation for Western Europe (Teixeira & Amaral, 2001: 364),
where, with the exception of Portugal, privatisation has meant diversification of funding
sources and increased competition among institutions associated with the development of
quasi-market structures for higher education. The notion “quasi-market”, as identified by
Reisz (2003), refers to the creation of an environment where choice can influence the
supply of services from a number of providers. He claims that quasi-markets are in many
respects not markets, since the major difference is the fact that purchasing power comes
from the state or another appointing agent acting as a purchaser for the benefit of the real

client (e.g. students).
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New funding sources, however, have been identified, for example by selling
services, increasing tuition fees or outsourcing some services to the private sector
(Hauptman, 2006a).

Varghese (2004b) distinguishes between privatisation and private sector in higher
education. He suggests that privatisation entails applying private sector or market
principles in the operation and management of the institutions of higher education while
ownership rests within the public domain. Private sector, in contrast, signifies the growth
of the non-public sector in higher education. In most cases, this sector does not receive
funding from the government and as Tilak (1991) notes, it does not rely on state funding
for its increase and expansion. According to Varghese (2004b: 7), there are five forms of
privatisation of public institutions: privatisation of services in public institutions,
privatisation as cost sharing, public-financed privatisation, corporatisation of universities,
and private management of public education. Table 2.1 describes briefly the features of

each form.

Table 2.1: Varghese’s five forms of privatisation of public institutions

Form Feature Example

This form currently exists in many
public institutions worldwide.

- Many public utilities, support
services, and student support systems
are contracted out to private agencies
on a full pricing basis.

- Engrosses the withdrawal of subsidies
on lodging and food provided in
student hostels.

Privatisation of
services in public
institutions

In Oman, for example, many of
supporting services (restaurants,
transport, sport centres, cleaning, etc.)
in public institutions are contracted out
to private enterprises.

Includes two forms:

A. cost recovery which is affected
mainly through levying fees from direct
beneficiaries.

- Student loans are very common in
many African countries (e.g. Ghana,

Privatisation as Nigeria).

public education

private  institutions manage the

institution, including the funds.

cost sharing B. delayed payment that comes when | - Uganda and Kenya have introduced a
students are supported through loan | system whereby private sponsored
scholarship schemes, which they have | students pay a low rate of fees.
to repay at a later stage.

- Th h tem i le of . .
e i e e | Pl n e US e alady

Public-financed | P & competin TOsS P legislated on this issue.

R sectors through public funding. .

privatisation - - Netherlands has introduced such a
- It permits parents to choose scheme
institutions for their children. '

.o Some universities have established cost | Malaysia permits public universities to

Corporatisation . . . . . .

L, units, companies or corporations with [ borrow money, acquire investment

of universities . . .
functional autonomy. shares and enter into business ventures.

. Funding for private institutions is | Countries such as India, where a very

Private offered by the public authority, but | high proportion of colleges is private,

Management of

represent a good example of this trend
(Tilak, 1999).

Own analysis after Varghese (2004b).
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However, a simple definition was proposed by Al-Humaidi (1999: 230). He defines
private higher education as:

“Post-secondary education implemented by the private business sector, with
full responsibility for establishing, administrating and funding, either
through student paid tuition or through scholarship granting organisations.”

Applying the above definition, private higher education in Oman can be defined as
different types of programmes provided by universities and colleges established by the
private business sector for study periods from two and a half years to seven years after
secondary education, and for those who have obtained a higher diploma and wish to
proceed towards a university degree. It also provides opportunities for graduate studies
(currently they offer some master programmes, mainly MBA and Educational
Management) in coordination with foreign universities.

However, since higher education is considered as mix-goods, the Government of
Oman heavily subsidised the commencement and ongoing operation of private institutions.
Financial and technical incentives were provided directly and indirectly (for further details,
see Chapter Five).

Thus, whenever the term “privatisation” appears in this study, it is intended to refer
to private higher education. In other words, and to avoid contradiction and confusion to the
reader, the terms ‘private higher education’ and ‘privatisation of higher education’ will be
used interchangeably in this research.

By and large, the types and functions of private higher education will provide a

clearer picture of the terminology. This, however, will be discussed later in greater detail.

2.3 Development of Private Higher Education
Although privatisation has assumed greater importance as a policy strategy in the
development of education recently, from a historical perspective, privatisation is not a new
phenomenon, since this type of education was the only option (Tilak, 1991) until the
establishment of state education. In the Middle Ages, private sector higher education in
Europe was established and monitored by students or staff unions. Such education
institutions were normally affiliated to religious organisations or supported by province
governors (Al-Ramadhani, 2003). According to Geiger (1986), church and state were the
major designers of higher education institutions as the beginning of the modern era.

In Europe, for instance, the origins of non-governmental higher education can be
traced back to the eleventh century, with establishment of Bologna University in Italy in

1088, as the first university offering a university degree in the world (Al-Sarmi, 2009).

18



Chapter Two

In the United States of America, the commencement of higher education dates to
the nineteenth century, as non state (non-profit) higher education, relying on tuition fees. In
1860, private higher education institutions numbered 750 universities and colleges (Al-
Sarmi, 2009). However, compared to non-state higher education in the United States, state
higher education has increased dramatically. This can be contributed to the policy adopted
by the government of strongly supporting state universities. For example, in 1816, the
Morill Act was issued, granting lands only for public or state universities (Mohammed,
2009).

In Asia, particularly South Asian countries, establishment of these institutions was
based on a non-governmental funding formula. Its ideology was concentrated on non-profit
organisations and the objective of founding such institutions was to contribute in spreading
knowledge in certain specialisations. Some of these institutions adopted cultural and
religious dimensions (Altbach and Levy, 2005). The number of these institutions was not
large. However, in the last decades of the twentieth century, a tremendous change occurred
in these countries, with a rapid increase in numbers of private universities and colleges, of
which the majority tended to become profit-driven.

In the Arab world, private higher education emerged earlier than the appearance of
state education, and was in the form of religious or missionary institutions, which were
administered by Muslim scholars, such as Al-Azhar University in Egypt and A’Zaytona
University in Tunisia (Al-Ramadhani, 2003).

In Oman, private education was established many centuries ago and was available
in mosques, private houses, public buildings and castles. Resources for financing this
education were grants and donations, or the payment of fees, but sometimes the teaching
was voluntary. However, religion, Arabic, history, basic mathematics, poetry and literature
were the only subjects taught at these establishments. According to Al-Dhahab (1987),
private schools were the only education available until the end of the 1960s. The American
Missionary School was situated in Muscat Governorate, the capital of Oman, and there
were some other private schools in different regions of Oman. However, these schools
ceased to exist when state schools were opened throughout the country.

Based on the above, it can be argued that the concept of private higher education is
not new. However, due to the development in the international economy, the accelerated
progress of information science and technology, governments’ financial deficit in
financing higher education, or as Geiger (1987: 6) suggests, their unwillingness to pay any

more, and the noticeable growth in population, "there has been a resurgence of interest in
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private higher education. Oman, as mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, shares, to
a great extent, these global rationales, and has invited the private sector to invest in higher
education.

The Arab world generally has witnessed a rapid increase in the number of private
universities. By 2001 there were some 72 private universities, representing some 41% of
the total number of Arab universities (Mahmoud, 2001).

The newest regional site, in the Middle East, of sudden private development from
near zero to a considerable number of private higher education institutions is the Arab Gulf
States (Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and United Arab Emirates).

In the Gulf countries, as in many countries of the world, private higher education is
valued for many reasons, with different emphases according to national circumstances -
intellectual independence from the state, diversity of provision, additional capacity and
operational effectiveness. Although the second half of the last century was the period of
the appearance of private higher education in the Gulf region, most private universities in
the Gulf countries were established in the first decade of the new millennium particularly

in 2001/2002. Table 2.2 gives examples of these institutions.
Table 2.2: Private universities and colleges established in the GCC, 2001/2002

Country Institution Affiliated with Year

. The Gulf University for The University of Missouri at St

Kuwait Science & Technology Louis, USA 2002
. The University College of .

Bahrain Science & Technology Georgia College, Canada 2002

Oman Sohar University The University of Queensland, 2001

Australia

Qatar Weill Cornell Medical College Cornell University, USA 2002

United Arab British University The University of Edinburgh, UK | 2002

Emirates

Source: Observatory on Borderless Higher Education (OBHE) (2002).

Alternative institutional models in the region are the Syrian Virtual University, in
partnership with various North American universities, and the Arab Open University,
working with the UK Open University (OBHE, 2002).

Another feature of transnational education that can be seen only in the Gulf States
is so-called ‘education hubs’. This is another illustration of the level of interest in this kind
of education. In 2007, Bahrain announced plans to establish a higher education hub in
cooperation with a foreign partner. Three such establishments are already in place:
Knowledge Village in Dubai, University City in Sharjah, both in the UAE, and Education
City in Qatar (OBHE, 2007). However, the question might be asked whether there is

sufficient demand in the region for establishing such projects. If population size is
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considered, then Bahrain, Qatar and the UAE have only small populations (around 3
million collectively) and already have a range of foreign programmes in operation.

Recruitment of regional and international students seems to be important to the
successful development of the hub, since in Bahrain and Kuwait, expatriates make up over
half of the population, and in Qatar and the UAE, non-citizens represent 80% of the
population (Coffman, 2003). However, enrolment figures for the three hubs currently in
operation are relatively small, at least in two of these zones. According to OBHE (2007: 3),
collectively the 15 institutions operating in Dubai’s Knowledge Village enrol 6,000
students, but on average this is fewer than 500 students per university. Similarly, in Qatar
no university is reported to have more than 400 students enrolled. Based on the brief data
available about these hubs, it can be argued that whether there will be adequate demand to
operate such hubs in the region will depend on whether participating institutions can
succeed in attracting students not only from the Gulf region but from the whole Middle
East region and beyond. Moreover, demonstrating sufficient student demand and/or
already viable operations will also have an impact on the attractiveness of these hubs for
foreign institutions. Although facilities and financial subsidies provided by the host
countries might attract foreign providers, well-known international universities will most
certainly be looking for other benefits, such as academic benefits, increased brand
visibility, research and development collaboration, in order to provide an ongoing
commitment to these establishments.

Based on the above, the revolution from small to large private enrolment is mostly
a phenomenon of the developing world. The only developed country with majority private
enrolment is Japan. If we consider South Korea and Taiwan as now developed, then they
join the short list. Generally speaking, education in developing countries is more privatised
than in many advanced countries. Compared to the rest of the Middle East, Oman was
early in initiating private higher education, in the second half of the 1990s.

It is important, however, to examine the phenomenon of private higher education
from different aspects, besides its development, by highlighting its functions, types and
rationales. By so doing, a clearer picture will appear. In addition, issues such as whether or
not private higher education is a healthy phenomenon in the general system of higher
education will be debated. This will allow us to investigate the validity of Bernasconi’s
(2004: 2) claim that “the literature of private higher education internationally shows that
private higher education brings diversity, especially when compared to the public tertiary

education sector, along the dimensions of finance, control, mission, and scope of
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functions. We know that, in general, private universities rely on a narrower range of
financial sources than publics, with tuition fees as the paramount resource”. Or is it
simply, as the World Bank (2000) declares, that with the liberalisation phenomenon and
strain on resources, governments would like to dilute their support and shift the burden to
the private sector? Nowadays with the unprecedented expansion of higher education, it is
difficult for governments to perform their role. The most frequent arguments found in the
literature in favour of private higher education are related to its ability to reduce the
burden of government expenditure, to increase the diversity of choice and access, and to
make education providers more accountable to their clients. The proponents of private
education argue that private provision would result in more resources flowing into
education, more efficient use of resources, and consequently, more equitable access to
education (World Bank, 1994; Sanyal, 1998). From the World Bank (1994) point of view,
the private provision of higher education enlarges educational opportunities at little or no
direct public cost, particularly in countries where the capacity of public institutions is very
limited. Moreover, it is also argued that private sector higher education can respond
efficiently and flexibly to the changing demands of both students and the labour market.
Patrinos (1990: 162) emphasises that private suppliers are more attentive to the needs and
requirements of their patrons “because they depend heavily on tuition fees for covering
their operating costs”.

However, rapid growth of the private sector of higher education often left behind a
question of quality. This situation could be more likely in developing countries (Tilak,
1991) where the nations lack the resources to fund the expansion of the public sector higher
education, yet face increasing demand based on ideologies of educational development and
growth in population. Levy (1999) supported this view, attributing this situation to the
insufficient, if not absent, government subsidies in developing countries to the private
institutions of higher education. Moreover, there is usually little state aid to students in the
private sector institutions, in the form of either means-based scholarships or student loans.

Gregory (2001) claims that in some countries such as Brazil and the Philippines,
private institutions of higher education cost less per student, especially in excess demand
situations, since many private universities’ expenditures per student were 30% to 40% of
public ones. However, Gregory’s statement should be further and more deeply explained
and discussed. For private sector higher education, low cost does not, in all cases, means
full commitment guaranteeing quality in the educational process. Rather, it may result from

low-quality inputs per student, such as the ratio of academic staff per student, books per
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student, laboratory equipment per student, and teaching hours of staff per week, as well as
the ratio of part-time to full-time academic staff.

James (1991) mentions one of these criteria or elements that have direct effect on
the issue of quality; recruitment of academics. He emphasised that recruitment of low-
quality academics with inadequate qualifications at low salary might reduce the cost of
education at the cost of quality. For instance, in Japan, teacher cost per student was four
times higher in public universities than in many private ones, excluding Waseda University
and Keio University from the list, since all private universities in Japan aspire to become a
little Waseada or a little Keio (Asonuma, 2002). In the Philippines, teacher salaries in
public universities could be as high as two times that of private universities. These
explanations gave the political rationale for introduction and increase of public subsidies to
private universities in Japan (Oba, 2005).

Moreover, cost reduction might affect the educational process in academic circles
and in society as a whole; for example, teaching as against research, undergraduate
programmes as against postgraduate programmes, human and social sciences as against
applied sciences and engineering. In fact, it is likely that the private sector applies negative
procedures to secure a greater and faster profit by imposing higher fees and focusing on
commercial programmes, which aim at securing employment and professional success,
without giving any consideration to knowledge, research, values and community service. In
a document, “Higher Education in the Arab Region 1998-2003” prepared by UNESCO
(2003: 7), it is pointed out that “of the twelve new [private] universities established since
1999 in Egypt, Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Somalia, Syria and Tunisia, only four emphasise
science and technology in their curriculum while the rest are heavily skewed towards the
humanities”. In the researcher’s view, this could be ascribed to two main factors. First,
humanities programmes are less costly compared to scientific programmes such as
medicine, engineering, etc. Second, there might have been no authentic survey as to
whether these programmes meet the demands of students, the labour market and society.
Supporting the argument above, UNESCO (2003: 7) points out that:

“There is as yet no evidence that these new universities have succeeded in
lifting the strain and alleviating the pressure on the higher education system
in the region. Nor is there any evidence, with few exceptions, that they have
provided students with more diversity or are succeeding to meet the needs of
students, society, the labour market and the requirements of the global
economy.”’
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UNESCQO’s statement highlights a very critical issue with regard to the higher
education strategies in the Arab region. It is very important for the benefits of societies in
this region that a clear vision should be formulated of different aspects of national
development, and education, particularly higher education, would be a priority. To
accomplish this goal, missions of higher education should be set in line with the needs and
interest of all segments of the community. Moreover, advancement and rapid changes in
the world labour market, not only within the countries of Arab region, but also globally,
must be considered.

Thus, one issue among others, which this study attempts to highlight, is the degree
of relevance of programmes offered in Omani private higher education institutions to the
requirements of the Omani labour market.

Another argument put forward in favour of private higher education, as Schneider
(1997) emphasises, is that in differentiated demand situations, private institutions of higher
education would appear to be superior in quality in some important respects because they
are freely chosen when less costly public alternatives are available. Schneider (1997) draws
an example from Pakistan, where a sectarian teacher training institution shows how a
private institution can do better than public institutions just by increasing the motivation of
the staff and the students and improving work ethics. Shortage and inflexibility of public
service has been cited as an obstacle to enhancing the work performance of the academic
staff. However, Schneider’s view in this respect cannot be generalised, and more research
is required to prove this phenomenon

In the Omani context, the government is aware that private higher education needs
special support at the stage of its inception. Therefore, encouragement and financial
assistance have been provided through a number of actions, such as the provision of
suitable land for buildings, financial contribution to the paid-up capital, exemption from
custom taxes on leading material (for further details, please see Appendices 1a, 1b and 1c).

A wide range of research (Altbach, 1999a, 1999b; Asmal, 2004; Levy, 2005) warns
that, while private higher education helps meet the growing demand for tertiary education,
provides more opportunities to students, and creates diversification, it also brings problems
of finance, quality, access and equity. Although these challenges will be discussed in
greater detail in this study, a brief discussion might useful for the reader. Regarding
financial problems, it worth mentioning that private higher education bylaws, in many
cases, do not provide incentives for private contributions. In Oman, for example, under

Royal Decree 41/99 allowing the private sector to found universities, the goal of such
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universities should not be profit-making (Official Gazette, 1999). However, laws of
establishment of private higher education institutions in many other countries such as
Kuwait, Bahrain, Lebanon and Morocco, do not refer to this point. The Kuwaiti law of
private higher education No. 34/2000, for example, has left this issue open (Al-Atiqi & El-
Azma, 2007).

The issue of financial supervision and accountability concerns, to a great extent,
not-for-profit public or private institutions. Nevertheless, the topic is also of crucial
concern to other degree-granting, for-profit institutions. For-profit educational institutions
are a relatively recent phenomenon (Geiger, 1986). The University of Phoenix, the largest
provider in the United States initiated operations in 1998 and had enrolled over 150,000
students by 2004 (Phillips, 2007). These suppliers are the fastest growing academic
institutions with their central companies often included or listed in the common stock
market and are the most difficult for regulators and controllers. A lawsuit filed in 2004
accused the University of Phoenix of providing recruiters with incentives to enrol
unqualified students, a case that Phoenix University settled for around $10 million
(Phillips, 2007).

However, one might question, if most institutions of private higher education in
developing countries do not seek profit, then how will they survive. In fact, the issue here is
how can profitability in educational institution be measured? In the researcher’s view, this
is based on the founders’ background and their views on investment on higher education. If
the founders mainly concentrate on profit-making, educational goals, such as creating a
scientific research environment, giving attention to knowledge, values and community
service, will be neglected.

For this reason, government should pay this issue careful attention. This can be
achieved by enacting bylaws and regulations determining the goals and objectives of these
institutions. However, given the absence of a culture of donation towards educational
institutions, coupled with the weakness of the business sector in supporting higher
education, the link between higher education institutions and the labour market as well as a
society as a whole, in developing countries, remains limited.

Al-Manthri (2001b: 506), the former Minister of Higher Education in Oman, and

currently the Chairman of the State Council, described this important issue as follows:
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“We look forward to seeing a society interested in higher education, a
‘donor’ society that willing the support higher education institutions. We are
encouraging to support of well-to-do individuals, businessmen and private
sector organisations to contribute to higher education, , whose returns will
be for the country as a whole.”

From the discussion and argument above, simple but important questions need to
be asked: what is the role of the private higher education? While private education has
existed at all instructional levels, why does private higher education have special
characteristics and deserve separate consideration? The following section attempts to

answer these questions.

2.4 Rationales and Objectives of Private Higher Education
In the introduction to his book, “Private Prometheus: Private higher education and
development in the 21% century”, Altbach (1999c¢: VII) emphasises that:

“Private higher education is perhaps the fastest-growing segment of
postsecondary education worldwide, yet it is little understood.”

Experts and practitioners (Buchbinder & Newson, 1990; Salmi & Verspoor, 1994;
Levy, 2003, 2005) argue that private higher education helps meet the growing demand for
higher education, provides more opportunities to students, promotes diversity, and expands
access to higher education and improves services. Experience of other countries’ private
higher education has demonstrated that privatisation allows more flexibility and
adaptability of higher education to market needs. This has resulted in adoption of a market
orientation approach in higher education (Buchbinder & Newson, 1990; Salmi &
Verspoor, 1994). However, as Levy (2005) argues, one of the major challenges facing
private higher education institutions is the issue of merging or combination between
quality and profitability as well as innovation and flexibility.

Researchers like Geiger (1986); Levy (1986); James (1991); Zumeta (1997) and
Altbach (1998, 1999) have paid a great deal of attention to the issue of state higher
education policies’ effect on private higher education, and hence to the rationales and
functions of private education within a given state’s policy. This section highlights the

motivations and factors that foster the emergence of the private higher education sector.

2.4.1 Decline of public expenditure on higher education
With a contentious trend towards inability or unwillingness of governments or states
(Levy, 2006) to foot the bill for the great bulk of higher education, together with increasing

numbers of students wishing to continue their higher education, a new way of providing
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educational service has appeared, through for-profit private higher education institutions.
In other words, higher education has come to be seen as a commodity that can be provided
like any other paid-for services. There has been a spread of this idea of establishing higher
education institutions with profit-making objectives in many countries of the world,
together with the opening of doors to the private sector to enter this sphere. Nevertheless,
experts in higher education have issued warning signals about the dangers of this trend and
its possible negative impact on higher education (see for example, Tilak, 1991; Altbach,
1999a; Levy, 2005). Despite this pessimistic view about private higher education, there are
optimistic attitudes toward this sector and the role it could play in the field of higher
education. These contrasting views on the private higher education phenomenon will be
highlighted in this chapter.

By and large, private higher education in many countries cannot meet the demands
of the majority of the society (Tilak, 1991). Conversely, many public higher education
institutions are geared towards being investment organisations in many of their activities
and functions, with encouragement and support from their governments in order to
minimize their dependence on direct support from states and governments (Varghese,
2004b). However, in the vast majority of developed countries, governments contribute in
different ways in funding the higher education sector, with not less than one third of their
budgets. For example, the average contribution of Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) states in funding higher education is 76% (King, Douglass &
Feller, 2007). Table 2.3 shows the percentage of governmental funding of higher education

in OECD.
Table 2.3: Percentage of public funding in OECD countries

Countries %o of funding
Sweden, Portugal, Greece, Austria, Finland, Norway,
. <90
Denmark, Swiss.
France, Ireland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Belgium,
Germany, Iceland.

<80% >90%

Italy, Spain, Hungary, Netherlands. <70% >80%
Poland, Mexico, United Kingdom <60% >70%
Canada, New Zealand <50% > 60%
S. Korea, Japan, United States of America <23% >50%
Average 76%

Source: King et al. (2007).

However, the Arab region spends 5.4% of GDP per year on public universities and
colleges, compared with 5.0% in industrialized countries and 3.8% in developing
countries. It has been calculated that 20% of Arab total spending on education goes to

public higher education (Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, 2002). The
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issue of funding higher education, however, will be discussed in greater details in Chapter
Five.

The shortage of expenditure on higher education, the increasing number of students
seeking higher education, and the inability of public universities and colleges to meet these
demands, are all together forming a factor in the appearance of private sector higher
education. In many Arab countries, public expenditure on higher education is
complemented by the private sector. Jordan and Lebanon, for instance, have launched
numerous community colleges and universities financed solely by the private sector. This
initiative has spread quickly all over the Arab region. Jordan has 11 private universities; its
public universities number only nine. Lebanon, on the other hand has expanded into
private colleges and universities, which now number 34 (Al-Mulais, 2001). Oman is not
exempted from that trend, since the number of private universities and colleges has
dramatically increased during the last decade to reach 24 private institutions of higher

education in 2008/2009.

2.4.2 Meet growth in student population

Higher education systems worldwide have experienced tremendous and fascinating
changes during the last few decades, which significantly contributed to the growing
importance of higher education for society. At the same time, various developments
outside academia, such as demographic, social, cultural and economic, have had significant
influences on the higher education landscape. In developing countries, for instance, the
growth rate was 1.9% between the period 1995-2000 and 1.7% in 2000-2005 (Haddad,
2006).

During the past three decades, there has been a progressively increasing demand for
places in higher education institutions, which has caused some challenges to the higher
education sector. UNESCO’s educational statistics (1998) revealed that worldwide the
higher education sector served 82 million students in 1995. This represents a phenomenal
increase in enrolment over the course of a few decades. For example, in 1960, world
enrolment was 13 million, in 1970 it was 28 million, and in 1980 the enrolment was 51
million students. This figure (Bohm, Davis, Meares & Pearce, 2002) is expected to grow
from 97 million in 2000 to 263 million in 2025. This means that the higher education
sector will face a great challenge to absorb this growing number of general education
graduates. James (1991) pointed to several reasons behind the development of the private

sector in education; among them, excess demand for higher education when the absorptive
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capacity of the public system of higher education is less than the demand for places. The
increase in the secondary education output is an international challenge that each country is
attempting to solve, so as to secure higher education for the majority of its students. The
objective is to educate and train them to be productive and self-reliant. The number of
secondary school leavers around the world rose to 372 million between 1991 and 1995
(UNESCO, 1998).

According to Longanecker (1998), the higher education sector in the United States
now faces some issues, among them an increasing population of young adults looking for
university education.

However, the international participation rates indicate that although there is a high
social demand for higher education, the participation rate in the developing countries is
modest. For example, out of 100 adults of tertiary age, 69 are enrolled in tertiary education
programmes in North America and Europe, but only 5 are enrolled in sub-Saharan Africa
and 10 in South and West Asia (Al-Ramadhani, 2003).

In the Arab world, the trend in investing in private higher education is, in some
cases, similar to the global tendency with regard to the limited capacity of state universities
and their failure to meet the increasing demand, as well as the inability of many
universities to handle advanced technology. UNESCO’s statistics (1998) show that, in the
Arab countries, enrolment in higher education in 1995 was 3.1 million. This figure is
double the number of students in higher education in the region in 1980. However, the
ratio of enrolled students to population in higher education in Arab countries is lower than
in Latin America in the period 1980-1995. In contrast to advanced countries, the level of
enrolment in higher education throughout the period was less than 30% and the difference
between the two groups grew over time. The gap between Arab countries and the
Asia/Oceania region widened even faster, especially since 1985, that is, at the height of
popularity of the recommendation to reduce the expansion in higher education. These
observations show that Arab countries, now more than ever before, need to expand their
higher education sector in order to cope with advances in science and technology.

The Gulf countries have also started to face growth in demand for higher education
since the last decade. The reason for this is the dramatic increase in their population.
Coffman (2003) points out that nearly 60% of the population is under 16 years of age.
However, in some Gulf countries such as Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Qatar and the UAE,
another factor contributing to the exploding demand for higher education is, as mentioned

earlier, the growing population of children of the enormous expatriate communities living
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there long-term. Consequently, the first waves of thousands of their children coming out of
secondary schools are now seeking university places in the Gulf States.

In the Omani context, too, it could be said that this factor has contributed to the
appearance of private higher education. Oman has a relatively large number of young
people. According to the statistics of the Ministry of National Economy (2004), 67 % of
the population are under the age of 24, while only 5 per cent are over the age of 60.

However, the enrolment in higher education in Oman is still lower than in some
Arab countries which are at the same level of development as Oman. According to
UNESCO (1998), the number of students enrolled in higher education in Oman was 433
per 100.000 inhabitants, compared to, for example, 2,543 in Jordan, 1,530 in Saudi Arabia,
and 1,459 in Qatar.

Educational statistics in the Ministry of Higher Education (2008) revealed that the
intake capacity of state higher education in Oman was only 14,514 students for the
academic year 2006/2007; that is, only 21% of the number of secondary school graduates
in the same year. As a result, 51,787 students out of the initial cohort of 66,301 would have
no chance of access to state higher education within Oman. This problem was clearly
highlighted by the World Bank (2000: 14) in its study to examine the cost effectiveness of
education in Oman:

“A major challenge facing the higher education system is the mushrooming
number of secondary school graduates who are facing difficulties in finding
a place in higher education.”

Owing to the limitation of opportunities for higher education to Omani applicants at
local institutions of higher education, a large number of them study abroad. According to
the Ministry of Higher Education’s statistics, 11,988 students at undergraduate level were
registered at universities abroad in the academic year 2005/2006. Of this number, half of
them paid their own way (Ministry of Higher Education, 2007). These facts indicate that
there is a high demand for higher education and, at the same time, there are limited
opportunities for higher education in the country. As a response to these factors, coupled
with financial austerity in the wake of competing demands from other public needs, the
Omani government allows the private sector to participate in the field of higher education.
The above clearly shows that the increase in the student population represents a great
challenge for the higher education sector worldwide. Since public universities lack the
capacity to absorb all secondary school outputs, privatisation in higher education is seen as

a key element to meet this challenge.
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As Levy (2006) points out, today private higher education accounts for roughly
30% of total global enrolment. However, according to the World Bank (1994: 36), private
higher education may vary within countries. For instance, in many industrial countries in
Europe and the United States, the private sector caters primarily (Williams, 1996) for those
who want something different, whether it is higher education with a particular religious or
vocational emphasis, or merely what is perceived as higher quality. Even where places in
the public universities are sufficient, private universities still exist to meet different
preferences, and in many cases, are partly financed by subsidies from the government
(James, 1986). Most countries in Western Europe are dominated by public universities,
whose size and function within academic systems are growing, since private higher
education still constitutes a tiny minority. However, more than 95% of students in Western
Europe attend public institutions (Altbach, 2007: 69). According to Geiger (1986), private
sectors in most of the Western countries can appropriately be described as “peripheral”.
However, recent years show some changes, since the main public-private shift involves
partial privatisation of the public sector. Private higher education in Germany is (Stannek
& Ziegele, 2007) small in size and is not expected to develop rapidly in the near future.
The proportion of students in this sector represents only 3.7%. Portugal is an exceptional
case in Western Europe, with the highest private sector share, at 27.4% (Levy, 2006).

Similarly, in the United States where many of the most famous universities are
private, approximately 80% of students are enrolled in public higher education institutions.
In contrast, in Eastern Europe where, due to financial scrutiny, governments are unable to
devote sufficient funds to expanding public higher education, private higher education is
having its greatest European success (Levy, 2006).

However, Latin America, for example, has a long history of dual-sector
development. In the 1980s (Altbach, 2007) there was a dramatic shift from public to
private post-secondary education. Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Venezuela now enrol at
least half of their students in private institutions.

In Asia in general and East Asia in particular, where private higher education has
long dominated higher education, private shares are 78.3% in South Korea, 77.1% in
Japan, 75% in the Philippines, and 71.9% in Taiwan (Levy, 2006: 5).

In the Omani context, since its beginning in 1995/1996, private higher education
has grown rapidly. Currently, there are 24 private higher education institutions. Enrolment
in this sector went from only 150 students in 1995/1996 to 33,521 in 2008/2009
(represents 37% of the total enrolment in higher education in 2008/2009).
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For most private higher education systems with majority or even large minority
enrolments in the private sector, this quantitative domination is caused by excess demand.
Levy (1999) argues that in this situation, the private providers are generally highly
specialised and usually non-elite institutions, in contrast to the public institutions, which
are often limited in size and often selective in their admission policies. However, one
might argue that a fully open entry system in private higher education institutions may lead
to concerns about the adverse impact of massification on the quality of private education.
In the researcher’s view, this depends on the type and function of private institutions
themselves, as will be discussed later in this chapter, on the one hand, and is subject to the
extent of regulations and rules imposed by states on the other. It is worth mentioning here
that if a state allows private bodies to access the market, should not, at the same time, leave
private institutions of higher education to perform without regulations or/and state
oversight.

Another way of meeting the growth in demand for higher education is through
using distance learning technologies. Nowadays, rapid development in knowledge and
technology is a common fact. While technology was once considered a means for
acquiring information, it has since become a tool for directing this information. The World
Bank Report (2002: 11) depicts the effect of the development of knowledge and
technology on the higher education sphere, emphasising:

“One specific dimension of scientific and technological progress, which has
already started to have a very strong impact on the tertiary education sector,
is the information and communication revolution.”

This has challenged universities to adapt to this growth of knowledge and
technology and to transmit it effectively to their societies. Therefore, it is expected that any
change in the system of the higher education sector should be in line with the
developments in information and technology. Such developments greatly increase the
potential for distance education.

However, this type of education is itself not new. According to Altbach (1999b:
114), correspondence courses and other means of delivering education “without bringing
students together have long been in existence”. For example, the University of South
Africa has (Altbach, 1999b) for more than a half-century chiefly offered academic degrees
through correspondence. The British Open University (BOU) which started in the 1960s
began its educational programmes with a combination of written course materials,

television, and direct meetings with course tutors in small group settings (Altbach, 1999b).
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The growth of distance learning has an international dimension, since the
development of distance higher education that makes use of the new technologies has
appeared in many countries of the world. The University of Air in Japan, the Western
Governors University in the United States, and the Everyman’s University in Israel are
examples of higher education institutions offering degrees through distance learning.
However, the most dramatic expansion of distance higher education is in several
developing countries, particularly in Thailand, India, and China, where there have been
major initiatives in this area (Altbach, 1999c). Eaton (2001: 4) summarises the
international initiatives toward this trend:

“Many countries around the world are using distance learning technologies
to enlarge their own course, programme, and degree offerings and to import
and export education programmes and services. Countries such as India and
South Africa are heavy importers of distance learning programmes as they
seek to expand educational opportunities for their own citizens. China,
Thailand, and Japan employ distance learning technologies to develop their
own programmes and degree...The United States, Australia and the United
Kingdom are major exporters of higher education through electronic
technologies.”

In Eton’s (1999) view, it is clear that distance learning provides another option for
students to continue their education, particularly students from developing countries.
According to Altbach (1999c), several million students are participating in this sector
worldwide, the large majority in developing countries.

In the Arab world context, the trend is consistent with the global tendency in which
the expansion of higher education has been the most significant single post war trend
worldwide. As UNESCO (2003) points out, in the 1950s, there were around ten
universities scattered across the Arab countries, whereas in 2003 there were more than 200
higher education institutions. As stated earlier, Arab countries have witnessed a notable
increase in enrolment rates in higher education institutions. This increase has resulted from
a growing public demand for education and an increase in population. However, due to the
fact that most Arab countries are unable to provide for the dramatic increase in the number
of students wishing to pursue higher education, coupled with the challenges of providing
flexible enrolment and life-long learning availability, Arab higher education institutions
have not been able to meet the new needs and demands of their societies.

In view of this, the Beirut Declaration urgently calls for the adoption of modern

information technologies to (UNESCO, 1998: 45):
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“Contribute in the provision of courses and degree-awarding programmes
through multiple and advanced means, thus breaking through the traditional
barriers of space and time.”

As a response to the imbalance of supply and demand, distance education relying
upon modern information and communication technologies is utilised in many Arab
countries, including Oman. Besides distance higher education programmes offered through
traditional universities such as the Open Learning Centres in Egypt and Distance Education
Centre of Juba University in Sudan, there are single mode distance education universities
such as the Open University in Libya (Libyan Open University, 2009), the Continuing
Education University in Algeria (UNESCO, 2002), Al-Quds Open University (QOU) in
Jerusalem (Al-Quds Open University, 2009), and the Arab Open University (AOU), with a
main campus in Kuwait and branch campuses in Bahrain, Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Saudi
Arabia, and Oman (Al-Kindi, 2008). Moreover, Syrian Virtual University (SVU) is the
first online university in the Arab region. It aspires to provide world-class education
without boundaries, to award internationally accredited degrees and to link the Arab region
to the western world (SVU, 2009).

Distance education has become, according to Mohammed (2009), the most
important evolution of the twenty-first century. It is a tool for meeting the needs of a global
exponentially growing information economy on the one hand, and an instrument for
meeting continuing demand for higher education on the other hand. Nevertheless, few
studies have been done of the effectiveness of the instruction provided through distance
education (Mohammed, 2009). Furthermore, the financial implications are also not clear,
although limited data demonstrate that costs are lower, but not considerably so. As Altbach
(1999b: 114) clarifies, even though the BOU is somewhat less expensive than traditional

higher education, it is not substantially cheaper.

2.4.3 Provide different education

During the last few decades, traditional higher education systems have been gradually put
under pressure to meet increasing demand from society. Clark (1997) identifies two major
elements of demand that have emerged in higher education. Besides the above-mentioned
demand for greater access to higher education, he also highlighted that more positions in
the labour market now require a university degree. Clark’s second element has to do with
individuals. In order to keep up with recent technological changes and to remain
competitive in the labour market, more and more people have been encouraged to upgrade

or change their qualification through further and higher education. In addition to the above,
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it can be argued that the driving force behind the increased demand for higher education
has also been the expectation that a higher degree would advance the social and economic
status of the graduate. Sanyal (1998: 33) categorised the individual demand for higher
education into two dimensions, vertical and horizontal. He pointed out that:

“The individual demand for higher education has a vertical and a horizontal
dimension. The vertical dimension stands for level of education and the
status of occupation that may follow from it. The horizontal dimension stands
for the type of education. Both these dimensions are important from the point
of view of educational planning.”

Different types of education are needed to respond to heterogeneity in people’s
preferences regarding educational content and method for linguistic, cultural, and ethnic
reasons, on the one hand, and the need for special skills among private sector enterprises,
on the other.

The pressure of market forces (Geiger, 1986: 14) gradually “shaped private
universities into an identical pattern”. In Japan, for example, the chief function of the new
private universities is to train white-collar workers for Japan’s companies. In Oman, one
rationale of private sector emergence, among others, is to meet the rapid change of labour
market demands, particularly in private enterprises. This point was clearly stated in the 4
Article of the Royal Decree No. 41/99 (Official Gazette, 1999), of the ordinance providing
for private universities. It stated that, amongst other objectives, a “private university shall
aim to offer courses in modern academic specialisations to provide competencies in
various fields so that the objectives of the university are linked with the ever increasing
requirements of the society".

However, not only are the private institutions of higher education striving to be
closer to industry needs, but public institutions are also keen to follow this trend. Sultan
Qaboos University, the only public university in Oman, for instance, has not only
developed and modified its academic programmes and specialisations but also incorporated
new colleges, to be in harmony with the labour market demands. With regard to
specialisations, philosophy, for example, was dropped and is no longer taught at the
university. On the college level, the faculty of commerce and trading was added to the
university colleges in 1994, since this college was not integrated with the university’s
colleges at the time of establishment of the university in 1986. The same could be said with
regard to the colleges of education -six colleges, which are under the supervision of the
Ministry of Higher Education. These colleges have witnessed several changes since being

upgraded in 1994/1995 to institutions offering bachelor degrees. The most recent change
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was in 2007, when Royal Decree No. 62/2007 converted five Colleges of Education into
Colleges of Applied Sciences, offering specialisations other than Education (Ministry of
Information, 2008). The rationale behind this measure is the fact that almost all
government schools are Omanised with national teaching staff on the one hand, and to
provide specialisations and programmes which are required for the comprehensive
development in the country on the other hand. In the researcher's view, the humanities
should not be ignored in education policy, as they play a significant role in forming the
cultural concepts of the individual and society and accordingly contribute in preserving the
Omani identity. At the same time, there should be a focus on scientific and technical
subjects needed by the labour market, where there is a shortage in specialists. Although
this issue is beyond the scope of this research, careful consideration needs to be given to
such measures, and deeper research would be desirable, in terms of the possible future
impacts on Omani society of changing the function of these colleges, as well as the degree
of fit between the programmes offered in these colleges and the demands of the Omani
labour market in its wider conception.

To keep pace with the rapid global changes, higher education has greatly changed
in the past two decades, and those involved in the academic organisations have yet to
struggle with the implications of these changes. As the curriculum has expanded, new
departments and institutes have been created. According to Altbach (1999b: 117):

“Entire new fields have grown in the past several decades. Computer science
and informatics, for example, did not exist several decades ago. Now, these
fields are among the most important in academe. Management studies have
gained in importance, as have fields such as international trade.”

From the foregoing, due to the lack of public higher education institutions in many
countries to fully meet the requirements of the changing labour market and consequently
meet students’ interest, private higher education institutions are assumed to fulfil this
objective.

In the Omani context, the economic factor was also an important rationale for
introducing private higher education in the country. This can be attributed to certain
elements: first, inability or failure of state higher education to meet the private sector
demands; second, the shortage of skilled and professional Omani workers, particularly in
the private sector. Oman’s development and modernisation programme depends heavily on
expatriate labour (Al-Hashmi, 2005). Indeed, all the Gulf States import much of their

labour force from other countries, particularly South Asian and Arab countries. According
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to the 2005 labour force statistics in the Gulf countries, expatriate labour in this region
amounts to 10 million (represents 20.8%), out of a total Gulf population of 38 million. The
vast majority of this foreign labour is in the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and the smallest
proportions are in Oman and Bahrain. In the UAE, it represents 80% out of the total
Emiratis population, 72% in Qatar, 63% in Kuwait, 30% in Saudi Arabia, and 26% of the
population in Oman and Bahrain (4/-Khaleej, 8 December, 2006). These statistics provide
clear warning signals not only in the short term but also in the long term. Economically, an
economy based on foreign labour would not serve the nation in the longer term.
Experienced and skilled workers remain foreign to the country and one day or another will
leave that country. Moreover, the currency transfers of these expatriates reached $27
billion in 2005 (A4/-Khaleej, 8 December, 2006). Apart from the other cultural and social
affects of these workers in the Gulf countries societies, knowledge and experience will be
controlled by foreigners. Omani citizens’ lack of skills in specific areas affects the balance
in the labour market, so that it leans towards more expatriates being employed. The Omani
labour market demand for Omani skilled workers will be discussed in more detail in the
next chapter.

In the light of this situation, almost all Gulf States have established a policy of
encouraging replacement of these workers by citizens of the Gulf countries; Oman’s,
Omanisation programme and the Saudisation policy in Saudi Arabia, for example.
However, introducing such a policy without good education and training will not achieve
the intended results. Therefore, there is a strong need for higher education institutions,

particularly private ones, to play a greater role in promoting and enhancing this trend.

2.5 Types and Classifications of Private Higher Education

Typologies of private higher education can provide some hints on the functions and trends
of this sector. However, in order to establish a wider and full understanding of the typology
of private higher education system, classification of private higher education based on its
financial dimensions and mechanisms of funding will be discussed, and types of this sector

based on its function will be highlighted.

2.5.1 Based on financial dimensions of private higher education

Researchers such as Steier (2003); Varghese (2004b) and Levy (2006) claim that there are
two types and forms of private higher education, classified according to financial
dimensions: 'not-for-profit private institutions’ and, 'for-profit higher education

institutions’.
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According to Levy (2006: 11), determining the scope and size of for-profit private
higher education depends greatly on the definition of for-profit. In Levy’s view, the
definition is very important. So how can the private for-profit and non-profit sectors be
distinguished? Is the financial issue (generation income) enough evidence that an
institution is for-profit? Or, is the distinguishing feature the laws or regulations that each
country sets when allowing establishment of private higher education institutions? Or, is it
a mixture of many factors? In order to answer the question and consequently acknowledge
the distinction between the two terms, it is necessary to discuss the issue from different
perspectives.

A. Nature of programmes offered. As we mentioned above, it often depends on the
definition of higher education and how this term is interpreted in different countries. In the
United States, for example, for-profit institutions are limited to the largely vocational
sector and these institutions are not normally assessed by the higher education
accreditation agencies (Altbach, 1998).

In China, the Ministry of Education is committed to establishing requirements
regarding training institutions that require them to make clear their mission concerning
profits (Kinser & Levy, 2006). Similarly, in Poland, although it allows no for-profits
among its private universities, institutions offer some training in language and business
fields, (Jabecka, 2007) and similar situations exist in several countries around the world
including Oman, where private higher education institutions are allowed to offer some
training courses in language and business areas during the universities’ and colleges’
vacation, when most students are not on campus.

B. Eligibility for funding subsidies. For-profit private institutions of higher
education are not eligible for government subsidies, which is another criterion to
distinguish between the two dimensions of private higher education. In China, for instance,
local governments have in effect accepted them as for profits. Unlike China, the Japanese
government restricts its subsidies to the private non-profit sector (Steier, 2003).

In contrast, in Oman although there is no clear indication in the private higher
education regulations regarding the distinction between private for-profits and non-profits,
the government’s tendency toward these institutions is to view them as non-profit. In the
Omani context, this is implicit in Article 1 of the Royal Decree No. 41/99 issuing the
private universities ordinance, where the Government has indicated that “... their main
objective is not profit-making” (Official Gazette, 1999: 22). Moreover, Article 17 of the

Ministerial Decision No. 34/2000 issuing the regularity ordinance for private higher
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education institutions (Official Gazette, 2000: 17) prohibits these institutions from
increasing tuition fees unless permission is given by the government:

“The Higher education institution shall not increase approved tuition fees
for any programme of study except after obtaining the approval of the
Minister [of Higher Education] three months prior to the beginning of the
academic year.”

Therefore, the governmental financial subsidy for private higher education is on the
basis that private higher education institutions should operate as non-profit undertakings,
together with the aim of enhancing quality. Similarly, in Russia, education law insists on
non-profit status, disallowing tuition fees that lead to profit (Suspitsin, 2007).

However, although regulations state such criteria, still there are certain elements to
be acknowledged and understood, in order to judge whether institutions are making profit
with the purpose of upgrading their educational and research activities or simply to
increase the wealth of their owners or shareholders. This issue, however, will be discussed
in the following section.

C. Lack of a legal framework. 1t is understood that lack of regulations often leads to
the existence of institutions, whose main objective is to reap a profit (Slantcheva, 2007a).
However, sometimes the term ‘for-profit’ may not be explicitly used in some countries’
legislation, while insisting on provisions that propose it, as in the Georgian law regarding
the use of income, for example (Kinser & Levy, 2006). Similarly, many private higher
education institutions adopt a non-profit designation even where institutions are set up by a
corporation and the profitability of private institutions depends on savings made by them
by employing a part-time teaching staff. The Africa University of Zimbabwe is a good
example of this trend (Varghese, 2004b). Unlike the above two examples, Australia
endeavours to create elite private higher education associated with for-profit initiative and
indirect ownership while keeping the institution non-profit (e.g., Bond University) (Kinser
& Levy, 2006).

The above indicates that labels do not necessarily always reflect the actual situation
of organisations, particularly private higher education institutions. Their activities and
ways of performing their functions indicate their status and mission. This issue was clearly
declared by Levy (2005: 79). He emphasised that:

“A for-profit surge is one striking dimension regarding the general
expansion of private higher education globally. Many private higher
education institutions maintain formal non-profit legal status while
functioning like for-profits.”
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Thus, the sort of activities and facilities provided by these institutions plays a vital
role in reflecting the extent of reliability of the label.

D. Generation income. This criterion alone cannot be evidence for profitability in
private higher education institutions. According to Levy (2006: 11):

“Many observers falsely construe generation of income as evidence that an
institution is for-profit. The perception is especially sharp when the
institutions are seen as poor in quality. But it is legitimate for non-profit
organisations in any field to generate income and use it to cross-subsidise
needy or targeted units that themselves may not be generates.”

The argument above clearly indicates that for-profit higher education institutions
are defined not by making money; rather, by what they are able to do with that money. The
way and the purpose for which money is used can determine the designation of a private
higher education institution. Kinser & Levy (2006) emphasise that non-profit institutions
can only use money left over after expenses are paid to enhance and develop the institution
and continue its other non-profit purposes, whereas for-profit institutions can basically do
whatever they want with it, including distributing profits to their owners or shareholders.

However, as Altbach (2005) claims, in a situation where there is a sense of
philanthropy or social responsibilities, creative thinkers with ideas about education
establish private non-profit higher education for the good and well-being of the society. An
example of this idea is (Altbach, 1999c) the private non-profit Ivy League universities in
the United States (e.g., Harvard, Yale, Berkley, MIT, etc). Altbach's view is in line with
Levy (2006), who suggested that the practice and traditions of the culture of donation,
philanthropy, and an accommodating tax system support the availability of a non-profit
system of higher education possible. However, these conditions cannot be found all over
the world. In the less developed countries with weak economic systems, for-profit higher
education tends to be more widespread. As Altbach (2002) argues, usually in such
economies, for profit private institutions have been active in assisting governments in
situations when social high demand for higher education is unmatched by supply and the
government is unable to offer the essential support and funding. Despite these conditions,
which might not totally free from some negative aspects, private higher education
(Hentschke, 2003) has created more opportunities, flexibility, efficiency and services for
the public’s interest. Its organisational structure, management and market orientation
approach, are all elements that allow private higher education to adopt innovative
educational methods (Hentschke, 2003). Compared with traditional public higher

education institutions, for profit education concentrates on vocational programmes linked
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directly to the labour market. This could be attributed to the fact that these institutions are
influenced more by the markets than by academics; therefore, they tend to focus on
programmes for employment sectors with high demand. The above discussion indicates
that since for-profit higher education institutions have a different mission and role in
higher education from non-profit ones, according to Levy (2005), the for-profits have
identified and secured a strategic position and developed a distinctive characteristic
different from the traditional public higher education.

In conjunction with the categorisation of private higher education based on its
financial dimensions, Levy (1986, 2002) suggested additional classification of this sector
based on its means or mechanisms of funding.

A. Single or Dual system. In this typology, Levy considers whether the system has
only one sector, a ‘Single’ system or has double 'Dual' systems. The indicator that may
provide a clue regarding the classification of the system, whether single or dual, comes
from the degree of participation of each system in higher education. So the question can be
rephrased as, to what extent do the private and public sectors contribute in the system of
higher education? This relationship depends on the funding pattern, and if it is, for
example, a single system what is the participation of private funds to the public sector?

B. Statist or Public-Autonomous. In this pattern, the nature of funding determines
the type of system. If institutions are fully publically funded, it is a ‘Statist’ pattern, but if
the providers have mixed public and private funding then it can be considered as a ‘Public-
Autonomous’ pattern. According to Levy (1986), if the operational scheme in a given state
reaches at least 90% public enrolments and 90% of funding relies on the state, the pattern
can be categorised as a ‘Statist’ system. In this pattern, there is a diversity of government
aid student programmes (e.g., scholarships, grants, student loans, etc.). Various Western
European countries, where the private sector still plays a small role in the statist higher
education system, fit this type.

Unlike the ‘Statist’ pattern, the ‘Public-Autonomous’ system differs in terms of the
state’s policy of financing higher education. In this pattern, public policy allows
institutions to compete autonomously in the internal allocation of funds and, usually, the
states introduce competitive systems in the process of providing public funds to higher
education institutions. In the Public-Autonomous pattern funds are not submitted directly
to the institutions, since public funding of higher education is made through students
enrolling particular institutions or is offered by different public agencies in a competitive

approach. In the Public-Autonomous pattern, a very small number of private institutions
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are almost entirely funded by the state, and are treated similarly by the governments to
their public counterparts. The United Kingdom may be an example of this pattern (Levy,
1986).

C. Homogenised or Distinctive system. In the 'Homogenised' pattern, both sectors-
public and private- are funded in a very similar manner. Based on the idea that the private
sector in many countries would not be able to perform its functions while totally dependent
on private resources, the private institutions fruitfully obtained public funding. In this type,
the governments see private higher education as socially valuable, and decide to back up
this sector financially (Levy, 1986). Because of this public subsidisation, governmental
regulation remains stronger, but this does not mean that the distinction between public and
private institution is diminished. In this case, private enrolments account for more than
10% of the total. Private institutions are considered as quality competitors to the public
sector and provide a wide range of study programmes.

In contrast, in the ‘Distinctive’ system, although classified as a dual system, the
public sector is almost totally funded by state subsidies, and its income from private
sources remains very modest. While most private institutions are heavily dependent on
tuition fees, only a few private institutions, mostly prestigious ones, can attract additional
private resources from endowment or donations, for example.

D. 'Minority Private' or 'Majority Private'. This form emerges when the public
sector is fully supported by the government and the private sector is left to finance itself.
Unlike the Minority pattern, the Majority one occurs in countries where the public
institutions are funded totally by government, whereas private ones are funded privately.
However, in the Majority pattern, the private sector offers lower quality programmes and

most students enrolled in this type are from lower socio-economic backgrounds.

2.5.2 Based on rationales and functions of private higher education
Besides the topology of private higher education based on its financial dimensions,
reviewed above, this sector can also categorised by another typology or dimension.
Authors like Geiger (1986) and Reisz (2003) classify private sector higher education based
on its functions and the motivations for its establishment. Geiger’s (1986) classification of
private higher education, for example, consists of three key elements: ‘mass private higher
education’, ‘for different education’ and, ‘for better education’.

A. Mass private sector. According to Geiger (1986), this type has emerged in

response to an increase demand for higher education and, at the same time, the inability of
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public sector higher education to meet this demand. According to Geiger (1986: 13) “mass
private sectors essentially fulfil the role of accommodating the bulk of popular demand for
higher education”. The defining characteristic of mass private sectors is based on the
public-private relationship, rather than the relative size of the two sectors. As mentioned
previously in Section 2.4.2, the Korean private sector enrols 78.3% of the country’s
university students, and that of Japan accounts for 77.1%. The private sectors of
Philippines (75%), Taiwan (71.9%) and Chile (71%) also fit this type. However, the
German private sector, for example, with only 3.7% of the total enrolment in this sector, is
clearly not a mass private sector, and usually incapable of competing academically with the
public sector.

The private sector in this category is described as more vocationally oriented and
usually composed of non-elite institutions and, according to Reisz (2003), mass private
education with the open entry system in this sector may lead to conflicts of massification,
particularly in terms of quality of private education. If the main function of private
institutions is more higher education, and there is a lack of resources to fund the expansion
of the public higher education, the issue of quality likely to receive less attention. As
Geiger (1986) emphasised, besides the size, the character of the private education is
crucial, since the distinguishing feature of mass private sectors is the enrolment of a large
proportion of students with low tuition fees and low selection criteria.

The policy dilemma for this category of education is the danger that despite low
quality, this sector will become the preferred higher education for the majority of students,
chiefly those from socioeconomically disadvantaged backgrounds. For this reason, and
with the aim of protecting students from such a problem of low quality private higher
education, governments should establish certain regulations as to the content and method
of instruction, in order to ensure certain minimum standards. As stated earlier, the non-elite
option is a feature of developing countries, as state financial support in these countries is
usually limited and support or aid mechanisms to students in the private sector institutions
are also small.

B. Different education is Geiger’s second category. In addition to what was
mentioned above in section 2.4.3, the private higher education sector according to Geiger
(1986) provides different education under the sponsorship of diverse cultural or religious
interests. In the United States and Latin America, for example, the religious type was most
significant in the early period of expansion of private higher education. As we noticed

earlier, a similar situation was characteristic of the first appearance of private education in
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the Arab World, including Oman. This is, however, a normal and expected initiative in
countries where religion and cultural themes are of great interest in their societies. In
Oman, as in most Arab countries, mosques were the main places for learning in the early
stages of informal education.

Although these institutions are mostly privately operated and financed, this does
not mean this type of education did not receive any support from the state. Because
religious and cultural communities were keen to ensure the education offered in these
institutions was no less valuable than that offered by the state, state support was sought,
but without sacrificing autonomy.

C. Better education is the third type of private provider in Geiger’s categorisation.
This type, according to Geiger, can appear under certain conditions. In Mexico, for
instance, the search for better higher education is a response to the decline in quality of the
public higher education system. According to Geiger (1986), students from low or middle
income families in enrol private institutions, which often prepare them directly for a job in
private enterprises.

However, it is not always the case that students prefer studying in prestigious
private higher education in a particular country because of higher quality than in public
higher education, but it may occur where students face severe challenge and competition to
enrol in the best public higher education institutions. This situation can be clearly observed
in Japan, where students turn to high quality private universities as another option after
failure to obtain an enrolment opportunity in the best public higher education institutions
(Oba, 2005).

In the United States, however, Geiger (1986) suggests different categories of
concept of ‘better’, including the private research universities, as accomplishing this
function; liberal arts colleges as ‘different’; and large urban universities as ‘more’ higher
education.

Bearing in mind the above classifications and typologies of types and functions of
private higher education, in the researcher’s view, there is no simple fixed mechanism for
classification. Differences appear from the above views of authors, which clearly show that
there is no clear cut basis for classification. We have noted that in some cases, there is an
integral and overlapping relationship between these types or categorisations. However, it is
worth mentioning that these criteria and elements are of great significance for classifying

private higher education and its function in a given society.
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However, one might question, how is the Omani system of higher education
classified? The above explanations about the types and functions of private higher
education, particularly derived from the works of Geiger and Levy, can provide an idea
about the classification of higher education system in Oman. In other words, they offer a
suitable framework to clarify in which category it best fits.

Based on the types and classifications of higher education sector discussed above,
higher education in Oman fits, to some extent, Levy’s classification of a so-called 'Statist’
system. As we noted earlier, Levy (1986) defines this pattern as appearing in a country
where 90% of enrolment is public higher education institutions, and 90% of funding
coming from the state. Applying Levy’s 'Statist' terminology to the Omani context, it is
partially applicable to Omani situation. Public higher education institutions are totally
(100%) funded by the government. However, educational statistics for the academic year
2007/2008 reveal that the total number of students enrolled in public higher education
institutions was 11,860, representing 57% of the total enrolments. In contrast, private
higher education institutions enrolled 7,853 students, representing 37% of the total
enrolments in this year. This means that, if the government policy on admission in public
higher education institutions remains as it is as present, with limited enrolment capacity,
the majority of enrolment will be in the private sector (please see Chapters Three and Four
for further details). It is expected that in the near future, the private sector is likely to fit
Geiger's classification, 'mass private sector'. Therefore, these typologies or classifications
might be changed accordingly. Current evidence shows that from the moment the door was
opened to private investment in higher education, the sector has seen dramatic growth
either in terms of both student enrolments and number of institutions. Private higher
education institutions have increased from one college in 1995/1996 to twenty-four
colleges and universities in 2008/2009. Similarly, student intake has also increased from
150 students in 1995/1996 to 33,521 students in 2008/2009.

The statistics presented above, along with the government policy of not expanding
public higher education in the near future (Al-Busaidia, 2009), clearly indicate that the
current trend of the government is oriented towards encouraging and supporting the private

higher education sector.

2.6 Market Orientation Approach in Higher Education and the Role of the State
A market orientation approach in higher education is, according to a number of authors

(Johnstone, Arora & Experton, 1998; Jongbled, 2003; Steier, 2003), linked to
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decentralisation, privatisation and deregulation. As Johnstone et al. (1998: 5) point out, a
market orientation implies (a) tuition fees, which shift some of the cost of higher
education, or nearly the full cost, from government to students and their families; (b) the
private sector, including both non-profit and for-profit providers of higher education; (c)
regional decentralisation, or delegation of authority from the central government to the
regions; and (d) institutional autonomy, or the transfer, partial or total, of authority from
government to institutions.

In line with the above discussion, and as a consequence of the market orientation
approach, according to Varghese (2004a), two trends characterise the major changes in
higher education; privatisation and the appearance of the private sector in higher education.
The former involves applying market ideologies in the operation and management of
higher education institutions, while ownership remains within the public domain. The
private sector, on the other hand, means the growth of the non-state sector in higher
education, which, in most cases, does not receive funding from the government.

In the Omani context, appearance of the private sector, based on Varghese's
classification, is so far the dominant feature of marketised higher education. Although
there have been some experiences of privatising some public organisations, the educational
field has not witnessed similar cases and is not expected to do so in the near future.
However, what is not in line with Varghese's statement regarding the private sector is that
in Oman, private higher education does receive plentiful support from the government.

Realising constraints on the government budget, and in an attempt to cope with the
ever increasing demand, many countries have moved towards the private provision of
higher education. Recent trends demonstrate that private higher education institutions are
beginning to develop under the pressure of financial austerity in publically funded
institutions. Steier (2003) supports this view, arguing that one of the main reasons for the
appearance of a market approach in higher education is the reduction of the government
expenditure on higher education.

In Oman, the government is allowing the development of a private higher education
system in recognition of its reduced capacity to fund further expansion of public higher
education. In addition to the financial austerity, the public sector is less able to offer
sufficient places for higher education, as well as to fulfil Oman’s long-term strategy
‘Vision for Oman Economy 2020°, which requires qualified and skilled nationals to

achieve the Vision’s objectives as outlined in the preceding chapter.
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However, the appearance of a market-oriented approach in higher education in the
form of private higher education institutions presents major financial and academic
challenges. A number of studies (see for example, Buchbinder & Newson, 1990; Altbach,
2002; De Boer, Huisman, Klemperer, Van der Meulen, Neave, Theisens & Van der
Wende, 2002; Asmal, 2004) warn that emphasis on a market-driven curriculum has
affected values and the notion of knowledge as a public good is, according to Buchbinder
& Newson (1990), being replaced by focus on the building of knowledge as private good
or as a market driven product. Buchbinder & Newson (1990: 367) argue that:

“Although [universities] have always had to concern themselves to some
extent with managing their financial affairs, [they] now increasingly adopt
the style, form, and methods of business organisations. Which courses to
teach, which research initiatives to fund, which funding agencies to
approach, which students markets to serve, which enrolment policy to adopt -
all decisions which may have once been based on academic criteria alone-
are now considered in terms of detailed cost-revenue calculations and the
assessment of whether they represent good business decisions.”

Buchbinder's & Newson's view is consistent with Asmal's (2004) argument, when
he stated that:

“Education is not merely a value-free instrument for the transfer of skills
across national and regional boundaries, as some might like us to believe.
On the contrary, education must embrace the intellectual, cultural, political,
and social development of individuals, institutions, and nations. The ‘public
good’ agenda should not be held hostage to the vagaries of the market.”

Consistent with the above argument, Barr (2003) emphasises that a market-
oriented approach shifts, partly or fully, the burden of educational cost from the
government to students and their families. Barr (2003) goes on to argue that this shift must
be accompanied by a certain approach of financial aid in order to maintain equity and
accessibility. Steier's view is in line with Barr (2003), who claims that in order to maintain
equity and accessibility, an appropriate approach of financial aid must be guaranteed.
Steier (2003: 163) emphasised that:

"From an equity perspective, increased institutional choice for students is
meaningful only for those who can afford to pay tuition at private institutions
or for those with access to financial aid."

Likewise, a market approach in higher education should not be isolated from
ensuring quality aspects in private institutions. As Steier (2003: 163) claims, a market-
oriented approach in higher education "can have adverse consequences if there is unbridled

competition without adequate regulatory and compensatory mechanisms".
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However, an important question needs to be asked about the role of the state
towards avoiding the negative impact of a market approach in higher education. In Steier's
(2003: 170) view, the significant responsibility of government in this regard is (1) to
establish a regulatory environment that "encourages rather than stifles innovations in
public institutions and initiatives by the private sector to expand access to good-quality
tertiary education", and (2) to offer appropriate financial incentives. The above mentioned
characteristics will be discussed in greater details in Chapters Five and Six.

Conversely, in a study prepared by Zumeta (1997), "State Policy and Private
Higher Education: Past, Present and Future", the researcher pointed out three different
forms of state policies toward private higher education, with the aim of improvement of
this sector. These forms are: laissez-faire, central-planning, and market-competitive. In the
first model, laissez-faire, state interference in private institutions does not exist, leaving the
private sector to behave and perform freely without any control or supervision. In this
pattern, there are neither state financial subsidises to this sector nor academic control of the
programmes offered. The nature of the relationship between the state and the private sector
is mostly limited to licensing institutions to operate and function. Moreover, most private
institutions under this category are vocationally-oriented, financially challenged and with
low quality standards (Zumeta, 1997). Unlike the first approach, in the second form of
policy, central-planning, the divide between private and public higher education is quite
blurred. In this pattern, as Zumeta (1997) argues, private institutions of higher education
become quasi-public. On the one hand, private institutions enrolments by and large
represent less than 50% of total enrolment and, on the other hand they are able and eligible
to compete successfully for state funding, in the same way as public institutions. In this
approach, the state compensation system of funds and control creates some kind of self
assessment and quality assurance among higher education institutions. In this pattern, there
1s a competitive relationship environment between the two sectors.

Applying the above approaches to the Omani context, it can be argued that the
private higher education system lies, to some extent, under the second model of Zumeta’s
classification, central-planning. The Government of Oman supports private higher
education financially and logistically, directly and indirectly. Therefore, the government
supervises the private higher education institutions. The supervision system implemented
by the government extends from the step of the application for licensing, to the following-
up of the performance of these institutions. However, the gap between private and public

higher education systems in Oman remains large. The government is still the only source
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of funds and governance of public higher education. Moreover, competition both within a
single sector and between the two systems is relatively absent and is not expected to occur
in the near future. This can be attributed to certain factors. First, the public higher
education system is relatively new in Oman and has no long-standing experience, since the
first university -SQU- was established in 1986. Second, some other public higher education
institutions are in search of stability. For example, the six Education Colleges which come
under the supervision of the Ministry of Higher Education have witnessed several changes.
These institutions were upgraded in 1994 from institutes only offering diplomas in
education, to university status, offering bachelor degrees in education. In 2005, five
colleges were transformed from Education Colleges into so-called Applied Science
Colleges, and their mission and vision were modified accordingly, to fit the new objectives
of these institutions, as these colleges no longer offer education programmes. Changes
have also occurred with Technical Colleges, supervised by the Ministry of Manpower.
Third, in terms of access to the public institutions, qualified graduates of secondary
education are eligible to enter these institutions free of charge. Fourth, private higher
education is a rather new phenomenon in the country, since the first private college was
founded in 1995/1996. Fifth, as will be pointed out later in Chapter Four, most private
higher education institutions are currently in the stage of building their infrastructures,
whether in terms of their permanent buildings, academic staff or research activities.
Similarly, with regard to academic programmes, no systematic evaluation been conducted
in these institutions to identify whether there are differences in quality or they are of a
similar standard. Sixth, many students enrol in these institutions because of inability to get
a place in the public system. Even students with government scholarships in most of these
institutions are from disadvantaged backgrounds and their grade in secondary education is
between 65%-70%. The exception is scholarships for students in medical programmes,
which are provided for students whose grades in secondary education are not less than
90%.

Based on the factors mentioned above, the aspect of competition between public
and privet higher education institutions is still absent. In order to activate these institutions,
they need to establish a cooperative approach to strengthen their academic and
administrative areas.

In the third pattern of policy identified by Zumeta, market-competitive, in contrast
to the other previous two models, public and private institutions are more autonomous with

regard to academic issues.
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To conclude this section, it is suggested that Zumeta’s work offers some useful
thoughts, information and concepts that may help us in understanding the state policies of
higher education and their impact on the institutional framework of private higher

education.

2.7 Summary

This chapter has presented a review of literature pertaining to theory and research on
privatisation in higher education and the rationales and motivations for it worldwide. A
selected review of studies was therefore undertaken. Throughout the chapter, the
researcher has discussed in some detail major issues related the aim of this study.

Use of institutions of education as a mechanism for shaping values, ideologies and
socialisation has influenced the development of the private sector. As we mentioned
previously, government polices have also shaped the enhancement of the private sector, for
instance by restricting public spending, provision of public subsidies to private institutions,
legislating corporatisation and privatisation, even allowing, in some cases, business
organisations and private agencies to set up institutions of higher education for profit.

Most of the studies reviewed (Tilak, 1991; Altbach, 1998, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c;
Levy, 2006) attributed the demand for private higher education to, on the one hand, the
increased number of secondary education graduates seeking places in higher education
institutions, particularly university education, and, on the other hand, the economic factor,
including the declining of governmental funding to higher education institutions. These
motivations and demands for privatisation, to some extent, coincide with the Omani
situation. Oman adopted privatisation policies in the field of business in the early stages of
development of social and economic sector (Ministry of Information, 2008). Now, the
Omani government believes that the private sector should also work alongside the public
sector in the development of human resources. It has been briefly shown in this chapter
that private higher education in Oman is expected to play a vital role, first, in recruiting
those who did not have opportunity to enter higher education; second, to contribute
actively in the policy of Omanisation, which requires qualified human resources in
different spheres and specialisation. However, the significant question that might be asked
is to what extent Omani private higher education can achieve these goals. Before we can
answer this, it is necessary to have an overview of the rationales and objectives of private

higher education in Oman. This will be the subject of the next chapter.

50



Chapter Three

Chapter Three

Rationales and Objectives of Private Higher Education in Oman

“We must try to expand the boundaries of human wisdom, empathy and

perception, and there is no way of doing that except through education.”
Senator William Fulbright (1976)

3.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, the main rationales and objectives of private higher education from
the global perspective were discussed, and types and functions of this sector were also
highlighted.

In this chapter, then, the rationales and objectives behind allowing private sector
provision in the Sultanate to participate in the higher education sphere will be discussed.
This will be achieved through examination of the governmental documents related to this
issue, such as Royal Decrees and Ministerial Decisions, along with governmental and non-

governmental published and unpublished documents.

3.2 Rationales from the Government’s View: A Brief Overview
The rationales and motivations behind establishing private institutions in Oman have been
set out in Royal Decrees. For example, Article 4 related to the ordinance of private

universities promulgated by Royal Decree No. 41/1999 states that:

“A private university shall aim at making a positive contribution towards the
improvement of scientific research and education standards. It shall also aim
at offering courses in modern scientific specialisations to provide
competencies in various fields so that the objectives of the university are
linked with the ever increasing requirements of the society. The private
university shall make available the most advanced equipment required for
the achievement of its aims.” (Official Gazette, 1999: 20)

Similarly, the objectives of establishment of private higher education are also
declared in the Ministerial Decisions of the Ministry of Higher Education. For instance,
Article 3 of Ministerial Decision No. 34/2000 concerning the Regulatory Ordinance for
Private Colleges reveals that:

“A higher education institution shall aim at: a) preparation of qualified
national work force needed by the Sultanate for its economic, social and
cultural development plans and, b) encouragement of research and scientific
studies and provision of consultancy services.” (Official Gazette, 2000: 33)
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The statements above highlight three objectives: promoting scientific research,
offering quality education, and preparing qualified Omani nationals in order to serve the
comprehensive development of the country.

However, there are some other objectives and motivations behind allowing the
private sector to participate in higher education, such as the lack capacity of public higher
education to meet increasing numbers of secondary school graduates, the wish to alleviate
the financial burden of government expenditure on higher education, promoting the
Omanisation policy, and joining international trade agreements such as WTO and GATS.
These rationales and objectives have encouraged the government to permit the private

sector to participate in higher education, as stated by the Minister of Higher Education:

“The educational renaissance that the Sultanate witnesses along with the
increasing numbers of General Certificate graduates both make the
institutions of higher education unable to absorb all the output of these
graduates, especially as mainstream pre-higher education does not meet the
contemporary needs of the labour market.”

(Oman Newspaper, January 29, 2007)

“From the perspective of national partnership between the government and
private sector, and in the light of global trends towards activating the role of
the private sector in the management and operation of certain public
services, including higher education, together with the accession of Oman to
the WTO, and to benefit from the experiences of countries that have preceded
us in this area, and taking into consideration the high cost of operation of
higher education institutions, the government has invited the private sector to
establish universities and colleges.”
(From the researcher’s interview with the Minister of
Higher Education, Oman, September 17, 2009)
The following sections, then, clarify the above-mentioned objectives and rationales

for private higher education in Oman.

3.3 Impact of Globalisation on Higher Education: Oman’s Perspective
In the framework of the WTO, and under the GATS, universities are fast becoming
entrepreneurial institutions, both domestically and internationally (Tilak, 2006). Indeed,
the complicated relationship between globalisation and higher education has generated
endless discussion and is an issue of debate in a growing number of conferences and
lectures worldwide.

The deficit of many public institutions of higher education, especially in developing
countries, led to emergence of private higher education institutions to fill this gap.

Therefore, it can be said that the globalisation phenomenon could be one of the most
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visible factors for the appearance of private higher education sector. Altbach (2004: 1)

describes the impact of globalisation on higher education, stating that:

“It is argued that all of the contemporary pressures on higher education,
from the pressures of massification to the growth of the private sector are
the results of globalisation.”

In Altbach’s view, higher education institutions, particularly universities, have
always figured in the global environment and therefore been "affected by circumstances
beyond the campus and across national borders" (Altbach, 2004: 4).

Since Oman became a WTO member in 2000, it has made a commitment to the
higher education sector. The current practice of private higher education in Oman
represents the model of affiliation or/and cooperation with foreign universities. The only
visible example of foreign universities operating in Oman is the Arab Open University,
which is one among many branches in many different Arab countries. Even the German
University in Oman cannot be considered as an absolute model of a foreign university
operating in Oman, since the present pattern of managing this institution is that
administration and financial affairs are under the Omani investors, while the foreign
university, Aachen University of Technology, is responsible for academic affairs. This
means that the university is an Omani private university affiliated with Aachen University
of Germany. However, once a WTO member proposes to liberalise its higher education
sector and allow foreign universities to operate alongside its own public and private
universities in their country, this may create certain challenges for domestic institutions,
particularly private ones, in the case of Oman. The question one might raise is why would
such a practice create a challenge for the local institutions? In the researcher’s view, when
a recognised and well-known foreign university operates in Oman, students will prefer to
enter that university, particularly if the tuition fees are fairly similar to those of the local
private institutions. The challenges that would face local private institutions, then, could be
summarised in two elements, academic and financial. In terms of the academic issue, the
foreign university will have credibility among the public due its reputation. Financially, as
a consequence of the academic issue, when large numbers of students apply to foreign
universities, private institutions domestically will, undoubtedly, lose financially.

However, this is much more likely to occur in the case of those local private
institutions that are lower in quality than the foreign institutions. Since there is nothing to
prevent such an experience taking place in Oman, private institutions locally need to take

this issue into consideration and prepare themselves accordingly. On the other hand, if
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such an experience occurred, it might encourage local institutions to improve their quality
and attempt to compete academically. Indeed, this issue can be considered as one of the
consequences of GATS. Therefore, it can be suggested that further study needs to be

conducted of the higher education system in the country.

3.4 Demography and the Construction of Educational System

The rising demand for higher education varies according to the rate of population
expansion worldwide and Oman also shares the global trend. According to the OECD
(2008), demography has become a subject of concern in a growing number of countries.
The population of some OECD countries is rapidly ageing, especially in Japan, Korea and
Southern and Eastern Europe. By contrast, in countries such as Mexico and Turkey, the
population is continuing to grow, in spite of a decrease in the fertility rate. In 2008, the
OECD identified several key demographic trends for the period to 2030. A number of the
key elements (OECD, 2008; Altbach, Reisberg and Rumbley, 2009) are:

1. Student participation will continue to expand, as will higher education systems. Only a
few countries will see a contraction in student numbers.

2. Women will form the majority in student populations in most developed countries and
will substantially expand their participation everywhere.

3. The mix of the student population will become more varied, with greater numbers of
international students, older students, part-time students, and other types;

4. The social base in higher education will continue to broaden, along with uncertainty
about how this will affect inequalities of educational opportunities between social groups.
5. Attitudes and policies relating to access as well as the consciousness among
disadvantaged groups will change and become more central to national debates.

According to Mizikaci and Baumgartl (2007), demography plays a vital role, with
chief policies of education determined by the composition of the population. The rate and
dynamics of population growth are crucial to education planning.

Therefore, population statistics, in terms of population size, growth rates,
characteristics and features, are key data upon which development planners rely for
estimating their needs, planning educational, economic and social policies, and labour
force planning. The current available data regarding the population of Oman are those of
the results of the population census in Oman, carried out at the end of 2003, which
provided a large amount of demographic data and information. According to this census,

the total population of Oman was found to be 2,331,391, of whom native Omani citizens
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accounted for 1,781,558 representing 76% of the total population. The total number of
non-Omani citizens who were working and living in Oman was 549,833, representing 24%
of the total population (Ministry of National Economy, 2004).

The population distribution by gender is characterised by a disparity between
Omani citizens and non-Omanis. Among Omanis, males constitute 50.5% and females
49.5%, while among non-Omanis, the ratio of males is much higher at 79.2% compared to

20.8% for females. Table 3.1 shows the age cohort of the Omani population in 2003.

Table 3.1: Age cohort of the Omani population, Census of 2003

Age cohort Male Female Total %
0-4 109,544 105,987 215,531 12
5-9 121,222 116,259 237,481 13

10-14 137,646 132,705 270,351 15
15-19 130,471 124,757 255,228 15
20-24 107,506 106,781 214,287 12
25-59 246,696 252,648 499,344 28
60+ 47,455 41,881 89,336 5
Total 900,540 881,018 1,781,558 100

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2004), Oman.

Table 3.1 above clearly shows that Oman has a proportionately large number of
young people, with the age cohort (0-24) representing 67% of the total Omani population,
while only 5% are over the age of 60. This demographic structure reflects the impact of the
availability of services such as health, employment opportunities, improvement in social
welfare, housing, transport, water and electricity, and other social services on the quality of
living standards and population growth rate.

Oman’s population growth rate, 1.84%, is considered one of the highest in the
world compared with, for instance, 1.58 in UAE; 1.51 in India; 0.15 in Japan; 0.05 in Italy
and 0.02 in Britain (Ministry of National Economy, 2004).

It can be said that although this phenomenon can be viewed as a natural response to
the huge improvement in living standards which resulted from the economic development
in the last three decades, the demographic structure will continue to put pressure on the
Omani government to develop and enhance the social and economic infrastructure and
facilities. In these conditions, all types and levels of education and training, especially
higher education, will have to be expanded in terms of both quality and quantity. Special

attention should be given to higher education, to be ready for the demand which can be
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expected as those of the population still in the early stages of education, primary,
preparatory and secondary school, complete their basic education.

During the period of renaissance (1970 to the present), investment in basic
education has taken precedence. Consequently, free basic education has been made
available for all Omani nationals under a programme of continuous and rapid expansion
across the whole country. According to figures released in May 2009 by the Ministry of
Education, there are around 540,332 students, of whom nearly half are female students, in
1,047 state schools (Ministry of Education, 2009). Although the number of basic education
students in private schools increased from 16,500 students in 2000 to 37,374 in 2009, the
role of these schools is still limited; the proportion of private education students in the total
number of students did not exceed about 6% in 2009. This, however, can be attributed, as
mentioned above, to the fact that Omani students can receive education free of charge from
the primary education stage through to university.

The increasing growth of population has already created some challenges for the
higher education sector. Among these challenges is the lack of capacity of public higher

education institutions in the Sultanate.

3.5 Capacity of Public Higher Education in Oman

In our review of the population of Oman, we have shown that increasing growth of
population has created some challenges for the higher education sector. In the last six
years, the number of secondary school graduates in Oman has increased considerably.

In light of the rising number of secondary school graduates seeking higher
education and the widening gap between them and the recruiting capacity of public
educational institutions, the government adopted policies and strategies to encourage the
participation of the private sector in provision of higher education. Table 3.2 shows the
number of students enrolled in higher education in Oman and abroad, compared with the
number of students who graduated from secondary education during the period 2003/2004
to 2007/2008.
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Table 3.2: Number of secondary school graduates, enrolled and had no higher
education opportunity, 2003/2004-2007/2008

Academic Year Secondary school | Enrolled students Non-enrolled
graduates in HE students
2003/2004 41,573 16,961 24,612
2004/2005 40,404 17,798 22,606
2005/2006 44,880 19,823 25,057
2006/2007 41,225 20,250 21,975
2007/2008 47,466 21,586 25,880

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009a), Oman.

According to Table 3.2, it can be seen that although both secondary education
outputs and higher education inputs have increased during the period under review, the
proportion of students enrolled in higher education has slightly increased. For instance, the
proportion of students who had higher education opportunity in 2007/2008 was 45%
compared to 41% in 2003/2004, constituting only a 3% increase in enrolment during that
period. In other words, the number of students who had no higher education opportunity
compared to the number of secondary graduates also increased. In 2007/2008 there were
25,880 students who did not find places in higher education compared to 24,612 students
in 2003/2004.

Al-Manthri (2002: 17) emphasised that:

“As a result of the increase in the number of secondary school leavers, the
government adopted the universal trend of involving the private sector in
the development of human resources and providing it with investment
opportunity in higher education.”

The above statement implies that Oman, like many developing countries, will be
dependent on the participation of the private sector to meet enrolment needs at present and
in the future. This perception is consistent with the view of Altbach (1999d: 322) when he
said that “the inability of the state to provide access to post-secondary education that is
demanded worldwide contributes to the rise of the private sector”. This means that higher
education is no longer considered as a ‘public good’, since it is treated as providing a
‘product’, that is, knowledge and skills used by individuals to increase their incomes and to
achieve further prestigious jobs. At the same time, as Altbach (1999d) argues, higher
education develops the human resources needed for societal growth and the operation of
modern economy. Without going into the debate on the subject, data from many countries,

although it is acknowledged that there are variations among countries, shows that post-
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secondary education ensures a higher income and greater opportunities for graduates
(Machin & McNally, 2007).

For the purpose of constructing a wider picture with regard to the capacity of higher
education system in the country, a comparison between secondary school graduates and
those who had access to higher education in the academic year 2007/2008 will be analysed

in further detail in the following sections.

3.5.1 Secondary school graduates in 2007/2008

According to the Ministry of Education’s statistics, the total number of secondary
education graduates in academic year 2007/2008 was 66,301 students, of whom 47,466
students were in the 18-24 age group, as shown in Table 3.3 below.

Table 3.3: Secondary school graduates by age group
& gender, 2007/2008

Age group Gender Total %
Male Female
18-24 23,964 23,502 47,466 72
25-26 2,824 652 3,476 5
27-28 2,774 606 3,380 5
29+ 10,301 1,678 11,979 18
Total 39,863 26,438 66,301 100

Source: Ministry of Education (2009), Oman.

It can be seen from Table 3.3 above that secondary education graduates in the 18-
24 age group represent 72% of all graduates. According to the Admission Centre policy,
this age group is the only one eligible to apply to higher education via the Centre. It can be
noticed from the table that the percentage of male to female in this age group is very close,
50.4% for male to 49.5% for female.

The data also indicate that students who successfully completed secondary
education above 24 years old accounted for 28% out of all graduates. This can be attributed
to the ‘jumping policy’ adopted by the Ministry of Education. This policy allows students
above 24 years old who have already successfully completed preparatory education to
enrol directly in the third year of secondary education. Such students are then eligible to sit
the General Certificate exam. Another indication that can be noticed from the table with
regard to students above 24 years old is that male students represent the vast majority of
graduates in this category, with 15,899 (84.4%) compared to 2,936 (15.6%) for female
students. This can be attributed to certain factors. First, there is a high demand for higher

education since most of these students, particularly male students, aspire to continue higher
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education. Second, the small number of female students in the table above is not
necessarily an exact reflection of women’s desire to continue their study. Rather, it can be
attributed to the fact that most female students in this age group are likely to be married
and have not enough time to balance between their family responsibilities and study life.
Although this is beyond the scope of this research, further investigation is required to gain
accurate information with regard to the circumstances and conditions motivating this type
of student to gain the General Secondary certificate.

Opening the opportunities for those students who, for whatever reasons, might have
stopped secondary education, could be considered as an equity issue. However, one might
question their situation with regard to post-secondary education. Does the government
guarantee them equal opportunities to enter higher education? Since the Admission Centre
policy only deals with secondary education graduates in the 18-24 age group, older
students seem unlikely to obtain an opportunity to study in higher education at the
government’s expense. However, some of these graduates are already in a work situation
and they may get financial support from their organisations. Although this might add
another challenge for the government in long run for the expansion of the higher education
system in the country, the current concern in this study is the fresh secondary education
graduates who are eligible to apply via the Admission Centre, i.e., those in the 18-24 age
group. To aid clarity about the capacity of state higher education in Oman to absorb
secondary school graduates, a comparison of enrolments of secondary school students by
means of funding and type of institution will be presented, highlighting the limited
capacity of the higher education existing in Oman. According to the current and detailed
data available for secondary school graduates, the focus will be on academic year

2007/2008.

3.5.2 Students admitted in higher education

The total number of students who were admitted in higher education institutions in
academic year 2007/2008 at government expense was 15,100, and the number of students
admitted at their own expense was 5,432 (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009a).
Moreover, 1,054 Omanis were enrolled at higher education institutions in the UAE (Oman
Cultural Attaché in the UAE, 2009). Overall, the total number of Omani students enrolled
in higher education institutions in academic year 2007/2008 was 21,586 students (Ministry
of Higher Education, 2009a). Table 3.4 shows Omani students enrolled in higher education

institutions in Oman and abroad in academic year 2007/2008.
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Table 3.4: Students enrolled in higher education institutions, 2007/2008

Student %
Instituti Total
nstitution Male Female ota of total
enrolments

Sultan Qaboos University 1,353 1,341 2,694 12.5
Colleges of Applied 1,035 085 2,020 9.4
Sciences (6 colleges)
Technical Colleges (6 4,448 1,831 6,279 29
colleges)
College of Banking &
Financial Studies 191 395 >86 27
Health Institutes (12 196 499 695 32
institutes)
Ins'tltute of Shari’a 77 95 172 08
Sciences
External Scholarships 149 84 233 1.2
Internal Scholarships 943 1,478 2,421 11.2
Private uplver51t1es & 2,687 2,745 5432 259
colleges in Oman
Private universities & 4.8
colleges in UAE 420 634 1,054

Total 11,499 10,088 21,586 100

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (20092a); Oman Culture Attaché in UAE (2009).
* Islamic studies

Owing to the importance of reviewing the current status of enrolment of secondary
education outputs in higher education institutions to the educational policy makers in the
Sultanate, it can be concluded that:

1. According to the data for secondary education graduates in the academic year
2007/2008, students over 24 years old represented 28% of the total graduates, while
students over 29 years old formed 18% of the total students. This is, as we pointed earlier,
due to the ‘jumping policy’ introduced by the Ministry of Education.

2. The access rate is low and does not match with the targeted objectives and policies of
the government to reach at least 50% of those in the 18-24 cohort continuing on to
postsecondary education by 2020, up from 19% in 2004 (Chapman, Al-Barwani and
Ameen, 2009: 201).

3. The increasing in number of students admitted at government expense was not
commensurate with the increase in the number of secondary education graduates in
2007/2008. The total number of graduates aged 18-24 years was 47,466 in 2007/2008
compared to 41,225 in 2006/2007, an increase of 15%. However, growth in the number of
students admitted to higher education with governmental finance in the same year,
according to the Ministry of Higher Education, did not exceed 3.8%. Table 3.5 shows the

total students admitted in higher education by means of funding.
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Table 3.5: Students in higher education by means

of funding, 2007/2008
Mean of funding %
Governmental funding 70
Own expense in the Sultanate 25.2
Own expense in UAE 4.8

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009a), Oman.

The table above indicates that the percentage of students admitted to higher
education institutions by means of governmental funding amounted to 70% of the total
admissions to higher education in 2007/2008, compared to 25.2% for those who studied at
their own expense or another’s expense in the Sultanate, and 4.8% who were enrolled at
their own expense in the UAE. Thus, students admitted at their own expense or the
expense of (non-government) others made up of 30% of the total admissions in the
academic year 2007/2008.

Regarding students admitted in higher education by type of institution, as can be
seen from Table 3.4 above, public higher education institutions enrolled 11,894 students in
2007/2008, representing 55% of total enrolments in this year. However, private universities
and colleges in the Sultanate enrolled 7,853 students, forming 36% of the total admissions,
which can be considered as a reflection of the role of these institutions in raising the rate of
enrolment in higher education in the country.

In terms of the absorptive capacity of public institutions, the Technical Colleges
absorbed the highest proportion of total admissions in higher education, 29%, followed by
Sultan Qaboos University, 12.5%, and then by the Colleges of Applied Sciences, 9.4%. A
further 6.7% were enrolled in College of Banking and Financial Studies, Health Institutes
and Institute of Shari’a Sciences, while government scholarships and grants abroad
accounted for 1% of total enrolments in 2007/2008.

It can be seen that despite the large number of Health Institutes (12), they absorbed
only 3% of the total admissions. As these institutes are supervised by the Ministry of
Health, it sets the admission policy in these institutes based on the number of hospitals
available for practical training.

Another indicator that can be noticed in the above table is that the number of
external scholarships and grants was also small, forming only 1% of the total admissions.

From the above discussion, it can be noted that the intake capacity of state higher
education (at government expense) in that year was only 15,100 students (Table 3.4),

leaving around two thirds of school leavers with no access to higher education within

61



Chapter Three

Oman unless their families could afford to pay the tuition fees demanded by the private
colleges within Oman or elsewhere in the world. With this limited enrolment, the gap
between secondary school outputs and access to higher education institutions will continue
to increase (Table 3.2). This will be disastrous for Oman, because without the benefits of
higher education qualifications, skills, and knowledge, a large number of secondary school
graduates will be deprived of the opportunity to fulfil their potential. Moreover, they will
be at a disadvantage in the labour market and unable to assume the positions currently held
-as will be noted later in this chapter- by many expatriate workers. In order to maintain
Oman’s position in global economic and social demands, this situation should not be
continued. Some solution must be found, together with some interventions designed to
address this gap in supply and demand. Public higher education institutions should be
expanded. Private higher education would not be the ultimate solution to achieve this goal,
since despite this sector’s contribution in absorbing some secondary school leavers, its
participation remains limited. However, further discussion about this issue will be

presented in Chapter Four.

3.5.3 Distribution of students in higher education according to gender

Before discussing the distribution of Omani students in higher education according to their
gender, it is worth examining the impact of gender on access to higher education from a
general perspective.

Among the demographic factors that can be considered as relevant in a discussion
of the demand for higher education, is the secondary school students’ gender. A number of
studies have examined the impact of gender on access into higher education. The available
data of some Europe countries, for instance, indicates that entry into higher education by
females no longer represents a major problem in many of these countries. In Germany, for
example, Mayer, Miiller and Pollak (2007: 265) stated that among male and female
students who start and finish a tertiary course of study, female students are more likely to
enter university education. They attributed this to the fact that female students are more
likely to find attractive specialisations at university on the one hand and they also seem
more likely to be unfocused on tertiary education than male students because they have
alternatives in non-tertiary vocational education, such as in nursing and high-level
secretarial, on the other hand.

In the United Kingdom, in a study by Cheung and Egerton (2007) regarding the
changes of class and gender inequality of higher education, they emphasised that although
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the pattern of social class disadvantages in terms of access to higher education is still
unchanged, the gender gap between male and female secondary school students has been
reduced.

The gender issue has also been examined in Asia. In Japan, for example, Ishida
(2007) revealed that the gender gap in educational attainment has been reduced
considerably in the post-war period, both in high-school enrolments and in attendance at
higher education, especially during the late 1980s and the 1990s when the university sector
expanded rapidly. The exception to the decreasing gap of gender inequality according to
Ishida (2007) can be found among students of two-year junior colleges. This is due to the
fact most junior colleges are not coeducational and they continue to be dominated by
females.

In Taiwan, as Tsai and Shavit (2007) pointed out, females still suffer disadvantages
in access to higher education, although the expansion of higher education in Taiwan has
significantly benefited females over the past few decades.

In addition to the impact of gender concerning access in higher education, is that of
ethnic groups. Although the influence of minority ethnic groups in terms of access to
higher education is well documented worldwide, the ethnic minority factor in Oman does
not represent a serious problem, since Omani citizens are from the same social origin or
race.

As Al-Hashmi (2005: 284) pointed out, among Omani secondary school students, a
very high percentage of students aspired to higher education, and the demand for higher
education was similar among male and female students. Therefore, the demographic factor
with regard to the gender issue has been given attention through policies that give a slight
advantage to male secondary school graduates, to compensate for the high percentage of
female students applying to and eligible for higher education. However, it is necessary that
this policy be reconsidered in such a way as to provide equal opportunities for both males
and females to gain access to higher education.

Regarding students admitted in higher education by various means of funding, the
statistical data revealed that females accounted for 46% of total admissions in the academic
year 2007/2008, compared to 54% for male students. The data also indicate that the
proportion of male students admitted at government expense in the academic year
2007/2008 was more than the proportion of females, 56.5% compared to 43.5% of females.

However, with regard to students admitted in private higher education institutions in Oman
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and in the UAE, it can be noted that female students constituted 52%, compared to 48% for
males (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009a).

It is worth emphasising that the existing admission policy gives male students
preference in order to achieve a balance between the number of males and females
admitted in higher education. This policy was adopted as a result of the increased numbers
of females enrolled in higher education. Female Omani students gain better grades, in
general, than do male Omani students. Hence, the reason for adopting this policy was not a
result of their inability but rather their cultural backgrounds. The stereotypical Omani way
of thinking is that arts and teaching fields are suitable for women and that science and
technology fields are suitable for men. Consequently, Omani female students have had a
tendency to choose arts and education courses, which became oversubscribed. However, in
the light of these statistics and in order to achieve equal opportunities for both males and
females, this policy needs to be reconsidered and reviewed.

Oman needs to expand and diversify the system of higher education to meet the
population’s need for post-secondary education. The total enrolment in public higher
education for the academic year 2007/2008 was barely 19% of the relevant age group. This
is low compared with most of the GCC countries. According to the ‘Arab World
Competitiveness Report 2007°, enrolments in higher education among the 18-24 age group
were 22% in UAE, 22% in Kuwait, and 32% in Bahrain. Data for Saudi Arabia and Qatar
were not available (Arab World Competitiveness Report, 2007).

From the foregoing, it can be suggested that a clearly defined comprehensive
national strategic plan is needed to cope with the challenge of an ever-increasing demand

for higher education and the corresponding manpower needs of the national economy.

3.6 Reduction in the Number of Students Studying Abroad

One of the rationales for establishment of private institutions in Oman is to reduce the
number of students studying abroad, particularly those doing so at their own expense. It is
worth emphasising that during the 1970s, the government relied on foreign scholarships to
educate Omanis to the level required for employment in the governmental sector. It was
more efficient to provide scholarships for the small number of secondary school graduates
than to establish local institutions at that time. The number of Omani students that were
sent abroad on scholarships started to decline during the second half of the 1980s and the
1990s as a result of the establishment of local higher education institutions, notably, Sultan

Qaboos University and the Colleges of Education. However, as we have noted in section
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3.5 above, the current intake capacity of state higher education must be expanded to meet
the growth of secondary leavers.

However, statistics demonstrate that one of the main issues facing private higher
education in Oman is the competition of foreign universities and colleges, particularly in
the neighbouring countries. Table 3.6 shows Omani students studying abroad at
undergraduate level in 2007/2008.

Table 3.6: Omani students studying abroad at undergraduate level by gender and
means of funding, 2007/2008

Means of funding
Country Government scholarships Grants and own expense Total
M F T M F T
GCC 12 20 32 1,604 3,531 5,135 4,787
Other Arab Countries 6 6 12 580 376 956 2,688
Foreign Countries 379 228 607 1,470 498 1,968 2,572
Total 397 254 651 3,654 4,405 8,059 8,710
Grand Total 8,710

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009a), Oman.

As seen from the above table, in the academic year 2007/2008, the total number of
students studying abroad at their own expense was 8,059, representing 92.5% of the total
students studying abroad. This means that the number of scholarships provided by the
government is limited (only 7.5% of the total number of Omani students abroad) compared
to those studying at their own expense. Females account for 57.8% of Omanis studying
abroad compared to 42.2% for males. Although this implies that there is a high demand for
higher education by Omani students, most of those studying abroad were concentrated in
human sciences, particularly education, due to the belief of students and their parents that
this would guarantee employment after graduation. The majority of students were in GCC
countries, representing 63.7% of the total of the Omani students abroad.

On the level of the GCC countries, the majority of Omani students are concentrated
in the UAE. This could be due to the fact that this is the closest GCC country to Oman (see
the map of Oman on page 5). For example, there are 5,135 Omani students studying in
GCC countries' universities and colleges at their own expense, of which 4,425 are studying
in UAE universities and colleges, forming 93.5% of the total number of Omani students in

the GCC, as indicated in Table 3.7 below.
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Table 3.7: Omani students studying in GCC countries (first degree) at their own expense,

2007/2008
Bahrain Kuwait Qatar
Specialisation
M F T M F T M F T
Medicine & Health 2 32 34 2 7 9 2 3
Science
Engineering 1 2 3 7 12 19 0 1 1
Science 1 1 2 2 25 27 4 20 24
Education 1 2 3 6 43 49 3 6 9
Computer 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 4
Literature 0 0 0 2 38 40 8 10 18
Business Studies 9 3 12 1 8 9 2 3 5
Islamic Science 0 0 0 0 16 16 1 1 2
Other subjects 0 0 0 0 4 4 0 4 4
Total 14 70 54 20 153 173 21 51 72
Table 3.7: (Continued)
Saudi Arabia UAE
Specialisation
M F T M F T
Medicine & Health Science 5 3 8 4 72 76
Engineering 25 1 26 39 30 69
Science 0 8 8 0 0 0
Education 1 8 9 135 1,358 1,493
Computer 0 2 2 9 11 20
Literature 0 1 1 14 132 146
Business Studies 2 0 2 39 71 110
Islamic Science 4 0 4 960 1,424 2,384
Other subjects 1 0 0 39 88 127
Total 38 35 72 1,239 3,186 4,425
Grand Total 5,135

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009a), Oman.

As can be seen from the table above, most of the Omani students in the GCC
universities and colleges were concentrated in Education and Islamic Sciences, accounting
for 77.3% of students. There is a large number of students studying Education and Islamic
Science in UAE universities and colleges, representing 75.5% of all students in the GCC
countries. Females studying Education and Islamic Science in UAE represent 71.8%

compared to 28.2% for males in the same specialisations. This trend can be also noticed in

66



Chapter Three

the other Arab countries, since the majority of Omani students studying abroad at their
own expense were studying human sciences. For example, out of 956 students, 528
students were studying humanities, representing 55.2% of the total students in different
specialisations. Education was another popular specialisation, especially for females, who
constituted 64.2% of all Omani students in this field.

From the previous comments, and the above tables, the following points can be

made:
1. There is a large number of students studying abroad, especially in UAE universities and
colleges, and most of them, particularly girls, are studying Education. This can be
attributed to certain factors. First, from a traditional social viewpoint, females prefer to
become teachers, although this view has begun to be challenged since males and females
now work together in different spheres. Second, it is worth emphasising that there is a
general belief by students and their families that an employment guarantee exists for those
graduating in Education. However, this is an unrealistic view, since some graduates from
colleges of education in Oman have faced difficulty in finding employment in public
schools during the last few years. The purpose of admitting more students to the colleges
of education in Oman during the last three decades was to accelerate the Omanisation of
teaching staff in state schools. According to the Ministry of Education, the planned target
has now been reached. For this reason, the government has not allowed private universities
to run such programmes until 2006/2007. The rationale behind allowing private
universities to offer educational programmes was not because the Ministry of Education
reviewed its plans and consequently needed more graduates in Education; rather, it was
due to public pressure both from students and their families on the one hand, and from
private universities in Oman, since many Omani students were studying Education abroad,
on the other hand.

However, educational statistics reveal that in the academic year 2008/2009, the
total number of non-Omani teaching staff in government schools was 2,650 (Ministry of
Education, 2009). Although this issue is not closely relevant to the scope of this study,
further investigation by researchers needs to be undertaken.

2. As explained above, many Omani students study humanities either in GCC countries or
in other Arab countries, as shown in Table 3.6. This can be attributed to the fact that
students after graduating in some humanities fields would be able to take a one-year so-
called ‘educational qualification’ programme which would enable them to become

teachers. Another factor that can be added here is the fact that the medium of study in some
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neighbouring private universities is Arabic, which is easier for students, whereas in Omani
private higher education, the main language of study is English and most of the text books
used are written in English.

3. There is a belief among students and their parents that studying abroad, particularly in
GCC countries and other Arab countries, costs less than the local private higher education,
and that the education offered is higher quality than in the local institutions. However, if
careful consideration is given to this issue, the estimated cost incurred by Omani families
for securing a university education for their children abroad is usually more or less similar
to that for students staying in Oman, especially if other fees such as residential fees,
transport, and food, among others, are added to the tuition fees. Further discussion about
this issue will be in Chapter Five.

Based on the foregoing, it can be suggested that intensive efforts should be made
by both the government and private higher education to encourage more Omani students to
continue their studies at home. To this end, annual exhibitions of private universities and
colleges are organised by the Ministry of Higher Education together with an annual
symposium entitled ‘Higher Education and Labour Market’ held by the Ministry in
coordination with some governmental organisations. The aim of this symposium is to
introduce students to those specialisations required by the private sector. However, it can
be seen that there is lack of a wider effort from the Omani private higher education sector
including, for example, a shortage of information about the programmes and facilities
offered. Also, there is a lack of a previous relationship between students and these
institutions. This could be addressed by organising various visiting programmes for the
students in the final year of secondary education. By so doing, this would play a role in
introducing these institutions and programmes, together with facilities they offered to

students.

3.7 Financial Rationale
As mentioned previously, in many developing countries, including Oman, the existing and
the projected provision of public higher education is insufficient to meet the ever-
increasing demand. Although it is generally accepted that higher education is important for
the development of the nation, it is increasingly recognised that public funding alone is
insufficient to guarantee access and coverage of the college-age population.

Although the decline is more prevalent in developing than in developed countries,

even many industrialised countries are also being confronted with similar challenges. As
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Tilak (2006: 5) emphasised, the “decline in public expenditure on higher education has
been a global crisis and the most important trend”.

Similarly, Teichler (2003: 3) points out that:

“In the wake of higher education expansion, growing fiscal problems, and
the increasing popularity of neoliberal economic doctrines, private funding
and the privatisation of higher education institutions have gained ground in
many countries traditionally dominated by public higher education.”

Based on Teichler’s statement, it can be argued that as a response to the decline of
public expenditure there has emerged a dramatic expansion of private higher education in
many countries of the world, to alleviate the financial burden of government expenditure
on higher education. As Tilak (2006: 6) describes, privatisation has become “the mantra of
the day everywhere, including the case of higher education”. To this end, governments
promote the growth of private higher education institutions, most of which can be
categorised as ‘for-profit’ institutions.

Oman is not exempted from the above financial trends towards higher education.
The financing of higher education in Oman in the wake of an ever-increasing demand for
higher education is a critical issue of concern and a major challenge to the government. It
became clear in the early nineties that the sole university in the country was unable to meet
the rising demand for university education. By the middle of the last decade, public
meetings demanded the establishment of another university. However, a decision on this
subject was not taken, for financial reasons, including continued fiscal deficit and
fluctuating oil prices (Al-Jahwari, 2001). Therefore, the growing number of Omani
secondary school graduates had no choice but to seek higher education abroad, as seen in
the previous section. Thus, the financial factor was one of the reasons for allowing the
private sector to invest in the higher education field. According to Al-Lamki (1999), due to
the many obligations of the government, it is unable to finance higher education
institutions to meet the increasing demand, in the light of the cost of university education.
In the government’s view, in order to increase access to higher education, students and
their families should participate in this domain. This view is clearly stated in the Seventh
Five-Year Development Plan (2006-2010). One of the objectives assigned for the Ministry
of Higher Education, to be achieved during this plan, is to:

“Work with different actors to increase access into higher education
institutions, both in the mean of governmental finance and by the mean of
students’ own expenses.”
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By permitting the private sector to establish higher education facilities, the
government aims to achieve a number of objectives, of which the most important is to
relieve pressure on the budget, not only in capital expenditure but also in the current
expenditure, which will continue to be a steady drain during the coming years.

However, for the better understanding of the issue of financing public higher
education in Oman, a quick comparison of international public expenditure on this sector

will be made in the following section.

3.7.1 Public expenditure on higher education in Oman
According to Hauptman (2006a), one measure of financial commitment is to compare the
money expended by higher education institutions and students as a percentage of the
country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP). Unfortunately, many countries do not report this
figure, and there is a great variability on this measure across countries that do provide it,
ranging from as little as 0.1 or 0.2 % of GDP in a number of underdeveloped countries to
as much as 2.5 to 3% of GDP for some developed countries, including the United States,
New Zealand, and Canada. Overall, the average proportion of GDP devoted to higher
education across the world appears to be about 1% (Hauptman, 2006a).

Based on figures presented in the OECD’s Education at a Glance (OECD, 2007),
Table 3.8 shows the expenditure on tertiary education institutions as a percentage of GDP

in some selected countries.

Table 3.8: Expenditure on tertiary education institutions as a
percentage of GDP in some selected countries

Country % Expenditure

Czech Republic 1.1
Germany 1.1
United Kingdom 1.1
Netherlands 1.3
Norway 1.4
Spain 1.2

OECD Average 14

Source: OECD (2007).

The table above indicates that although Norway is in the top position among the
countries listed in the table with regard to expenditure on tertiary education as a percentage
of GDP, the differences between countries are not great (between 1.1 % and 1.4% of

GDP). However, except Norway, none of the countries listed reach the OECD average.
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According to the World Bank (2000), most countries tend to spend between 2% and
5% of their GDP on education, with developing countries at the lower end of this range
and developed countries on the higher side. However, regarding the percentage of
education spending dedicated to higher education, the figure averages between 15% and
20%, with developing countries often at the higher end of the range.

In Oman, public education expenditure on higher education did not exceed 8% in
2005, as shown in Table 3.9, which details some Arab and non-Arab countries’
expenditure on education by stage in 2002-2005, as indicated in the Human Development

Report 2007/2008 (2007).

Table 3.9: Expenditure on education and percentage of distribution by
educational stage, 2002-2005

Country Public expenditure by stage (as % of all stage)
Pre-primary& Primary Secondary Tertiary
Oman 50 T 5
Morocco 45 33 T
Tunisia 35 e >
Kuwait 31 3% 2
Iran 24 37 o
Malaysia 30 35 3
Japan 38 0 7
Germany 22 51 5
France 31 a3 57
Spain 39 ) %

Source: Human Development Report 2007/2008 (2007).

The statistics show that compared to other countries listed, Oman spends a greater
proportion of its budget on primary education, and a higher proportion on secondary
education than all but three of the comparison countries. However, the share allocated to
tertiary education is the lowest among all the countries listed. This fact may reflect the
recent priority accorded to reforms in the general education system and particularly the
introduction of the Basic Education System. Equally, this data is indicative of the fact that
Oman initially concentrated its finances on promoting early education through to
secondary education, whilst higher education has been comparatively neglected. During
the last three decades, investment in basic education has taken precedence. Free basic
education has been made available to all Omani citizens, which resulted in a large

population of secondary school graduates competing for limited opportunities for higher
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education in the country. Undoubtedly, aspirations are created in students as a result of the
promotion of secondary school education, only to be frustrated when they complete
secondary education and find there is nowhere to go to pursue their higher education. It
could be argued that Oman’s modest percentage (8%) of its public expenditure on higher
education could contribute to the limited capacity of higher education.

We have stated previously that in many developing countries, the bulk of the
education budget went to general (pre-tertiary) education, leaving a very small share or
proportion for higher education. Such practices can no longer be sustained and in order to
achieve access (equality of educational opportunity), maintain quality and ensure fiscal
prudence and value for many, various approaches to allocating basic funds supplied by the
government to higher education need to be addressed. These options will be discussed in
further detail in this chapter.

The amount spent per student is another measure for comparing the level of
financial commitment. This calculation has the advantage of placing overall spending on
higher education within the context of how many students the funds are supporting.
However, in order to be calculated correctly, the comparison requires currency adjustment.
According to the OECD (2003), there is a big gap among countries, since many less
developed countries often spend less than $1,000 per student. By contrast, developed
countries spent on average $10,000 per student in 2000, whereas in the United States,
spending was twice this amount.

Regarding how much Oman spends per student in higher education institutions,
figures presented by UNESCO (2002) show that the cost of each student at Sultan Qaboos
University (SQU) is the highest among all the Arab countries. It was found to be $15,701,
compared with $11,313 for university students in Kuwait; $10,351 in Bahrain, and the

lowest in Yemen with $511 as indicated in Table 3.10.
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Table 3.10: Cost of a university student in Oman compared
to some Arab countries in 1997

Country Cost/Student ($)

Oman 15,701
Kuwait 11,313
Bahrain 10,351
Saudi Arabia 9,868
United Arab Emirates 8,731
Qatar 7,620
Jordan 2,855
Egypt 1,191
Yemen 511

Word Average 3,703

Source: UNESCO (2002).

As can be seen from Table 3.10 above, the cost of each student in SQU is four
times the world average of $3,703 as indicated by UNESCO (2002). This cost is a
particularly severe burden on the government, especially as Oman is a developing country
with strong internal competition for resources to develop other economic and social
services sectors. It can be argued that the very high cost of each student could be another
reason for the limited capacity of higher education in Oman.

However, average expenditure per student in other state higher education
institutions in Oman is less than in SQU. For example, the average expenditure per student
at Teachers' Colleges in 2000 amounted to $ 4,632 (Human Development Report, Oman,
2003). This means that expenditure per student at SQU is around four times higher than
average expenditure per student at Teachers' Colleges.

Indeed, all sectors need growth and support, and the correct principles of resource
allocation are still subject to debate; primary vs. secondary vs. tertiary is an ongoing policy
issue.

All in all, enhancing efficiency of expenditure on education requires reallocation of
funds either to various stages of education or within educational stages. To this end,
funding models need to be adopted, moving toward a flexible system that draws on both
the public and the private purse. Supporting this view, the World Bank (2000) pointed out
that the financing of higher education does not need to be limited to the public purse, since
higher education can be provided and financed either entirely publicly, or totally privately
(including non-governmental organizations), or by some combination of the two. However,

as the main scope of this study is concerned with private higher education, an intensive
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examination of the funding mechanisms and financial regulations will be provided in

Chapter Five.

3.8 Meeting Labour Market Demand and the Challenge of Omanisation

One of the principal and most integral objectives of ‘Oman’s Vision 2020’ is the
development of human resources. In Oman’s Vision 2020 conference held in Muscat in
1995, His Majesty’s address to the nation clearly emphasised the need for the private
sector to play an active role in the development of the economic process and in the
achievement of the national objectives. Nonetheless, this was not considered in isolation
from the development of the national human resources, but rather in conjunction, as stated
by His Majesty:

“Development is not a goal in itself. Rather, it exists for building man, who
is its means and producers. Therefore, development must not stop at the
achievement of a diversified economy. It must go beyond that and
contribute to the formation of the citizen who is capable of taking part in

the process of progress and comprehensive development.”
(Ministry of Information, 1996: 316)

Similarly, the former Minister of Higher Education stated in his keynote address at

the International Conference on the ‘University of the 21% Century’ in 2001 in Muscat:

“Oman Economic Vision 2020 places great importance on the
development of human resources and the support of development
programmes aimed at achieving economic diversification and, enhancing
the role of the private sector in participating in the national
development...this new development provided the private sector higher
education an opportunity to assume its role in contributing to the
development process in graduating qualified and trained national cadres
needed by the country.” (Al-Manthri, 2001b: 501)

The Omani government is realising the importance of enhancing and improving the
higher education system to meet the demand for national development in the 21 century.
Consequently, besides calling for private sector enterprises to take part in this strategic
plan, it is allowing them to participate in higher education to educate qualified national
citizens in different spheres to meet these objectives.

It is worth emphasising that for Oman to achieve the aims stated in that strategy,
the training and education of national human resources to a high level of efficiency and
competency is urgently needed. As we have noted above, given the country’s demand for
specialists and qualified personnel in several fields of knowledge, there is a tremendous
need for Omani national higher education graduates. This is due to the need to reduce

reliance on expatriate manpower (as indicated above), and to diversify the economy to be
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less dependent on oil, as well as to changes that have occurred in global markets, which
have influenced Oman’s labour market.

However, the significant questions that might be asked are what is the characteristic
or the status of Omani labour market? And, to what extent can Omani private higher
education achieve these goals?

Oman is one of the countries that host expatriate labour, as is the case with the rest
of the GCC countries. The employment of large numbers of expatriates was originally a
prerequisite for accelerating development, made possible by vast flows of petrodollars,
given the absence of sufficient indigenous labour in terms of quantity and quality at that
time. According to Kapiszewski (2006: 3), in the UAE, Qatar, and Kuwait, foreigners
constituted a majority of the population; 80%, 70%, and 64.4% respectively, whereas in
Oman and Saudi Arabia, they constituted 24% and 27.1%, respectively.

It is noted that the share of the government sector in many of the GCC countries,
including Oman, in expatriate labour has decreased. This, however, led to another
challenge for these countries, as the favourable situation which the nationals have enjoyed
for the last four decades has started to change. A growing number of them have
experienced difficulties in finding the kind of employment for which they have been
looking. The public sector, in which most nationals used to find employment, has already
become saturated, while the private sector has remained too competitive for the majority of
them. As the number of job seekers among nationals began to grow, many governments of
these countries decided to embark on the formulation of labour market strategies to
improve this situation, to create sufficient employment opportunities for nationals, and to
limit the dependence on expatriate labour.

In the Omani context, as part of the efforts made by the Omani government to
Omanise jobs in the private sector, Ministerial Decision No. 127/94 was issued,
prescribing varying minimum percentages of Omanisation in private sector establishments
operating in various sectors of the economy, in accordance with the nature of their
activities (Ministry of Information, 2006). Moreover, the number of expatriate staff
allowed into the country was subject to a maximum quota. A fee was also levied as a
deterrent measure to curb the inflow of expatriate labour and to make way for the Omanis
to get employment. In line with the emphasis of the government on encouraging
Omanisation, a number of constructive policies and measures were clearly documented in

the development plans. For example, the Fourth Five Year Development Plan (1991-1995)
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committed an initial allocation of 40 million Omani Rials for the implementation of
Omanisation policies (Ministry of Development, 1995).

The policy of Omanisation and nationalisation of jobs applied in the country aim at
tackling the distortion in the labour market rooted in imbalances in the supply of and the
demand for labour and excessive procurement of expatriate personnel, when there is a
surge in the number of citizens searching for work.

In order to understand the pace of Omanisation in the public and private sectors
together with their need for higher education graduates, the Omani labour market will be

highlighted in the following sections, starting with the public sector.

3.8.1 The needs of the public sector

An examination of the structure of the Omani labour force reveals a large proportion of
expatriates in the private sector, compared to the public sector. This can be noted in some
statistics on the number of workers in both public and private sectors in the Statistical Year
Book published by the Ministry of Economy in 2009. Table 3.11 below presents details of

the government staff for the period 2003-2008.
Table 3.11: Civil service employees from 2003 to 2008

Year Civil Service Public Corporations (1)
Omani Total Omani% | Omani Total Omani%

2003 79,099 95,158 83.1 6,320 8,251 76.5
2004 83,883 99,386 84.4 6,378 8,191 77.8
2005 87,891 103,707 84.7 6,564 8,400 78.1
2006 93,507 108,995 85.7 6,782 8,645 78.4
2007 99,896 114,624 87.1 8,251 10,279 80.2
2008 104,927 | 118,990 88.2 6,716 8,778 76.5

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2009a), Statistical Year Book, Oman.
(1) A public corporation is an organisation the majority of whose shares are owned
by the Omani government.

From the above table it can be seen that the great majority of employees in the
government sector are Omani citizens. With 104,927 in civil service and 6,716 in the
public corporations, the total in 2008 was 111,643, out of a total work force of 127,768.
Further, the proportion of Omani citizens has increased over the last few years both in the
civil service and to a lesser extent in the public corporations, where most are traditionally
employed. The number of indigenous employees in the civil service in 2003 was 79,099,
which is equal to 83.1% of the total number of workers, leaving 16,059 positions, 16.8% to

be occupied by non-Omani citizens.
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By 2008, the number of Omani employees in the civil service had reached 104,927
out of a total of 118,990 forming 88.2%, meaning that 14,063 -11.8%- would be non-
Omanis. These statistics indicate that the proportion of non-Omani citizens has decreased
slightly. However, expatriates still occupy almost a fifth of all civil service positions. In the
public corporations, the number of Omani citizens employed in 2003 was 6,320
representing 76.5% of the total number of employees, and by 2008, the number had risen
to 8,251 constituting 80.2% of the total labour force in the public corporations in that year.
The decreasing employment of Omani citizens in 2008 was due to the fact that Oman
Telecommunication Company was separated from the public corporations in 2008, and is
now owned by the private sector. Thus, the percentage of positions in the civil service
occupied by Omani citizens is higher than in the public corporations. However, in the
government sector as a whole in 2008, it can be calculated from the above table that there
were 16,125 non-Omani employees, 14,063 in the civil service plus 2,062 in public
corporations.

Although qualified and proficient indigenous employees would be required to
Omanise current positions in this sector, other qualified people will be needed to cope with
the continuing process of development and future expansion. The problem, however, is not
simply one of numbers of Omani citizens relative to non-Omani citizens, but also their
distribution within the sector.

Statistical indicators show that indigenous employees in some sectors are
concentrated in the lower-ranking occupations, while specialist expatriate workers are in
the intermediate and upper-ranking positions. Table 3.12 details the distribution of the

labour force in the public service according to their group and grade.

Table 3.12: Civil service employees (Omani/non-Omani) by grade and group, 2008

Grade & Group Omani Non-Omani Total % Omani
Special grade 66 0 66 100
Ambassador grade 25 0 25 100
Special group 1,263 1,408 2,671 47.3
Group I 35,225 2,429 37,654 93.5
Group I1 48,183 9,914 58,097 83
Group III 20,165 312 20,477 98.5

Grand Total 104,927 14,063 118,990 88.2

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2009a), Oman.
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It can be seen from Table 3.12 that non-Omani citizens constitute the majority of
special group staff, forming 52.7% of the total number, compared to 47.3% for Omani
citizens in the same group. Non-Omanis constitute 6.5% of the workforce in Group I, and
17% in Group II. With the exception of the special grade and ambassador grade, the
percentage of Omanisation is highest in Group III, where Omanis account for 98.5% of the
total employees. This means that positions which require higher education —a first degree
and higher studies- are mostly occupied by non-Omani citizens, while indigenous
employees are heavily concentrated in positions which do not require such qualifications.
These are positions with lower salaries and involving less participation in decision-making.

The above explanation of the figures is confirmed by Table 3.13 below, which
indicates the distribution of the employees of the civil service (Omani and non-Omani
citizens) according to educational level (Diploma, Bachelor degree, post-graduate diploma,

Masters, and Ph.D.) in 2008.

Table 3.13: Employees (Omani/non-Omani) in civil service by educational level, 2008

Educational Level Nationality & Percentage

Omani % Non-Omani % Total %

Illiterate 3,683 98.0 78 2.0 3,761 32
Can read and write 8,179 97.9 180 2.1 8,359 7.1
Primary 3,870 99.7 9 0.2 3,879 32
Preparatory 4,162 99.6 17 0.4 4,179 3.5
Secondary 15,153 99.4 98 0.6 15,251 12.8
Diploma 22,476 | 84.2 4,201 15.8 26,677 | 224
Bachelor degree 42,989 86.0 6,949 14.0 49,938 42.0
Post-graduate diploma 2,276 72.3 873 27.7 3,149 2.6
Master’s degree 1,922 58.6 1,359 414 3,281 2.8
Ph.D 214 41.7 299 58.3 513 0.4
Total 104,927 | 88.2 14,063 11.8 | 118,990 | 100

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2009a), Oman.

Further, the table above shows that at all levels of education up to secondary level,
the number of Omani citizens is considerably higher than that of non-Omani citizens. For
example, among illiterate people occupying menial positions, the number of Omani
citizens is 40 times that of non-Omani citizens. Up to Diploma and Bachelor degree level,
the great majority of government employees are Omani citizens. While at post-graduate

diploma and Master’s degree the number of Omani citizens is slightly higher than non-
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Omani citizens, the majority of government employees at Ph.D level are non-Omani
citizens.

In 2008, a total of 13,681 non-Omani citizens with Diploma or higher level
qualification were employed in government positions; in other words, for these
organisations to be staffed by indigenous personnel, 13,681 highly qualified Omani
citizens would be needed, merely to cover current needs, without allowing for expansion in
this sector.

Statistics regarding the educational level of employees in public corporations
demonstrate that although the education gap between Omani and non-Omani employees is
not as high as in the civil service, most non-Omani citizens in public corporations occupy
specialised jobs which require higher qualifications. Table 3.14 details employees in public
corporations according to their educational level.

Table 3.14: Employees (Omani/non-Omani) in public corporations
by educational level, 2008

Educational Level Nationality & Percentage

Omani % Non-Omani % Total %

Pre-primary 481 7.2 4 0.2 485 5.5
Primary 436 6.5 6 0.3 442 5.0
Preparatory 469 7.0 8 0.4 477 5.4
Secondary 1,466 21.8 27 1.3 1,493 17.1
Diploma 959 14.3 487 23.6 | 1,446 | 16.5
Bachelor Degree 1,960 29.2 625 30.3 2,585 294
Post-graduate Diploma 30 0.4 36 1.8 66 0.8
Master’s Degree 566 8.4 366 17.7 932 10.6
Ph.D 293 4.4 476 23.1 769 8.8
Not stated 56 0.8 27 1.3 83 0.9
Total 6,716 100 2,062 100 8778 100

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2009a), Oman.

It can also be seen from the table above that the pre-primary, primary and
preparatory groups are almost completely occupied by Omani employees. In contrast, non-
Omani citizens outnumber Omani citizens by more than 2 to 1 at Ph.D level. This fact
means that the technical positions necessitating specialist expertise would be occupied
mostly by non-Omanis. Currently, there are 1,990 posts occupied by non-Omani citizens

who have a Diploma or post-graduate qualifications.
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Indeed, the relationship between the level of education and job opportunities as Al-
Maskeri (1992) argues, is acknowledged and recognised by Omani citizens. He
emphasised that because of the enormous gap between Omani and non-Omani employees,
Omani students are motivated to invest in education:

“...they [Omani citizens] are motivated to invest in themselves in the form
of education and training because they expect education will bring better

job opportunities and higher salaries during their work life.”
(Al-Maskeri, 1992: 336)

However, as we noted in section 3.2 above, due to the limited capacity of higher
education in the country, these ambitions might not be allowed to be fulfilled. Given this
fact, it is important to expand higher education capacity not only to meet the needs of
Oman, but also of other Gulf countries, especially after the decision of the GCC countries’
leaders to establish the Gulf labour market in 2007. The aim behind establishing such an
undertaking is to achieve economic integration among the GCC countries for the direct
benefit to the citizens of the region and encourage investment in training and employment
among the residents of the area (http://www.gcclsa.org’/home.php, April 10, 2010).

This view is also supported by Al-Jahwari (2003: 27) who underlined the value of
increasing the capacity of higher education to meet the needs of Oman’s market as well as
other Gulf countries:

“The Sultanate actually suffers from lack of specialised technical
knowledge and specialisation in fields such as medicine and engineering.
Planning for higher education in Oman should take into account the needs
of the labour market in the other Gulf States with which Sultanate has
many agreements for economic integration that include the merging of
labour markets and equal treatment for Gulf States’ citizens.”

The statement above clearly shows that human capital is undoubtedly the most
important capital needed to be accomplished through the provision of higher education.
However, this goal should not be achieved merely through the expansion of higher
education and graduating more Omani nationals. What is equally important is that the
quality of human capital should be improved in order to be capable to meet the current and
future challenges of the labour market.

So far, this section has only highlighted the situation of employment in the
government sector. However, do Omani citizens fare any better in the private sector? This
will be investigated in the next section by reviewing the pattern of employment in the

private sector.
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3.8.2 The needs of the private sector

A statistical survey made by the Ministry of National Economy (2009a) excludes the
distribution of Omani citizens employed in the private sector according to their educational
background and level of attainment when considering the needs of this sector. However,
there are data available on the wages earned by Omani citizens in the private sector, and it
may be suggested that there is a logical link between the amount of salary and the demands
of the position in employment. In other words, in most jobs, involving more responsibility
and higher skill demands equate to a higher salary. Table 3.15 provides details of Omani

employees in the private sector by gender and wage group.

Table 3.15: Distribution of Omani employees in the private sector
by gender and wage group, 2008

Wages Group (RO) Gender Total %
Male Female Female
100-120 39,157 12,072 51,229 23.6
120-140 17,744 2,215 19,959 11.1
140-160 20,307 2,389 22,696 10.5
160-180 9,372 1,073 10,445 10.3
180-200 6,093 1,286 7,379 17.4
200-300 12,306 3,349 15,655 214
300-400 5,695 1,776 7,471 23.8
400-500 2,989 1,004 3,993 25.1
500-600 1,752 542 2,294 23.6
600-700 1,069 325 1,394 233
700-800 832 194 1,026 18.9
800-900 596 118 714 16.5
900-1000 554 98 652 15.0
100-2000 1,532 166 1,698 9.8
2000+ 564 25 589 4.2
Total 120,562 26,632 147,194 18.1
Average Salary 218 211 217 -

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2009a), Oman.

In 2008, the total number of Omani and non-Omani employees in the private sector
was 942,129, of which Omanis constituted 147,194, representing 15.6% of the private
sector labour force, and non-Omani citizens 794,935, forming 84.4% of all private sector
employees. If we assume that salaries reflect the needs of the job and that higher-paid posts

need higher educational qualifications, it would be expected that employees in the lower
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wage categories of RO 100-120 to RO 280-300 have education below diploma level. As
can be seen from Table 3.15, the number of Omani employees who draw salaries ranging
between RO 100-300 is 127,363 out of 147,194. This means that the majority of Omani
citizens’ employment is concentrated at these low levels, representing 86.5% of this labour
force.

On the contrary, the salary categories of RO 300-400 up to 2000+, at which
employees can be expected to have a diploma and above, Omanis number only 19,831,
forming 13.5% out of all Omani employees in the private sector.

From the above statistical pointers it can be argued that Omani citizens are not only
critically disadvantaged in their opportunities for employment in the private sector, but
they are also disadvantaged once they have attained employment in this sector by the fact
that most of them do not have the level of educational attainment required to obtain high
positions and high wages. This is a matter of serious concern, the importance of which can
be appreciated when the occupational groups of non-Omani citizens in the sector are
considered.

Economic pointers also reveal that non-Omani workers in the private sector who
have a diploma, bachelor degree and post-graduate degree number 115,154, as shown in
Table 3.16 below. This indicates that there is a large number of non-Omani citizens
compared to the small number of highly educated Omani employees deduced from Table
3.14 above. It also draws attention to the importance of higher education for supplying the

labour market with qualified Omani nationals, if Omanisation is to be accomplished.

Table 3.16: Distribution of non-Omani workers in the
private sector by educational level, 2008

Educational Level Number
Pre-primary 283,642
Primary 77,427
Preparatory 216,995
Secondary 100,935
Diploma 27,493
Bachelor degree 83,475
Master’s degree 2,379
Ph.D 1,807
Not stated 782

Total 794,935

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2009a), Oman.

82



Chapter Three

In addition to the exemplar of educational levels highlighted above, the pattern of
occupational groups presents some clue to the educational specialisations that will be
required by Omanis if they are to be employed in positions presently occupied by non-
Omani citizens.

Table 3.17 indicates non-Omani citizens employed in the private sector according
to their occupational groups. It can be noticed that the distribution of expatriate employees
in this sector was almost similar in the two years. From the table it can be observed that the
majority of non-Omani citizens are concentrated in engineering, which represents 41% in

2007 and 44.3% in 2008. In contrast, there are very few non-Omani employees in clerical

positions.
Table 3.17: Distribution of expatriate workers in the private sector by occupational groups,
2007 & 2008
Occupational Groups 2007 % 2008 %
Administration, Directors & Managers 20,675 3.2 25,012 3.1
Scientific, Technical & Human Matters Specialists 52,026 8.1 61,788 7.8
Scientific, Technical & Human Subjects Technicians 48,731 7.6 54,072 6.8
Clerical Occupations 2,058 0.3 2,361 0.3
Sales Occupations 23,354 3.7 27,922 35
Service Occupations 136,269 21.3 162,959 20.5
Agriculture, Stock Breeding, Agriculture & Hunting 61,404 9.6 67,025 8.4
Industrial, Chemical & Food Industries Occupations 33,119 5.2 41,723 53
Principal & Auxiliary Engineering Occupations 260,811 41 352,073 44.3
Gross Labour Force 638,447 100 794,935 100

Source: Ministry of National Economy (2009a), Oman.

These economic statistics demonstrate that considerable Omanisation of the private
sector will obviously require skilled and qualified people in a variety of economic and
technical specialisations, especially engineering. As the data reveal, currently there are
130,834 non-Omani citizens who have a diploma, bachelor degree or post-graduate degree,
and who need to be replaced by skilled and qualified Omani citizens.

The previous illustration highlights the current situation of the Omani labour
market and its need for qualified and skilled Omani citizens to work in the civil sector,
public corporations, and the private sector, if Omanisation is to be a reality. Estimates of
forthcoming labour market needs imply that thousands of highly qualified Omani citizens
will be needed to meet the goals and objectives of Oman’s vision, “Vision 2020 for
Oman’s Economy”.

In a quick review of the initial estimates of the Omani labour market needs in 2020
according to a study made by the Ministry of Development (1995), it can be observed from
Table 3.18 below that the Sultanate will require, by 2020, nearly 1.3 million nationals with

a diploma, first degree or post-graduate degree in various specialisations.
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Table 3.18: Labour market requirements in Oman up to 2020

Occupation 1993 Figures 2020 Figures

Omani Non-Omani Total Required | Available

Specialists 19,300 43,300 62,600 153,200 127,700
Technicians 15,600 17,400 33,000 91,100 86,600
Skilled Workers 110,300 47,200 157,500 453,600 295,200
Semi-Skilled Workers 9,100 101,900 111,000 246,400 174,900
Other Semi-Skilled Workers 84,100 218,900 303,000 344,300 103,300
Total 238,400 428,700 667,100 | 1,289,000 | 891,800

Source: Ministry of Development (1995), Oman.

It can be seen from the table above that the total employees (Omani and non-
Omani) in 1993 was 667,100, of which 238,400 were Omani citizens, representing 35.7%
of the total employees, compared to 428,700 non-Omani citizens. It is estimated that in
total the country will require, by 2020, 1,289,000 citizens and the total number of Omanis
available for employment is estimated to be 891,800 in the different professions. This
means that the excess demand of 397,200 positions will have to be met by non-Omani
citizens. It is also expected that by the year 2020 the requirements for specialists and
technicians will increase from 95,600 in 1993 to 244,300, and the outputs of higher
education institutions in the Sultanate available to be employed in these occupations is
estimated to be around 214,300. This means the deficit will be 12.3% of the demand for
specialists and technicians. It can be said that the Omani labour market demand for higher
education graduates would exceed the supply even by the year 2020. The movement of the
Omani economy from low skill based activities to more advanced sectors that require
higher skills, in the long term makes the actual demand for higher education graduates
likely to be significantly more than estimated at present. Therefore, there is a strong need
for expansion in higher education institutions in the various specialisations, especially the

scientific ones.

3.8.3 The private sector: ongoing arguments about Omanisation
The vision of human resources (Ministry of National Economy, 2009b: 429) as declared in
the “Vision 2020 for Oman’s Economy’ involves:

“Creation of well developed Omani human resources with capacities and
skills that conform with the technical and technological developments and
characterised by high efficiency for management of changes. Also, in order
to meet the local and international continuously changing conditions and
ensures maintenance of Omani traditions and customs.”
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It can be inferred from this statement that the objectives of the human resources
sector in the long-term development strategy up to 2020 involve provision of employment
opportunities in public and private sectors for Omanis, and their training and qualification
in a manner consistent with labour market needs. It also means that expatriate labour
should be replaced with highly qualified Omani labour. Also, the efficiency of the Omani
labour market should be increased through reducing the differentials in advantages
between public and private sectors.

Apparently, the above vision comes at a time when the private sector is dissatisfied
with the skills of Omani citizens to meet their job requirements. The private sector
attributes the low percentage of Omanisation to a host of reasons mainly concerning
productivity, expertise, wages and working hours (4/-Markazi, 2003). These arguments,
however, differ from the findings of a study conducted by the Omanisation Monitoring and
Follow-up Committee regarding the reality and constraints hindering Omanisation and
training in the private sector. The committee concluded that several obstacles were
responsible for impeding the progress of Omanisation and nationalisation of jobs. These
can be summarized (Ministry of National Economy, 2003: 127) in the following:

1. The turnover of Omani staff in the private sector is very high as they continually look
for better prospects, particularly in the public sector.

2. Expatriates have strong influence and control of the decision-making process in the
private sector organisations; in addition, there is a lack of trust between Omani employees
and business owners.

3. The private sector claims that it employs expatriates due to the low productivity and lack
of experience of Omani workers, besides their unwillingness to work longer hours for
lower pay.

In the researcher’s view, this issue needs further study by researchers and
concerned government organisations (e.g. Ministry of National Economy, Ministry of
Manpower, Ministry of Higher Education, Sultan Qaboos University, Oman Chamber of
Commerce & Industry), since up to date there have been no studies on the impacts of
Omanisation on the standard of performance. It goes without saying that the replacement
of experienced employees by inexperienced individuals will most likely reflect negatively
on the criterion or standard of performance, particularly in the education and health
sectors, which form the centre of human development. Having said that, a study needs to
be carried out to assess the effects of Omanisation on efficiency of performance. This does

not mean in any case the cessation of the Omanisation policy; rather, that Omanisation
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should be implemented in accordance with well-arranged steps with a view to enhancing
the performance and upgrading the competencies and skills of working Omanis so that
they achieve their mission satisfactorily. This will indeed reflect positively on human
resources development and consequently on socio-economic development as a whole.

Although there is much controversy regarding the measurement of the relative
contribution of education to economic growth, there tends to be agreement on its critical
role. Schultz (1993) argued that economic growth is not determined by the quantity of
labour or physical capital invested, but it is the quality of labour that is more important.
Here, the role of education is critical in determining the quality. Using human capital
theory, Schultz (1993) explained that economic growth is related to level of educational
investment. He claims that schooling increases the future earnings of a student and the
productive capacity of labour, and therefore, it should be considered as investment, rather
than consumption. He assumed that rational people would attempt to invest in education up
to the point where returns, in terms of extra income, are equal to the cost of undertaking
education. Although heavily criticised, his study initially established the relationship
between education and economic growth.

Schultz’s declaration is consistent with a study made thirty years earlier by Blaug
(1972). In a comparative study between countries in the United States and Europe, Blaug
(1972) found that there was a wide variation in the contribution of education to economic
growth. The contribution varied from 25% in Canada, 15% in the United States, 14% in
Belgium, and 12% in the United Kingdom. Nevertheless, it is clear that both studies
demonstrated that investment in human capital, particularly through education, has made a
significant contribution to economic growth.

From the foregoing discussion, it can be argued that a critical issue that must not be
ignored by the policy makers in the country is that employment conditions in the private
sector are seen as unappealing to Omani graduates. As a result, if this issue is not tackled,
the outcome will be inflation or over-supply of Omani employees in the governmental
sector, while the private sector, which holds most of the job opportunities, as mentioned
earlier, continues to depend heavily on non-Omani workers. Clearly, this would be entirely
opposite to the main objectives of Omanisation.

As we asserted above, a systematic evaluation regarding the effect of Omanisation
on performance in the private sector should be conducted. This would make clear to policy
makers and decision-makers the reason, if such is the case, why Omani citizens are less

interested in the sorts of employment available in this sector. The findings, certainly,
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would reveal the strengths and weaknesses in this matter. In other words, it will be quite
clear whether the defect lies in the quality of output, in which case there will be a need to
review the level of programmes offered in higher education institutions and their ability to
meet the labour market demands, or whether the defect lies in the private sector itself, in
terms of lack of encouragement and desire to recruit citizens.

However, this study will help to provide a greater understanding about the nature of
the efforts made by private higher education institutions in this respect, and thus will help
to clarify whether the problem can be solved simply by increasing private higher
education, or whether there are other factors and measures that need to be adopted by these

institutions.

3.9 Promoting Scientific Research

As mentioned in section 3.2 above, among the rationales for encouraging the establishment
of private universities and colleges in the country is to enhance the capacity for scientific
research activities.

The importance of scientific research derives from its role in the development of
nations socially and economically, and it can be argued that in the era of globalisation,
scientific research is considered as a cornerstone for boosting not only economies but also
social stability and pride in national identity. As Eggins (2003) pointed out, globalisation
and the pressures of international competition are dissolving boundaries between nations,
institutions and disciplines, creating and distributing knowledge in a production system
that has become increasingly global. Hence, higher education institutions, particularly
universities, as well as public and private organisations, should play a pivotal role in this
context. Conffield and Williamson (1997) emphasise that universities can be considered as
key players in generating new knowledge through research.

In the Omani context, Al-Manthri (2002: 23) has declared the importance of
research findings in educational institutions, to meet the demands of the new century. He
suggested:

“We are now on the verge of the 21st century trying to foresee the future
with all the anticipated advancement in sciences knowledge in the various
aspects of life. This entails that we work hard in steering education into the
right track of development and progress. Modern technologies of
communication and information system and the highlighting of research
findings in our educational institutions will be the tools to cope with
changes of the approaching century.”
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Although there is awareness among the policy makers with regard to scientific
research, only a few public and private organisations show interest in R&D. With the
exception of Sultan Qaboos University, almost all public higher education institutions are
entirely teaching oriented. Further details on the contribution of these institutions will be
presented in Chapter Five.

However, it is necessary to present an overview of the capacity for scientific
research in the country. Such a presentation will provide us with a general picture of this
activity on the one hand, and what efforts are expected from private higher education
sector in this domain on the other hand.

Indeed, the research capacity in Oman needs serious attention. The research
capacity can be measured from different aspects, such as expenditure on research as a
percentage of GDP, numbers of active researchers for every million inhabitants, and
number of international research papers per million inhabitants (Scientific Research
Council, 2007). Table 3.19 shows the research capacity in Oman compared to various

countries of the world.

Table 3.19: Research capacity in Oman compared to different
countries in the world

Research Researcher/million Scientific
Country expenditure as % inhabitants publications/million
of GDP inhabitants

Oman 0.10 100 47
Sweden 3.98 5,332 1,131
Finland 3.49 7,421 1,000
Japan 3.15 5,070 470
USA 2.67 4,605 726
Korea 2.64 3,003 -
Denmark 2.63 4,749 980
Germany 2.56 3,222 537
France 2.22 3,120 532
Austria 2.22 2,968 606
Singapore 2.15 4,353 743
Belgium 1.9 2,960 635
Norway 1.75 - 726
Saudi Arabia 0.24 64 25
Egypt 0.20 - 24

Source: Scientific Research Council (2007), Oman.
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The table above shows that compared to all the countries listed, Oman’s research
spending as a percentage of GDP is at the bottom of the list, representing only 0.10% of
GDP. Strangely, none of the Arab countries listed above reach the worldwide average level
of research spending as a percentage of GDP. Apparently, the percentage of expenditure on
R&D in most Arab countries has not developed much since 1990; the percentage on R&D
in all Arab countries did not exceed 0.75% of their GDP in 1990 (Shaban, 1998). This
clearly shows that such countries need to pay greater attention to this field to meet the
needs of the 21% century. The ‘Arab Human Development Report’ (2002) has
recommended that Arab countries should work to increase the budget allocated to scientific
research to 2% of GDP in 10 years time.

Regarding the ratio of researchers per million inhabitants, the figure also is not
encouraging. Oman has only 100 researchers for every million inhabitants, which is a very
modest proportion compared to a country like Finland with 7,421. Oman is higher only
than Saudi Arabia, which has about 67 researchers per million inhabitants. However, the
data do not indicate clearly whether all researchers are nationals. In Oman, for example,
the percentage of Omani researchers compared to non-Omanis is relatively small. There
are a total of almost 1,050 Ph.D holders in Oman, out of which only 30% are locals
(Scientific Research Council, 2007).

Similarly, the table above indicates that Oman is also short of publications, with
only 47 internal recognised research papers per million inhabitants. Unlike Oman, Sweden
for example has 1,137 recognised publications. Therefore, Oman with such a low level of
research output cannot compete internationally.

In the plan, ‘Vision for Oman’s Economy: Oman 2020°, special attention is given
to scientific research and development as primary support for creation and sustainability of
development. The document seeks the intensification of efforts to upgrade scientific
research and development and the support of such efforts through increased expenditure.
Undeniably, without proper funding for research activities, little would be achieved in this
field. As shown in Table 3.19 above, the percentage of expenditure on research in the
Sultanate is low, not exceeding 0.10% of GDP in 2007, compared to 0.8% of GDP in 1996
(Ministry of National Economy, 2003). This means that the growth in percentage of
expenditure on research did not exceed 0.2% during the last decade. It also indicates that
Oman, like many Arab countries, has not yet achieved the percentage (2% of GDP)
recommended by the ‘Arab Human Development Report” (2002).
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The above is an overview of the current capacity of scientific research, particularly
in terms of the public expenditure on it. As mentioned earlier, except for Sultan Qaboos
University, the only public university in the country, almost all public institutions are
entirely teaching-oriented. This implies that a significant role is expected to be played by
private universities and colleges in Oman to fill this gap. An important question one might
ask is to what extent private higher institutions could effectively contribute in this area.

This will be identified in chapters Four, Eight and Nine of this study.

3.10 Summary

The rationales presented in this chapter can be summarized in the following points.

First, the government’s interest in private higher education is a result of the high and
increasing cost of higher education and the increasing demand for education, often
accompanied by economic reasons.

Second, the gap between the numbers qualified to enter post-secondary education
and the annual places available is massive, so the private sector was seen as the principal
option available to potential students.

Third, the long-term economic strategy ‘Vision 2020°, which aims to diversify the
economy in the country and reduce dependence on oil, requires more qualified citizens to
take part in this field, and to replace many skilled expatriate currently occupied higher
positions in Oman’s labour market, particularly the private sector.

Fourth, the government also hoped that this sector would play an active role in scientific
research, this area being almost absent in public higher education.

The rationales and objectives that were introduced in this chapter serve as a first
step towards a more thorough analysis of the development and current status of private

higher education in the country. The next chapter addresses these issues more extensively.
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Chapter Four

Development of Private Higher Education in Oman

4.1 Introduction

As we have noted in Chapters Two and Three, nowadays the private sector is the fastest
growing segment in higher education in many countries. For instance, a greater number of
private higher education institutions than public ones now operate in transition economies,
making the private sector a significant partner in the provision of higher education. This
change has taken place within a short period of a decade and a half. Market-friendly
reforms in the developing countries, including Oman, are also creating beneficial
conditions for the growth and expansion of the private sector.

This chapter will highlight the development and current status of private sector
higher education in Oman. The provision of these institutions will be indicated and their
intake capacity and programmes offered will be reported. Moreover, rules and bylaws
regulating this sector will be discussed.

However, before discussing the above-mentioned themes, it may be useful to
provide the reader with a brief overview of the higher education system in Oman. This is
also important because it establishes a preliminary step for the study’s main focus area, the

development of the private higher education system in the country.

4.2 A Brief Overview of Higher Education in Oman
For the best understanding of the structure of higher education in Oman, it is necessary to
place it in the context of the education system as a whole. Currently, there are two different
structures. The first is the ‘general education system’ that has existed for the last 35 years
and is still in place. The general education system is structured into three stages. The
elementary stage extends for a period of six years from the age of 6-12, the preparatory
stage extends for a period of three years from the age of 13-15, and the secondary stage
covers a period of three years from the age of 16-18. In the second year of the third stage,
students can choose to study sciences or arts.

The second is the ‘basic education system’, which was introduced about ten years
ago and consists of three cycles. The first covers grades 1-4 and the second covers grades

5-10. The third cycle is still under development. This reform was a part of long-term social
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and economic development strategies for the period from 1995 to 2020 under the ‘Vision
2020’. This system was introduced particularly to improve the quality of education, and to
enhance students’ ability to acquire knowledge and skills at later stages in higher education
and vocational training. As stated by the Ministry of Education (1995: 1):

“The challenges facing Oman, particularly the need for self sufficiency and
the need to diversity the economy and keep pace with technological change,
require new educational goals to prepare Omanis for life and work in the
new conditions created by the modern global economy. The proposed
educational reforms are designed to achieve the knowledge and mental skills
and attitudes that young Omanis will need to learn and adapt to the very
different future most of them will face.”

The implementation of this reform is proceeding in gradual stages, both in terms of
educational level and geographical aspect. The key reason behind this procedure is the
large amount of resources, both human and financial, which are required for this
tremendous development. However, the Omani Government is committed to this reform
and is willing to provide moral as well as financial support (Al-Hajri, 2002).

A systematic evaluation of the output in comparison with the set of goals that were
mentioned above would not be meaningful at this stage. Such feedback will be more
appropriate after the completion of all the stages and the availability of some cohorts of
graduates who will proceed to higher levels of education and training or the labour market.
In the researcher’s view, the extent of success will depend on the factors determining the
practical implementation of the system, especially the quality and support of the teachers.

By and large students who graduate from secondary school proceed to the fourth
stage in the education system. This stage comprises either a four-year higher education
programme or a technical and vocational training of up three years. It can be argued that
currently this is the most important and critical stage in the education system in the
country. The type of post-secondary education that students can follow depends on their
attainment in the final year of secondary education’s general examinations, together with
the number of places available in higher education institutions. In this regard, admission
policies in the public higher education system are revised and set regularly by the
concerned authorities, such as the Council of Higher Education and the individual
institutions.

The institutional structure of education, including higher education in the Sultanate,
is divided into two major levels. The first one is the policy-making level, represented by
the Council of Higher Education, and the second level is represented by different ministries

and institutions that are responsible for implementing the policies and strategies approved
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by the Council of Higher Education. Figure 4.1 shows the institutional structure of higher

education in Oman.

Figure 4.1: The institutional structure of higher education in Oman
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Higher education is a pivotal sector and in many Arab countries, including Oman
(e.g., Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia) its administration is entrusted to a council
with membership drawn from experts and specialists, who apply their experience,
knowledge and research for the benefit of this important sector and its various
establishments (Al-Manthri, 2002). For example, the Council of Higher Education in
Jordan has significant power over private higher education institutions. The council must
approve the types of studies and fields of specialisation at various levels; set admissions
criteria; and review performance through examination of budget and reports (Burke & Al-
Waked, 1997).

Consistent with this approach, Royal Decree No. 65/98 established the Council of
Higher Education in 1998, with the mandate of formulating and setting the objectives,
policies and strategies for the education system as a whole, and for allocating tasks and
responsibilities for individual organisations (Official Gazette, 1998). In addition to the
above, the Council’s mandate also includes reviewing challenges facing higher education
and proposing suitable solutions, and considering applications for establishing new private

universities and colleges (for more details about the Council’s tasks, see Appendix 2).
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The Minister of the Diwan of the Royal Court was appointed as the president of the
Council and the Minister of Higher Education as the vice president. It also contains a
number of ministers concerned with the educational and training process. The Council has
held several significant meetings since its establishment and many promising policies have
been discussed and approved for both public and private higher education. An example of
these i1s the decision to allow the establishment of private universities with government
support in terms of financial aid and other incentives, as will be reviewed in Chapter Five.

However, it is the writer’s belief that the success of the Council would be further
enhanced if some additional measures were taken. For example, the membership should be
expanded to include other institutions such as the Ministry of Civil Service and the
Ministry of Health who are also responsible for training and employment, as shown in
Figure 4.1 above. Another step that would promote the work of the Council is the
formation of a permanent committee supported by experts and professionals in the areas of
planning, educational policy and other affairs related to education in general and higher
education in particular. The aim of this committee would be to support the Council
technically, especially with regard to studying and assessing the subjects suggested by
educational institutions.

On the other hand, as can be seen from Figure 4.1 above, the system of higher
education in Oman is governed by a number of different government regulatory structures

and authorities. Table 4.1 below summarises higher education institutions and their awards.
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Table 4.1: Public (state) higher education institutions in Oman

No. of
Institution Awards students, Brief overview
2008/2009
It received its first student intake in 1986, currently
Sultan Diploma, comprises ten colleges: the Colleges of Science,
Qaboos Bachelor, 14.701 Education, Engineering, Arts & Social Sciences,
University Master and ’ Commerce & Economy, Agriculture and Marine
PhD Sciences, Medicine and Health Sciences, Law, and
Nursing.
Formerly Colleges of Education. In 2007, the
government converted Colleges of Education into
Colleges of Colleges of Applied sciences. Six colleges are
Applied Bachelor 7,856 Aty PP o s
Science ) distributed in different regions of Oman. Programmes
offered in these colleges are: Information Technology,
Business Administration, Communication Studies,
Engineering, and Design.
There are six Technical Colleges distributed in six
. . different regions of Oman. These colleges offer a
Technical Diploma and . . .
Colleges Bachelor 18,790 number of programmes such as Englneqmg, Busmess
Studies, Information Technology, Applied Sciences,
Pharmacology, Photography, and Fashion Design.
There are twelve Health Institutes located in different
Institutes of Dinl 5050 regions of the country. These institutes offer a variety of
Health 1ploma ’ courses including Nursing, Medical Laboratory Science,
Diagnostic Radiography, Physiotherapy, and Dental
Surgery Assistant.
College of . This .college was es'tablishe.:d in '1983 asan insti.tute? for
Banking & Diploma, banking and financial studies with the main objective to
. R Bachelor 1,674 educate and train secondary school graduates for a
Financial . .
. and Master period of up three years. Most of its graduates are
Studies . . .
employed in the banking and financial sector.
Institute of The institute comprises three specialisations:
Shari’a Bachelor 1.000 Jurisprudence and its Foundations, Foundations of
Sciences ’ Religion, and Islamic Studies.

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009a), Oman.

To conclude the above brief section on the structure of higher education in Oman, it
can be noticed that public higher education institutions are supervised and governed by
several organisations as shown in Figure 4.1 above. This, however, creates competition
among these institutions for resources and limits consensus for improving performance and
quality. Therefore, centralised supervision under one organisation, which should be the
Ministry of Higher Education, would help in creating a unified vision and policy on the
one hand, and in making decisions on financial resources on the other. It would also assist
in improving the quality and accessibility of higher education in the country. The above
suggestion, moreover, is consistent with the responsibilities of the Ministry of Higher
Education determined by Royal Decree No. 36/2000, as Article 11 of the Decree stated
that:
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"The Ministry of Higher Education shall follow up coordination and
integrating between higher education institutions with respect to fields of
specialisation and degree awarded by each of them."

(Official Gazette, 2000: 18)

The above is a general introduction for the main focus of this chapter; the

development and current status of private higher in Oman.

4.3 The Genesis of Private Sector Provision of Higher Education in Oman

Private higher education in the Sultanate of Oman is a recent phenomenon. Traditionally,
the practice has been for the government to provide free higher education to all Omani
nationals. This tendency started, as we have already noted previously, in the 1970s, with
government-sponsored scholarships for studies abroad, there being no higher educational
facilities in the country at that time. Consequently, the government initiated a programme
to develop and establish local postsecondary institutions in the country, including the
opening of the first and only public university in 1986.

However, by the end of the 1980s, public institutions of higher education faced a
serious challenge as the absorptive capacity was no longer able to absorb the growing
numbers of secondary education leavers.

In Oman, as in many other countries (see Table 3.9, Chapter Three), during the last
three decades, investment in basic education has taken priority. Accordingly, free basic
education has been made available to all Omanis under a programme of continued and
rapid expansion across the whole country. This has resulted in a large population of
secondary school graduates competing for limited opportunities for state higher education
in the country. For instance, the total capacity of public higher education could not admit
more than 31% of all secondary school graduates in 2006 (for further details please see
Chapter Three).

Thus, due to the sharp increase in the number of secondary school graduates and
the rising demand of the labour market for qualified manpower, together with financial
austerity measures as a result of competing demand from other public needs, the
government encouraged, from 1996 onwards, the promotion and development of private
higher education in Oman. There are now five private universities (and another three
private universities in the pipeline) and nineteen private colleges under the supervision of
the Ministry of Higher Education.

However, the development of private higher education institutions in Oman has

taken three main phases. In fact, establishment of private higher education at the beginning
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was not an acceptable idea to the majority of Omanis. This was due to several
considerations. First, the concept of free education has been deeply rooted since the 1970s,
when His Majesty the Sultan took power in the country and Omanis still believe that
higher education is the responsibility of the state and should be provided for everyone who
is eligible to enrol in higher education. Second, the quality of education that would be
provided by these institutions was a major concern from the beginning. Third, many
Omanis, especially lower income groups, were concerned about inability to educate their
children in these institutions. All these and other considerations were the subject of interest
and study by the government, and it was decided not to rush to allow the establishment of
private universities. It was the government's view that the gradual establishing of private
higher education institutions would provide them with an opportunity to assess that
experiment.

The stages of the development of private higher education will be reviewed in the

following sections.

4.3.1 Colleges offering diplomas
Two years after establishment of the Ministry of Higher Education in Oman, a Royal
Decree was issued in 1996, which provided the opportunity for the private sector to invest
in colleges awarding diploma degrees. Accordingly, Ministerial Decision No. 9/96 was
issued in 1996 to set out the functions and objectives for the private institutions and
colleges. These objectives (Ministry of Higher Education, 2002) can be summarised as:
1. Providing qualified national human resources required by the Sultanate for its
developmental plans in the socio-economic and cultural fields.
2. Providing the opportunity for the preparation of qualified and trained Omani employees
required by the labour market to replace foreign expatriate labour.
3. Encouraging and supporting research and scientific studies and providing consultancy to
assist the development of private establishments and enhance their efficiency and
performance.
4. Preparing and implementing training programmes during the service of nationals in the
labour market in order to develop their capabilities and raise the levels of their
performance.

Generally, these objectives are consistent with the major aims and purposes of
higher education in Oman. However, the aims of higher education have developed with

time to become broader, so that, besides preparing qualified people to participate in the
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development of the country, it also produces people with ability to cope with new and
advanced technologies and aware of the knowledge society. The above objectives are also
a guideline for private bodies to take into consideration when thinking of establishing a
higher education institution. The detailed and comprehensive vision and mission are left to
individual institutions to design in accordance with their goals and objectives. Moreover,
these institutions should revise, when appropriate, their mission and vision statements
according to the labour market demand and the requirements of the educational process as
a whole, since one of the rationales of private institutions is to meet the labour market
needs, as addressed in the preceding chapter.

In this phase, the government, while offering the opportunity for the private sector
to participate in this field, has also laid down certain conditions and decided to limit the
initial awards of colleges to the level of diplomas. Subject to a thorough evaluation and
assessment of their performance, colleges may subsequently be allowed to award a first
degree. The organising regulation referred to above specifies the academic level of the
colleges’ academic and educational programmes, which will not exceed two years after
General Secondary School. These programmes are university courses provided in
collaboration with international recognised institutions of higher education. Graduates of
these diploma programmes can continue university education in the institution the college
is affiliated with to obtain a Bachelor Degree. Article (27) of Regulatory Ordinance of
Private Colleges and Higher Institutions issued by the Ministerial Decision No. 34/2000
(Official Gazette, 2000) has declared this issue:

“The higher education institution shall abide by its agreement with the
educational establishment. In case a student wishes to complete at the
establishment, the period spent at the higher education institution shall be
considered and the student shall resume studies at the appropriate standard
in the educational establishment.”

4.3.2 University colleges

The issue of the Royal Decree No. 24/99 in 1999 regarding the establishment of colleges
and higher institutions was a further step in development of private higher education in
Oman. It provided the platform for the colleges to award the Bachelor Degree in approved
specialisations. The Ministry of Higher Education in 2000 also issued a Ministerial
Decision issuing the organising regulations for private colleges and higher institutes. The
new regulations organised the process of upgrading the existing colleges to university

colleges and the establishment of private university colleges. According to the Ministry of
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Higher Education (2002), the university colleges can be defined as those offering one or
two educational programmes including their different specialisations that admit students
holding the General Secondary Certificate or equivalent. The regulations stipulate the

duration of the programme, which leads to a first university degree or equivalent.

4.3.3 Private universities

Although private higher education started with the establishment of colleges offering
diplomas or bachelor degrees, the private sector called to invest in private universities,
which could be financed by the private sector and subsidised by the government.
Accordingly, Royal Decree No. 41/99 was issued in 1999, allowing the private sector to
establish universities, provided that the majority share capital is held by Omani nationals
and that their main objective is not profit-making (Official Gazette, 1999). Executive
regulations for these universities’ ordinance were stated in the Ministry of Higher
Education Decision No. 36/99. These include the establishment procedures, conditions of
staff appointment, student affairs, finance and plans of cooperation with higher education
institutions at home and abroad.

To keep pace with such rapid development in higher education, some changes had
to be made to the structure of the Ministry of Higher Education. As a result, a Royal
Decree No. 70/2000 was issued in 2000 to establish the Directorate General of Private
Universities and Colleges (Official Gazette, 2000). The function of this Directorate is to
oversee private higher education institutions. Another change equally important was the
establishment of the Oman Accreditation Council (OAC) in 2001. The government,
recognising the importance of maintaining the quality of higher education in the country in
line with international standards, established the OAC to control quality in higher
education institutions. For further details of the Council and its functions please see
Appendix 4.

In 2000, approval was given for the establishment of four private universities in
different governorates and regions in the country, namely, in Sohar, Nizwa, Salalah, and
Muscat (for more information about these areas see map of Oman, page 5). Sohar
University was approved as the first private university in the Sultanate in 2001. The
university is affiliated to Queensland University, Australia. Another two universities,
Nizwa and Salalah, were also approved and were established in 2004/2005.

Muscat University has not been established yet. The government have tried to

encourage some private colleges to merge in order to form Muscat University. In the
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government’s view, a merger of some private colleges will help them in promoting quality
of education and strengthening their financial situations. However, proposals to merge
some private colleges to form the nucleus of ‘Muscat University’ have twice failed.
Conflicts of interest between the investors or owners of these colleges were the main
reason behind this failure. The issue of merger of private higher educations will be further
highlighted in coming sections of this chapter.

Currently there are twenty-four private higher education institutions (5 universities
and 19 colleges) in different areas of the country. Private institutions account for 43.6% of
the 55 higher education institutions in Oman. Figure 4.2 below shows the development of

private higher education institutions from 1995/1996 to 2008/2009.

Figure 4.2: Development of private higher education institutions, 1995/1996 — 2008/2009

Development of private higher education institutions,
1995/1996 - 2008/2009

30

Academic Year

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.

However, due to the governmental regulations, private institutions of higher
education are required to affiliate with recognised foreign universities. Table 4.2 below
shows private universities and colleges, by the year of establishment and academic

affiliation.
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Table 4.2: Private universities and colleges in Oman, 2008/2009

Year Governorate/ No. of
University/College established Region students Academic affiliation
£ 2008/2009
Sohar University 2001/2002 | Al-Batinah 4,588 University of Queensland, Australia
Sultan Qaboos University, Oman
Jordanian University, Jordan
Nizwa University 2004/2005 | Al-Dakhilia 5173 | Oregon State University, USA
Leipzig University, Germany
University of Exeter, UK
University of Reading, UK
Dhofar University 2004/2005 Dhofar 2,153 American University of Beirut, Lebanon
German University
of Technology in 2006/2007 Muscat 136 RWTH Aachen University, Germany
Oman
Arab Open 20062007 |  Muscat 1,004 | Open University, UK
University
Majan College 1995/1996 Muscat 1,670 University of Bedfordshire, UK
MO(.lern COllege of 1996/1997 Muscat 806 University of Missouri-St.Louis, USA
Business & Science
Caledo.man ‘College 1996/1997 Muscat 2,395 Glasgow Caledonian University, UK
of Engineering
Scottish Qualifications Authority
Muscat College 1997/1998 Muscat 1,000 Sterling University, UK
International
Coll.ege o.f 1998/1999 Muscat 1,067 University of Central Lancashire, UK
Engineering &
Management
Al-Zahra College 1999/2000 Muscat 868 Al-Ahlia Amman University, Jordan
for Women
Mazoon College 1999/2000 Muscat 982 University of Missouri, USA
Oman Medical 20012002 |  Muscat 945 | West Virginia University, USA
College
sur University 20012002 |  Al-Shargia 622 | Bond University, Australia
College
Walj ?t Col'leges of 2001/2002 Muscat 1,695 Birla Institute of Technology, India
Applied Sciences
International Institute of Tourism &
Oman Tourism Management (ITM), Austria
College 2001/2002 Muscat 320 University of Applied Management Sciences,
Krems, Austria
Middle East College
of Information 2002/2003 Muscat 2,367 Coventry College, UK
Technology
Al-Buraimi College 2003/2004 Al-Buraimi 1,565 California State University-Northridge, USA
%celse}lglzﬁc College of 2004/2005 Muscat 696 Lebanese American University, Lebanon
Oman College of
Management & 2004/2005 Al-Batina 668 Al-Yarmouk University, Jordan
Technology
University of Staffordshire, UK
Gulf College 2004/2005 Muscat 1,785 University of Hull, UK
University of Reading, UK
International
Maritime College 2005/2006 Muscat 662 Shipping & Transport College, Netherlands
Oman
Oman Dental 2006/2007 Muscat 171 A.B Shetty Memorlal Institute of Dental
College Sciences, India
Al-Bayan College 2006/2007 Muscat 183 Purdue University Calumet, USA

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.
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It can be observed from the above table that these colleges were founded in the
second half of the 1990s. Majan College was established as the first private college in the
country. It was an initiative from the Oman Chamber of Commerce and Industry, based on
its awareness of the financial and other intangible benefits that could be expected from this
investment.

As mentioned previously, all private higher education institutions in the Sultanate
are required to have an academic affiliation with reputable and recognised international
institutions of higher education. Therefore, a letter of understanding of academic affiliation
should accompany any application to establish a private institution submitted to the
Ministry of Higher Education, and termination of this affiliation should be approved by the
ministry:

“The higher education institution shall not break off its affiliation to the
educational establishment or make a new affiliation except after obtaining
approval from the ministry.” (Official Gazette, 2000: 40)

Eight of these universities/colleges are academically affiliated with British
universities, six with American universities, three with Jordanian universities, two with
German universities, two with Indian institutes, two with Australian universities, one with
a Dutch university, and one with an Austrian university. This affiliation indicates that the
majority are tending toward the UK and the USA. This could be attributed to the fact that
most of the investors in these institutions have obtained their higher education in those two
countries. However, affiliation to universities in other countries is taking place and in a
progressive trend; Germany, Australia, Lebanon, and Jordan for example.

It can be seen that in the Omani case, the affiliation is restricted to educational
institutions. Unlike Oman, in Chile for example, the affiliation might be with organisations
outside of education. Interventions of these affiliated [sponsored] organisations might
negatively affect the academic goals of private institutions of higher education. According
to Bernasconi (2004: 3), affiliation of a university with an organisation outside of
education “may foster distinctiveness by supplying the university with a sense of mission,
economic resources, human talent, a set of goals and policies, a development strategy, and
a source of legitimacy that comes not from the field of higher education, but from the
association of the university with a socially recognised institution”.

The question one might ask is to what extent the affiliation of private universities to
external institutions of higher education is consequential and meaningful to the local

institutions both academically and financially. According to the Ministry of Higher
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Education (2002), the importance of the academic affiliation agreement is to assist the
private institution in all technical and educational areas, including curriculum
development, follow-up and evaluation of colleges’ and universities’ academic
performance, and the awarding of degrees. While most of the programmes offered by
private institutions are entirely affiliated to foreign institutions, the delivery and
management are undertaken jointly by the local private institutions and the foreign
institutions, while the structure, design, content and assessment of curricular and
programmes, along with degrees awarded are the responsibility of the foreign universities.
In other words, the major task for most local institutions is to provide administrative
facilities, including ensuring buildings and equipment, hiring academics and other support
staff, and marketing.

However, from the private institutions’ point of view, the expenses paid to the
foreign universities constitute a major part of the institution’s budget. According to Al-
Jahwari (2001), this varies between 10% and 15% of the institution’s total revenues,
depending on the negotiating abilities of each institution. It can also be pointed out that due
to the inexperience of these institutions in this matter, some private institutions suffered
acute economic problems when first established.

However, although this affiliation adds some financial burden to the local private
higher education institutions, in the end it should assure stakeholders that the quality of
education they are receiving is relatively no different than they would receive by going
outside the country. In this sense, the extra expenditure on private higher education should
pay off when it comes to quality (Chapter Six highlights further details about the role of
academic affiliation).

The government body entrusted with the supervision of the private higher
education institutions had good reason for requiring the affiliation of these institutions with
renowned educational institutions abroad, due to the absence of any local institutions that
could assist their academic programmes. Such a situation is by no means unique to Oman;
private colleges in Malaysia are also required to affiliate with foreign higher education
institutions. Private colleges in Malaysia are not allowed to award degrees, and many
private universities lacked the expertise to design their own curricula when they were first
established in the mid-1990s (Lee, 2003). Yet demand remains strong for degree
programmes and professional courses in the education market. Therefore, many private

higher education institutions have entered into formal arrangements with foreign
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universities to offer educational programmes ranging from certificate courses to
postgraduate programmes (Yusuf, 2003).

However, the motivations to form international linkages can also be viewed from
the perspective of the foreign as well as the local institutions. On-going budget cuts for
higher education in countries like Australia, for example, have made universities keen to
“export” their educational programmes to secure additional revenue. According to
Marginson (1997), unlike the Dutch or American idea of creating a dual private-public
system with both sectors publicly funded, Australia decided to partially marketise the
public universities.

One might ask why Omani private higher education institutions do not affiliate with
national public institutions, as is the case in some countries such as India (Gupta, 2004)
and Bangladesh (Hopper, 1998) where private institutions are required to be affiliated with
national public universities. It can be argued that at present this may not be relevant to the
Omani context, since there is only one public university, while the numbers of private
higher education institutions are increasing every year, so it would not be possible for all
those institutions to collaborate with only one national university. That is why the idea of
affiliation with foreign universities arose.

However, it is worth mentioning that despite the financial burden for local
institutions, international linkages provide local institutions with the opportunity to
enhance staff development in new fields of study. Most activities related to the
development of programmes, such as curriculum development, assessment, evaluation, and
the award of degrees, are the responsibility of the foreign universities. The local
institutions are chiefly responsible for the marketing and delivery of these programmes and
qualifications. Moreover, if a particular programme is popular, it then translates into an
additional source of income for all parties concerned.

It can also be seen from Table 4.2 above that of twenty-four private higher
institutions, two universities and sixteen colleges are situated in the capital (Muscat) area,
representing 71% of the total number of private higher education institutions in the
Sultanate. This is apart from the other private university, “Muscat University”, planned to
be established in the governorate of Muscat. The reason why many investors wish to invest
in higher education institutions in the capital can be attributed to the wide range of
facilities and utilities available in Muscat. However, governorates and regions like Dhofar,

Al-Batina, and Al-Sharqgia also have an adequate infrastructure in many facilities and
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public services. Figure 4.3 indicates the distribution of private higher education institutions

in the different areas of the Sultanate.

Figure 4.3: Geographical distribution of private higher education institutions, 2008/2009
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The location of most institutions in the capital could be one of the factors in the
weak performance of some colleges. Each one attempts to attract a greater number of
students than the others by offering similar programmes. The population in Muscat
Governorate is 786,000 according to statistics of the Ministry of Economy (2008),
including 423,000 Omanis and 363,000 non-Omanis. More specifically, statistics of
population by age group also indicate that the population of the 15-24 years age group in
Muscat is 152,908, whereas in Al-Batina it is 178,480 (Ministry of Economy, 2008). The
above figures reveal that Muscat has a smaller population compared to Al-Batina Region.
It would have been better if these institutions had been established in the more heavily
population regions. In this way they could have absorbed more students, developed and
promoted their programmes of study and, as Al-Ramadhani (2003) argues, added other
programmes to meet the need for higher education.

In this respect, Oman can learn from the example of other countries that have faced
a similar situation. For example, Chen (2002) revealed that in China the first large-scale

reform of higher education was put into practice in 1952 and 1953 and the geographical
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rationalisation of the higher education layout was one of many aspects in this reform. In
order to improve the geographical balance, from 1955 to 1957 a small scale restructuring
was initiated by moving some coastal universities to the hinterland, and building other new
universities there and many programmes were set according to the sectors’ needs. Chen
(2002: 51) explains that:

“Geographically, higher educational institutions were located in coastal
areas. In 1949, while 79 of the 205 were in Beijing, Shanghai, and
Guangdong provinces, there were only 9 in the large north western areas. In
the structure of disciplines, there were too many arts, literature, social
sciences and humanities programmes on campuses, but few engineering,
agriculture, medical sciences, and teachers’ programmes. There were 100
institutions that offered programmes in politics and law, and 70 offered
programmes in economics and finance. Students studying engineering,
agriculture, and medical sciences accounted for only 31.5% of all
enrolments.”

One might ask whether location plays a role in attracting students or influencing
their preferences to study at an institution close to them. Although no accurate statistics are
available and no survey has been conducted in Oman with regard to the effect of
geographical location on students’ enrolments in private institutions, there is a general
indication that the location of these institutions, to some extent, influences students,
especially female, in choosing to study at a particular private higher education institution.
For example, most students, particularly females, from Dhofar governorate study at Dhofar
University (DU) (Interview with DU’s vice-chancellor, April 7, 2009). Similarly, in Al-
Dakhilia region where Nizwa University is located, most female students are from that
region (Interview with Nizwa University’s vice-chancellor, February 10, 2009).

Based on the above and for the benefit of the private higher education institutions,
particularly colleges, approval for establishing new private institutions in Muscat should
not be given unless they offer new, different programmes. The government has recognised
the importance of this issue, and the likely long-term implications for these institutions. It
has also taken into consideration geographical distribution in the establishment of private
universities. Additionally, advice has been given to some private colleges in Muscat to
merge together to form a private university, “Muscat University” in Muscat Governorate,
as this idea would encourage provision of high quality education, as well as avoiding
duplication of programmes.

An important question one might ask is whether this idea of ‘merger’ suits the

situation of private institutions in Oman.
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4.4 Does Merger Suit the Omani Case?

Although the issue of merger is not at the heart of this study, a brief overview of
international experiences on this theme might be meaningful and would positively serve
the private higher education system in the Sultanate. The aim of such a review is to clarify
the role expected of these institutions, and to provide evidence of the importance of
mergers in assisting small organisations in strengthening their situation, financially and
academically.

Goedegebuure & Meek (1994: 128) define merger in higher education as:

“The combination of two or more separate institutions into a single new
organisational entity, in which control rests with a single governing body
and a single chief executive body, and whereby all assets, liabilities, and
responsibilities of the former institutions are transferred to the single new
organisation.”

Taking into account that the definition above is not confined only to the academic
world, institutional merger is no stranger to higher education. As Goedegebuure & Meek
(1994) emphasise, universities over the years have increased their size and reputation
through the merger process. Furthermore, many governments have seen mergers as an
effective mechanism for structuring and restructuring their respective higher education
systems. For instance, in the early 1970s, the Australian and British governments used
mergers to create so-called binary systems of higher education by respectively establishing
the Colleges of Advanced Education and the Polytechnics as counterparts to universities
(Goedegebuure & Meek, 1994). Similarly, in the 1970s merger was a major instrument in
the German experiment with the Gesamthochschulen and in the Swedish higher education
reforms (Skoldberg, 1991). Again, in the 1980s merger was used in the Netherlands and
the United Kingdom as an efficient mechanism to rationalise teacher training
(Goedegebuure & Meek, 1994). A series of mergers continued in the United Kingdom and
elsewhere. By the beginning of the third millennium, many universities in the UK had
merged. For example, in 2002 the University of North London and London Guildhall
University were merged. Similarly, in 2004, Cardiff University and the University of
Wales, College of Medicine merged. The Vice-chancellor of Cardiff University
(http://www.cardif.ac.uk, July 17, 2009), describing this merger, emphasised that “merger
created improvements in the student experience, from teaching and learning to support
services, exciting new interdisciplinary opportunities and career prospects for staff, and
enhanced service and returns for all our many stakeholders, including the National Health

Service in Wales”.
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In 2007, a new university was created in Scotland as a result of a merger between
Paisley University and Bell College. The University of the West of Scotland is now the
largest modern university in Scotland. However, not all mergers have gone so smoothly;
the merger of Darlington College of Arts and University College Falmouth was not
successful, for example (Guardian.co.uk, 2008).

The British government still encourages merger among higher education
institutions. In the government’s view, mergers ensure adequate funding and better serve
students. In an address delivered at a Universities UK event entitled ‘The Future Size and
Shape of Higher Education Sector’, (http:www.journal-online.co.uk, July 23, 2009) the
Minister of State for Higher Education warned that “in order to survive and prosper,
universities will need to consider mergers and seek less conventional sources of funding”.
The above statement summarises the vision of British strategy towards higher education
institutions. This trend, however, was greatly affected by the funding crisis. As the British
Minister of State for Higher Education argues, “in the commercial sector there would have
to be many mergers over the next few decades-far more than we have seen in higher
education”.

In the Gulf region context, although merger within education institutions is rare,
there was an experiment of merging in the educational field in Bahrain. The national
Bahrain University was formed in 1986 through a merger between a local college and
polytechnic (Mohammed, 2009).

However, opponents of merger may argue that radical merger is full of risk (Lang,
2002), especially when it involves institutions that are forced or are at least reluctant to be
combined. In opponents’ view, the act of merger does not always raise the quality of
university, but by contrast, might even dampen the enthusiasm of those institutions which
have been forcibly merged. However, in the researcher’s view, merger is a key option for
institutions confronted with threats from the environment, threats usually arising from the
actions of other institutions. The rapid enlargement that can be accomplished through
merger can supply institutions with more resources, and as Goedegebuure & Meek (1994)
argue, rarely is merger a combination of equals; in both the private and public sector
merger is often characterised by the strong plundering on the weak.

In short, bigger does not always mean better. Merger between bigger and stronger
universities can result in difficulties cased by the mixture of campus cultures, personnel,
disciplines, and the pressure of management of large-scale universities. Writers like Lang

(2002) and Jansen (2004), for example, oppose merger between bigger and stronger
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universities, but support it in the case of smaller and weaker institutions, and also approve
of the annexation of smaller and weaker institutions by bigger and stronger universities
because of the relative ease with which the former can be manipulated and managed. The
above statement implies that mergers among the Omani colleges could be considered as an
alternative to establish stronger more fruitful higher education institutions.

In the Omani context, experiments with merger of some private non-educational
organisations have already taken place. For example, in the 1990s Al-Ahli Bank and
Muscat Bank were merged to form Muscat Bank, which is now one of the strongest banks
in the country. Moreover, merger has also taken place among sports clubs around the
Sultanate. Although these practices have been encouraged and supported by the
government, the initial impetus came from the organisations themselves.

Proceeding from this principle, the government has urged private colleges in
Muscat Governorate to merge to form a private university, "University of Muscat". By way
of encouragement, the government offered financial support if the undertaking was
fulfilled, besides other support such as land, exemption from taxes, etc., and a sum of
twenty million Omani Rials (see Chapter Five for further details about governmental
subsidies to private higher education).

Nonetheless, the project of merging some private colleges was unsuccessful. This
can be attributed to the fact that each college focused mainly on the financial issue, since
academic considerations were not seen as a challenge against merger, either in terms of
academic affiliations or in terms of programmes and exit points.

Needless to say, unless the initiative comes from those colleges that are to be
merged, it will not be successful. In other words, it would be preferable if the initiative
derives from the institutions themselves, rather than from the government.

It could be that the current institutions of private higher education are doing quite
well financially and in terms of the numbers of students. From a merger point of view, it
can be argued here that the private higher education institutions are no different from other
enterprises, for example banks; banks unite because they feel they are threatened by other
or bigger banks, so they come together in order to have a bigger capital and become
stronger and this happens gradually.

However, as the merger process has not proceeded successfully among private
colleges in Muscat, Oman’s capital, the government has opened the door for serious
investors who can provide a good feasibility study for establishing the private ‘Muscat

University’.
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In the researcher’s view, if new investors proposed to establish a new university in
Muscat, this would be a serious issue for the many private colleges in the same area, and
could lead to their closing their doors, especially as enrolment in this university would be
preferred by students, to enrolling in colleges. Similarly, a university with good facilities
and preparations is more likely to attract academics, either locally or from abroad, than a

college. These are issues that Omani private investors must take into consideration.

4.5 Admission Policy in Oman

Highlighting some features of the existing admission system in Oman would be a
supportive step before investigating the student population in private higher education and
analysing the current capacity of this sector.

In many countries all over the world, school grades and university exams play a
significant part in university entrance. For example, Australia, although many universities
may use additional criteria such as employment experience, interviews, etc., selects
students on the basis of their overall academic achievement, considering this to be the best
predictor of academic success (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations, 2009). In the US, admissions tests in the form of the Standardised Attainment
Test (SAT) are much more common (Bollinger, 2005). SATs, according to Bollinger
(2005: 6), are standardised tests which examine both general intellectual aptitude in verbal
and mathematical reasoning (SAT 1) and subject knowledge (SAT 11). However, SAT 1
has been criticised on the basis that the ‘intellectual skills’ are indefinable, to which the
response is that they test important critical skills in the use of language and the ability to
solve problems, for which the best preparation is wide and critical reading rather than
cramming (Bollinger, 2005: 6). Unlike the US, in Egypt, students must pass the secondary
school exam, or university exam, and a high score (Holmes, 2008) will open doors to
dentistry, medicine, pharmacy and engineering, while low scores lead to no admissions or
to some humanities subjects where there are fewer job opportunities.

In the Omani context, as in many other GCC countries, the mark obtained in the
Secondary School Certificate (SSC) is the sole criterion for students’ selection. Limited
space in the public higher education system prevents many talented and enthusiastic
applicants gaining access to higher education (Mohammed, 2009).

This trend has serious consequences concerning higher education access for
graduates of secondary schools. As we have mentioned elsewhere, the public higher

education system admitted only about 36% of secondary graduates in 2008/2009. In public
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higher education there are always more candidates than places. The limited access to this
sector means that students who fail to gain admission and cannot afford to pay for tuition
opt out of the education system.

The strict admission strategy also affects the students’ interest in programmes,
since a large number of students are unable to register for their preferred programme, as
very high marks in secondary education examinations are required to secure a place on
specialisations such as medicine, engineering, health sciences, etc. The result may be that
students look for an opportunity to change courses later, or may drop out. The same applies
to the type of institution in which students want to study. According to statistics from the
Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), of 18,642 applicants whose first preference was to
study at Sultan Qaboos University, 926 students (representing 5%) were enrolled in
2008/2009. Likewise, the total number of students enrolled in the Higher College of
Technology was only 1,257 (10.7%) students out of the 11,709 who listed it as their first
preference in 2008/2009. In addition, this selective admission policy has an impact to limit
the number of female students enrolled in higher education. According to educational
statistics (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009a), of 11,243 female applicants whose first
preference was to study at Sultan Qaboos University in 2008/2009, only 415 (3.7%) were
enrolled in this institution. In the Omani context, it has been found that females usually
achieve higher grades than males in the SSC. This situation has led policy-makers to
specify the numbers of female graduates to be admitted to higher education institutions in
each year, in order to prevent female applicants outnumbering male students (Al-Hashmi,
2005). Consequently, some institutions allocate no more 50% of the total available seats to
female students, irrespective of the number who meet the admission criteria. For example,
in 2008/2009 the total number of applicants enrolled at Sultan Qaboos University was
2,722, of which 1,336 were females, forming around 50% (Ministry of Higher Education,
2009a).

However, the challenge of insufficient institutional capacity is not unique to Oman.
Most of the GCC countries (Mohammed, 2009) suffer the same problem, with limited
intake capacity of public higher education institutions compared to the growing numbers of
secondary school leavers. Similarly, outside the GCC countries, many countries around the
world share a similar problem with regard to the limited capacity of public higher
education. For example, in Colombia’s educational system, public institutions admitted

only about 15% of secondary education graduates in 2005 (Uribe, 2005).
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Regarding private higher education, the situation is different; with the exception of
particular disciplines such as medicine and pharmacy, the entry requirement is to pass the
final examination of the SSC. The Minister of Higher Education indicates that the policy of
admission to private higher education institutions is set by these institutions in the light of
the requirements of individual programmes and disciplines. The pass grade in the
Secondary School Certificate or its equivalent is the essential prerequisite for enrolment in
private higher education. These institutions determine the number of admissions each year
in accordance with their capacity and the criteria for admission to each programme (Al-

Busaidia, 2009).

4.5.1 Student population in private higher education

The demand for private higher education is increasing every year with the growing
numbers of secondary school leavers. Figure 4.4 shows that the number of students in the
private institutions has steadily increased during the last few years. The number of the first
batch of students that joined the College of Administrative Sciences (currently Majan
College) in 1995/1996 was only 150. By 1997/1998, the total number of students had risen
to 581. It increased by 122% in the following year to reach 1,292. By 2008/2009, it was
33,521, an increase of 29%, compared to 25,988 students in academic year 2007/2008. The
number of female students in these institutions is 19,329 forming 57.7% of total students,
compared to 14,192 male students representing 42.3% (Ministry of Higher Education,
2009b).

Figure 4.4: Development of students registered in private higher education institutions,
1995/1996 — 2008/2009
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Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.
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The increase in enrolment at these institutions is the result of three complementary
trends. The first is the increase in numbers of graduates of secondary education level. The
second is the limited capacity of the public higher education system to absorb secondary
education graduates. The third is the increasing demand for post-secondary education from
people outside the traditional student population: adults seeking higher education, either
for the first time, for a second degree, or to upgrade their current training.

However, from a review of private higher education statistics, student populations
at these institutions can be classified according to educational institutions, financial means,
mode of study, gender, and nationality.

In academic year 2008/2009, the five private universities (Nizwa, Dhofar, Sohar,
German University of Technology in Oman, and Arab Open University) enrolled 34%,
13,054 students, of the total number of students enrolled in this system, whereas the
nineteen private colleges had 20,467 students, 66%. However, there are also variations in
the number of students between one university and another. For example, Nizwa
University and Sohar University enrolled the greater numbers of students, 5,173 and 4,588
respectively, while the other three universities, Dhofar University, Arab Open University,
and German University of Technology in Oman, together enrolled 3,293 students; 2,153,
1,004, and 136 respectively (Table 4.2). If we bear in mind the year of establishment of
these institutions, it can be noticed that with the exception of Sohar University, which was
created as the first private university in the Sultanate in 2001/2002, the establishment of
the remaining universities was relatively close. For instance, Nizwa University and Dhofar
University were established in 2004/2005, and the German University and the Arab Open
University founded in 2006/2007. However, we can see a difference in the number of
students between universities set up in the same period, for example, the German
University and the Arab Open University; while the former enrolled 136 students, the latter
enrolled 1,004 students. The reason for this can be attributed to two factors. The first is the
nature of courses at both universities, and the second is the tuition fees. Courses at the
German University are limited and confined to engineering programmes, for which tuition
fees are relatively high compared with engineering specialisations at the other Omani
private institutions. On the other hand, the Arab Open University is the first and only
private institution in the Sultanate to offer an open learning system; moreover the
programmes provided are geared towards the humanities, with lower tuition fees than in

other higher education institutions in Oman. Accordingly, the proportion of students
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studying in this institution can be expected to be larger. However, academic programmes
will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

By and large, it can be said that despite the newness of establishment of private
universities compared with colleges, they have been able to attract a third of all private
institution students. Perhaps this is due to the multiplicity of programmes offered. In
contrast, some colleges, which are considered as the oldest institutions of higher education
in the Sultanate enrolled smaller number of students compared to other institutions which
were set up after later. For example, in Sur College, which was founded in 2001/2002, the
total number of students registered in 2008/2009 was 622, even though the programmes
offered by this institution are, to a great extent, similar to those programmes offered in a
number of private higher education institutions in the country. Similarly, the Modern
College of Business and Sciences, which was established in 1996/1997, had 806 students
in 2008/2009. Mazoon College, founded in 1999/2000, has a similar intake; the total
number of students in 2008/2009 was 982. In fact, the limited student number in these
colleges does not necessarily reflect a policy by these colleges of selecting the best
students. Instead, it probably reflects the level of educational services provided by these
institutions; besides it is likely an indication of the lack of serious efforts made to attract

students from inside and outside the Sultanate (Al-Jahwari, 2004).

4.5.2 Distribution of students according to financial means

Figure 4.5 below indicates that most students in private higher education institutions are
studying at their own expense, representing 62% of the total number of students (33,521
students) in 2008/2009. In contrast, the students receiving either full or partial scholarships
accounted for 28% of all students in private higher education. The figures show that the
largest percentage of students in these institutions were self-funding, unlike the situation in
2002/2003, when around 80% of students enrolled were funded by the government through
a scholarship scheme. However, the number of students enrolled in these institutions
annually at government expense has not decreased; therefore the change can be attributed
to two factors: first, the marketing efficiency of these institutions in attracting a larger

numbers of students, and second, a growing culture of private investment in education.
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Figure 4.5: Students’ distribution in private higher education by financial
means, 2008/2009
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Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.

4.5.3 Students’ distribution according to gender and nationality
Gender has hardly been studied in the international literature on private higher education,
despite both the great international surge in private higher education and the increased
attention to gender equality in general.

Examination of trends in female enrolment in private higher education in Oman
shows that the number is slightly higher than the number of male students, forming 57.7%
compared to 42.3% male students in 2008/2009 (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009b).
The increasing number of females attending private universities and colleges in Oman can
be attributed to a number of reasons. Not only do many female students prefer to study
close to their families, but more male students have had educational opportunities to study
outside the Sultanate. Moreover, for social, cultural and financial reasons, some parents
prefer to educate their daughters within the country. Additionally, many young males are
responsible for supporting families, and so seek employment at early stage. Furthermore,
female students are able to compete for the available educational opportunities due to their
high grades in secondary education. All these factors have contributed in increasing the
number of female students in private higher education institutions. However, this situation
is not unique to Oman; private institutions in Kenya for example, face a similar trend,
where enrolment of female students slightly exceeds that of male students. For example, in

2000/2001 the number of female students was 4,162 (51%) compared to 3,963 (49%) male
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students (Ngome, 2003: 365). However, the reason behind this phenomenon in Kenya,
according to Abagi, Nzomo & Otieno (2005), is that female students fail to secure
admission into the public universities, forming only 30% of total enrolments in the public
universities. As more females than males fail to qualify, they turn to the private
universities.

In contrast, the experience of Japanese private higher education shows that
although female enrolments have increased a little, they still amounted to only 38% of the
four-year university enrolment in 2002 (Nagasawa, 2005). However, private higher
education in Japan, where the private sector accounts for 86% of higher education
institutions, is characterised by extensive differences across private subtypes. Thus, to
understand issues like gender in Japan we should explore the above factor beside the
private versus public dimensions. In short, there are associations between gender and
private higher education in Japan: (1) fewer females than males in prestigious private
universities, and (2) female concentration in the private subsector, which is less prestigious
than the public subsector (Nagasawa, 2005).

However, the nature of programmes could also be a factor. This will be discussed
later in this chapter, particularly in the section on programmes offered in private higher
education in Oman.

Regarding students’ distribution according to nationality, the private universities
and colleges admit both Omani and non-Omani students, most of the non-Omanis coming
from the families of expatriates (the majority from India) working in the country.
Academic affiliation could be a factor in expatriates choosing a particular private college.
For example, Waljat College, which is affiliated to India’s Birla Institute of Technology,
enrolled 372 non-Omani students in academic year 2008/2009. This figure was consistent
with the results of a survey conducted by Business Today Magazine regarding preferences
for study in private institutions by Omani and non-Omani students. 20% of expatriate
respondents regarded Waljat College as the “best institution as against 3.7% of Omanis”
(Business Today, 2008: 34).

In academic year 2008/2009, Omani students numbered 32,063 forming 95.7% of
the total students, and non-Omanis numbered 1,458, representing 4.3% of the total students
at private institutions in the country.

From the foregoing, it can be argued that the rapid development of the student
population in private higher education is not necessarily a consequence of the lower tuition

and fees in these institutions. Nor does it mean they are preferred to public institutions.
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Instead, the regime of internal scholarships adopted by the government since academic
year 2000/2001 has played a vital role in increasing the number of students in Oman's
private universities and colleges. Additionally, private higher education enrols a significant
number of older, part-time students, who have different requirements that public higher
education institutions find it difficult to provide for. Some of these students are employed
either in the private or public sectors and others are housewives. In 2008/2009, out of
33,521 students, 3,167 were part-time students (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009b).
Moreover, the introduction of open learning by the Arab Open University (AOU) in Oman
opened more opportunities for many students whose circumstances either in terms of
geographical location or in terms of grades in the secondary school certificate, prevented
them from attending traditional or totally face-to-face learning. According to the AOU
prospectus (AOU, 2008), the University relies on an open system of education, the main
paradigm of which lies in its flexibility to accommodate a wide base of higher education
seekers, thereby offering educational opportunities to all qualified applicants in accordance
with student need and ability. Moreover, the teaching method in the university is distinctly
different from study by correspondence. Unlike distance education, which does not involve
face to face interaction between students and instructors, the AOU open learning platform
involves a tutoring process that aims, in turn, at promoting a proactive environment for
learning. To accommodate working students and those commuting from remote areas,
tutorials are scheduled according to their convenience. It is not surprising, then, that the
number of students enrolled in this institution reached 1,004 within only two years of its
inception (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009b).

However, an important question needs to be asked about the degree of contribution
of private higher education in absorption particularly of secondary education leavers. To
answer this question, certain indicators such as comparison of inputs in public and private
higher education, and students studying abroad, need to be considered.

We have already noticed that enrolments in private higher education increased
gradually during the last decade. However, compared to public institutions, private
institutions enrolments are still lower. As mentioned previously, private institutions formed
43.6% of total higher education institutions in Oman, which contained 55 institutions (31
public institutions and 24 private institutions) in 2008/2009. According to educational
statistics, the total enrolments (diploma & bachelor degrees) in both sectors reached 79,592
students; private higher education represented 37% of total enrolments compared to 63%

for public higher education in 2008/2009 (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009b). Taking
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into consideration the period of establishment of the two systems, it can be argued that the
trend of enrolments is geared toward private higher education and it seems to be increasing
in the next few years. However, this is subject to the capacity of the private sector and the
capability of these institutions, financially and academically, to absorb a large proportion
of students. It also depends on whether the admission policy in the public sector will
change or will remain as currently applied. In any case, in the Omani context the
competition factor seems to be absent. This can be ascribed to the fact that public sector
education currently is free of charge. In addition, with the exception of Sultan Qaboos
University, most public institutions are also in the process of accreditation. Moreover, the
policy of admission in the public sector is still merit-based, in contrast to most private
institutions, which accept students with a pass grade in secondary education. For these
reasons, increased enrolments would naturally be expected for private higher education

institutions.

4.6 Nature of Programmes/Courses Offered

One dominating feature of private universities and colleges in Oman is a strong tendency
towards the management and computing fields such as business administration,
accounting, financial management, human resources management, computer sciences, etc.
In contrast, science specialisations such as medicine, engineering, pharmacy, and nursing
are not widely provided.

Traditionally, higher education institutions in Oman were established to provide
teachers, nurses, and, to a modest extent, financial sciences, in order to keep pace with the
country’s growth and meet the diversity of development requirements in Oman,
economically, socially and culturally. However, these programmes became insufficient to
meet the objectives of this stage and the stages to come. Bearing the above rationale in
mind, together with the annual increase in the numbers of secondary education graduates,
in order to adapt to these conditions, the government encouraged the private sector to
assume the role of establishing private universities and colleges, first to meet the increasing
demand for higher education that public institutions could not meet, and second to provide
a variety of courses and programmes to serve the country’s development plans, particularly
in the private sector.

Thus, private universities and colleges responded to this demand by creating
programmes in marketing, business, computing, management, engineering and medicine,

among others.
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However, in most private institutions in Oman, programmes in medicine,
engineering and science specialisations constitute an insignificant component of the
curriculum. The explanation for this phenomenon lies in the cost factor as these are capital-
intensive courses demanding heavy investment. In addition, such courses are time-
demanding, expensive to set up and require qualified personnel who are often in short
supply and who can demand high salaries. Most private institutions, therefore, have shied
away from mounting such programmes. What most of them have done is provide a middle
ground between programmes in high demand and cost considerations. This explains the
proliferation of ‘market courses’ such as accounting, marketing, business and computing,
among others. Table 4.3 below indicates undergraduate courses currently offered in private

institutions.

Table 4.3: Programmes & qualifications awarded by private higher education, 2008/2009

oo Language of . .
Institution Programmes of study Instruction Qualification
Business studies, Applied
Sohar University sciences, Engineering, English Diploma/BA/BSc
Computer studies
Arts & Applied sciences,
Commerce & business . .
Dhofar University administration, Engineering, English Diploma/BA/BSc
Computer studies
) ) . Arts' & Apphed sciences, . Diploma/BA/BSc/
Nizwa University Engineering, Pharmacy & English
. . Master
Nursing, Computer studies
. . Engineering, Information
German UmlverSIty of Technology, Management & English BSc
Technology in Oman .
tourism
Computer studies, Business
Arab Open University administration, English English BA/BSc
literature
. Business administration, . .
Majan College Computer studics English Diploma/BA
Modern College of Business administration, . .
Business and Science Computer studies English Diploma/BA
Caledonian College of Engineering . Diploma/BSc
. . English .
Engineering (Honours/Ordinary)
A’Zahra College for Bgsmess Studies, Computer Arabic & English Diploma/BA
Women sciences
Mazoon College Business studies, Computer English Diploma/BA
sciences
Oman Medical College Medicine, Pharmacy English BSc/MD
. . Management sciences, . .
Sur University College Computer studies English Diploma/BA
Waljat Colleges of Engineering, Computer . .
Applied Sciences sciences, Business studies English Diploma/BSc
Middle E.ast College of Computer sciences English BSc
Information Technology
Al Buraimi College S;g;g:ter sciences, Business English Diploma/BA
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Table 4.3: (Continued)

Sc1e‘nt1ﬁc College of Graphic design English Diploma/BA
Design
Oman College of Business studies, Computer
Management & sciences English Diploma/BA
Technology
Business studies, Computer . Diploma/BA
Gulf College sciences English (Honours/Ordinary)
Muscat College Business studies English Diploma/BA
International College of Fire safety engineering, Well
Engineering & engineering English Diploma/BSc
Management
Oman Tourism College | L 0Urism and hospitality English Diploma
management
International Maritime Marine engineering, port & .
College Oman transport management English BSc
Al-Bayan College Media studies English Diploma/BA
Dental surgery
Oman Dental College English BDS (Bachelor of

Dental Surgery)

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.

Although at the present stage most programmes are offered through affiliation

agreements between the Omani private institutions and foreign universities, local

institutions can offer their own programmes if they so wish, and if they have the resources

required to provide accredited programmes and qualifications. Table 4.4 below shows the

distribution of students by field of study in 2008/2009.

Table 4.4: Students in private universities & colleges by field of study, 2008/2009

Field of Omani Non-Omani Total % of
study M F T M| F T M F T total

Foundation | 5 500 | 3 503 | 7260 | 212 | 48 | 270 |3.798 | 3.741 7539 | 225
programme
Medicine &
health 72 543 615 | 39 | 73 | 112 | 111 616 724 2.1
sciences
;’h“mac""’g 166 | 1259 | 1425 | 1 | 20| 30 | 167 | 1288 | 1455 | 43
Engineering | 2,354 | 1,228 | 3,582 [ 210 | 75 | 285 | 2,564 | 1,303 3,867 115
Sciences 80 306 386 3 | 15 18 83 321 404 12
Computer 2,130 | 2,397 | 4,527 | 89 | 60 | 149 | 2219 | 2,457 | 4,676 14
studies
Arts & 643 | 4,185 | 4819 | 18 | 32 | 50 683 | 4217 | 4900 | 14.6
Humanities
Commerce &
administrativ | 3,988 | 3,563 | 7,553 | 338 | 196 | 534 | 4326 | 3,761 8,087 | 24.1
e sciences
Education 105 | 1,517 | 1,622 | 0 | © 0 105 | 1,517 1,622 4.9
Other 151 108 259 7 | 3 10 158 111 269 0.8
subjects
Total 13275 | 18,788 | 32,063 | 917 | 541 | 1.452 | 1,458 | 14,192 | 19,329 | 100
Grand total 33,521

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.

120




Chapter Four

In addition to undergraduate programmes, private institutions also deliver a few
master programmes, mostly in business administration. In most cases, they use the same
staff, hiring local academics, and if they bring in any specialists, they do so for short

periods to offer intensive courses. Table 4.5 shows master programmes in private

institutions.
Table 4.5: Master programmes in private higher education, 2008/2009
Institution Specialisation No. students Total
Sohar University Edugatlonal Admlnllstratlon, 91 257
Curriculum Instruction 166
Psychological Counselling 233
Nizwa Universit Educational Administration 182 583
y Arabic Language & Literature 168
Business Administration 164
. Teaching English Speakers of Other 184
Majan College Languages (TESOL) 20
Management Information Systems 14
Caledonian College Malntenance? Magagement 5 32
Process Engineering 13
Mazoon College Information Technology 19 19
Waljat College Business Administration 86 86
Middle E.a st College of Business Administration (IT) 55 55
Information Technology
Business Administration 153
Gulf College International Security Studies 10 163
Total No. of students 1,379

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.

As shown in Table 4.3, Table 4.4, and Table 4.5 above of programmes and degrees
offered, the following points can be presented:

1. There are two categories of private higher education institutions: colleges and
universities. These institutions offer both Diploma and Bachelor Degree programmes. If a
given student obtains a Diploma in a particular private institution locally, he/she is
enabled, if he/she so wishes, to complete his/her degree at the university with which the
private institution is affiliated, or at any university that follows the same system.

Regarding students’ academic rights, Article 27 of the Ministerial Decision No.
34/2000 pointed out that:

“The higher education institution shall abide by its agreement with the
educational establishment, the period spent at the higher education
institution shall be considered and the student shall resume studies at the
appropriate standard of educational establishment.”

(Official Gazette, 2000: 40)
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2. As noted from Table 4.3 there are three different types of degrees awarded by
private institutions: Diploma, Bachelor Degree, and Doctor of Medicine (MD).

However, the title of some degrees creates confusion among students as well as
employers. For instance, the Diploma and Higher Diploma are both similar with regard to
the academic weight. Unlike the former case, Bachelor (Honours) and Bachelor (Ordinary)
differ with regard to the academic weight. The former is equivalent to a Bachelor Degree,
while the latter is equivalent to an Advanced Diploma (Caledonian College of Engineering,
2004). However, because of the similarity in names, students may think that both are of
equal standing. Thus, the institutions should make this clear to the students in advance, by
including this information in their prospectus. It is also the government’s responsibility to
set regulations to protect students’ rights. To this end, the Ministry of Higher Education
has set certain conditions to ensure the validation of these certificates in order to secure the
rights of students who study in these institutions. The Regulatory Ordinance for Private
Universities and Colleges provided that the higher education institution shall have an
internal system of regulations to be approved by the Ministry. It shall specifically include
the objectives of the institution, its system of study as per the approved programmes and
degrees awarded (Official Gazette, 2000, 2000). In addition, the Oman Accreditation
Council issued a document of “Requirements for Oman’s System of Quality Assurance in
Higher Education” (ROSQA). This document contains key elements of the overall quality
assurance framework, including the national qualifications framework, the processes for
evaluating accrediting higher education institutions, and a guideline about institution and
programme accreditation (Oman Accreditation Council, 2008).

3. It is evident from the previous review of these institutions that English is the
main language of instruction in all private universities/colleges except one college
(A’Zahra College for Women) which teaches in both Arabic and English. There are a
number of reasons for this. One is that English is the language required by the labour
market. No one can ignore the importance of the English Language today, not only in
Oman where it is used as a second language, but globally as well.

It has been argued that in order for the Sultanate to participate successfully in
today’s global economy, Omani citizens must be competent users of the English language
(Ministry of Education, 1995). However, most secondary school graduates face a lack of
proficiency in English. This can be considered as one of the challenges facing private
higher education institutions, since a considerable number of students study in private

universities of different Arab countries where teaching is mainly in Arabic. Those students
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may be at a disadvantage in finding a job, particularly in private sector where English is
the operational language. To tackle this issue, private institutions offer foundation
programmes for students who do not have the required proficiency in English prior to
taking up the specialisation courses. The level of proficiency is tested by these institutions
and, depending on the outcome of the placement tests, assessment would be made.
Deficient students may take up to 3 semesters (around ten months) of preparatory studies
subject to passing all requirements. As Table 4.4 above indicates, students in foundation
programmes accounted for 22.5% of total students in 2008/2009. This means that the
majority of secondary school graduates have to go to a foundation programme, not directly
to the academic course.

However, foundation programmes should not be the sole option for preparing
applicants to study in English. Students must be given intensive courses in secondary
school, to make it easy for them to make a smooth transition to these institutions. By so
doing, time, money, and efforts will be saved. Students would not have to spend extra
expenses for a foundation year. Also, the government could offer more scholarships if
students directly attended academic programmes.

It can be suggested here that, although it is a part of the Ministry of Education’s
aim to align the objectives and functions of secondary education to meet the new realities
of the 21 century (Ministry of Education, 2002), correlation and cooperation between the
Ministry of Higher Education and the Ministry of Education in terms of knowledge, skills
and methodology of teaching in secondary education level need to be strengthened.

4. Private higher education institutions differ in their market. Most of them offer a
wide range of programmes in various field of study, while a few others specialise in
particular areas. It can be seen from Table 4.3 that fifteen of the twenty-four private
institutions offer programmes in business administration, financial studies, and computer
studies. However, only four of these institutions offer specialisation in Medicine Sciences,
Engineering, Media studies, and Tourism. These specialisations, as mentioned earlier, are
provided based on assumptions about the needs of the labour market.

Most of these institutions are concentrated in the areas of business studies and
computing, which are those with a high potential for paying students. Private higher
education institutions are business and market-oriented, not only in the developing

countries but also in industrialised ones. Altbach (1998: 3) supports this view, arguing that:
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“Private higher education is very much influenced by the market. Even the
prestigious private universities in the United States and Japan must concern
themselves with their reputation and their place among the other universities,
both nationally and internationally. Less prestigious and newer private
institutions must be even more concerned about market forces, competition
from other educational institutions, trends in the employment market, and
other factors.”

However, another feature of private institutions in the country is that there is a lot
of duplication in the fields of study offered and most of these institutions offer similar
programmes. Table 4.4 shows that there is an obvious imbalance, especially if the practical
needs of Oman are taken into consideration. Although all education is desirable and useful
to an extent, medicine, health sciences, pharmacology, engineering, and sciences account
for only 19% of the total, whereas computer sciences and administrative sciences form
38% of the total programmes offered. The remainder are in the areas of the humanities and
social sciences (see Table 4.4). This to a certain extent reflects the fact that the private
sector tends to offer courses that more easily achieve profitability by requiring less
expensive equipment and therefore are easier and cheaper to offer.

From the foregoing, some questions might be raised. For example, what is the
relevance of the programmes to the labour market? To what extent is there cooperation and
coordination between the government, the private sector and private higher education in
determining the programmes required? The following section will attempt to shed light on

these issues.

4.7 Relevance of Programmes to the Labour Market

Teichler (1999: 286) points out that at the beginning of the 21* century, the connection
between higher education and the world of work is again among the key issues of debate
whenever challenges for ‘innovation in higher education are at stake’.

In the 1990s, policy makers and institution managers in many developing countries
inspired by reports from international organisations such as the World Bank and UNESCO,
began diversifying major offerings based on the notion that traditional options were ill-
suited to the demands of the new knowledge-based society (De Vries, Cabrera and
Anderson, 2009). These policies were mostly based on expectations for future regional
economies. To this end, students were advised, encouraged, and sometimes pressed to

avoid majors that were not well matched to labour market needs (De Vries et al. 2009).
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The Omani higher education system is no exception to the global trend of
education. We have mentioned earlier that one of the aims of private higher education was
to prepare the qualified national work force needed by the labour market.

Although most programmes offered in private institutions are market-driven, public
institutions also reformed some of their programmes following trends of the market. For
example, in 1990s the Sultan Qaboos University closed its department of philosophy due to
the fact that graduates in that major faced great difficulty in finding suitable jobs.
Likewise, since 2004, Education Colleges under the Ministry of Higher Education have
also been reformed to become Colleges of Applied Sciences, offering courses in
engineering, information and communication, and public administration, among other
majors. Consequently, these colleges no longer offer Education as a major. Indeed, most of
the current programmes offered are designed to meet the needs of private sector
enterprises. Furthermore, funding decisions with regard to some public institutions have
also been made that encourage new majors.

Moreover, students who study at their own expense, either locally in private
institutions or abroad, are always advised and encouraged by the government to opt for
specialisations needed by the labour market sectors in the country. The Minister of Higher
Education emphasised this view, stating that:

“The Ministry works to provide advice and guidance to students and their
parents whom their children study abroad at their own expense, about
recognised universities and courses they offer, and their consistency with the
needs of labour sectors in the Sultanate.”

(Al-Watan Newspaper, March 23, 2009: 3)

As mentioned above, many governments around the world have reformed their
higher education based on the changing demands of the labour market. For example, in
Latin American countries, “two decades of policies based on the assumption of saturated
majors have modified the systems of higher education throughout Latin America” (De
Vries et al. 2009: 21). In almost all countries in Latin America, governments have created
new majors or new institutions. In addition, funding has been assigned to particular
programmes, qualified staff appointed, and equipment obtained to create attractive
alternatives. Not only this, but also students were also advised and encouraged to avoid
majors such as law, accountancy, medicine, administration, or civil engineering and to
choose options like nanotechnology, tourism, design, or environmental engineering (De

Vries et al. 2009).
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Although globalisation has influenced countries worldwide to modify their
education systems based on the requirements of this phenomenon, social and economic
dimensions and priorities vary from one country to another. In other words, some
programmes and courses that may go well with and meet the needs of Latin America’s
labour market do not necessarily suit the Omani labour market, at least in the current stage.
For example, while majors like medicine and civil engineering, are encouraged less in
Latin America, these majors are in high demand in the Omani case, while the converse
applies with regard to specialisations like nanotechnology and ecotourism, for example.

As noticed above, in recent decades, there has been rapid growth of higher
education across many countries. This, according to Machin and McNally (2007), has had
important and profound impacts on labour markets and on the way in which employers use
highly educated labour. They suggest that expansion of higher education has been founded
on the assumption that more education is good for individuals, employers, and for society
as a whole, both economically and socially. In terms of economic outcomes, it promotes
wages or employment, and in terms of social outcomes, more education leads to improved
health, reduced crime and greater well-being. By and large, there is an ongoing debate
with regard the above statement.

Many writers (De Weert, 2007; Machin and McNally, 2007) argue that unless
employers demand more graduates, ‘over-supply’ and/or ‘over-qualification” might lead to
a reduction in the wage premium, as employers have a wider range of similarly qualified
people to select from. The wage premium depends on the interaction of demand and
supply. As Machin and McNally (2007) emphasise, in many countries, although there has
been continued expansion of higher education in the last decade, the wage premium
attached to higher education has increased. They assert that ‘under-supply’ is more of an
issue and concerns about the ‘over-supply’ or ‘over-qualification’ of graduates are
misplaced. The above statement also reveals that the existence of over-qualified
individuals in the workforce does not mean that there is an over-supply of graduates.
Therefore, skill mismatch or inadequate levels of skill are likely to be more of a problem
than over-qualification. The increase in global market competition has given rise to the
need to produce graduates able to meet the skill needs of the modern employment world.
Relevance in higher education should be assessed in terms of link between what the labour
market expects of institutions and what they do. Consistent with the above premise, Yusuf

(2003) emphasised that success in the graduate labour market is characteristically defined
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as graduates securing employment in jobs which make appropriate use of the skills and
knowledge developed in the course of their university studies.

Regarding the developing countries, it can be argued that the relationship between
higher education and the labour market is in at a crossroads. In a study by Bubtanah (1990)
on higher education and the lack of linkage between it and the labour market, he found that
this is a problem particularly in the developing countries, where the separation between the
two sides is very clear.

In the Omani case, the growth in student enrolments in private institutions is
reflected gradually in graduates’ population. The number of graduates from these
institutions rose from 29 in 1997/1998 to 101 in the following year. In 2007/2008, the total
number of graduates was 3,927. Figure 4.6 below indicates the development of graduates

from private higher education from 1997/1998 to 2007/2008.

Figure 4.6: Development of graduates from 1997/1998 — 2007/2008
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Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.

As shown in Figure 4.6 above, there is a remarkable development in the number of
graduates of private institutions. However, there is a lack of comprehensive data on the
relationship between higher education and the labour market in Oman, such as labour
market requirements of disciplines and the various programmes, employment rates, the

number of entrants to the labour market of higher education graduates, and the role of
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higher education institutions in providing students with adequate knowledge and skills that
qualify them to engage smoothly in the labour market, among others. Consequently, it may
be illogical to judge, at least for the time being, the degree of the relevance of these
graduates to the requirements of the labour market.

As shown earlier in Chapter Three, employment in the private sector requires a
large number of qualified Omanis as planned in ‘Vision 2020°, both programmes and
graduates’ skills need to be assessed. In other words, the changing requirements of the
labour market should be considered by the higher education institutions, and programmes
offered by private institutions should be evaluated by the Oman Accreditation Council.
Additionally, graduates need to be tracked and evaluated to ensure that their skills match
labour market demands. Taking into account that up to now, more than ten cohorts have
graduated from these institutions; their performance in the world of work must be assessed.
Also, as only a few private institutions offer specialised scientific programmes, while the
majority are geared towards graduating nationals in business studies and computing, as
mentioned earlier, evaluating their activity will be of great value for all stakeholders.

Although it is difficult to realise the direct linkage between the higher education
and the labour market (Hills, Robertson, Walker, Adey & Nixon, 2003), there is an urgent
need to attempt to harmonise the two in the interest of the graduates, to enable them find
job opportunities suitable for their qualification and ambitions, and to meet the
requirements of the labour market.

A very crucial question one might ask is whether the skills of graduates of these
institutions meet labour market demands. Are students studying the ‘right type’ of
subjects? And is there now an ‘over-supply’ or ‘over-qualification’ creating challenge for
graduates, employers, and society as a whole?

Based on the above, it becomes obvious that there is an urgent need for conducting
a graduate survey in the Sultanate to study the role of the curriculum in higher education
institutions in educating and preparing qualified students with the knowledge and skills
necessary to join the labour market on the one hand, and to investigate the extent of
relevance of the graduates of these institutions to the needs of the labour market and
requirements of the comprehensive development on the other hand.

However, the government has realised the importance of this issue. His Majesty
Sultan Qaboos has repeatedly called for the development of human resources in terms of
education, training and employment. On the occasion of the annual cabinet meeting, on

August 26, 2008, he reviewed education policies in relation to their output and available
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job opportunities, at the same time, directing the government to assess these policies with a
clear and comprehensive vision (Oman Daily Observer, August 27, 2008).

Recognising the significance of this theme, the Ministry of Higher Education of
Oman, in cooperation with the Centre for Higher Education Research, University of
Kassel, Germany, is currently working on a project called the ‘Graduate Survey Project’.
This project is the first of its kind in Oman, and perhaps in the Gulf region, which is
applied at the level of universities and colleges to evaluate their outputs through the
assessment of three cohorts of graduates. This project aims, in the first place, to evaluate
these outcomes in terms of graduates’ knowledge, skills, competencies and their eligibility
to move to different employment sectors. It also examines the suitability of the disciplines
offered in these institutions to labour sectors. Undoubtedly, this will contribute to the
enrichment of higher education programmes. Additionally, the indicators and data derived
from this project well serve policy makers and decision makers concerned with the sector
of higher education, employers, professional associations, students expecting to enrol in
higher education and their parents, and career guidance organisations. Furthermore, the
information provided by this project will support the process of accreditation and quality
assurance implemented by the Accreditation Council.

To conclude this section, it can be suggested that it is necessary to set a long term
strategy for private higher education graduates. To achieve this goal, it is important to form
a joint committee comprising private and governmental higher education and the private
sector. The task of this committee would be to identify the existing specialisations and the
specialisations needed for comprehensive and continuous development. Recently, the
Ministry of Higher Education has taken the initiative to fulfil the above objective. As the
Minister of Higher Education points out:

“Due to the importance of the harmonisation of higher education and the
requirements of employment sectors, the ministry sought to coordinate efforts
with the Ministry of Manpower, through the formation of a joint committee to
obtain data on the disciplines required by the sectors of work. The Ministry
is also periodically writes relevant organisations such as the Ministry of
National Economy, the Ministry of Trade and Industry, the Ministry of Civil
Service, the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Oman, and military
institutions for the latest data on the disciplines required. These data are
used by the Ministry as a guideline for determining the scholarship
programmes on the one hand and dissemination to institutions of higher
education to be invested in making new specializations.”

(Interview with the Minister of Higher Education, September 7, 2009)
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An important point to emphasise is that private higher education should play a vital
role in promoting this goal, through establishment of a solid academic infrastructure. In
other words, higher education institutions should create an academic environment that
develops students with a concrete base of knowledge, innovation and creative thinking. To
accomplish this objective, certain procedures should be adopted. First, sufficient and
qualified academics should be employed. Second, students’ theoretical knowledge should
be sharpened through internship or practical activities. Third, educational assistance
services such as laboratories and libraries should be established.

While these issues will be discussed in greater detail in Chapters Eight and Nine,

the following section highlights the situation of academic staff in these institutions.

4.8 The Contribution of Omani Academic Staff
Oman, like many other countries in the Gulf, relies heavily on academics from different
countries in its higher education institutions. Altbach (2004) points out that many scholars,
particularly from various Arab countries, working in the Gulf States universities, are not
national citizens. He attributes this situation to the availability of better working conditions
on the one hand, and to the shortage of local academic staff in these institutions on the
other. It can be said that the significance of national scholars can be derived from certain
criteria. Nationals can be more active in serving their societies, due to their knowledge and
experience about their own countries’ issues. In addition, they can play a pivotal role in
promoting scientific research, through establishment of communication channels between
higher education institutions and governmental and private organisations. This,
undoubtedly, will create a degree of cooperation between these sectors and also will
encourage and assist these organisations to fund some research in higher education
institutions.

The limited contribution of Omani academics in higher education can be
considered as a challenge for these institutions, and this is significantly noticeable in
private higher education. Table 4.6 shows the level of contribution of citizens in the

teaching staff of private higher education.
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Table 4.6: Omanisation in private higher education, 2008/2009

Nationality
Staff % of Omani
Omani Non-Omani Total

Academic staff 179 1,212 1,391 13
Administrative staff 523 253 776 67.4
Assistant academic staff 339 160 499 68
Other support staff 351 124 475 74

Total 1,392 1,749 3,141 44.3

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (2009b), Oman.

In 2008/2009, the total number of staff in private institutions was 3,141, of which
Omanis constituted 1,392, forming 44.3% of the total staff in these institutions. As can be
seen from Table 4.6 above, the total employees (Omanis and non-Omanis) in
administrative and assistant academic posts was 1,275, of which 862 were Omani citizens,
representing 67.6% of the total employees. However, the percentage of Omanis among
academic staff does not exceed 13%, including part-time lecturers. This situation could be
due to the scarcity of highly qualified Omanis.

However, shortage of Omani academic staff is not only a problem of private higher
education. For example, the percentage of Omani academic staff does not exceed 17% in
some state higher education institutions such as Health Institutes and Colleges of
Technology (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009a). The government, however, has
realised the importance of Omanisation in academic circles. To this end, it has embarked
on a programme of sending talented professionals from different higher education
institutions, as well as governmental organisations, to continue their postgraduate
education. In this regard, educational statistics reveal that the total number of post-graduate
students (Masters and PhDs) studying on scholarships from the Ministry of Higher
Education was around 126 in 2007/2008. During the academic year 2008/2009, more than
twenty employees were sent on post-graduate scholarships (Ministry of Higher Education,
2009a). Regarding the Ministry of Higher Education’s plan for Omanisation of academic
teaching staff in the Colleges of Applied Sciences, Al-Busaidia (2009) points out that the
percentage of Omani academic staff in these colleges reached 23% in academic year
2007/2008, while the academic support staff and administrative staff were completely
Omanised. She also emphasised that the Ministry has set an annual scholarship plan for
Omanising the academic circles in these colleges, and currently there are forty students on

a scholarship programme studying for Masters and Ph.D degrees in specialisations related
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to these colleges. It is clear that the percentage of non-Omani teaching staff is higher
compared with academic support staff, who are all Omanis. This can be attributed, in the
case of Colleges of Applied Sciences, to the fact that these colleges, as mentioned earlier,
were established relatively recently.

Regarding mechanisms of promoting Omani academics in private higher education,
one of the objectives adopted for the Ministry of Higher Education in the Seventh Five-
Year Development Plan 2006-2010° states that the “Ministry should raise and encourage
Omanisation rates in colleges under its supervision, and in private higher universities and
colleges” (Ministry of National Economy, 2009b: 432).

Reflecting the interest in the subject of Omanisation in the private higher education
sector, a joint committee was formed whose members include the Ministry of Higher
Education, Ministry of Manpower, the Chamber of Commerce and Industry of Oman, and
representatives of the private higher education institutions. One outcome of the meetings of
this committee is the Ministry of Manpower's Decision No. 25/2006 which determines the
proportion of Omanis in the private higher education institutions, as shown in Table 4.7

below.

Table 4.7: Percentage of Omanisation proposed for
private higher education
Year & percentage of Omanisation

2006 2007 2008 2009 2010
Academic 8% 10% 12% 14% 16%
Non-Academic 62% 65% 68% 1% 74%

Source: Official Gazette (2006), Oman.

Employment

The aim behind this procedure is to promote a higher proportion of skilled Omanis
working in the field of higher education.

However, although most of these institutions have achieved the desired rates of
Omanisation among non-academics, as indicated in Table 4.6 above, private institutions
are still heavily dependent on non-Omanis to occupy academic posts. A number of private
institutions have appointed a small number of distinguished former students as academic
staff, but this practice remains on a very limited scale.

It is worth mentioning in this regard that Omanisation in the academic field, or any
other field, must not be at the expense of quality. Moreover, Omanisation does not mean
that academics should be totally Omanised, since it is important that these institutions have
diversity in both students and staff. Also, the diversity of academic experiences is an

important requirement to enrich in the educational process and research alike. However,
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the intention of Omanisation here is to make a balance between the Omanis and non-
Omanis in academic posts. Therefore, in order to promote the academic contributions of
nationals at private higher education institutions, certain elements are suggested in favour
of this theme. First, higher education institutions should take the financial responsibility to
develop their human resources, whether in administrative or academic positions. Second, a
portion of their income should be allocated for enhancement of nationals in academic
fields. Third, private higher education institutions can benefit from their academic
affiliation and cooperation in finding grants or scholarships for their privileged students to
continue post-graduate studies at those universities. Fourth, private institutions that receive
approval to offer Master programme/s should provide a number of free places for their
outstanding students.

The above are suggestions, but the most important issue is the earnest desire of
these institutions to promote and equip Omani academia, especially with the increasing
number of Omanis obtaining higher qualifications. To achieve this goal, certain initiatives
should be adopted. For example, good salaries and other incentives should be offered to
attract qualified Omanis, in addition to a strategy of sending privileged students on
scholarships to continue their post-graduate studies abroad, to be employed later in these
institutions. Up to date, a clear strategy and/or regulations related this subject do not exist

in most of the private higher education institutions in the country.

4.9 Summary
Private higher education in Oman, as in many countries in the world, is a new
phenomenon, with all private universities and colleges established in the second half of the
1990s. It has been noted that private higher education was established in several steps. First
colleges offered two-year diploma courses, then three-year higher education diplomas, and
eventually, university colleges and universities offered bachelor degrees. One reason for
these developmental stages, as shown in this chapter, is the fact that the experiment of
private higher education is relatively new, and the government was keen to ensure its
success, and also to monitor to what degree these institutions can achieve the intended
objectives from their establishment.

It has been noted that private higher education institutions in Oman in their present
state of development face new realities, and there are certain tasks and challenges which
they need to address. This chapter has reviewed some of these challenges facing this

sector. Among these challenges are the limited capacity of these institutions, their inability
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to contribute effectively in research activities, and the fact that most programmes offered in
these institutions are geared toward business and computing. For private higher education
to continue its functions, funding resources must be diversified, and quality should be one
of the top priorities among senior managements and academics alike. The next two
chapters, therefore, will investigate these themes in greater details. The current means of
private higher education funding in Oman and its potential impact on these institutions will
be examined in Chapter Five, and the regulatory mechanisms for assuring quality will be

discussed in Chapter Six.
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Chapter Five

Funding Mechanisms and Financial Regulations of Private Higher
Education

“In the wake of higher education expansion, growing fiscal problems,
and the increasing popularity of neoliberal economic doctrines, private
funding and the privatisation of higher education institutions have
gained ground in many countries traditionally dominated by public
higher education.” Ulrich Teichler (2003: 22)

5.1 Introduction

Enrolment growth, among many other new pressures, has raised financing and quality
issues in both advanced and developing countries. According to Clark (1998), most
systems of higher education during the last two decades have become more competitive,
more diverse in their students, less well funded, more efficient as measured by external
criteria, and increasingly expected to serve national, regional and local needs. Therefore,
the higher education system in many countries has increasingly been seen as part of the
country’s trade policy.

In line with those trends, Oman's higher education system has been no exception to
the international mobility and changes of higher education systems. There has been
increasing demand for higher education, economically and socially, compared to a
limitation in the capacity of the higher education system to absorb the growing population
of secondary school graduates, together with the phenomenon of participation of private
higher education institutions. All these have put government under pressure, and caused it
to rethink seriously the issues of funding and quality in the system of higher education in
Oman.

In this chapter, the issue of financing of higher education systems worldwide and in
Oman particularly will be discussed. The aim of this chapter is to discuss different models
of financing higher education systems, with special reference to private higher education.
To accomplish this objective, certain themes will be examined. Experiments of diverse
models and mechanisms of financing higher education institutions across different
countries will be mentioned. Moreover, strategies for helping students and their families
will be discussed. The aim in so doing is to identify a suitable model that can be adopted

and applied in the Omani system of higher education on the one hand, and to offer some
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suggestions to overcome the challenge of financing, particularly in private higher
education on the other hand. While this chapter examines the financing aspect, the issue of
quality in higher education will be the main subject of the next chapter.

However, for the better understanding of the issue of financing higher education
institutions, a quick comparison of international public education expenditure on this sector

will be made in the following section

5.2 Public versus Private Finance

The debate about financing higher education has not been concerned only with funding of
institutions. Equally important is financial support for students. Of course, these are
interrelated issues and literature (OECD, 1990; World Bank, 1994; Sanyal, 1998; Bray,
2000; Bloom, Hartley & Rosovsky, 2006) describes a wide range of funding arrangements
and financial resources that are possible means for assisting higher education expansion.
These may include improving efficient utilisation of resources, encouraging income
generation, adopting cost recovery policies including cost-sharing with students either in
terms of tuition fees or student loans, and also through private sector provision of higher
education.

Differences of views on education as a public good or private good are attributable,
in the first place, to the fact that there is no agreement on these concepts either among
scholars or among the people (Psacharopoulos, 1999).

Supporters of the idea that education should be partly privately funded argue that
this is because the benefits of higher education are thought to accrue to both individuals
and to society as a whole. Consequently, as the World Bank (1994) claims, it is generally
accepted that education is a shared responsibility between students and/or their families
and the State. For individuals, the benefits of higher education take the form of personal,
cultural and economic rewards. For example, in most cases it is observed that the private
rates of return for higher education are greater than the returns to society (Psacharopoulos,
1994). Based on such observations, recent policy recommendations have suggested that
the ‘consumers’ of higher education should be the ones who should pay, rather than the
government (Saha, 1991; World Bank, 1994). This perspective perceives education as an
investment in human capital and as Larrain and Zurita (2008. 685) argue, the decision to
pursue a study programme is similar to a decision to invest in physical capital. This is

consistent with the main idea of human capital theory which precisely means that the
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greater subsequent income represents compensation for the investment made (Larrain and
Zurita, 2008).

The relatively high private rates of return to investments in higher education
compared with the social rates of return justify large investments by individuals.
According to Bloom et al. (2006), in almost all cases, graduates typically enjoy
considerable advantages over non-graduates in the labour market. An estimation of the
regression-based rate of return on investment in schooling in the United States from 1964
to 2002 indicates that the rate of return on investments on education has increased over
time, from nearly 7% to roughly 12% per year over a 40-year period. During the same
period, there was a steady increase in the percentage of full-time U.S. workers with a
college degree, from 12% in 1964 to 31% in 2002 (Bloom et al. 2006: 296). Another study
conducted in Brazil in 2002 revealed that incomes of persons with 15 years of more
schooling -that is, higher education- are about three times the income of those with 11
years of schooling- secondary education (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002). Over the past
two decades, industrial jobs have increasingly been replaced by ‘knowledge work’.
Consequently, corporations have sought well-educated people for high-skilled (and higher-
paid) jobs, and a college education has come to be seen as a fundamental asset for a
successful career. In the United States, for example, a survey conducted in 1995 on public
perceptions of higher education found that most Americans see a college education as a
requisite for a good job. Similarly, a recent study carried out by the American Council of
Education also found that job attainment is the most important benefit that Americans
associate with going to college (Bloom et al. 2006). This indicates that there is a common
view that a college degree is an investment in securing a higher-paying job, primarily a
personal economic benefit. Therefore, it is argued that there should be a charge for
individuals to enrol in higher education (World Bank, 1994). This, however, raises
fundamental efficiency, equity, and quality issues that need further examination.

Despite the justification for private finance, there is also a strong case for public
funding of higher education. According to the World Bank (1995: 54), there are three main
reasons for public financing of higher education. First, an individual’s consumption of
education is likely to bring positive effects to others through externalities and spill-over
benefits. Therefore, government should ensure that individuals are encouraged to consider
the social rather than the private costs and benefits of behaviour. It is often argued that this
is true for many features of education at all stages. At higher stages of education, the

externalities and spill-over benefits to the society from teaching and research findings may
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be substantial. For example, non-graduate workers are likely to benefit from the knowledge
of graduate workers, and the society is likely to benefit from many important research
findings. Second, government funding may be necessary because limited financial markets
do not allow students to borrow sufficient amounts, on the basis of improved future
earnings, to cover costs. This may be true especially amongst less wealthy and
disadvantaged families. The private 'purchase' of schooling, particularly for higher
education, is, in most cases, beyond the means of many poor families. Therefore, loans,
grants and other forms of subsidies are important to ensure greater and equal access to
higher education within society. Third, human resource investment is a principal strategy
in poverty alleviation, and therefore it must also be a government concern.

One may argue that public spending on higher education can reduce inequity, open
opportunities for the poor and disadvantaged, compensate for market failures in lending or
providing for education, and make information about benefits of education more generally
available. However, on the other side, government’s inability to develop higher education
sufficiently, because of financial restrictions, excessive bureaucracy, and inefficient use of
resources, provides a rationale for the development of private higher education. There is
sufficient evidence to show that public spending on education is often inefficient and
inequitable. It is inefficient when it is misallocated among competing users. It is
inequitable when qualified potential students are unable to enrol in higher education
because educational opportunities are limited, or because of their inability to pay. Many
claim that present systems of financing and managing education often fail to meet these
challenges (Burnett, 1996; World Bank, 2000). In addition, public funding is becoming
more difficult to provide as enrolments expand.

Based on the ideas discussed above and to reconcile these views, the related
concepts of efficiency, equity and quality that characterise the market of higher education
provision need to be explored.

According to Psacharopoulos & Woodhall (1985), efficiency is a term used to
describe the relationship between inputs and outputs, but because this relationship can be
analysed from several different perspectives, a clear definition of the concept of efficiency
is crucial. A system is said to be efficient if a maximum output is obtained from given
input, or if a given output is obtained with minimum input. Efficiency has thus to do with
the ratio between output and input: how much do we get for what we put into the system?
The analysis of efficiency thus deals with a comparison of cost and benefits. The output

may be measured as a goal within the education and training system, such as employment
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probabilities or earnings returns on the labour market. There are two main aspects of
efficient resource use. First, efficiency is about allocating efficiently between different
kinds of resources -e.g., between teachers and blackboards, or between more teachers per
student and better-qualified teachers- that is, about choosing the most efficient input mix
(allocative efficiency). Second, efficiency is also about using each resource efficiently, that
1s, making the best use of each given input (technical efficiency).

The assessment of efficiency in education and training has both an external aspect,
where investments in education are compared to alternative investments outside the
education system, and an internal aspect, which refers to the internal functioning of the
education and training system (Psacharopoulos & Woodhall, 1985; World Bank, 1995;
Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002). Internal efficiency is concerned with the relationship
between inputs and outputs within the education system or within individual institutions, as
indicated by the quantity and quality of inputs and outputs involved. This refers to the
effective management of financing to improve the efficiency of investment decisions and
increase the overall academic and institutional performance. External efficiency is
concerned with how education influences economic performance, as indicated by the
employment prospects and earnings of students. Subsequently, external efficiency include
equitable access to education, producing the right types of educational activities based on
national needs, lower unemployment rates amongst graduates, better paid jobs and
consequently higher earnings (Patrinos, 1990; Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2002). For
example, higher education is considered efficient when it supplies the right level of skilled
or educated workers to the labour market. Therefore, a shortage or a surplus of graduates
relative to social demands should be considered a sign of inefficiency.

Regarding equity aspects, as Chapman (1999) emphasises, the term equity is more
elusive than the concept of efficiency. This has largely to do with the general lack of clear
scientific definitions of issues of fairness and justice. The concept of equity understood in
terms of equality in opportunity would call for equal access to education and training
programmes independent of students’ circumstances, as well as for equal treatment of all
students independent of their circumstances (Chapman, 1999).

Based on the above brief definition of equity, it can be argued that the issue of
equity and access must be considered very carefully in the process of privatisation of
higher education in the Sultanate. The very nature of a private sector of higher education

whose aim is to make a profit suggests that it will allow access only to those who can
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afford the fees. Therefore, if private higher education institutions are to be part of widening
access, students need to be subsidised by the government.

We have already mentioned in Chapter Four of this study that 28% of students in
Omani private higher education institutions in academic year 2008/2009 have government
scholarships. This means that without government subsidy, equity would not be enhanced
by franchised programmes. However, these governmental scholarships are allocated only
for some students from low-income families, and do not exceed about 1600 scholarships
annually (Ministry of Higher Education, 2008). Moreover, having a large number of
private higher education institutions is not necessarily a guarantee of ability to absorb the
high demand for higher education in the country, because of the considerable differences in
fees structure amongst these private institutions. To this end and in order to promote
equity, financial assistance in the form of loans and grants would become part of the
revenue supplementation reform agenda. In other words, when the government shifts costs
to the student and their families, it must introduce a parallel system of financial assistance
and subsidies in order to maintain accessibility and ensure equity.

Another equally important component with regard to enhancing access and equity
in private higher education institutions in Oman is the location of these institutions. At
present, most private colleges are located in the Muscat area, Oman’s capital. In terms of
access, this gives a distinct advantage to the poorer students who live in this area, since in
most case the daily cost of living in the capital is, in most cases, beyond their financial
ability. It can be argued here that potential students who live outside the area are at a
disadvantage. Therefore, government should reconsider the impact of this issue on the
poorer students who come from interior areas of Oman, by limiting the number of colleges
in the Muscat area. To achieve this, the location should be considered by the government
before approval to establish a new private higher education institution is given.

However, equity is also about fairness and in this refers to the way the cost and
benefits of an educational investment are distributed among different groups in society.
According to Psacharopoulos & Woodhall (1985: 244), the question of equity in
educational investment is "whether the cost and benefits are equally distributed among
different social, economic or ethnic groups, and also among different regions". The main
concern is to have fair and equal access to educational facilities.

According to Psacharopoulos & Woodhall (1985), there are two types of equity:
vertical equity and horizontal equity. Vertical equity is about giving the same opportunities

to the poor as to the rich, whereas horizontal equity is about fairness among equals, which
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means giving equal treatment to equals. Both concepts are vital since disparities in
educational participation may exist in terms of gender, socio-economic background, urban
and rural areas, and also language and religion.

In Oman, most public higher educational institutions share a common selection
system, in which admission depends on the mark or grade obtained in the secondary school
certificate. Consequently, students may apply to any institution for which they achieve the
required mark. However, as we have noted earlier, in practice, fulfilment of the specified
criterion does not guarantee a place, due to the fact that the number of candidates is usually
far higher than the number of places available (Al-Ghanboosi, 2002). However, in terms of
private higher education, the system is different, since institutions are open to all who are
able to pay the tuition fees required.

Concerning quality aspects, it has been argued that quality is one concept that is
difficult to define and measure (Randall, 2002). A clear definition of this term is likely to
provide better results in measuring the level of quality. It has been suggested that the
quality of education can be defined both by the learning environment and by student
outcomes (Harvey & Green, 1993). For the learning environment, quality may include the
quantity and quality of inputs in use, a campus setting that is conducive to learning, and the
availability of supporting services. A significant indicator of the quality of education for
student outcomes is the value added of schooling in the form of the amount of knowledge
and skills gained, and the increased probability of income-earning activity (Lockheed &
Hanushek, 1988). In the case of higher education, the value added also includes research
productivity.

However, quality issues along with recent trends and the key challenges for quality

in higher education will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.

5.3 Funding Models of Private Higher Education Institutions
According to William (1992: 39) there are, generally, “six ways in which academic
institutions can supplement their core income: gifts, investments, research grants, research
contracts, consultancy, and student fees”.

However, developing efficient financing models, which would ensure the quality
and accessibility of education, is an urgent issue in higher education systems, particularly
private higher education. Governments’ objectives for higher education can be reflected in

their operational funding policies. The models or mechanisms of funding private higher
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education may vary according to the nature of system adopted in different countries
worldwide. According to Teichler (2003:1):

"The debate over private and public funding, however, often involves a
confusing mix of three issues: student costs, the role of public subsidies, and
the level of government supervision.”

As mentioned in Section 5.2, there are two main sources of private higher
education institutions: public sources of support and private sources of support. However,
before discussing the mechanisms of funding in greater detail, a question that may arise is

why do governments support private higher education?

5.3.1 Rationales for governmental subsidy to private higher education
Although public sources of support, in most countries, represent by far the largest resource
for public higher education institutions, the way in which these public funds are distributed
and the signals that these funds provide to institutional officials are critical in defining the
financing structure of the country. If there is such debate about the public funding of public
higher education, what about public money for private higher education? In fact, this is a
key issue for governments, the general public, and of course private institutions. So far, the
general situation is that public funding of private higher education is the exception, not the
rule. According to Levy (2007), this reality is often hidden by contrary examples that lead
to the absurd notion that sources of income do not seriously distinguish the two sectors of
higher education. Levy’s argument may be true, since, in many countries, while public
higher education is overwhelmingly sustained by public funds, private higher education is
as overwhelmingly sustained by private funds, as addressed earlier in Chapter Two.

However, this is not always the case, since public higher education institutions, in
many countries, attempt to diversify their funding resources through relying on private
income. In the United States, for example, whereas public institutions have previously
received a majority of their funding from the state, these institutions now increasingly rely
on private revenue. According to Eckel et al. (2005), out of the 22 institutions of higher
education engaged in funding-raising campaigns in excess of billion, 15 are public
institutions.

Rationales for public funding vary, as do arguments against that policy. One
rationale, as we noticed earlier, is fair and equal treatment of students, regardless of their

institutions. Psacharopoulos and Woodhall (1985: 137) asserted that:
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“If education was provided under market conditions, only those who could
afford to pay tuition fees could enrol. Not only would there be under-
investment from the social point of view, but income inequalities would be
preserved from one generation to the next since education is itself a
determinant of lifetime income.”

To explain the statement above, if education is treated as a private good and its
provision is left exclusively to the market without any financial supports or subsidies from
the public sector, it will be difficult for students who cannot afford to pay tuition fees to
benefit from education.

Another reason for public funding is access, particularly if the private sector offers
slots beyond what the public sector provides yet needs certain cost-sharing (Levy, 2007).
The access rationale strengthens in areas where the populations are less privileged. In
Bangladesh, for instance, the Non-Governmental Universities Act mandates that 5% of all
seats be reserved for ‘poor but meritorious’ students who are exempted from tuition
charges (Hopper, 1998). However, some new private universities in Bangladesh go beyond
the minimum financial aid requirement. For example, the Ahsanullah University of
Science and Technology claims to offer a 50% tuition discount to an additional 5% of its
students (Hopper, 1998). Such financial aid is intended to ensure a minimum of diversity in
the student body. It can also be considered as one function, among others, of the university
toward society, ‘society service’.

The above notion can be applied to the Omani context. New applications for
establishing private higher education institutions should include the founder commitment
of providing a certain percentage, at least 5% of seats annually for students of low-income
families.

Other major rationales involve quality and motivation. Where this orientation is
found, the whole private sector does not qualify for funding; instead, public money is
dispersed according to sets of criteria. Public funding thus may motivate private
institutions to improve quality. Although many writers (Geiger, 1986; Altabach, 1999;
Levy, 2005) reveal that often private institutions continue to pursue their most basic goals
supported by private money, this sector goes further when these institutions can add public
money.

An example of the above can be drawn here from Japan, since the Japanese
government subsidies policy for private higher education is based on a number of strong
reasons, particularly from the viewpoint of the role of private universities in supporting the

public provision of advanced education for society (Asonuma, 2002). The first reason for
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the strong support of government subsidies for Japanese private higher education is the
serious financial difficulties that most of these institutions faced during the 1960s, such as
" financial strains and the deterioration of institution and equipment, financial distress of
teachers and students, inadequate educational systems, deficiencies in administrative and
managerial organisation, and lack of understanding of the leading ideas of the universities
new system" (Oyama, 2008: 410). A second reason is the widening gap in the quality of
education between private and public universities. Although the private universities
absorbed the largest share of the tremendous growth in students’ enrolment in the 1960s,
they failed to obtain the support of the public at large. Because of the perception of most
people that most private universities are less prestigious and less popular than public ones,
the government, in 1967, established a bumper organisation to handle the allocation of
funds (Oyama, 2008) from the national government, known as the Promotion and Mutual
Aid Corporation for Private School of Japan (PMACPS]J).

By contrast, in most developing countries, decades of reliance on private higher
education for the bulk of enrolments supported access but left concerns over quality,
providing a strong rationale for public funding to enable the private sector to reach the next
level (Levy, 2005). In the Middle East a number of governments have joined local private,
and sometimes international, actors to initiate a private sector of higher education. For
example, the government of Bahrain recently announced plans to establish a higher
education hub in cooperation with foreign partners. Thus, through an agreement between
Bahrain’s Economic Development Board and a Kuwaiti investment company, a ‘Higher
Education City” will be established, featuring fully fledged branch campuses of
international universities. There are already two similar projects in operation in other Gulf
countries, United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Qatar. With the financial means to make it
attractive for foreign institutions to establish a presence, these countries now host a number
of well-known universities from across the world (OBHE, 2007).

Based on the ideas discussed in this section, it can be argued that although there are
a variety of reasons for governments to fund private higher education, it is difficult to
anticipate how far public funding of private higher education will extend internationally, or
in what forms. Currently, many governments, as we will see, adopt certain criteria and
mechanisms to fund private higher education institutions. These models, together with
some examples of the mechanisms of public funding to private higher education systems,

will be examined in the following section.
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5.3.2 Public sources of support

Although private higher education institutions in most countries across the world cover
most of their expenses via their own means, these institutions have, to a certain degree,
access to public funds. There are a number of funding governance issues, including
accountability models, research activities and tax-based support, which help to characterise
public support of higher education for private higher education institutions. To this end,
and for the purpose of clarity, the experiences of some countries, along with examples of
some models of public funding mechanisms to private higher education institutions, will be
highlighted.

Some countries seem to fund private higher education by providing lump sums to
these institutions. In Estonia, for example, the Estonian State budget provides for a line
financing of private higher education, around EEK 300,000 to 400,000, without any
obligation to account for its use. However, in 1996, it became a public procurement, with
5% for private higher education, and the rest for public higher education (Habakuk & Alas,
2007). In the researcher’s view, the problem with this approach is that it does not adopt a
basic rule for funding these institutions. Moreover, it does not encourage private higher
education institutions to engage in active and positive competition, in terms of either
research activities or quality of teaching.

In Germany, most private higher education institutions receive some form of
financial support (Stannek & Ziegele, 2005). The German state supports private higher
education institutions through Ilegislation for non-profit organisations, through the
allocation of former state property, or through direct financial support during the
foundation process of private institutions of higher education. For instance, the University
of Witten/Herdecke receives from the state of North Rhine-Westphalia an annual
governmental subsidy of 15% of its annual income (i.e. 28.2 million Euros) (Stannek &
Ziegele, 2005). According to Stannek & Ziegele (2005: 44), nearly all private higher
education institutions in Germany receive some sort of public funding. For example, in
2001, 79 million Euros went from public sources to private higher education institutions,
and the largest share (67.9 million Euro) went to a private University of Applied Sciences.
In most cases, the German model of funding or financial aid for private higher education
institutions takes a lump sum approach. For example, the state Baden-Wurttemberg
supported the foundation of the International University in Bruchsal in 1998 by financing
the infrastructure and the facilities of the university and gave an annual support of about 1

million Euros from 2000 to 2005. Similarly, the International University of Bremen
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reached an agreement with the city-state Bremen which supported the foundation of the
institution with a total of 109.7 million Euros, and the total assets of this University in
2003 were 204 million Euros.

However, in the Japanese context, governmental subsidies to private universities, in
spite of their large numbers of students (77.1% in 2000), constituted about 9.1% of total
income in 1997. The amount of the government block grants to private universities totalled
$2,009 million in fiscal year 1999 (Asonuma, 2002: 110). In Japan, by contrast to the
above-mentioned European examples, the government support for private universities is
based on certain criteria, which can be categorised into two forms: special subsidies and
general subsidies. Special subsidies (SS) are linked to research, whereas general subsidies
(GS) are computed simply based on the number of students, academic staff and
administrative staff members, and the cost of research education (Baba, 2002).

Based on their academic situation, each university applies to obtain governmental
subsidies, and for the purpose of accuracy and in order to avoid misconduct in subsidy
distribution, the Promotion and Mutual Aid Corporation for Private School of Japan adopts
the following specific formula:

GS=F(03a+02B+0.57)

where F'is standard cost for every institution by types of staff and department, a is
the adjustment coefficient related to the percentage of currently enrolled students relative
to the student admission capacity, B is the adjustment coefficient related to ratio of students
per faculty member, and, y is the adjustment coefficient related to the total costs of
facilities for education and research costs paid using student fees, such as the expenditure
for full-time teacher research, book allowance, and travel-research expenses. Each
adjustment coefficient has a unit value where the highest unit value is vy, through which
50% of the total GS is allocated, compared to 30% for a and 20% for B. In the second type
of subsidy, the special subsidies (SS), awards are based on the principle of targeted funding
(Baba, 2002), and are given to private universities that can contribute by performing a
number of specific functions. Since funds are planned or targeted, special subsidies differ
for each year depending on national priorities, which are mostly evaluated on a yearly
basis. According to these governmental priorities, private universities send proposals for
programmes and activities to be implemented. Through a deliberation process, the
government decides the most suitable proposal, as well as the amount of subsidy to be

awarded.
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From the above discussion with regard to the Japanese mechanism of funding
private higher education institutions, it can be noted that both types of subsidies use
quantitative parameters in order to determine the amount of subsidies that will be
distributed to the different private institutions of higher education. Despite the claim
(Asonuma, 2002) that the amount of subsidies has never covered 50% of private
universities’ operational cost, this policy, to a certain degree, plays an effective role in
alleviating universities’ problems, particularly in financial respects. Meanwhile, this policy
could be seen as an entry point of government to control the quality of education of the
private universities. Thus, it can be argued that the government of Japan uses both a
separate funding approach and performance-based funding.

By contrast, in Korea, for example, where most private higher education
institutions have no profit-making enterprises, government financial support for these
institutions dates back (Lee, 1998) only to the two decades. In 1990, the government
financial support for private, 4-year institutions was 0.29% of the total education budget. In
1997, this portion was raised to 0.76%, but this was provided disproportionately. For
example, around 54% of the government appropriation was offered to the top 10
institutions among 124 private institutions (Lee, 1998).

In the United States, although direct funding is not provided, students in private
higher education institutions are eligible for government loans and grants, and private
universities can compete for government research funding. According to Levy (2007), two
types of funding dominate at the national level, though often with a strong echo at state
levels. First, concerning research, almost wherever significant costly research has been
conducted at private universities, public funding has been crucial. Leading US private
research universities often outdo their public counterparts in winning federal research
funding. Second, concerning students, the other main type of US public funding
subsidising private institutions is student loans and grants. As mentioned earlier, students
are eligible as long as their institutions are accredited; this funding applies even to for-
profit institutions. The loans and grants are usually needs-based and go hand-in-hand with
access and efficiency rationales.

In a review of the subsidies for private institutions in the Gulf States, two features
can be specified. First, nearly all private higher education in these countries are legally not
allowed to obtain direct funds from the government (Mohammed, 2009), except in Oman

and, to some extent, in Kuwait. Second, all private higher education institutions in the
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region are legally stipulated as for-profit corporations, except in Oman where, by law,
these institutions are considered as not-for-profit institutions.

In Kuwait, governmental subsidies to private higher education include land grants,
scholarships granted by several government agencies for their employees to study in these
institutions, and scholarships for only 1,000 secondary school graduates in the academic
2006/2007, which covered 80% of the tuition cost. However, officials of the Kuwaiti
Private Universities Council (PUC) admit that all private institutions in Kuwait achieved
profitable status before this programme commenced. This information was derived from
the annual financial reports prepared by the institutions. According to the governance rules
for private higher education institutions in Kuwait, an “Annual Financial Report prepared
by the institution [of private higher education] should be audited by an independent auditor
in accordance with International Auditing Standards (IAS). The Audit Report should
include the auditor’s opinion as to the institution’s adherence to the Law of Private
Universities in Kuwait and to its executive by-laws" (Al-Atiqi & El-Azma, 2007: 69).

Examples and experiments of models of public funding to private higher education
have been highlighted. Now we turn to focus on the Omani context of governmental
subsidies for private higher education institutions. To encourage the private sector to
assume a role in the higher education sphere, the government of Oman has initiated
attractive subsidies. Financial and technical incentives are provided, directly and indirectly.

Direct support: the government has shown its willingness to provide direct
financial support for the establishment of private colleges and universities, as well as
exempting them from direct and indirect taxes, and allocating free land to build their
premises. Another direct financial incentive is the government’s allocation of hundreds of
scholarships, as mentioned earlier, to secondary school graduates from low-income
families to study in the private universities and colleges. In addition to these subsidies, His
Majesty has given grants of RO17 million (US$ 44 million) to each of the Omani private
universities (Ministry of Information, 2007). These provisions were legally established by
Royal Decree No. 67/2000 which provided various means of support to these institutions
(see Appendices la, 1b & Ic). This action has had a positive impact on the survival of
many of these institutions, which were struggling to sustain their activities.

Indirect support: The Educational Services Department at the Ministry of Higher
Education provides details on investment and facilities in the private sector. It also

facilitates the steps and procedures needed to establish a private university or college. The
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Ministry also organises annual exhibitions on private universities and colleges in the
Sultanate, together with web-site links to these institutions.

From the foregoing, it is clear that governments support private sector higher
education, although this support differs from one country to another. However, it is not
expected that government should pay the whole cost. Usually, private universities and
colleges receive a certain amount of government funding, and public universities and
colleges finance a part of their budgets through non-governmental sources. To this end,
private higher education institutions themselves must seek other financial resources to
promote and develop their functions and performance on the one hand and, on the other

hand, to be capable to compete with other private or public higher education institutions.

5.3.3 Private sources of support

Owing to the limitation of public funds for private higher education institutions, additional
sources of financial support must be obtained. In doing so, it is important to know the
available sources of funding. Apart from public subsidies, there are many models of
funding private higher education. In the large majority of cases, institutions are financed by
tuition fees from students. Altbach (1999: 70) emphasised that "the central reality of most
private [higher education] institutions is that tuition payments are the financial basis of the
institutions, and without them, survival would be impossible". With the exception of
universities sponsored by religious organisations, which sometimes have funds from these
groups or can rely on help with staffing, most private higher education institutions have
other financial resources available to them. According to Hauptman (2006a), these private
sources of revenues including tuition fees, grants, gifts and other forms of philanthropy,
payment from a variety of services, and the commercialisation of research conducted on

campus and for the support of other private entrepreneurial enterprises.

5.3.3.1 Tuition fees

Before reviewing tuition fees in Oman’s private institutions it is worthwhile to identify the
meaning of this term, since there is a distinction between tuition fees —or in the United
States, simply tuition, and other type of fees. In the American system, ‘tuition’ means
instruction or teaching and is often used to refer to a fee charged for educational
instruction, whereas in the UK and in English language usage in most of the rest of the
world, the world ‘tuition’ means instruction, and a fee charged must therefore be called a
tuition fee (http:www.answers.com/topic/tuition). The researcher will follow the latter

practice and refer to tuition fees. On the other hand, ‘fees’ as opposed to ‘tuition fees’
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generally refers to a charge levied for most of the expenses associated with a particular
institution to cover the cost of non-instructional services provided by that institution, such
as the cost of processing admission applications, accommodation, transportation, internet
access, health services, food, and sometimes insurance, graduation service (ceremony) and
text books, as in the Omani case. Table 5.1 summarises the non-tuition fees charged by the

Oman’s private institutions.

Table 5.1: Non-tuition fees charged by Oman’s private
institutions, 2008/2009

Service Fees (RO)

25-120
(mostly paid once a year, with one

Admission process institution charged yearly, Majan

College)
Transportation 120-180 annually
Internet service 16 annually
Insurance (general, undefined) 20-200 annually
Accommodation 600-1,200 annually
College facilities/ Insurance/ Service 20-200 annually
fees (undefined)

100-150

Supplementary fee for particular

programmes (e.g., Engineering and (in some colleges —.g., Al-Bayan

College and Caledonian College of

Media studies). . .
Engineering)
Graduation service 25 at graduation time
Estimated annual fees 1500-1800

Source: Own analysis based on publication of Private Higher Education
Statistics, Ministry of Higher Education (2009c), Oman.

It can be seen from the table above that fees charged students by these institutions
are a considerable amount that imposes a further financial burden on them and their
parents.

Bearing in mind the issue of differences in fees between the private institutions,
nevertheless most of them are quite similar in practice. For example, regarding the fee for
the admission process, most institutions charge this fee only once, except Majan College,
which charges it on an annual basis. Moreover, institutions charge students so-called
‘college facilities’, ‘insurance’, or even ‘service fees’. There is no clear rule on what
students must be charged for, which always creates a kind of dissatisfaction among
students due to the poor service that they have to pay for. Furthermore, in most institutions,

fees like internet access, text books, laboratory materials and usage are included in tuition
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fees, while some other institutions treat these fees separately, as in Caledonian College of
Engineering and Al-Bayan College where they charge around RO 100 to RO 150 under the
title of supplementary fees. However, initiatives have been taken by some institutions, with
regard to students from families on welfare or social security, to reduce and/or facilitate the
payment system of these fees.

It is worth emphasising that services provided by these institutions must be clarified
and set on a basis that helps students and facilitates their university life during their study
period. It is also the responsibility of the concerned department of the Ministry of Higher
Education to clarify the nature of these fees.

The above was a general overview about the non-tuition fees. However, in most
countries tuition fees represent the largest private sources of revenues for private higher
education. In Korea, for example, the tuition fees make up on average 63.2% of the entire
finances of private institutions of higher education (Lee, 1998). Similarly, in Japan, private
universities received 61.7% of their entire income from student tuition and fees in fiscal
year 1997 (Asonuma, 2002). In Germany, private higher education institutions raised 90.1
million Euros by tuition fees in 2001, compared to 41.4 million Euros obtained from third
parties (Stannek & Ziegele, 2005).

Private higher education in Oman currently relies entirely on tuition fees, either
from students and their families or from the government through its scholarships and
grants. This is not because these institutions are labelled as for-profit, but because private
higher education is a new experiment in the country. Moreover, most founders of these
institutions lack experience in academic affairs, particularly university management and
academic requirements. This indicates that in practice, private higher education in the
country is profit-making, although, in theory, this is not the case. As shown in Table 5.2
below, the level of tuition fees differs from one institution to another and from one
programme to another. As an example, fees for foundation year programmes range from
RO 1,800 to RO 2,000 in private universities, whereas private colleges charge from RO
1,500 to RO 2,500 for the same programme. In terms of universities, business course fees
range from RO 2,100 to RO 2,220.

As can be seen from Table 5.2, the minimum tuition fees of bachelor degree
programmes at private universities and colleges were RO 2,200 per year on average, since
some specialisations are relatively costly, up to RO 5,950 in the case of medicine studies.
This could be one of the main reasons why private institutions, in the beginning of their

establishment, endeavoured to expand programmes in low cost areas such as humanities
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and the theoretical fields. According to Anton (2000), the more specialised scientific

disciplines which require high expenditure will be postponed until these universities are

financially able to add them.

Table 5.2: Bachelor degree tuition fees in private higher education in Oman, 2008/2009

Institution Courses Tuition fees/per
annum (RO)
Foundation Programme 1,800-2,000
Business Studies 2,100-2,200
Computing Studies 2,100-2,400
Private Universities Humanities & Social Sciences 2100-2250
Engineering 2,400-4,800
Nursing 2,600
Pharmacy 2,700
Foundation Programme 1,500-2,500
Business Studies 2,000-2,700
Computing Studies 2,000-2,700
Humanities & Social Sciences 2000-2,500
Private Colleges Medicine 5,490
Dental Surgery 5,950
Pharmacy 3,467
Nautical Studies & Marine Engineering 3,500
Engineering 2,900

Source: Own analysis based on publication of Private Higher Education Statistics, Ministry
of Higher Education (2009¢), Oman.

However, according to publication of Private Higher Education Statistics (Ministry

of Higher Education, 2009c), with the exception of the International College of

Engineering Management, private institutions do not distinguish between Omani and non-

Omani students, whether residing in Oman or international students, in terms of tuition

fees. This may be due to the fact that programmes (e.g., Fire Safety Engineering and Well

Engineering) offered in this institution are in great demand and many students from

different countries in the Middle East study in this college. Moreover, most private

institutions do not differentiate in the tuition fees on the basis of full-time or part-time

mode of study. However, some organisations have introduced lower tuition fees if the

mode of study is part-time; the Middle East College charges RO 2,000 for full-time

students and RO 1,200 for part-time students at the bachelor's level, for example (Ministry
of Higher Education, 2009c).
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Based upon the aforementioned, a question that arises in this regard is, how are
tuition fees set? Hauptman (2006b) differentiates for-profit from non-profit institutions
with the notion of tuition fees. He argues that for private non-profit institutions, tuition fees
are typically the main part of revenues, with endowment income, gifts, and payments for
services trailing as other sources of funds. However, at for-profit institutions, tuition fees
are the primary sources of funds.

Tuition fee levels, as Altbach (1999) suggests, should be adequate to provide
sufficient funds for institutional survival. Errors in these calculations or failure to meet
enrolment goals, or unanticipated expenses can cause disorder in institutional budgets, and
in some cases may even threaten an institution’s survival. According to Tilak (1991), most
new private institutions do not have much of a financial cushion. The fact of tuition
dependency means that students must be able to afford to pay the fees charged, which has
an impact on the social class of students who study and the kinds of programmes that are
offered. The proponents of private provision of higher education claim that tuition should
be charged at rates that will eventually lead to an equalisation of the private and social
rates of return of education. Researchers like (Andrian, 1983; Psacharopoulos et al, 1986)
emphasised that those who can afford to pay should pay the full cost of their education,
while those who cannot should be subsidised. These subsidies may include loans to certain
disadvantaged groups or grants in the form of scholarships (Woodhall, 1989). However,
mechanisms for supporting students will be discussed later in this chapter.

According to Turner, Baba and Shimada (2000: 397), tuition fees are “not just a
matter of the amount of money charged for teaching. They are one of the important key
concepts that have a defining influence upon the qualitative and quantitative development
of higher education system”. For Turner ef al. (2000), the way in which tuition fees are set
and paid is representative of a range of attitudes towards higher education, for different
programmes of study, or for different institutions.

By and large, for private institutions, tuition fee is done by the officials at the
institutions, although in a number of countries government officials set guidelines or even
actively engage in the fee setting process at private non-profit institutions. In Philippines,
for example, which has a very high percentage of private enrolments, 75% in 2000 (Levy,
2006), government officials review private sector tuition fees as part of the institution’s
charter (Hauptman, 2006b). Similarly, in Japan, individual universities cannot decide the

rate of tuition and other fees (Asonuma, 2002). In Kuwait, the officials at PUC allow for a
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reasonable fee structure that is compatible with the cost of living, and cannot be increased
before an elapse of five years (Al-Atiqi & El-Azma, 2007).

In Oman, by contrast, private higher education institutions must obtain government
(Ministry of Higher Education) confirmation in determining tuition fees. This is clearly
declared in the Ministerial Decision No. 34/2000: “The higher education institution shall
not increase approved tuition fees for any programme of study except after obtaining the
approval of the Minister three months prior to the beginning of the academic year”
(Official Gazette, 2000: 35).

Another factor in setting tuition fees in the view of Turner et al. (2000) is the
reputation or social prestige of higher education institution and the programmes they offer.
In fact the status of higher education institutions has an important influence on their value.
This is subject to the quality and transparency of information that is available to students in
making their decisions to select a particular institution. However, the question might arise,
what is the relationship between tuition fees and the reputation of the institution? From an
economic point of view, one might presume that high prestige will be linked to high fees.
Turner et al. (2000: 404) have described three characteristic patterns among institutions of
higher education.

Type A: A positive correlation between higher fees and higher prestige. Institutions
with high prestige -a higher quality product- can charge a more for their programmes. This
model represents a free market model which might consist of a big number of private
institutions with a range of academic standards and reputations, and a matching range of
tuition fee levels. When students pay higher tuition fees to enrol in the esteemed
institutions, they expect a better job and higher return after graduation.

One might question whether high tuition fees always mean quality of education
and facilities provided in the institution. Johnston (2003: 6) denies such a relationship,
emphasising that:

“There is no evidence, at least in the United States, that academic
responsiveness, educational quality, or efficiency improves with higher
tuition.”

If this is the case in the United States, it may also hold true in Oman, or anywhere
else in the world. As mentioned earlier, tuition fee levels should be sufficient to provide
adequate funds for institutional survival. However, some studies on fees and levels of
demand would be informative. If there is a high demand on the part of students for a

particular course of study, the fee levels might be raised to the highest level possible,
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irrespective of the actual cost of providing the educational service. Such investigations
could help clarify the questionable relationship between fee levels and quality of provision.

Type B: A negative correlation between tuition fees and the prestige of an
institution. This type assumes that the more esteemed institutions are able to keep tuition
fees low because of the diversification of funding sources (e.g., government subsidies,
endowment, research activities, etc.), while the students in low-prestige institutions which
are heavily dependent on tuition fees have to pay higher fees. Although the more
prestigious institutions keep the admission criteria as strict as possible, they provide grants
and scholarships for the most able students to offset the financial obstacles that might face
talented, intelligent-but-poor students.

Type C: All institutions charge similar tuition fees regardless of the prestige issue.
In this model the tuition fees have nothing to deal with prestige, and government
intervention can sustain uniform tuition fee levels irrespective of field of study or
geographical location. Most public institutions that charge tuition fees conform much more
closely to this type (Turner et al. 2000).

Now, a question might be asked as to the strategy adopted by Oman’s private
institution in terms of tuition fees. To answer the above question, it may be necessary to
examine first the admission policy of these institutions and its relation to level of tuition
fees.

As indicated previously, the necessary requirement for Oman’s higher education
system in both the public and private sectors is the Secondary School Certificate. However,
the insufficient number of public higher education institutions and the limited number of
places offered by public institutions allowed them to introduce selective, strict entry
requirements. Therefore, in the 1990s, the precondition of having the secondary education
examination in practice did not secure entry to any public higher education institutions.
The situation looked different in the private sector. However, it is worth mentioning that up
to date, education in the public sector is offered free of charge to all Omani citizens.

The analysis provided in previous chapters has confirmed our expectations about
the kind of study programmes offered in the private sector and the rapid expansion of
enrolment in this sector. Analogously, we may expect that private higher education
institutions in Oman that rely heavily on tuition fees and government subsidies will often
be low or non-selective providers, without strict entry requirements.

The majority of private institutions require of candidates only that they submit a set

of documents, such as the secondary school certificate, a completed form, photographs,
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etc. within a fixed period of time. The candidates also have to pay the entrance fee, as
shown in Table 5.1, which is on average RO 75. Only a few private providers have decided
to introduce some additional entry requirements, such as a high grade or marks in
secondary school certificates, particularly for students applying to Medicine and Health
Sciences. Nevertheless, the great majority of private higher education institutions do not
impose any additional requirements, other than the secondary certificate, which is required
by the Ministry of Higher Education. Therefore, Oman’s private higher education can be
categorised as non-selective or in a few cases as a low-selective sector. This in turn
contributes to the relatively low standing of the private sector, as society is used to the
strict admission requirements adopted in the public sector.

Applying Turner et al.'s (2000) classification of tuition fees, it can be argued that
most of Oman’s private institutions fit type B, where the level of tuition fees per se is not
always perceived as an indicator of the quality of a higher education provider, unless a
higher education provider enjoys high prestige and reputation and its graduates have well-
paid jobs, when a high level of tuition fees is acceptable. However, this view does not
apply to private institutions in the country.

Assuming that private institutions target selected student segments, like part-time
students or those from lower socio-economic groups, they might go for the low cost option.
Private institutions that adopt this strategy are usually vocationally oriented and offer a
small number of fields of study. Although there is a significant number of students who are
from low-income families in private institutions in Oman (many of them receive
government scholarships), the level of tuition fees is high, which suggests that these
institutions do not explicitly target those groups of students. On the other hand, the strategy
of charging high tuition fees, according to Tuner et al. (2000), can be adopted by
institutions that try to position themselves as the best and aim to be perceived as high
quality providers. In the case of Omani private institutions, since they are not able to
compete academically and financially with their public counterparts, they will mostly be
demand-absorbing institutions. Although the main function will be to attract many students
in these institutions, so far this does not imply that private providers adopt a low cost
strategy. This can be ascribed to the economic rule of equilibrium between demand and
supply. As Begg, Fischer & Dornbusch (1991) emphasise, when demand is increasing it is
easer for the producer to increase the price without fearing a decrease in demand. As we
have mentioned elsewhere in Chapter Three, many Omani students seek higher education

because it is a viable means to obtain better jobs and high wages. The skills and knowledge
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required by these jobs are most likely acquired through higher education institutions, and
because of those skills and knowledge, the students will have a greater opportunity to get
these jobs and possibly better salaries. In a study by Al-Hashmi (2005) concerning factors
influencing secondary school students' decisions to entre higher education, he found that
63% of secondary education students indicated that their reason for entering higher
education was to get a better job and draw a high wage. The reason behind this attitude
among Omani students, as explained earlier, is due to the large number of expatriate
employees, particularly in Oman's private sector, who hold higher qualifications. This fact
is also clearly reported by secondary education students, of whom 78% stated that
replacing non-Omani professionals was a factor that encouraged them to go on to higher
education.

In addition to the above mentioned considerations in setting tuition fees, another
important factor that must be taken into account while setting tuition fees, is the average
per capita income and the family level of income. Comparing the tuition fees with the
average per capita income of citizens and the ever-increasing cost of feeding a family, one
can realise the inconsistency between the rate of increase in the secondary education output
and the private higher education intake. According to the Family Expenditure and Income
Survey conducted by the Ministry of National Economy in 2001, the average size of an
Omani household is 8 individuals, and the average family income is RO 638 monthly or
RO 7,656 per year (Ministry of National Economy, 2007). Taking into consideration the
average size of the Omani family, and average family income, then, it can be said that a
large number of families cannot afford places for their children in private higher education,
especially when tuition and other fees are payable. A question one might ask is why
parents should pay tuition fees, and not students themselves. In fact this situation is very
common in Oman. When parents pay tuition and other fees for their children’s higher
education they would expect that this will help their children’s future life by increasing
their access to better job opportunities, ability to get married, and social respect. Within the
social structure of Oman, this sort of behaviour can also be considered as a form of
investment, where some kind of return is expected from children to parents; parents might
expect to receive care from their children when they become elderly. The above
considerations encourage parents to pay tuition fees on behalf of their children. However,
another question can be asked with regard to the parents; if most of them have more than
three or four children, would they be able to afford to pay for them all? Indeed this is a

serious issue facing many parents and as a result, tuition fees may discourage or prevent
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participation of students particularly from low-income families, or from rural areas, from
continuing their higher education. As revealed in Table 5.2, tuition fees are high and
already beyond the reach of many families, especially when two or three children in the
family are ready to seek access to college education. If other fees are added, then the
financial burden will be doubled.

All in all, there is considerable variation around the world in what private
institutions charge. Changes in private sector fees (Hauptman, 2006b) tend to be related to
changing market conditions, including competition with public institutions, trends in other
private sources of revenues such as endowment income and gifts, and the increasing
practice of charging higher tuition fees while providing more student aid.

Private sector tuition fees generally far exceed 50% of recurrent cost per student,
and many private institutions, particularly for-profit institutions, charge fees that equal or
exceed their recurrent cost per student (Altbach, 1999; Levy, 2005). Table 5.3 shows
average tuition fees per academic year at private higher education institutions in some

selected countries.

Table 5.3: Average tuition fees at four-year private institutions
in some selected countries

Country Average of tuition fees
Oman RO 2,100-5,950 ($5,460-$15,470)
Germany €2,500-15,000 ($3,293-19,758)
) ) AED (Emirate Dirhams) 18,000-56,000
United Arab Emirates ($4,940-$15,340)
United States $23,712
Spain €5,700 ($7,509)

Sources: Ministry of Higher Education (2009c); Omani Cultural Attaché
(2008); Wells, P.; Sadlak, L; & Vlasceanu, L. (2007); Ehrenberg, R. (2007).
NP. Rate of US$ is in 20/11/2009.

As can be seen from the table above, in almost all countries listed, including the
United States, private higher education institutions are heavily dependent for their survival
on the income from tuition fees. Omani private higher education is no exception to the
global pattern in this respect. The minimum tuition fees, as shown in the table above, range
from RO 2,100 ($5,460) to RO 5,950 ($15,470) per year.

Conversely, some discounting in tuition fees could be attributed to the competition
aspect among private higher education institutions in a given country, or amongst these

institutions in the neighbouring countries. An example could be drawn from the United
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Arab Emirates (UAE) as a neighbouring country to Oman. Compared with some private
higher education in the UAE, for example, tuition fees in these institutions range from
Emirate Dirhams (AED) 18,000 to AED 56,000 per year (Omani Cultural Attaché, 2008).
This means that tuition fees in UAE private universities are somewhat close to those for
private higher education in Oman. However, the distinction between them is that while in
UAE universities the tuition fees include the summer semester, tuition fees in Omani
private higher education do not. Moreover, the former have some arrangements for helping
students financially. For instance, University of Wollongong in Dubai (UOWD) offers
part-time employment opportunities for students. Scholarships are also provided by the
university. In academic year 2007/2008, 25 full scholarships were announced by UOWD
(UOWD, 2008). Similarly, Ajman University of Science & Technology Network (AUST
Network) (2008) sets certain criteria for exempting students from all or part of their tuition
fees. For instance, 100% exemption from the fees shall be granted to the student holding
the top position at the Faculty level, 50% reduction of the fees shall be granted to the
second top position at the Faculty level, and 40% reduction of the fees shall be granted to
the third top position at the Faculty level (AUST, 2008).

To be fairer and objective, a few private institutions in the country provide a
modest number of scholarships and grants, as well as offering part-time work for students,
especially those from lower income families. However, not only are these activities very
limited in these institutions, but also they are not declared in their leaflets or prospectuses.
Consequently, most students and the public lack information on what institutions offer and
the services they provide, which leaves an image that most of these institutions are profit-
making.

However, as we mentioned in Chapter Three, there is a large number of Omani
students in UAE universities. This, however, cannot be entirely attributed to the tuition
fees, since, as we noticed above, the tuition fees in UAE universities are more or less
similar to those of Omani private higher education institutions. What is important to
highlight is that the decision to study abroad depends not only on tuition fees, but also on
the subject of study. For example, Law is not yet offered in local private higher education
institutions, while Education has only recently been offered, in 2006/2007. As shown in
Tables 3.5 and 3.6, the majority of Omani students studying in the Gulf States and other
Arab countries are concentrated in the humanities, particularly Education.

In this situation, private higher education institutions in Oman must review their

strategies with regard to tuition fees. At the same time, they must study the policies of
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other private universities both regionally and internationally. The aim behind this is to
investigate the practices adopted by these universities in terms of tuition fees, opportunities

provided to students and ways of helping them financially.

5.3.3.2 Philanthropy and endowment

Although tuition fees remain the major source of private support for institutions, there are a
number of other private sources of support upon which many institutions increasingly rely.
According to Altbach (1998: 6):

“Although, financially, private colleges and universities depend for the
most part on the students who pay tuitions, there are some variations. In
some countries, private institutions receive financial support from the
government. Private schools also may have other sources of income, in the
United States, the prestigious universities and colleges have large
endowments that provide income.”

In the United States, for example, philanthropy has traditionally represented a main
source of funding for higher education. It usually comes in the form of gifts to institutions
that then become part of the endowment (Hauptman, 2006a). One of the major uses of this
philanthropy is to pay for nonrecurring expenses, including the construction and renovation
of buildings, the acquisition of equipment, and the permanent funding of academic faculty
positions. In recent decades in the U.S, endowments have become more targeted to specific
needs, such as expanding scholarship funds. For instance, 85% of Harvard University’s
endowment is restricted, consisting of 11,000 individual funds that support items such as
faculty salaries, financial aid and facilities maintenance. In fiscal year 2007, Harvard
University’s endowment totalled $34.9 billion, accounting for 33% of its total income. In
fiscal year 2006 alone, Harvard University collected $595 million (Harvard University
Gazette, 2007). Similarly, Yale University’s endowment in fiscal year 2007 totalled
$22,500 billion, compared to $18,030 billion in fiscal year 2006.

In Japan, Keio University, one of the most prestigious private universities in the

country, received $67.5 million from donations in fiscal year 2005 (Dolan, 2007).
It is also noticeable that in Germany, donations play a vital role in supporting private
higher education institutions. In relation to their annual budget, private higher education
institutions with university status could realize 26% of their annual budget with private
donations, whereas the majority of private higher education institutions (universities of
applied sciences) obtain 34.5% of their annual budget through private donations and third
parties (Stannek & Ziegele, 2005).
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In Oman, given the weakness of the business sector in supporting higher education,
coupled with absence of a culture of donation to educational institutions, the link between
higher education institutions and society as a whole remains limited. Al-Manthri (2001b:
506) describes this important issue as follows:

“We look forward to seeing a society interested in higher education, a
‘donor’ society that willing to support higher education institutions. We
are encouraging to support of well-to-do individuals, businessmen and
private sector organisations to contribute to higher education, whose
returns will be for the country as a whale.”

Activating the issue of philanthropy towards higher education, a culture of
philanthropy and endowment to supplement government and private operated institutes of
higher learning must be introduced. Such a tradition requires a favourable tax treatment of
charitable contributions, which shifts some of the philanthropic burden onto the
government in the form of lost tax revenue. Another requirement is the availability of a
critical mass of wealthy alumni or those who have made sufficient wealth to make
significant contributions. Equally important is to promote a culture of private sector
sponsored grants and scholarship systems as a form of financial assistance to enhance
equity and access for disadvantaged students who have demonstrated potential for

academic success and to scholars based on academic merit.

5.3.3.3 Research funded by private companies

According to Hauptman (2006a), in a number of countries, an increasing amount of
campus-based research is being paid for by private companies that share in the benefits of
basic research discoveries and applied research. This has the advantage of increasing the
resources available to do research in a campus setting, and reducing the institution’s
reliance on public resources or tuition fees, but (Hauptman, 2006a) it raises a number of
ethical questions regarding the degree of authority private entities then have in setting
research priorities. As we noticed earlier, in the United States, major costly research has
been carried out at private universities. However, in the US, the prestigious private
universities and colleges have larger opportunities of high income from either research
contracts or endowments. To compare this situation with the private sector higher
education in Italy, for example, it can be noticed that self-financing through research is
quite small in Italian private universities, accounting for only 1.8% of their total income

(Trivellato, 2007). This is an indicator of the sector’s capacity for self development.
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Similarly, in Poland, funding research projects by way of grants is highly selective,
since the assessment is focused on the project itself, the qualifications of the team, as well
as on the academic community in which a given research project will be carried out
(Jablecka, 2007). Therefore, in 2003, for example, Polish private higher education
institutions only generated 0.3% of their income from research, while state higher
education institutions generated 13.6% from research (Jablecka, 2007).

In Germany, however, 14 private institutions of higher education, out of 54
institutions, have registered with the German Research Foundation [Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft - DFG] and can apply for financial support for their research
projects, and between 2000 and 2004, five private higher education institutions received
€8.7 million for over 90 different research projects (Stannek & Ziegele, 2007: 185).
Moreover, the Centre for Higher Education Development (CHE) data on the fundraising
capacities of German higher education institutions include 11 institutions of private higher
education that have provided specific information in response to questions on fundraising.
Individually, investment in fundraising was effective in terms of increased funds. For
example, in 2004, the University of Witten/Herdecke, the HfB Frankfort, and the Otto
Beisheim Graduate School raised funds of €11.6 million, €1.47 million, and €6.6 million
respectively (Stannek & Ziegele, 2005). In addition to the above sources of funding for
research programmes at these universities, the donation of a chair or a research programme
is another funding instrument for both German private and public higher education. In
2004, private sponsors and the Donors’ Association donated 12 chairs to the private higher
education institutions.

It can be noted that (Stannek & Ziegele, 2007) the disciplines sponsored are clearly
in the Economics, Business and IT fields. It is also noteworthy that most endowed chairs
go to Universities and not to Universities of Applied Sciences. Regardless of the size of
donations, most important is the existence of a culture of endowment and donations for
such activity. Also, regardless of the competition amongst public and private higher
education institutions to obtain funds for research programmes, both sectors appear to be
active in this domain.

However, the question might be asked, to what extent is the Omani private sector
involved in this area? Unfortunately, private sector support or research funding can be
described as a very limited. The researcher observed that there are only two local

corporations -Petroleum Development Oman (PDO) and Oman Gas Company- interested
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in cooperation with Sultan Qaboos University (SQU). Table 5.4 shows research grants and

contracts in SQU during 2006.
Table 5.4: Contracted and granted research at the College of Engineering, SQU, 2006

Research title Type of Funded by Budget
fund (RO)
Mechanical Profile Control: Performance of Contract PDO 325,355
Elastomer Seals in Open and Cased Holes
Well-bore Tubular Expansion Research Contract PDO 434,887
Second Generation SQU Solar Car Project Contract PDO 23,255
Testing of Japanese Solar Panels under the Grant Japanese Government 387,600
Prevailing Weather Conditions in Oman NEDO & JQA
Pre-Treatment for R.O. Desalination Plants Grant Water Reuse Promotion 1,400,000
Phase 11 Centre
First Generation Solar Car Project Grant PDO 36,670
Implementation Plan for Revision and Updating
of Existing Regulation and Legislation on Grant MoRMEW 1,153
Control and Monitoring of ODS
SQU Eng for Kids Initiative Grant Oman Gas Company — 1,000
Oman Indian Fertilizer Co.

Water Conservation Programme in the GCC Grant Kuwait Environment 1,158
Countries Protection Society

Source: Sultan Qaboos University (2008), Oman.

As can be seen from the above table, the private sector contribution in scientific
research is very limited. Even at Sultan Qaboos University, its participation is concentrated
in the Engineering College, while other fields, such as business administration, agriculture
and transformative industries, are semi-neglected. While this is the situation in the SQU,
the only public university with comprehensive programmes in the country, the situation is
worse in private universities where the academic level is still limited to certain
undergraduate programmes. As Altbach (2007) pointed out, the increase of the private
sector, with its shortage of focus on research, may threaten the research role of universities

in most of the world, especially in developing countries.

5.4 Mechanisms for Supporting Students

In the last few decades, mechanisms and strategies for assisting and supporting students
and their families in paying for higher education have become an increasingly important
element of financing for the enterprise worldwide (Hauptman, 2009). These strategies
include the aid that is funded or sponsored by governments; provided by the institutions
themselves; or given by private individuals or organisations. It is worth mentioning here
that these strategies might be applicable for both sectors of higher education, public and

private.
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5.4.1 Government-funded student financial aid

One of the issues frequently raised in the development of student aid programmes is
whether aid should be provided to students attending private higher education institutions.
The argument against extending aid to private sector students is that government subsidies
should be limited to students at publicly funded institutions. The argument for extending
aid is that it is often cheaper for government to provide student aid to private institutions
than to build new seats in the public sector. In the case of Oman, the government has
announced recently that there is no intention, at least at the present time, to establish
another public university. At the same time, it announced that 4,000 scholarships will be
partially subsidised by the government (50% of tuition fees will be paid by the government
and the rest will be paid by students and their families) for students from low-income
families to study at private universities and colleges (Al-Busaidia, 2009).

It is also important that students in public institutions should be supported by the
government, particularly in countries that have introduced tuition fees in their public
institutions of higher education. However, the focus here will be on private sector students.

In most countries of the world, government funded or sponsored student financial
aid has different forms, which can be categorized as (Hauptman, 2006a) non-repayable aid

and repayable ad.

5.4.1.1 Non-repayable aid
Non-repayable aid grants which are typically based on the financial need of the students
and their families, as well as scholarships or fellowships which are based on merit criteria
and need. In Oman, for example, the government has allocated nearly 1600 scholarships
for students from low-income families to study at private higher education institutions.
However, the student’s grade in secondary school also matters. A female student should
obtain not less than 70% or equivalent (good), while male students should be awarded not
less than 65%. The difference is due to the higher number of female graduates in secondary
school than of male graduates, on the one hand, and the higher grades that girls obtain in
secondary school than boys, on the other hand, as addressed in the preceding chapter.
Another example is an Indian practice of governmental grants to students in private
sector higher education. In India, the large majority of students studying at private colleges

are financed in part with government money (Altbach, 1999).
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5.4.1.2 Repayable aid
Repayable aid includes a large range of student loan arrangements. Psacharopoulos and
Woodhall (1985: 137) pointed out that:

“Individual students cannot normally borrow to finance their education
without providing collateral, and investment in education is risky and
uncertain. Therefore governments in many countries provide loans or loan
guarantees to help students finance their education.”

The statement above provides a strong justification for the importance of
governmental subsidies for students.

OECD (1990: 9) supports this view, emphasising that:

“The rationale for finance aid for students has been based on both equity
and efficiency considerations. Without some form of financial support, lack
of money would prevent many able people from undertaking and
completing higher education course. This is widely considered to be
politically unacceptable on grounds of economic efficiency as well as
equity.”

Despite the fact that financial assistance in terms of grants and loans is being
introduced in order to maintain accessibility in the face of increasing costs borne by
students and their families, arguments as to whether financial aid for students should be
given in the form of grants or loans have appeared. Woodhall (1995: 422) claims that those
who advocate student loans believe that the government should subsidise higher education
on grounds of national welfare, since education brings both "monetary and non-monetary
benefits to the society". It is argued that a loan system will impose a lesser burden and be
more equitable than grants, since those who will themselves benefit from higher education,
in the form of higher lifetime earnings, will contribute to the cost of their education
through repaying their loans. In contrast, the opponents of loans argue that student loans
will be less effective than grants in encouraging students to continue higher education
because of the fear of debt, especially among poor students. Since students may be so
concerned about the size of their debts, the risk of wastage and dropout might increase.
Moreover, it has also been argued that the costs of administering a loan scheme and the
problems of students who default on repayments are likely to reduce the potential saving
from introducing such schemes (Woodhall, 1995).

A number of comprehensive reports, reviewed by Woodhall (1991, 1992, 1995),
which evaluate student loan programmes introduced within both the developed and

developing countries, offer a helpful account of the system. According to Woodhall (1995:

422), in many countries, student loan programmes provide "long-term low-interest loans",
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sometimes interest-free loans, for students to enable them to pay tuition fees, and to some
degree, living expenses. For example, the United States has a long tradition in this field
and several forms of student based funding have been developed, both on a federal and on
a state level. Many other countries have benefited from the American experience, including
the United Kingdom, Canada, Japan, Newlands, Chile, and some Scandinavian countries
(Barr, 2003).

There are, however, substantial differences with regard to repayment and in the rate
of interest. If there is interest, the rate charged on the money borrowed is typically lower
than market rates of interest. For example, Estonia has established a system of study
allowances and created a study loan. The aim is to encourage and motivate students to
study full-time and to successfully complete the study programme in the normal period of
study (Alas & Habkuk, 2007). According to the Study Allowances and Study Loans Act,
both Estonian students and non-Estonian students with permanent residence have the right
to apply for a study allowance for a number of years during their nominal period of study.
They also have the right to obtain a study loan which is secured by the Estonian
government. In the loan scheme, the recipient commences repayment of the loan amount,
which is at a lower interest rate than any other loans, from the second year after completing
the study programme. Moreover, Estonia has a relatively good system of securing bank
loans and therefore students are also able to finance their studies on their own (Alas &
Habkuk, 2007).

In Germany, students at private higher education institutions are eligible for public
maintenance grants and loans if the university is recognised by a state. For example, 16%
of the students at the Bucerius Law School (BLS) receive financial aid according to the
Federal Training Assistance Act, and this group of BLS also pays only 50% of the tuition
fees (Stannek & Ziegele, 2005).

In Oman, by contrast, the only way available currently is the government grant and
scholarships scheme for students from low-income families. No comprehensive loan
system is established as yet, and although schemes exist in some banks, they remain an
additional financial burden to the students and their families, particularly poor students,
due to the high rate of interest that students or their families are required to repay after
graduation.

In line with the above, student loans that apply, according to Woodhall (1995), can
be classified into two types: means-tested loans and income-contingent loans. The former

means that the eligibility of the student for loans depends on the level of the student’s
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family income. In this case, loans are specifically intended for needy students who would
otherwise be unable to afford to pay fees or living expenses. The latter refers to loans that
must be paid by students as a "fixed proportion of their graduate income" each year until
their debt is repaid (Woodhall, 1995: 422).

Occasionally, the income-contingent loans scheme is confused with a graduate tax,
which might be another source of financing higher education, because both use the tax
system as a mean of collection. The key difference is that the means-tested loans system
involves repayment of a debt, and payment comes to an end when the debt is fully
acquitted, while a graduate tax involves a continuous contribution from a graduate
(Woodhall, 1995).

In addition to Woodhall’s (1992, 1995) typology of student loans, Hauptman
(2006a: 99) categorises student loan schemes that different countries employ into three

basic models:

A. Government funded loans, often with income contingent repayment terms in which
repayment is fixed to the borrowers’ income once they begin repayment. New Zealand,
Australia, and Sweden are examples of this model (Chapman, 1997; Courtious, 2008).

B. Privately funded loans, usually with amortised repayments and guarantee requirements.
This is the most frequent model of student loans, and examples can be observed in Canada,
Colombia, Spain and the United States.

C. Institution-based loans that are, to some degree, a mix of grant and loan and entail non-
commercial repayment arrangements. These are not very common among the existing
student loan programmes and are usually restricted to private institutions. Philippines, for
example, offers a good example of private institutions providing deferred payment loans to
their students.

Based upon the above discussion, it has to be acknowledged that student loans are
associated with several challenges. Experiences from other countries show that the cost of
establishing and managing the loan mechanism is very high (see for example, OECD,
1990; Woodhall, 1991, 1992, 1995; Hauptman, 2006a). The more serious challenge is that
the recovery rate for these loans is very low. This could be due to repetition, dropout,
unemployment, and other socio-economic reasons. These challenges have proven to be
very serious, to the degree that they undermine this method as an "option for funding

higher education systems" (OECD, 1990: 46).
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Hauptman (2006b: 8) enumerates the problems with student loans in three factors.
The first factor is the lack infrastructure to ensure sufficient levels of repayment of student
loans. The second factor is related to the long time required for student loan programmes to
"develop and mature", and the third one concerns the "default of loans repayment".
Woodhall (1992) supports Hauptman’s view, emphasising that lack of the financial and
administrative infrastructure required to ensure effective management and loan recovery,
especially amongst developing countries, hinders the positive contributions of a loan
system. Although the issue of lack of repayment structure concerns a number of developed
countries, it represents a great challenge with regard to developing ones. Rogers (1971: 26)
identified this challenge four decades ago, arguing that:

“Many have suggested that loans for education are impossible to collect in
developing countries. What I am suggesting is that if the right programme is
instituted with sufficient incentives and sanctions, repayment will not be
politically or socially impracticable.”

An example of the problem of defaulting caused by non-repayment of loans can be
seen in Malaysia. In 1998, Malaysia formed the National Higher Education Fund
Corporation (NHEFC) to organise and provide loans for higher education students (Ismail
and Serguieva, 2009). Up to 2008, the total number of borrowers was 1.14 million, with
total loans of Malaysian Ringgit 23 billion. 49% of all loans were not repaid by the
borrowers (Ismail and Serguieva, 2009: 2). As a consequence, NHEFC took legal action
against 18,532 borrowers because they defaulted on their loans. Ismail and Serguieva
(2009) attributed the failure of the system to the lack of establishment of a sufficient
infrastructure, particularly in terms of repayment collection mechanism, graduate income
being uncertain, unemployment among graduates, and many students failing to pay back
the loans.

However, as we noticed earlier, the main problem consists in the lack of
establishment of an adequate infrastructure to manage and administer the scheme in a
proper manner. So the issue of failure and success depends on setting up a sufficient
infrastructure to run this scheme. This argument is supported by the Chilean experience of
introducing a student loan scheme. The Chilean system stands out for being the most
privatised and opened to the market within the developing countries (Larrain and Zurrita,
2008). In 2005, Chile introduced a new higher education student loans system guaranteed
by the State and by higher education institutions, financed by the private capital market.

The new system was intended to meet the loan needs for a large and growing number of
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students each year, and also meet the needs of the state and private universities (Larrain
and Zurrita, 2008: 685). The new system meets the designed objectives of financing higher
education in Chile and helping students, particularly those from disadvantaged
backgrounds, to pursue their higher education. Larrain and Zurrita (2008: 701) summarised
the desirable characteristics of the loan scheme in Chile:

“It is targeted to those students in need, it is distributed in a centralised
way that protects the system against the natural discrimination that would
affect a private assignment of the loans, it uses the expertise of the private
banks in the collection of the loans, the loans are structured so that their
repayment does not use more than 10% of the graduates’ income.”

Despite the challenges and problems of introducing loan schemes for educational
purposes, it is noticed that student loan programmes in one form or another now have been
introduced in many countries around the world, besides many countries are seriously
considering student loans as a means of financing higher education. However, it is
important to consider the situation of a country in deciding which of these models is the
most convenient in a particular case. Developing a student loan programme requires policy
makers to decide on a number of policy variables, including who is eligible to borrow

(Hauptman, 2006a).

5.4.2 Institutional financial aid policies

According to Hauptman (2006a: 100), the aid that institutions provide can be classified
into two forms: either aid is provided as a "discount from the tuition fees that students and
their families would otherwise pay", or institutions use other sources of funding to reduce
the price that students and their families pay. Private institutions of higher education
traditionally have been much more aggressive in their use of institutional aid policies than
public institutions. This can be attributed to the fact that private institutions tend to charge
higher prices than public institutions and therefore to discount more in order to attract
students. In the United States, private institutions over the past quarter century have
become increasingly "aggressive in adopting high tuition/high aid policies" as a method for
maximising revenues while promoting access (Hauptman, 2006: 101).

Similarly, in Germany, private institutions provide special financial arrangements
for their students. At International University Bremen, for example, 60% of the students
pay no tuition fee at all, due to the ‘need-blind admission’ policy, which allows students to
gain high aid after their application, based on excellence and personality. It seems that the

university follows the United States tradition of a ‘high tuition/high aid’ strategy (Stannek
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& Ziegele, 2005). The University of Witten-Herdecke, a private university in Germany,
practises another example of student aid called the "inverted contract between generations"
system. This contract is managed by a student association, and it determines three (Stannek
& Ziegele, 2005: 51) different modes of payment for a student:

A. Income-contingent repayment of course fees after graduation: graduates passing a
certain income threshold pay 8% of their income over a period of eight years.

B. Fixed up-front payment: students pay their sum divided into monthly instalments, with
no payment after the end of the regular study period.

C. Later payment by halves: this means that the student pays half of the fixed amount in
monthly instalments during the study course, and an income-related repayment of 8% after
graduation over four years.

Based on the above examples of student aid models practised in different countries
around the world, and although private higher education institutions charge high tuition
fees (e.g., ranging from 9,000 Euros to 15,000 Euros per year for undergraduate
programmes in German private institutions), they are practising different forms of
substitution and financial assistance schemes.

In Omani private universities and colleges, the strategies for student aid remain
very limited, if not absent. There are one or two colleges that adopt the strategy of
exempting students from low-income families from accommodation fees. Some other
institutions may allow students to defer their tuition fees payment from one academic year
to the next, but not after graduation. This strict strategy adopted by private institutions,
along with the shortage of other actual student aid, such as free or low interest loans,
negatively impacts on these institutions and prevents large numbers of students,
particularly poor students, from studying at these institutions. Therefore, serious and active
efforts should be exerted by officials in relevant governmental bodies, private higher
education and the private sector, to develop suitable and effective strategies to help
students to study at private higher education institutions.

From the above discussion, it can be argued that the function of educational loans is
to provide an opportunity to students, particularly students from low and middle income
backgrounds, to continue their higher education. As the World Bank (2007) asserts, as
education is considered a route to economic development and progress, educational loans
are becoming a major feature of financial support for students, particularly in developing

countries.
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In this regard, it can be suggested that a National Higher Education Fund (NHEF)
needs to be established, to supply loans to Omani students wishing to study in private

higher education institutions in Oman.

5.5 Suggested Model of Student Loans Scheme for Oman
As mentioned above, the importance of establishing the NHEF is to provide an opportunity
to Omani students to pursue their higher education. The students would have to repay the
cost of their education after graduation and during the first 15 years of their working life.
Moreover, wealthy individuals and businessmen should be encouraged to contribute
through financing a number of scholarships for secondary school graduates. The main aim
of this alternative is to introduce a funding mechanism whereby individuals and society
contribute to the cost of higher education. In this model it is assumed that all the cost of
higher education will be funded by student loans from private financial institutions such as
banks and finance corporations, at a 5% annual interest rate, which is the average for long-
term borrowing in the country. The government would provide the guarantees required to
secure these loans and would subsidise the interest rate. Students would have to repay the
original amount of the loan after their graduation, on the basis of 23% of the borrower’s
income, payable on monthly instalments as soon as they start full employment and during
their first 15 years of work. An example of the participation of private financial
organisations can be cited from Germany, namely in the Lander (State) of North Rhine-
Westphalia. In this Lander, students have to pay back three years after graduation, but only
if they are in a job with a certain level of salary. Moreover, banks are not allowed to charge
more than 10,000 Euro interest on educational loans (Personal Information by the Vice-
Chancellor of German University in Oman, February 24, 2009). The above-mentioned
German examples indicate that private banks, beside their commercial functions, have to
play a role in serving the community.

From the foregoing, the researcher proposes here a conceptual framework for

student loans to be implemented in Oman.

5.5.1 Description of the suggested model

Six key agents may participate throughout the process: students, government (e.g. Ministry
of Higher Education and Ministry of Finance), Admission Centre, financial organisations
(e.g. banks), higher education institutions, businessmen and wealthy individuals. Figure 5.1

below summarises suggested procedural steps in this process.
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Figure 5.1: Proposed student loan model for Oman
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Students: Apply online to the loan system through the Admission Centre, by filling an

application prepared for this purpose.

Admission Centre: Studies all applications and reports to the Ministry of Higher Education
about the cases that are eligible to obtain the loan.

Ministry of Higher Education: Reviews the list received from the Admission Centre and
then reports to the Ministry of Finance.

Ministry of Finance: Informs the banks or other financial organisations with which it has
already coordinated in order to facilitate the financial procedures for students listed in that
statement. The Ministry of Finance also supervises the NHEF.

Banks or other financial organisations: Grant loans to students. After they receive the
official documents together with the students’ list from the Ministry of Finance, loans will
be processed. The loan will be divided into two parts: the first part is tuition fees, which
will go directly on an annual regular basis to the higher education institution at which the

student wishes to enrol, while the second part is for the cost of living, which will be
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remitted to the student. Financial organisations maintain a follow-up relationship with the
students after graduation in coordination with their employers.

Higher Education Institutions: Reports to the Ministry of Higher Education on the
academic process of students when it is required. The reason for this is to update the
Ministry on the students’ situations and also to ensure that students invest the loans
obtained properly.

Private Enterprises: Government can require private enterprises to pay an annual tax for
higher education. In this regard, it is suggested that the private sector allocate a certain
percentage of the net annual profit (e.g. 1%) to fund NHEF, especially as it is also
benefiting from providing Omani cadres, efficient and highly skilled in the required
disciplines for the development of the Omani economy. Moreover, this initiative can be
considered as a social responsibility towards the community.

Wealthy Individuals: Likewise, government should encourage wealthy individuals to
participate in funding higher education through endowments and donations. These
endowments and donations will be considered as an additional source of income for the
NHEF.

Employers: When students graduate, the employers are expected to be involved through
salary deduction from students’ accounts to repay the loan. Such a measure secures

recovery of the loan amount during the specified period.

5.5.2 Mechanism of repayment system

It is assumed that the percentage of students benefiting from these loans in the first year is
10% of the output of the Secondary School Certificate. The study period is four years for a
Bachelor, and if the foundation year is added, then it becomes five years. The value of the
loan is RO 5,000 annually, so the total amount is RO 25,000 per student for the five years
period.

For example, the total number of graduates in 2007/2008 was 47,466. On the
assumption that 10% of those students are eligible to obtain the loan, then 4,800 students
will benefit from the student loans. In the case that 5% is the loan interest rate be paid by
the government, the total interest for 4,800 students during the period of the loan-15 years-
is RO 6 million.

On the other hand, students will pay 23% of their salaries on a monthly basis to the
banks. For example, if the salary of a bachelor graduate is RO 600 per month, RO 138
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would be deducted monthly from his/her salary to repay the loan. This repayment scheme
will be during the first 15 years of the student's working life.

This option looks reasonable and favourable since the fact that the original cost is
repayable by graduates during the first 15 years of their working life should not have a
negative impact on the demand for higher education. In other words, improvements in
equity aspects can be better achieved with this method of financing. In addition, the
establishment of such a body as NHEF will largely depend on the combined efforts of the
government, private sector enterprises, and national wealthy individuals. It will also be a
clear message to private higher education institutions that they should participate in this
area by offering grants and scholarships among other financial aid for students, particularly

those from low income families.

5.6 Summary

This chapter has reviewed the mechanisms of funding higher education institutions,
particularly private institutions. We have noticed that private higher education relies
heavily on tuition fees paid by students, together with governmental subsidies. For private
higher education institutions to continue its function, funding resources must be
diversified.

Similarly, as we have mentioned earlier, Oman spends a small proportion of its
budget on higher education (see Table 3.8, Chapter Three). Therefore, to ensure equity and
access to higher education would require the expansion of the current capacity of higher
education institutions by increasing the public expenditure on higher education. In this
regard, the establishment of a national higher education fund would play a significant role
in ensuring greater access to local higher education institutions. Moreover, banks and other
financial organisations should be encouraged by the government to introduce student loan
plans with some interest free loans in order to maximise opportunities of enrolment to
these institutions. Bearing these options in mind, the issue of quality of education must be

taken into consideration. This will be the focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter Six

Quality Assurance Regimes of Private Higher Education

6.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter, we discussed one of the key challenging issues that higher
education institutions, particularly private ones, face; the funding challenge. Different
international models and mechanisms were highlighted, and some options and scenarios
that could be adopted in Oman were offered.

This chapter, then, focuses on another critical issue that also faces the sector of
higher education, quality of education. To accomplish this objective, certain themes will be
discussed. The rationale for practising quality assurance in higher education will be
explained. Moreover, international comparisons of quality system models adopted will be
discussed, together with the current situation of the quality system in the Omani context.
The aim underlying this is to provide some suggestions to enhance and encourage the

quality assurance system in the Sultanate.

6.2 What is Quality?

One might ask the question, what is meant by quality? What are the indicators and criteria
by which quality can be measured? According to Randall (2002), it is common knowledge
that quality is a slippery concept. Although there exists a range of overlapping
interpretations of the term, there is no single, absolute agreed or universally accepted
definition of it. Even if it is agreed that quality has become the central issue in higher
education institutions, it is still difficult to find agreement on an exact definition of the
concept, not to mention its different applications inside and outside higher education
institutions. Stensaker (2004: 76) formulated the problem of using a single agreed
definition of the term, asserting that:

"Quality by the mid 1990s had become the central organization-level
variable in higher education, it was still difficult to find agreement on exact
definition of the concept, regardless of its application inside or outside of
higher education.”

The concept of quality, according to the International Standards Organisation (ISO)
(2006: 2) is always associated with the goodness of services or products.

“A quality is a characteristic that a product or service must have. For
example, products must be reliable, usable, and repairable. These are some
of the characteristics that a good quality product must have."
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Conversely, Ball (1990) claims that the concept of quality is associated with the
characteristics of fitness for achieving programme purposes, conformance to certain
standards, and fulfilment of client satisfaction or requirements. However, these may be
subjective, and in any case differ from one product or service to another, and in different
contexts.

It can be argued that instead of trying to force a global interpretation on the word,
different definitions of quality would be used depending on the circumstances. Reeves &
Bednar (1994) have listed diverse ways in which quality has been perceived. According to
them, quality has been defined as value, conformance to specifications, conformance to
requirements, fitness for use, loss avoidance, and meeting or exceeding customers'
expectations. However, those who see quality as transformative have opposed this view,
and argued that emphasis should be taken away from a mere stakeholder or product role
and directed towards an improvement-oriented approach, focusing more on those who can
actually make a difference: teachers, students and internal processes of a higher education
institutions (Westerheijden, Brennan and Maassen, 1994).

Similarly, Van Damme (2002: 11) indicates that in the era of globalisation the
definition of quality has become more complex. He stated:

“...there is much more diversity in the concept [of quality] than ever
before...Sometimes the concept of quality is also misused in order to
standardize and homogenize academic contents and curricula. We thus also
need a concept of academic quality that recognizes variety and diversity in
contents and curricula. In short, globalization forces the international
academic community to look into the heart of the concept of academic
quality and to develop a definition that respects institutional autonomy,
operational variety and cultural diversity, and that avoids conservativeness,
standardization, and uniformity.”

Van Damme (2002), in his argument above, suggests that such a concept will be
able to cope with the global educational marketplace, and it is a way to defend the sense of
identity and community in the higher education world against the danger of disintegration
and atomisation.

However, some initial guidance is needed regarding definitions of terms, because
usage has varied across national contexts. There is growing agreement on terms, but some
governments continue to use different definitions (El-Khawas, 1998). This leads to another
question regarding the conceptual meaning of quality assurance in higher education. ISO
(2006: 5) defines quality assurance as “a set of activities whose purpose is to demonstrate

that an entity meets all quality requirements”. ISO also stresses that these activities are
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aimed at inspiring confidence of clients and service providers. The United Nations
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, 2001: 2) defines quality
assurance as “the systematic review of educational programmes to ensure that acceptable
standards of education, scholarship and infrastructure are being maintained”.

In the Omani context, the document, “Requirements for Oman’s System of Quality
Assurance in Higher Education” (ROSQA), uses the term quality assurance to refer to “a
system of policies and procedures for review, assessment and follow up relating to quality
of performance” (Oman Accreditation Council, 2008: 27). According to ROSQA,
however, quality as a general term, with reference to the “quality of higher education”
refers to the critical factors which decide the value of the system of education. These
factors (Ministry of Higher Education, 2008: 30) include the “level of staff, the
effectiveness of teaching, learning and research activities, the standard facilities,
educational technologies and equipments, the effectiveness of governance, planning and
administrative process, and the relevance of programmes to the needs of students and the
nation in the global economy”.

Based on the above, it is evident that an attempt to improve process of quality
cannot be undertaken without focusing on stakeholders' needs and satisfaction. This,
however, raises questions what is the rationale for quality assurance in higher education?

And what are stakeholders' needs?

6.3 Rationales for Quality Assurance in Higher Education
Mass higher education coupled with greater diversity of the educational sector has
prompted governmental initiatives on issues on quality assurance. Traditionally,
procedures for quality assurance have often been informal and suitable to only a few
institutions and relatively small enrolment (El-Khawas (2006). Such procedures are now
seen as inadequate for the diverse circumstances of a larger system of higher education (EI-
Khawas, DePietro-Jurand & Holm-Nielson, 1998). As most states and governments in the
world have reconsidered their agenda for higher education over the last few decades, issues
of quality assurance have been a major focus of attention. Despite differences in the size
and stage of development of their higher education sectors, many governments have
decided that traditional academic controls are insufficient to meet today’s challenges and
that more explicit assurance about quality is needed (El-Khawas ef al. 1998).

According to El-Khawas (2006), quality assurance rose to prominence in policy

discussions about higher education during the late 1980s and early 1990s, with specific
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timing varying among countries. This shift to formal systems of quality assurance is among
the most significant trends affecting higher education over the last decades. Emergence of
the knowledge society and the commercialisation of the educational services have further
strengthened the sense of urgency. As Bleiklie (1998) indicates, rising enrolment and
increasing costs to government created new urgency among policy officials, both to
manage rapid growth and to maintain quality while the size and number of institutions
grew. Enrolment expansion represents one of the many new pressures that raised quality
issues in both advanced and developing countries (Salmi, 2002). During the last two
decades, systems of higher education became more competitive, more diverse in their
students, less well funded, more efficient as measured by external criteria, and increasingly
expected to serve national, regional and local needs (Clark, 1998; El-Khawas et al. 1998).

Many countries, according to El-Khawas et al. (1998), which have experienced a
doubling or tripling of higher education enrolments and increased participation rates for
young people in the last two decades have also seen the negative effect of rapid expansion
on quality. As a result, issues of quality assurance and quality enhancement have been a
major focus of attention.

This new situation requires governments to establish national organisations whose
mission should be quality control of education. These organisations, according to Randall
(2002), should study the needs of the learners, and those of the employers, who want to
know the level of performance and skills of students and type of certificates awarded by
the higher education institutions.

Baird (2008), however, identifies the key stakeholders in the higher education
sector broadly. In Baird’s view, they consist of students, employers of graduates,
governments at varying levels (international, national, and provincial), academic and other
staff of higher education institutions, and regulatory bodies, including professional
associations and external accreditors.

Thus, another question might be asked, why are these users so important? As
Teichler (2007) emphasises, nowadays with diversification of higher education systems,
pressure towards increasing systematic knowledge in middle-level occupations has led to
an upgrading of the institutions serving the training for these occupations. The growing
university sector has come under pressure to diversify because the growing student body
has become increasingly heterogeneous in terms of motivations, competencies, and career

prospects.
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Recognising the flaws in today’s arrangements (El-Khawas, 1998), one can expect
increased pressures for better clarification in the future as more students seek to expand
their studies in other countries. To this end, quality assurance agencies should address the
assessment, evaluation and monitoring issues that will arise as increasing numbers of
students seek to continue their education or a specific component of a programme in
another country.

Given the emergence of a global market in higher education (Baird, 2008),
stakeholders and researchers alike have an interest in better understanding how this global
market operates and how it interacts with the continuing presence of public regulation and
coordination in national higher education systems. According to Baird (2008), one aspect
of this challenge is to make sense of the multiple ways in which quality is judged by
different stakeholders.

In this regard, individual motives for undertaking higher education will be complex
and varied. Hence, more will study with a wish to be assured that their efforts will be
rewarded with a qualification that will give them an advantage in the job market.
Therefore, qualification is a common concern to both groups of users, students and
employers. Qualifications should be meaningful and should attest to both past achievement
and present ability. From the employer’s point of view, it is standards of both general and
specific competence that matter. However, from the students’ point of view, the primary
concern is that the qualification that attests to their achievement and ability should be
recognised by those who will take decisions about their future careers.

According to Randall (2002), higher education has always been, and will continue
to be, a global phenomenon. Ideas and knowledge have transcended national boundaries.
In the 21% century, the globalisation of knowledge is no longer restricted to small
communities of scholars with personal international links. This leads to the fact that
education helps individuals to be mobile across national boundaries, using skills learned in
one country to secure employment in another. Hence, whenever students enrol in other
countries as part of a degree programme, their study plan must be evaluated in their home
country or institutions.

In this market atmosphere, students and employers see quality assurance issues
from two different angles. Students want assurance about the quality of the learning
opportunities that are provided. For the intended outcomes of the course to be achieved, the
learning opportunities must be fit for their purpose. Moreover, students are concerned

about certain elements that create good quality, such as classrooms and small-group
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teaching, adequate facilities of library and laboratory, and that they will obtain the personal
and academic support that they need. However, is that the whole picture? Certainly not.
The standards as well as recognition of the qualification or award obtained, matter. Both
students and employers are concerned about the standards of the qualifications offered by
higher education institutions. Randall (2002) has emphasised the importance of studying
the needs of users of higher education when setting the criteria of quality assurance in
higher education institutions.

In the conference held in 2001 for the International Network for Quality Assurance
Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE), Randall (2002:53) stated that:

“Accreditation schemes, whether national or international, must start from
recognition of the needs of the customer. The customers of universities are
students and employers who need to know, accurately, the standards of the
achievement represented by degrees and other higher education
qualifications, and the recognition that is accorded to those qualifications.”

Needless to argue here that providing transparency for suppliers, students and the
employment market is a vital issue to be considered in the evaluation of higher education.
In other words, transparent information is (Swan, 2001) a crucial part of the user’s needs.
Swan (2001: 185) clarifies this importance, stating that:

“Perhaps transparency is the twenty-first century equivalent to trust. In
many societies deferential systems have been replaced by an educated and
questioning population with access to information that challenges previously
accepted assumptions. Old trusts are broken down and individuals and the
media demand a greater openness to more information and a greater
understanding of the decision making process.”

Many countries have recognised the problem of evaluating academic study across
country borders. Many of these countries adopt complicated procedures to recognise
academic studies outside their borders. To solve this difficulty, some countries have signed
bi-lateral agreements that exist between countries with large enrolments of foreign students
and are not easily extended to other countries. The procedures in the United States, for
instance, are based chiefly on detailed analyses that compare U.S programmes and degrees
and those of another country, looking at details of courses and curricular structure,
examination systems, etc (El-Khawas, 1998).

This subject has been and still is a critical issue in Oman. However, the government
in Oman has set certain criteria for handling this issue. First, if an international student

wants to study in Omani higher education institutions, his/her certificate must be evaluated

and assessed either in the Ministry of Education or in the Ministry of Higher Education in
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Oman. Secondary school graduates deal with the Ministry of Education, whereas higher
education students deal with the Ministry of Higher Education. Second, a common
committee has been formed within the Gulf countries, whose responsibility is to study and
evaluate the qualifications and certificates of Gulf States students. Similarly, in the case of
Omani students who graduate in non-Omani universities and colleges, their certificate must
be accredited by the Ministry of Higher Education. To accomplish this objective,
cooperation exists between the Ministry in Oman and the foreign higher education
institutions and authorised organisations. Similarly, related to hiring whether in the private
or the public sector, qualifications, both Omani and non-Omani, must be accredited by the
Ministry of Higher Education.

When governments or individuals ask questions about the probity and quality of
foreign universities’ operation in their country, they first look for answers to the processes
by which those universities are funded, regulated and supervised in their home policies and
rules. A question that arises in this regard is, why does the government want to regulate the
private higher education sector? The main reason for this, according to Fielden and
Varghese (2009: 71), is due to the fact that “markets are more reliable in ensuring
efficiency than equity, while their role in ensuring quality is debatable”.

Fielden’s and Varghese’s statement is applicable to the Omani government’s view
on the rationales for regulating private universities and colleges in the country. The
government standpoint towards this issue is that an unregulated free market in higher
education may lead to investments in the sector by low-quality providers that would
negatively affect all groups of stakeholders. Students and their parents consider that the
government offers ‘consumer protection’ for them against any potential damage that could
be caused by these institutions (e.g. degree mills).

Another important reason for regulation is to allow the collection and distribution
of information for the public. By enabling the government to publish reliable and up-to-
date information on the programmes and activities of private providers, everyone will
benefit. For example, the government will know the size of what is being offered, students
will be able to choose more confidently and the private institutions themselves will have a
publicly approved mechanism for informing the public about what they provide. Therefore,
in Oman there is a centralised information system represented by the Directorate General
of Private Universities and Colleges of the Ministry of Higher Education, which provides a

unified source of access to information.
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The third reason for regulation is to ensure that public policy is based on accurate
information about the activities of the private sector. Especially when the government
subsidises these institutions financially, it is necessary that the state knows what is
occurring. As Fielden and Varghese (2009: 72) pointed out, "as public policy favours
private institutions, the objective of a government would be to achieve a regulatory system
that provides the right balance between protecting the public and encouraging private
providers to invest".

The quality of educational qualifications and programmes offered by private higher
education institutions in Oman is a major concern for the government. The main objective
is to protect students from unscrupulous operators and institutions. To ensure quality, such
institutions must be academically affiliated to well-recognised foreign higher education
institutions and only take on franchises for high-quality programmes. In order to achieve
this, a detailed process of accreditation was established and incorporated in the overall
procedures and requirements to establish private higher education, as mentioned above.

It is worth mentioning that presently Oman does not have its own programme
standards. Student learning standards for narrow fields of study are being developed
through a collaborative process of working groups, composed of national and international
academic, professional and industry experts. The development of programme standards is
intended to guide the processes of curriculum development, programme licensing and
programme accreditation (Carroll, Razvi, Goodliffe & Al-Habsi, 2009).

As we have noticed previously, there is a large number of foreign programmes
being provided through Omani higher education sector, particularly private ones.
Consequently, the OAC is looking to develop an alternative quality assurance system
called 'programme recognition'. The reason for this is that these programmes have already
been quality assured by external quality agencies according to the standards in their place
of origin, this being a condition for them to have been brought to Oman, precisely because
they are valued in that form.

However, the question might be raised, how can it be guaranteed that the
programmes offered through institutions franchised and affiliated to foreign institutions of
higher education are totally accredited? And what are the mechanisms of quality assurance
adopted in these cross-border institutions? These issues are extensively discussed by
Altbach in his book, Tradition and Transition: The International Imperative in Higher
Education. Altbach (2007) identified five issues related to quality assurance and the

recognition of providers, programmes, and qualifications in cross-border education. The
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first issue concerns the licensing or registering of institutions and providers who are
delivering this type of courses or programmes. In other words, are the institutions that
deliver these programmes registered, licensed, or recognised by both the home country and
by the receiving countries? In fact, this is one of the serious challenges that face private
higher education systems around the world in general and in developing countries,
including Oman, in particular, since many countries do not have the regulatory systems in
place to register or evaluate outside providers, either due to the lack of capacity or
(Altbach, 2007) for political reasons. In this case, the receiving countries will be affected
and, consequently, they should be more concerned about this issue. However, many
countries around the world have built up their own regulatory systems for tackling this
issue. For example, Hong Kong, Malaysia, and South Africa, as receivers of cross-border
education, have established regulatory systems to register and examine the quality of
foreign provision. Similarly, the United Kingdom and Australia as providing countries
have introduced quality assurance for exported cross-border provision by their recognised
higher education institutions (Altbach, 2007). However, it can be argued that there are
other countries in the world that play a dual role as receiving and sending countries.
Malaysia, India and Jordan are examples of such countries. Therefore, receiving countries
must be well aware of this issue.

The second issue concerns the quality of the programmes offered and the academic
experience of students. The growth of the phenomenon of cross-border education by
institutions and commercial institutions has introduced a new challenge to the field of
quality assurance (Altbach, 2007). This situation necessitates that the education sector
keeps pace with the expansion of cross-border education, particularly from the new private
commercial providers, which are usually not recognised by national systems of quality
assurance.

The third issue focuses on the issue of accreditation. Regardless of the importance
of accreditation in assuring quality of education, however, there are some marketing forces
influencing this issue, since they highlight the profile and reputation of an institution or
provider and its programmes. The increase in non-recognised accreditation organisations
or “accreditation mills”, aiming to “sell” accreditation without any independent and
realistic assessment, is similar to the degree mills that offer certificates and degrees with no
or minimal course work (Altbach, 2007). Therefore, educational stakeholders, whether
students, academic institutions, employers, or even the public as a whole, need to be aware

of these types of accreditation mills, which often do not exist, except as web addresses.
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The fourth issue highlights the recognition of the actual qualifications or awards
offered for the purpose of employment and further study. Therefore, here a kind of
protection of educational stakeholders is very much needed. To achieve this objective
certain measures must be taken. Students, employers, and the public in general need to be
made aware of the quality and validity of the programmes and awards offered. Moreover,
governments should publicly assert the importance of this issue and the negative effects of
poor-quality programmes.

The fifth issue is the need for a review of the policy and regulatory environments in
which programme and provider mobility is functioning. The question one might ask is to
what extent national-level quality assurance systems have the capacity to address the
complicated factors of educational mobility across countries and their cultural systems.
Undoubtedly, taking a country’s academic programme without revising it, academically
and culturally, can be considered as no more than a selling and marketing of that country’s
programme while ignoring the above-mentioned factors. From the author’s experience in
the field of reviewing of some academic programmes intended to be delivered by some
private higher education institutions in Oman, it is of the utmost importance to examine
their importance and fitness (in a broad sense), for all educational stakeholders and in the
Omani environment, economically and culturally, before allowing these institutions to
deliver such programmes. It would be wrong to open the door totally for private higher
education providers to offer whatever they like. Revising and monitoring academic aspects
remains one of the duties of national government, together with the concerned body or
organisations.

Therefore, the issues and challenges discussed above related to quality assurance in
a cross-border education system should be taken into serious consideration among and
within the national-level quality assurance system. But this is not enough. All concerned
authorities, the Ministry of Higher Education, or/and the Council of Higher Education
along with private higher education institutions themselves, together share the

responsibility for assuring quality of education.

6.4 Quality Assurance Schemes: International Experience

It is very difficult to generalise on the quality of private higher education institutions. They
vary widely, depending upon the agency responsible for establishing the university, the
legislative requirements for infrastructure, and other facilities, etc. Quality of educational

institutions could be based on various factors, such as the level of infrastructural facilities,
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quality of programmes offered, qualification levels of teachers, performance of students in
their classes while in the university, and their performance once on the labour market
(Hodson & Thomas, 2003).

In Africa, for example, many African countries, as Varghese (2004b) argues, have
strict legislation on the infrastructural facilities to be provided. Some of them do not
comply with these stipulations and are not recognised. Kenya, for instance, has very
stringent regulations for establishing a private university, which apply to the programme,
qualification levels of the staff, infrastructure, etc. In Cameroon, many private institutions
of higher education are not recognised since they do not comply with the infrastructural
requirements as stipulated in the regulations (Varghese, 2004c).

In the Omani context, the Ministry of Higher Education has the responsibility for
setting the regulations and roles that will oversee the establishment of private higher
education, and for monitoring and following up its performance. The private sector was
asked to initially to get the permission and approval of the ministry for opening higher
education institutions. Based on the clarity and the satisfactory outcome of the feasibility
study that explains all the technical, academic and administrative aspects, the government
will give permission for the project. The regulatory process for establishing private higher
education institutions is discussed in detail later in this chapter. However, because of the
complexity and in order to be able to handle the current situation of rapid expansion of
private higher education, the Omani government will have to decentralise many of the
procedures currently concentrated in the Ministry of Higher Education. To meet this
requirement, the government has established an Accreditation Council to provide the
quality assurance framework to assist local institutions improve their own local
programmes and qualifications.

By and large, quality assurance involves a large range of practices. According to
Randall (2002), three common quality assurance practices are: quality audit, self-
assessment, and accreditation. The practice of these elements does not necessarily exist in
all countries. In other words, different countries may focus on particular instruments, and it
would be illogical to assume that without adopting all of these instruments, quality
assurance would not be achieved. As will be noticed later in this chapter, different
approaches are used in different countries in the world. The most important consideration
in quality assurance is, as mentioned above, to review and evaluate of the teaching and
learning process systematically in a way that brings the confidence of the stakeholders

(Randall, 2002).
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However, some other quality assurance practices (e.g., quality network,
benchmarking, rating or ranking), are also employed in several countries around the world.
Distinctions and differences in these mechanisms will be clarified within the later
discussion in the following sections of this chapter, particularly in the section on Oman. To
accomplish this objective, examples and models adopted in several countries worldwide
will be cited. The aim in so doing is to investigate mechanisms whereby private institutions
of higher education are regulated and quality is assured. The knowledge so gained may
enable helpful and useful mechanisms to be suggested and recommended to be adopted in
Omani private higher education institutions.

In Austria, private higher education institutions offering university education in
Austria are (Pechar, Fiorioli & Thomas, 2007) regulated by the Austrian Accreditation
Council (AAC). For the time being, there is no accreditation system for public universities
in Austria. The AAC was established in 1999, with the intention of opening a university
sector for private providers, “to ensure quality and to provide transparency for suppliers,
students and the employment market” (Pechar et al. 2007: 51). In the Austrian context,
accreditation may be defined as a formal and transparent procedure providing a quality
label as proof that certain quality requirements are met. Moreover, accreditation is directly
linked to the national framework in the sense that accreditation authorises the private
university to award recognised academic degrees. Therefore, the AAC has two main tasks
(Pechar et al. 2007): first, conducting institutional and programme accreditation. This task
applies equally to accreditation of new courses of study at institutions already accredited.
Second, supervision of accredited private universities. The AAC is not an advisory
committee, but an independent body, which has full decision-making powers over the
accreditation of private universities and is not subject to directives from any other body.
The legal supervision of the AAC is the responsibility of the Federal Minister of
Education. The costs of maintaining the AAC and its office are covered by the Federal
government. The applicants for accreditation have to repay the expenses of the experts
involved in the application procedure.

In the Bulgarian context, accreditation means recognition by the WNational
Evaluation and Accreditation Agency that the activity and the quality of education at a
given institution of higher education correspond to the Higher Education Law and the State
Requirements. The accreditation requirements are the same for all institutions (Slantcheva,
2007b). Procedures for evaluation go through a self-evaluation process, peer review and

site visits. Accreditation results are also linked to student enrolment allocations and State
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subsidies. In 1999, some changes were made to the Law on Higher Education. The
requirement for the introduction of internal institutions for evaluation and maintenance of
quality of teaching and learning has been a major development. The National Evaluation
and Accreditation Agency awards a grade, issues recommendations or puts forth reasons
for rejection, and sets the term for the validity of the accreditation. For example, if a
university receives a very good or good, its accreditation is valid for six years; if it receives
a satisfactory grading, then it becomes accredited for three years. However, in 2002 new
changes in the Law of Higher Education further elaborated the accreditation and evaluation
mechanisms, geared more towards improving quality standards within institutions. Thus,
institutions are required to introduce systems for monitoring the effectiveness of their
internal institutional quality systems and start focusing on student assessment outcomes
and student programme evaluation. Requirements on improving student services
(guidance, counselling, careers, support) and collecting information about students for
monitoring purposes (e.g. drop out rates, qualifications, student profiles) are also present
(Slantcheva, 2007b).

The situation in Estonia, however, takes another dimension, in the sense that
private higher education institutions must have a teaching licence from the Ministry of
Education in order to carry out instruction at a higher education level. However,
accreditation is not compulsory for private higher education institutions. Nevertheless,
accreditation of study programmes is necessary for them to have state recognition.
According to the Law on Universities of 1995, all study programmes in universities must
be evaluated and accredited once every seven years (Habakuk & Alas, 2007).

Comparing the above examples with the picture of quality assurance in the German
higher education system, the situation is different. For decades, the German higher
education system considered all universities to be of equal quality, and upheld a strong
notion of university autonomy. According to Stannek & Ziegele (2007), up to the 1980s,
notions of competition and quality assessment were opposed by many stakeholders within
the higher education sector. During the 1990s a number of models for evaluation were
developed and the first German evaluation agencies were founded in that period. Despite
those trends in the German higher education system, Funereal (2003) argues that there is
still no coherent national policy regime of quality assurance, due to the fact that
accreditation in Germany is still in its infancy and limited to the newly introduced
Bachelor and Master courses; rankings made by private institutions are the only nation-

wide instrument of comparison of higher education institutions. Looking in more depth at
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the German approaches to quality assessment or quality assurance, four key instruments
are currently implemented (Funereal, 2003):

A. State approval of higher education institutions. Although state approval of
courses and universities cannot be interpreted as an instrument of quality assurance in a
restricted perspective, it has at least some reference to quality. Approval refers to a
programme’s requirements in the context of state planning depending on the intake
capacity of the courses in different specialisations, taking into consideration the existing
resources for conducting the programme.

These procedures, however, are not restricted to the public universities. Private
universities together with their individual programmes still need state approval, which is
regulated by the university law of the state in which the university is located. However, the
approval procedures of private universities, to some extent, differ in some aspects, and the
way of handling the regulations also differs from one (Lander) state to another. Similarly,
private universities, like public ones, should offer several degrees and resources should
guarantee stability of the institution.

B. Accreditation. The mechanism of accreditation is a relatively new phenomenon
within the German higher education sector. Accreditation was introduced in 1998, and is
carried out by various partly regional and partly professional accreditation agencies.

However, Germany has two types of accreditation: programme accreditation and
institutional accreditation. The former (programme accreditation), applies to public and
private institutions in the same way. As Schwarz & Weserheijden (2004) emphasise, the
rationale for the accreditation system comes from the Bologna process and the change
from the traditional degrees to a Bachelor’s and Master’s structure. As an independent
institution, the Accreditation Council has seventeen members, who represent the Lander
(states), higher education institutions, students, and the professional practice. In addition to
its responsibility for accrediting agencies, the Accreditation Council acts as a co-ordinator
and critical observer of the work carried out by the accreditation agencies. It will also
function as a central documentation office to guarantee transparency with respect to
compatibility and equivalency of study courses (Schwarz & Weserheijden, 2004).

The second type of accreditation in Germany, institutional accreditation, aims to
clarify the question whether a university is able to procure educational programmes, which
can be regarded as belonging to the higher education sector. This procedure serves to
secure the quality of private universities and to produce transparency and comparability

between the educational programmes of private higher education institutions. As yet, only
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private higher education institutions have undergone institutional accreditation procedures.

C. Evaluation. This instrument is the most common means of quality assessment in
higher education. There is a two-step procedure; an internal self-evaluation and an external
peer review. Since the 1990s, various concepts of evaluation have been developed and
several agencies of evaluation have been established in Germany. However, until now,
evaluation of teaching and research are strictly separated, since those agencies only deal
with the evaluation of courses (Schwarz & Weserheijden, 2004).

D. Rankings. The idea of rankings of higher education institutions has a short
tradition in Germany, being introduced in 1989. Since then, and for the purpose of
knowing which university is the best, several rankings with quite different approaches have
been developed. Most rankings were carried out either by magazines or in cooperation with
magazines (Federkeil, 2003).

Based on the above discussion, it can be said that among its major purposes, the
German accreditation system is basically recognised as a mechanism for quality assurance.
In the German context, ranking can be understood as a particular system of performance
indicators. It comes close to benchmarking, with one significant difference. Benchmarking
should include performance indicators as well as underlying processes. This cannot be
achieved by ranking, as the approach to the aims has to be broader in the sense of covering
the whole field, while benchmarking normally is selective regarding the number of
institutions involved. Moreover, ranking does not include an indispensable element of
quality assurance within institutions. Therefore, if rankings are to produce important
knowledge on quality, they should not refer to whole universities, but to single
departments or courses, because departments of a university may differ in their
performance. In other words, a university may be ranked high in one subject but ranked
low in another field. Even within a single department, teaching performance may be
ranked very good whereas research is quite poor. These are some examples of the
differences that may be masked by generalised rankings (Federkeil, 2003). The statement
above indicates that the ranking is not the perfect solution to ensure or measure quality
education, since there is no international unified agreement of the mechanism or standards
to be adopted worldwide, and it may vary from country to country. Nevertheless, the
ranking of institutions of higher education, as Teichler (2008) points out, has currently
become fashionable worldwide, to produce lists of high class universities. Most rankings
are conducted by magazines and newspapers and in some cases by academic practitioners

(Wikipedia Encyclopedia, 2009), and these means may be welcomed by universities or
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colleges who are at the top of the list, whereas those who are not at the top believe that
rankings are unjust. As Stensaker & Kehm (2009: VII) point out:

"Those universities that are not the best -and they are many- do not seem to
be very pleased when journalists ask them why they are not at the top. They
reply that the published rankings are unfair, methodologically unsound and
measure only a small fraction of what universities do."

Looking at the policy of Colombia relating to quality assurance in higher education,
currently the Colombian government exercises control in higher education through the
tasks of inspection and observation (Pacheco, 2007). Evaluation is conducted at three
levels: institutions, programmes, and students. Regarding institutional and programme
evaluation, the establishment of a new public or private institution of higher education
begins with the application, followed by the evaluation by a group of consultants, formed
by the Ministry of Education, and a group of academic peers designed by the Inter-
Institutional National Commission for the Quality Assurance of Higher Education
(CONACES), and finishes with the decision issued by the Ministry of Education. If the
decision is positive, the new institution is permitted to operate without a time limit.

Before starting operations, every academic programme must gain government
authorisation, called ‘qualified registration’. The process of obtaining this authorisation
includes academic peers’ evaluation, peers’ report, and the formal authorisation of the
programme by the Ministry of Education. The qualified authorisation is granted for a
seven-year period, and it is required for seeking accreditation.

As for student assessment, this is done twice by the state: before entering higher
education and then before completion. The first is through the “Exam for Access to Higher
Education” which is typically scheduled in the last grade of high school. The government
uses these results to collect information on students’ level of knowledge as well as to
gather demographic information, while most institutions of higher education use them as a
criterion in the admission process. The second test is called the “Exam of Quality of
Higher Education” and is administered to the students who are in the last semester of every
academic programme. Although this exam is compulsory, is not a requirement for award of
an undergraduate degree (Pacheco, 2007).

In countries like Poland and Turkey, the authorised organisations for maintaining
quality in higher education institutions function roughly similarly. In Poland (Jablecka,
2007: 297), the Higher Education Act clarifies the tasks of the State Accreditation Board as

follows:
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* Drawing up opinions on applications regarding both the founding of a higher
education institution and the launching of new degree programmes in existing
institutions.

* Assigning specialisations to appropriate degree programmes

* Assessment of the quality of teaching and verifying compliance with the
requirements for higher education degree programmes in all Polish institutions of
higher education.

* Awarding approvals for establishing and conducting new degree programmes.

In Turkey, although there is no national accreditation and quality assurance system,
the Council of Higher Education and the Interuniversity Board are responsible for the
criteria for recognition of institutions (public and private higher education) and
programmes. In order to have State legitimacy and recognition, private higher education
institutions need to comply with a set of norms such as curriculum conformity, an
approved credit system, length and programme of studies, adequate number of full-time
staff and facility provision for teaching activities (Mizikaci, 2007).

Moving to the Malaysian system of quality in higher education; all courses taught
at private colleges, including those conducted in affiliation with universities have to be
approved by the Ministry of Education. The National Accreditation Board acts as the
advisor to the Ministry on these matters and is vested with extensive legislative powers to
determine the classification of qualifications, delivery standards and the qualifications of
teachers appointed to teach in these courses. The Private Higher Education Act 1996
requires minimum standards as prescribed by the National Accreditation Board to be met
before the award of qualifications (Menon, 2001).

In Kuwait, as a neighbouring country of Oman and one of the six Gulf countries
has recently formed the Private Universities Council (PUC). Although it is an independent
organisation, it is chaired by the Minister of Higher Education. Its main tasks are (Al-Atiqi,

Alharbi & Ali, 2002: 2):

* To decide on the establishment of a private institution.

* To determine the requirements of the academic credibility of the private institution,
and constantly apply quality and control measures to ensure full compliance with
the approved terms and conditions in the decree of establishment. It also applies
quality and control measures on the approved programmes of study.

* To adopt universal standards while approving programmes of study, and frequently
reassess these standards for the better of performance and higher quality of higher
education.

* To regulate measures of accreditation, validate degrees and certificates issued from
private institutions, and compare them with their counterparts in the public sector
according to the approved procedures and regulations.

* To look into cases where the activities of a private institution are to be suspended,
combined and/or cancelled.
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The accreditation scheme in Kuwait takes two main forms: institutional and
academic programme accreditation. While the former is carried out by an independent
external team formed by the PUC, the latter is conducted by an internationally recognised
accreditation body in the programme field of specialisation. There are ten private higher
education institutions in Kuwait, of which only one has been awarded institutional
accreditation by the PUC for three years.

In the foregoing paragraphs, several examples of various countries’ experiments
regarding the application and mechanisms of quality assurance systems were reviewed. We
have noticed that there are different methods, concepts and instruments of quality
assurance, such as approval, evaluation, accreditation and ranking. Although some of these
instruments cannot be totally treated or considered as ‘genuine’ forms of quality assurance
in the strict sense, they nevertheless play a vital role in assessing and enhancing quality
aspects in higher education systems. From the review of the models and instruments
reported above, it is obvious that unified agreement on quality terminologies still does not
exist. For example, accreditation as one process of assuring quality is considered as a
compulsory procedure for establishing institutions and offering academic programmes in
the cases of Bulgaria and Austria. However, in countries such as Estonia and Turkey,
accreditation is a voluntary approach for assuring quality in higher education. Moreover,
even though accreditation systems are adopted in many countries of the world, the period
of validity of the accreditation process differs. For example, in Bulgaria, universities
should be accredited every seven years, whereas in Kuwait, validation of institutional
accreditation is for three years. The situation in Bulgaria is different again, since
accreditation is categorised based upon the grade of the university. If a university receives
a very good or good grade, accreditation is valid for six years, but if a university receives a
satisfactory grade then the validation is for only three years.

In light of the aforementioned, a key question one might ask is to what degree
Oman can benefit from those examples to improve its higher education system. To
accomplish this objective, a separate section will be devoted to this issue and some
suggestions will also be offered. Before doing so, it is important to highlight the current

system of quality assurance in Oman.

6.5 Mechanisms of Quality Assurance in Private Higher Education in Oman
In reviewing quality assurance practices in the Omani higher education system so far, five

types of practices can be found to take place in the system: state approval (licensing),
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supervision, quality network, quality audit, and accreditation. However, some of these
practices (e.g. state approval, supervision, and quality network) cannot be totally classified

or considered as instruments of quality assurance in the strict sense.

6.5.1 State approval of higher education institutions (licensing procedures)

A first mechanism which has at least some reference to quality but cannot be interpreted as
an instrument of quality assurance in a narrower sense, is the state approval of institutions
of private higher education and the courses and programmes they offer. Figure 6.1

summarises licensing procedures for private higher education institutions.

Figure 6.1 Licensing process of private higher education provision in Oman
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As can be seen from the figure above, the licensing procedure involves essentially
two stages: a) a preliminary application will be put forward for a preliminary review. If

approved, then, b) a detailed application will be supplemented.
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The establishment of a new private higher education institution starts with applying
to the Ministry of Higher Education. The application consists of several documents related
to academic, legal, financial and administrative requirements (see Appendix 3). One of the
most important documents in the establishment process is the ‘academic affiliation
agreement’ between the Omani higher education institution and a foreign higher education
institution. As mentioned earlier, most private universities and colleges in Oman have to be
affiliated academically to foreign institutions, which will allow them to offer the academic
programmes developed by these institutions. When all the required documents are
submitted, the concerned department -Directorate General of Private Universities and
Colleges (DGPUC)- at the Ministry of Higher Education starts studying and analysing the
application. The following step is that the Ministry of Higher Education forwards the
proposal with its analysis and recommendations to the Council of Higher Education for
approval and a final decision. If the proposal is approved, the applicants will be informed
by the Ministry of Higher Education and asked to carry out the project. Until this stage, the
approval as shown in the figure above, is only provisional. Within six months from the
date of decision, the founders must provide the Ministry of Higher Education with details
of the project implementation for the university/college buildings and infrastructure
according to the regulations and rules applied by the ministry, together with a detailed
academic, administrative, and financial organisational structure for the university. On
completion of all implementation requirements, the Minister of Higher Education issues a
ministerial decision that will formally establish the institution. It is worth mentioning that
this is not the final step for opening the institution, since another decision must be issued
by the Minister of Higher Education for commencement of studies. This ministerial
decision will be based upon the report of a site visit by members from the DGPUC.

Based on the above and from data of the application form shown in Appendix 3, a
number of comments can be put forward with regard to the licensing process of private
higher education institutions.

1. The provisional registration that allows the applicant to proceed with the development of
a campus and the recruitment of staff. The form filling and procedures behind this initial
stage vary considerably in scale from one country to another, but the overall objective is to
filter out the obviously incompetent or undercapitalised. As a result, applications often
focus on the financial and a academic credibility of the applicants, and their own outline

business plan (Fielden and Varghese, 2009).
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2. The Ministry of Higher Education requires applicants to provide a financial guarantee to
ensure the availability of the required funds for execution of the project.

3. The applicant institution is expected to seek affiliation to a recognised foreign
university. This ensures that it follows conventional models of practice, but also limits the
opportunity for developing any new models of learning and teaching.

4. The present application does not require applicant to set a plan for institutional and
programmes' accreditation. Unlike Kuwait, for example, founders are required to clarify
their plan institutional and programmes' accreditation in the application form (Al-Atiqi et
al. 2002).

5. In some countries such as Kuwait, Jordan, and Ghana, for example, names of proposed
members of the first Council of Trustees and their CVs must be stated in the application
(Burke & Al-Waked, 1997; Al-Atiqi et al. 2002; Fielden & Varghese, 2009). In Oman, by
contrast, names of members of the proposed Board of Trustees are not required to be
included in the application for establishment of the institution. Founders of private higher
education institutions are required to elect and approve the Board of Trustees in
accordance with the executive regulations of private institutions. Article 8 of the Ordinance
of Private Universities clarifies this point, verifying that "the private university shall have a
governing board to be formed from the founders and others in the manner stipulated in its
internal regulations. The board shall include the vice chancellor and a number of
experienced academicians. The first governing board shall be formed by a decision of
founders" (Official Gazette, 1999: 27).

It is worth mentioning that when the government is designing its process, it has to
balance various factors. The processes should not be so demanding and time consuming
that they deter, but they should also be rigorous in academic and financial issues.
Furthermore, they should be manageable and not so extensive that they are beyond the
staff capacity and skills of the regulatory body to administer. Here, it should be taken into
account that private higher education providers must assume the dual role or task of both
commercial corporations and higher education institutions. Understanding this dual role is
a key to success in the quest for continuous improvement and the realisation of the full

potential of these educational providers.

6.5.2 Supervision
Royal Decree No. 36/2000 defines the responsibilities of the Ministry of Higher Education,

and, according to Article 3 of the Royal Decree, “supervision of private higher education
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institutions” is one of these responsibilities. However, the Council of Higher Education
also supervises higher education institutions, since decisions to establish or close private
universities and colleges should be made by this council. The distinction between the
supervision of the Council of Higher Education and that of the Ministry of Higher
Education is that the former is concerned with general supervision, without focusing on
daily issues or daily following private institutions, whereas the latter is involved in
continuous connection and contact with private universities and colleges, academically and
administratively. To accomplish the mission of the Ministry of Higher Education
successfully, the DGPUC in the Ministry of Higher Education was established in 2000 to
be responsible for supervising private higher education. The major responsibilities of this
Directorate as clarified in the Royal Decree No. 70/2000 (Official Gazette, 2000) are as
follows:

1. Receiving applications for the establishment of private universities and colleges.

2. Following up the implementation of the decisions approving the programmes of
higher education institutions.

3. Supervising the implementation of the standards, criteria and conditions that are
required for the programmes of study in the institutions of higher education that are
approved by the specialised and competent councils and committees.

4. Approval of the programmes of study provided by the institutions of higher
education.

5. Following up the institutions of private higher education to ascertain that they use
modern technological methods in education.

It is obvious that a major role in supervising private institutions of higher education
is played by the DGPUC. Every year, this directorate makes supervisory visits to private
higher education institutions. The purpose of these visits is to review whether private
universities and colleges are correctly applying the relevant legislation and regulations.
Another purpose is to help and support these institutions to strengthen and develop their
own control mechanisms. Prior to the visit, the DGPUC sends an official letter to the
private universities and colleges, stating the key points and subjects to be investigated, but
sudden visits are conducted from time to time. From the researcher’s experience in this
regard, the key points of the visiting schedules are meetings with senior administration in
the universities and colleges, academic heads of departments, lecturers, and students.
These meetings are conducted separately. Site visits also receive considerable attention
from the visiting team. After investigation of all targeted issues, a final meeting will be
held with the vice-chancellors of universities and the deans of colleges, to discuss specific

weaknesses that the institution must tackle. A visit report will be sent to the university or
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college within a week of the visit. Despite the fact that this instrument cannot be
considered as a ‘genuine’ method or mechanism of quality assurance, it is a positive step
towards enhancing and developing quality in these institutions. A similar approach can be
noticed in Sweden, since the legal department of Swedish National Agency for Higher
Education makes annual supervisory visits to several higher education institutions to check
whether these institutions are complying with the rules and regulations. Prior to a visit, the
Swedish National Agency for Higher Education sends a questionnaire to the higher
education institution, covering certain elements, such as the regulations regarding student
representation and consultation, course and programme specifications (Www.
hsv.se/aboutus/publications, March 22, 2010).

However, there is an ongoing debate as to whether quality assurance, as conducted
by the government and supported in the academic community, violates the constitutional
guarantee of universities’ autonomy. People who believe that the policy does not violate
institutional autonomy consider that it is part of the constitutional obligation of the
government to oversee higher education’s quality (Fong & Lim, 2008). Others believe that
the mere fact of authorising a university to offer a programme violates its autonomy
(Agarwal, 2008). However, if the rationale for quality assurance is that individual students
have the right to demand that their course or study programme is of a high standard,
employers in the public and private sectors have a need for highly trained graduates, and
the general public is entitled to be assured that generous donations, grants and high levels
of taxation result in a high standards, then the growing demand for accountability will
provide the government with stronger arguments to exercise its control over higher
education. In the case of the private sector of higher education, where most of the founders
are profit-oriented, governmental interference is needed, either through setting the laws,
regulations and legislations or by practising different approaches in controlling and
ensuring that quality comes first.

In the Omani context, the reports, results and recommendations of the contentious
visits to the private universities and colleges have found an echo amongst the officials in
the Ministry of Higher Education. For example, during the last two years, the Ministry of
Higher Education has decided to distribute internal scholarships to the private universities
and colleges based on these reports. This step itself creates a motivated and competitive
spirit within and amongst private higher education institutions.

However, with the rapid development of private higher education in Oman, the

Directorate urgently needs to be restructured. The Directorate, in its current situation, faces
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three main challenges. First, shortage of administrative staff that can deal with day to day
university and college matters. Second, lack of experts who can deal professionally with
different academic issues. Third, the tasks and responsibilities, noted above, of the
Directorate need to be reviewed. For example, task number four, above, implies that the
Directorate has the authority to approve or reject any academic programmes in the private
universities or colleges, whereas the actual duty of the Directorate is to study applications
for these programmes and the decision to approve or reject them is the responsibility of the
Council of Higher Education. Therefore, in order to activate the role of the DGPUC in
supervising private universities and colleges sufficiently, full attention needs to be given to
this issue by the authorities in the Ministry of Higher Education. However, with the
establishment of the Oman Accreditation Council, it is expected that responsibility for the
assessment, evaluation and accreditation of these institutions will be transferred largely to
this Council (Appendix 4, Royal Decree No. 74/2001, establishing the Accreditation

Council and clarifying its responsibilities and functions).

6.5.3 Quality network
Networking and strategic alliances are among the key success factors of most endeavours
in the globalised world. The importance of establishing networks for quality assurance in
higher education has been highlighted by the OECD and UNESCO (Labi, 2005). For
higher education, the largest network of quality assurance agencies is the International
Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE). The main
purpose of this Network is to collect and disseminate information on the current and
developing theory and practice in the assessment, improvement and maintenance of quality
in higher education (INQAAHE, 2010). As a member of INQAAHE, Oman hopes to reap
some benefits from the networking and strategic alliance with other members of the
network for strengthening the quality aspects in the higher education sector in Oman.
Nationally, the Oman Quality Network (OQN) is an independent, not-for-profit
network of Omani Higher Education Providers (HEPs) focused on quality enhancement in
higher education (OAC, 2008). The OQN is a collegiate national network of HEPs,
Ministry of Higher Education and OAC representatives. The OQN is concerned with
"developing a strong and vibrant higher education sector by improving quality in higher
education within the Sultanate of Oman". Similarly, it aims to "build a quality conscious,
knowledge rich higher education sector through the sharing of ideas, strategies, research,

and practices that inform the pursuit of quality improvement" (Carroll et al. 2009: 25).
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Although, in its early stages, the OQN faced certain challenges, and as an informal
network it seeks to use email communication rather than more formal process of official
letters that must follow particular protocols for approval and dissemination, the OQN is
now operating beneficially. For example, the OQN is currently assuming full responsibility
for the national quality training programmes to "maximise the potential for pan-sectoral
collaboration". It can be said that the OQN can be considered as assistance factor for the
OAC as it develops a range of aspects of the national system. For example, "draft of the
Quality Audit Manual is circulated to the OQN for comment", and workshops are
organised with its representatives to explain the draft of this Manual (Carroll et al. 2009:

25).

6.5.4 Quality audit

Dr. Rawya Al-Busaidia, Minister of Higher Education, Oman, in responding to Oman
News Agency (ONA) about the current status of private universities and colleges in Oman,
particularly with regard to quality, expressed the hope that the Accreditation Council will
shortly assume its role of accrediting private higher education institutions that meet
standards of quality equal to those of leading international institutions. The instrument that
will be adopted by the Accreditation Council for ensuring quality, as mentioned by Al-
Busaidia, will be through quality audits using panels of local and international experts
(Gulf News, August 4, 2002). According to the Minister of Higher Education, despite the
fact that most private colleges and universities operating in Oman have their programmes
of study accredited by external universities, it is expected that private higher education
institutions will continue to improve their quality. She stated that:

“The emphasis will be on quality improvement. In today’s highly competitive
world no institution, no matter how prestigious, can afford to merely
maintain current standards.” (Gulf News, August 4, 2002: 7)

However, from 2002 up to the beginning of 2008, the Accreditation Council has
not played an active role in this regard. In March 2008, a Quality Audit Manual was issued
by the Oman Accreditation Council (OAC). This manual is concerned with Institutional
Accreditation: stage 1. According to the Board of the OAC, this will be followed by a
second stage (Institutional Accreditation: Stage 2) which is currently under development.
Both stages, as we noticed above, are concerned with institutional accreditation. However,
the key distinction between them is that Institutional Accreditation: Stage 1 sets out the

protocols and processes for external quality audits of higher education institutions,
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whereas, the Institutional Accreditation: Stage 2 sets out the institutional standards and the
processes for assessing higher education institutions against those standards (OAC, 2008).

According to the ISO (2006: 3), “quality audits examine the elements of a quality
management system in order to evaluate how well these elements comply with quality
system requirements.”

Internationally, quality audits are an established form of external quality assurance.
They ar