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PALESTI NI AN HI GHER EDUCATI ON AND THE FUTURE

Elias H Tuma

The Pal estinians have often prided thenselves on their
educati onal achi evements. The growth in nunbers of students,
teachers, and institutions has been inpressive. The rate of literacy
has gone up and col | ege graduates have multiplied, but nuch
remains to be acconplished. In this regard, education in Palestine is
simlar to education in the rest of the Arab world. Al seemto
measur e achi evenent by nunbers, often at the expense of quality.

They glorify degrees, titles, and certificates, though all three could
be m sl eading. The Arab countries, and nost devel oping countri es,

have been caught in a trap while trying to establish their identity
and achi eve i ndependence fromcolonialism |In the process they

seem to have used institutions of higher education as one of the
instrunments. The results have been |l ess than satisfying. Quantity has
triunphed over quality, and rote |earning over analysis and critica

t hi nki ng. The high rates of population growth and the promise to
extend educational opportunities to all have spread the resources too
thinly to realize the ideal objectives. The Palestinians are now at a
strategic stage in their socio-political and econom c devel oprment and
therefore have a great opportunity to avoid the m stakes of others

and build a solid, viable, high quality system of higher education

The Pal estini ans have established at | east eight universities in
the West Bank and Gaza, spread out in areas of popul ation
concentration, and nore institutions and prograns are being
contenplated. As far as can be determned, all these institutions are
private, although they nmay be receiving support fromthe Pal estine
National Authority. This neans that they individually determ ne
their curricula, orientation, and standards. They are under no
obligation to coordinate their programs with each other, and so far
there is little evidence of coordination to avoid duplication and neet
the demands of society and the economy. Large nunbers of
graduates are unenpl oyed. This no doubt is due in part to the
depression of the Pal estinian econony, but it is also because of the
perceived | ow quality and rel evance of the education and training of
t hese graduates, some of whom were educated in other countries.

The inmpression is conmon that nmany of the graduates are poorly

trai ned and unenpl oyable in their declared fields of specialization
Some foreign experts working in Palestine claimthat it is hard to
find two good engineers or city planners in the country. Hi gh officia
in the Palestinian Authority conplain that you cannot find three

good econonists to serve in governnment. Furthernore, the quality of
research products by these professionals rarely neet internationa
schol arly standards. \Whether true or not, such charges are often used
to justify the enploynment of foreign experts in positions that would
be coveted by Pal estini ans. Hi gher education in Pal estine deserves
serious attention before it is too |ate.

Probably the first step in that direction is to establish sone
coordi nati on between the various institutions of higher education in
order to reconcil e objectives, pronote conplenentarity, and avoid
duplication and redundancy. By careful coordination and division of
| abor it will be possible to create high quality graduate and research
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programnms in some of the institutions, wthout underm ning the
acadeni c progranms of the others. Coordination and specialization
woul d al so help to adopt standards and build progranms that woul d
graduate schol ars and professionals and produce research products
that woul d conpete internationally, in corporations, research and
academ c institutions, and in scholarly journals.

Educati onal resources in Palestine are scarce. Coordination
anong institutions would help to pool and all ocate resources
efficiently, and enhance division of |abor, both horizontally and
vertically. For exanple, one institution may offer a doctoral degree
program another a BA/BS degree, and a third may offer a

preparatory 2-year program still considered as part of university
education. O the two-year programmay |lead to a term na
vocational certificate.. Such coordinated specialization will allow

screeni ng of students, offer flexibility to students and instructors,
rationali ze expenditures, and harnoni ze educati onal prograns wth
demand in the econonmy and society.

A second mmjor step, which coordination will facilitate, is to
create a secul ar depoliticized system of higher education. Planned
coordination will obligate institutions to render their prograns
conpatible with those of others on the basis of educationa
obj ectives, nerit, and resource availability. Failing to secularize and

depoliticize higher education will condemm it to nmediocrity and
conformty, and obstruct creativity and intellectual independence. In
this process, Palestinian academ cians in the diaspora nmay be an
i nval uabl e resource, still waiting to be tapped at mnimum cost to the

Pal estinian institutions.

The system of education in Palestine needs help to avoid
i rreparabl e damage. Enphases on nunbers at the expense of
quality, political/confessional education at the expense of secul ar
rational, and free intellectual thinking, and on duplicative prograns
at the expense of highly specialized quality prograns are already
apparent. It is also apparent that failure to reformand build up
hi gher education will lower the quality of the educational system as
a whol e since the graduates of higher education will be in charge of
el enentary and secondary educati on. The damage will be reflected
in an uneducated | abor force and a snaller pool of students wel
prepared for higher education. Luckily there is still tinme to arrest
t he damage and prevent its recurrence, and build a high quality
system of education the Pal estinian peopl e deserve.
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