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CONCEPT NOTE
1. Background 
In preparation for the 2009 UNESCO World Conference on Higher Education (WCHE), the UNESCO/ADEA Task Force identified several strategic orientations for African higher education and one of these was the creation of an African Higher Education and Research Area. Subsequently, the July 2009 Communiqué of the WCHE, in its section on Higher Education in Africa, also placed emphasis on the need to develop an African Higher Education and Research Area through institutional, national, regional and continental collaboration. 

Creating a Higher Education and Research Space equally fits in with the African Union’s strategy for harmonization of African higher education, as envisaged in its 2006 Plan of Action for the Second Decade of Education for Africa, which aims at strengthening the capacity of higher education institutions through innovative forms of collaboration, improving the quality of higher education and promoting academic mobility across the continent.  

Subsequently, ADEA’s Working Group on Higher Education (WGHE) decided to explore the concept of creating an African Higher Education and Research Area through an analytical study and to propose concrete actions for stakeholders. 
This is what led ADEA’s WGHE to convene a small group of representatives of key stakeholders to a brainstorming workshop in Accra, Ghana in December 2010 to reflect on how to proceed with undertaking that study. The meeting was supported by the African Union Commission (AUC) and hosted by the Association of African Universities (AAU). One of the outcomes of that workshop was this Concept Note, aimed at diffusing information and creating better understanding about a proposed African Higher Education and Research Space (AHERS). 
2. Rationale
It is widely accepted that higher education plays a key role in the economic, scientific, social and human development of any country. The economically strongest nations are those with the best performing higher education sector. Higher education, as producers of knowledge and knowledge workers, has lately assumed an even more important role. It is assisting countries to develop into knowledge economies and to be globally competitive. As a result of globalisation, countries can now recruit highly-skilled and research-strong labour force from any part of the world to support their knowledge drive. Knowledge, and not natural resources, has become the key factor that determines a country’s global competitiveness. 

Africa, in particular Sub-Saharan Africa, comprises some of the poorest nations of the world.  It desperately needs a strong higher education sector that can assist in its rapid development.  It can ill-afford to lose the trained manpower that it produces to other regions and it needs to produce, seek and adapt knowledge to overcome its developmental challenges. At the same time, Africa must be part of the global knowledge economy. The real challenge for Africa is to be able to develop a higher education sector that can assist the continent in reconciling these seemingly contradictory missions – to be locally relevant and globally attractive and competitive.  Because of the limited resources available in individual African countries, such objectives can best be achieved through academic mobility and through collaboration and cooperation among the countries and their higher education systems. It is therefore necessary to have a strong continental ‘space’ of higher education and research through which this can happen. 
However, both ‘higher education’ and ‘space’ need to be defined at the very outset. In the African context, higher education will be considered as all post-secondary (also referred to as tertiary) education that comprise universities, polytechnics, institutes of technology, technical colleges, professional schools in fields such as law, nursing, accountancy, business, etc., teacher training colleges and community colleges; in other words, all institutions which offer quality post-secondary courses of study leading to a degree, diploma or certificate.  The higher education space that Africa should aspire to, therefore, should be all-inclusive; one where institutions with different missions and objectives within the system complement each other and allow for mobility between them. 
3. Challenges and Opportunities
The higher education and research space in Africa at present suffers from several challenges. First, it is made up of disparate higher education systems inherited from Africa’s colonial past, namely Anglophone, Francophone and Lusophone, with some Arab countries in North Africa having their own specific systems. This handicaps the mobility of staff and students among the countries. The statistics clearly show that academic mobility outwards from the continent by far exceeds that within. 
Second, African higher education institutions over several decades have suffered from under-funding, partly as a result of economic and political crises and partly because of implementing the misguided policy that investment in higher education does not yield sufficient economic and social returns when compared to investing in lower levels of education. As a result, in order to meet the pressing demand for higher education, the institutions have had to accommodate enormous increases in student enrolment with hardly any expansion of their infrastructures or proper maintenance of the existing ones.  Quality of higher education has inevitably suffered. 
Third, research output from universities is extremely poor when compared to other world regions, partly because of lack of resources such as up-to-date journals and good Internet connectivity, but equally because of the absence of research-strong academics. For example, Africa is one of the continents with the lowest number of patents, and since the Nobel prizes in Chemistry, Physics and Medicine/Physiology were instituted in 1901, only four Africans have won them – three South Africans for Medicine (1951, 1979 and 2002) and one Egyptian for Chemistry (1999). Few papers by African researchers are published in internationally acclaimed premier journals. Indeed, acute shortage of high calibre academics is one of the greatest challenges facing African universities.    
Fourth, there is insufficient differentiation and articulation within the higher education systems in Africa. Differentiation is the process whereby a range of generically similar but individually different institutions takes shape within the system. A differentiated higher education system offers the flexibility needed to address the changing needs of students and nations, and produces a more diversified workforce in order to respond effectively to the Africa’s development priorities and challenges. Articulation, on the other hand, facilitates mobility within national and regional higher education systems. It refers to the ease of movement by students, together with their academic accomplishments, among higher education institutions. It also creates opportunities for inter-institutional collaboration through resource-sharing, partnerships and affiliations. In Africa, to meet the increasing demand for higher education, the tendency has been to replicate existing universities or upgrade polytechnics and post-secondary colleges to the status of universities, basically creating ‘more of the same’ institutions.  In addition to producing large numbers of graduates who find it difficult to integrate the workforce, this lack of differentiation and articulation in the higher education sector limits lifelong learning opportunities. 
These challenges, however, have equally given rise to opportunities. Realising its importance not only to Africa’s development, including its ability to improve lower levels of education,  but also to global sustainable development, African higher education is now receiving increasing attention both by the continent’s socio-economic, political and financial bodies and by international organisations. Almost every Regional Economic Community (REC) in Africa has identified higher education as a major area for reform. Pledges for supporting higher education in Africa have come from almost all the international development/funding agencies, even from newly emerging economies such as Brazil, China and India. The much-needed revitalization of African higher education, particularly in improving its infrastructure and governance, is now well under way. There is greater awareness of the potential for inter-African collaboration for sharing resources, especially for capacity building.  The full potential of using ICT is now within Africa’s grasp, with rapid development taking place to link higher education institutions within and outside Africa. 
All these initiatives will invariably not only limit Africa’s brain drain but also attract students and faculty to its higher education sector from other parts of the world. The initiatives should equally encourage the contribution of Africa’s Diaspora to the continent’s higher education development, either by returning to Africa as is happening in other developing countries, or by assisting from their countries of settlement.  
4. Lessons from the Bologna Process
Yet another opportunity for Africa’s higher education development is to learn from the Bologna Process in Europe. 

A decade ago Europe, too, faced the challenges of disparate higher education systems, insufficient academic mobility, diverse providers, a multitude of languages and non-uniformity in quality provision of higher education. In 1999 in Bologna it set itself the target of creating a Europe of knowledge that is globally competitive and laid down the foundations for creating a European Higher Education Area in which universities would play a central role. 
A decade later, through what is now commonly known as the Bologna Process, the European Higher Education Area is a reality and has become an example for other regions of the world. The key elements of its success were: being driven by a strong political will from the very start; adopting a well-planned systemic approach; using both a top-down and bottom-up approach; and ensuring the close involvement of all stakeholders, including the students, at every stage. 
Africa shares with Europe many common drivers for educational reform (expansion, employability, globalization, skills shortage, etc.), but at the same time important differences exist (demography, levels of academic infrastructure, local challenges, etc.). So, while Africa can learn from the European experience, it should not simply adopt the Bologna Process in creating its higher education and research space, but rather adapt the approaches used to fit the African context, taking into account the uniqueness of indigenous African cultures and values.   
5. Key Steps 

Several key steps need to be taken for creating an African Higher Education and Research Space (AHERS) and some of these are outlined below.

5.1 Implementing the Arusha Convention

The need to expand higher education for promoting social and economic development in Africa through greater mobility of staff, students and professionals among the countries was realised nearly three decades ago when the Regional Convention on the recognition of academic qualifications in African states, commonly known as the Arusha Convention, came into existence in 1981. The Convention is a legal instrument that requires the signature of African states.  
Unfortunately, by 2006, only 20 out of 53 African countries had ratified the Convention. In 2007 the Arusha Convention was revised to take into account the major changes that had taken place in higher education over the last three decades. Yet, three years later, the revised Convention has yet to go through the political process of approval by UNESCO and the African Union.  There now needs to be a concerted political approach to first, get the Convention approved, then to sensitise African governments to the importance of the Convention for facilitating intra-Africa mobility, and to obtain their signatures. There is also need to create awareness about the Arusha Convention and its important role in promoting academic mobility among African higher education institutions. 
5.2 Harmonization of Degree Structures

Closely linked to the recognition of qualifications among African states is the need to have a framework of comparable and compatible qualifications of different African higher education systems, again to facilitate academic and professional mobility. This, however, does not imply that all countries should have the same degree structure or nomenclature, but it should be possible to compare any degree in the context of the three internationally recognised cycles of higher education – Bachelor, Master, Doctor. A key first step in comparing qualifications across the continent is the setting up of National Qualifications Frameworks, eventually leading to the setting up of Regional and Continental Qualifications Frameworks. Following the changes taking place in France under the Bologna Process, several Francophone African universities have already embarked on the reform of their qualifications towards a common Licence, Maitrise, Doctorat (LMD) degree structure. 

Two instruments introduced under the Bologna Process to facilitate comparability of qualifications and encourage mobility can equally be applied to Africa. The first is the Credit Transfer System, which specifies the number of credits in a year of a cycle of study so that these can be transferred to another institution.  The application of credits to individual modules or to a year of study is already being implemented in many universities in Africa; what is required is to harmonise the range of credits for a particular cycle and create an African Credit Transfer System. The second is the Diploma Supplement, which is simply an attestation, attached to a qualification, providing details of modules taken, performance achieved and credits earned. This is particularly useful for promoting employability across the continent. 

5.3 Promoting Quality Assurance 
For a Higher Education and Research Space to be effective, it is imperative that the institutions therein satisfy the requirements of quality. Both institutional and national Quality Assurance systems are not well established in Africa. There are several barriers to implementing effective Quality Assurance (QA) at national or institutional levels, and these include high cost of implementation and lack of trained personnel. QA assumes all its importance because of increasing student enrolment relative to facilities for delivering quality higher education, and the rapidly growing private and cross-border higher education provision in Africa. 
However, significant progress has been made over the past few years. Between 2006 and 2010, at least eight national QA agencies have been established, spread throughout the regional economic communities, e.g. Liberia and Sierra Leone in West Africa and Lesotho in the SADC region. At the regional level, the Conseil Africain et Malgache pour l’Enseignement Supérieur (CAMES), for example, has taken key steps in strengthening QA, especially with regard to LMD reforms.  Human and institutional capacity building has been stepped up with over 300 higher education practitioners in the region trained since 2006 in implementing institutional internal and external QA practices through a partnership between the UNESCO Bamako Cluster Office and the Global University Network for Innovation (GUNI)-Africa. There is a plan in 2011 to implement a register of QA agencies for the purpose of documenting national and regional efforts and fostering collaboration and partnerships in QA. A 10-year Strategic Plan on QA is also being prepared. 

Another major step forward taken recently has been the setting up of the African Quality Assurance Network (AfriQAN) with its secretariat located at the Association of African Universities. The African Union is also actively promoting Quality Assurance in African higher education institutions as part of its harmonization strategy; it is currently implementing a Quality Rating Mechanism for African higher education institutions. 
5.4 Promoting Research and Postgraduate Training through Regional Centres of Excellence

In view of the limited capacity in science and technology in individual African countries, a concrete way of collaboration among African states to promote research and postgraduate training is through the creation of Regional Centres of Excellence.  Several such centres already exist. The International Centre for Insect Physiology and Ecology (ICIPE) was set up in Kenya way back in 1970 and is now a world reference in its field of specialisation. More recently, the International Institute for Water and Environmental Engineering (2IE), which has strong links with industry, was created in 2005 in Burkina Faso to carry out advanced training and research in areas that are directly relevant to Africa. The African Institute for Mathematical Sciences (AIMS) was established in South Africa in 2003 as a partnership of six international universities (Cambridge, Cape Town, Oxford, Paris Sud XI, Stellenbosch and Western Cape) to promote excellence in mathematics and sciences in Africa. Through its Next Einstein Initiative, AIMS plans to create 15 AIMS Centres across Africa over the next decade. 

A different concept in creating Regional Centres of Excellence is to network existing institutions. For example, the Carnegie Corporation of New York is promoting high quality graduate training in Africa through a programme known as the Regional Initiative for Science and Education (RISE), which was launched in 2007 and which makes use of African universities of proven excellence in specific disciplines as training nodes in a network. The New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) has also launched Networks of Centres of Excellence in Southern and Western Africa in the field of Water Sciences and Development, the one in Southern Africa being coordinated by Stellenbosch University, South Africa and the Western African one by University Cheikh Anta Diop, Senegal.  
The network approach is also being adopted by the African Union in its proposal to create the Pan African University (PAU). Five PAU Institutes, one in each of the five African regions and each specialising in a different field, will be identified, and each Institute will then network with other institutions in its respective field, thus creating a network of networks. The PAU Institutes and fields already identified are Nigeria in earth and life sciences, Cameroon in social and human sciences and governance, and Kenya in basic sciences technology and innovation. The host for an Institute in water and energy sciences in North Africa and the one in Southern Africa for space sciences have yet to be identified. This is a bold and innovative approach and it would certainly help in reinforcing the teaching and research capacity of existing institutions in fields that are very pertinent to Africa’s development. It should also, like other Centres of Excellence, assist in increasing postgraduate programmes in Africa, of which there is paucity at present, in order to improve capacity development in African higher education institutions. 
5.5 Promoting Open and Distance Learning

The statistics clearly indicate that Sub-Saharan Africa will never be able to dramatically increase its tertiary education enrolment ratio from the current 6% to at least 30% through traditional face-to-face delivery. Open and distance learning (ODL) will have to be resorted to, especially to cater for continuous adult education and training and re-training of teachers. Several countries (South Africa, Nigeria, Tanzania, Zimbabwe) have already established open universities and others (Kenya, Mauritius) are planning to do so. Many universities are also complementing their face-to-face teaching with distance learning materials, thus significantly increasing their enrolment. However, promoting ODL in Africa has its challenges. There are significant start-up costs involved; ODL requires well-trained personnel, a scarcity in Africa, for preparing the learning materials; and there must be adequate learner support in different locations of a country or region. Also, increasing access and enrolment through ODL is but one goal, achieving successful completion and ensuring quality are more difficult objectives to attain. There is need here for regional cooperation. This could be achieved through the African Council for Distance Education (ACDE), created in 2004 and having its secretariat in Kenya. The ACDE promotes research, policy and quality in ODL and fosters continental collaboration in order to increase access to education in Africa. 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) can significantly boost the promotion of ODL. To facilitate this process, there is now a global movement to make educational materials available freely online as Open Educational Resources (OER). In Africa, an interesting initiative, known as OER Africa, has recently been launched by the South African Institute for Distance Education (Saide), the objective being to develop and use OER across all education sectors on the African continent. OER Africa, which is based in Nairobi, Kenya, has developed projects and partnerships across Africa and can become a linchpin in the promotion of OER and ODL through ICT-based learning in Africa, especially for training teachers.

5.6 Using Information and Communication Technologies Effectively
For an African Higher Education and Research Area to be effective, the higher education institutions must be well-equipped to be able to communicate among themselves and other institutions around the world through ICT in order to acquire, produce and disseminate knowledge. However, the use of ICT in higher education in Africa faces many constraints and challenges. First, the national ICT infrastructure in most African countries is still poor. There are few telephone lines and telephone users, although access to mobile telephony is expanding exponentially. Internet user penetration is still by far the lowest than in any other world regions, the available bandwidth is low and, because of heavy reliance on private providers using satellites, the cost of high speed access to Internet is prohibitively high. Other constraints are interrupted electricity supply, lack of skilled technical and support staff and the absence of an enabling ICT policy at national and institutional levels. 
In spite of these challenges, several innovative and effective approaches in the use of ICT in higher education in Africa exist and can help in strengthening the higher education and research space. Since 2005, for example, the UNESCO Bamako Cluster Office ‘Virtual Institute for Higher Education in Africa’ (VIHEAF) has been deployed as a platform for training over 10,000 teachers in higher education institutions in Africa in various modules such as modern methods of teaching and learning; use of ICT and other new technologies; and innovative methods of evaluating higher education learning. ICT has also been deployed, since 2008, for conducting cutting edge scientific research using internet-based high-cost equipment located in research laboratories in the US, especially at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. And, to address the need for capacity building in the use of ICT for research, the UNESCO Bamako Cluster Office, in collaboration with partners including GUNI-Africa, has organised a series of workshops for enhancing the capacity of African researchers in modern methods of conducting research and in fostering collaboration among young researchers and their senior colleagues. 
Experience has shown that, in the field of ICT, concerted action at national, regional and continental level can be very effective.  The creation of Research and Education Networks (RENs), as promoted by the Association of African Universities, can go a long way in, for example, getting institutions to form a consortium with a view to getting preferential tariffs from internet providers. Africa is now on its way to be adequately connected to the rest of the world through submarine fibre optic cables. African countries and universities must therefore be poised to fully and effectively use ICT in teaching, learning and research. 

6. Regional Initiatives 
A number of regional initiatives aiming at harmonising higher education at the regional level are under way, mostly through regional university associations. These could become the building blocks towards the creation of a continental higher education and research space. Some of these associations and their initiatives are outlined below. 
The Association of Arab Universities (AArU), whose membership includes universities in the eight North African Arab countries, has created databases of faculty members and research areas and publications in its members with a view to encouraging collaboration and mobility. An Arab Network for Open and Distance Education (ANODED) was set up in 1996. The AArU is also playing an active role in promoting QA and has set up a Board for Quality Assurance and Accreditation. An Arab Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ANQAHE) has been set up. To promote collaborative research, the Federation of Arab Scientific Research Councils has designated Research Councils in various countries as focal points in a number of scientific areas, such as Biotechnology in Egypt, Remote Sensing in Libya and New and Renewable Energy in Sudan.  
The Conseil Africain et Malgache pour l’Enseignement Supérieur (CAMES), covering most of the Francophone African higher education institutions, enhances mutual recognition of qualifications, assists in the promotion of academic staff and facilitates academic mobility. It is also implementing the LMD reform among its members, which will help to bridge the difference between the higher education systems in Anglophone and Francophone African countries. 
The Inter University Council for East Africa (IUCEA), which groups the public universities in five East African countries (Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda and Burundi), has put in place a system of cooperation among universities in the region, thus facilitating academic mobility. Since 2006 it has embarked on developing a regional higher education Quality Assurance (QA) programme, the main focus of which is to create a viable East African Region QA Framework. Its QA initiatives are supported by the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) of Germany. There have been several positive outcomes, including the production of QA manuals which are being used by the universities in establishing institutional QA units.     

The Southern African Regional Universities Association (SARUA), which groups the heads of public universities in the 15 countries of the Southern African Development Community (SADC) region, was created in 2005. In its first three years of existence, SARUA has focused on establishing the basic profile of the region by undertaking extensive research in this regard. More than eight studies have been undertaken on various aspects of higher education and a handbook as a guide to the public universities in the region has been published. Several recommendations have emerged for strengthening the sector. These recommendations were adopted by the SADC Ministers of Education and Training at their meeting held in March 2010. The recommendations relate to improving the collection of reliable data on higher education; improving coordination between higher education funding and planning; improving the effective use of ICTs; developing the science system in the region; and improving quality assurance. The establishment of a Technical Committee on higher education has further been proposed to develop the appropriate measures for strengthening the sector. SARUA also runs leadership and management workshops for its members. 

The West African Economic and Monetary Union (UEMOA), which comprises eight Francophone countries in West Africa, is assisting the member states, with the support of a grant from the African Development Bank (AfDB), to establish national QA systems and, at the regional level, to create a mechanism for monitoring, coordination and sharing of best practices in the LMD reform. UEMOA collaborates with CAMES, which is responsible for regional coordination of the LMD reform process as well as accreditation and QA. Capacity building in the use of ICTs for effective teaching and learning, in accreditation and QA, and in research also forms part of the LMD reform of UEMOA. Also in West Africa, mention should be made of the Network of Excellence in Higher Education in West Africa (REESAO), which groups several universities in the UEMOA countries, and whose objectives are to facilitate the LMD reform and promote revitalisation of higher education through institutional collaboration. 

The one non-university regional association in Africa is the Commonwealth Association of Polytechnics in Africa (CAPA). Its mission is to undertake advocacy and provide leadership and support in the development of adequate technical manpower for economic and industrial development of African Commonwealth countries. It has a membership of over 175 institutions and is currently actively promoting the use of ICT in Polytechnics.  
7. The Way Forward  

An important outcome of the brainstorming workshop held in Accra, Ghana in December 2010 was for the ADEA/WGHE to commission an analytical study on the creation of an African Higher Education and Research Space. The fields to be studied as well as the researchers, the time frame and the estimated cost were identified. An important issue the study would need to consider is how to muster political leadership, which is crucial for the creation of the Space. 

It is planned that the preliminary findings of the study will be presented at the Conference of Rectors, Vice-Chancellors and Presidents (COREVIP) of the Association of African Universities, which will be held in Stellenbosch, South Africa on 30 May-3 June 2011 under the theme “Strengthening the Space of Higher Education in Africa”. It is further intended that the finalised report of the study will be presented at the ADEA Triennial in December 2011. 
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