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Special Focus German education in the Arab world

German universities expand in Arab world
Amman

W 

hen the first batch of 
130 graduates from 
the German-Jor-
danian University 
(GJU) received their 

diplomas in November 2010, they 
were offered a year in Germany plus 
an internship semester there.

“Of the 50 who went, 42 re-
mained there,” said Ayham Qsous, 
a computer scientist who was one 
of the GJU students who spent 2011 
in Germany but returned to Jordan 
to take up a family business in his 
field.

“I miss Germany, speaking Ger-
man and being in a German envi-
ronment,” Qsous, 26, said, reflect-
ing on his education and exposure 
to German culture, values and tra-
ditions.

Many Arab youths like Qsous at-
tended one of the handful of Ger-
man universities mixed with do-
mestic partners in Egypt, Jordan 
and Oman. The schools compete 
with scores of the more popu-
lar British, American and French 
colleges because many in those 
countries are accustomed to the 
languages of their former colonial 
rulers.

Nonetheless, more German uni-
versities are planned, including one 
in Doha, which is expected to open 
in 2016. It will be the first private 
German university with the top 
cadre comprised of native German 
educators.

Germany’s recent policy that at-
tracted hundreds of refugees from 
Syria and Iraq was an eye-opener 
to many across the globe of the 
country’s quiet but sturdy moves 
towards embracing young migrants 
from the Middle East.

“Besides it being humanitar-
ian, the reason is demographic,” 
said Rayan Abdullah, a dean at the 

Academy of Visual Arts in Leipzig, 
Germany. He is one of four Arab 
investors in and the creator of the 
German university to be built in 
Doha.

“Because of the ageing popula-
tion, Germany needs these young 
aliens to learn the language, cul-
ture, values and traditions and pass 
them on to other generations,” Ab-
dullah explained in a telephone in-
terview.

Referring to Germany’s educa-
tional engagement in the Middle 
East, Abdullah said it was designed 
to “build the bridges between Ger-
many and the various Arab coun-
tries”.

Another reason is the “unique” 
system of German education, 
which heavily depends on research, 
remarked Abdullah, who is credited 
with helping alter the coat of arms 
of Germany, known as the Bunde-
sadler or Reichsadler.

“The system of higher education 
in the Arab world is way below the 
German standards,” added the pro-
fessor.

Explaining Germany’s approach 
to its educational programmes 
abroad, Isabell Mering of the Ger-
man Academic Exchange Service 
(DAAD) said her country has three 
models of what is called “transna-
tional education (TNE)”.

That includes individual study 
programmes abroad, branch cam-
puses and bi-national institutions 
or those with international partners 
like the mixed universities in Jordan 
and Egypt, according to Mering.

The programmes aim at “pro-
moting internationalisation efforts 
at German universities, helping 
developing countries build their 
own systems of higher education 
and supporting German studies 
and German language programmes 
abroad,” Mering said.

DAAD is overseeing “70 different 
projects all around the globe, with 
a concentration of TNE projects in 
Asia, Eastern Europe and the Mid-
dle East,” she said. DAAD, an as-
sociation of German institutions 

of higher education, is an autono-
mous self-governing body of the 
universities and is funded by the 
German government.

Admittedly, Mering explained 
that the TNE sector has for a long 
time been “seen as a primarily An-
glo-Saxon phenomenon with the 
major stakeholders of Australian, 
British and American universities”.

“The German TNE engagement 
started later and took a different 
turn compared to its Australian, 
British and American forerunners 
but proved to be very successful in 
its own way”, added Mering, who 
heads TNE’s projects in the Middle 
East, Asia, Africa and Latin Ameri-
ca.

“In part, this can be explained by 
the fact that German universities 
were encouraged and supported 
to venture abroad by the German 
government via the DAAD as part of 

the government’s higher education 
internationalisation strategy,” she 
maintained.

Mering insisted that a key word 
for the German educational en-
gagement abroad “is ‘sustainabil-
ity’, as the supported TNE study 
programmes aim to foster bilateral 
scientific exchange on a long-term 
basis and strengthen higher edu-
cation infrastructures in their host 
countries”.

For students, the benefit comes 
from “an addition to the study op-
portunities within their reach”, 
while the involved German institu-
tions of higher education “benefit 
from an improved position in the 
international education market”, 
according to Mering.

“At the same time and because of 
the strong practical orientation of 
German TNE projects, the universi-
ties benefit as well from intensified 

industry contacts and an extension 
of their course portfolios.”

Many Arabs, especially students 
such as Qsous, praise the transfer of 
the illustrious German know-how 
to the Arabs. But some warn it may 
be another form of colonialism.

“My university education was 
very beneficial because the exten-
sive research and the practical im-
plementation of certain methods 
on the ground expanded my hori-
zons,” Qsous noted.

But for Ahmed Oweidi Abbadi, a 
former Jordanian lawmaker and a 
professor of Arabic literature, the 
German moves “are tantamount to 
a new colonialist approach”.

“The British, French, Italians, 
Americans and others once con-
trolled Arab lands with their guns 
and tanks,” he said.

“Now, the Germans are after 
Arab minds to control through the 
books.”
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Germany’s recent 
policy that attracted 
hundreds of 
refugees from Syria 
and Iraq was an 
eye-opener to many.

“The system of 
higher education in 
the Arab world is 
way below the 
German standards.”

Costs and benefits of German education in Egypt

Cairo

T 

hree years ago, Sultan 
Mohamed made a “trans-
forming” visit to Germa-
ny. The trip was short but 
it was an eye-opener for 

the then 18-year-old.
“It’s a great industrial nation,” 

Mohamed said. “It’s a country that 
managed to make progress in all 
fields.”

It is then no wonder why Mo-
hamed enrolled at the German Uni-
versity in Cairo (GUC) after gradu-
ating from high school in 2012.

Around 10,000 students are 
in GUC’s undergraduate studies 
and 500 others are in post-grad-
uate programmes. The university 
opened in 2003, working in con-
junction with German institutions 
in Ulm and Stuttgart.

GUC was the first integrated Ger-
man university outside its native 
home to offer bachelor’s, master’s 
and doctorate programmes. De-
grees are offered in 71 specialty 
fields — 31 undergraduate and 40 
postgraduate.

The eastern Cairo GUC campus 
occupies 577,000 square metres 
and includes a major recreation 
area and an industrial park.

On its website, the university 
prides itself on integrating aca-
demia, research and industry to-

gether. This was one reason why 
Mohamed decided to enroll three 
years ago.

A business administration major, 
Mohamed said study and practice 
were so intertwined in university 
courses, making the programme 
“useful” for life in the future.

“Study in the GUC is very elevat-
ed,” he said. “It is better than any 
other university in this country.”

Abdel Hafiz Tayel, director of 
the Egyptian Centre for Education 
Rights, does not share such enthu-
siasm. In an interview with The 

Arab Weekly, He insisted that non-
Egyptian universities were gaining 
ground in Egypt simply because 
state-offered education is “bad”.

“Otherwise, these universities 
will never thrive in a country like 
Egypt,” he maintained.

“We must admit that our educa-
tion is very bad and thus opens the 
door for the foreign universities to 
come in.”

Besides GUC, there is the Ameri-
can University in Cairo (AUC), 
which has operated in Egypt for 
several years. There are also Brit-

ish, French and Russian universi-
ties.

For Tayel, these universities are 
tools for spreading the culture of 
their mother countries in Egypt.

“Many countries would be inter-
ested in spreading their culture in 
Egypt because it is the most popu-
lous and important country in the 
Middle East,” he said.

The university’s industrial park 
opened in 2007 with the aim of 
linking education and research. 
That same year, the university in-
augurated a guest house in Ulm. 
Germany, to host researchers, aca-
demics and students in exchange 
programmes with sister universi-
ties.

In 2011, GUC opened an office 
in Berlin to promote international 
research and education activities. 
The office made it easier for re-
searchers from Egypt and Germany 
to cooperate in the pharmaceuti-
cal, engineering and management 
fields.

In 2012, a Berlin campus was es-
tablished to facilitate the transfer 
of not only German know-how and 
European technical knowledge.

Mohamed said he and his fam-
ily struggle with GUC’s fees, even 
as the university identifies itself 
as a “non-profit”. He said he paid 
$6,875 in annual tuition.

“There’s also a 7% fee hike every 
year,” he said. “This is so expen-
sive.”

Mohamed Essam, a freshman 

studying commerce, had the same 
complaint.

“Such fees are so expensive for 
many,” he said. “I’m so lucky that 
my parents consider my education 
a top priority.”

Essam and Mohamed both insist-
ed that the benefits of studying at a 
German university far outweigh the 
negatives, however.

Many students interviewed said 
they had a high regard for German 
policies, especially the move to ac-
cept tens of thousands of migrants 
from Iraq and Syria, which com-
pelled other European countries to 
be more open to immigrants.

They are also confident that 
when they graduate, they will find 
suitable jobs, despite the high un-
employment in the country.

“It is generally not easy for grad-
uates to find jobs,” Mohamed said. 
“GUC students have, however, a 
better chance because they are 
known to be quality graduates.”

Shady Sayed is an Egyptian 
journalist based in Cairo.
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“We must admit
that our education
is very bad and
thus opens the
door for the foreign 
universities to 
come in.”

A GUC professor making a presentation about the university 
recently.
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