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Quality education is essential for creating a sustainable human resource base upon which to 
build a country’s development. Asia is experiencing a growing need for skilled managers and 
professionals in a variety of fields. Investing in higher education will help developing Asian 
countries build high-income economies, with the innovation, knowledge, and technology 
needed to thrive in an interconnected, competitive world.

ADB has accumulated significant experience in providing support for improving education 
systems in its developing member countries. In response to the growing needs of these 
countries, ADB is boosting its support for higher education. The changing landscape of higher 
education requires new thinking and updated practices. Questions central to the issue include: 
What are the strategic and operational priorities for higher education in the region? How should 
support be targeted to achieve a high, sustainable impact? How can ADB best assist its 
developing member countries to substantially raise the quality of and expand access to higher 
education within a reasonable, yet ambitious, timeframe?

To provide insights into the kinds of changes demanded in higher education, ADB financed a 
major regional study drawing on the views of subject experts, higher education leaders, regional 
stakeholders, and participants of an international conference on higher education in Asia.

Higher Education in Dynamic Asia is the result of this study. I am confident that it will provide 
valuable input into the process of higher education reform across Asia. It will also provide 
critical input into ADB‘s work in assisting the region to develop the full potential of its people. 

Bindu N. Lohani
Vice-President (Knowledge Management  and Sustainable Development)
Asian Development Bank 

Foreword
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In many countries in developing Asia, higher education is rapidly expanding, a development 
that promises economic and social benefits for the countries involved.  The challenge remains 
to increase the number of well-educated higher education graduates with the abilities and 
skills needed for employment; for citizenship; and for productive, relevant research—without 
a significant increase in the funding available for higher education. Improving the internal 
efficiency of HEIs will require the continuing commitment and efforts of government leaders, 
institutional leaders, and academic staff. Quick interventions are unlikely to have much impact, 
since HEIs are complex and often resistant to change. A wiser approach, likely to have more 
impact, will view HEIs as systems in which substantive, long-lasting change requires using 
multiple strategic approaches. 

Using a systems approach, this volume begins with an examination of the external context 
affecting HEIs in Asia. The analysis then turns to a consideration of key elements of HEIs in 
Asia as complex organizations: the human and physical resources, including the academic 
staff who carry out the work of HEIs; key characteristics of the work of teaching, research, and 
service; the employment systems in higher education, including opportunities for professional 
development, evaluation processes, and incentive systems; and elements of institutional 
culture, including norms and values pertaining to autonomy and academic freedom, integrity, 
and collegiality.

Specific priorities for strengthening the internal efficiency of HEIs are identified, along with the 
rationale for their importance and recommendations for institutional actions. Recommendations 
also are made on how the Asian Development Bank and possibly other development partners 
can target their project support to help HEIs improve their internal efficiency. Recommendations 
underline the importance of improving instructional quality by enhancing the capacity of 
academic staff; continuing to focus and differentiate institutional missions within coordinated 
systems of higher education, and to balance resource allocations to support these goals; 
developing university-based research efforts consistent with specific institutional missions; 
and improving faculty incentive and evaluation systems. The recommendations would benefit 
private HEIs as well as public ones. In addition, to improve the internal efficiency of private HEIs 
in particular, specific recommendations are made for cultivating cross-institutional collaborative 
linkages of such HEIs.

Preface
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Introduction

Higher education institutions (HEIs) are critically important to the well-being of the 
countries in which they are situated. In most nations in Asia, higher education is rapidly 
expanding, a development that promises economic and social benefits. At the same 

time, expansion is accompanied by challenges and issues that require innovative thinking and 
policy decisions, dedication from the academic staff and institutional leaders who carry out the 
work of the HEIs, and thoughtful wrestling with vexing challenges that have no easy solutions. 
This publication focuses on the internal efficiency of HEIs in Asia, examining their work; the 
efficiency and effectiveness of that work; and the problems, dilemmas, and barriers they are 
facing in fulfilling their missions. It also offers recommendations for ways in which governments 
and HEIs themselves can improve internal efficiency, as well as suggestions for the role that 
development agencies, such as the Asian Development Bank (ADB), might take in supporting 
such efforts.  

HEIs in Asia are situated in a dynamic environment in which they face an array of expectations. 
They must meet these expectations while holding costs down and keeping quality high. These 
expectations include 

•	 offering support for the learning needs of a diverse student body as access to higher 
education expands;

•	 providing good teaching and offering up-to-date curricula that prepare graduates for the 
current labor market as well as for evolving workplace and societal needs; 

•	 producing research that leads to innovation and economic growth in an international, 
competitive world market; and

•	 preparing citizens to understand their roles as leaders, citizens, and family members in 
diverse local and global societies.

Internal educational efficiency concerns both quality and cost-effectiveness. Internally efficient 
educational institutions optimally allocate and use available resources to improve the quality 
of education and increase the products of the educational process. Efficiency is greatest when 
the inputs to an educational organization maximize the outputs produced. Inputs relevant to 
internal efficiency include human and physical resources, such as facilities and equipment, 
while outputs refer to student learning outcomes and achievement (Hanushek 2001, Haddad 
and Jurich 2002, Tsang 2002). Qualitative internal inefficiencies may be lowered by such issues 
as weak preparation and teaching effectiveness of instructional staff, inappropriate or outdated 
curricula, inadequate availability of instructional materials and resources, and employment 
systems in which expectations and rewards are out of alignment. Quantitative internal 
inefficiency may be evident in low student completion rates, low student/instructor ratios, and 
low evidence of student achievement of intended learning outcomes. 
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The central argument of this publication is that the internal efficiency of HEIs in Asia is not 
sufficiently robust to enable nations’ goals to be fully met. In recent years, access has widened, 
resulting in significant enrollment growth. However, emphasis on access (maximizing the 
student flow) to higher education is not enough to ensure internal efficiency and the production 
of desired outcomes. The challenge remains to increase the quality and quantity of the products 
of higher education—well-educated graduates and productive, relevant research—without an 
infusion of higher levels of funding. In response to this challenge, a key priority for governments  
and HEIs should be enhancing instructional quality by improving the capacity of instructional 
staff. HEIs must not only provide wide access; they must offer those admitted a high-quality 
learning environment and produce graduates with the abilities and skills needed for employment 
and citizenship. 

This publication also highlights four other priorities that will enhance internal efficiencies: 

•	 focusing and differentiating institutional missions within coordinated systems of higher 
education, and balancing resource allocations to support those goals; 

•	 strengthening university-based research efforts consistent with institutional missions; 
•	 improving faculty incentive and evaluation systems; and
•	 strengthening the quality of private higher education.

This publication takes a systems approach to analyzing HEIs as complex organizations, comprised 
of various subsystems, processes, and components (Weick 1976, Birnbaum 1988, Cohen and 
March 1991). As highlighted in Figure 1,1 the components of the organization addressed include 
(a) human and physical resources (inputs), including academic staff and facilities and equipment; 
(b) work activities of the institution, including the nature and process of carrying out teaching, 
research, and service; (c) employment systems, including opportunities for professional 
development, evaluation processes, and incentive and reward systems; and (d) institutional 
culture, including norms and values pertaining to autonomy and academic freedom, integrity, 
and collegiality. Leadership and governance processes, including administrative processes and 
internal institutional governance processes, also constitute a component of the organizational 
system; however, this component is discussed in depth in another publication. Figure 1 also 
shows how HEIs are situated within external contexts with factors that affect their internal 
efficiency and that impact the ways in which institutional outputs are valued and assessed. 
While acknowledging that the external environment includes a number of factors relevant to 
higher education (as discussed in another publication), this volume highlights four specific 
factors in the external environment with particular implications for internal efficiency: (a) demand 
for higher education, (b) quality and accountability, (c) privatization, and (d) competition  
and globalization.

As a prelude to discussing the internal efficiency of HEIs in Asia, one important caveat is in 
order. While the countries of Asia have distinct and noteworthy histories, cultures, and recent 
current events, this publication does not include an in-depth study of any country. The overall 

1 This approach is informed by and adapted from Austin (1998a, 1998b), who discussed a conceptual framework for 
organizational change; the multiframe model of organizational analysis of Bolman and Deal (1991), which highlights 
four frames (structural, human resources, political, and symbolic) as “lenses” through which to understand organi-
zational issues; and the work of Eckel et al. (2001) and Kezar (2001), which explains various models for understand-
ing organizational processes. 
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purpose of these publications is to examine key trends and issues with relevance to many of the 
countries in the region. The specific target countries for this analysis are Cambodia, Indonesia, 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR), Malaysia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and 
Viet Nam. At times in the analysis, it is useful to group some countries. Cambodia, Lao PDR, and 
Viet Nam are postconflict countries engaged in developing their HEIs within contexts of strong 
central government control. Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand, and, to some extent, 
Sri Lanka have more developed HEIs, with some degree of autonomy, and are positioned to 
have more presence at the current time in the international higher education landscape. The 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) and India, large countries engaged in huge expansion of their 
higher education systems, are mentioned from time to time for purposes of comparison but fall 
beyond the primary focus of this study. Many of the smaller countries in the region also have 
not been examined in depth for this publication.

 
Figure 1 Overview of Components of Internal Efficiency in  

Higher Education Institutions
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External Environment
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•	 Quality and Accountability
•	 Privatization
•	 Competition and Globalization
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The publication is organized in three parts:

•	 a brief discussion of three key trends in the external context relevant to internal efficiency 
(more extensive analysis of the external environment is provided in another publication),

•	 analysis of key subsystems and components of HEIs and their relevance in regard to 
internal efficiency, and

•	 recommendations for strengthening the internal efficiency of HEIs in Asia. 
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External Context

HEIs function within a broad national and global context. The external environment 
affects the resources (inputs) available to the institution, the employment systems of 
the institution, and the culture within which the work is done. The external environment 

also frames the expectations for the outcomes or products of the university’s work—the kind of 
graduates a university should produce, the kind of research it should do, and the kind of roles 
it should play in society. One key development in the external context is the increasing demand 
for higher education as the economies of Asian nations grow and the numbers of young people 
increase. This publication argues that access and expansion must be coupled with attention to 
instructional quality in order to ensure that those who enter HEIs actually reach the educational 
outcome levels that such access is intended to achieve. In fact, some countries may need to 
reduce the pace of expanding access for a period of time in order to ensure that educational 
quality catches up with wider opportunity. 

In addition to the growing demand for higher education, three other trends in the external 
context merit specific attention in this publication, as each relates directly to internal efficiency:

•	 growing concerns about quality and accountability,
•	 the shift toward privatization, and
•	 increased interinstitutional and cross-national competition coupled with the push for world-

class universities.

Growing Concerns about Quality and Accountability

Accompanying the expansion of access to higher education are voices of concern about the 
quality of the learning experience that students encounter once they enter HEIs. Unemployment 
rates invite questions about internal efficiency and particularly about the quality of preparation 
students receive for the workplace. Examples are available from many countries throughout Asia.

Countries such as PRC, Indonesia, and Thailand can claim that more than one-fifth of 
employees hold tertiary level degrees (World Bank Blog 2010). Nevertheless, employers 
lament that prospective employees do not have the attitudes and skills needed in a global 
economy. One estimate suggests that only about 10% of the 1.6 million engineers in the PRC 
have the qualifications appropriate for work in multinational companies (Hvistendahl 2009). In 
Sri Lanka, many graduates, particularly those from distance education and university external 
degree programs and those with arts and management degrees, cannot find jobs in the private 
sector. Reasons include insufficient English language and information technology skills and the 
inability to adapt well to work environments. Graduates end up working in public “make-work 
schemes,” unable to find jobs in the private sector (World Bank 2009). Similar reports about 
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higher education in Cambodia emphasize that rapid expansion has been coupled with a lack 
of quality control so that graduates do not have the skills needed in the workplace (Chealy 
2006). While firm figures are elusive, estimates suggest that up to 90% of graduates from 
private institutions in Cambodia are unemployed 1 year after graduation or take jobs outside 
their fields; the comparable figure for graduates from public institutions is only 3% (Ford 2006). 

A way to summarize this problem is “not enough skilled workers, high rates of graduate 
unemployment, frustration all around despite high rates of economic growth” (World Bank Blog 
2010). One hypothesis is that unemployment rates may be due to the low quality of tertiary 
education and insufficiently relevant curricula. Another is that graduates may have unrealistic 
expectations about labor market opportunities. Both may be true. 

In response to these concerns, most countries have or are developing formal mechanisms 
to assess quality. Strategies include encouraging internal institutional programs to monitor 
and assess quality, and developing national standards; expected outcomes; and systems of 
assessment, measurement, and accreditation. A number of countries are developing national 
qualifications frameworks and are wrestling with strategies to honor diversity while upholding 
recognized standards of quality (UNESCO 2008). For example, in Cambodia in 2003, a royal 
decree established the Accreditation Committee of Cambodia. Despite some early problems, 
it has made progress, including defining minimum standards for all HEIs, mandating that all 
HEIs must be accredited to confer degrees, and recruiting external assessors (Chealy 2006,  
Ford 2006). In Malaysia in 2007, an act of Parliament established the Malaysian Qualifications 
Agency to serve as a national regulatory body and to provide accreditation, based on 
international standards, for certificates, diplomas, and degrees awarded by private universities 
(UNESCO 2008).

Shift toward Privatization

As demand for higher education increases, privatization is seen as a practical way to handle 
larger enrollments. In many institutions, public funding is not keeping pace with increasing 
enrollments (Rizvi et al. 2005). Several strategies are used in response. Many universities, even 
those that are public, now charge full or partial tuition recovery costs. Additional ways in which 
universities raise extra funds are by conducting research for industry, publishing textbooks 
and study guides, selling the professional services of academic staff, and levying special fees 
(Bray and Thomas 1998, cited in Welch 2007). Additionally, an emerging trend is the blurring 
between public and private HEIs as public institutions are urged to find more private sources to 
supplement their support from the government (UNESCO 2008: 3). The most noteworthy form 
of privatization, however, is the establishment of private HEIs.

Statistics from several countries provide examples of the shift toward privatization. Indonesia 
and Philippines (as well as India) now have more than 50% of their higher education enrollment 
in private institutions (UNESCO Institute for Statistics [UIS] Education Database [May, 2005], 
cited in Kapur and Crowley 2008). In Indonesia in 1975, private institutions numbered less 
than 400; by 1995, there were 1200, and by 2007, approximately 1800 (Indonesian Statistics 
2002, cited in Welch 2007). Lao PDR, Malaysia, and Mongolia have 25%−50% of their students 
attending private institutions (UIS Education Database [May, 2005], cited in Kapur and Crowley 
2008). In Malaysia, there were no private universities in 1995, while in 2008 there were almost 
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600 (UNESCO 2008:2). Twinning arrangements with international HEIs (discussed in depth in 
another publication) are often part of the private sector arrangements in Malaysia. In Cambodia, 
the presence of private sector HEIs is quite new, but growth has been rapid and uncontrolled. 
By 2004, 83% of the total higher education enrollment was in private and fee-paying institutions, 
including both nonprofit and for-profit (Sloper 2004, cited in Chealy 2006). Some countries are 
still early to this trend. Private higher education is quite new in Sri Lanka, with most private 
institutions having fewer than 1000 students (World Bank 2009), and Viet Nam has little private 
higher education (UIS Education Database [May, 2005], cited in Kapur and Crowley 2008). 

Explanations for this increase in private higher education include claims that it can provide 
greater efficiency, more accountability, and opportunities for students to have more access 
and choice. Supporters assert that private higher education can be more responsive to market 
demands and, thus, can lower graduate unemployment rates; and that it increases competition 
and, thus, quality. An additional assertion is that private HEIs reduce the financial burden 
on governments for providing higher education (Wilkinson and Yussof 2005). Supporters of 
privatization in higher education see it “as a practical solution to the problems of increased 
demand” (Rizvi et al. 2005:29). These claims, however, are met with strong concerns and 
counterarguments. 

The greatest concern—and one that is very relevant to this publication—pertains to quality. 
Asia has the majority of private HEIs in the world—but the private sector is lowest in the 
prestige order among academic institutions in the world. In most cases, the private sector 
provides access at the expense of quality (Altbach 2010). Some characterize private HEIs as 
“at best teaching shops” (Kapur and Crowley 2008:18). As discussed later in regard to faculty 
issues, many of the academic positions in private HEIs are not full-time. Overall, academic staff 
are less well credentialed than their counterparts in public education, and they are typically 
not concerned with knowledge creation. Furthermore, many private institutions are situated 
outside major living areas, perhaps one reason that they tend to be less well regulated than 
public universities. One result of less regulation is that they often have inadequate facilities, 
laboratories, and libraries (Welch 2007).

A second concern is that the private institutions undermine equity even as access expands. 
There are concerns that in some cases “poor students are seen to have access only to poor 
quality private higher education” (UNESCO 2008:6). Furthermore, private institutions, particularly 
those that are respected, often have high fees. In Indonesia, for example, the per capita income 
in poorer regions, where private institutions tend to be located, is about one-tenth of the per 
capita income in Jakarta. Whereas at public HEIs fees range from about $100 to $400, at 
private institutions the fees range from $100 to $1000 (and fees are only 15%−20% of the total 
costs) (World Bank 1996:3, cited in Welch 2007).

A third concern is that, with their orientation to the labor market, private institutions emphasize 
private benefits from higher education rather than the social benefits that could accrue from 
research productivity and attention to broad learning outcomes (Wilkinson and Yussof 2005). 
In short, critics note, privatization emphasizes knowledge as a marketable commodity rather 
than a social good (Lee 2003). However, the apparent attention to market demands does not 
necessarily result in high employment rates for graduates, due to skepticism about the quality 
of their credentials.
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Overall, the growth of the private sector in higher education is a major development in response 
to demands for expansion of higher education. But while the impact and benefits of private 
HEIs vary by national context, there is widespread concern about the quality, efficiency, and 
effectiveness of the private sector. 

Increased Interinstitutional and Cross-National Competition 

At the same time that the rapid expansion of higher education and the trend toward privatization 
have raised concerns about quality, countries are experiencing heightened competition within 
the higher education sector. This competition can impact institutional quality and international 
efficiency in several ways. 

Within a country, institutions compete for funding, qualified students, and physical resources. 
While competition might be expected to lead universities to focus on improving their internal 
efficiency, it can sometimes undermine quality. In Cambodia, for example, the considerable 
competition among private institutions is leading to the lowering of fees. This trend toward 
reduced revenue, coupled with inattention to applying regulations that would support quality, 
results in weak institutions, expressed in high unemployment of graduates (Ford 2006).

In the international context, countries race to create world-class universities to engage in 
cutting-edge research that contributes to economic growth, innovation, and international 
leadership. Garnering prestige in the international knowledge economy is a motivating factor. 
International rankings of universities report the results of the ongoing institutional competition 
for international recognition. The rankings published annually by the Times Higher Education 
Supplement (THES) and the Shanghai Jiao Tong University are followed closely. The stakes are 
high. For example, when the September 2005 posting of the THES rankings revealed that the 
top two Malaysian universities had fallen about 100 places, due to changes in the calculation 
system, the repercussions included a call for a royal commission to explore what had happened. 
Additionally, the Vice Chancellor of the University of Malaysia resigned (Salmi 2009). 

Developing world-class universities is a formidable challenge. Altbach has summarized the 
situation: “everyone wants one, no one knows what it is, and no one knows how to get one” 
(Altbach 2004a, cited in Salmi 2009:4). Research on these elite institutions, however, highlights 
some essential ingredients. They need a critical mass of highly capable faculty members 
and students; top-notch facilities and resources that support high-level research; a range 
of disciplinary strengths; competitive remuneration for faculty; an environment that values 
meritocratic advancement, collaboration, and academic freedom; and government support for 
innovation and institutional autonomy (Salmi 2009, Altbach 2010, Levin 2010b). 

Whether national resources are best directed toward the creation of world-class universities 
is a debatable question. While some countries can probably succeed in this goal if they focus 
their resources on specific institutions, it is not necessary for every institution to strive to be 
“world-class” (Levin 2010b). In his thorough analysis of the trend and aspirations toward world-
class institutions, Salmi (2009) argues that a wiser strategy for some countries may be to focus 
the talents and resources in HEIs on local communities and their needs. In fact, he suggests, 
creating HEIs whose quality outpaces the level of opportunities open to graduates within the 
country may intensify the process of brain-drain to other countries. 



ExTERNAL CONTExT 9

Certainly not all HEIs can be “world-class.” However, the press for status and ranking is part of 
the external environment affecting each institution’s internal efficiency. Some institutions may 
make decisions based on aspirations for higher status and ranking; others may struggle for 
resources to meet their missions in national contexts, whereas other institutions are targeted 
for special support.

Implications: Relationship of External Context to Internal Efficiency

The work internal to a university never occurs in a vacuum. The external environment creates 
expectations and conditions in which the institutional work occurs. Three trends in the external 
environment are particularly relevant to analysis of the internal efficiency of HEIs in Asia and 
identification of strategies to strengthen them: First, the dramatic increase in enrollment in 
recent years across Asia has created a situation wherein the quality of the learning experience 
does not match the promise associated with enrollment. Universities and their academic staff 
face large numbers of students with diverse learning needs. Employers are unconvinced of 
the quality of graduates’ qualifications. The time has come to improve instructional quality 
to match the successes of efforts to expand access. Second, the shift toward privatization 
is creating a large set of institutions where quality is compromised by low faculty credentials 
and commitment. These institutions must improve if they are to optimize their contributions 
to national education goals. Third, the competition among institutions is leading to cost-
cutting strategies that can ultimately undermine educational quality and internal efficiency. 
Furthermore, international competition encourages countries to allocate substantial resources 
to a few institutions designated as research pillars, often at the expense of less prestigious 
institutions that carry the bulk of the teaching mission. As a set, these three trends in the 
external environment, as they affect HEIs, make analysis of internal efficiency both timely  
and important. 
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This chapter analyzes the internal efficiency of HEIs in Asia, guided by the conceptual 
framework presented in Figure 1. Each component of the framework is analyzed in 
regard to trends, themes, and concerns. Following the analysis of each component in the 

framework is a summary of implications for internal efficiency. (While leadership and governance 
processes constitute a key component in the framework presented in Figure 1, this component 
is discussed in another publication.)

The information and analysis in this chapter are based on a review of the relevant literature 
as well as the discussion and analysis that occurred in a major regional workshop sponsored 
by ADB on the topic of “Faculty Development in Dynamic Asia.” That workshop, organized 
as part of the regional technical assistance on Higher Education in Dynamic Asia and held in 
June 2010, convened higher education leaders and academic staff from Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Philippines, Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam. Key issues raised in the workshop 
parallel the major themes in the literature on higher education in Asia (see Table 1). Specific 
points, examples, and conclusions that emerged in the workshop are indicated in various 
places throughout this analysis.

Table 1 Issues, Tensions, and Challenges of Concern regarding Faculty  
as a Key Resource

Topics of Concern

Primary

Recruiting and Retaining Highly Qualified Academic Staff

Relationship of Teaching and Research

Opportunities for Professional Development

Evaluation Processes

Additional

Quality of Facilities

Impact of Market Issues on Higher Education

Academic Freedom

National Higher Education Policies

Quality of Students

Note: The issues were identified and prioritized by higher education leaders and academic staff at a major 
workshop held at the Asian Development Bank in June 2010.

Components that Contribute 
to Internal Efficiency of Higher 
Education Institutions
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In places throughout this chapter, countries are grouped to indicate similar circumstances. For 
example, Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam are characterized by more central government 
control of higher education than the other countries, and, thus, issues concerning faculty 
autonomy are similar across these countries. On other issues, themes or trends play out across 
all the countries in similar ways, or groupings fall out differently.

Mission

At the center of the diagram depicting key system components in higher education organizations 
is institutional mission (see Figure 1). An efficient and effective HEI has a clear mission that is 
supported by the system components. Without a clear mission, an organization’s efficiency 
and effectiveness are compromised. A significant problem confronting HEIs in Asia is the array 
of conflicting expectations they face. These include pressures to provide higher education for 
more students and more diverse students, to prepare students for employment in both local 
and international labor markets, to develop internationally competitive research programs, to 
contribute to local and national economic development, to do more with fewer resources, to 
attract new sources of revenue, and to increase quality overall (Chapman 2009). In the face of 
such potentially conflicting pressures, effective institutions need to clarify their mission and 
priorities, and align the organizational subsystems and components so that all efforts work 
together to advance the mission.  

Human and Physical Resources/Inputs

The resources of an HEI are its faculty, facilities, equipment, and working environment.

Academic Staff

The academic staff members of an HEI are its greatest resource. They carry out the mission 
of the institution and largely determine its quality. HEIs need academic staff with solid content 
knowledge; effective teaching and communication skills; and, if knowledge creation is part of 
the mission, some level of research competence. Yet, the rapid expansion of higher education 
in Asia has resulted in a great shortage of qualified academics, a development that seriously 
threatens quality.

Need for Pedagogical Expertise
The expansion of access to higher education has increased the need for talented and committed 
faculty members. Meeting the needs of a wide diversity of students with various learning styles 
requires faculty members with expertise in using an array of teaching skills. For example, 
with less-prepared students pursuing higher education, teachers must know how to handle 
students’ remedial needs. In a recent ADB-sponsored regional workshop concerning faculty 
work in higher education, participants expressed particular concern about the challenges of 
teaching unmotivated students. They lamented that students do not strive to meet academic 
expectations, neglect to read and to prepare for class, and follow a culture of passivity that 
apparently had been acceptable in their primary and secondary education (ADB 2010). In this 
context, teachers must understand what factors motivate learning and how to apply those 
motivators within their classrooms. Adults are particularly attracted to the open universities 
that educate large numbers of students as well as to the external degree programs offered 
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at many institutions. Adult students often have different approaches to learning than younger 
students, as well as many demands in their lives, including families and work, calling for 
their attention. Academic staff who teach adult students should be expert in using effective 
strategies particularly appropriate for the circumstances and learning needs of this population. 
Furthermore, teaching with technology or through distance learning requires creative teaching 
strategies that capture the interest of students across time and space. Viewed as an input 
into higher education, academic staff need to have the pedagogical expertise to support the 
learning needs of many different students. 

Quality Concerns
Although the need is great for academic staff with excellent teaching skills, the academic 
profession in Asia varies with regard to faculty members’ qualifications. While there are a small 
number of well-qualified professors, often holding doctoral degrees from foreign universities, 
the great majority of academic staff have very modest credentials (Altbach 2003). Many are 
young, particularly those in the private institutions, and come to their academic work with little 
hands-on work experience. Many have little preparation as teachers. The inability of some to 
communicate in English is another concern, especially when countries are striving to prepare 
graduates to work effectively within internationally oriented workplaces. 

Many faculty members hold only a bachelor’s degree. Those without advanced degrees have 
not had the opportunity to develop deep-level subject matter expertise or to be exposed to 
new developments in their fields, shortcomings likely to diminish the quality of their teaching. 
Furthermore, without specialized knowledge in their fields, as well as the research training that 
is part of advanced education, they are unprepared to engage in research.

Examples
•	 In Indonesia in the mid-1990s, within public HEIs, only 30% of the academic staff 

had degrees higher than the bachelor’s, while the comparable figure in private in-
stitutions was 11% (World Bank 1996, cited in Welch 2007). In 1997, only 8.6% 
of academics in public institutions held doctorates, with a lower figure in private 
institutions (Buchori and Malik 2004). 

•	 In Sri Lanka in 2009, 40% of academic staff held a doctorate, but the variation 
across institutions was considerable; in the newer institutions the figure was less 
than 30% (World Bank 2009). 

•	 Malaysia requires that public university academic staff members have master’s  
degrees and has formulated a “medium-term” goal to raise to 75% the number of 
lecturers who have doctorates (World Bank 2009). 

Recruitment, Retention, and Salary Issues 
The lack of quality among academic staff is coupled with the difficulty of recruiting staff. While 
some status is associated with an academic position, salaries are typically not competitive, 
particularly in comparison with those in private firms and industry (Lee 2003). Academic staff 
members in Asia are generally part of the civil service system, which restricts salaries to specific 
scales that cannot compete with other sectors; furthermore, real income for civil servants can 
fall precipitously when inflation occurs. While academic staff members in Asia often receive 
compensation and benefits beyond salary, such as housing supplements, medical support, 
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and car loans, these incentives do not make up for noncompetitive salaries (Lee 2003). When 
salaries are low in comparison with remuneration in other professional settings, recruitment into 
the academic profession is difficult. Other opportunities are more attractive. 

Examples
•	 In the Lao PDR, the salaries of university faculty, despite their greater qualifications, 

are only somewhat more than those of primary school teachers and slightly more 
than those of upper secondary teachers. Since they are members of the civil ser-
vice, the government cannot adjust their salaries in the face of significant inflation 
such as occurred in 1998 (Chapman 2002). 

•	 In Thailand, the move toward autonomous universities means that new faculty 
members are hired as “university personnel” rather than as civil servants, as was 
the earlier practice. While salary scales are designed to retain attractiveness, those 
hired recently into the university personnel system lament the greater benefits  
(such as lifetime health benefits) perceived to be associated with civil servant  
status (ADB 2010). 

•	 In the Philippines, not only is initial recruitment into faculty work difficult; retaining 
staff is a related challenge. Many lecturers in mathematics, science, special educa-
tion, English, and early childhood education are moving to the United States (US) 
to work in special education and basic education (ADB 2010).  

•	 In Malaysia, departure from academic positions has risen. In 1990, attrition  
from the faculty ranks at Universiti Sains Malaysia was 7%, and in 2000, 27%  
(Lee 2003). 

Given the challenges of finding and retaining qualified faculty, what options can institutions 
pursue? Three routes are typical: hiring their own graduates, seeking faculty members from 
overseas, and “borrowing” or hiring part-time academic staff. When an HEI hires its own 
graduates, the staff person knows the culture, expectations, and priorities. However, “in-
breeding,” as this practice is called, carries liabilities. The practice limits the new ideas and 
creativity that often come into an institution with faculty members whose preparation and 
experience occurred elsewhere. In some countries, where norms of deference to seniors are 
deeply engrained in the culture, junior academics who studied under the senior staff are likely 
to hesitate to introduce alternative perspectives or to pursue new avenues of work (Lai and Lo 
2007). While hiring from within may make easier the initial transition of a new staff person, the 
disadvantages have led many well-regarded and long-established universities in other parts 
of the world to develop informal norms that preclude hiring a graduate until he or she has 
developed a respected career at another institution. 

Academics who have international credentials (especially from Europe, United Kingdom, or 
US) bring prestige and fresh ideas to a university. Thus, some universities seek expatriates, if 
they can afford them. While the “brain drain” to other countries has been a concern in Asia, 
many scholars who have studied overseas now find ways to stay connected with their home 
countries. Some choose to return permanently to help strengthen higher education at home; 
others remain abroad but serve as consultants, advisors, or visiting faculty members for  
short-term periods (Altbach 2003). These academics with international degrees often assume 
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the role of the “power elite” (Altbach 2003:7); they are respected and knowledgeable about 
both their own countries and higher education norms and practice overseas. However, while 
they bring new ideas as well as prestige to an institution, they also may be more oriented to 
research than teaching (a preference that may not align with actual faculty responsibilities). They 
also may be perceived as arrogant by colleagues who have not had international experience. 
Another problem is that expatriate faculty members hired on term appointments may express 
minimal institutional commitment. They may see their greater priorities as the enrichment of 
their own credentials in order to be competitive for other appointments elsewhere (Selvaratnam 
1994, cited in Lee 2003). 

The third source available for institutions seeking academic staff is hiring part-time faculty 
members or “borrowing” staff members who already hold positions at other institutions. This is 
a widespread practice in Asia that seriously undermines quality. The next section discusses the 
prevalence of outside employment for academic staff, which meets a need for institutions trying 
to fill empty positions while also addressing the interests of poorly remunerated academics 
seeking ways to enhance their incomes. However, while such an arrangement meets short-
term individual and institutional needs, it also significantly undercuts the quality of academic 
work (teaching, research, institutional citizenship) both at the primary employing institution and 
at the institution making the part-time appointment. This problem of hiring part-time faculty is 
especially keen among private HEIs.

Outside Employment
Even when individuals are recruited to work in HEIs, their focus is often not solely on their 
primary place of employment. In response to inadequate compensation, many academic staff 
find employment elsewhere. Those working in public universities commonly moonlight at other 
institutions, often at the private HEIs. 

Examples
•	 In Indonesia, “well over half” of public sector academic staff had second jobs 

teaching or in management at other HEIs, or took other outside employment (World 
Bank 1996:5, cited in Welch 2007:674). 

•	 An arrangement at the National University of Lao PDR provides an interesting  
example of the way in which faculty work is combined with outside employment, 
in this case with the acknowledgement and agreement of the university (Chap-
man 2002). Facing serious budget constraints that imperil the university’s ability 
to provide competitive compensation to its academic staff, National University  
allows faculty to consult or run private businesses out of the university. One form 
of this arrangement is that faculty members run private instructional programs in 
the evening in high-demand fields such as English language, for which they charge 
high tuition. Income from such activities is substantial and helps retain the instruc-
tional staff. However, in doing this kind of “extracurricular work” and other forms of 
consulting, academic staff are less available for advising students who attend the 
university’s day programs, preparing for teaching their university courses, doing 
research, or participating in other aspects of university work. 

Inadequate compensation in Asian universities is creating a trade-off with immense implications 
for institutional quality. The compensation for academic work is insufficient and noncompetitive 
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in most countries unless universities allow academic staff to take on outside employment. Yet the 
arrangement results in little time for faculty interaction with students, in short office hours, and 
in constrained time and attention for teaching preparation and other academic responsibilities. 

Academic Staff at Private Universities
Problems of faculty shortages, insufficient qualifications, inadequate compensation, and low 
institutional commitment are even worse at private institutions than at public ones. While the 
private institutions help countries meet the rising demand for higher education, the quality they 
offer is typically low. Private HEIs hire many part-time lecturers to save costs and to manage 
in the face of shortages of qualified full-time academic staff (Lee 2003). Many of the part-time 
academic staff at private institutions are employed full-time as teachers elsewhere, often at 
public institutions. Others are senior academic staff who have retired from public universities, or 
individuals working full-time in industry or business. Typically, the faculty at private institutions 
are less qualified in terms of degree attainment than their counterparts at public institutions. 

Examples
•	 With so many academic staff working multiple jobs and some even holding two 

full-time positions, it is hard to find accurate figures about the number of faculty at 
private HEIs (Welch 2007). However, figures from Malaysia suggest that the range 
in that country may go from 10%−20% at established institutions to 80%−90% 
part-timers at newer, smaller colleges (Lee 2003). 

•	 In Viet Nam, the new institutions in provincial areas hire lecturers from state-owned 
universities. Regulations state that 30% of a university’s lecturers must be regu-
lar staff on the institution’s payroll. However, universities cannot find enough staff 
to meet this standard, so they list “borrowed names” as part of their permanent 
faculty. A single lecturer might appear on the faculty lists at several universities 
(Chronicle of Higher Education 2008).

•	 Research shows that students learn more and are more likely to persist when they 
have opportunities to interact both formally and informally with their teachers (Astin 
1977, Tinto 1993, Braxton 2000). Yet, when academic staff members are holding 
two or more positions, they cannot give much time to meeting with students, pre-
paring their classes, engaging in continuing education, or developing even mod-
est research programs. The fact that many faculty members, especially at private 
 universities, have low academic credentials, constrained time, and multiple respon-
sibilities raises challenges related to quality. 

Facilities, Equipment, and Physical Working Environment 

The availability and quality of physical resources are another input relevant to educational 
efficiency and quality. Some universities that are targeted to become internationally competitive 
provide working environments similar to those in well-resourced western countries. Overall, 
however, while there are some variations across countries and institutions, the quality of the 
physical infrastructure in HEIs in Asia, including facilities and equipment, is generally less 
favorable than is typical in universities in the northern hemisphere. Poor equipment and 
facilities and delayed maintenance compromise teaching and research quality (Altbach 2003, 
Welch 2007). Both public institutions and private ones often lack appropriate laboratories and 
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classroom spaces. In lower income countries especially, such as Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet 
Nam, science facilities tend to be limited and outdated, with courses sometimes taught without 
laboratory experience (ADB 2010). 

Examples
•	 In Indonesia, a public institution had an agriculture program where fuel costs for 

operating equipment significantly constrained the hands-on learning time available 
to each student. In another case, students paid fees for each time they used the 
laboratories, in order to help pay for the purchase and maintenance of equipment 
(Bray and Thomas 1998:106, cited in Welch 2007). 

•	 The engineering faculty in a private university in Indonesia borrowed major equip-
ment expected to be in engineering classrooms from local firms when an external 
quality review was scheduled. Unfortunately for the students, this equipment was 
returned to the firms immediately after the review (Welch 2007). 

Implications: Human and Physical Resources/Inputs

Internal efficiency requires talented faculty and appropriate physical resources. In terms of 
human resources, HEIs in Asia need more academic staff—and they need more qualified 
academic staff. As tertiary enrollment increases and diversifies, academic staff must have the 
knowledge and skills to teach in ways that support students who differ in ability, motivation, 
technology-related experience, and personal characteristics such as age and gender. Rewards 
and incentives are currently insufficient to attract and retain qualified staff, particularly when 
other appealing options are available. The pipeline for preparing, recruiting, and retaining 
qualified, committed academic staff is not functioning effectively to meet national needs. In 
terms of physical resources, the inadequacy of facilities, libraries, and equipment undermines 
the quality of the learning environment at many HEIs in Asia and increases the need for creative, 
flexible, and knowledgeable faculty members. Expanding enrollments exacerbate these 
concerns. Since an injection of financial resources to improve physical facilities is unlikely at 
most institutions, finding ways to enhance internal efficiency through strengthening the skills 
and abilities of the human resources—the academic staff—would be wise.

The Work of the University

The primary work of HEIs involves facilitating learning (teaching), creating knowledge (research), 
and applying expertise to societal issues (service). The quality of work carried out in each of 
these areas varies by country and institution. In Asia, teaching has been the primary focus at 
most institutions, but attention to research is increasing. Service to the community holds a 
distant third place but is becoming more important at some institutions. This section discusses 
the defining features of each of these areas of work within HEIs, as well as the challenges that 
relate to internal efficiency.

Facilitating Learning (Teaching)

HEIs address their mission to facilitate learning through several avenues: (i) their curricula; 
(ii) the teaching carried out by their academic staff; and (iii) the delivery, through which students 
gain access to learning environments. 
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Curricula
Concerns about the strength and relevance of the curriculum abound in countries in Asia. 
Enrollment statistics suggest that students believe that higher education will help them prepare 
for their futures. However, unemployment figures suggest a mismatch between the preparation 
of students and what employers actually want. 

The first concern pertains to the topical areas in which students enroll. Enrollment is often 
greatest in the arts, commerce, management, and law. However, countries need scientists and 
technical experts to develop their economies. Rebalancing enrollments in the sciences versus 
the arts needs attention. 

Examples
•	 In Indonesia, two-thirds of the students in private HEIs enroll in education and 

 social sciences (including business), with much lower enrollments in sciences. In 
 public institutions, the pattern is similar, although the underrepresentation of the 
sciences is not as great (Welch 2007). The government has responded to  concerns 
that the supply of science and technology graduates was insufficient to meet  
market needs. Incentives have been offered for science and technology programs, and 
restrictions placed on the further expansion of social science programs (Nizam 2006).

•	 In Malaysia, the majority of student enrollment in public institutions (attended by 
almost three-quarters of higher education students) is in arts and sciences (38%) 
and economics and business (17%). About one-quarter of the enrollment within 
private institutions is in these areas. Information technology attracts 43% of the 
student enrollment in private institutions (Wilkinson and Yussof 2005). 

A second concern among employers pertains to the skills that graduates bring to the workplace. 
Employers claim they want graduates with more “soft skills” such as communication and 
teamwork skills, good attitudes toward work, significant levels of English, and computer skills 
(World Bank 2009). These skills and attitudes are often the focus of liberal arts programs in 
other countries. How to balance education in the liberal arts with specific job skills development 
is an important question within HEIs in Asia (Kapur and Crowley 2008). Some countries are 
embarking on reform efforts to redirect and strengthen the undergraduate curriculum. 

Examples
•	 The Royal Government of Cambodia is encouraging reform to better meet the 

needs of the marketplace. Beginning from the academic year 2005/06, all under-
graduates have been required to take a “foundation year” of study focused on  
developing a broad knowledge base in four areas: arts and humanities,  mathematics 
and sciences, social sciences, and foreign language (Chealy 2006). 

•	 In Indonesia between 1998 and 2004, the government offered a Quality for Under-
graduate Education project with opportunities for study programs to submit pro-
posals for grants of up to $1.8 million to engage in 5 years of institutional program 
development (Nizam 2006). 

A third curricular issue pertains to student mobility across HEIs. Pathways that enable students 
to build on credits accrued in one institution to enroll in another are not well developed (World 
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Bank 2009). Better articulation between programs and institutions would contribute to the 
development of a well-educated workforce. Some countries are developing credit systems that 
increase student mobility across their higher education systems, but the concept is relatively 
new, and progress is slow. Institutions must develop guidelines, train personnel who can 
manage credit systems, and learn to work together collaboratively (Chealy 2006). 

Ensuring that educational preparation meets national needs is essential for optimizing the 
efficiency of HEIs. Currently, there is some imbalance among curriculum offerings, student 
enrollment, and marketplace needs. Countries are finding ways to analyze and address this 
problem, but it continues to require attention. 

Teaching 
Increasing student/faculty ratios. As demand for higher education increases, so too does 
the student/faculty ratio. Teaching a greater number of students, as well as more diverse 
students, means that academic staff have more work to do. Increases in class size also raise 
concerns about the quality of the learning experience, as students may have difficulty talking 
directly with the instructor or may feel less engaged, since they are part of a sizable group. Not 
only are student/faculty ratios increasing; academic staff are sometimes asked to fill teaching 
assignments beyond their areas of expertise (ADB 2010).

Example
•	 Indonesia provides one example (although Welch [2007] cautions about the difficulty 

of getting accurate figures in systems where staff hold multiple positions). Student/
faculty ratios in public institutions are rising even faster than in private institutions. 
The ratio in state institutions was 8.5:1 in 1989/90, 17.6:1 in 1994/95, and 19.0:1 in 
1998/99 (Welch 2007).

Methods. Lectures, in which students have little opportunity to ask questions or interact, 
are the norm across classrooms in Asia (Altbach 2010). Contemporary research on optimal 
learning environments, however, emphasizes the value of active learning and student-
centered learning, in which students discuss, debate, and grapple with ideas with each other 
and their teachers (McKeachie and Svinicki 2006). Even in large classes, teachers skilled in 
nurturing active learning can encourage students to engage thoughtfully with the material. 
Generally, however, these newer teaching methods are not incorporated into classes in 
higher education in Asia. However, in a recent regional workshop on faculty development, 
academic staff from Malaysia reported considerable interest in student-centered learning; 
in the same conversation, their colleagues from Indonesia reported variation in the extent to 
which student-centered learning is practiced in classrooms in their country. Other colleagues 
observed that the notion of “student-centered” has entered the jargon in educational circles 
in Asia but not the practice (ADB 2010). 

The use of technology in education is increasing in Asia as in most parts of the world. While 
some institutions, such as the open universities, use technology extensively, academic staff 
overall still vary in their technology-related knowledge and skills. The ability to use technology 
is not the only issue; how to teach effectively with technology is another challenge. Effective 
teaching with technology requires new understandings about how learning occurs, how 
instructors and students can interact effectively in technology-mediated environments, and 



COMPONENTS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO INTERNAL EFFICIENCY OF HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 19

how to motivate students even when a teacher is not physically present. The role of teacher 
also needs to shift toward coach and facilitator (Rizvi et al. 2005), which requires different 
assumptions about learning processes and different teaching skills than lecturing to a passive 
audience. Many faculty members, especially senior academic staff, are not yet adept in using 
information and communications technology (ICT) skills nor in strategies for using technology 
to enhance student learning (World Bank 2009). 

Generalizations about technology use in higher education in Asia are hard to make. On the one 
hand, the region has seen a huge growth in e-learning and online learning, which is changing 
both distance and traditional education (UNESCO 2008). Overall, the use of ICT is considered 
cost-effective (Salmi 2002). On the other hand, Altbach (2003) has cautioned that in developing 
countries, many academic staff may not own or have easy access to technology. Some 
individuals may find Internet and technology access to be expensive both in absolute terms 
and in regard to disposable income (Kapur and Crowley 2008). 

Educational Delivery
Distance learning. Distance learning is a major and expanding part of the tertiary landscape in 
Asia, where some countries, such as PRC, Indonesia, and Thailand, can boast some of the world’s 
largest distance HEIs (Salmi 2002, Altbach 2004b). These institutions, which have enrollments 
exceeding 100,000 students, use a variety of distance learning methodologies. One advantage 
is that distance learning provides education for students in locations where traditional tertiary 
institutions are not located. Adult students, and especially primary and secondary teachers 
needing further education, are particularly attracted to distance learning options, which provide 
flexibility and do not require them to leave their jobs or to move (Nizam 2006). 

Distance learning is also appealing for its cost effectiveness. In fact, online instruction provides 
a 60% cost savings as compared with campus-based instruction, where physical facilities are 
necessary (Kejak and Ortmann 2003; Khan and Williams 2007, cited in Chapman 2009). Thus, 
distance learning offers many advantages to countries striving to educate large numbers of 
their population. At the same time, effective distance and online learning environments require 
academic staff knowledgeable concerning the challenges associated with this kind of learning, 
and skilled in approaches to optimize student learning outside traditional classrooms. 

External degree programs and extension courses. Some universities, especially in Indonesia, 
Sri Lanka, Thailand, and Viet Nam, offer extension courses and external degree programs. 
These courses and programs tend to be of poor quality. They have lower entry standards, less 
demanding expectations on students, and no support services (Welch 2007, World Bank 2009). 
Lectures are the primary form of instruction. Students study on their own, and typically have 
little opportunity for tutorials, group discussion, or hands-on experiences. Students receive the 
same credential as others in the university but experience much lower academic standards. 
The university gets fees, the students get a degree, but quality is poor. 

Example
•	 A study of external degree programs in Sri Lanka showed that 25% of students 

indicated they were not provided with lectures, and 70% reported no time spent in 
tutorial hours. Students also received little advising and no support services to help 
them with such study skills as note taking and writing (ADB 2006).
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Graduate education. Overall, graduate education is not extensively developed in Asia, where 
most emphasis in tertiary education is on the undergraduate level (Altbach 2010). Excellent 
graduate education requires a critical mass of research-productive academic staff, and such 
groups of faculty are not found at most HEIs in Asia. Additionally, high-quality doctoral education 
in western universities involves informal interactions among faculty members and students, and 
considerable opportunities for graduate students to work independently. In contrast, graduate 
education in Asia is characterized typically by very formal relationships between the faculty 
and students, with few opportunities for informal interactions or for independent student work 
(Altbach 2010). 

Although it is not yet well developed in most countries in Asia, leaders recognize that graduate 
education, particularly doctoral degree production, strengthens the research capacity of a country. 
The availability of high-quality doctoral education offers an alternative to sending students outside 
the country, which can result in “brain drain.” Doctoral programs also contribute to a community of 
scholars whose presence strengthens disciplinary knowledge available in the country to enhance 
the quality of teaching and to provide avenues for higher education-industry linkages.

Recognizing the benefits of high-quality doctoral education and current shortcomings in this 
area, some countries are working to develop the national research infrastructure needed to 
support doctoral education. On this issue, countries can be grouped. Several economies not 
within the primary focus of this report—Republic of Korea; Singapore; and Taipei,China—have 
such infrastructure in place, and the PRC is rapidly developing it. Among the focal countries 
for this report, Malaysia and Thailand still rely on sending their students abroad (Marginson and 
Van de Wende 2007). However, at a recent conference of the International Doctoral Education 
Research Network, held in Malaysia, a large group of doctoral supervisors convened for a lively 
discussion of effective approaches to doctoral education in the international context and ideas 
for improving local practice. The energy and commitment exhibited at this meeting suggested 
a dynamic environment for continuing development of graduate education in Malaysia. Other 
countries have a way to go. Sri Lanka offers graduate education in only a few universities; in 
fact, two universities, Colombo and Peradeniya, produce 61% of the graduate degrees (World 
Bank 2009). Cambodia, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam still have far to go in developing doctoral 
education. 

Implications: The Nature and Quality of Teaching
Broad access to higher education needs to be coupled with high-quality instruction. Internal 
efficiency will be enhanced through review of curricula to ensure that the content of student 
learning focuses on those topics and learning outcomes most appropriate for national needs and 
the employment contexts that graduates will enter after graduation. In terms of delivery, distance 
learning and open universities offer immense possibilities for continuing to address the expanding 
demand for higher education. However, some programs, such as external degrees and extension 
courses, are compromising quality in exchange for income. Most important, however, in regard 
to the quality of teaching within HEIs are the skills and knowledge of academic staff as teachers. 
Academic staff need appropriate training to become adept at using effective teaching strategies, 
both within traditional classrooms and in technology-mediated contexts, that actively engage 
diverse students in achieving learning goals. 
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Creating Knowledge 

Pressures to Do Research
The pressure to “do research” is felt throughout higher education in Asia. Even at institutions 
struggling with student enrollments and inadequate funding, faculty are being pressed to 
be active in research. As discussed earlier, one reason is that countries and their HEIs are 
concerned about finding a place in the worldwide ranking systems of universities. International 
prestige depends largely on research productivity, and rankings of universities give heavy 
weight to research. 

A second reason is that national leaders see research as contributing to innovation, technical 
development, and productivity, which lead to economic growth (LaRocque 2007, Chapman 
2009). Evidence suggests that university-based research done in high-income countries 
produces good results with regard to economic development. In middle-income and low-
income countries, however, the lower quality of university-based research results in less impact 
(LaRocque 2007, Chapman 2009). 

A third reason for universities to encourage research is to address specific country needs. 
In agriculture, for example, local research may be more relevant than research conducted in 
distant countries, since the research interests of technologically advanced countries may not 
focus specifically on technologies or applications that work within the local context (Pardey et 
al. 2006, cited in Kapur and Crowley 2008:14). For example, research on climate change may 
be more fully tailored to local questions and concerns if conducted by universities in countries 
most affected by particular problems. 

Another reason for countries and universities to encourage research activity relates to doctoral 
education. A symbiotic relationship exists between institutional capacity to do research and 
the presence of doctoral education. Research activity provides the necessary context to train 
researchers. At the same time, the availability of doctoral students provides the capacity for 
universities to conduct research (Austin 2010). If nations in Asia are to increase their capacity to 
prepare academic staff at home, with less need to send talented young people abroad to study 
(opening the possibility that they may not return), they need to expand their capacity to produce 
doctoral students. Increasing research activity at selected institutions will contribute to this goal. 

Although some HEIs are trying to increase their involvement in research, more research 
investment in the Asian context is made in government laboratories and research institutes than 
in universities (Chapman 2009, Levin 2010a). Investment in applied research and development 
in Asia is greater than in basic science. One of the reasons that more research occurs within 
business and industry is concern about ensuring secrecy and protecting ownership. Whatever 
the reasons, however, the point is that universities are competing with the private sector to 
attract those scholars most prepared and interested in research activity (Chapman 2009). 

Country Variations in Research Activity
Countries across Asia vary considerably in terms of their expenditures on research and how 
the pressure to do research plays out in their HEIs. Table 2 shows the variation in expenditures 
on research and development, the number of journal publications, and the level of human 
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capacity for research within selected Asian countries. Across countries, most private HEIs are 
not engaged in research at all (Chealy 2006). On this issue of research productivity, countries 
vary and can be grouped. 

Malaysia and Thailand are making strides in their research activity, as evidenced in their 
publication levels of scientific and technical journals (Table 2). Malaysia, for example, is investing 
special research funding in four HEIs selected as research universities. In Thailand, some of the 
public universities are becoming autonomous universities, partly to provide an environment 
conducive to greater research competitiveness. 

Cambodia, Lao PDR, Sri Lanka, and Viet Nam still have far to go in developing strong research 
cultures. Academic staff members are typically focused on teaching, although some institutions 
are instituting policies calling for research. Faculty feel pressured to do research to be promoted 
due to what some call the “ranking disease,” but there is not a culture of inquiry prompting 
practical institutional support for or intrinsic faculty interest in research. Universities leave 
academic staff on their own to find resources or funding, essentially making any research an 
activity done outside one’s usual work activities (ADB 2010, Wheeler 2010). Governments 
recognize, however, that attention to research has benefits. For example, in Cambodia, the 
government has established two research departments at the ministerial level: the Scientific 
Research Department and the Pedagogical Research Department (Chealy 2006).

     Table 2 Research and Development Outcomes

Country

Expenditure on 
Research and 
Development 
(% of GDP)

Scientific and 
Technical Journal 
Articles per Million 

Residents
Researchers per 
Million Residents

Cambodia 0.05a 0.37 56a

PRC 1.42b 22.34 926b

Indonesia 0.05c 0.78 433c

Korea, Republic of 3.23a 286.34 5,340a

Malaysia 0.60d 21.70 917d

Mongolia 0.26e 2.79 671e

Philippines 0.14f 2.11 109f

Thailand 0.26b 16.70 −

Viet Nam 0.19d 2.59 505d

− = data unavailable, GDP = gross domestic product, PRC = People’s Republic of China.

All data in the third column are from 2003. Other data in the table are from the following years:
a 2002  d 2004
b 2006  e 2005
c 2001  f 2003
Sources: Chapman 2009, World Development Indicators, and UNESCO Institute for Statistics. 

Overall, governments want research, institutions push their faculties to do it, and some academic 
staff offer up research products to achieve promotion. However, both the meaning and quality 
of much of what is called research are suspect. Some institutional leaders and academic staff 
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observe that “doing research” means reading; perusing the Internet; synthesizing books or articles 
into a summary paper on a topic; or, sometimes, studying for a master’s degree (ADB 2010). A 
number of institutions are starting internal journals to provide avenues for their staff to publish their 
research and to enable the host institutions to highlight their research productivity. However, the 
quality and rigor of most of these journals are very modest by international standards. Peer review 
for grants is not a large part of the culture (Levin 2010a). When governments allocate money for 
research, decisions are often made based on seniority rather than on a merit system involving 
competition and peer review by expert colleagues. Such practices raise questions about the 
quality of the research produced. On the other hand, some promising new scholarly models are 
emerging. Problem-based inquiry, participatory research, engaged approaches that link university 
researchers with their communities, and program evaluation offer some interesting possibilities 
for producing promising and useful results (UNESCO 2008). 

Challenges to Research Productivity
Despite the pressures for HEIs to make research an important part of their work, they face 
significant challenges. Altbach (2003:3), frankly asserts: “The professoriate in the developing 
countries of the South is a profession on the periphery.” His reasoning is that northern 
hemisphere universities set the patterns and standards for academic work, and enjoy more 
conducive contexts for producing internationally recognized research. Universities in the 
southern hemisphere typically have less wealth and access to resources as compared with 
those in the north. With English as the primary language used in most internationally recognized 
journals, many scholars in countries in Asia are not writing in their first language. Some 
methodologies particularly favored in the north are not as common in the south. The journals 
included in citation indexes used for international rankings of universities are most often located 
in the north. Each of these circumstances puts academics in Asian countries in a somewhat 
disadvantaged position when seeking recognition as researchers (Altbach 2003).

A second impediment to research productivity is the general lack of well-qualified researchers 
in most Asian countries. A major reason is that the numbers of PhDs and graduate students 
studying science and technology are modest in many countries in Asia (Chapman 2009, Salmi 
2009). A critical mass of scholars with advanced knowledge in scientific and technological 
areas is especially important in regard to increasing a country’s capacity for internationally 
recognized research. 

A third problem is the lack of a vibrant and strong research culture in most universities. Many 
academic staff have little intrinsic interest or motivation to do research, especially since most 
have not participated in doctoral education, which is the typical period of socialization to a 
research orientation (Austin and McDaniels 2006, Austin 2010). Furthermore, academic staff 
members in Asia are usually remunerated for teaching, not research; thus, incentive systems 
are not in place to direct their time, energy, and attention to research activities. Heavy teaching 
loads, and low salaries that lead faculty to seek additional income by moonlighting or adding 
hours to their teaching loads, also systematically discourage research (ADB 2010). 

The lack of infrastructure is another problem. Research facilities, laboratories, and libraries are 
often inadequate (Chealy 2006), and university-industry relationships that can support research 
collaborations are often nonexistent or weak (World Bank 2009). International visitors who offer 
collaboration and contribute to a scholarly climate are also likely to be relatively few in number. 
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Example 
•	 A comparison of cross-border relationships between an internationally ranked  

university in Australia and a national university in Indonesia revealed about 
70 collaborative agreements between the Indonesian institution and international 
collaborators, as compared with 150 collaborators in a single school of physical 
sciences and engineering in the Australian university (Marginson and Sawir 2006). 

Implications: The Role and Relevance of Research 
The research mission of HEIs is becoming increasingly important in Asian countries, especially 
as research productivity is seen as a way to strengthen national economies and enhance 
universities’ international status. Achieving research excellence, however, requires extensive 
resources and specialized talent. Many HEIs in Asia are seriously lacking in the necessary 
financial, structural, and human resources to achieve cutting-edge excellence in traditional 
forms of scholarly research. While a few universities may succeed in becoming internationally 
recognized centers of research excellence, the distance that most would have to travel from 
their current circumstances to the level necessary for international recognition is unrealistic and 
formidable. At the same time, diverting faculty time toward research conflicts with the heavy 
demand to meet teaching responsibilities at most institutions. Research has an important place 
in higher education, and some institutions need to be at the cutting edge of scientific and 
technical research. But expectations that all HEIs should engage in traditional research activity 
aimed at achieving international recognition may be not only unrealistic, but counterproductive 
to the important and necessary roles they can play in the development of their communities 
and nations.

Connecting Expertise to Societal Issues 

Applying knowledge to issues in society is generally considered the third mission of higher 
education. This mission is commonly captured under the rubric of “service.” In Asia, there is 
little understanding of notions of community service or engagement with societal problems. 
Generally, faculty members understand their responsibility to be teaching; they do not feel 
obliged to engage in either institutional service or engagement with the community. Furthermore, 
those who hold more than one job in order to supplement their incomes have virtually no time 
for participation in institutional meetings, nor to involve themselves within the community as 
part of their jobs. If research is included in the job role, it is much more likely to relate to 
economic growth or to be a strategy to enhance students’ employability than to be a project 
focused on social development (UNESCO 2008).

Interestingly, however, there is some evidence of the emergence of new forms of scholarship 
that could be characterized as “participatory development” (Puntasen 2008:4) or “engaged 
scholarship” (UNESCO 2008:5). Universities are increasingly urged to share their resources 
with their communities and to learn from local knowledge. Calling this kind of activity the “third 
mission,” leaders from various countries in Asia acknowledge that universities across the world 
are demonstrating increasing interest in connecting with public life and contributing to social 
transformation in their countries (UNESCO 2008:8). 

Examples
•	 The Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia is reorganizing to enhance community part-

nerships and to benefit more fully from community interactions (Puntasen 2008). 
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•	 In Indonesia, some universities explicitly include community development as part 
of their research mission as well as part of their service mission (Puntasen 2008). 

•	 In Thailand, some universities already have long histories of involvement with their 
communities, and some are now developing degree programs in an area called “suf-
ficiency economy,” which includes involvement with the community (Puntasen 2008). 

Implications: The Role of Service
Including community engagement and service as part of the mission of higher education 
occurs to differing degrees across the world. In some countries, the primary and sole work 
of universities is teaching and research, while in others, such as many universities in England 
and the US, service to the local community and broader society is an integral part of what 
HEIs and their faculties and students do. This “third mission” is emerging as part of the work 
in some HEIs in Asia. Notwithstanding this development, as HEIs struggle with meeting rising 
enrollment demand and pressure to do research, the place of service as a mission priority is 
unlikely to be emphasized as a primary responsibility at most institutions. Yet, community-based 
and participatory research approaches do offer productive, low-cost, and reasonable ways for 
HEIs to engage in both research and service. Integrating involvement with the community and 
with local businesses and industry into the curriculum also offers new possibilities for student 
learning experiences. This form of education, often called “service learning,” is gaining traction 
within higher education in other parts of the world (Rhoads 1997, Jones and Abes 2004). 
Service learning offers an innovative option for universities in Asia seeking ways simultaneously 
to prepare students for their roles as citizens and employees, to encourage their academic staff 
to do research, and to link their knowledge with societal needs.

Employment Systems

Employment systems, including opportunities for professional growth, evaluation processes, 
and incentive and reward systems, constitute another key component of HEIs with implications 
for internal efficiency.

Opportunities for Professional Growth

High-quality academic work, either teaching or research, requires perspectives that are vibrant 
and fresh. Faculty members need opportunities to encounter new ideas, to learn new strategies 
for engaging students in the learning process, and to interact with colleagues who offer different 
perspectives. They need to be challenged, stimulated, and encouraged. The opportunity 
for professional growth is an “essential element” in a supportive and productive academic 
environment (Gappa et al. 2007). 

Opportunities for academic staff to participate in formal professional development are emerging 
in Asian higher education but are not yet fully developed. Some institutions require new faculty 
members to take an initial induction course or certificate program to get them started in their 
teaching responsibilities. Individual faculty members may apply for scholarships or fellowships 
offered by various national governments, international agencies, and individual universities. 
Overall, however, these opportunities do not provide systematic and comprehensive 
professional development opportunities at a scale addressing the needs of academic staff 
across the countries of Asia. 
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Several issues stand as barriers to extensive faculty professional development activity within 
universities in Asia (ADB 2010). First, faculty members are overburdened with their teaching 
responsibilities and have little time for either short-term training sessions or long-term courses 
or programs. Second, taking time from one’s work to participate in professional development 
means less income earned through teaching hours. Third, HEIs have little discretionary money 
to spend on professional development opportunities. Faculty members who go overseas to 
study often do so using their own resources. 

Two other barriers are noteworthy. In some countries such as Cambodia, Lao PDR, and  
Viet Nam, many academic staff are not fluent in English, so they cannot make use of many 
of the books and resources provided by colleagues in other countries. An additional issue is 
that professional development often leads to new ideas and eagerness to engage in reform. 
Yet, in institutions pressed to meet enrollment demands and other pressures, finding time and 
energy to implement new ideas, regardless of how promising they may be, is very difficult. 
Furthermore, in countries where government control of HEIs is strong (including Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, and Viet Nam), governments may not be enthusiastic about professional development 
activities that urge academic staff to pursue new directions in their work.

Evaluation Processes

In many HEIs in Asia, there is little systematic evaluation of competence or performance. Affinity 
is often the basis for hiring or promotion, rather than merit (Altbach 2010). Seniority and years 
of service; personal and family connections; and, in some countries, party connections serve as 
the basis for hiring and promotion (ADB 2010, Altbach 2010). The lack of fair evaluation systems 
and the reliance on personal connections undermine quality and accountability. Yet, changes 
are gradually under way that will strengthen quality and accountability within HEIs in Asia.

While evaluation systems based on performance and productivity are most common, there 
is also growing interest in most countries in developing quality assurance plans. Although 
change can be slow and can meet resistance, efforts under way indicate that more rigorous 
evaluation of credentials and performance of academic staff is likely to increase over the next 
several years. In the PRC, some institutions are implementing evaluation systems that include 
unannounced visits to classrooms by senior administrators, observations by colleagues, and 
student evaluations (Lai and Lo 2007). 

Incentive and Reward Systems

Rewards within workplaces include both those that are extrinsic, such as salaries, fringes, and 
material benefits, and those that are intrinsic, such as respect, satisfaction, and security. In 
most industrialized societies, academic staff earn salaries that enable them to enjoy middle-
class standards of living. By contrast, remuneration for full-time academic work in many 
countries in Asia is typically very low by international standards, inadequate by local standards, 
and insufficient for a middle-class life style (Altbach 2003). However, salaries do vary across 
institutions and countries. To compensate for inadequate salaries, institutions often offer other 
compensations, such as housing supplements or extra pay for teaching additional courses.

Examples
•	 HEIs in Hong Kong, China; Japan; Republic of Korea; and Singapore as well as 

more prestigious institutions or some business schools in other economies in Asia 
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provide competitive remuneration (Altbach 2003). In contrast to the situation in 
most countries in Asia, academic staff in Malaysia can earn enough for middle-
class standards of living (Lee 2003). Engineering and technology-oriented special-
ists are likely to command higher salaries because of market demands (Wilkinson 
and Yussof 2005). On the other hand, junior faculty members often receive particu-
larly low salaries, and part-time faculty members are paid much less than those in 
full-time positions. 

•	 In other countries, salaries are very modest. In Indonesia, an academic staff mem-
ber’s monthly salary may provide only enough to support a family’s needs for a 
week (Welch 2007). In Cambodia, base salaries in public universities are about 
$75 per month, which is not an adequate rate (Ford 2006). In Viet Nam, salaries, 
which stand at about $150 per month, provide insufficient incentive to attract 
enough faculty to meet the national need (Chronicle of Higher Education 2008).

The impact of inadequate extrinsic remuneration on institutional quality is considerable. As 
discussed, many faculty members take on extra work to supplement their incomes, teaching 
evening courses, consulting, or moonlighting at other institutions. With added work to make 
ends meet, they have less time to prepare for class, meet with students, focus on research 
productivity, or participate in professional development. Some choose to leave academe, 
and for those who stay, morale is at risk (Altbach 2003, Chapman 2009, ADB 2010). All told, 
inadequate compensation undermines quality.

Nonmonetary incentives must also be taken into account when assessing the reward system 
in higher education. Like faculty members across the world, academic staff in Asia report 
considerable intrinsic rewards and personal satisfaction from helping students learn (ADB 
2010). Some experience and appreciate the recognition they receive in their communities. Job 
security is an incentive for those in countries such as Cambodia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, and Viet 
Nam, where public university staff are government employees. Academic staff in Malaysia, for 
example, attain permanent employment as civil servants and receive pensions upon retirement 
(Lee 2003).

Adequate extrinsic rewards are necessary to ensure that employees choose to stay in their 
positions. If salaries and extrinsic rewards fall too low, and if other options are available, 
academic staff may choose to leave their jobs. Thus, the long-term picture for attracting and 
retaining academic staff in Asia requires finding ways to provide salaries that allow reasonable 
standards of living. However, extrinsic rewards, while necessary, are not sufficient for ensuring 
that a university has a vibrant, engaged faculty; intrinsic rewards are also necessary to capture 
faculty commitment, motivation, and dedication. At the heart of an effective reward structure 
is evidence of a culture of respect for the faculty (Gappa et al. 2007). When extrinsic rewards 
are very low, HEIs would be wise to find creative ways to convey deep respect and regard for 
faculty members and to strengthen the intrinsic rewards associated with their work. 

Implications: Employment Systems

Opportunities for professional development, evaluation processes, and incentive and reward 
systems have a huge impact on the quality of work within an HEI. Attention to faculty development 
has increased dramatically in the past 20 years in HEIs in many countries throughout the  
world. Strategies that have been used successfully in other countries could be adapted in  
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cost-effective ways in HEIs in Asia (Austin 2002, Sorcinelli et al. 2006). Thorough and fair evaluation 
processes and incentive and reward systems are powerful ingredients for focusing academic 
staff on institutional goals. Also important is the development of an environment that provides 
the intrinsic reward of respect. Faculty members are the most critical ingredient for producing 
institutional outcomes at a high level of quality. Effective employment systems that strengthen 
internal efficiency in HEIs include opportunities for academic staff to grow professionally and 
to enhance the specific skills they need to do their work well, clear expectations and evaluation 
processes that assess the extent to which faculty meet those expectations, incentives and 
reward structures that align with expectations and provide attractive extrinsic and intrinsic 
rewards, and messages that convey respect for and valuing of the contributions made by 
faculty members.

Institutional Culture

Institutional culture relates to the norms and values that are embedded in the daily life of an 
organization. Culture is invisible but very tangible. It pertains to what is considered important, 
how people interact, and the nature of the relationships among the members of the institution. In 
HEIs, key aspects of academic culture that relate to quality include the autonomy and academic 
freedom experienced by the academic staff, the extent to which integrity characterizes the 
work and activities of the institution, and the nature of relationships and collegiality (Gappa  
et al. 2007). 

Autonomy and Academic Freedom

Governments are providing HEIs with more autonomy in exchange for greater accountability 
(Chapman and Austin 2002). However, greater institutional autonomy does not necessarily 
mean more autonomy and academic freedom for academic staff. While specific conditions 
differ across countries and institutions, faculty members in Asia generally enjoy less autonomy 
and academic freedom than is customary in HEIs in the northern hemisphere. Historically, 
higher education systems in most countries in Asia have experienced government oversight by 
both colonial and postindependence governments (Altbach 2003). 

As universities have expanded in size and as privatization has increased, the autonomy of 
faculty members has diminished. For example, in Malaysia, as universities have become larger, 
administrative staff have assumed more decision-making responsibility, and the involvement 
and power of academic staff in institutional policy making have declined. There are fewer 
committees and smaller councils, resulting in less consultation with faculty members (Lee 2003). 

In regard to curricular issues, most ministries in countries in Asia exert control over the 
curriculum of tertiary institutions (although the move toward autonomy for some institutions 
will give them greater direct responsibility for and control over curricular decisions). Generally, 
universities receive from ministries of education curricular plans spelling out course content and 
goals, intended learning outcomes, number of hours to be allotted to topics, teaching methods, 
and assessment guidelines. In a recent workshop on curriculum design at a university in a 
low-income country in Asia, participants found it interesting to learn approaches to designing 
course curricula, but they noted that they would have little opportunity to put the information 
into use, as the learning outcomes and topics to be addressed in the courses they taught 
were provided by the government. While efficiency and consistency may be outcomes of using 
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common curricula, faculty members also need flexibility to make decisions about their teaching 
based on the characteristics and needs of their students.

In some countries, academic staff must be very sensitive about topics with political implications. 
Certain issues are not allowed to be discussed in classrooms. While research in the sciences is 
usually not subject to restrictions, academics within the social sciences feel that their freedom 
to select topics about which to write or speak is limited. Since autonomy and academic freedom 
are critically important ingredients associated with high-quality research and teaching in well-
respected HEIs (Gappa et al. 2007), government and institutional leaders would be well served 
to consider these elements of institutional culture within HEIs in the Asian context.

Integrity

Integrity coupled with excellence forms the currency of higher education. Unfortunately, 
corruption is a problem within HEIs in Asia, evidenced by instances of plagiarism, falsification 
of data, and cheating on exams (Altbach 2003, 2010; Welch 2007; Kapur and Crowley 2008). 
Corruption and academic dishonesty, where they occur, seriously threaten educational quality 
as well as the international reputations of institutions (The Economist 2010). 

Reasons for the high level of corruption include weak or absent systems of peer review, minimal 
institutional monitoring of the work of academic staff, and incentives for research production 
that emphasize quantity over quality (The Economist 2010). The results of breaches in the 
integrity of HEIs and the research endeavor within a country are significant. Fraud, plagiarism, 
and other forms of corruption compromise the credibility of an institution’s and a country’s 
scholarly work. Foreign researchers think twice about whether they want to collaborate with 
scholars whose ethics are questionable. Graduates seeking employment or opportunities for 
advanced study in other countries may find the quality of their credentials doubted. HEIs have 
much to lose by tolerating any behavior that does not meet the highest standards of ethical 
behavior and integrity.

Collegiality

The nature of relationships among the members of an academic community also matters in 
regard to internal efficiency and quality. Research on academic work in western countries 
indicates that a culture characterized by collegiality—mutual respect and appreciation among 
academic staff—is an essential ingredient to fostering good work in the academy (Gappa et 
al. 2007). In Asia, personal connections and networks are very important. These personal 
relationships affect all aspects of the work and processes within HEIs, including allocation of 
rewards, research funding, and student admission. While collegiality is widely considered to 
contribute to productive work, too much reliance on personal relationships and networks to 
open doors and opportunities can lead to outcomes that diminish quality. For example, filling 
positions by a department’s own graduates can lead to inbreeding of academic staff within 
departments. This practice is carefully avoided at most well-regarded universities worldwide, 
because it can inhibit the introduction of new ideas, reify perspectives already in place, and 
promote the development of contentious factions within institutions. 

Other cultural norms that frame academic relationships in Asian HEIs are the importance of 
hierarchy and the predominant respect for age. While opportunities for early-career academics 
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to learn from their colleagues are important, these cultural norms in Asia mean that junior 
colleagues must typically defer to senior faculty members in ways that can constrain the 
introduction of new ideas and practices, methodologies, and avenues of inquiry. Furthermore, 
both undergraduates and postgraduate students interact in very formal ways with the faculty. 
In other parts of the world, much more interactive relationships between faculty members and 
graduate students enliven research and deepen the learning opportunities for the students. 
HEIs in Asia would benefit from cultivating collegiality based on mutual respect that transcends 
age and personal connections, a cultural norm contributing to vibrant and effective academic 
cultures in many parts of the world.

Implications: Institutional Culture

The cultural norms and values within HEIs are invisible but very powerful. Academic freedom, 
integrity, and collegiality are three of the most important cultural norms that characterize effective 
HEIs. Limitations on academic freedom and autonomy constitute a barrier to excellence in HEIs 
in a number of countries in Asia. In the academic world, quality is intimately linked with integrity, 
honesty, and merit. Too much is at stake for universities in Asia to avoid tackling instances of 
dishonesty head on. Creating greater appreciation for collegial relationships based on mutual 
appreciation of talent and ability, rather than solely on hierarchy and “connections,” would also 
enhance the quality of academic work and the integrity with which it is done. 

Summary: Internal Efficiency in Higher Education

The HEIs in Asia have the potential to make significant impacts on the societies in which they 
are situated and on the individuals they educate. However, they are facing major challenges that 
threaten their internal efficiency and the quality of their outcomes in alarming ways. Consensus 
is clear about the problems. More faculty members are needed, with higher qualifications. 
The current academic staff are stretched thin as they seek ways to make ends meet, and 
the attractiveness of the profession is declining. Challenges to academic freedom, insufficient 
time for professional development, underdeveloped evaluation systems, incentive systems 
unaligned with expectations, minimal levels of autonomy and academic freedom, lack of 
commitment to academic integrity, and inattention to collegiality create a set of powerful forces 
undermining institutional internal efficiency. Strong words such as “crisis” are used to describe 
the situation (Altbach 2003:20; Loh 2010). HEIs and their faculty are pressed to provide the 
quality of teaching and research that are needed to help fuel economic growth and address 
societal needs. 
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Improving the internal efficiency of HEIs in developing Asia will require the continuing 
commitment and efforts of government leaders, institutional leaders, and academic staff, and 
timely, targeted project support from development partners such as ADB. Quick interventions 

are unlikely to have much impact, since HEIs are complex and often resistant to change.  
A wiser approach, likely to have more impact, will view HEIs as systems in which substantive, 
long-lasting change requires using multiple strategic approaches. Five specific priorities for 
strengthening the internal efficiency of HEIs are identified, along with recommendations for 
institutional actions and support to be provided through project operations.

Recommendation 1: Improve instructional quality by enhancing the capacity of 
academic staff 
Rationale. For some years, the strategic emphasis in higher education in Asia has been on 
enrollment growth more than on the quality of the academic staff as teachers. After this focus 
on expanding access, the priority should now be on ensuring the quality of instruction. Internal 
efficiency is achieved not only through ensuring access; internal efficiency also depends on 
quality instruction for those who have access. Teachers must be prepared to meet changing 
student learning needs. Furthermore, enhanced instructional quality leads to greater instructional 
efficiency and improved student learning. More students can be educated more effectively and 
efficiently if teaching quality is strong. Additionally, when academic staff members are better 
prepared, they experience a greater sense of professionalization and their responsibilities are 
more intrinsically rewarding, which will enhance institutional commitment. 

Recommended actions. Establish campus-based professional development centers staffed 
with professionals who are knowledgeable about effective ways to organize and deliver faculty 
professional development. Provide instructional staff with opportunities to learn proven teaching 
methods that foster active and engaged learning. Recommended topics include (a) curriculum 
planning and course design based on intended learning outcomes, (b) strategies for linking 
teaching methods and student learning assessment methods to intended learning goals, 
(c) strategies that foster active learning, and (d) strategies that prepare students to engage in 
new forms of learning. Campus professional development centers should also help academic 
staff enhance their research skills as well as their knowledge about labor market opportunities 
for students in their fields.

Recommended support through project operations. Work with national and institutional 
leaders to develop national meetings focused on strategies for improving instructional 
effectiveness and quality, and designed to develop national networks to support faculty 
professional development. A national network could develop materials to support  

Recommendations
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institution-level faculty development and could convene institutional faculty development 
specialists regularly to develop their capacity for providing support to academic staff. 

Projects could also help establish subregional hubs with a core of permanent staff, charged with 
developing resources and staff for campus-level faculty development. Additionally, projects 
could sponsor institutional exchange visits. Specifically, funding could be provided for visits of 
institutional representatives to countries with mature faculty development programs to assess 
strategies likely to be effective in their home environments. Funding might also bring experts in 
effective teaching strategies as short-term resources to national meetings and to institutions in 
Asia. Finally, projects could support regional and national conferences designed for academic 
staff in specific disciplinary groups to discuss and design effective discipline-specific teaching 
strategies.

Recommendation 2: Continue to focus and differentiate institutional missions within 
coordinated systems of higher education, and balance resource allocations to support 
those goals 
Rationale. Countries are strategic when they treat HEIs (public and private; top-, second-, and 
third-tier institutions) as part of an overall system that is designed to meet an array of national 
needs. When an HEI is clear about its mission, it can focus its resources toward achieving 
its specific goals at a high level of quality. A differentiated higher education system enables 
multiple national needs to be addressed. 

Recommended actions. Clarify institutional missions in light of analysis of national needs 
and available resources. Ensure that all institutional decisions serve the institution’s designated 
mission.

Recommended support through project operations. To help achieve these ends, projects 
could support meetings of national leaders from Asia and elsewhere to focus on options 
and trade-offs in differentiated higher education systems as well as models and strategies 
for creating such national systems. Fruitful topics might include the establishment of specific 
criteria for quality assessment appropriate for institutions with particular missions, and systems 
for linking national quality assessment processes to resource allocation formulas. In particular, 
leaders from similar institutional types would benefit from workshops designed to highlight 
strategies for enhancing and assessing quality relative to specific institutional missions. For 
example, leaders in institutions focused on undergraduate teaching in local settings could 
benefit from discussions with leaders of community colleges in other countries regarding how 
quality is defined and evaluated within such settings.

Recommendation 3: Develop university-based research efforts consistent with 
individual institutional missions
Rationale. Research productivity is the currency of international prestige in higher education. 
Yet, particularly in resource-stretched environments, institutional research efforts should 
match specific institutional missions. In countries with higher education systems comprised of 
institutions with differentiated missions, institutions may take different approaches to research 
(e.g., cutting-edge research, teaching-focused inquiry, applied research). 

Recommended actions. Examine how research fits with specific institutional missions. 
Encourage and reward research activity specifically aligned with institutional missions. 
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Recommended support through project operations. Projects could assist by facilitating 
cross-institutional discussion of diverse approaches to research and inquiry. Examples of 
possible interactions are (a) visits by higher education leaders in Asia to HEIs where faculty are 
doing applied, engaged, and community-based research and inquiry projects on teaching and 
learning; (b) visits to HEIs in Asia by international higher education professionals to discuss ways 
to encourage, support, and assess various forms of research; and (c) subregional workshops on 
strategies for promoting and preparing faculty members to participate in applied, community-
based engaged scholarship or in the scholarship of teaching and learning. 

Projects could also assist by sponsoring (or cosponsoring with regional organizations) professional 
research training programs designed to strengthen the research skills of individual researchers. 
Examples are (a) subregional institutes for intensive short-term skill development in a range of 
research methodologies; (b) development of cross-national research groups, led by experienced 
researchers and focused on thematically organized research topics of relevance to the region; and 
(c) matched mentoring opportunities to link less experienced and highly experienced researchers. 

Similarly, projects could sponsor training workshops for institutional research office leaders. 
Institutional research offices should be prepared to conduct studies of direct relevance to the 
quality of work occurring within institutions, such as factors contributing to student retention, 
prevalent student learning strategies, students’ perceptions of barriers to their learning, and 
long-term career paths of graduates.

Recommendation 4: Improve faculty incentive and evaluation systems
Rationale. If academic staff members are to engage fully in work that best supports the 
missions and goals of the institution, they must be clear about what those goals are, have the 
abilities and skills to do the work expected, and believe that there are sufficient incentives and 
rewards to make it worthwhile to do the work. Fair and transparent evaluation systems are 
closely related to effective incentive and reward systems. 

Recommended actions. Institutional leaders should (a) articulate institutional goals and 
priorities and the expectations for the role of academic staff in advancing these priorities; 
(b) provide professional development that ensures staff have the skills and abilities to meet 
expectations; and (c) develop evaluation systems based on fair, consistent, and transparent 
assessment of performance and linked with valued incentives. 

Recommended support through project operations. Projects could support studies on 
faculty motivation in the Asian context. There is a need for studies that explore the relationships 
among institutional expectations, faculty perceptions of self-efficacy (sense of one’s ability 
to do what is asked), and incentives within higher education institutions in Asia. Since there 
are constraints on financial remuneration, discussion about the kinds of intrinsic rewards 
that enhance staff satisfaction and motivation could provide practical ideas, and research on 
motivation could contribute to the design of more effective reward structures. Along with that, 
projects could encourage and support subregional training sessions on evaluation processes. 
One strategy would be to join with regional associations to sponsor subregional training 
sessions focused on strategies for creating effective evaluation systems. Finally, projects could 
support subregional or country-wide forums on improving the quality of academic work. Such 
forums could encourage higher education institutions to better align expectations, incentives, 
and evaluation. 
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Recommendation 5: Strengthen the quality of private higher education
Rationale. Private higher education is expanding, but quality is often a concern. Faculty are 
often less qualified, with many teaching part-time while maintaining other employment. Given 
the financial pressures associated with expansion and the tendency of these institutions to 
attract students with weaker academic preparation (than those admitted to public institutions), 
private colleges and universities will need assistance in strengthening faculty and ensuring 
appropriate levels of quality.

Recommended actions. The previous recommendations 1–4 would all benefit private HEIs as 
well as public ones. In addition, to improve the internal efficiency of private HEIs in particular, 
consideration should also be given to cultivating cross-institutional collaborative linkages as a 
strategic action.

Recommended support through project operations. Projects could sponsor an 
interinstitutional teaming program. This might involve support to private institutions interested 
in teaming arrangements with international institutional partners. Such arrangements, involving 
cross-institutional visits and collaborative projects, might focus on institutional management, 
strategies for the improvement of teaching and learning, faculty development programming, 
innovative research approaches, and effective incentive systems.  

Additionally, projects could sponsor subregional conferences on quality assurance that could 
explore dimensions of quality assurance and implementation of quality assurance criteria and 
programs in the context of private colleges and universities.
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Higher Education In Dynamic Asia: 
Study Reports

The reports from the Asian Development Bank’s regional study on Higher Education in Dynamic Asia 
provide an analysis of the issues facing higher education across Asia, suggest priorities among these 
issues, and offer detailed recommendations for the role that governments, higher education leaders, and 
other stakeholders and partners such as ADB could play in strengthening higher education systems and 
institutions in the region. Anticipated other titles include the following:

Higher Education Across Asia: An Overview of Issues and Strategies (2011) 
This publication summarizes findings and recommendations of a major regional study on Higher 
Education in Dynamic Asia, financed by ADB. It provides an overview of the critical issues challenging 
higher education across Asia. It summarizes suggested priorities and solutions among those key issues 
and offers recommendations to help countries and higher education institutions implement the solutions. 

Counting the Cost: Financing Asian Higher Education for Inclusive Growth (2012)
The publication focuses on critical issues of financing higher education in Asia, including alternative 
funding sources; privatization of public higher education institutions, and financial consequences of the 
rise of private higher education; student loans; and lower cost strategies for delivering instruction. The 
publication provides evidence that a key priority to strengthen higher education finance is via effective 
implementation of quality assurance. 

Regional Cooperation and Cross-Border Collaboration in Higher Education in Asia: Ensuring that 
Everyone Wins (2012) 
An increasing number of countries across Asia are participating in regional cooperation and cross-
border collaborations as a strategy for strengthening their higher education systems. Often collaboration 
works to the advantage of each partner, but not always. The publication analyzes the popularity of these 
collaborations and the range of purposes, and activities. As the collaboration mechanisms have expanded, 
so too have the complexities. Shifting economic circumstances converge to raise new issues for higher 
education leaders seeking to reap the benefits of regional cooperation and cross-border partnerships. 

Improving Transitions: From School to University to Workplace (2012)
The publication explores the critical issues of alignment and relevance among schools, universities, and 
the labor market in Asia. It argues that incoming university students must be prepared, and thus school 
curricula need to align with university entrance examinations. Meanwhile, university curricula ought to 
correspond with market demands to increase the employability of graduates with the right skill sets for 
the workplace.   

Private Higher Education Across Asia: Expanding Access, Searching for Quality (2012)
The publication focuses on the growth of private higher education in Asia. It provides a comprehensive 
analysis of the various types of private higher education institutions and their functions, and pursues 
timely perspectives, including implications for policy, quality assurance, and accreditation.  

see next page 
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Access Without Equity? Finding a Better Balance in Higher Education in Asia (2012)
Although expanded access is the major accomplishment of higher education systems in Asia, equitable 
provision of higher education is a challenge. The publication focuses on improving access to higher 
education for students from marginalized groups, and on mainstreaming access and equity in national 
and institutional policies and strategies. In addition, it analyzes the expansion of higher education access 
and equity via the growth of private higher education and effective technology-based instruction.   

Administration and Governance of Higher Education in Asia: Patterns and Implications (2012)
The publication discusses the types and functions of various administration and governance systems of 
higher education in Asia. It particularly focuses on issues of institutional autonomy, and implications for 
financing, quality assurance, and personnel management.
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