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Greetings and salutations. I would like to thank the Rafic Hariri Foundation and their President, Mrs 
Nazek Rafic Hariri, for this very kind invitation to speak at this conference on Educational Innovation.  

Our region faces very real challenges today. I am not just talking about the threats of seemingly 
uncontainable and unending conflict. A full half of the population in many Arab countries is under the 
age of 25. Economic opportunities are limited. As a consequence, too many young lives fail to reach 
their potential. Despair is real for much of our youth, because of an absence of education and 
employment in underdeveloped societies, and limited opportunities for economic and political 
empowerment. The consequences are predictable and they are indeed awful. 

Globally, higher education is becoming increasingly unaffordable for most families. This has the effect of 
worsening social cohesion and increasing economic disparity. Tuition increases have accelerated at 
many universities, including, in recent years, the American University of Beirut. We have worked hard in 
the first year of my tenure to cap the rises. But this trend puts us in real danger of becoming more 
economically elite than we are intellectually elite which is a fundamental threat to our mission. But if we 
do not invest in our future capacity to attract and educate the best and brightest students, and recruit 
and retain the most talented faculty and staff, what does the future hold? 

Recognition of this dangerous situation was one of the central reasons why I returned to Lebanon last 
year to take up the position of AUB’s 16th president. For me it was a once in a lifetime opportunity to 
make the sort of real and lasting impact I have prepared for my entire life.  

The significance of AUB in its 150th year—which we have been celebrating with confidence and purpose 
throughout the whole of 2016—cannot be overstated. We have used this occasion to examine the 
lessons of the past, while setting our sights on the future. One thing has not changed since Daniel Bliss 
founded AUB in 1866: we are determined to make an impact – on knowledge, and on society—and 
serve those less fortunate and less privileged than ourselves. 

We are the oldest, most impactful, most prestigious university in the Arab World. We have 
accomplished and influential alumni, the best faculty in the region, some of the best and most 
innovative students, and incredibly dedicated staff. We are the second largest employer in Lebanon 
after the government; the largest private employer. We have a thriving liberal ethos, and are in every 
sense a community of scholars and truth-seekers, in a region where such discourse can candidly be 
dangerous. Now, more than ever, the real impact of the American University of Beirut needs to be given 
new life. 

The truly great societies of human history, revolutionary France for example, understood the need to 
bring the whole society together. Paris was reconstructed with middle-income housing, working class 
housing, and housing for the elite all in proximity to foster societal interchange. The principles of the 
late 18th century and early 19th century in France, even more so than England, included trying to educate 
people of different classes together to give hope for tomorrow. That’s what AUB provided. The founding 
fathers of AUB, or the Syrian Protestant College as we were called in our early years, wanted to provide 
hope for a better day for all of us. Hope through service resulting in transformative education. So how 
do we maintain that? By widening the access to the most underrepresented groups in our societies to 



 

our elite institutions, increasing the diversity of campus with kids from every corner of Lebanon and the 
Arab world and beyond the Arab world.  

Institutional scholarships are very powerful weapons in the armories of organizations like AUB that want 
to change the world, student-by-student. This year we welcomed a new cohort of 28 MasterCard 
Foundation scholars entering our University. For those who witnessed it, these students’ excitement 
about coming to Beirut was infectious and it was remarkable to see how quickly diverse individuals from 
sub-Saharan Africa, Palestine and Syria, as well as Lebanon, undergraduates and post-graduates 
together, settled in as a dynamic and cohesive group at the outset of the incredible voyage that is an 
AUB education.  In addition to the above-mentioned MCF, our stable of scholarships includes the USAID 
University Scholarship Program (USP) and the US–Middle East Partnership Initiative - Tomorrow’s 
Leaders (MEPI-TL), the United Lebanon Youth Program, and the Al-Ghurair Foundation. What is so 
striking about these programs is how they go beyond the traditional provision of financial support for 
the most excluded groups, by adding civic engagement and leadership elements, with targeted 
academic support, psychosocial support, and career education.  

AUB’s successful submission of a $26.7 million grant application last year has enabled the MCF program 
to push the envelope beyond our Faculty of Health Sciences, where the program started, making it a 
model for thriving interfaculty growth planning and administration. USP’s crowning achievement, in 
addition to graduating its first cohort in 2016, has been to reach agreement with the US Agency for 
International Development to fund it not just from year to year, but to pledge $42 million for cohorts 
over the next five years. MEPI-TL, meanwhile, has just received its largest award to date ($4.8 million) to 
bring in 26 students from across the MENA region in 2017-2018. The United Lebanon Youth Program 
funds extraordinary students from the Palestinian Refugee Camps to complete their education at AUB.  
The fifth member of this impressive quintet is the newest, which we can be proud to say is a purely Arab 
affair—the Al-Ghurair foundation—whose first cohort of 28 scholars joined AUB this semester, and 
which will also open to young people from around the Arab world to get a 100% free financial ride to 
study STEM subjects (that is science, technology, engineering and mathematics).  

We now have about 400 kids on full financial aid at AUB at the moment, but our goal within three years 
is to bring that number to 600. So we are challenging all our supporters to increase the number by 50% 
of fully enrolled free students in three years. It is a challenging target but we have to do it. Why? 
Because there is nothing like an AUB education and the more we can provide to the widest and most 
diverse groups in different societies the better. How else are we going to improve this part of the world? 
How else are we going to bring forth the leaders, the change-makers, the entrepreneurs and the 
protectors of tomorrow? 

On Friday, a group of AUB undergraduates in a club called Students for Sustainable Energy for All 
celebrated the completion of a remarkable project for which they had planned and secured funding 
themselves from start to finish, raising some $90,000 to provide solar lighting to a village in one of the 
most remote and deprived parts of Lebanon.  It took a year to implement—which would be the standard 
timeframe for a professional agency, let alone inexperienced students having their first taste of such a 
project. What is so inspiring about AUB students is the way in which they are always looking to make a 
difference and a positive impact in the society around them. Several members of the team were USP 
scholars.  

 



 

This Light Up a Village project is a recent, but perfect example of how we can and we must model a fair, 
just and pluralistic society at AUB. We must. It is not optional in today’s Lebanon and Arab world, 
starved as we are of functioning, transparent and ethical civic societies. Our goal is nothing less than a 
civically engaged community that serves as an example for Lebanon and the Arab world. Only then can 
we achieve a true global impact. We are not going to win the multibillion dollar arms race for genomic 
medicine, but we can make a difference with our remarkable community, students, faculty, staff and 
alumni—we can more than compete, we can excel in changing society.  

It may not be on the table now but it will be part of our discussion later and that is to develop something 
like the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, an AUB specific pre-school, eventually elementary 
school and high school that we oversee for some of the best and the brightest who cannot afford it, 
including some of our faculty’s children. Let’s start changing the culture while they are still very young.  

Secondary education is an area where our faculty have already been a pioneering force—in a school-
based improvement project known as TAMAM (from the Arabic المدرسة إلى المستند التطوير).  

Drs. Saouma Boujaoude and Rima Karami and their colleagues in the AUB Department of Education hold 
the distinction of receiving the longest-running single source research and development grant that we 
are aware of, which they use to conduct “action research” in schools around the Arab world. Ten years 
and much hard work later, they have now made durable connections with more than 40 schools across 
the Arab world which have adopted and helped refine the Tamam “journey” leading to the 
transformation of educational practices and governance structures. Excitingly, the latest schools to join 
the growing Tamam family this semester are in Palestine and Sudan, in addition to existing partners in 
Egypt, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, Oman and Qatar. The journey is so effective because it is the 
educational practitioners themselves, teachers, principals, with parental backing, who choose their 
improvement needs, set their own goals, design and plan their interventions, and evaluate and 
document their own work.  

Unusually, in this part of the world, the top-down, governmental influence is one of support and 
reinforcement, not enforced policy implementation or change for change’s sake. This makes the 
transformation not only more impactful, but focused as it is on participative leadership for continuous 
improvement, the model is genuinely self-sustaining and it evolves and spreads. If we are to change this 
region for the better, schools needs to become the centers of their communities, providing leadership 
and opportunities for all members to become their best possible selves. Tamam has done incredible 
work in this field, and we can look forward to even greater impact as the project continues and spreads, 
like the ripple effect that the Tamam team has adopted as its emblem. 

There is no doubt that education is the great equalizer in our societies. Education is what brings kids 
from different areas together and allows them to foster the gate protector of peace in society. What is 
that? It is destruction of the fear of the Other. Lebanon, post-civil war has unfortunately resuscitated 
that fear of the other that led to the atrocities of the civil war because of the sectarian balance in 
politics. AUB was an island of tolerance, of commitment, of shared liberal and secular values during that 
dark time, and today it seeks to reduce the fear of the other among its students, while encouraging the 
expression of peaceful debate and dialogue. 

But this is a system that relies on the honor code, and the honor code requires that the government at 
least serve as a protector of quality and that it not allow the registration of poor quality universities. 
Let’s look at the recent moves by the outgoing President Barrack Obama in the United States. The 



 

Obama administration developed an online assessment of college quality that included the 
employability of graduates, and with the colleges’ own assessment of their standards. The consequences 
have been that some of the better educational institutions have flourished, especially in the not-for-
profit sector, while some of their for-profit counterparts have closed. We are not advocating that the 
government increase legislation in Lebanon, far from it, but it is the government’s roles to maintain 
quality and ensure that students are not spending money that they and their families can ill afford 
without building the skills that our society so badly needs. It is the very minimum that our future 
generations deserve. 

To that end, my fellow presidents and I have been working intensively behind the scenes to form 
alliances and foster collaboration between the great universities of Lebanon.  Without wishing to pre-
judge the outcome of deliberations of our respective boards of trustees, the AUB and USJ 
administrations are seeking to permit students to exchange two full courses at one another’s campuses, 
which would count towards graduation. We are working together to explore different ways to make 
elite not-for-profit higher education more affordable with initiatives such as public-service-debt-
forgiveness programs and proposals to alter the tax codes.  One day in the not so distant future, we 
would like to be members of a partnership—a Cedar League in the way that the United States has its Ivy 
League—between the half-dozen or more top institutions in this country which for many years has been 
known far and wide for the excellence of its higher education 

Our hope is that the great universities of Lebanon will take advantage, and will be taken advantage of, 
not just for our educational excellence but also for our commitment as engaged institutions in the 
growth of tomorrow’s youth to provide that quality. I regret to say at this juncture that the Lebanese 
University, whose quality was maintained throughout the civil war, has recently become privy to various 
political and one may say sectarian influences. That is not in the best interests of the future generations 
of Lebanese leaders. The students of Lebanon’s only real public university need to identify themselves as 
citizens of Lebanon, if not citizens of the world, and not as members as a specific sect.  

So we at the great universities stretch out our hands to all, including the Hariri Foundation and the 
government of the Republic to insist that all Lebanese children and all Arab children and youth deserve 
quality in their education.  The future of Lebanon, environmentally, politically, and economically can 
afford no less. 

Thank you  


