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B
ahrain’s education sector, like education sectors 
around the world, had to adapt quickly in early 
2020 when the first case of COVID-19 was recorded 

in the country in late February 2020. However, with digital 
learning already on the rise, universities such as the Arabi-
an Gulf University and the American University were quick 
to scale up distance learning capacity in order to afford 
their students an uninterrupted educational experience.

Going forward, it is clear that much of what has been 

learned and developed over this difficult period will car-
ry into the post-COVID-19 period, with blended learning 
becoming a more permanent fixture at universities in Bah-
rain, the region, and the world.

This special report includes interviews with the coun-
try’s top education players, as well as articles and analysis 
on the state of the sector. It is our hope that it provide a 
key snapshot of Bahrain’s educations ector as this crucial 
moment in its development. ✖
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Khaled Saeed Tabbara  
V I C E  P R E S I D E N T,
A R A B I A N  G U L F  U N I V E R S I T Y

tutorials as well as pre-recorded lectures, but the greatest difficulty 
was students in the last two practical training years. For these, the 
simulation center at our college started preparing training videos. 
One must keep in mind that our students come from six GCC coun-
tries, and that their travel was affected by their countries’ policies. 
Later as the faculty members became more proficient, we shifted 
to Zoom and memory and bandwidth were expanded so that all 
students and the tutor in all groups were on video simultaneous-
ly, and lectures were carried out in real time online, so students 
can ask questions and interact. A digital examination software was 
acquired for written examinations and Zoom “rooms” was used 
to conduct real-time-simulation practical examinations. Still, the 
actual practical component of training and health center and field 
trips were on hold. Graduate students of the college of graduate 
studies also shifted to Zoom for theoretical learning. The difficul-
ty was with those in science branches who needed to work in the 
laboratory on their thesis research. Some were able to rejoin, but 
others, due to regulations in their own countries, were not able to 
return to Bahrain, As students in the fourth year joined year five at 
the beginning of the current academic year, students spend about 
a month training for the lost practicals of the previous year, fol-
lowing which they were able to start hospital rotations, which was 
alternated with simulation training at the university. In general, all 
faculty and students have adapted well to online teaching.

What lessons have you learned over the last few months, and what do you 

believe may be the longer-term impacts on the education sector?

How has your institution adapted in the wake of COVID-19 and the rise of 

distance learning?

The first case was announced in Bahrain on February 24, 2020. Im-
mediately following that, the government announced the closure 
of all schools and universities. As time went by, it became obvious 
that the university had to act to salvage the academic year. The 
decision was made to go to distance learning online. We have two 
colleges; medicine and higher (graduate) studies. The college of 
medicine teaches through problem-based learning in small group 
tutorials. Several applications were evaluated and the decision 
was made to use “Big Blue Button,” which integrates with Moodle, 
which the university had been using. The college of higher studies 
allowed each department to use the application that they found 
more suitable; some used Skype, others used Moodle. The college 
of medicine managed to complete the curriculum for students in 
the theoretical years (years 1-4) through live online small group 

LEARNING,
UNINTERRUPTED

Arabian Gulf University took bold steps early on to ensure continuity 
of learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, implementing innovative 
solutions that will change the education landscape forever.

BIO 

Khaled Saeed Tabbara is the Vice President of Arabian Gulf University. Tabbara 
is a graduate of the American University of Beirut, with a PhD in philosophy and 
microbiology and immunology from Washington State University. He began his 
career as a senior lecturer at the Department of Life Sciences at the Ministry of 
Health’s College of Health Sciences in Bahrain, and has had a long and colored 
career of teaching and research.
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It is evident that distance learning shall continue, perhaps for the 
remainder of the current academic year. It is also evident that 
online learning shall continue to have a place in education and 
will promote blended learning after the pandemic ends and life 
returns to its normal.

What are your expectations for the education sector over 2021, as well as 

the wider economy?

Education has certainly been significantly affected by the pan-
demic. Schools and universities, as physical locations, have lost 
their importance. Education, as a means to impart knowledge, 
has changed from the classroom setting to the online video set-
ting. In some instances, both students physically present as well as 
remotely via digital media were being taught by the same teacher. 
The pandemic has had a hugely negative impact on the economy. 
Consequently, salaries were affected, and in some instances em-
ployees were laid off, resulting in loss of income. This would cer-
tainly have an impact on private institutions. Public schools and 
universities may not suffer in the same way, but due to the larger 
number of students, the efficiency of education would certainly 
be compromised.

What are the main milestones in the history of the university, and what is 

its academic offer?

The Arabian Gulf University was established by the six GCC coun-
tries plus Iraq in 1980. Obviously, most of these countries had na-
tional universities but they felt that there was a need for a GCC 
university that would address topics other than the ones being of-
fered in the national universities. Back then, the national univer-
sities were institutions that were a continuation of education fol-
lowing high school. They were created in this way as the demand 
for higher (university) education was required to fill jobs and to 
compete. Creating the Arabian Gulf University meant that we 
could address specialties and programs that are becoming strate-

gically important for the region but were not offered individually 
by the countries. This is because the number of admissions into 
these programs is not large, meaning it was not possible to cre-
ate a program like this in each country. So, AGU was to centralize 
it and make it available to all the countries. The medical school 
was created because the number of medical graduates required in 
the area is vast considering the size of the population. At the time, 
there were few colleges of medicine: one in Kuwait and four in 
Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Oman. We did not have one in Bahrain 
and could not afford to start one on our own as Bahrain is small 
and medical schools are expensive. The establishment of the med-
ical school allowed AGU to offer unique programs and methods of 
teaching so that this medical school follows a different education-
al strategy. The college of medicine follows problem-based learn-
ing, a method that has become the trend in medical education, 
where students become active participants in their education. We 
have been following that since we started, and it was an innova-
tion in the area. We graduated the first batch in 1989, so have now 
graduated 30 batches, more than 2,700 doctors and over 4,500 stu-
dents from the university as a whole. When we started, the medi-
cal school was taking 78 students; now we take 200 every year and 
have six years, so we have about 1,200 medical students in total. 
We also created a special masters and PhD in special education, in 
addition to one in biotechnology, with multiple branches: agricul-
tural biotechnology, where they create new varieties of plants that 
produce more and are resistant to disease; medical biotechnolo-
gy, where they develop biological products for medical applica-
tions; environmental biotechnology, where work is being carried 
out in the in the field of petroleum industry. In the medical field 
we were the first to introduce a PhD in molecular medicine in the 
Arab world. We also have a master of science degree in personal-
ized medicine, where people’s genes are analyzed. Based on that, 
you know which diseases you are susceptible to suffer and what 
medicines are more suitable for your body. ✖
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sified student population at the country’s tertiary education institu-
tions. Among those towards a bachelor’s degree, business and law 
represented the most popular fields, accounting for nearly half of 
all undergraduate level students listed in the Council’s most recent-
ly available data. Studies related to engineering, manufacturing and 
construction accounted for the second highest portion of students, at 
about one-fifth. Among other fields popular to Bahrain’s undergradu-
ates are services, science, humanities and arts, education, and health 
and welfare. Statistics are similar for those earning master’s or doc-
toral degrees, with business and engineering fields accounting for the 
highest number of these students. 

According to the Council of Higher Education, the country’s univer-
sities host students from all around the world, from North America to 
Oceania. Among Bahraini students, women make up about two-fifths 
of students throughout all tertiary levels, whole men make up the re-
maining three-fifths. Among academic staff in tertiary institutions, 
men represent about 60% of all positions between both public and 
private institutions. Bahrain has approximately 19 universities and 
higher education institutions, of which four are public. The Kingdom’s 
public offerings include Arabian Gulf University and the College of 
Health Sciences, while its international offerings include names such 
as the American University of Bahrain, Arab Open University, and the 
University of West Virginia Bahrain Campus. It is these universities as 
well as additional organizations that the Council of Higher Education 
plans to deliver on its goals laid out in the National Higher Education 
Strategy 

Central to the success of Bahrain’s higher education plan is instill-
ing the proper motivation in Bahraini youth. To do this effectively, 
the Council of Higher Education has several key objectives, includ-
ing increasing the number of professionally certified teaching staff at 
higher education institutions, increasing enrollment rates in alterna-
tive post-secondary education institutions, emphasize entrepreneur-

❱  IN BAHRAIN and around the world, the traditional demands of 
business and the sought-after qualities of employees is changing 

at an accelerating rate. New technologies such as automation and ar-
tificial intelligence are making businesses in all sectors more efficient 
and competitive. This is especially evident in the GCC, where, with 
countries racing to diversify their economies away from petroleum, 
new and emerging industries are changing traditional demands and 
expectations from both employers and employees.

In 2014, the Kingdom of Bahrain, through its Higher Education 
Council, set in motion its 10-year National Higher Education Strategy 
to address this shifting business and industrial landscape. The strategy 
points out the significance of higher education in securing the future 
development of the country’s economy and pubic services, as well as 
its role in finding and addressing the skills necessary to produce an ad-
ept workforce of the future. To achieve this, the government is build-
ing an educational experience for students that is relevant and respon-
sive to the emerging demands of local, regional, and global businesses 
and industries, providing them with critical skills for the 21st century 
job market, including problem solving, critical thinking, communica-
tion and teamwork. While the government will play a significant role 
in this effort, promoting competition and providing an effective regu-
latory environment within the higher education segment will also play 
a key role. 

The capacity of the higher education sector is expected to more 
than double by 2024 from its 2014 level, taking into account a myr-
iad of factors including the growth of the Bahraini population, new 
educational departments, lifelong learning programs and increased 
graduate and doctoral activity, as well as what the Council of Higher 
Education expects to be a growing number of GCC nationals coming 
to the island kingdom to study at the university level.

While reports from the most recent academic school year are not 
available, data from the Council of Higher Education shows a diver-

GOING PLACES
Bahrain is working to equip its university students with the skills necessary 
for a rapidly changing job market. 
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ship across course curriculum, include more use of technology in the 
classroom, and increase non-traditional participation in tertiary in-
stitutions. The Council of Higher Education has also emphasized the 
importance of improving education standards, ultimately allowing 
students to graduate with more than just qualifications but the re-
quired skills for the country’s changing economy and industries.

Entrepreneurship plays an important role in the education strate-
gy and is a field the government hopes will grow into a pillar of the 
national economy. The education strategy highlights as a specific 
goal integrating entrepreneurship into higher education. Among the 
Council’s strategies are increasing the cultural awareness of entrepre-

neurship throughout society through both student-focused initiatives 
such as extracurricular activities, competitions, and boot camps, as 
well as teacher-focused initiatives, such as additional trainings and 
certifications.

The Council of Higher Education is aiming to for six key outcomes 
by the time the education strategy ends in 2024. These include a 
Bahraini population of work-ready global citizens; students that are 
skilled, flexible and innovative; graduates that can contribute mean-
ingfully to the labor market, civil society and community development 
in the country; a culture of life-long learning; a citizenry of effective 
communicators; and students who think entrepreneurially. ✖
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Mona Suri 
A C T I N G  P R E S I D E N T
R O YA L  U N I V E R S I T Y  F O R  W O M E N  ( R U W )

lines. Software and technology was also used by management 
to support the learning of staff and students.

What lessons have you learned over the last few months, and what do 

you believe may be the longer-term impacts on the education sector?

Lessons learnt from the past month are that technology plays 
a very important role in the education sector. The human asset 
is a great strength of any organization. Teamwork and leader-
ship make it possible to find the way in unprecedented circum-
stances. We believe that online education/distance learning 
and blended learning will stay even after COVID-19. We should 
support our students with adequate training on the soft skills 
such as short-term certificates to adapt themselves to the 
emerging needs of our industries as it is going to be necessary 
in job market as per the fourth industrial revolution. We also 
learnt during the pandemic about the crucial importance of 
communication. Sharing information, utilizing data from staff 
and student survey to make strategies, and understanding and 
implementing the guidelines from the regulators were a crucial 
function that was performed on a daily basis. Clear and concise 
communication is the key for the success of any organization.

What are your expectations for the education sector over 2021, as well 

as the wider economy?

The education sector needs to find creative ways of engagement 
with students during lectures. There needs to be more empha-
sis on technology and training, and frameworks will need to be 
revisited. Also, soft skills need to be added to the curriculum to 
provide a competitive edge to students. Remote learning and 
work for back-office functions will continue post-pandemic. 
There will be more levels of self-learning unseen before the 
pandemic, where students were constantly supervised. Higher 
education institutions will come up with ways to teach social 
skills to children for their holistic development. In addition, 
parents will have a great role in shaping the future of their chil-
dren as they will be deeply engaged and monitor them at home. 
As the world economy is struggling for growth and unemploy-
ment, it is mandatory for higher education to prepare students 
for the post pandemic world—a new normal. ✖

How has your institution adapted in the wake of COVID-19 and the rise 

of distance learning?

In February 2020, with the onset of the coronavirus pandem-
ic, RUW, Bahrain, immediately shifted to remote learning to 
safeguard student, faculty, and staff well-being. Many initia-
tives were taken in the academic and administrative sectors 
to safeguard staff and students. In addition to various kinds of 
support, staffs were equipped with devices such as computers, 
laptops, microphones, cameras, online teaching tools, and the 
training to use software such as Moodle, Zoom, Teams, and 
Google meet. The curriculum was also revised to incorporate 
blended learning. Assessments were also changed to mostly the 
analytical, creative, and practical implementation of knowl-
edge. Exams became mostly case studies, situation analysis, 
and application based to encourage students to think and ap-
ply their knowledge. In addition, the weightage of assessments 
was also changed and the number of assessments were reduced 
to help students adapt to online learning in small phases. The 
delivery mode of teaching was flexible and the university was 
equipped with all technical and other resources to implement 
blended and hybrid models. Theory classes were mostly deliv-
ered online; however, the laboratory and studio classes were 
done practically on campus with small batches of students, en-
suring social distance. Elsewhere, academics were given train-
ing on online teaching from reputable institutes and universi-
ties. A support portal was also provided via the RUW website 
to provide information to students regarding COVID-19 guide-

QUICK TO ACT

RUW has put every effort into making sure its staff and students are 
supported during the pandemic, with many innovations set to be 
carried into the post-pandemic era.

BIO 

Mona Suri is a Principal Fellow of Higher Education Academy, UK, with teaching 
experience of more than 31 years in India and Bahrain. She joined RUW in 2008. 
She completed her studies in fabric and apparel science at Delhi University, India. 
She has been actively involved in research and teaching and has successfully 
supervised six PhD and 45 master’s students.
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of 4% over men in the latter category. While up-to-date statistics 
on women enrollment at the tertiary level are unavailable, women 
have historically held higher enrollment rates than men at the uni-
versity level. At Arab Gulf University, for example, women have far 
outnumbered men in terms of enrollment for decades.

According to the most recently available statistics from the Min-
istry of Education, female Bahraini teachers far outnumber male 
teachers, with government schools having over 8,700 female teach-
ers compared to just over 5,200 male teachers from the primary 
to secondary level in the 2017-2018 school year, a trend that dates 
back several years. Among nurseries, kindergartens and private 
schools, female teachers also far outnumber their male counter-
parts. In the 2017-2018 school year, nearly 7,000 of these teachers 
were women, while just over 1,000 were men. While the number of 
boys’ primary schools outnumbered that of girls’, at 57 to 55, re-
spectively, the country had more girls intermediate and secondary 
schools for girls than for boys in the 2017-2018 school year.

Overall, approximately 74.4% of adult women in the country 
have reached a secondary or higher level of education, compared 
to 80.4% of their male counterparts. Additionally, a recent Davos 
Circularity Gap Report ranked Bahraini women first in the world in 
indicators in secondary and higher education. Women represent 
47% of academic staff in the country, as well as an impressive 59% 
of university graduates and 71% of masters and doctorate hold-
ers. Also of significance, among undergraduates at local univer-
sities, Bahraini women represent approximately 55% of students 
studying in the science, technology, engineering and mathematics 
fields, a figure higher than that of the US.

❱  IN RECENT YEARS, the role of women in society has been a 
main point of discussion in the Gulf. Countries throughout the 

region have been easing or altogether removing economic and so-
cial restrictions that have long been in place for women. Bahrain, 
however, has long been acknowledged as nurturing one of the 
most open societies in the region, providing opportunities for all 
citizens, including women. This is especially evident when consid-
ering several key indicators in which Bahrain either ranks as ei-
ther the regional leader or has been excelling in throughout recent 
years, or when examining the Kingdom’s long history of women in 
education.

The education of Bahraini women has a long history in the King-
dom, dating back to 1918, when the nation’s first school for girls 
was opened. Then, in the early 1950s, the first group of Bahraini 
women traveled abroad to Cairo and Beirut to study and return 
as schoolteachers and principals. Less than a decade later, the 
College of Health and Sport Sciences opened, paving the way for 
Bahraini women to study in the field of medicine and practice as 
nurses. More recently, the Kingdom saw the opening of the Royal 
University for Women (RUW), in partnership with Canada’s McGill 
University and the UK’s Middlesex University. RUW offers its stu-
dents a diversity of courses including computer science, graphic 
design, law, education, business and fashion design.

The Kingdom has one of the highest overall female literacy rates 
in the Arab world, at 94.9%, and the UNESCO Institute for Statis-
tics reports that among female youth that portion stands at 100%. 
The net enrollment ratio for women in primary education stands 
at 97% and for secondary education at 91%, giving women a lead 

MAKING STRIDES
The status of women in education in Bahrain is something not only the 
region, but the entire world can be envious of. 
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Bahrain’s current enviable statistics come on the back of de-
cades of work and determination from the government aimed 
at closing the gender gap in education as well as in several other 
business sectors. Women with degrees from tertiary universities, 
as well as those who have completed education at the secondary 
level, receive support from the kingdom’s Supreme Council for 
Women aimed at facilitating women to become small business 
owners and entrepreneurs. Within the country there are also pro-
grams that provide loans and credit to women entrepreneurs, as 
well as an incubator exclusively for women.

The Supreme Council for Women, as well as the central govern-
ment and other organizations, understand the importance of an 
educated and active female populace in the country’s ongoing di-
versification efforts away from hydrocarbons. The country has al-
ready succeeded to a great extent in diversifying its industries and 
economy, and the kingdom’s business leaders and government 
officials recognize the significant role a strong female workforce 
equipped with the necessary know-how will play in the nation’s 
future economy.

The role Bahraini women in the Kingdom’s future economy, 
and the significance the education sector will play in getting them 
there, is a key aspect of the country’s National Higher Education 
Strategy 2014-2024 (NHES). Released by the Ministry of Education, 
the NHES highlights the increased investment that will be needed 
in the nations educational infrastructure order to provide a quality 
education to and graduate Bahraini women, thus increasing their 
access to the job market, especially in the private sector. ✖ Im
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Dr.  Susan E.  Saxton 
P R E S I D E N T,  A M E R I C A N  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F 
B A H R A I N

ly, without missing any class time. We also ensured the con-
tinuation of virtual learning with examinations administered 
through ProctorU, an AI-enabled, secure, assessment platform 
to maintain the integrity and credibility of exams. I’m pleased 
that all of us, including staff, students, and support teams, 
have demonstrated the ability and desire to adapt and try new 
teaching and learning methodologies. Throughout the pan-
demic, we emphasized our culture of care philosophy and kept 
health and wellbeing at the forefront of our student life and 
educational experience. Our approach toward ensuring that 
the continuation of global best practices in teaching and learn-
ing was accelerated by seamlessly implementing dual modal-
ity learning, which allowed for normally scheduled classes on 
campus and synchronous participation for students unable to 
attend, or who preferred to study at a distance. We were the 
first university in Bahrain to welcome its students back on 
campus in safe environment in September 2020, safely con-
tinuing extracurricular activities and hosting hybrid events. 
Simulation software was also added to laboratories to help 
compliment the traditional classroom experience. We are ex-
tremely proud of how seamlessly students adapted, achieving 

How has your institution adapted in the wake of COVID-19 and the rise 

of distance learning?

COVID-19 has changed the way that institutions globally de-
liver education, and the way that students approach their fu-
tures. As soon as we saw the pandemic take hold in Europe, 
we pro-actively mobilized our technological tools to be ready 
to move to an online modality. AUBH, as an institution, is in 
a fortunate position due to the structure of our business as a 
start-up, which means that we are naturally able to adapt and 
change very quickly. We moved to distance learning seamless-

FORTUNATE 
POSITION

The American University of Bahrain has embraced the changed 
necessitated by COVID-19 and remained resilient in the face of 
adversity.

BIO 

Dr. Susan E. Saxton has over 25 years of educational experience, with a focus 
on transformational leadership, corporate strategy, and academic program 
management. Prior to her current role, she held senior positions within the Laureate 
Education network.
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great results in the face of adversity.

What lessons have you learned over the last few months, and what do 

you believe may be the longer-term impacts on the education sector?

The pandemic demonstrated to us not only how resilient we 
are as an institution, but how quickly our students are able to 
adapt through global disruption. The world has seen the rise in 
technology facilitating the way we live, connect, and learn, and 
while we have seamlessly adapted and embraced the tech-en-
abled aspect of business continuity and fostering connection, 
at AUBH we strive to maximize human connection across all 
pillars of study, life, and work. We have seen the rise of tech-
nology in the classroom environment, and the success of dual 
modality as a medium for fostering education. In line with the 
Ministry of Education’s vision, we look forward to supporting 
the implementation of hybrid learning as a standard practice 
in Higher Education in the Kingdom and an option to students 
who require more flexibility in their learning experience.

What are your expectations for the education sector over 2021, as well 

as the wider economy?

The pandemic has redefined the way that people think about 
education, which will undoubtedly impact how students con-
tinue to approach higher education and learning, in general. 
Dual-modality, blended, and hybrid models will continue to 
evolve into student- and teacher friendly methodologies for 
learning, both didactic and through clinical/lab versions. The 
digitalization of events and experiences will also continue to 
evolve and become more integral parts of our life experiences. 
Digitalization has enabled us to gain access to high profile, or 
previously inaccessible industry experts, due to shifts in learn-
ing and social mediums. This access is a great opportunity for 
institutions around the world to connect their communities 
to individuals who have pioneered in different industries and 
can share learnings and inspirational stories. At AUBH, speak-
er series and industry engagement are a core component of 
our holistic approach to education, beyond the classroom, as 
it presents students with innovative and creative ideas, which 
inspire them to choose the pathway they would like to take, in 
today’s wide variety of industries. Continuing to connect our 
students with one another and the international community 
is a dynamic that we look forward to continuing to facilitate. ✖
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Ra’ed M. BenShams 
D I R E C T O R  G E N E R A L
I N S T I T U T E  O F  P U B L I C 
A D M I N I S T R AT I O N  I N  B A H R A I N  ( B I PA )

What lessons have you learned over the last few months, and what do 

you believe may be the longer-term impacts on the education sector?

For Bahrain to be competitive, it is not just about the private 
sector; it is how the government is able to position the private 
sector as a leader and set the ecosystem in place for Bahrain to 
thrive. The government is leading with its high performance, 
which must be fair and sustainable, so we must create a sus-
tainable and effective government to be able to lead. This can-
not be done without building capacities in innovative ways, 
especially during the COVID-19 period. Citizens’ expectations 
are much higher than they were before, so it is not a matter of 
right or wrong; it is a matter of perception, which needs to be 
managed well by the government. Administrative resilience is 
a new concept for many organizations and entities. It relates 
to the political, social, economic, and technological aspects, 
which will affect the employees and the organization. Admin-
istrative resilience is important to reduce the potential risks 
and optimize the use of technology, to improve the public sec-
tor’s work system, and achieve the sustainable development 
goals and objectives. 

How has your institution adapted in the wake of COVID-19 and the rise 

of distance learning?

Remote Learning is a national duty and investing in employees 
is the smartest decision to develop the public sector. 16,821 
government employees have benefited from the institute’s 
services during the recent period. Distance learning began at 
the institute a long time ago, during which it shared many suc-
cessful electronic-experiences with the Gulf region and neigh-
boring countries. Risk management and anticipating crisis 
and managing them when they occur is an essential part of the 
institute’s work. The institute for BIPA intensified its training 
programs and electronic learning during this current phase.

EVER STRIVING

BIPA plays a key role preparing the human capital that will guide 
and administer the state. It was especially crucial during the 
management of the COVID-19 crisis.

BIO 

Ra’ed M. BenShams is Director General of BIPA. He is also the president of the 
Middle East and North Africa Public Administration Research Network. He has a 
PhD in strategic management and organization behavior from Bradford University 
and a master’s in management information systems from Leeds University.
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What are your expectations for the education sector over 2021, as well 

as the wider economy?

We strive to make innovation a government culture that 
achieves national aspirations and elevates Bahrain’s compet-
itive position. The institute seeks to implement the ambitious 
government vision of HRH Prince Salman bin Hamad Al Khal-
ifa, including innovation as a key approach in all plans and 
programs. Innovation is needed now more than at any time in 
the past to accelerate productivity, reduce costs, and improve 
quality of services, while facing a fast-paced reality of emerg-
ing challenges and increased demands by citizens expecting 
state-of-the-art government services.

Could you tell us more about the National Leadership Program and 

its main features? What are your plans and strategies for the future? 

Leadership is not about positions but about the traits, the 
competencies, the attitude, and the aptitude of people at all 
levels. The National Leadership Development Program has 
six key levels to cater to public officials. It is a modular project 
customized to our needs. We won a UN prize because we in-
cluded the UN Sustainable Development Goals as an integral 
part. Thus, people on all levels produce their projects linked 
directly to the outcomes of the goals. The return on invest-

ment is measured on five levels. In this program, we include in 
psychometrics and one-on-one coaching so people can bring 
the best out of their capacities. The six levels of the Nation-
al Leadership Program are linked to the career progression of 
the public officials and it is fully funded. First, we focus on you 
as a leader: how you learn, how you create visions, and what 
are the key things that you must possess to lead. Second, we 
help you to build teams, as leaders cannot do anything without 
their teams. Third, we look at your ability to build institutions. 
We focus on this because policies and procedures are key to 
government. The fourth thing is focusing on a relationship 
with citizens. You need to build yourself so that you can serve 
as we are civil servants, and we need to serve citizens. Then we 
have all that is needed for communication, which is the fifth 
element. Productivity and innovation are the sixth element. Of 
course, this process is governed by values. If values are not set 
well, they cannot be taught. We are doing these projects be-
cause Bahrain is small and we need to have all the minds and 
thoughts of people around us. Again, our region is unique; we 
have our own thoughts about the school of management in 
public administration, so if we institutionalize that, the whole 
world will understand who we are. We just need the rest of the 
world to appreciate who we are. ✖

I N T E R V I E W
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Medical sciences have been the strong suit and main focus of the 
AGU since its establishment. In 2018, the AGU took a bold step by 
awarding a USD1 billion tender to construct its very own medical 
city, where its medical students and other healthcare trainees will 
gain some real-world experience. Built on a million square meter 
piece of land in the Southern Governorate, donated by the King of 
Bahrain, His Majesty Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa, the proposed med-
ical city will come complete with a general 288-bed hospital as well 
as several clinics and centers of research.

Despite the importance of the College of Medicine and Medical 
Sciences, the AGU is by no means a single-discipline university. 
It offers programs in areas as diverse as agricultural technologies, 
environmental management, special education, and business. 
This latter area of study, in particular, is of high importance in the 
Gulf, where business and trade dominate almost everything. As 
part of the AGU, the French Arabian Business School (FABS) has 
been training students in the art and craft of business since the 
late 2000s. The FABS’s standards are said to be on par with those 
maintained by top Western business schools.

Speaking of the university’s rising educational standards, a look 
at the QS Global World Rankings—as one of the most reliable 
measures of a university’s performance—reveals the Arabian Gulf 
University’s constant improvement over the years. While the uni-
versity was ranked 500th in the QS rankings in 2014, its ranking 
has improved, without exception, in every year’s report since then, 
reaching the 411th place in 2018.

Since the late 2019 and early 2020, however, the university’s 

❱  SINCE BAHRAIN’S independence in 1971 and the withdrawal of 
British and Iranian claims to its soil, education in Bahrain has 

seen a rapid growth. While before the mid-1900s the literacy rate 
was very low and the country had but a few modern schools, since 
1971 the number of educational institutions has gone up dramat-
ically, becoming equal to the per capita number of schools in de-
veloped nations.

As for higher education, the only choice for those in pursuit of 
knowledge, back then, was to head for Europe, which was only 
within the means of Bahrain’s wealthiest families. Some, mean-
while, would settle for universities in Beirut, Cairo, or Mumbai 
which were more affordable. 

Things began to change, however, circa 1970. The Gulf Techni-
cal College—now known as the Gulf Polytechnic—opened up in 
1968 to offer vocational degrees. The first university offering prop-
er bachelor’s degrees was the University College of Art, Science, 
and Education (UCB), which had its first intake in 1979-1980. The 
trend has continued ever since, with the launch of multiple tertiary 
educational institutions focusing on different branches of health 
sciences, business, and engineering. 

The nation’s youngest public university is the Arabian Gulf Uni-
versity (AGU), which was funded in 1984 and since the 1990s be-
gan to be perceived as one of the rising stars of Bahrain’s higher 
education system. The launching of AGU was the fruit of collab-
oration between the six member states of the GCC. As such, the 
university admits students not only from Bahrain but also from all 
GCC member states.

UNIVERSITY  
CHAMPION
The Arabian Gulf University, one of the youngest public universities in Bahrain, has 
also proven to be one of the most elite seats of learning in the GCC. 
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activities have been affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, espe-
cially as the AGU’s student body is comprised of youth from six 
different GCC countries, and lockdowns and travel restrictions in 
2020 prevented the return of many AGU students to Manama. The 
AGU reacted with utmost agility by using several different digital 
platforms to ensure the continuity of online and offline classes, 
although real-time classes with interactive capabilities were pri-
oritized.

Given the AGU’s particular focus on medicine and the hands-
on nature of medical education, the AGU faced more challenges 
than other universities; medical students do not study theoretical 
matters in their 5th and 6th years anymore and, instead, gain real 
experience through rotational internship in different wards. The 
AGU tackled this problem by quickly preparing a set of recorded 
training videos, according to Khaled Saeed Tabbara, Vice Presi-
dent of the Arabian Gulf University.

Over its relatively short existence, the AGU has proven to be a 
respectable academic establishment. It has a multinational quali-
ty which raises the diversity of its faculty members. What is more, 
while maintaining its primary focus on health sciences, the AGU 
has been expanding its domain by adding programs in environ-
mental sciences, special education, and even business.

The Arabian Gulf University reacted quickly and effectively to 
the recent COVID-19 crisis. It is hoped that this young center of 
learning and its student body will resume their normal activities 
with the completion of vaccination programs across the GCC—
and even play a role in research on COVID-19 and similar diseases 
which pose a threat on the lives of humans across the world.  ✖ Im
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lent progress in this direction and our role is to support that 
and be a catalyst for that change. One way we can do this is to 
make sure we are teaching the subjects and programs that will 
be at the heart of the economy in the future. For example, our 
master’s program in telecoms and our undergraduate program 
in computer networks are in that line because everything is 
going to be powered by the ICT sector. We also plan to intro-
duce an undergraduate program in computer science and cy-
bersecurity. Moreover, all our students, whether they are civil 
engineers or accountants, must do a multi-disciplinary proj-
ect together in their first year. They must learn how to work in 
multi-disciplinary teams because this is the correct approach. 
Our lecturers act as facilitators for this. Through this we are also 
trying to teach our students the increasingly crucial soft skills 
that employers need, such as how to bring people together and 
get the best out of them. We want students to graduate with a 
set of skills that allows them to embark on a journey of contin-
uous learning.

Bahrain's government and Higher Education Council is working to in-

crease higher education standards. How does BUB differentiate itself 

from other universities and what is the unique added value of BUB?

We are different because our degrees are awarded by the Uni-
versity of Salford. Senior staff from the University of Salford sit 
on our Board of Trustees. But we are nevertheless constituted 
as a university in Bahrain. What distinguishes us is that we are 
in a unique position to utilize the expertise of the University of 
Salford. We have their experience, size, and expertise to feed 
into BUB's development.

What are BUB's future plans?

We are conscience of two factors—one is the market in terms 
of our potential students' interests and, second, the demands 
of the local economy. These two factors are not always aligned. 
Sometimes students want to study one thing and the econo-
my needs other qualifications and skills. An example where we 
have done quite well is being the first university to introduce 
quantity surveying in Bahrain. There is a lot of construction 
work going on in Bahrain and the Middle East in general. By 
training local Quantity Surveyors, BUB is equipping Bahrainis 
to find careers in a lucrative field where there is high demand. 
It is a challenge to introduce a new discipline. We have to work 
hard not only with our current students but also with schools to 
educate young people about this career path. ✖

BUB began its activities in 2018. Could you tell us more about your main 

milestones and why the university decided to open in Bahrain?

We wanted to bring British higher education to the Kingdom 
of Bahrain. We are aware that many people in Bahrain, and 
the wider region, wish to obtain a degree from the UK, but for 
different reasons, such as finances or family, not all of them 
can study in the UK. The degrees we offer here are the same as 
those offered at the University of Salford, Manchester. Those 
who study in Bahrain can also transfer to the UK at any point 
during their program. We believe we are developing and sup-
porting Bahrain's economy. We know that education has an 
important multiplier effect on local economies. We employ 
people and our students are consumers as well as students. We 
are situated besides a mall and our students make up quite a 
big customer base for the retailers there. Hopefully by having a 
larger number of local students staying in Bahrain, rather than 
going to the UK and elsewhere, we are keeping more resources 
in Bahrain. We are developing the local workforce with world-
class qualifications; hopefully, it will have a long-term positive 
impact on the local and regional economies. We have nine un-
dergraduate programs under three colleges. In 2020, we plan 
to expand by introducing law and psychology programs. We 
will also offer a master’s program in finance as well as a pro-
gram in telecommunications, technology, and innovation. The 
master’s program is aimed at senior executives in the telecoms 
industry and is designed to support Bahrain's desire to be a re-
gional hub for telecoms.

What is the role of the higher education sector in achieving the Bahrain 

Global Economic Vision 2030’s goal of diversifying the economy and 

transitioning into a knowledge-based economy?

It is never too soon for countries that historically have depend-
ed on oil and gas to start diversifying. Bahrain is making excel-

A HELPING HAND

BUB offer local students a British education without needing to travel 
abroad, and is continuing to expand its scope and support Bahrain’s 
efforts to develop into a knowledge-based economy.

BIO 

Keith Sharp is the Founding Vice President of BUB. Prior to coming to Bahrain, he 
was director of international programmes at the London School of Economics and 
Political Science. He has held senior positions at a number of British universities and 
has served as an institutional auditor with the Quality Assurance Agency in the UK 
and as head of the international unit at Universities UK. His academic background 
is in sociology and he remains active in research in such areas as social theory, the 
social consequences of the digital revolution, and quality in higher education.
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changes to achieve this. At the same time, we have invested heav-
ily in technology to ensure we can deliver education remotely, 
ensuring our students’ engagement. We have learnt and have cap-
tured this and shared it internally and externally with colleagues 
from other institutions. RCSI has also worked tirelessly to protect 
the fulcrum of education, which is our assessment process’s in-
tegrity. We are leading the way in the Kingdom and indeed region-
ally with our secure examination processes. The results show that 
our methods have resulted in improvements in the examination 
process to such an extent that what we are doing now will be the 
benchmark going forward. While the pandemic has been extreme-
ly challenging, it has also been a massive opportunity that we have 
embraced fully. It has made the world look at educational delivery 
differently; before, the view was traditional or distance learning, 
and now we are looking at flexibility and adaptability, and how we 
can blend the various options to ensure high-quality delivery with 
results that have integrity.

What lessons have you learned over the last few months, and what may be 

the longer-term impacts on the education sector?

Every challenge is an opportunity, and RCSI is an improved orga-
nization due to the crisis. We have more robust, adaptable pro-
cesses that ensure we can flex our delivery methods depending 
on the ever-evolving dynamic of the pandemic. Students have 
embraced new ways of learning and love the flexibility it offers. 
Academic staff have risen to the challenge and are now constant-
ly pushing the boundaries and options for delivery. However, all 
said, there is also a place for face-to-face learning that will never go 
away. We cannot teach students to be world-class healthcare pro-
fessionals without interacting with fellow students, academics, ex-
perienced clinicians, and patients. We have had to tailor the ways 
we do this, and it has brought to the fore what can be achieved 
with the incredible hi-fidelity mannequins and equipment on the 
market. Education has changed forever. Once the pandemic is un-
der control, I do not see universities suddenly going back to the 
old ways of doing things. Blended learning is here to stay. Those 
that do not embrace it will find that consumers will choose other 
institutions that do, because it offers more in the way of flexibility. 
It also caters to a more comprehensive array of learning styles and 
is more inclusive. ✖

What attracted you to start operations in Bahrain, and what have been the 

main milestones since the opening of the company?

RCSI was granted a royal charter in Dublin in 1784 by King George 
III to regulate surgery in Ireland. However, it commenced medical 
education midway through the 1900s and attracted students from 
all over the world to study in Dublin. A number of prominent Bah-
raini graduates from RCSI along with the Bahraini government 
approached RCSI in the early 2000s with a proposal to open a uni-
versity here. Subsequently, RCSI Bahrain opened its doors in 2004. 
As an institution, RCSI is extremely international in its approach; 
it has two campuses in Malaysia, a small campus in Dubai, and 
some operations in the southern part of Africa around the train-
ing of surgeons. Our first graduating class of both nursing and 
medicine in Bahrain was in 2010, and since then we have grad-
uated over 2,000 students. We have been extremely successful; in 
2014, we celebrated our 10th year of operations here, and in 2019 
we had our 10th graduating class. We are still young in the grand 
scheme of things, though we are maturing.

How has your institution adapted in the wake of COVID-19 and the rise of 

distance learning?

RCSI Bahrain quickly and efficiently mobilized to a blended form 
of learning that involved rotating students across various teach-
ing delivery modes to ensure they receive an equivalent, if not 
better, standard of education than before the pandemic. We have 
worked with the authorities to ensure that on-campus teaching is 
conducted safely and have implemented numerous operational 

WORLD-CLASS 
EDUCATION

With over 60% of its students comprising Bahrainis who go on to work 
in the local economy and make a real difference, RCSI stands out 
from other international institutions in the region.

BIO 

Stephen Harrison-Mirfield has been COO at RCSI since 2013. Prior to his 
appointment, he was a senior executive with KPMG’s global management 
consultancy group. He began his professional career in the UK, rising through the 
ranks in human resources. In early 2006, he moved to Bahrain and joined Atos 
Origin Middle East. A former president of Birmingham City University Students 
Union, Harrison-Mirfield has maintained a key interest in education and training. 
He holds a postgraduate diploma in organizational leadership from Said Business 
School, University of Oxford, and an honors degree in sociology from Birmingham 
City University. He is also a fellow of the Chartered Institute of Personnel and 
Development and is currently a doctoral candidate studying at Glasgow Caledonian 
University where he is focusing on multicultural leadership.
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institutional review by the BQA. In addition, we have achieved 
two types of ISO certifications: ISO 9001 2015, which is relat-
ed to administrative processes, and the ISO 21001:2018, which 
is related to educational organizations' management systems 
and academic processes. We are amongst the first universities 
in Bahrain and among the few in the Arab region to acquire 
these certifications. In the QS World University Rankings for 
2021 we achieved the ranking of 651-700, and ASU is ranked 
29th out of the 1,200 universities in the QS Arab region rank-
ings and we achieved four stars in the QS rating system. Under 
the Times Higher Education (THE) University Impact Rank-
ings, ASU is ranked 401+; this ranking measures how univer-
sities meet the 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Moreover, 
we are ranked 484 in the Green Metric World University Rank-
ings, which look at universities regarding sustainability, green, 
and efficient practices, and use of resources. ASU is accredited 
with the Higher Education Academy (HEA) from the UK; we 
train our staff with UK certification and external assessment. 
82 of our staff are associate, fellows, senior fellows, or princi-
pal fellows of the HEA in the UK. There are only around 1,500 
principal fellows in the world and we have one at our universi-
ty. This is a major achievement for us. ASU has 18 programs in 
total, 13 undergraduate programs and five master’s programs. 
We offer master’s in human resource management, business 
administration, accounting and finance, law, and commercial 

What have been the main milestones ASU during the past 15 years, 

and can you tell us more about ASU's undergraduate and graduate pro-

grams?

ASU was established in 2004 as a private university. ASU has 
three pillars: learning and teaching, research, and community 
engagement. Then, we have supportive pillars: quality, student 
support, internationalization through partnerships, innovation 
and entrepreneurship, human capital, and sustainable growth. 
ASU has grown over the years and, in 2013, the university cam-
pus moved from Juffair to Sitra. The university is accredited by 
the Higher Education Council (HEC) and successfully achieved 

KEEP ON LEARNING

ASU enjoys solid rankings across a range of areas and, having 
navigated the challenge of distance learning, is looking forward to the 
resumption of normal campus life in late 2021.

BIO 

Prof. Ghassan F. Aouad has been the President of ASU since November 2014. 
He spent five years at the Department of Civil and Building Engineering of 
Loughborough University, where he obtained his master’s in Construction in 
1987 and his PhD. In 1992, Aouad joined the University of Salford as a research 
fellow and progressed through to the role of Pro vice chancellor for research 
and innovation and dean of the College of Science & Technology before he left 
in December 2011. In January 2012, he became president of the University of 
Wollongong in Dubai (UOWD) and in May 2013 he became vice president for 
academic affairs at Gulf University for Science & Technology (GUST), based in 
Kuwait. Furthermore, Aouad was appointed as Vice president of the Chartered 
Institute of Building (CIOB) in March 2010 and became President in June 2014 
for a year. In July 2016, Aouad received an honorary doctorate of technology from 
Loughborough University.
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law. We are the only university in Bahrain that offers political 
science courses in Arabic. A number of our graduates go on to 
work in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and embassies. Notably, 
we offer British Programs in association with London South 
Bank University (architectural  engineering, and civil engineer-
ing programmes) and Cardiff Met University. In addition, ASU 
offers programs in law, MIS, business administration, account-
ing, accounting and finance, interior design, graphic design, 
and computer science, among others. Our students also excel 
in sports. For example, in 2019, we won the Bahrain Colle-
giate Athletics Association universities' football tournament. 
In terms of our students' academic achievements, we won the 
Injaz Company of the Year competition. We also represented 
Bahrain in the Injaz competition for the Arab region, and were 
among the top three institutes. Our students won the Boeing 
Excellence Award and the award for producing the best prod-
uct in the Arab region. They produced an application to help 
with vehicle breakdowns. We hosted an international confer-
ence on sustainable futures in 2017 with London South Bank 
University, and in association with the Chartered Institute of 
Building (CIOB) and we hosted another one on 2019 on inno-
vation, technology, enterprise and entrepreneurship. In total, 
we have about 3,000 students. We are one of the largest private 
universities in Bahrain. We have four colleges: Administrative 
Sciences, Arts and Science, Law, and Engineering, set up with 
London South Bank University. Our students study here and 

get their degrees from the UK. We are creating a culture of ex-
cellence, innovation, and creativity. We are mixing western and 
eastern values and making sure we are progressing in the right 
direction.

How has your institution adapted in the wake of COVID-19 and the rise 

of distance learning?

It is true to say that COVID-19 has taken everybody by surprise 
across the globe, especially the education sector, including uni-
versities and colleges from around the world. Institutions that 
have solid infrastructure and internal capacity have managed 
the transition from traditional classroom teaching to online rel-
atively easily. ASU swiftly moved to the online learning system 
in March 2020 following the decision by the Higher Education 
Council to deliver learning online. The move has been smooth 
as we were well prepared before the decision was taken to start 
online operations in terms of infrastructure and capacity cre-
ation.

What are your expectations for the education sector over 2021, as well 

as the wider economy?

We are hopeful that normal campus life will resume in Septem-
ber 2021. In addition, blended learning will become more ac-
cepted. It is of crucial importance for us to deal with the mental 
health of students as they transit from the online approach to 
the campus-based learning model. ✖
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